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Chapter 1

“"Ringer, | want out of here," | insisted, wapping ny hand around the
bed's safety rail. "Two weeks in a hospital bed are enough to drive
soneone crazy!"

“You have nothing to worry about,"” Ringer cane back with a faint grin
fromthe chair he sat in. "Only sane people are in danger of going
crazy."

“"That's not funny," | told him rising up onto ny knees. "If you
can't talk Val into signing ne out then do it yourself, but just get
it done! |I've had enough of this place."

Ri nger's sharp, black-eyed stare noved to ne fast, show ng how

pl eased he was with ny tone, but he didn't answer imedi ately.

| nstead he took a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it, exhal ed
snmoke in nmy direction, then got out of the chair.

“Val don is not going to be signing you out," he said at |ast,
standing hinself right next to the bed. "You' ve been off the pain
killers for less than a week, and if you' ve forgotten how badly hurt
you were, he and | haven't. You don't nove out of that bed until a

doctor gives his permssion, and | don't care how bored you are."

The grow in his voice was flat and final, |eaving no roomfor
argunent, but I'd knowmn Ringer a long tine. It's not always possible
to argue with him but sonetines he's vul nerable to reason.

“"Do you really think I've forgotten how bad it was?" | asked,
wr appi ng ny arns around nyself as ny mnd touched fleetingly on the
menory of the beating |I'd gone through. Cause and effect, |ike the

chi cken and the egg question, usually conmes down to a matter of which
brings what about.

Do | always get the problem assi gnnents because |'m a Speci al Agent,
or do ny assignnents grow conplications because a Special Agent is

I nvol ved? Either way, ny |ast assignnent had been purely routine
until a painful conplication arose, and even years of experience in
ducking at the right tinme hadn't helped. I'd been in a bad way when |
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was brought to the hospital section of Xanadu Orbital Station, but

even if | would not be forgetting it for a while, | had to separate
Ri nger fromthe nenory.

“I"'mnot as irresponsible as you like to picture ne," | went on,
neeting Ringer's eyes in a quiet, reasonable way. "Having been a
Federation agent for twelve years has given ne sone idea about what |

can and can't do. Don't you think I'd stay here if | really needed
to?"

Ri nger took a drag on his cigarette and shifted his short, pudgy body
very slightly, a thoughtful |ook on his face. R nger, Chief of Agents
for our Federation, |ooked |like he m ght be a sal esman of sonet hi ng
uni nportant. He was short, stout, conservatively dressed in a dark
green four-piece business suit, usually unsmling and usually annoyed
about sonet hi ng.

Possibly, Ringer's brown hair was a trifle too long for your everyday
sal esman, his black eyes a trifle too hard, his novenents too well

bal anced and coordi nated. Even so, few people would have taken him
for a Special Agent who had lived to be pronpbted to Chief of Agents.

Ri nger's pudgy | ook was al nost all canoufl age, hiding bands of nuscle
t hat hadn't been given a chance to go soft, and he hadn't forgotten
any of the skills he'd acquired as an agent. |'d worked for R nger
for nine years, ever since he'd been given the job, and I'd never
seen him back down froma threat or apol ogize when giving out

assi gnnents.

Ri nger's eyes noved over ne slowy as he considered ny words, and it
took an effort to renenber what he now saw. My normal self-inmage is
of a thirty-year-old woman, brown hair and eyes, tall, better than
average figure, a Special Agent for nine of the twelve years |I'd been
an agent. But that wasn't what Ringer saw, not after another little
m shap |'d had which involved getting sent on a one-way trip to
nowhere. The disabled ship I'd been trapped on had been stopped by
menbers of a humanoid race ny own people had no idea existed. 1'd
ended up helping themwth a problemthey'd had, in order to say a
proper thank-you for the rescue.

And since the hel p had included needing ny physical appearance
changed, what Ri nger now saw was a fifteen-year-old girl who had
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| ong, bright red hair, blue eyes, a gorgeous face, and the sane good

figure. I knelt on the bed |I'd been in for so I ong, the hem of the
bl ue hospital gown not quite touching ny knees, ny hands on the bed's
side rail, undoubtedly oozing innocence, youth, and vulnerability.

|'d once thought that |ooking teenage, innocent, and very beauti ful
woul d be an asset in ny job, sonething that woul d produce the
unbeat abl e conbi nati on of supposed inability hiding deep experience,
but things weren't working out as well as |I'd planned. Two weeks of
chewi ng at the problem had brought ne to the conclusion that |'d be
better off going back to the way |I'd originally been. The first step

on that road, though, was getting out of the hospital section of
Xanadu Orbital Station.

Under nornmal circunstances |'d be able to sign nyself out, but

| ooking as | did - not to nention that | registered just as young on
a bio-detector - | needed an "adult" to do the signing. Needless to
say, that fact al one was enough to annoy the hell out of ne.

“You know," Ringer nused, the thoughtful |ook having left his face,
“I nearly forgot who I was talking to. Do you really think you can
con nme, Diana?"

“Con you?" | echoed, still sticking wth reasonable. "Wat woul d |
get out of conning you?"

"What do you ever get out of it?" he countered, exhaling another
| ungful of snoke. "The last tine you signed yourself out of a
hospital before you were officially rel eased, your wound was bl eedi ng

again the very next day. | can't blame you for the way you feel about
hospitals, but this time you don't have the excuse of an assi gnnent
waiting that can't afford to wait. You'll stay in that bed until

you're told you can | eave, and that's an order."

| had the very strong urge to tell himwhat he could do with his
orders, but that wouldn't have gotten ne very far. He continued to
watch nme just as closely as he'd been doing all along, waiting for an
expl osion, so | decided not to di sappoint him

“"Dam it, I'mall healed!" | shouted, grabbing the bed rail and
shaking it. "The surroskin is conpletely bound to ny back, and these
bandages on ny wists are the next thing to decoration! Do | have to
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take on everyone in this place hand to hand before you'll believe nme?"

“"Bel i eve you?" He barked out a | augh. "You've got to be kidding. You
stretch the truth whenever you feel like it, but I"'mall through with
|istening to you. For once you won't be having everything your own
way, and that's an experience you' ve been needing for years. Scream
all you like, but no one will be signing you out."

He poked a finger at ne to enphasi ze his point, turned away, wal ked
to the door, and |l eft w thout another word. | was so annoyed | could
have shaken that dammed bed apart, but not because Ringer's attitude
was unexpected. It would have been handy having himsign ne out of
there, but | hadn't thought he would. He had his own reasons for
wanting ne | ocked up in a hospital room and the state of ny health
was only one small part of it.

| gl anced over at the door before stretching out flat on ny back on

t he bed, then held up ny bandaged wists in front of ny eyes.

Al t hough the bandages were nore than the decorations |I'd told Ringer
they were, ny wists were healed well enough to be no nore than an
annoyance. |f Ringer had had an assignnent for ne he wouldn't have
hesitated | ong enough even to renenber ny wists, |et alone pester ne
about them But assignnents weren't supposed to be comng ny way for
a while. R nger and the Federation Council had sonething else in m nd
for me, plans I'd had the tine to do a |lot of thinking about over the
past two weeks.

Due to the small mshap | nentioned, | ended up di scovering an entire
Conf ederacy of humanoi ds previously unknown to anyone in ny

Federation. They had known about us, though, and |I'd hel ped out with
a problemthey'd had, acquiring, in the process, the new face |'d

t hought woul d do ne so nuch good. They'd then sent ne back hone with
an introduction fromtheir central governnent to m ne, suggesting
that our two civilizations begin friendly negotiations.

|"d brought a man of their civilization back with ne, but not because

Val was their choice of a representative. Valdon - plus a long |ist
of other nanes - had been ny own choice as a candi date for swapping,
as he possessed what was called original Absari blood. That neans his
gene makeup |l ets himchange his features and voice and build to match
anyone he's ever seen, a talent worth having in ny line of work. |
woul d have been able to make good use of Val while he partnered with
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me, but his pig-headed stubbornness had wecked things right fromthe
very start.

Val didn't care nmuch for taking orders fromne, and when |'d gotten
nyself into an unpl easant situation he'd ignored everything I'd told
hi m and had cone charging to ny rescue. The gesture may have saved ne

sone pain, but he cane that close to getting the two of us killed and
when the Council heard about it they'd needed energency first-aid.

Since the Council had already started noving on establishing friendly
relations with Val's people, they hadn't been happy about what had
nearly happened. They'd pictured thensel ves having to announce Val's
death at the first conference, had nearly had apopl exy over the

vi sion, then had turned around and bl aned ne for what Val had done.

Everyone was insisting that | hadn't given Val enough information to
work with, thereby putting himin danger of nearly losing his |ife,
but | knew Council nethods and practices better than that. |If any of
t he Council nenbers had really been after ny head they woul d have
sent investigators around to conpile data for a closed hearing, then
woul d have hit nme with it all at once. The fact that no investigators
or hearings were involved neant the Council knew dammed wel | they
couldn't make the charges stick, but uninportant facts |ike that
didn't seemto be interrupting their sleep nuch. They'd gone blithely
al ong with everything R nger had suggested about keeping ne tied
down, and had probably grinned while doing it.

A good ten m nutes had gone by since R nger had exited stage right,
so | sat up in the bed, pressed the switch that |owered the safety

rail, then clinbed out onto the floor. Standing up didn't take nuch
effort anynore, but ny body still echoed faintly to the nenories of
t he past two weeks. | could have used sonewhere quiet and unoffici al

for another week or so, but cutting nyself |loose fromties and tails
had a hi gher priority.

Ri nger, with the Council's bl essing, was sending ne back to the
training facilities on Tanderon as a cadet, a punishnent none of them
woul d have thought of if it hadn't been for ny new, young |ook. |'d

al so be traveling as a mnor for as long as they got a kick out of

it, supposedly waiting patiently to get back into their good graces,
and that was one of the things that bothered ne nost. If they'd
really thought | was guilty of what they were charging ne with, they
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woul d have been within their rights to do anything they pl eased, even
if I was, in truth, innocent.

What put a bad taste in ny nouth was the fact that they knew | was

| nnocent, but were junping on ne anyway. |'d worked for the Council a
|l ong tinme, and although |I'd never asked for or expected their thanks,
| should have been entitled to nore than a fast shuffle.

| crouched down beside the bed in an effort to get sone of the
stiffness out of ny |leg nuscles, at the sane tine thinking about the
second point that bothered ne in that ness. Val, ny brand-new
partner, the one |I'd had such high hopes for, was nore than not
working out in a sinple way. It was bad enough that he refused to
take ny orders and spent nost of his tinme trying to protect ne. Wat
was infinitely worse was the conviction | had that he was after
sonet hing, a sonething that anobunted to nore than the casual bed-
sharing we'd been engaged in for the past couple of nonths.

At first, |1'd been sure that he understood there couldn't be nore
with a Special Agent, not with the string of question marks ny life
expect ancy was conposed of. The problemwas, that stubborn streak in
himtended to ignore what it didn't want to see. Sonehow, during the
two nonths traveling tinme we'd spent al one together com ng back to

Federati on space, he'd gotten to ne. | was ...used to being held in
his arns, his |lips warmand alive on mne, his body giving ne nore
than 1'd ever before had froma nman...

To nme, of course, it was nothing beyond that, nothing but pleasant,
casual sex, but Val seened to be trying to read sonething nore into
it. I had to show himhe was wong as fast as | could, and one way of
doing that was separating nyself fromhis conpany. By the tine | got
back again fromthe Confederacy outpost where | woul d be changed back
to normal, both he and the Council should have forgotten all about

t he axes they'd been grinding.

| stood straight again and pulled off the hospital gown, tossed it
onto the bed, then |ifted the mattress and retrieved the nurse's
uniforml'd liberated during the last "night" shift. If R nger had
signed ne out | wouldn't have needed the uniform but it never hurts
to be prepared.

The uniformwas slightly too big on ne, but as far as potenti al
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W t nesses are concerned, that's better than having it be too small.
After the uniformwas closed and belted, | got ny makeup kit, carried
it over to the table and chairs arrangenent across fromthe bed, then
got down to the inportant part of the disguise.

Knowi ng Ringer, the Station's conputer was already alerted to be on
the | ookout for ne, and a Station's conputer has too many eyes for
sonmeone to be able to avoid themconpletely. If I'd just tried to
wal k out of ny room even in a nurse's uniform | wouldn't have
gotten very far. It would have taken all of three steps beyond the
hospital area before alarnms went off and Station security nmen were
sent running fromtheir various posts. Security is usually tight with
a conputer on watch, but having just a little basic information on a
subj ect sonetines gives you what you need to circunvent even the
tightest of security systens.

| had a friend whose specialty is conputers, and that friend had once
told ne a bit about how Station conputers see. The one point that had
stuck in ny mnd was an odd fact that only a few peopl e know.
Odinary tritiumfoil tends to disrupt a conputer's vision, and the
conputer is therefore progranmed to ignore the disruption in order to
protect the balance of its visuals. And since tritiumis used al nost

exclusively inside things rather than outside, the problemwasn't one
anyone had searched to find a nore pernmanent answer for.

So I'd had no trouble collecting small anpbunts of tritiumfoil from
sugar packets and the |Iike, and had shredded it up into the snall est
si ze manageabl e. Now the shredded naterial was ready to be m xed with
ny liquid face makeup, which |I quickly proceeded to do. | wasn't sure
t he dodge would work the way | wanted it to, but there was only one
way to find out.

When | was all through applying the ness, the effect was better than
|'d thought it would be. The anpbunt of foil was enough to cover nost
of my face, and mxed in with the nakeup it | ooked as though I had a
bad acne condition. C ose-up inspection would have shown what the
real story was, which neant it was up to ne to see that any

| nspectors stayed at a distance. | packed up the makeup kit and put
it away, rinsed the nmess off nmy fingers, then got out the w de
headscarf sone of the nurses wore. Red hair will attract notice of

its own, so | shoved all ends under the scarf for a flat, unkenpt
| ook, gave the room one | ast glance, then got the show on the road.
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The area beyond ny roomwas corridor wwde, with no nore than a
cleaning cart wwth its usual paraphernalia against a wall across the
way. There was a nurse's station to the left, wth two nurses

st andi ng behind the counter and a third standing in front of it. The
three were so deep in whispered conversation, though, that they
didn't notice ne as | turned to the right and wal ked up the corridor.
There were five or six roons to pass before | got to the door that

| ed out of the area, but nost of the roons were enpty. Because of all
the enptiness and distraction, no one saw ne as | strode into the
outside corridor that led to the rest of the Station and then turned
| eft.

Obital stations are all built along the sane |ines, so know ng the

| ayout of one neans knowi ng themall. The corridor |I entered was
carpeted in green, rich carpeting but the sort to wthstand foot
traffic without fraying too quickly. There was usually plenty of foot
traffic along that corridor, caused by the fact that it led fromthe
huge docki ng areas, past the registration al coves, past the hospital
area, to the Station's eating and anusenent areas. A nunber of people
strolled along taking their tine, a few others hurried either to or
fromthe docking area, and all in all no nore than a glance or two
cane ny way. | noved along with the rest of the wal kers, matching
their pace, a reserved, alnost icy expression on ny face as | held
nysel f al oof fromall contact and conversati on.

The artificial gravity field of a station being what it is, drop
chutes are inpossible to use. Wth walking the only alternative to
el evators, people used elevators on Stations wthout any conpl aints.
| pushed the elevator call with inpatience, |ooking up to see what

| evel the car was on, but the action was just part of the role |I now
pl ayed. A young couple stood to the right of the doors, obviously

al so waiting for the elevator, but just as obviously conpletely

wr apped up in each other.

No one el se seened to be stopping at the el evator, happily nmaking the
position a fairly safe one, but | found nyself hoping hard that

Ri nger had gone on to lunch the way he was supposed to. | had sone
prelimnary work to see to before | got down to seriously |ooking for
a way out. Having R nger show up at the wong tinme and place would do
nore than produce conplications.

When the el evat or doors opened, three well-dressed peopl e stepped out
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of it and wal ked past ne toward the dining roons. | gave the docking
area a last, wstful glance before getting into the el evator and
pressing Ringer's roomlevel, but the glance was just w shful

t hi nki ng. As young as | | ooked and registered right now, stealing a

| i ner ride would have been just about inpossible. Too nmany questions
cone at youngsters traveling alone, and there's no way to bluff your
way past a bio-detector. The only direction |left open to ne was
taking care of the prelimnaries and then playing it by ear, watching
cl osely to see what devel oped.

The young couple got into the elevator with ne, but they got out on
the very next level. | |listened to the soft, relaxing - and boring -
music for one nore |level worth, then got out nyself and started to
check door nunbers. The walls on this |level were prettily papered,
the doors were of a solid blue to match the blue and white walls, and
the carpeting was just a little nore plush than the corridor
carpeti ng above.

A station's residential area is always better- furnished than the
public areas, but better cones in many grades. R nger had taken a
single roomin the nmediumpriced category, and as | stopped in front
of his door I made a nental note of his touching care with
departnental funds. Mst Special Agents aren't that careful, so nine
years of being out of the thick of things had obviously changed him
The slim and rounded pieces of netal |1'd had the foresight to bring
with ne let ne into his room and | imedi ately began | ooki ng around
to see if he'd changed in nore inportant ways.

Ri nger's clothes were all unpacked and put away in drawers and

cl osets, but he hadn't slipped so far that his credentials were
anywhere in easy reach. | took his bag out of the closet and opened
It to find nothing, then pressed the sides and top in the correct
sequence. The special conpartnent slid open to show the bul ky set of
official credentials, letting me nod in satisfaction as | renoved it
and put the bag back where 1'd found it. Ringer hated to carry all

t hose papers in his pockets, so he usually left them where they woul d
be safe but out of the way. | still didn't know precisely what |'d be
doi ng, but having those credentials out of Ringer's hands woul d nake
everything a good deal easier.

On the way out | relocked Ringer's door, then called the el evator
again. The suite | shared with Val was one | evel down, better
appoi nted and therefore nore expensive. Val and | had been trying to
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show a good-si zed credit bal ance when we'd first arrived, and the end
of the assignnment hadn't pronpted himto nove to nore nodest

quarters. O course, Ringer and the Council had let Val stay just as
he was to inpress him but the tines he'd visited ne in the hospital
section hadn't shown himparticularly inpressed. He'd taken to
chuckling over the trouble I was having with the Council, and seened
to be I ooking forward to being senior in rank to nme once we reached
Tanderon, the planet where the agent training facilities were |ocated.

The Council had decided to honor Val with the rank of Agent First

Cl ass, so ny being nade a cadet again would have left himas senior
even though he was schedul ed for a procedures course at the
facilities. Val kept insisting that the Council was punishing ne for
the scare they'd had over ny nearly being killed, but that was
ridiculous. That hadn't been the first time I'd come close to dying,

or even the hundredth; | hadn't been able to have Val cover ne during
the operation, and if anyone had asked ne | m ght have told them why.
But no one had bot hered asking, just the way nost people didn't
bother, and 1'd long since gotten out of the habit of volunteering
what nost people couldn't be bothered with |istening to.

Wal king into ny own suite was the riskiest part of the operation, due
entirely to the fact that Val's people had sonehow attuned himto ne
when we were working together in his part of space. If Val were in
the suite he'd know i medi ately that |'d cone in, but don't ask ne
how. Al | knew was that he could sonehow sense ne a good di stance
away, and the nunber of walls between us apparently made little

di fference.

| eased the suite door closed behind ne just in case noise or the

| ack of it turned out to nmake a difference, then began to gl ance
around. The sitting roomwas gold, cream white, and enpty, and after
qui ckly maki ng sure about the enpty part | heard the faint sound of

t he shower going in Val's bathroom 1'd originally planned to stash
Ri nger's papers before going after what | needed fromVal's room but
t he opportunity was too good to mss. | strode straight into Val's
room found his papers on top of a | ow dresser, took what | needed,
then hurried back through the sitting roominto ny own bedroom

It took no nore than a mnute or two to hide ny prizes, and then |
was able to relax. | washed the nakeup off ny face, got rid of the
uniform then put on a shirt and shorts outfit. The shower sound from
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Val ' s bat hroom had st opped about hal fway through ny dressing, but Val
hadn't cone bursting into my roomwth thunder and |ightning blazing
in his eyes. That neant the next nove was mne, so | went back out to
the sitting roomto see what woul d develop. | stopped to light a
cigarette, then curled up at the end of the white vel vet couch.

| hadn't taken nore than two or three very satisfying drags on the
cigarette before the door to Val's bedroom opened, only it wasn't Val
com ng through the doorway. A well-stacked bl onde appeared instead,
her short hair fluffed, her low cut, long-skirted |ounging dress
crisp and new, her nmakeup freshly applied. She started to show a

sl ow, sexy grin, but when she caught sight of nme the grin turned to a
frown and she stopped where she was.

“"What do you think you're doing, waiting in |line?" she demanded,

annoyance sharp in her tone as her small fists went to her hips. "If
so, don't waste the tinme. In this suite there's no one in |line but
me, and that's the way | intend to keep it."

| exhaled the snoke in ny lungs while letting ny eyes nove over her
fast enough for her to mss it. So Val was going to be waiting for ne
when | got out of the hospital, was he? Fromthe appearance of the

hi ppy, busty blonde, it |ooked |Iike he was well enough equi pped to
stand a wait of nonths. | didn't begrudge hima little entertainnent
any nore than | woul d have begrudged nyself, but the tenptation to
add ny own touch to the situation was nore than | coul d stand.

“"What would | be waiting in line for?" | asked, all young and
I nnocent and whol esone. "I just live here. Isn't Val in?"

"No," the blonde answered with a different frown, |ooking ne over
again wwth a hand to her hair, suspicion creeping into her eyes. "Val
was called away a little while ago...1've been comng here regularly
for days now. If you live here, why haven't | seen you before?"

“I'"ve been in the hospital,"” | told her shyly, having put ny
cigarette into an ashtray so that | m ght | ook down at ny hands in
di sconfort. "I was - badly beaten.” | raised ny gaze slightly to see

t hat she was suddenly | ooking at ny bandaged wists, and when the
strai ned expression |'d been waiting for crossed her face | added
hastily, "But Val had nothing to do with it - honest! He woul dn't

hurt me. He |ikes having nme around.”
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The tone of voice |I'd used had nore wishful thinking in it than
conviction, and it wasn't wasted on the bl onde. The odd | ook on her
face grew even nore peculiar, but before she could say anything the
hal | door flew open and | turned to see Val striding in. He paused
briefly to stare at ne as he ran his hands through his dark bl ack
hair, then he began to cone toward ne again. Hi s black eyes were
filled wwth anger and another enotion | couldn't quite identify, and
he ignored the bl onde conpl etely.

“You nove too dammed fast," he growl ed as he cane up to the back of
the couch. "I would have been all over this station if | hadn't known
where to find you, and now you can get off that couch and get noving
again. If you aren't back in that hospital area in five mnutes flat,
"1l knock your head off!"

| stirred unconfortably as he stared down at ne, recognizing the no-
argunents tone of voice he used. I1'd had trouble with that tone nore
t han once before, and then | discovered that ny reaction wasn't the
only one - or the nost major. The bl onde we'd both forgotten about
gasped when she heard Val's threat, not realizing how nuch it would

take for anyone to knock ny head off. Al the wonan saw was a gr own
man threatening a young girl who had al ready been badly beaten once,
and to ny surprise and her credit she didn't hesitate.

Her gasp had brought Val's attention to her, and he watched her march
hersel f around the couch and over to him She had a grim outraged
expression on her face, but he didn't seemto have the slightest idea
of what was com ng. The girl stopped in front of him feet planted

wi de and fists on hips as she stared up into his face. Then she

hi ssed, "You dirty creep! I'mreporting this to the station

authorities!" and sl apped himso hard she al nost took his head off. |
flinched a little at the enthusiasm she put into it, then watched as
she marched herself out of the suite, slamm ng the door behind her.
Val stood with one hand to his cheek, staring after her, a bew | dered
| ook on what | could see of his face.

“"What's wong with her?" | wondered al oud, nore to keep nyself from

| aughing |ike a mani ac than for any real purpose, but it was the
wong thing to say. Val turned slowy back to Ilook at ne, and | could
see the entire outline of a hand on his cheek.
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“"You set nme up again, didn't you?" he demanded, the look in his eyes
hardeni ng as his anger grew. "Wat did you say to her?"

“I didn't say anything," | answered wth a shrug, holding back a
grin. Then | | eaned both arnms and ny chin on the back of the couch
and added, "If you have peculiar taste in wonen it isn't ny fault.

Aren't you glad to see ne back? You haven't even said hello."

The hardness in his gaze increased as he renenbered what he'd been
about when he first cane in, and he noved closer to the couch to | ean
on it with both hands as he bent down toward ne.

“You have no busi ness being here," he stated in that single-m nded
way of his. "dinicians have the final word on health matters, and
none of them gave you perm ssion to | eave that bed."

“"Clinicians are called doctors here, and |I'm not going back," | told
him sitting up straight to neet that stare. "There's nothing wong
with nme, and I'mtired of sitting around doi ng nothing."

“I don't care howtired you are of it!" he growl ed, closing those big
fingers of his on the couch back. "If I've | earned nothing el se about
you, |'ve |l earned how carel ess you are with your own well -being. That
means you' re goi ng back even if | have to carry you, just to nmake
sure you go all the way to being as healthy as possible. W have sone
unfi ni shed busi ness pendi ng between us, and this thing with Marcie
will be added to it. As if it needed anything to be added."

He stood straight again, |ooking dowmn at nme with that special | ook of
his. Val had had two weeks to think over the various ways |I'd set him
up, and it seened the nore he thought about it the angrier he got.
He'd apparently made up his mnd to teach ne not to con himever
again, and refused to see that if he hadn't constantly been in nmy way

t here woul d have been no need to con him

| was just about to start that particular argunent all over again
when the 'phone chinmed, interrupting before | could do nore than open
ny nouth. Val turned away fromne and went to answer it, pausing in
front of the screen to inpatiently flip the accept swtch. Just past
his right arm |l saw Ringer's face formon the screen.

"Have you found her yet?" R nger growed to Val, his whol e bearing
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show ng just how mad he was.

“"You bet | found her," Val answered, glancing over his shoul der to
send nme anot her of those |ooks. "She's here right now, up to her old
tricks, and insists she isn't going back. If you want to see how nuch
good that will do her, watch while | carry her to that bed and tie
her down."

Ri nger's expression turned thoughtful, and his dimnutive i nage hel d
up a hand.

"Since she's found and bei ng watched we can afford to wait a few
m nutes,"” he decided. "Just keep an eye on her and I'I|l be right
t here."

The screen bl anked just before Val flipped the cutoff swtch, and |
could see fromhis novenents that he wasn't pleased with R nger's
orders. He turned back to stare at ne in that dark-eyed way of his,
undoubt edl y wonderi ng why R nger hadn't agreed with sending ne

strai ght back to bed. | just nmade nyself nore confortable on the
couch, retrieved what was left of ny cigarette, and waited patiently
for what woul d devel op next.

Ringer made it to the suite in a matter of m nutes, and when Val | et
himin R nger headed straight for the couch | sat on. He sat hinself
down on the other end, then | ooked ne over with very little approval.
He didn't seemto be in nmuch of a hurry to speak, but once Val had
gotten hinself situated in a gold chair opposite us, R nger shook his
head at ne.

“I'f you ever learn to obey orders, |I'l|l probably pass out fromthe
shock," he said by way of preanble, then narrowed his eyes to denand,
"How did you get out of that hospital area? | had the station
conput er watching for you."

Most acconplishnents are worth at least a small smle, so | gave
Ringer a small smle and said, "I nugged a nurse then turned
invisible. It's part of ny job to get in and out of places w thout
getting caught - renenber?"

| felt kind of nellow, but Ringer clearly shared nothing of ny nood.
He growed lowin his throat, controlling his tenper with difficulty,
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then he pulled a cigarette out of his jacket, jabbed it into his
mouth, and lit it. The first lungful of snoke seened to cal m him
down, and he | eaned back to | ook at me with nothing resenbling
friendliness.

“"There's very little about you | care to renenber," he rasped,
answering ny rhetorical question. "Since you refuse to tell ne how
you got out of the place you're supposed to be, suppose | tell you
about the way you're going back to it."

“"Don't waste your breath,” | returned with a snort, aware of Val's
annoyance even though I now | ooked only at Ringer. Val didn't like to
hear ne saying no to direct orders - his or anyone else's - but |'ve
never |learned to take them O der-takers have a habit of waiting for
orders when they should be maki ng decisions, and in ny |ine of work
that's tantanount to suicide.

“"Damm it, Diana, |I'mtired of arguing with you!" Ringer roared,
| eaning toward ne to enphasi ze his anger. "You know as well as | do
t hat you bel ong under nedical care!”

“"The hell | do!" | snapped back, deciding it was tine to | ose sone
pl easantness. "Wiat | do knowis that I'mat least as fit as you are,

and you know it. And while we're discussing it, would you like ne to
count the nunber of tines you' ve pulled ne out of a hospital bed
because you had an assi gnnent that needed a Special Agent? But now
suddenly things have changed! It couldn't be you have sone ot her
reason for wanting nme under waps, could it, Ringer?"

Ri nger's face darkened at the double jab I'd hit himw th, but he
couldn't bring hinself to say anything. He really had very little

| dea about how fit | was, but he did know why he wanted ne | ocked up
in a small room sonewhere. He m ght al so have been thinking about the
various tinmes he'd pulled ne out of a bed half healed in order to
hand nme a new headache - for instance, the tine he'd referred to
earlier when he'd visited ne.

It was true |'d signed nyself out before |I should have, and it was
true I was bl eeding again the very next day. But it was also true

t hat Ri nger had conme by before |I'd done anything at all, and had told
me about the problemhe had. He hadn't been hard to find once |I was
out of that hospital bed, and he hadn't refused to give ne the
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assi gnnent he'd spoken about. | still don't know whet her he knew how
really bad off | was, but it wouldn't have been hard for himto have
checked on it.

But Ringer hadn't checked, because the survival of one agent isn't as
| nportant to himas getting the job done. | have no argunent wth
that point of view, | just don't |like tenporary and personally

noti vated reversals.

Ri nger didn't seem prepared to continue the argunent, but that was
only half the battle. The other half stirred in his chair with the
annoyance he clearly still felt, and then he decided to put in his
four bits worth.

“"We're not getting anywhere with this back and forth," Val said,

| eaning forward to put his forearns on his thighs. "None of us can do
nore than offer opinions, so why don't we get a doctor up here to
decide it one way or the other?"

Ri nger blinked, obviously liking the idea, but I was all set to turn
t hunbs down on it before a sneaky thought hit ne. A doctor in the
suite mght be just the key |I needed to unlock the door to freedom

"D ana doesn't seemto agree," Ri nger observed, |ooking ne over in a
cal culating way. "I, on the other hand, think it's the best idea |'ve
heard yet. |If she's as fit as she clains, we'll sign her out and keep
her here. But," and his hand hol ding the cigarette canme up to point
two fingers at ne, "if she still needs |ooking after, back she goes
whet her she likes it or not."

"That gives ne one hell of a great chance,” | conplained, putting a
sui tabl e anount of bitterness into ny voice. "You call in a doctor
who renenbers what shape | was in when | first got here, and |I'm
supposed to expect that he'll turn me | oose? All he'll be seeing wll

be the necessary healing tine, not whether or not |'ve already
heal ed. Sorry, Ringer, but | think |I'd rather pass on that."

Val opened his nouth, obviously to argue what |1'd said, but R nger
held up a hand in his direction.

"Just a mnute," R nger told Val, his tone reasonable as well as
t houghtful. "Diana has a valid criticism so let's see if we can deal
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with it. D ana, suppose we call for one of the doctors who has never
seen you? \Whatever gets decided then will be conpletely unbiased."”

It was anmazi ng how R nger now played right into ny hands, but I
couldn't afford to appear too eager. | drew ny legs up under ne with
a deliberate | ook of frustration on ny face, then tried to tenpori ze.

"He's bound to know sonet hi ng about nme, so how unbi ased can he be?" |
denurred. "And why should a doctor be necessary in the first place?
Wiy can't we - "

“"Forget it," Ringer interrupted very flatly, the look in his eyes
grow ng hard again. "Whatever it was you were going to suggest, just
forget it. The only choice you have is between goi ng back right now,
and seeing that doctor. Which wll it be?"

| made a sound of annoyance at his tone, then got to ny feet.

“I"'msure as hell not going back,” | told him having no trouble

hol ding his gaze. "That doctor you bring had better know the sight of
a healthy femal e better than you two do, or you're going to have a
fight on your hands."

And then | wal ked between themtoward ny bedroom feeling their eyes
in ny back until 1'd closed the door behind ne. Once the door was
safely shut | |leaned on it and nodded, pleased with the way things
were progressing. | should be able to nmake use of whichever doctor
turned up, but it still remained to see just how far |'d be able to
take it. Everything depended on the man or wonman's synpat hy quoti ent,
how much he or she disliked getting involved, and how suscepti bl e he
—if it was a he - was to | arge bl ue eyes.

My bedroom was wel | furnished, with an oversi zed doubl e- doubl e bed,
| i ght nmock-wood furniture, ice-blue carpeting, ice-blue bed cover,
and ice-blue drapes around the vu-cast wi ndow. | considered the
drapes for a mnute, then got a cigarette |lit and carried it to the
silver, deep-furred confort chair the room provi ded.

A small hand table with an ashtray on it stood next to the chair, so
| sat down and hung ny | egs over the armafter nmaking sure the
ashtray was in easy reach. It was tine to relax and think about what
m ght be a reasonabl e approach to an unsuspecting doctor. Putting
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together a | ucid-sounding story wasn't difficult, but ny m nd kept
goi ng back to what was hidden in the folds of the drapes. Ri nger and
Val would have a fun tine if the doctor bought everything |I told him
or her, and I wondered how Val would react to it.

Ri nger, having once been an agent hinself, would probably give at

| east grudging admration to the way he'd been nouse-trapped, but Val
wasn't likely to look at it in the sane way. It woul d probably nmake
himfeel conpletely betrayed, but that was one way of teaching him!|
wasn't soneone to get serious over, wasn't it?

The sort of jokes |I'd played on himhad al ways been enough to keep

ot her men from pursuing their m staken interest, but with sonmeone as
stubborn as Val it was obvious that stronger nethods were becom ng
necessary. Once he cane to his senses he'd probably thank ne, know ng
that what |1'd done had been for his own good. | wasn't the sort of
woman any man shoul d have serious thoughts about, and once Val

| earned that, things would go a | ot better between us.

It took only twenty or twenty-five mnutes for a doctor to get there,
and by then | was all set. Wen Val ushered the man into ny room |
al ready sat with feet flat on the floor, hands clasped in ny | ap,
head slightly down, and face expressionless. | didn't |ook up as the
f oot steps cane closer, but | couldn't have m ssed the sound of Val's
Voi ce.

"There she is, Doctor," Val introduced ne to the newconer. "If she
gives you any trouble, just call nme. I'll be delighted to take care
of it."

The speech was Val's way of warning ne to behave nysel f, but that

wasn't the way it came across. | raised ny eyes to see the doctor
frowning at the remark, and he didn't turn all the way to face ne
until Val had |left and cl osed the door again. He was a tall, spare,

bal di ng man, fortyish with tired brown eyes and sandy hair, and he
stared at nme quietly for a nonent, then put his bag down.

"How are you feeling, young | ady?" he asked, his voice gentle. "I'm
told you consider yourself well enough to be discharged from our
care."

| gave hima pleading | ook and opened ny nouth to speak, then cl osed
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It wthout saying anything. | shook ny head and | ooked away from him
again, and the action crystalized the suspicion that had been in his
frown.

“Maybe you' d better explain what's going on," he said tightly, then
gestured toward the door. "What did that man nean by the remark he
made? | thought he was your guardian."”

"He is," | said in a hopeless voice. "Please don't ask ne about it,
Doctor. | can't involve you in ny troubles.”

The statenent was hook nunber one, and he bit inmediately by com ng
cl oser to bend down.

“"You listen to ne," he said, taking nmy chin in his fingers and

turning ny head gently toward him "I becane a doctor to hel p people.
If that help |lies beyond the realmof nedicine, well, I'll just have
to see what | can do. Now, tell ne what's wong, and that's an order."

There was no getting out of obeying a direct order, of course, so |
si ghed deeply and asked, "Wat did they tell you about ne, Doctor?"

He frowned again and said, "As | understand it, you cane here with
your uncle and went down to tour Xanadu. Sonehow, a mani ac ki dnapped
you and beat you badly before the Pl easure Sphere Managenent got you
away from him Your uncle brought you back up here for treatnent, and
that other gentleman joined hima few days later. Isn't that what
happened?"

| shook ny head m serably. "That's alnost the way it happened, but a
few things are left out.”

Truthfully, nore than a few things were left out. |'d gone down to

t he Pl easure Sphere for the sole purpose of executing a death warrant
on a slaver naned Radman. |'d managed to put hi maway, but one of the
Pl easure Sphere custoners had decided | was just what he wanted for
hi s next birthday and got annoyed when |I didn't cooperate. He'd cut
ny back to ribbons with his cane before Val broke in and killed him
and t he bandages over the new skin growing on ny wists were due to
his tying ne to a bedpost wth rope.

Since R nger doesn't believe in advertising the activities of his
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agents, |I'd had to nake sure what story he'd put out. It wouldn't do
to have ny version contradict what "facts" were known.

“What really happened was this," | continued in a dead voice. "Wen
ny nother was - gone (ny nother was always goi ng one pl ace or
another), this man Val don Carter showed up claimng he was ny uncle.
He had sone sort of papers, and the authorities said | had to go with
hi m

“"Then he brought ne here to Xanadu Orbital Station, and arranged for
us to go down to the Pl easure Sphere. He was constantly talking to
the other nen there, telling them how young and i nnocent | was, and
how attractive."

| bl ushed here, then hurried on.

"He had al nost cone to sone sort of an agreenent wth one of the nen,
when anot her of them grew angry and ki dnapped ne and beat ne. That
man was stopped by the Pl easure Sphere Managenent, and then they

I nsisted that ny uncle take ne away. They said sonet hi ng about not
wanting conpetitors, but | don't understand what they neant."

The doctor was becom ng nore and nore grim but he didn't interrupt.

“"When | woke up here on the Station," | continued, "ny uncle warned
nme not to say a word to anyone about what had happened. He's

puni shed ne before, so | was afraid to try to get any help. Then that
man Ri nger cane, and | think nmy uncle works for him They're going to

do sonething horrible to ne, | just knowit, but what can I do? I ran
away fromthe hospital because |I'mfrightened, but they found ne and
brought nme here. | insisted | was all right because | can't face

goi ng back to that bed, to just lie there and wonder what's to becone
of nme! So you see, Doctor, there's really nothing you can do."

| | ooked away again, as if | had no nore tears left to cry wth.

“"We'l| see what | can and can't do," the doctor grow ed as he
strai ghtened up, quietly furious. "W have excellent security people
on this station, and I'msure they'll be very interested in hearing

your story."

“"Ch, no," | protested with shy despair. "You can't tell the security
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people. My uncle still has those papers, and they'll be forced to
turn me over to himagain. | can't bear to think what he'd do to ne
t hen. "

That part of it wasn't a lie. If | ever had to face Ringer and Val in
front of security people, |I'd be lucky to get out of it still alive.

“"But | can't just wal k away and | eave you here!" the doctor returned
with seething frustration, running a hand over the top of his head.

"There nust be sonething that can be done!"

“If only I could get to Barancelle,"” | sighed, letting ny gaze turn
far away. "Mother - | - have relatives there. |'msure they woul d
protect nme, especially if the security force held those two people
here for a few days. But | have no way of buying a ticket ...I have no

noney and |"'ma mnor, so | mght as well forget about it."

| put ny face in ny hands wearily, but | felt |ike holding ny breath
| nstead. Hook nunber two was dangling in front of him

“"Don't you worry about the price of the ticket, young | ady," the man
bit hard, patting ny shoulder confortingly. "You just |eave
everything to nme. Barancelle sounds |like just the place for you, and
|"mgoing to see that you get there."

| raised an unbelieving face to him then | et sone hope show t hrough.

“"Do you really nean that, Doctor?" | asked, w de-eyed. At his smling
nod, | shook ny head just a little. "I don't know how | can ever
t hank you for this."

“You needn't even try," he told ne wwth a smle, patting ny hand this
tinme. "If every cure required of ne was as easy to nanage as this
one, |I'd be the nbost fanpbus doctor in practice. Are you sure you have
no | eftover aches or pains?"

“None at all,"” | assured him discounting the tiredness | felt. Even
if | hadn't gotten back to tiptop, peak condition yet, | had no need
to be fussed over in a hospital bed. Doctors being doctors, he had to
have a | ook at ny wists, but as bad as they'd been they'd al so been
the easy part, and were obviously well on the way to bei ng heal ed. He
repl aced the ol d bandages with new ones, repacked his bag, then gazed
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at nme thoughtfully.

“You know," he nused, "it would be easier to get you on the liner if
you cane back to the hospital area with ne now Wat do you say? Are
you wlling to tell themyou're not feeling as well as you thought ?"

The idea was an attractive one, but that was one thing | couldn't do.
|'d made such a stink about not going back, Ringer was sure to get
suspicious if | suddenly changed ny m nd and neekly foll owed the
doctor out. If | calnmed R nger's curiosity and went back under
protest, the doctor was sure to start wondering. | |let ny shoul ders
sag a bit, and put a pale smle on ny face.

“I"d love to go with you," | said wstfully, "but if |I did they'd
know sonet hi ng was wong. | suppose it will just be too hard for you
to get ne to the liner fromhere. | thank you anyway. | know that you
tried.”

“"Don't you start giving up so quickly, young |ady," he ordered
gently, picking up his bag. "I'Il think of sonething to get you out
of here. You just leave it all to ne and don't worry. You'll be on
Barancel | e before you know it."

| thanked himsincerely and rem nded himto tell Val and Ri nger | was
fine, otherw se those two desperate characters m ght have ne noved to
ot her hospital facilities and I would be |lost. He agreed, said a warm
goodbye, and left. | heard himspeak briefly to Val and Ri nger, and
then he left the suite.

| went back to ny chair and sat, then hung ny | egs over the chair arm
again. According to the information |I'd gathered from unsuspecti ng
hospital personnel, the liner to Barancelle was due to dock in about
four hours. If ny luck held and the doctor was as conpetent as he
seened, |'d be on that liner when it left. One day's run and |'d be
on ny way, and Ringer and Val, together with the entire Council,
could fold their orders till they were all corners and - augnent
them | settled nore confortably into the chair, |ooking forward to
being really alone for a while. | needed to give ny mnd a chance to
forget about everything that had so recently happened, but right now
| had to spend sone tine thinking about what woul d soon be goi ng on.
And, hopefully, going on successfully...
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No nore than fifteen m nutes could have gone by before the door to ny
room opened again, and Val and Ri nger walked in. |1'd been nentally

| i sting possi bl e approaches to key Barancell e personnel and

| ocations, but the looks on ny visitors' faces jolted ne out of the
pl anni ng and into the present.

Ri nger was coldly furious, and Val's anger had nothing cold about it.
| didn't say a word and neither did they, but Val closed the door
whil e Ringer walked to a | ow dresser near where | sat. Ringer then
produced the sort of mniature receiver | usually use on the job, and

activated the playback part of the wiring section. | listened to just
enough of it to be sure he'd gotten the whol e conversation |I'd had
wth the doctor, then covered ny eyes wwth one hand. | still had one

hope, but it was a slimone. R nger had been a good agent in his
time, but if he was just a little slow |l mght get away with it yet.

“It's the duty of every prisoner of war to escape,”" | said with a
shrug, | ooking up again. "Wat are you going to do, shoot ne? | tried
and m ssed. Better |uck next tine."

Ri nger turned off the playback and sl owy shook his head. "I know you
better than that, D ana," he said. "If that doctor had gone with your
story to the security force, all it would have taken to stop any
troubl e woul d have been to show ny credentials as a representative of
the Council. | know it and you know it, so |I checked ny room M
credentials are gone, D ana. Were did you put then?"

“"Don't be ridiculous, R nger," | scoffed, |eaning back in ny chair.
"What would | do with your credential s? You nust have just mslaid
them You know how carel ess you are."

“"Don't be cute!" Ringer snapped, taking an angry step toward ne. "You
were heading for the shipyards on Barancelle. If you'd nmade it you
woul d have stolen a ship and gone back to Daneron's base. But you
never woul d have had a chance if | had ny credentials to cancel out
your fairytales, so you nust have taken theml | have to get to the
security force before that doctor does, so give ne those credentials!"

|'d glanced at Val during Ringer's speech, but what |'d seen wasn't
very encouragi ng. Val was big, broad-shoul dered, w de-chested, and
narrow in the hip - in other words, a fighting man in his prine - and
he | eaned agai nst the cl osed door of ny roomwth his arns fol ded
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across his chest. H's face, that broad, masculine, ridiculously
handsone face, was tight in the jaw, the blaze fromhis dark bl ack
eyes coloring the rest of his expression. He hadn't yet had enough
time to understand that what | was doing was for his good as well as
mne, so all he felt was angry. | alnost started to tell himnot to
feel betrayed when he found out about the rest of it, but that would
have been stupid. Betrayed was how | wanted himto feel, even if
sonething went really wong and | had to watch himfeeling that

enoti on.

"l don't know anythi ng about your credentials,” | said to Ringer,
sticking to ny story as | took ny attention away fromVal. "If you're
so desperate about it, call the Council and have them i ssue anot her
set."

“"You'd |i ke that, wouldn't you?" R nger growl ed, slanmng the wre
recorder-receiver down on the shiny surface of the dresser. "I'd | ook
great when they found out you'd stolen the original set fromunder ny
nose after |1'd assured themyou were safely in the hospital. No,

Di ana, you're going to conme up with the original set and you're going
to do it fast, or you'll be sorrier than you' ve ever been in your
entire life."

Ri nger wasn't even trying to hide his rage, but that was no reason to
back down. | took ny legs off the chair armand got slowy to ny
feet, then cocked ny head to one side.

"Whay don't you try truth drugs?" | suggested in a draw. "Since you
don't |ike ny answers, you mght find ones you |like better that way.
Or have you got your heart set on hot irons?"

“"The only truth drugs that would work on you are too far away to help

me," Ringer returned, his right fist closed tight and held before
him "Hot irons is closer to what it'll be if you don't start
talking. | don't have much tinme, so | can't afford to waste any. This

I s your |ast chance."

| just stood there staring at himso he nodded slightly,
understanding |I'd said all | was going to, then he noved away from
the dresser toward ny left.

“Now, Val don," he said softly, and Val left the door and began to
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nove off to the right. Wth a 9 rating in hand to hand conbat | could
have held ny owmn with either one of them but the two of them being
what they were | didn't stand nuch of a chance agai nst the
conbi nat i on.

Doctrine says that if you're facing two opponents, you attack quickly
and viciously and put one out as fast as possible, then give the

ot her your undivided attention. |If they'd been a couple of ordinary
strong-armtypes | wouldn't have had a problem they both would have
been unconscious in no tine.

But with these two the question becane: which one did | kill? If
they'd been after ny life | wouldn't have hesitated, but they weren't
going to kill nme. They just neant to see how cl ose they coul d cone,
and unfortunately for ne, that nade all the difference. | went into
standard attack-defense position, and got set to do what | coul d.

Ri nger and Val approached ne slowy and warily, both know ng better
than to treat ne as an easy nmark. | hadn't put shoes or boots on when
|'d dressed, but that wasn't the disadvantage it m ght seem A
successful attack or defense depends on the body's novenents, knees
bent to assure proper bal ance, arns and hands held to check an
opponent's novenent or begin one of your own, mnd alert to every
danger or opening. The carpeting was soft under nmy feet but didn't
prom se very stable footing, and | wondered how | ong the adrenaline

I n ny bl oodstream woul d keep ne goi ng.

Ri nger suddenly cane in fromny |left, showi ng how fast he could nove,
his right leg flashing in a circle toward ny ankles, trying to knock
me off ny feet. | junped the | eg and ki cked out, catching him
painfully on the thigh, and he grunted at the blow and staggered off
bal ance, his body automatically shifting his weight to keep himfrom
goi ng down.

Ringer isn't the sort of opponent you can give partial attention to,
but | couldn't afford to forget about Val. | swing out of the kick
|'"d given Ringer just in tine to kick a second tine at Val, who had
noved up nmuch too close and was reaching for ne. Val was obviously
expecting the kick, though. H' s hand grabbed for ny foot, caught it
and tw sted, sending ne down hard on ny right shoul der.

The next nove was to roll fast to keep fromgetting pinned or
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stonped, but slammng into the floor, even with the carpeting to
cushion the inpact, caused the nenory of agony to flash through ny
body. The breath was driven fromny lungs, |leaving themto struggle
with vacuum and a deep, blurry gong booned for an instant in ny
ears. The reactions were only split-second, not even |lasting |ong
enough to really be felt, but they lasted | ong enough to throw off ny
timng. | began to nove as soon as it was possible, but it was al so
too late. Val and R nger were both already on top of ne, holding ne
down with their weight.

| struggl ed agai nst being held, trying to fight ny way free, but the
adrenal i ne was gone and so was nost of nmy strength. | panted and
sweated fromthe few seconds of exertion, cursing the two weeks of

I nactivity that had so destroyed ny endurance, but the nen hol di ng ne
weren't even breathing hard. Val had his arns wapped around ny arns
from behind, his hands clanped to ny wists, and he noved his head
closer to put his lips next to ny ear.

“You'd better tell himwhat he wants to hear,"
“You'll be saving yourself nore than you know. "

he nmurnured in ny ear.

"I don't know what you're tal king about,” | answered, determ ned to
see ny plan through. There were only a |limted nunber of things

Ri nger could do to make ne talk, and if | could hold out |ong enough
t hat doctor m ght nmake an early call on the security people. Ringer
knew as well as | did that the worse shape | was in when the security
peopl e saw nme, the nore likely they would be to ignore anything he
had to say. The safety of his own neck depended on the safety of

m ne, and that was the best way to have it.

There were no nore words out of either of themafter that, just

actions. | was forced to ny feet between them held close by their
bodies to keep ne from being able to nove against themat all, and
then ny steps were directed by themtoward the bed. Val still held ny

arns and wists and Ringer had ne around the waist, and there was no
guestion about whether or not | would go. Val was hurting nmy wists

t hrough the bandages, but that was only a m nor consideration. R nger
knew as many ways of causing pain without |eaving marks as | did, and
| began to wonder which of them he would use. | could stand the pain

of nmost of them but there were a few...

| nmust have been too engrossed in grisly guesswork to pay as mnuch

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon01.html (26 of 32)18/09/2005 14:57:22



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 1

attention as | should have to what was happeni ng around ne. One
mnute | was being forced toward the bed and the next | was already
there, but not down on it. Val was seating hinself on a corner,

Ri nger was letting go of ne, and then | was off ny feet and face down
across Val's | ap.

| shouted, "No!" and really began to struggle, but it was already too
| ate. Val had forced ny wists behind ne, hol ding them one-handed,
whil e his other hand kept ne fromkicking ny way free. | could feel
his | eg agai nst ny stomach, his hand warm agai nst ny bare thigh, and
| cursed at the fates for doing this to ne again.

“"Do you have it?" Val asked Ringer as soon as he was settled on his
corner of the bed.

"Ri ght here,"” R nger answered. | turned ny head to see what they were
t al ki ng about, then pulled so hard that Val had to tighten his grip
on my wists to hold onto ne. R nger needed his answers rather badly,
so he'd supplied Val wwth a hard, nasty-I|ooking hairbrush. And that

al so told ne Ringer had considered the matter of how they woul d | ook
to the security force. Not like two nmen torturing a woman for

I nformation, but two indignant guardi ans puni shing a di sobedi ent
little girl.

|'"d faced a | ot of threats during ny tine as a Special Agent and nost
of them had been faced calmy if not insolently. But this tine the
sweat broke out on ny forehead, ny nouth turned dry, and ny knees
woul d have been weak if |I'd been standing on them Maybe that was
because Val was a true believer in not sparing the rod, and had a | ot
of things to get even for. Maybe it was just that | could renenber so
clearly the other spankings ny partner had found it necessary to give
me. Val |eaned the cold, hard, back end of the hairbrush agai nst ny

t hi gh, and noved his |lips close to ny ear again.

“"Don't say you didn't ask for this," he told ne, keeping his voice
|l ow so that it didn't carry to Ringer. "You may have forgotten what |

told you about |earning to behave, but | don't think you'll forget
again."

| snarled and struggl ed agai nst being held, but it still didn't get
me anywhere. | could have kicked nyself for ever having gotten m xed

up with him but kicking nyself wasn't going to be necessary. Val was
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ready to do a better job on ne, and Ringer couldn't have picked a
nore willing acconpli ce.

"“Change your mind yet?" Ri nger asked pleasantly fromthe chair he'd
pul | ed over closer to the bed. | turned ny head to | ook at him and
licked ny lips, but didn't answer because | couldn't. Aside from
wr ecki ng everything |I'd already done, tal king now woul d guarant ee
that Val would very quickly find out about the detail that involved

himso intimately. Then it occurred to ne that it m ght not be so bad
I f I could nmake Val back down a little.

“You can't be serious about this, Val," | said, nmy voice shakier than
| wanted it to be. "You know how | feel about getting even."

|'d been trying sone oblique threatening of ny own, but it went over
about as well as the rest of ny plans had gone.

“Yes, | do renenber that," Val answered in a strange voice, as though
he'd just renenbered what he'd gone through the first tinme because of
me, and the next mnute it began in earnest. | tried to ignore the

whol e thing, but that brush was hard and Val wasn't taking it
particul arly easy.

Now, |'d been beaten on Xanadu, strung up by the wists and beaten by
Janmes with his cane till ny back was a bl oody ruin. But though I

still choked with terror over the nenory of that beating, | could

| ook back on it and know there was no conparabl e danage bei ng done to
ny dignity. |I could not, however, |ook back on the spankings Val had
given me and think the sane thing.

There's no way to see the kicking and how i ng produced by his hand

swatting ny bottomas being in the |east dignified no matter how you
| ook at it. This tinme, with himusing the hairbrush, it was a hell of
a lot worse. |I held out as long as | could then gave in to yelling
and struggling, wshing they'd used hot irons after all.

What felt |ike at | east an hour passed before R nger finally
I nt errupted.

"Hold on a mnute, Valdon," he said, |leaning forward to put his arm
on his knee. "What do you say now, Di ana? Have you had enough, or
shoul d he conti nue?"
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Fromthe flam ng ache in ny backside | knew |I'd had nore than enough,
but how could | tell hinf | lifted ny head to look at him and let ny
desperati on show t hrough.

"Ringer, please - " | began, but his face was solid granite.

“"Mght as well get on with it,"” he told Val as he | eaned back again.
“"We could be here for hours."

“"No!" | said as fast as possible, positive I could hear Val's arm
lifting into the air. They'd sinply keep it up until | told them so
it made no sense to take any nore. Even if the security force
suddenly appeared in the room the picture would show not hing but two
I ndi gnant adults teaching the brat in their charge sone nmanners. |'d
| ost, and | mght as well admt it. But that other thing..."It's
pinned to the mddle of the drapes in front of the vu-cast w ndow,

| ow down on the left."

Val started to let nme go, but Ri nger snapped, "Keep her |ike that
until | check. She isn't known for her sinon-pure honesty."

Val tightened his grip again while R nger got out of the chair and
went to the drapes to begin the search, leaving ne to pray as hard as
| could. Maybe he wouldn't find it. If he found it, maybe he woul dn't

understand. |f he understood, maybe he wouldn't tell Val. If he told
Val, maybe Val woul d be | ess bothered than | expected...| |let ny head
drop as | ran out of maybes. | didn't have the chance of a weed in
Eden.

“"Found it!" Ringer exclained at the drapes. "But wait a mnute -
what's this?"

| stared at the carpeting and held ny breath while R nger | ooked at
what he'd found, but shouldn't have wasted the effort. He left the vu-
cast wi ndow with heavy steps, and wal ked cl ose to wave a paper in ny
face.

“That was a nice touch, D ana," he said, all granite again. "I'm
proud of you! |'ve got to admt it passed ne right by."

"What is it?" Val asked in a puzzled voice while I closed ny eyes.
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"Qur girl is really good," R nger grow ed, alnost in a fury. "Even

W thout ny credentials | m ght have managed to talk the security
people into letting nme call the Council, so she didn't take any
chances. This is the origins section of your papers, and woul d have
been one of the first things they checked. Wen they found it m ssing
they' d have gotten a copy of it fromthe conputer fromwhen you first
regi stered here, and checked it out thoroughly.

"These papers are good because our people nade themup carefully for
you, but they'd never stand up to the kind of inspection they'd get
from suspici ous security people. As soon as the report cane back that
you were unknown at your supposed place of origin, they'd put that
and her story together and decide they had slavers or pirates on
their hands. At that point we'd really be in for it. They'd sweat us
for days, and use every truth drug ever mxed to find out what we
wer e supposedly up to. | don't know about you, but only special drugs
work on an agent and | used to be an agent. That would really have
added the icing."

“I don't think your drugs would have worked on ne either," Val said
in a very soft voice. "We're specially prepared for our jobs, too.
Are you finished with her yet?"

"l suppose so," Ringer grow ed, shoving the bul ky set of credentials
into an inside pocket of his jacket. "You can let her up."

"I ...don't ...think ...so," Val said slowy, and | knew w t hout doubt
t hat he al so | ooked down at ne.

“"What - are you going to do?" | asked unsteadily, very nuch afraid
that he intended to tell ne how di sappointed he was before letting ne
up. Hearing it would be hard, but being held |ike that gave ne no
choice at all.

“"I"'mgoing to finish the job | started, and this tine do it right,"
he said, shifting where he sat to get a better grip on ne. "My way of
appl audi ng your effort, you m ght say."

“No, Val, please!" | blurted, appalled at the way he was reacting. He
shoul d have been disillusioned enough to wal k away, not interested in
puni shing ne! "l can't take any nore of being treated |ike this!"
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"That's the whole idea, Diana," he said in the sane soft voice. "It's
supposed to nmake you so eager to avoid a repetition of the treatnent,
that the next tinme you get a bright idea you drop it wthout a second
t hought. Let's see if it works."

“"All right, | promse not to do it again," |I said very quickly,

trying to find sone way out of that corner. Strangely enough nost of
the things | tried on Val seened to backfire, and it was definitely
time to make an effort toward cutting ny losses. "I'll even prom se
to be good and listen to everything you say," | added, just to
sweeten the deal .

At that point I would have been willing to promse to turn inside
out, but | quickly |earned that he wasn't equally wlling to |isten.
He started to apply that hairbrush again, only this tine with nore
ent husi asm than he'd been using. | was already sore fromthe first
dose, but it | ooked |like he'd only been warm ng up.

“"Ri nger, make himstop!" | screaned, feeling every swat as it reached
me. "He's killing ne!"

"Sorry, Diana, but nobody listens to ne around here," he said with a
chuckl e as he settled hinself back in his chair. "If anyone shoul d
know that, it's you. It's just too bad this idea didn't conme up nine
years ago, when you first started to work for ne. It would have saved
me a lot of trouble.”

| hate to think about how | ong Val kept it up. Wen he reached the

poi nt of apparent satisfaction and let ne up, | couldn't nove. 1'd
been crying really hard for a while w thout being able to stop, and
it was all real tears. Val lifted ne off his |ap and put ne face down

on the bed, then the two of them wal ked out of the bedroom and cl osed
t he door behind them |1'd managed to nake a few mstakes in ny life,
but that one had proved to be one of the best. Wth a fistful of
bedspread in each hand I lay as still as |I could, dizzily trying to
figure out why everything had gone so w ong.

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 2

Three hours later the sharp edge had worn off, but it still wasn't
possible to forget what had been done to ne. | had ny pillows bunched
up under ny arns and face, and was |lying on ny stomach trying to
figure the current odds of escaping when Val wal ked in. He swung the
door shut behind him canme over to the bed and sat down, then
stretched hinself out on his back on the far side. Once he was
settled he put his hands behind his head and cl osed his eyes with a
si gh.

"You bastard,"” | breathed, staring at his satisfied expression. "You
didn't have to put so nuch nuscle into it."

He turned his head toward ne and opened one eye. "Watch it," he
war ned, his voice soft but not as soft as it had been earlier. "I
don't like fresh kids for roommates."

"I amnot a kid, and |I'd rather have Janes for a roommte!" | told
hi mt hrough ny teeth, tal king about the crazy who had beaten ne on
Xanadu. "You get out of here, or so helpnme I'lIl -

Suddenly Val's features blurred, and then it was Janmes |ying on the
bed next to ne. | still wasn't used to Val's quick-change ability,

but that had nothing to do with ny reaction. At sight of Janmes's face
and eyes the breath caught in nmy throat and choked ne, and | buried
my own face in the pillowto try to stop the convul sive shakes t hat
hit me. The terror in the nenory of what Janes had done to ne cane
rolling down |ike a boulder in an aval anche, making it all | could do
to keep fromscreamng the way |'d screaned then. Val put his arns
around ne al nost instantly, but the attenpt to counter what he' d done
didn't help. |I fought for control and eventually nade it, but ny
heart was poundi ng as though I'd just run m|es.

“I"'mthe biggest dammed fool alive,"” Val said bitterly, pressing ne
tightly to him "Are you all right, D ana?"

| would have |oved comng up wwth a witty answer, but | was too busy
shuddering at the ice-cold edge of the last of the chills to be in
top formwhere wit was concerned. Val cradled ny head against his
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chest then |l ay back down still hol ding nme, undoubtedly encouraged by
the way | clutched at him It wasn't that | particularly wanted to be

held by him it was just that | needed sonething right now, and Val
was the cl osest sonething avail able. The nenory of Janes was one |
hadn't yet been able to bury.

After a fewmnutes, | was finally able to say, "Do ne one favor,

Val . The next tine you get the urge to show off your i npression of
soneone, do sonebody el se, huh? That particular face tends to nmake ne
sick to ny stomach."

“"That's one | owe you," he said quietly, stroking ny hair. "I should
have stopped to think first, but in a way you asked for it. You're

al ways so dammed snmart-al ecky, it's hard for ne to renenber you have
to have feelings hidden sonewhere." He hesitated for a nonent then
added, "What did Janes do to you besides use that cane? You never did
say."

"He didn't do anything," I told him trying to get the sour taste out
of my nmouth. "I don't even know what he was planning to do, and if
it's all the sane to you |I'd like to keep it that way."

He was very still for a mnute, then | heard a sound that suggested
he'd turned his head and was trying to | ook at nme where | |ay agai nst
hi s chest.

"You're not as tough as you pretend to be, are you?" he asked, his
voice filled with slow revelation. "The hard-as-nails Special Agent
who isn't quite as hard as the inage. If |I hadn't been so busy

protecting nyself fromyou, | would have seen it a | ot sooner.”
"So I"'monly as tough as | have to be," | admtted with a shrug,
wondering if he really expected ne to try to argue the point while |
still held to himlike that. "The attitude usually takes care of the

necessary, so why try to be nore? Every once in a while a nightmare
may slide in, but that balances out what fun cones ny way - which is
only fair. How can you argue with a fair trade?"

“"The trade would seema little nore fair if you really were as hard
as you try to nmake people believe you are," he canme back, not
terribly happy with what 1'd said. "As it is you're getting shorted
all the way around, and I don't like that. | think I'mgoing to have
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to teach you howto relax to the inevitable."

“Don't waste your tine," | advised him lifting nmy head to | ook at

the face already | ooking at ne. "Myst things aren't inevitable, not
If you really work at turning them around. The only exception |I've
found to that so far is you."

“Well, at |east you're bright enough to have | earned that nuch," he
said with sonething of a nod, those black eyes only faintly
satisfied. "Maybe this tine you'll renenber what playing cute tricks
buys you, nost especially when it cones to ne. |If Ringer hadn't

pl anted that |istening device on the doctor's bag to find out how you
really were, he and | woul d probably be hangi ng by our thunbs right
now. That's not ny idea of what a man normally expects froma
partner."

“You're absolutely right," | said with a judicious nod, stirring
against the arns holding ne. "If we were still partners, you'd
certainly have a firmbasis for conplaint. And | think you can let go
of me now. In future I'll renmenber to keep ny teddy bear close by so

this doesn't happen again.”

“"Never mind the smart-al eck comments,” he said in annoyance, naking

no effort to do as |I'd asked. "It so happens we are still partners,
and if you don't believe ne you can ask Ringer. He's the one who
makes that sort of decision, renenber?"

“Not this tinme he doesn't,"” | countered, pushing harder to get nyself
| oose. "He lost that privilege when he nade his recommendations to
the Council, then got so nmuch fun out of delivering their decision.
The next tine you see him you can tell himfor nme that this hasn't
changed anything. I'mnot going neekly to 2 to play cadet no nmatter
what anyone does to ne."

“"No one can say Ringer doesn't know you," Val canme back with a wy
sound, then turned suddenly to pin ne to the bed with his body -

whi ch effectively ended ny escape attenpt. "That's the reason he now
has ny room and |I'm your new roonmate. From now on one or the other
of us wll have an eye on you every mnute of the day or night, to
make sure you end up where the Council wants you. It's what you get
for playing the I one wolf when you had a partner handy, and nearly
getting yourself killed because of it. And it's al so sonething the
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af orenenti oned partner happens to think you deserve as nuch as what
he gave you."

“"You're really pleased with yourself, aren't you?" | snapped, trying
to struggl e against the arns wapped around ne - not to nention the
wei ght of a ridiculously oversized carcass. "I wonder how pl eased

you'll be when | get even, partner. Now get your hands off ne."

"Oh yes, | nearly forgot how you feel about getting even," he

drawl ed, totally uninpressed as he watched ny usel ess struggle. "But

at least it's making you call nme 'partner' again, which is definitely
a stepinthe right direction. Nowif | can just get you to skip the

threats, I'll feel as if |'ve acconplished sonething."

“"Dam you, Val, let ne go!" |I raged, |osing sight of the anusenent in
his eyes when his head bent and he began to kiss ny neck. "I wasn't
threatening | was prom sing, and there are tinmes when | do keep ny
prom ses! You'll be sorry you did that to ne, and you'll be even
sorrier if you don't let ne go!"

“"And sorriest yet if | do let you go," he nmurnmured, nost of his
attention on what he was in the mdst of. "You asked ne earlier if |
was glad to see you back, and at the tine | didn't answer. Let ne
answer you now, Diana."

“Val, don't," | noaned, hating nyself for the way | imredi ately

reacted to a few stupid kisses. He had gotten ne used to being held
like that, tight in his arnmse with his lips caressing ny flesh, his
giant strength and vitality held back by nothing nore than his
decision to wait for ny agreenent.

| was furious with himfor the way he'd spanked ne, but it had been
nore than two weeks since the last tine he'd held ne |like that. No

matter what | wanted, ny body refused to listen to ny denmands that it
wait even longer. Fromone instant to the next | found it was nyself
that | struggl ed against rather than him and then his |ips cane to
m ne and ended the struggle. My arns went around his neck to keep him
frompulling away, but | needn't have bothered. He didn't go anywhere
for quite sone tine, not until he had thoroughly answered ny question.

| stretched as | awoke, and only then realized I1'd fallen asleep as
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soon as Val had let ne go. |I'd been exhausted from everyt hi ng that
had been done to ne, and if | were forced at knife-point to tell the
truth, | mght even have admtted thinking about trying that hospital
bed again. | was stretched out face down on the bed cover and I
rubbed ny face against it slowy, trying to see how nuch strength I'd
managed to replace with sleep. It wasn't a whole hell of a lot and |
noved around in annoyance, silently cursing Val and "his way of doing
things." He'd punished ne and then he'd nade | ove to ne, and now he
probably thought that everything was fine. Well, it wasn't fine, not
by a | ong shot, but he still had |earning that ahead of him He'd

| aughed at ny warni ng and he'd | aughed at nme, and | aughi ng was

sonet hing he wasn't entitled to do.

“"That was sone nap," Val's voice cane fromny right, and | tw sted ny
head around to see himwhere he'd been before, stretched out on the
ot her side of ny bed, hands tucked behind his head. He was dressed
again even though |I wasn't, but | couldn't have cared | ess.
Considering the fact that |1'd been raised on a nudi st planet, clothes
aren't the sanme all-consum ng passion with ne that they are with
everyone else. | looked at Val with a lot of resentnent rolling
around inside ne, and he crossed his ankles and chuckl ed.

"I can't inmagine why you're | ooking at ne |ike that," he said,
pretending it wasn't his fault | felt like such a fool. "You did ask
for it, you know, all of it, and when you ask for sonething all you
can expect is to get it."

"That sounds fair enough,” | replied with a nod, giving hima sober
| ook as | rubbed at nmy left shoulder. "Getting what you ask for is
not hi ng nore than justice."

“I"'mglad you see it that way," he answered, satisfied only because
he didn't know what | neant. He sat up on the bed, stretched till his
nmuscl es cracked, then turned his head to | ook at ne again. "I'mal so
gl ad you woke up when you did. Ringer is ready to order dinner in,
and | can use it. You'd better get dressed."

He got off the bed then and went toward the sitting room and | |ay
there and watched till he'd closed the door behind him M insides
felt holl ow enough to do justice to any neal, especially since |
hadn't had anything to eat after breakfast that norning, but the
com ng neal probably wouldn't be pleasant. I would be alert for any
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openings to freedom| mght find, and Ri nger was bound to be just as
alert to see that | couldn't take advantage of them | slid out of
bed and headed for the bathroom shrugging off any urge to fret. I|f
an opening cane ny way |I'd go for it, no matter who was or wasn't
wat chi ng.

Showering was an interesting experience, too interesting to keep up
for very long when | found it inpossible to wash wthout getting the
wri st bandages wet. | was al nost tenpted to take the bandages off to
see what shape ny wists were in, but the pain had dulled to a
bearable throb and | didn't want to wake it up again. Val had

obvi ously believed what |'d said about the bandages being no nore

t han decorations and it hadn't done ne any good. Wen | saw |

coul dn't keep the bandages out of the water, | turned the shower off
and |l et the blowers dry ne.

| dressed slowy and carefully in a clean shorts outfit, brushed
briefly at ny hair, then went toward the sitting room The door
opened before | reached it and Val started in, but he stopped when he
saw ne com ng and stepped aside to |let ne through. | | ooked around
carefully as I wal ked toward the table R nger already sat at, but

Ri nger apparently didn't notice. He grinned when he saw ne, and then
chuckl ed as he got to his feet.

"“Maybe we shoul d have thought to put Diana's plate on the mantle -
even though we don't have a mantle,"” Ringer nused, talking to Val but
still looking at ne. "I have a feeling she'll be happier standing up
for a while."

“"No sense in spoiling her," Val disagreed, obviously playing al ong
with Ringer's light nood. "If she's panpered now, she'll |ose the
ef fect of having gotten a good whacking."

| stopped short of the table and fought not to clench ny fists, but
Ri nger | aughed and nodded.

“"You're absolutely right," he told Val, clapping himon the shoul der.
“I"'mstill new at this, so I'll take your advice. Cone closer to the
table, D ana, so you can - if you'll excuse the expression - sit."

| growed lowin ny throat and whirled to go back where | cane from
but Ringer's voice stopped ne in md stride.
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"Hold it!" he ordered, the anmusenent gone fromhis tone. "You were

w lling enough to throw Val don and ne to the dogs, but having to pay
for your cuteness doesn't sit as well, does it? Well, that's too
dammed bad about you! You'll conme back here and take whatever ribbing
we care to give you, or we'll carry you back."

| stood where | was for a mnute, then turned slowy back to | ook at
them The smiles were gone fromtheir faces, and two pairs of black
eyes were showi ng ne just how pleased they were with the thought of
what |'d al nost done to them | held their gazes for the space of a
few heartbeats, then shook ny head.

“I only tried to throw you to the dogs," | corrected R nger. "You and
your friend there did considerably nore to ne. How | ong do you pl an
to be of fended?"

Ri nger had been holding a Iinen napkin in his hand, and he threw it
on the table then | eaned both hands on his chair back.

“"This isn't a gane," he grow ed, the expression in his eyes still
showi ng anger. "I know how you operate, Diana, and it's fine agai nst
an eneny, but ruthlessness has no place when you're anong your own!
What you set us up for wasn't just a lark, sonething to be forgotten
as soon as it was avenged. You used your abilities against your own
peopl e, and you' ve got to learn not to do it again. | know you have
no nore conscience than | do, so you' ve got to be taught sone ot her
way. Now, cone over here and sit down."

Ri nger really seened set on this |esson kick, but sonehow | had the
feeling he was nore concerned with what Val thought than with his own
injured dignity. Agents of all grades tend to play rough - Speci al
Agents naturally playing roughest of all - and Ri nger had never been
one to clinb on a high horse. He'd played enough ganes in his own
time, tending to reply in kind if any of his people turned rougher
than he |iked, but he'd never gone noral and righteous before...

The two watchers were waiting for ne to cone back, so | shook ny head
a second tinme and retraced nmy steps. | was in no shape to try
fighting them again, and argunent woul d have been futile.

By the tine | got back to the table, there was a | ook of anticipation
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on Ringer's face. | should have known he had sonething else up his

sl eeve, but | suppose |I've grown trusting in ny old age. He noved
closer to the third chair at the table just as | reached it, and then
he drew it back fromits pl ace.

"This was prepared especially for you," he told ne, a faint grin
showi ng again. "Be smart for once and accept it wthout a fight.
You'll only end up in it anyway."

| | ooked down to see what he was gesturing at, then i medi ately
stared up at himwith a rage | could barely hold in. Aside fromthe
thick pillow sonmeone had put on the seat of the small arncthair, a
nmetal chain was arranged all down the left side of it, wapped around
the left armand | eg. R nger knew how | felt about being chai ned, and
his grin faded when he saw t he expression that nust have been in ny
eyes.

"Just take it easy," he said softly, nmaking no nove toward ne. "You

|l ost all right to any considerati on when you nade your first play
against us. If you don't |ike what it bought you, there's nobody el se
to blanme. Just sit down and take it quietly.”

| tried hard to get that | ook out of ny eyes, but getting the feeling
out of ny m nd was harder. | glanced down at the chain, forced nyself
to take a deep breath and unclench ny fists, then | ooked back up at
Ringer. If all bets were off, then they were off on ny side, too.

“I'"ve never taken it quietly," I told Ri nger, pushing the chair
closer to the table. "Are you sure this is the way you want it?"

"' mpositive,
his eyes.

Ri nger growl ed in answer, utter conviction showng in

| shrugged very slightly, noved in front of the chair, then | owered
nyself intoit. It was the perfect opportunity for Ringer to start

his heckling again, but he didn't waste the tine. Instead he opened
the thin bracelet-cuff attached to the top of the chain and closed it
again around ny left wist, then he crouched down next to the chair.
The chain wound around the side of the chair arm reached down to the
|l eg below it, and hung free in a pile of chain atop a second bracel et -
cuff.
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Ri nger took the pile of chain, wound it around ny left |leg and the
chair leg together, then brought the rest of it back and attached the
second bracelet-cuff to the rear left chair leg. | glanced around to
see that Val was occupied with a bottle of wine in a chilling bucket.
The bucket still stood on the serving cart, about five feet away from
the table. When | returned ny attention to the man | worked for, |
found Ringer's eyes on ne. He still hadn't risen out of his crouch by
my chair, but his original grin had cone back and then sone.

"This bracelet was a gift fromthe station security people,” R nger
told me softly, his forearns resting on his thighs. "In case you
haven't recognized it, it's the ol d-fashi oned nodel used just before
t hey brought out single-set static holders. That ring on your wi st
won't open until the ring on the back | eg of your chair is opened.
That ought to tell you not to waste your tine trying the |ock your
can reach."

Ri nger grinned wider as ny left arminvoluntarily lifted as high as
the cuff would let it go - about two inches fromthe chair arm- and
then his eyes went to Val where he stood with the w ne.

“I wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't seen it nyself," he

mur nur ed, shaking his head at Val's back. "Any other man treating a
wonman the way he did woul d be apol ogi zing for a nonth whil e taking
cold showers. But hinP" He shook his head again, then brought his
gaze and grin back to ne. "How does it feel to be put in your place?"

| choked on all the words | wanted to say and reached for himright-
handed, but he strai ghtened up fast and noved out of ny reach with a
| augh. | was so mad | started to pull at the wist cuff with ny |eft
arm but a stab of pain ended the nove before it really got started.
It felt as though no matter what nove | nmade it becane the wong one,
and | could just see nyself show ng up at 2, the agent training
facilities, with the rank of cadet. Every agent | knew woul d | augh

hi mor herself sick, and I'd end up with nore chal |l enges from
newconers than there are hours in the planetary day.

Agents in training are usually worse than nedi cal students when it
cones to wldness, and no matter what anyone said, the new "cadet"
woul d be ridden as hard as possible. O at least they'd try to ride

t he new cadet as hard as possi ble. Bones woul d be broken, bl ood would
be spilled, but the Council said send little D ana back as a cadet,
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and that's what Ringer would do. R nger was a fool, and if | could
have gotten ny hands on him | woul d have shoved that dirty | augh
ri ght back down his throat where it canme from

While | fought to keep the rage from breaking free of ny control,

Ri nger brought over the food, Val brought the wi ne, and the neal
creaked to a start. | would have bet quite a lot that | wouldn't be
tasting the wine Val held, but not only did | get to taste it, | also
got to be served first. Ringer distributed the food, and when
everyone had full plates and glasses in front of them the bustle
di ed down to a chew ng, swallow ng silence. The w ne was adequat e,
the food was good, but all too soon R nger and Val were back to
maki ng snappy coments about ny "delicate" condition. They were
riding nme on purpose, trying to nmake ne regret what |'d done and
reluctant to do it a second tine, trying to humliate ne as far as
humanl y possi bl e.

| held onto ny tenper as long as | could, but when they began to talk
about sending ne to bed early and taking away ny ice cream noney, |'d

finally had it. Just because | | ooked |like a child didn't nean | was
one, and it rapidly becane necessary to prove that.

Val was sayi ng sonet hi ng about how healthy it is to spank a wonan
every tinme she needs it, and Ri nger was hanging on his every word.

For that reason it wasn't difficult to scrape off sone of the
colorless coating fromthe nail of ny left little finger w thout
their noticing it. Each of ny fingernails is coated with a different
tracel ess chem cal, and Radman the sl aver had found out how effective
one of them was just before he died.

Peopl e al ways see ot her people noving around and reaching for things,
but very few realize that conplete actions are rarely seen. |If
there's a napkin on the table to soneone's right and their right hand
noves in a direct |line toward that napkin, you assune you know what's
happeni ng. Your m nd automatically conpletes the action before true
conpletion is reached, and dismsses it fromyour attention. If
soneone is talking to you during and after this dism ssal, you'l
probably m ss the small, unobtrusive sideways extension of the hand
before the napkin is finally reached.

Val 's wi neglass was to ny right, just beyond ny napkin, Ringer's
wi neglass to ny left, just beyond ny water glass. The chemcals | use
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have no snell or taste in addition to being colorless, and w ne
gl asses were refilled twice after |I'd settled back in ny chair to
br ood.

Ri nger and Val were having a great tinme putting ne down, but once ny
gift to thembegan to do its work their great tinme would be over. |
can pick the | ock on al nost anything that has a | ock, but as Ringer
had poi nted out, the wong | ock was closest to ne. The way the chain
was wound around the chair |'d have to break that chair before |'d be
able to reach the right lock. But the chair | sat in was a |ight

synt heti ¢ wood that broke about as easily as the hull of the orbital
station.

|'d still be sitting there, chained in place, when the effects of ny
chem cal eased up on them and by that tine they'd no | onger be

rati onal human beings. | had no idea what they would do to ne for
druggi ng them but whatever it was it would be worth it. I"'mwlling

to pay the price for what | do - and everyone el se around ne had
better be just as wlling.

The drug |1'd used - chosen carefully for the specific results I'd
want ed - took about forty-five mnutes to begin showng its presence.
If ny victins had swallowed it before eating it woul d have worked
sooner, but forty-five mnutes on top of a full nmeal was just about
right. | sat curled up on ny left hip, right foot folded back in the
chair, conpletely relaxed as | inspected the wne glass in ny hand.
That was when Ri nger pushed a short distance away fromthe table.

"How did it get so hot in here?" he asked Val, frowning and w pi ng at
his forehead. "It feels as if the tenperature's gone up twenty
degrees."

"It does feel too warm" Val agreed, pulling at his collar as he
wat ched Ri nger fighting open his shir-tie. They had started out
sitting in their chairs, but at that point they were nore spraw ed
than sitting, finding it hard to fight the queasy |lethargy rolling
slowmy over them | sipped at what was left in ny w negl ass and
wat ched themw th solemm interest.

"“Sonmet hi ng nust be wong with the suite thernostat,"” R nger nuttered,
the high red color beginning to drain fromhis face. He was turning
“green around the gills," and Val wasn't far behind him Ri nger noved
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around in his chair as though trying to find the initiative to stand
up, but Val sat very still, possibly in an attenpt to keep the room
fromrevolving around him | noted their synptons, checked them off
agai nst ny nental progression chart, and waited for the rest of it to
hit them

“"The oxygen flow s - been affected - too," Ringer gasped, tearing at
his shir-tie, his chest heaving. "Valdon, the energency - inhalators
- are behind that - red panel. Do you think - you can - reach then?"

Val didn't even look in the direction Ringer had tried gesturing
toward, but he al nost shook his head.

"The roomis spinning too fast," he whi spered, hands |ocked tight to
his chair arns, voice hoarse with nausea. "lIs there anything to strap
down wit h?"

Ri nger frowned through his suffering and tried to answer, but the
words were beyond him The two big heroes fought with their heaving
I nsides in silence for another mnute or two, then R nger npaned,

cl apped a hand to his nouth, and bent double in the chair. Val
suddenly began to slide out of his chair to his knees, his face a
mask of desperation. Then the two of them as though on cue, half
staggered and half crawl ed toward what was now Ri nger's bedroom and
t he bathroomit held.

| knew they'd end up fighting to use the facilities, and wondered why

at |l east one of themhadn't tried for ny bathroom It would have been
the smarter way of doing it, but obviously they weren't thinking very

clearly. | finished the wwne in ny glass, found that | could just
reach the nearly enpty bottle, and proceeded to pour nyself sone
nore. | had a wait ahead of ne, and the wait wasn't calcul ated to be

a short one.

More than an hour passed before there was any sign of life from

Ri nger's bedroom At that point there were only two cigarettes |eft

in the table dispenser, and | was really beginning to feel bored. 1'd
also had to shift in the chair too many tinmes, and so felt stiff from
trying to get confortable.

| was in the mdst of putting out the last cigarette I'd |it when
there was a sound at the bedroom door - sonething |ike foot-dragging
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- and | looked up to see the apparitions which had materialized out
of nothing. R nger |eaned on the right-hand door janb, Val on the

| eft, and they both | ooked as though they'd been through shi pw eck
and stranding. Their clothes were winkled and spotted, open at
throat and cuffs, and baggy at knees and shoe-tops. Also, their
stance was shaky, their skin ashen, and their eyes over-bright. They
stared at ne in wavering silence for a short tine, then Ringer's arm
lifted to point a trenbling finger at ne.

"There," he croaked, obviously proving a point. "If it had been
anything el se, she wouldn't be sitting there like that."

“But how?" Val demanded weakly, running a hand over his face. H's
hair was dripping wet, as though he'd put his head under a faucet.

“One of her pet drugs,” R nger growl ed, his hand closing nore tightly
on the doorjanb. "Know ng that nuch, I'Il also bet | know which one.
1“1l kill her."

He began to stagger out of the doorway, but Val pushed away from his
side of the door and reached a hand to Ringer's shoulder to stop him

“No," Val rasped, alnost falling wwth the effort and nearly taking
Ri nger down with him "First we'll ask. If it's true, then she's
m ne. "

Ringer didn't | ook as though he agreed with that, but he had too
little strength left to argue. He and Val staggered their way back to
the chairs they'd been using and collapsed into themwi th nuffled
grunts. Their clothes had a nasty, sour odor to them but | just kept
ny eyes on the two wecks and didn't say a word.

“Diana, |look at ne," Val got out, sitting in his chair as though his
| nsi des ached. He sat to ny right, and | gave himny full attention
as he' d asked. When ny head was turned conpletely toward him he
pushed the wet hair out of his eyes with one hand.

“Diana, did you do this to us?" he asked, his voice softer than his
condi tion accounted for. "Did you use sone ...hellish sonething to do
this to us?"

H s stare, much nore lifeless than normal, held to ne, and R nger's
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gaze was just the sane. | |ooked fromone to the other of them then
smled faintly.

"Who am | ?" | asked Val, then noved ny head to include R nger in the
guestion. "Who do you think I anf"

Ri nger stared briefly and then frowned, probably understandi ng what |
meant, but Val was too sick to be anything but confused.

"What are you tal king about?" he demanded, his breath com ng nore
heavily fromthe exertion of anger. "I asked a question and |'|
dammed wel | be answered!”

"You have been answered,” | told him losing the smle. "Think about
it for a mnute, Val, and then ask yourself who you' ve been playing
with. Are you stupid enough to put ne in the sane category as your
bl ond playmate, or are you just letting your eyes rule your reason?
Ask yourself, who am | ?

Val adopted a frown |ike R nger's, but Ringer had al ready given up on
his. The man | worked for sat bent over in his chair, el bows on
knees, head bowed to hands, exhaustion and illness clear in every

i ne of him

“Damm, " he whi spered, alnost talking to hinself. "Books and covers.
Damm it!"

Val had turned his head to stare at Ringer, but he still didn't
under st and what was happeni ng. Ri nger had seen his m stake, but Val
still needed to have it spelled out.

“I"'mnot a little girl," |I said, bringing Val's gaze back to ne. "And
|"mnot a big girl disguised as a little girl. I'"'mnot a spoiled brat
and |"'mnot a cuddly arnful. I'ma Special Agent. Do you know what it

neans to treat a Special Agent the way you've been treating ne?"

| gave Val a chance to answer, but he didn't take it. He sat and
stared at nme, waiting to have the question answered for him

“I't means you're asking for it," | supplied, and saw a fl ash of
menory and sudden understanding in his eyes. "It neans you' ve call ed
accounts in to be squared, it neans you're ready to nake a stand. It
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al so neans you' ve deci ded on the way you want it."

Ri nger raised his head at that, undoubtedly renmenbering that the

choi ce had been his. |I'd warned himonce and |I'd warned Val once, and
once was all the warning |I usually ever gave. | wondered where his

m nd coul d have been, thinking he'd neutralized nme by chaining ne to
a chair.

“I's that what the point to all this was?" Val suddenly croaked.
“"Being a Special Agent gives you the right to poison people?"

Hs right armleaned on the table and his hand was a fist,
underlining the outrage in his exhausted gaze. | suddenly felt just
as tired, tired and out of argunents. | | ooked down at ny free hand
in my lap, and didn't try again.

“Answer ne!" Val rasped, his hand comng to wap itself around ny
right armand shake ne till | |ooked at him "Does being a Speci al
Agent give you the right to poi son peopl e?"

Hi s face and the force of his fingers showed how furious he was, but
there was nothing left for nme to say. He didn't understand, and |
coul dn't change that.

"She wasn't tal king about right," Ringer's voice canme, weak still but
stronger than it had been. "She was tal king about ability."

Val jerked his head around to | ook at Ringer, his hand still on ny
arm and | |ooked at Ringer too - to see the stare he sent ne.

"Remenbering is so hard when | ooking at that face," R nger nurnured,
his arnms on the chair arnms, his body slunped in the chair. "W

puni shed a bad little girl and then | aughed at her, but we forgot
what we were punishing her for. I'd still like to take the [ife from
her for putting ne through that century in hell, but there's
sonet hi ng you'd better understand, Val don: she may have used G ue on
us, but it could just as easily have been Eternity."

Ri nger knew nmy drug supply and knew quite a bit about how ny m nd
wor ked, and he'd finally realized they'd gone too far. There was no
friendliness for ne in his eyes, but he did understand. Val frowned
and turned his head to join in Ringer's stare, and slowy, slowy,
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his rage eased off as he realized he could just as easily be dead. If
| thought in terns of rights | could have tal ked nyself into
believing | had the right to take his life, but in terns of ability

all I'd wanted to do was nake a point. | had enough Eternity to
decimate the popul ation of the orbital station, but ny using it had
never been in question. | had the ability to use it, but not the
right.

“You can't nean you forgive her!" Val blazed at Ringer, finally
|l etting my arm go. "Wether or not she could have killed us has
nothing to do with it! Look at yourself! You | ook worse than | feel!"

“No, | don't forgive her," R nger grow ed, sitting the |east bit
straighter in his chair. "This isn't sonething you forgive soneone
for doing to you. But | do understand why she did it - and have to
admt that |'d probably have done the sane nyself. Don't know if I
woul d have had the self-control not to use the Eternity, though..

The | ast of what he said was nore of a nutter, alnost |ost behind his
hand as he wi ped at his face. He'd noved his eyes back to ne, the
anger low but still there, and then he began to force hinself out of
the chair to his feet.

"I want her out of ny sight," he said, groping in a pocket until he
came up with a key. "And |I also think | can make further use of this
chain."

He canme close to ny chair before |lowering hinself to one knee, then
the chain tightened around ny ankle as he funbled with the | ock on

t he back chair leg. Opening the |lock took | onger than closing it had,
due nostly to the fact that Ringer's hands weren't all that steady.
Val watched the proceedings in silence, but his eyes and attitude
said he still hadn't been convinced. He shared the suite with two
Speci al Agents, but he hadn't | earned to share their way of thinking.

Wien Ringer finally had the chain free, he carried it in one hand
whil e using the other to push ne ahead of himback toward ny bedroom
The push wasn't only a gesture of annoyance as it would be in nost
men. It was an indication of how far his control over his rage had
slipped, how close he was to | osi ng whatever veneer of civilization
was |left to him | stunbled into the doorjanb fromone of the pushes,
brui sing ny knee and arm but that didn't stop it. R nger was | ong
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past worryi ng about what he did to ne, and a bruised knee was quite a
bit less than what |'d expected from him

Ri nger was generous enough to |let nme use the bathroom and take ny
cl othes off before chaining ne by one ankle to the bed, but he

del i berately put the second, nost inportant cuff around ny ankle. |
frowned as | watched him wondering if he'd gotten confused, but
there was no confusion in his eyes as he stood hinself over ne.

"The chain doesn't come off unless | take it off," he said, his tone
as flat as |I'd ever heard it, his face blank of all emotion. "If |
ever find it off, for whatever reason, you'll need surgery on

whi chever knee | aimat. You have ny word."

After saying what he had to he turned away fromne, circled the bed,
then left the room His wal k renmai ned sl ow and unsteady, his skin
still yellow, his voice still weak, but none of that had anything to
do wth what he'd said. Ringer carried a specially made sl ug gun,
smal | er and noi sier than standard issue disruptors, but nuch handi er
for his purposes.

The slugs were small and cane in clips of fifty, all non-expl odi ng,
but they could be sent toward a target one at a tine or in streans
heavy enough to tear a man apart. R nger could find his target-point
ninety-nine tinmes out of a hundred, a statistic which would not be
altered to significance by the way he felt. |If his shaky hands
brought the figure down even as far as seventy-five out of a hundred,
the fact that one out of every four slugs comng at you would m ss
coul d not be consi dered encouragi ng.

| shifted over onto ny |eft side on the bed, hearing the faint clink
of the chain attached to ny right ankle. Ri nger had given ne the sane
choice I'd given him and all | had to do to accept his chall enge was
to open the chain he'd put on ne. He'd deliberately nade access to
the lock easy, doing it that way so we'd both know where we stood.
The ring was cold and hard around ny ankle, a statenent of

confinenment stronger than it would normally have been. | knew the nman
|'"d worked for so |ong, knew he wasn't bluffing or sinply trying to
scare nme, and knew too that |I'd have to think about whether or not to
conti nue escal ati ng.

It couldn't have been nore than five or ten m nutes before Val
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appeared in the doorway, wal king as slowy and painfully as Ri nger

had done. Hi s gaze touched ne where | lay on the bed, but the | ook
was nothing |ike the ones he usually gave ne. There was anger in that
| ook but there was illness too, and part of the illness touched and

col ored what seened a denmand for understandi ng. Val appeared to be
struggling with the strange ideas he'd been introduced to, but he
wasn't to the point of tal king about them He closed the door to the
bedroom behind him then began to get out of the creased and snelly
cl ot hes he wore. Wen that was done he cane over to the bed and sat,
turned off the light with its beside switch, then |ay down.

| could hear his | abored breathing in the darkness, but it was a

m nute or two before his dark shape separated itself fromthe
surroundi ng bl ackness. Faint noonlight canme through the vu-cast

wi ndow, and | realized I didn't even know what sort of scene it
showed. Val and | had had the suite registered to us for about three
weeks, but that was only the second night-period | was spending in it.

| felt drained and tired, but | couldn't seemto fall asleep. Val
t ossed back and forth, nobaning faintly every once in a while, but

every tinme | turned, the ankle chain clinked in protest. That made it
| npossible for me to forget it was there, even if | could have
forgotten otherwi se. The pillow [inen under ny face had a faintly
sweet odor to it, not enough to bother anyone but enough to nake you
t hi nk of perfuned silk in a palace full of servants and the right

ki nd of peopl e.

| put ny arns under the pillow and thought about the man |ying next
to ne, the man who seened to keep forgetting who and what | was. |
poked and pushed at the questions | had, but there wasn't the
faintest inkling of an answer, no sudden understandi ng of what nade
his wheels go round. Val really did know what | was, and nore than
that he'd even seen ne work. He'd been right there when I'd killed
bandits by the handful with a sword on that outpost world, and he
hadn't been far away when |1'd killed the slaver Radman wi th not hi ng
but ny hands.

But even knowing all that, he'd still had the nerve to spank ne just
as if I were nothing nore than your average girl on a street corner.

And as if that weren't enough, he now lay next to ne right after
| osi ng nost of what had been inside himto a drug |I'd given him

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon02.html (18 of 19)18/09/2005 14:57:47



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 2

Wy ?

Whay did he act the way he did? | did sone tossing of ny own and
filled nmy fists wth handfuls of pillow, but none of that hel ped
bring any answers to |ight. Mst people had a well-justified fear of
Speci al Agents, and nost of those knew | ess than Val did about ne.
Men were usually nervous around ne when they found out what | was,
and |'d learned to accept their attitudes and involve nyself only

wi th other agents - or else not nention what ny |line of work happened
to be. But Val wasn't |ike any of the others. He touched ne gently,
used ne fiercely, and punished nme anytine he really disapproved of
sonething |I'd done. What nade himso different?

Hi s breathing had been nore or less even for a while, so | reached a
hand out slowy and gently to touch ny fingers to his arm The skin
was firmand warm an appropriate wapping for the nuscle underneath,
and | renenbered how those arns felt when they were around ne. So

di fferent he was, strange beyond the strangeness of his origins and
abilities, and until tonight he'd also been trying to tell hinself

t hat sonething ...extra could devel op between us.

That was pure fantasy, of course, nothing but w ndow dressing for the

sinple fact that he enjoyed sex with ne. There was nothing el se for
himto like in a relationship with ne, and after what had happened,
he'd finally be able to admt it. | was a Special Agent, not a wonan,
and didn't even really have the right to touch his armlike that.
Real i zi ng that nade ne take ny fingers back, and a long while |ater
sleep finally cane.

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 3

W all woke |late the next norning, nmainly due to the fact that the

ni ght hadn't been a quiet one. Val had withed and groaned al nost
constantly, but he'd been well off conpared to Ringer. | hadn't known
it inmmediately, but the man | work for had taken over the sitting
roomas a tenporary bedroom leaving it only when he could no | onger
control what the A ue was continuing to do to him

Val seened better able to resist the urgings of the drug, but his

sl eep hadn't been a restful one, even conpared to Ringer's. |'d been
awake al nost every tinme they were, well aware of what they were
feeling. That nade it al nost a shock when | finally woke up with ny
cheek pressed to Val's chest, his arns tight around ne even though he
was still asleep. | didn't knowif | had gone to himor he had cone
to nme, but | didn't want to be in that position when he woke up.

So | tried to squirmslowWy out of the grip that was holding ne to
his body, very aware of the chain fastened around ny ankle. |'d once
been chained |li ke that on an assignnment, and the simlarity of the
ci rcunstance turned ne the | east bit unconfortable.

My assi gnnent had been the retrieval of a stolen sacred object, a
smal | but beautifully carved idol inlaid wwth three very val uabl e
jewels. The idol was the object of worship of thousands of believers
in that particular sect, people called Aralee, and it had been stol en
by the man who had conquered half of their part of their world.

The conqueror had taken over a palace in territory adjacent to the
country of the Aralee. Either he didn't know or didn't care that the
Aral ee were praying to their god and arm ng thensel ves, waiting for
not hing nore than a final sign of favor before | aunching a conplete,
mercil ess war of total destruction against the conqueror, his people,
and anyone el se who happened to get in their way.

The Council couldn't intervene in |ocal planetary matters, so it was
deci ded to send soneone to recover the idol for the Aralee in the
hopes that the jihad could be avoided. | soneti nes wonder about the
Council's definition of noninterference, but as the saying goes, mne
not to wonder why, mne but to do or -
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Yeah. At any rate, | was the one who ended up with the assi gnnent,
and Jensar, the conqueror in question, ended up with ne. | was sent
to himas a supposed gift fromone of the provinces he hadn't gotten
around to yet, presumably a peace offering which would send himin a
different direction once he went on the march agai n.

Darl is a planet which heartily approves of slavery, one of the
reasons they tend to | ag behind other Federation planets in al nost
everything, but at least |'d had a choice of what sort of slave to
be. After reading the reports on Jensar, |I'd opted for the clothes
and supercilious attitudes of a woman of the Darlan nobility, one who
had been chosen against her will to serve her country.

| was brought to himin a covered litter, nmade them force ne out of
the litter to stand in front of ny new owner, then watched as he
grinned while |ooking nme over. The rich green silks | wore were as
thin and transparent as the assurances of ny willingness in the note
sent with nme, and Jensar was caught by the lure in spite of hinself.

Jensar was a man of common begi nnings, risen to the rank of conqueror
and king through nothing nore than his abilities and desires. Because
of that background, he had the expected interest in wonen who had

al ways before been considered too far above him He cane down off his
silver throne, a big man, hard-nuscled and nore than fit, his grin
sendi ng the ends of his blond noustache upward as he wal ked ar ound
me. He played the | ooking but not touching gane until he'd seen every
i nch of me, then he stood hinself in front of ne, | ooked ne over one
| ast tinme - and ripped the silk off ne and threw it away.

My character was shocked to be treated |i ke that, conformng to the
Darl an belief that to be clothed, even in the flinsies |I'd had on,
was nmuch superior and nore dignified than to be stripped naked. My
nudi st background often cones in handy that way, so the shane and
hum liation | projected were as phony as ny supposed origins. Jensar
| aughed at the way | raged and cried, then he called a nenber of his
personal guard to escort ne to a "place of waiting."

The guard, taking a fistful of nmy hair, pulled ne along behind himto
the place |'d expected to be taken - Jensar's bedchanber. The room
was enornous and so was the bed, and | managed to get a glinpse of
the idol | was after when the guard dragged ne past it. It stood on a
darkwood table with four statues of gold and jewels, probably sl ated
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to be thrown away once the three priceless starlight stones were
pried out of it.

The guard threw ne down on Jensar's bed, |ocked a gol den chai n around
ny ankle, then proceeded to search ne. Just because a wonan i s naked
doesn't nean she's out of hiding places, and that was sonething the
guard didn't have to be told. H's hands and fingers went everywhere,
a wde grin on his face showi ng how much he enjoyed ny screans and
struggl es, and then he addressed hinself to ny hairdo.

My hair had been piled high and strung with pearls and ot her

kni ckknacks. Al of it, pearls, pins, everything, ended up thrown
behi nd the guard so he could search between the strands for hidden
weapons | i ke poi soned needles or strangling wre. Wen nothi ng was
found he ran his hands over ne one |ast tine, checked the |ock on ny
ankl e, then left.

When he was finally out the door | cursed under ny breath, felt

t hrough ny hair nyself, then | ooked frantically around on the fl oor
for the thin, hard, alnost invisible |ockpick I'd brought with ne.
Everyt hi ng depended on nmy having that | ockpick, and the search

t hrough ny hair had been unexpected. If |I'd had even a mnute's
war ni ng | coul d have pal ned the pick, but the reports on Jensar said
he |iked his wonen wild but all dolled up. That was why | hadn't
expected nmy fancy hairdo to be taken apart, but the guard had

obvi ously m ssed reading the report.

| got off the bed, balanced on ny left leg, and tried to peer around
farther away fromthe bed. But the nulti-colored pattern of the |arge
rug the bed stood on nmade searching for the tiny | ockpick wth ny
eyes al one al nost inpossible. Then | heard the sound of feet way out
in the corridor, so | junped back onto the bed and began to pull at
the chain around ny ankle just in tinme for the entrance of Jensar.

The conqueror of a good part of Darl cane into the room al one,
unbuttoning his red tunic as he cane, a grin on his face for the way
| was trying to escape. He didn't m nd what | was doi ng because he
knew |'d never make it, and it gave hima laugh to see ne trying. He
got rid of his clothes about as fast as he'd gotten rid of m ne, and
then the real playtine began.

|, of course, started out hating himand everything about him also
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managi ng to goad himinto teaching ne who was boss. Then slowy,

obvi ously against nmy wll, | cane to admre and want him no | onger
needing to be forced to the attitude. The man was no fool so it was
harder than it sounds, but by the tine Jensar left his bed he was
convi nced he had a hot new slave to serve him He told ne he'd be
keeping nme a while, described ne in terns of a bed slave just to see
me bl ush at nmy conedown in life, then he dressed and | aughed his way
out of the room agai n.

Once Jensar was gone, | was able to get back to the problemof the

| ockpick. | put ny left foot on the floor to hop back to where |I'd
been before Jensar had interrupted ne, and that was when things
started to go right again. The luck that was so necessary a part of
every Special Agent's continued well-being i mediately showed it was
still wth ne.

My bare foot had cone down on a slender sonething |I hadn't seen, and
| reached down to fold the lockpick into ny hand. | don't think | can
describe howrelieved I felt w thout explaining that trapped,
hel pl ess feeling that cones over you at being chained to a man's bed,
hi s possession for whatever use he cares to put you to. Mdst wonen
deal with nen who conformto civilized nores and behavi oral patterns,
but there was nothing civilized about Jensar the conqueror. Until you
find yourself in the arns of a man |like that, the cold clasp of his
metal chaining you to his bed and presence, you'll never really

under stand the neaning of helpless - or the neaning of relief.

It hadn't taken nme |l ong to unchain nyself, get the idol, and find ny
way out of the palace, but I1'd had to kill twice to do it. The first
time was when | was stealing clothes, and the second was when | had
to pass a guarded door. That assignnent was |ong over with, no nore
than a commendation in ny file at headquarters for averting a war.
But being held in Val's arns had brought back the nenory of it, the
hel pl essness, the trapped feeling, all of it. | squirmed slowy,
trying to get free, but Val's eyes opened and his arns tightened

t heir hol d.

"The | east you can do is lie still,"” he nunbled, his voice still
thick wwth sleep. "If you do, | mght reconsider strangling you."

H s eyes closed again and in another mnute his breathing had evened
out, but he still held ne close up against him | |ooked at the chest
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in front of nmy eyes that was cl ose enough to taste, felt the grasp of
the nmetal around ny ankle and heard its rattle, then shuddered as
quietly as | coul d.

He held ne to himas if he owned ne, just the way Jensar had, but he
was nothing like Jensar. O was he? And why would he want to hold ne?
None of it nmade any sense, and ny own reactions nade the | east sense
of all. The smartest thing to do would be to get out of there just as
fast as | possibly could. That way | just m ght stay sane.

Getting out of there rapidly proved to be | ess than a snap. Ringer
was al ready noving around in the sitting roomwhen Val finally woke
up all the way, turned ne | oose, then went to get washed and dressed.
| sat up on ny hip and | ooked at the ankle chain, thinking about
taking it off and trying ny luck again, but Ringer nust have been
tuned to the wong wavel ength. Al | did was lift ny ankle and jiggle
the chain as | considered it, but that little seened to be enough.

"Forget it." Ringer's voice cane fromthe doorway, and | | ooked up to
see him | eani ng agai nst the doorjanb, his face still pale but | ooking
consi derably better than it had. "You' ve got a lot comng to you for
what you did last night," he continued in a grow. "If that chain
conmes off before | take it off, it'll all begin comng at once."

| stirred in annoyance at his tone and | eaned back on ny el bow. "How
| ong are you going to keep ne like this?" | asked, only sone of the
annoyance showi ng in ny own tone.

“I'"'l'l keep you like that as long as | care to," he answered wth a
snort, then cane over to sit down on the far side of the bed. That
much closer | could see the satisfaction in him and | wondered if it
had a source other than ny being chained. He took tinme to stretch out
on the bed's edge and get confortable before bringing his gaze back
to ne.

"l had sonme words with the Council this norning," he commented, one
finger rubbing at his jaw. "They had just returned to session after

their lunch break, so | was put right through. | had a | ot of tine
for thinking last night, and they were very interested in ny
t houghts. | pointed out that returning you to cadet grade would do us

little good if we sent you to 2 where everyone knows you and you know
everythi ng about the place. Instead of it being a three nonth
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puni shnent, we'd be lucky if it |lasted three days."

Ri nger was still gazing at ne blandly, everything he said no nore

t han conversation. | didn't know what point he was getting to unl ess
there were other Special Agents at 2. None of the Agents First C ass
woul d get in nmy way, but none of themwould try to help ne either.
Speci al Agents bend regulations too often, and it wouldn't be fair to
| nvol ve soneone of |lower rank in our doings. Special Agents swing a

| ot of weight, but Agents First Class don't.

"The Council was upset,"” Ringer continued, "but my suggestion cal ned
t hem down. | asked why you just had to be denoted to cadet grade. Wy
couldn't you really be made a cadet and started off at the Acadeny
all over again? That way there'd be no one around to hel p you wal k
off, and you'd be in the mddle of a systemthat was designed to keep
you where you were put. You know what? They |iked the idea so nuch

t hey adopted it imediately."

| stared at hi m opennout hed, having trouble believing what |I'd heard.
“"But they can't do that,"” | blurted, shaking nmy head. "The Acadeny is
only for kids. I'"'mnot a kid!"

"Take a look in a mrror," R nger disagreed with a grin, pleased with
how his news had hit ne. "The way you | ook now, nost of those kids at
the Acadeny will be older than you. And if three nonths in Pete's
tender care doesn't teach you sonething, nothing in this universe
will."

He | aughed at ne then, show ng how hard he'd worked to even the score
bet ween us, and all | wanted to do was kill him Being sent to the
Acadeny was infinitely worse than just being given cadet grade, and

I f Ringer didn't knowit then no one did. | started to craw toward
hi m across the too wi de bed, mad enough to go all the way, but the
chain on nmy ankle wasn't |ong enough. | couldn't get closer than an
arms length away fromhim and he lay confortably in his spot,
knowing | couldn't reach him | lay flat on nmy stomach, straining
toward him but | just couldn't reach him

“"All you'd get out of that woul d be personal satisfaction and nore
troubl e than you've had yet," he told ne softly, holding ny stare.
“"Damm it, Diana, when wll you ever learn not to nake things worse?"
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He made a sound of anger then and took hinself off the bed, but I
didn't know what the hell he had to be angry about. | scranbl ed back
across the bed and began to exam ne the |l ock at ny ankle, then cursed
al oud and threw a fist into the footboard. Mst |ocks don't require a
special lock-pick - any small piece of netal will do - but if the
shape and design of the |lock weren't just canouflage, |'d need a
magneti zed pick to get it open.

| had that kind of |ock-pick - in ny |uggage put away in the cl oset.

| could have asked Val to get ne that small piece of |uggage the

ni ght before and he never would have known what he was getting for

me. But I'd let Ringer's upset convince ne that waiting a short while
woul d be better. Now Ri nger was wal king toward that cl oset, opening
it and starting to pull things out, and all | could do was curse
agai n and yank at that dammed chai n.

“What' s goi ng on?" Val asked, standing in the doorway to the bathroom
as he | ooked between R nger and ne. R nger didn't turn even to gl ance
at Val, and didn't stop what he was doi ng.

"Help me get this stuff out of here,” he grunted over his shoul der,
gl ancing around in the closet to make sure he hadn't m ssed any of
the bags. "I think I renenber what | packed in for her, but | don't
want to mss any of it."

“1've never seen a woman with so many weapons," Val commented as he
went over to give Ringer a hand. "Do you issue that nmuch to all of
your agents?"

Ri nger straightened up and threw ne a gl ance before answeri ng.

“Val don, departnental rules state that an agent nust achi eve expert
mar ksman | evel or the equivalent before they're authorized to carry
any specific weapon," he explained. "D ana is one of seven who have
earned bl anket authorization, any weapon, any grade or caliber. I'm
one of the other six. Let's take these things to ny room"

Val paused to glance at ne with a strange, bright ook in his eyes
bef ore he hel ped R nger carry ny |uggage away. | watched them go with
a bitterness | didn't even try to hide, then fl opped down on ny
stomach again with nmy cheek agai nst the cover, having no idea what to
do. | couldn't let them send ne back to the Acadeny as a cadet, but
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right now!l couldn't see any way to avoid it. | pounded at the
bedcover in frustration, but that didn't help any nore than the
cursing had done. R nger and the Council were determned to go
through with their idiocy, and were dragging ne right along with
t hem

Once ny weapons were safely out of reach, R nger cane back to tend to
his prisoner. He checked the bathroom before letting ne use it, then
went over ny clothes with a m croscope before letting ne get dressed.
Hi s special handgun was in the shoul der hol ster he usually wore it

in, but he'd taken off his coat before unchaining ne. Val had been
puzzl ed by the gesture, but | knew Ringer so | also knew what he'd
been sayi ng.

Ri nger was faster than nost at getting that gun out, but any coat

will slow you dowmn no matter how fast you are. Hi s taking the coat
of f was both a conplinent and a warning, an acknow edgnent of ny
ability and speed, and an indication of his willingness to do as he'd
said he would. | had a clear shot at that gun if | thought | could
take it, but I'"mnot that nuch of a fool. Hand to hand | could have
kept himfromdoing nme too nuch damage, but |1'd seen nen die trying
to take a weapon away from Ringer. | used the bathroom and then got
dressed, and ignored the gun as if it were sonewhere el se.

When | was chained to the bed again, R nger had food sent in. He and

Val weren't able to eat nuch, and what they could eat was all | got.
A tray was put on the bed next to ne, and the two nen hel ped

t hensel ves in the next roomwhile | was left to ny own devices. As it
turned out | wasn't very hungry, so | drank the coffee and |left the

t oast and cereal al one.

After the neal, R nger and Val went about their own business, |eaving
me in solitary confinenent. They'd even cl osed the bedroom door to

i ncrease the jail-like atnosphere, but |'ve been | ocked up before. If
| can escape | do it, but if I can't | wait for whatever m ght turn
up. Ringer had supplied a selection of reading matter, so | chose a
good nmurder mystery and got confortable to wait for what m ght turn
up. I'd only been reading half an hour or so when there was an
unexpect ed knock on the door and then R nger opened it to stick his
head i n.

"You've got a visitor," he announced, and | noticed he'd put his coat
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back on. "Feel free to tell her any story you like."

| frowned at R nger's coment, but when he stepped aside to | et Jane
Handl ey cone in, | understood what he'd neant. Jane had been ny nurse
in the hospital section, and was the main reason |'d had to get out
of there before trying a story on anyone. Jane knew | was an agent,
and had been watching nme constantly to make sure | did things her
way .

Jane was a good-| ooking woman in her forties, brown haired and brown
eyed with nore energy than had been good for ne. We'd di sagreed nore
than a few tines, but she'd usually won. She now carried a snal

nmedi cal bag, and cl osed the door behind herself before starting into
the room Wen she saw the ankl e chain, she stopped short to | augh.

“"Now why didn't I think of that?" she asked, one hand on a well -
turned hip. "Wth patients |like you, Red, it ought to be standard
hospital equi pnent."”

“Very funny," | commented, flipping nmy book closed. "All | needed was
anot her fan. Why don't you join those other two out there and start a
cl ub?"

"I al ready have," she answered with a broad grin. "It's called the
‘Don't Believe a Wird She Says' group. | hear Dr. Forrester is the
newest nmenber, so you' d better take ny advice and stay healthy. If he
ever gets his hands on you, it's the end of the line."

"That's where he'll have to get if he wants a crack at ne," | told
her, stretching sone of the tiredness out of ny nuscles. "There are
too many others in front of him"

“"That's because of your w nning personality,"” she countered, then
pursed her lips. "I mght be m staken, but | thought that that nman
Ri nger | ooked pale. |Is he sick?"

| renmenbered how strained Ringer still | ooked, and nodded ny head
soberly.

"You mght say so," | agreed. "He and Val nmade the m stake of
annoying ne, so |l fed themQue. It'Il be a while before they get
over it."
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She | ost the anmusenent she'd been show ng, and one hand went to her
throat in shock.

“"You didn't!" she gasped, her eyes wde. "That's a terrible thing to
do! Don't you know why they call it d ue?"

"Of course,” | answered, distantly anused at her reaction. "It's
call ed A ue because it sticks with you. But don't waste your synpathy
on those two. They got exactly what they asked for."

"Because of the way they punished you for trying to frane them" she
said with a nod, still |ooking disturbed. "Wien | first heard about
it | laughed at how fitting the punishnent was, but then | renenbered
just who they were doing that to. The thought nade ne wonder if you
woul d do any retaliating, but apparently they didn't wonder the sane..

She shook her head with a sigh, then seened to shrug off the sonber
feeling as she gestured with the bag she carri ed.

"I meant to conme by anyway, but this particular trip doesn't happen
to be a social call,"” she said, beginning to wal k toward nme agai n.
“I'"'m here to change the bandages on your wists, and ny comng to you
I s easier than the other way around. |If you showed up in the hospital
area again, we'd have to lock up Dr. Forrester. If you'll shift over
"Il get started.™

By the tine she reached ny side of the bed she was al nbst smling
again, and as soon as |I'd shifted out of her way she sat down and
began to rummage t hrough her bag.

"So, how did those two nanage to get the best of you?" she asked

whil e runmagi ng. "l've been wondering if they took turns, but they
must have if you retaliated agai nst them both. Now | wonder if they
still think it was worth it, although they probably do. Sone things

are worth just about any price."

“"They nay agree with you eventually, but it's not very likely at the

nonent," | told her renewed amusenent, annoyed by her grin. "And by
t he way, how about sonething to drink? It can be anything you like,
and I'Il hand it to you personally."
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Knowi ng G ue she al so knew what | neant, but all she did was make a
sound of ridicule.

“I"mnot as foolish as those two," she said, gesturing with her head

toward the sitting room "But | have to admt | know how they felt. |
nmust have dreaned about doing the sane thing to you nyself at |east a
t housand tines during those two weeks you were with ne."

“So why didn't you?" | denmanded, suddenly in the nood to | ook for an
argunent. "Too shy, or what?"

| was nore than ready for a sharp coneback from her, but | wasn't
ready for the sudden silence and si deways glance | got before she
went back to unpacking her bag. | studied the short, brisk notions of
her hands as | waited for her to say sonething, but her newy guarded
expression told ne the amusenent was gone from our conversation
agai n, probably permanently. It was fairly obvi ous what was bot heri ng
her, but even after all the tines it had happened to ne | still

hadn't |learned to ignore it the way |I shoul d have.

"Thanks a lot," | told the side of her face, all interest in arguing
now conpletely gone. "Did you really think I'd put you away
permanently for sonething like that? | may not have nuch of what
peopl e call conscience, but I'mnot ready for ward K yet. | do have

some sense of discrimnation."

Jane's head was down as she stared at her now notionl ess hands,
havi ng pal ed when | nentioned ward K. It was possi bl e she hadn't

wor ked in that section during her five years at Blue Skies, but she
still had to know about it. The special Federation hospital near the
training facilities was known as Bl ue Skies, and everyone in the

pl ace was aware of ward K It was the ward where good |little agents
were put when they started to issue and execute death warrants on
their owmn. I'd visited the ward a couple of tines, all agents are
required to go at | east once, but |I'd rather have anot her session
with Val and his hairbrush than have to go back again. The place hits
too close to hone...

Jane bl ushed over ny question, then raised her head to | ook straight
at nme agai n.

“I"' msorry, Jenny, | had no right to think that about you," she
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apol ogi zed. "You're a rotten patient, but you've never been anything
but decent to ne."

| had to smle at the nane she'd used, renmenbering the cover identity
|'d had for Xanadu. | woul d have corrected her sooner, but all she'd
ever called me was "Red. "

"I guess you haven't gotten the word yet," | told her. "My nane isn't
Jenny, it's Diana. D ana Santee."

She blinked in surprise, then knitted her brows into a frown. "I know
that nanme," she said, putting a finger to her lips. "The tine that
Pedder son escaped fromward K Wren't you the one who - "

"Who went after hinf" | finished when her words ended rat her
abruptly, renmenbering the tine so clearly |I could al nost touch it.
“"Yes, that was ne, but | couldn't bring himback. He was so far gone
| had to end it."

| knew Jane was sitting beside ne, but all |I could see was that day
not | ong enough ago, a Tanderon day filled with running clouds in the
sky and bl owi ng dust on the nearly dead ground. |'d caught up to
Pedderson in the mddle of a wheat field, one which had probably been
grow ng nmuch too long but still wasn't as tall as it should have
been.

Pedder son had stopped running and was sitting in the mddle of a bald
patch in the wheat field, dry brown stalks all around himfram ng him
|i ke a work of art in his aqua blue hospital suit. He was a man of
average size, sandy hair going thin over a long, straight nose,

sl ender hands, |ight eyes.

H s | ast assignnment had been a rough one, rougher than anyone had
known. He'd spent three nonths in a hospital bed, and two days after
he was di scharged he was found standi ng over the bodies of four self-
styled tough guys who had tried to jostle himjust for the fun of it.
Pedder son had been cryi ng, sobbing out to everyone in earshot that
the four had tried to hurt him but the dead nen had been unar ned.
Pedderson had finished themw th a disruptor, scattering them around
| i ke so much gar bage.

It had taken hima long tine in ward K to stop crying, but he was dry-
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eyed that day in the wheat field, sitting with his arns around his
drawn up legs. He leaned his chin on his knees and | ooked up at the
sky, and didn't nove a nuscle when | stopped six feet away fromhim

“"Hell o, Diana," he'd said, not even looking in ny direction. "I was
hopi ng they'd send soneone |ike you."

“Let's go back, Mark," |1'd said, not letting any of the pity show in
ny voice. "If you give thema chance they can help you."

"They al ready have hel ped ne," he whispered, closing his eyes and

burying his face against his knees. "God, | w sh they'd never even
tried!"
“Mark, just cone back with ne," |'d repeated, not know ng what el se

to say. The blow ng dust was all over both of us, and | could see it
goi ng down his collar the sane way it went down m ne.

“"Diana, | can't face it any longer," he'd said, the words nuffl ed
against his legs. "I can't stand being | ocked away, but |I'll do it
again if they turn ne loose. | try and | try, but | just can't help
it. I1'"ll doit again just the way | did it the first tine."

He' d rai sed his head then and | ooked at ny face, and his eyes were so
| i ght agai nst his dirt-darkened skin. He stared at ne for a | ong
time, then nodded his head as if |I'd spoken.

"You'l | do it," he'd whispered, still nodding his head. "You'll take
t hat gun hol stered at your hip and you'll end the tornent for ne.

"Il be freed fromthat ward, fromtheir help, fromny fear - and
fromthe nenories. Please, D ana, get ne out of this. You know |'d do
t he sane for you."

Hi s voi ce was ragged, unsure, talking hinself into sonething he
want ed desperately to believe. | licked dust off nmy lips, seeing him
as he'd been when we'd worked toget her once, |aughing and not giving
a damm about what we were wal king into. He cared now, though, nore

t han he should, but it was nore than his life that he'd lost. He
stirred and got to his feet slowy, backing away just a little as

t hough he were afraid of chasing ne away. | wanted to | augh at that,
the idea was so ludicrous, but the dust was in ny nouth and cl oggi ng
up ny throat.
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"D ana, please," he'd begged, holding his hands out to ne. "You know
|'d do the sane for you."

| drew the blaster slowy, the grip rough but famliar against ny
hand, the action even nore famliar. Mark had been a Speci al Agent
too, a brother, and | couldn't refuse him

" Goodbye, Mark," |'d whispered, raising the blaster toward him "See
you in Val halla."

“I"l'l save you a seat, doll," he'd answered with a grin, the old Mrk
back again, and then he'd charged straight toward ne with a yell. To

this day | don't renmenber pulling that trigger, but Mark had known
what he was doing. He took no nore than two steps toward ne before he
was bl own backward by the weapon in ny hand, a hol e burned through
hi m bi g enough to see the ground behind him

His | ast gesture had been to give nme an official reason for shooting
him and that's the way I'd reported it, with a lie, but there wasn't
a Special Agent who didn't know the truth. W all know we m ght need
t he sanme hel p sone day, and it's conforting to knowit's there.

"That poor man," Jane sighed, filling the place in front of ny eyes
again. Then she cocked her head to one side and | ooked at ne
curiously. "But | sonehow had the inpression that you were ol der."

“I"'magetting older every day, just not in the right way," | said,
taking a deep breath and then trying a wy smle. "How about maki ng
up for your unkind thoughts by hel ping ne break out of here?"

“"You're inpossible," she replied with a snort, |ooking ne over as if
| were sonething beyond belief. "You're probably still not entirely
over what you got for your last try, but that's not keeping you from
tal king about trying again. Wiy don't you ask nme to do sonet hi ng

easier, |like assassinating the entire Council."
“I"l'l take it," | said pronptly, pointing a finger at her. "If they
weren't so agreeable where Ringer is concerned, | wouldn't be facing

a cadet's life now. "

“"What's so terrible about that?" she asked, glancing at ne as she
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arranged her things on the bed beside her. "I net nmany cadets there
at the hospital, and they didn't seemto be suffering."

"You' re thinking of School 2 trainees,” |I told her, watching her
hands put things where they bel onged automatically. "Ringer and the
Counci | are tal king about School 1. School 1 cadets never get to Bl ue

Skies; they' re too busy being rousted. | thought you m ght know about
t hat."
“No," she said with sone interest, her hands stopping again. "I never

heard anything about it."

“Well, seeing that you're one of the famly | guess | can tell you,"

| decided aloud. "The story is sinple and easy and starts from one
basi ¢ question: How do you find enough agents for jobs |ike mne? The
mai n answer: School 1.

"Every kid too wld for other schools to handle, every person from
every planet who wants to do any kind of governnental work, everyone

who wants to do anything public, has to go through a standard year of
School 1. After they finish that they're free to go on to whatever

el se they |like, but that year at School 1 is the roughest they'l|l
face because it's designed for one purpose - to flush potenti al
agents. "

She raised her brows at that, but for sone reason | had the feeling
she al ready knew everything about the situation. She may have deci ded
tolisten to it all again just to give ne soneone other than an
opponent to talk to, and if so I wasn't about to argue. Once she

| eft, all friendly conversation would go wth her.

So I continued, "It's been found that the sort of mnd that can
accept extrenme reginentation can never nmake a successful agent - and
for 'successful' you can read 'live.' The reginentation-friendly m nd

isn't flexible enough when the going gets heavy. So they do
everything they can to make School 1 the nost revolting of mlitary
academes, tell everyone who cones that they can't | eave before the
standard year is up, then watch to see who tries to break out.

"Only the top brass knows about this, and the one who junps in the
right direction is recruited and i medi ately transferred to School 2
and a normal |ife. They don't always nmake it, but they have a | ot

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon03.html (15 of 27)18/09/2005 14:58:28



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 3

better chance than sonmeone who just grits his teeth and takes it. And

that's the | ovely vacation the Council is trying to send ne on, but
this tine | won't be allowed to cut out. I'll just have to sit there
and suffer."”

“"You said 'this tine,'" she nused, a hand to her throat again. "How
| ong did you stay the first tine?"

| sighed. "Twelve long, horrible, mserable, stinking days. But | was
young and eager then, and had nore patience than | do now. "

"Quch!" she said, wincing with the word. "I guess you really are in
for it. Would it help if I brought you a file?"

| | ooked at the chain attached to ny ankle and grinaced at it.

“I"'mtenpted,” | nuttered, seriously considering the idea. "I really
amtenpted. O course, Ringer promsed to shoot ne in the knee if he
finds this chain off. The way he's feeling now he isn't kidding, but
i f you think you can get a file in here I'll tell you what kind I
need. It has to be a - "

"Forget it!" she interrupted sharply, shaking her head hard enough to
di sl odge the idea. "You people play too rough for ne! Let ne get at
those wists and go back to the energency roomwhere it's nice and
qui et . "

She really did seemnore than a little nervous, so | decided not to
try convincing her and just offered ny right wist. She took ny hand
with relief and began to cut away the bandage, but when she fini shed

and saw the wist she | ooked up at ne with her nouth open. |'d been
hol di ng nmy breath until the bandage was off, but the skin hadn't
stuck to it too badly and the pain was at a bearable level. | w ped

at the sweat on ny upper |lip - which was nore from antici pation than
anything else - and net Jane's now outraged stare.

“Well, you don't think | took it wthout a struggle, do you?" |

demanded. |'d been trying to match her outrage, but the question
sounded defensive even to ne. So | gave up on the outrage with a
shrug and added, "Val's not the gentlest soul |'ve ever net, and he

was mad enough to pull down walls. Fromthe way the wist felt |
t hought the damage was a | ot worse than it i1s."
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“It's bad enough," she nmuttered, |osing her own outrage as she | ooked
at the weckage again. "How s the other one?"

“"They're a matched set,” | admtted. "It's so gauche any ot her way."

She cl osed her eyes briefly and shook her head, then opened them
again to pin ne wth another stare.

“1"1l bet any anpunt you nane that you never said a word to him" she
stated, knowing |'d know who "hinmt was. "Do we have a bet ?"

“"Don't be so smart," | grunbled, then saw she was adding up to the
wrong concl usions. "And get that | ook out of your eye. | didn't say
anything to begin wth because I was too busy scream ng, but just
give ne sone tine. | love to make Val feel guilty."

She kept her eyes on ne for a mnute, nuttered "Sure," under her
breath, then went into her bag for what she obviously hadn't thought
she'd need. | had the feeling | ought to pursue her nutterings, but
there wasn't much to say in a situation like that. If | told her ny
relationship with Val consisted of nothing nore than work and sex,
she'd never believe it.

Peopl e al ways have to inject romance when a male and a fenale are

I nvol ved, or the whole fabric of their very existence begins to

di ssolve. To say that the life of a Special Agent doesn't cone

equi pped with a niche for the niceties would be to tarnish our public
| mage, and never let it be said that I'd tarnish an image. | w nced a
little at the sting of the spray she used on ne, and applied sone
self-control to ny tongue.

When ny second wist had been sprayed and rebandaged, Jane gat hered
the debris together and put it all back in her bag. She | ooked around
to make sure she had everything, then stood up just as | already had.
She | ooked faintly amused as her gaze noved over ne, and | realized
she' d never seen ne out of bed and standing up before. She wasn't a
smal | woman, but | stood at |east a head taller than she did. From

t he anusenent in her expression, | supposed she nust have been
remenbering all the tinmes she'd pushed ne around wi thout regretting
it.
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“Let me give you a friendly tip," she said at |ast, taking a tighter
grip on her bag. "The next tine, wear wist bands. They'll save a | ot
of wear and tear, not to nention salve and spray."

“"There won't be a next tinme," | assured her, fiddling with the |eft

bandage to make it nore confortable. "Not if | have anything to say
about it."

She was at the door when she turned to grin at nme. "How nmuch did you
have to say about it this time?" she asked. Then she |eft.

| stood there for a mnute, staring glumy at the door. | hated to
admt it, but she had a point.

The rest of the day went just the way the early part had gone, with
Val and Ringer out in the sitting room doi ng whatever they were
doing, and ne closed into the bedroomw th ny nurder nystery. Finding
out who the nmurderer was turned out to be a surprise, but not because
the thing was that well witten. My m nd insisted on wanderi ng around
all over the place, and every tine | cane back to the book I found
|"d m ssed anot her cl ue.

When Ringer brought dinner in | tried to explain just how bad an idea
he'd had, but he was still in no nood to |isten to reason. W'd all

m ssed | unch because of the tine we'd had breakfast, and Ri nger was
just beginning to get his appetite back. My argunents based on reason
ended up bouncing off an uninterested back, and I was so p.o.ed |
nearly threw the tray of food after that same back. Ri nger wasn't

| istening to anything he didn't want to hear, and anything com ng
fromme headed that |ist.

It wasn't until after | was rechained for the night that Val cane
into the room He glanced at ne where | lay on ny back in the bed,
hands behi nd ny head, and there was a faint smle on his face as he
headed for the bathroom H's smle probably canme fromthe nenory of
the words Ringer and | had had about ten mnutes earlier, right after
the chain had been cl osed around ny ankle again. |'d purposely waited
till that point, and then had | aughed at Ringer for being so afraid
of me that he had to keep nme under | ock and key.

|'d been trying to get himangry enough to do sonething stupid, but
he hadn't even gotten annoyed. Instead he'd just | ooked at nme and
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shaken his head, and then had nurnured, "You don't know how close to
right you are." Then he'd turned around and wal ked out of the room

| eaving nme to stare after himlike an idiot. I knew R nger wasn't
afraid of ne, so what the hell had he been tal king about? | l[ay on
the bed with ny hands tucked behind ny head, staring at the ceiling,

trying to figure out what |'d mssed this tine.

“"Now, this is what |I call a well furnished suite," Val's voice cane,
and | | ooked down fromthe ceiling to see him standi ng on the ot her
side of the bed. "Every man ought to be entitled to find a beauti ful
woman chained in his bed. It nakes for a very pleasant life."

He stood there grinning at ne, but getting mad wasn't worth the
effort.

"That sounds |ike a great slogan for running for public office on," |
comented. "Wiy don't you start running now? And for your

information, this is nmy bed. Ringer is in your bed, but don't |et
that stop you fromusing it. |I'msure he's dying for sone conpany."

| noved ny eyes back to the ceiling, but that didn't nmean | coul dn't
feel the bed dip from Val'ss weight as he sat down and then stretched
out. | had enough of nmy own thoughts to occupy ne, but Val seened to
be in the nood for conversation. He noved cl oser, and then his hand
canme to ny face and gently turned it back to him

“"You don't accept conplinents very well,"” he said, the sane faint
anmusenent there in his black eyes. He'd gotten down to the buff just
as | had, but not for the sane reason. |'ve never been able to sl eep
i n anyt hi ng wi t hout waki ng up choki ng, but Val had never practiced
the habit until he'd begun to sleep with ne. "Don't you |ike
conplinments?" he asked. "Or is it just that you ve heard them so
often they've | ost neani ng?"

| studied his face as he | ooked at ne, then abruptly decided to ask
sonme questions of nmy own.

"Why woul d you want to conplinment ne?" | countered, feeling nothing
of the anmusenent he continued to show "And for that matter what are
you doing in here? As far as |I'm concerned you deserved that dose of
G ue, but | doubt if you agree with ne. After all that's happened,
why are you still here?"
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H s dark and beautiful gaze sobered, and the hand at ny face noved
softly over ny cheek.

“I"ve got to learn to know you," he nmurnured, alnost to hinself, his
stare becom ng nore penetrating. "You do things |'ve never seen any
ot her woman do, your abilities extend even beyond ny ori gi nal
conceptions of them you're ruthless and decisive, yet vul nerabl e,
too, in sone strange and roundabout way. What sort of codes are you
| oyal to? Where do you find the rightness in the things you do? And
why do you think | ought to be sonewhere other than right here?"

He wasn't asking questions he expected ne to answer, | could see that
in his expression, so | didn't say anything. Hi s eyes were on ny
face, searching deeply for sonething other than what his eyesight
gave him At last he smled gently and said, "Well? You didn't answer
me. Is it that you don't |ike conplinents, or have you just heard
themtoo often?”

"The first usually comes about because of the second,” |I told him
for sone reason feeling very unconfortable. | still didn't understand
what he was after, or what he hoped to acconplish. "In ny case, both
reasons apply independently as well as conjointly.”

"I adm re your vocabulary," he said wwth a |laugh, still noving his
hand on ny face. "Or at least this part of it. Portions of the rest
| eave a ot to be desired.”

“I don't recall seeing anyone forcing you to listen," | countered,
bri ngi ng one arm down to push his hand away fromny face. "I|'ve
earned the right to use any words or phrases | care to, and if you
don't agree you can lunp it."

| turned ny back on him lying on ny right side, at the sane tine
wondering what was wong with ne. | knew | had a bad feeling about

t hat upcom ng stay at the Acadeny, but | felt upset even beyond t hat
- and nost especially where Val was concerned. He cl ai nred he wanted

to know about ne. What did he want to know about, and for what
pur pose..?

"l don't agree, but | also won't lunp it," Val's voice cane from
behind nme, a faint annoyance tingeing his tone. "Wat you have or
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haven't earned doesn't enter into it. A lady doesn't use that kind of
| anguage no matter how angry she becones.”

|"d becone very aware of the pillow |linen against ny cheek, and could
even see the blueness of it. | tried to bring ny knees up higher
toward ny chest, but the ankle chain refused to allowny right leg to
nove that far.

"l guess you've hit the nail right on the head," | told the

pill owmcase, which ny left hand had a fistful of. "A |lady doesn't use
t hat ki nd of |anguage."

There was a nonent of silence, during which tine | closed ny eyes,
but then Val spoke again, surprising ne.

“Stop it!" he snapped, his hand coming to ny left armto pull ne back
to the way |I'd been lying originally. That way | could see how angry
he was, and | didn't understand why.

"You once told nme you never nmke excuses," he growl ed, his eyes hard.
"I thought | knew what you nmeant, but obviously | didn't. I don't
know anyone who consi ders defendi ng thensel ves from unj ust
accusations as maki ng excuses - except you. And |I'd better not see it
again."

"I don't know what you're tal king about," | protested, stirring
against the way his fingers pressed into ny arm He saw that he was
hurting nme and i medi ately | oosened his grip, but his anger didn't
lighten up in the | east.

“I"'mtal king about this little habit of yours," he said, gesturing

Wi th one hand but keeping his eyes directly on ne. "It nust have
taken you tinme to deci de what you would do when and for what reasons,
but if anyone questions you about your actions you make one
general i zed statenent and then stop. If the person you're talking to
doesn't understand i nmmedi ately, he doesn't get any clarifications.
All he gets is an unarguing silence that agrees with everything he
says, but to you it's a matter of not nmking excuses. Don't you see
that other people don't ook at it that way?"

"l have no way of changi ng ot her people's outlooks,"” | said, bothered
by that dark black stare. "If you think you can do sonet hi ng about
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them feel free to try."

“"Dam it, it's you |I'mtal king about, not other people!" he expl oded,
sitting up to loomover ne. "All | said was that your |anguage was

unl adyli ke, | didn't say you weren't a |ady. You were the one who
| mredi ately assuned that, and all you did was agree. There was no
call for that kind of agreenent!”

| alnost smled at his opening words, but it seened nore appropriate
to | augh shortly at the rest of what he'd said.

“"That's the biggest joke |'ve heard in a long tinme," | scoffed,
putting ny hands behind ny head again. "Ladies get nmarried and have
children and run confortable, attractive hones for their husbands.
They don't becone Special Agents. The demands of the job tend to
precl ude generally accepted | adyli ke behavior."

| grinned faintly at him admttedly getting a kick out of throw ng
i n sanpl es of the sort of vocabulary | seldomused. It isn't that |
felt unconfortable using it, it's just that nost people aren't tuned
in to that sort of palaver. And other considerations aside, ny job
didn't often end ne up in spots where pol ysyllables would go
unnoticed. Val saw the grin | sent up to him and growed lowin his
t hr oat .

“I wasn't joking," he said, reaching past ne to rest his left hand on
the pillow right next to ny head. H's voice was very soft and
dangerous, his stare was hard and unconprom sing, and to say he

wasn't joking was an understatenent. "I don't see any reason why a
femal e can't be considered a | ady no matter what she does for a
living. If you act like a lady, you'll be treated |ike one."

"I's that so?" | nurnured, beginning to feel annoyed. "Isn't it a

little too soon for you to be naki ng deep-seated pronouncenents? You
haven't been here | ong enough to see the | ooks on nen's faces when
they find out I'ma Special Agent. \Watever they thought of nme till
then is totally w ped away by their sure knowl edge of what a Speci al
Agent is.

“"At first they pale a little, wondering if they've said anything I
m ght take offense at. Don't forget | kill for a living, and that
sort of thing is hard to turn off. Then, when | don't immediately
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beat themto the ground or pull a knife, they get bol der, admring
their own courage for continuing to stand next to ne.

"The next thing that cones is a hand on the shoul der and a | ot of
pretty words, a testing to see how far they can go. They've heard
about Special Agents, you see, and consider getting a femal e Speci al
Agent into bed the lay of alifetine. Then, if they do nmanage to nake
it - "

"Stop," Val interrupted, a sickness in his gaze to replace the forner
anger. He still stared at ne, but his head shook back and forth. "Not
all nmen are like that, they can't be. Sone of them have to be capabl e
of know ng a | ady when they see one."

"Sure," | agreed, too tired to keep the flatness out of ny tone. "I
don't mean to bel abor an already asked question, but if |I'msuch a
| ady, what are you doing lying naked in ny bed? Waiting for tea and
sandw ches, maybe?"

The pain showed in his eyes then, alnost as though I'd hit him and
hi s nout h opened, possibly to refute what |1'd said. But there didn't
seemto be any words to match the attenpt. He closed his nouth then
and pulled hinself away fromne, getting out of bed to stride to the
door, open it, then disappear through it. | watched the silent,

cl osed door for a mnute, then turned over onto ny stomach and buried
my arns under the pillow while |I closed ny eyes.

| don't know what | could have been expecting from Val, but his
wal ki ng out without a word wasn't it. He seened to be picturing ne as
sonething | wasn't, and |'d been coarse on purpose, trying to
overstress the point he was avoiding. OF course there were nen who
treated ne the sane way they treated any ot her woman, but those
weren't the ones who caused the deep-down hurt. |'d been trying to
find out where Val stood once we got beyond the irrelevant, and it

| ooked like I'd managed to find out.

| sighed as | was forced to accept the fact that he couldn't admt he
was near ne for nothing but sex, and | suppose it was that |ack of
honesty whi ch was nost di sappointing. | had no right to expect
anything fromhimat all, but I was still human enough to soneti nes
regret, and foolish enough to sonetines expect. The faint perfune off
pal aces and princes reached ny awareness, but | also felt the netal
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around ny right ankle. | buried ny face in the pillow and tried to
stop breathing and feeling, but the try turned out to be just as
successful as the rest of ny tries had been.

No nore than ten m nutes of peace and qui et could have passed before
the door to the sitting room opened again and Val was back, | ooking
det erm ned about sonething. | groaned to nyself and turned ny head
away on the pillow, but staring at the wall past ny bed | anp showed
me nothing in the way of mracles that would stop the previous

subj ect from bei ng reopened.

| don't know why | felt so positive that old ashes woul d be reraked,;
| just knew | wasn't in the nood for it. | considered pretending to
be asl eep, but the soft light fromthe bed |anps was still too bright
for Val to have m ssed seeing ne watch himcone in. The door cl osed,
the stirring of carpet-nuffled footsteps cane, and then the bed

di pped agai n.

“"Rem nd nme to never debate with you for anything val uable," ny
partner comented, noving around a little to get confortable. "W
started out discussing the sort of |anguage you use, and ended up
with nme feeling guilty about being in bed with you. That's a hell of
a way to wn a debating point."

“"Do you want ne to apol ogi ze for nmaking you feel guilty?" | asked,

still not turning nmy head to him "Mybe you aren't here | ooking for
tea and sandw ches. Maybe you were heading for the station's gym and
just took a wong turn.”

"Cut it out!"™ he snapped, noving around again. "You decoyed nme once,
and once is enough. I'"'mhere for a lot of reasons, and nost of them
you ought to know. I'mhere to |l earn everything | can about you, all
the little things you never talk about. |'ve already | earned why you
don't like conplinents, and | intend to learn a lot nore. |I'm al so
here because Ri nger wants ne here, to nake sure you don't exercise

t hose considerable talents of yours and | eave us | ooking like a
coupl e of fools."

Then his hand cane to ny hair, grabbed a fistful of it, and turned ny
head to himso I could see his grin.

“"And just incidentally," he drawled, "I'm al so here because | enjoy
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having a beautiful, desirable woman chained in ny bed. |'ve sanpled
the wares of a good | ot of wonen over the years, but | tend to prefer

havi ng | adi es chained wthin reach."

He used the word "chained" twice, his fist in ny hair could not be
described as gentle, and his grin was nore irritating than a
chal l enge at the wong tine. | pronounced one word very clearly and
reached up toward the hand in ny hair, intending to do sonething

pai nful to make himlet go, but | never reached him H's hand left ny

hair fast to intercept ny hand, and then he had pulled ne toward him
and was hol ding ne tight against his body.

“"Now, that's the part of your vocabulary | don't admre," he said,
keepi ng nmy struggles down to a m nimum by holding ny | eft hand behi nd
nmy back. "If | hear any nore of that part of it, I'll get sone soap
and see if | can wash the lady in you farther into view"

He smled as he said that, but the smle didn't nean he was fooling
around. The steady | ook in his eyes showed how seriously he neant it,
and | felt so shocked |I couldn't say a word. | stared at him
opennout hed for a mnute, not quite able to believe he woul d dare,
and then he lost his smle and lowered his lips to mne to kiss ne in
that full-attention way that he had. The kiss caught ne by surprise
at first, but then I renenbered | really ought to nake sone attenpt
to stop it. He had no right to talk to ne the way he did and then
expect a warmreception.

“Stop squirmng around,” he nmurnured, lifting his head briefly so
t hat he coul d speak. "The nore you struggle, the nore likely it is
that you'll hurt those wists again. Just lie still and be quiet."

My j aw dropped open again, this tinme in outrage, but | still couldn't
get a word in. As soon as he said his piece he was back to ki ssing
me, and ignoring one of Val's kisses is about as easy as walking in
zero gravity. | hadn't noticed it earlier, but Val hadn't touched ny
wists once since Jane's visit, and his comment showed that she'd

bl abbed about what had happened.

| stirred in annoyance at the thought, w shing she'd m nded her own
busi ness, but the annoyance faded al nbst at once. Val's arns were
around ne, holding ne close, his lips were on mne, soft yet
demandi ng. Hi s body was agai nst m ne, warm and strong enough to
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satisfy any woman, and | hadn't |ost the sensation of a netal chain
around ny ankle. Val was nothing |ike Jensar and yet he was just |ike
t he conqueror. Val enjoyed having ne there and unable to escape,

enj oyed the thought that | belonged to him no matter how tenporarily.

And then | |aughed to nyself, pleased that he'd admtted to wanting
me. There would be no childish fantasies between ny partner and ne;
we woul d both be able to admt to an adult relationship w thout
having to lace it with infantile romance. | noved ny body closer to
his and paid attention to returning the kiss, and he rel eased ny
hands so that he could be held too. The feel of himunder ny pal ns
and fingers heated ny bl ood even nore, so | returned the favor by
running nmy fingernails lightly down his back.

Val noaned at the tingle along his back, and his kiss quickly grew

| ess gentl e and nore demandi ng. For ny own part | was trying to
devour him trying to swallow hi mwhole. It was a pl easant job but

not very easy, at |least until he noved ne to ny back and shifted to a
pl ace between ny thighs. Wien he entered ne | did swall ow hi mwhol e,
and his was the sweetest taste in the universe. | began to nove with
hi m eagerly, demandi ngly, and he answered the demand wth one of his
own.

Sex with Val is a never-ending delight, sonmething | couldn't inmagine
ever getting enough of. W noved together as though we were nmade for
each other, and ny | ast coherent thought was that | felt glad Val
hadn't been in the nood for prelimnaries. Wien just being near Val
made nme want him foreplay was al nost always a waste of tine and
effort. And a frustrating waste of tine and effort at that. | was

al ways ready for Val ...sonetines even when | happened to be angry with
hi m..

It was quite sone tine before we were ready to sleep, and Val nade ne
chuckl e after he turned off the |ight.

“"No two ways about it," he yawned, holding ne in his arns with ny
back up against his chest. "There's another benefit in having a wonman
chained in your bed that | hadn't seen before."

“"What benefit?" | asked, snuggling up to himin a sleepy and
satisfied way.
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“Conplinents,"” he nmurnured, his voice growi ng heavier. "You can
conpl i nent a chained wonman wi t hout finding trouble. She's already in
your bed. Go to sleep, luscious arnful."

He tightened his hold on ne and drifted closer to sleep, but | smled
awhile and listened to his breathing before followng suit. He was as
crazy as | was but in a totally different way, and it | ooked like it

m ght be a good thing if | got to know hima little better too.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 4

The next "norning" R nger was up first, comng in to wake Val and ne
Wi th a suspiciously neutral expression on his face. | tried to nove
away fromVal to stretch, expecting to be unchained, but ny partner
told Ringer to put the key back in his pocket for a while and kept
his arns around ne. Ri nger guffawed and headed out of the bedroom
again, but he mght as well have stayed. Val was ready to try his
usual nethods on ne, but | convinced himthat if he put so nuch as a
single finger on ne, he'd be wearing teeth marks for a nonth.

Val gave up trying wwth a |augh, knowing it was Ringer's reaction to
his comment that had done himout of his jollies, but for sone reason

he didn't seemto mnd. | stayed in bed and punched ny pillow around
while he went to the bathroom but he stayed in there | onger than
usual and then took his tinme getting dressed. | didn't understand why

until he went to call Ringer, and then | nearly expl oded.

Ri nger wal ked in with a big grin on his face, convinced that Val had
gotten whatever he'd wanted. That, of course, neant it was at |east
ten mnutes before it was safe for Ringer to cone close enough to
unl ock the chain on ny ankle. Once free | stal ked into the bathroom
and slanmmed the door in R nger's |laughing face wi thout bothering to
try to set himstraight. He'd believe whatever he wanted to, and
nothing I could have said woul d have changed t hat.

Breakfast and | unch surrounded a century of boredom and | ousy tenper,
made twi ce as bad by the chain which kept ne either in bed or very
close to it. Just before lunch was brought | spent a few m nutes

| oosening up ny nuscles, but Ringer walking in with the tray ended it
all. He stopped on the far side of the bed, frowned at the |ight
sheen of sweat on ny face, then put the tray down on the bed.

"How | ong have you been doing that?" he growl ed, his eyes narrowed as
he | ooked ne over.

“Not | ong enough,"” | answered, rubbing at ny left shoulder. | still
had the faintest nenory of tearing skin there, a carryover fromthe
first days before the surroskin had bound itself to ne. |I shouldn't

have had that pain, no matter how faint it was, and exercising hadn't

file:///CJ/Downl oads/Diana Santee/ Tanderon/Tanderon04.html (1 of 14)18/09/2005 14:58:44



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 4

done much to get rid of it.

“You | ook al nost three shades paler than you did at breakfast,"

Ri nger said, his hands at his hips as he continued to | ook ne over.
"Get back in that bed and stay there, or I'll shorten the chain to
take care of it."

He stood there staring at nme, tan | eather shoul der hol ster strapped
over his light blue shirt, slug gun nestled ready at his arnpit. A
man who had promi sed to shoot ne if | tried to get away fromhim and
now he had the nerve to -

"Woul d you like to know what you can do with that chain?" | expl oded,
novi ng one step closer to the bed. | was mad as hell that he kept
switching back and forth between hate and tender concern, driving ne
crazy, but that wasn't all that was making ne nad. |1'd only been at
it fifteen or twenty mnutes and ny arns and | egs were al ready shaky,
| was just short of being w nded, and a faint dizziness was

threatening to make the roomspin. | hadn't expected to find nyself
i n such | ousy shape, and | didn't need Ringer's observations to add
toit. I wiped the sweat off ny upper lip and said, "You can take

t hat dammed chain and -

“Shut up!" Ringer snapped, suddenly pointing a finger at ne with a
hardness in his voice and eyes. "You were told what to do and you'l
do it! You won't get another warning!"

He turned then and left the room and strangely enough he didn't seem
to be angry. | sank down onto the bed and sat there, slowly pushing
hair out of ny eyes as | tried to figure out what was wong with

Ri nger. The only tinme he sounded at all famliar was when he was

t aki ng precautions against nme, but despite the fact that he still
approached ne coatless, his attitude wasn't what it had been the day
before. It was alnost as if -

| cut the thought off and groaned, resisting the urge to bang ny head
against the wall. R nger was seeing ne as a little girl again, and

t hat was why he kept giving ne those ridiculous orders. | |ooked at
the tray of food he'd brought, then stretched out on ny side of the
bed. I wore a white shorts outfit and was barefoot, and | could just

| magi ne what Ri nger saw when he | ooked at ne. It sure as hell wasn't
what Val saw, and | wondered why Val could see ne as a wonan when
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Ri nger coul dn't.

Then | absentm ndedly crossed ny ankles, and managed to whack ny | eft
foot wwth the chain before renenbering that it was there. Suddenly I
was up off ny back, cursing and pulling at the dammed chain for too
long a tine before | got control of nyself again. | hated being

chai ned and | hated being considered a child, and | buried ny face in
the ice-blue bed cover, right near the foot of the bed, alnobst to the
point of tears. | rarely cried, rarely found the need for tears, but
t he whol e damed thing was so frustrating!

Every tinme | turned around things got worse instead of better, and I
couldn't figure out what I was doing wong! My mnd was al nbost as
tired as ny body fromconstantly poking and proddi ng at the problem
of breaking | oose fromthe insanity R nger and the Council had ne

pointed toward. But there was no way out, unless | found a way to
open that chain and | ose Ringer and Val.

| rested ny cheek against the cool blue cover, ny body curled up at
the foot of the bed, ny eyes closed in an attenpt to gather strength,
and | nust have fallen asleep for a short while. The next thing I
knew Ri nger was standing at the foot of the bed, right in front of

me, and his hand was pushing the hair out of ny eyes and away from ny
face.

"The food hasn't been touched,"” he said, taking his hand back when he
saw ny gaze on him

"I wasn't very hungry,"” | answered, closing ny eyes once nore to
bl ock out the sight of him Ringer was concerned again, and | didn't
know how long | could take it w thout scream ng.

There was a mnute of silence and then Ringer said, "I'll unlock the
chain if you give ne your word not to nmake any nore trouble or try a
fast fade. Is it a deal ?"

| opened ny eyes again and bent ny head back to get a better | ook at
him and ny thoughts nust have been printed in iridescent ink on ny
face. He flushed under ny stare, and stuck his hands in his pockets.

"Quit looking at nme like that," he growl ed, his whole nmanner faintly
unconfortable. "lI've known you | ong enough to know how you feel about
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being chained, and | don't |ike the way you | ook. G ve nme your word
and 1'll get you out of that."

“I thought | was the one who wasn't known for Sinon-pure honesty," |
comented, still staring at him "Now, suddenly, ny word is good?"

"Stop being a dammed fool," he said wth a snort as he net ny gaze.
“You'll lie about anything under any circunstance, but you'll keep
your word if you give it. Don't you think |I know that?"

"As a matter of fact, | didn't,"” | nuttered, then raised ny voice.
"Ringer, don't go on wth this,"” | urged, raising up on one el bow.
“"The nore | think about it, the nore this whole setup rem nds ne of
Zal ento. The Council made up their mnds then too, if you'll recall,

and you know what happened there."

“"This has nothing to do with Zalento!" he denied sharply, nonentarily
sharing the sickening nenory. Then his tone softened again. "And
there's nothing I can do to change things now The Council was ready
to skin you alive, and this was the only alternative they were
willing to accept. If you're smart you'll accept it too, and nmake the
best of it. It won't be forever."

"Forever tends to show up different places on different scales," |
told him then lay down on ny back again. | was doing no nore than
wasting ny breath trying to get Ringer to change his mnd. He'd fight
the Council for sonething he believed in, but not to get nme out of
what he considered a well-earned punishnent. | wondered if it would

have | ooked the sane to himif he were the one being sent back to the

Acadeny as a cadet, but the question was irrelevant. Ringer wasn't
t he one being sent back, and ny shoes were a bad fit on him

"Wl | ?" Ringer pronpted after another short silence. "Are you ready
to give ne your word?"

“I"'mready to give you lots of words,” | said wthout |ooking at him
"You're just not ready to hear them™

"You dammed stubborn fenmale," he grow ed, an echo of ny own
frustration sounding in his voice. "You could have been rid of that
chain, but giving your word would be too easy. Ckay, do it your way.

| hope Val don gets so used to having you like that that he does it on
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his own!"

| twisted around fast to glare at him but he wasn't | ooking at ne
any | onger. He wal ked around to the other side of the bed, picked up

the tray, then left with a door slam | kicked at the footboard to
agree wth his slam then just sat there on the bed, trying to think
of sonething to do to fill the tine. | had nore than two weeks of

i nactivity cromding ne at this point, and |I've never been very good
at just sitting around.

| finally settled for a short series of sit-ups and neck bridges,

i gnoring the tearing in ny shoulder in favor of know ng how badly I
needed to build up ny endurance again. Wen it was all over | pulled
nysel f back to the head of the bed, |lit a cigarette, and tried to
rel ax.

About half an hour later, Val wal ked into the room He gave ne a
friendly nod on the way to the closet, and I watched himpull out a

| i ght blue and soft gold sports outfit fromthe stack of clothes

Ri nger had gotten him He frowned at it critically, still not used to
Federation clothing styles, but apparently it passed whatever

| nspection he had given it. He threwit onto a chair, went into the
bat hroom and started the shower going.

He was in the shower only a few m nutes, and when he cane out of the
bat hroom agai n he was softly whistling a strange tune. | had worked
my way through a | arge nunber of cigarettes that day, but the sound
of his whistling made ne reach for another one.

“I think you're formng your own cloud in here," Val observed as he
wat ched ne exhal e. "How many of those things do you use a day?"

| noved ny gaze to himbut didn't answer, and he couldn't have m ssed
seeing ny nood. He hesitated very briefly, as though trying to decide
whet her or not to nmake an issue of it, but then he shrugged and
turned his attention to getting dressed. | took a second drag on the
cigarette and then a third, and Val finished closing his shirt and
tucking it in his pants. He went to a dresser for a pair of socks,
chose light blue loafers, then carried it all to a chair where he
could sit down. He crossed his legs to get ready for the first sock,

t hen gl anced at ne again.
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"l don't know about you, but | had a busy norning," he commented as
he paid attention to getting the sock on right. "I decided it would
be a good idea if | sent a few nessages back to the Confederacy wth
your Federation's agreenent to the conferences. Your Council didn't
mne, so the first nessage | wote was to Daneron, telling himl| was
fine. | also told himthat if you show up back at the outpost w thout
me, he's to throw you in the brig until word cones about what to do
with you. He won't change your biol ogical reading and he won't change
your face, so you mght as well give up the idea of trying to get
back there. It won't do you any good."

He | ooked up at ne then to see what ny reaction would be, but |

wasn't showi ng any reactions. If | ever nmade it back to Daneron's
base, the walls could be papered with nessages for all | cared. There
are |ots of ways to get people to do things your way, and sone of
them aren't even painful. Val continued to watch ne for another

m nute, then started on his second sock in annoyance.

“I'"ve never nmet a woman who could match your stubbornness," he
nuttered, pulling at the sock. "You refuse to listen to anything
anyone says to you as long as it doesn't agree with your own i deas.
Wiy won't you give R nger your word about not escapi ng?"

| smled faintly at the question he'd demanded an answer to, but that

was one |'d already answered a few days earlier. |1'd always be a
pri soner who woul d escape whenever possible and the identity of ny
captors made no difference at all. Val waited a shorter tine than

after his first cooment, slid his feet into the |oafers, then stood
up.

"There's a naval cruiser on its way to pick us up," he said, very
little patience left in his tone. "It should be here in the next few
days, and it will take us directly to the training facilities. Gve
Ri nger what he wants and then get dressed. There are places on this
Station |'ve been waiting to share with you. Once we | eave here,
there may not be anot her opportunity.”

He stood staring at nme with those dark eyes, waiting for ne to do as

he'd said. | was willing to bet that nore than one wonan had dropped
her gaze under that particular stare, and maybe even a good nunber of
men. | considered himin silence for a short tinme, then sent nore

bl ue-gray snoke in his direction.
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"Just when is this cruiser due in?" | inquired with only a snal
anount of interest. If | had enough tine, |I mght be able to work
nyself free before boarding tine. He'd picked up the shirt he'd worn
t he day before, probably with the intention of adding it to the rest
of his dirty clothes, but the shirt was obviously not neant to go
where it bel onged. When he heard ny question, he crunpled the shirt
and threw it away from him

“"Damm it, there's just no talking to you!" he roared, his eyes

bl azing. "The only reason | nentioned that cruiser was to show you
how little time there was left! Call Ringer in here and give himyour
wor d about not making any nore trouble!”

He stood with his fists on his hips, his anger al nost bl azing high
enough to set the fire danpers going. | |ooked at himthe way he
sonetines | ooked at ne, with nenory of the tines there had been no
cl othing between us, smled faintly, and then said, "No."

The single word fed his anger just the way | thought it would, but he
exerci sed i medi ate control, held it down, then nodded his head.

“"All right," he agreed in a grow. "If that's the way you want it,
that's the way you can have it. Sit there chained until it's tine to
| eave. | have anot her date anyway."

He turned away fromne and went to a mrrored dresser to brush his
hair, and | put out ny cigarette, then studied his back. The mrror
| mage of his eyes saw ne watching him and an anused snmile covered
his face.

“You | ook curious about ny date,
Don't you renenber Marcie?"

he observed, "but you shouldn't be.

The nane neant nothing to ne, and his smle wdened to a grin at ny
frown.

“"Marcie is anxious to apol ogize for the way she sl apped ne," he
anplified, finally bringing nme nenory of the bl onde who had been in
the suite when I'd first gotten back. "She understands that ny
‘niece' is the sort of little girl who enjoys nmaking trouble, and
wasn't pl eased about having been conned. She said to tell you that if
you two ever neet again, you can expect a second spanking."
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| snorted nmy opinion of the likelihood of that happeni ng, angry that
he'd told her what he'd done to ne but not really surprised. Many nen
feel the need to show off in front of wonen they want to take to bed,
and Val wasn't likely to be an exception. | pushed nyself down off
the pillows |I'd been | eaning on and stretched out on the bed, noving
slowy on the winkled, silky linen, and then stared up at the
ceiling.

“She | ooked |i ke she ought to be fair to mddling good at
apol ogi zing," | commented, conjuring a picture of her against the
ceiling that I could stare at.

"She's very nearly an expert at apologizing," Val said wwth a chuckle

fromwhere he stood. "Even when there's nothing to apol ogi ze for.
Federati on wonen are proving to be very interesting.”

Hi s amusenent annoyed ne, and | noved on the |inen again.

"Enj oy yourself while you can,” | advised, keeping ny eyes on the
ceiling. "Playmates |i ke your Marcie nmay not m nd nen who go in for
rape, but not all Federation wonen appreciate it. Like ne, for

i nstance. "

Suddenly he was there by the bed, staring down at ne, and the
amusenent hadn't left him

“"There isn't a man in this universe who could rape you and you know
it," he said, laughing at nme with his eyes. "I pity the poor jerk who
ever tries it." Then the anusenent faded to a ghost of itself, and he
bent forward to put his palns on the bed to either side of ny arns.

"I can call Marcie and reschedule our date," he nmurnured, his eyes
boring into ne. "Tell nme you want ne to stay."

H s face was no nore than two feet away frommne, and | would have
sworn | could feel his body heat even fromthat distance. My insides
stirred to life as | noved unconfortably between his hands, and then
| heard the sound of the chain around ny ankle. Val was nothing |ike
t he conqueror Jensar but he was just |ike him expecting his orders
to be obeyed w thout question, used to having any woman he want ed.
|'d been just short of saying what he'd told ne to, and that nade ne
mad.
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"I wouldn't think of keeping you fromyour interesting tines,
partner,"” | answered, feeling nore than ever |ike a wonman chained in
a mn's bed - and not liking it. "Just renenber that |I'l| be
expecting the sane courtesy fromyou."

He didn't say a word to that, didn't make a single sound, but sonehow
his bl ack eyes grew nonentarily darker and | could feel a tension of
sorts crackling out of the broad body so cl ose above ne. Then, before
| could react to it, the feeling was gone and Val was straightening
up again to nod slightly.

“Partners," he murnured, alnost to hinself. "That's right. W are
partners, aren't we? See you |ater, partner.”

He gave ne a | ast, untransl atabl e | ook, then rounded the bed and | eft
the room | turned to ny side to stare at the door he'd closed, the
di stance between nme and that door seem ng to grow i nmense and al nost
limtless. Tinme was running out on nme faster than |I'd anti ci pated,
but | still had no way to cross that distance. | hugged nyself and
|ay flat again, silently cursing nyself for a dammed fool.

How the hell did | expect to find a way out of there if | wasted tine
trying to figure out where Val was com ng fronf? Whay had he repeated
the word partners so strangely, and why did he keep | ooking at ne
|ike that? | shook ny head hard to di sl odge the distractions, then
forced nyself to spend sone tine thinking about escape.

Di nner turned out to be a solitary affair that night, with R nger as
alone as | was. After putting ny tray on the bed he left the door to
t he next roomopen, giving ne a view of himsitting at the table a
robot waiter had brought. | uncovered the food on the tray dish by

di sh, then covered it all up again and turned ny back on the sight of
Ri nger digging in. Captivity tends to put a dent in ny interest in
food, and even though |I hadn't had anything for |lunch that day I
wasn't even faintly hungry. | lay on ny side on the bed and |i stened
to the small sounds of Ringer's neal, wondering when that cruiser was
due to dock.

In a short while | heard Ringer |eaving his table, and then |I heard
t he sound of the other bedroomdoor. | tw sted around and |i stened
hard for a few seconds, and sure enough, there was the very faint
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sound of his bathroom door closing. He was probably only going to
wash up, so | didn't have nuch tine.

| turned the rest of the way toward the tray and |lifted one of the
pl ate covers, and what |'d seen earlier was still there. The plate
hel d a shi sh-ka-bob on a laurite rod, and the central piece of neat
was decorated with a tiny cutlass stuck right into the mddle of it.
Anywhere el se that cutlass woul d have been tin or foil, but Xanadu
Orbital Station didn't believe in cheap decorations.

| put ny fingers on it and pulled it out of the neat, holding to the
fine steel it was made of. Its lines and hilt were authentic, its
poi nt and edge were sharp, and if I'd had tinme to test it, it
probably woul d have bal anced properly. | wapped ny fingers around
it, noved closer to the end of the bed, and slid the chain around on
ny ankl e.

|'d been assum ng all along that the | ock of the chain required a
magnetic |l ock pick to open it, but that m ght not have been so. The
| east | could do was test the theory, and the cutlass was al nost
perfect for the testing. The thinness of its point worried ne a
little, but with no other alternative available it was use it or
forget it. I knew what the general insides of the | ock | ooked |ike -
what was | ocated where and what slid which way - so | slid the

cutl ass through the keyhol e and began a delicate, gentle probing for
the main slide |ink.

| found it right where it should be and recogni zed the feel of it,
and then | heard the faint sound of R nger's bathroom door. He was
only seconds away from com ng back, but | couldn't stop at that

point. | tossed ny head to get the hair back over ny shoul ders and
out of ny way, and paid attention to what the slide |link was doi ng.

The cutlass point was tickling it into noving very slightly from side
to side, but it wasn't rotating the way it should have. | jabbed at

It harder as | heard R nger's bedroom door opening, and the tiny
steel cutlass sang between ny fingers, vibrating dangerously close to
t he breaking point. The cutlass was m ssing that small anount of
magneti sm necessary to begin the rotation of the slide link, and |
was wasting ny tinme playing wwth it.

| eased it back out of the keyhole, reached over and stabbed it into
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the piece of neat it had conme from recovered the plate, and was j ust
curled up on the bed agai n when Ri nger appeared in the doorway. He
paused very briefly to | ook at ne, then continued into the room and
stopped on the other side of the bed to take the covers off the

pl ates on the tray.

"Pi ck one,
pi ck one."

he said, his black eyes calm "I don't care which, just

He stood there waiting, his fingers on his hips, and he wasn't
prepared to take no for an answer. | nmade a sound of disgust and

| ooked at the tray, then reached toward the plate of shish-ka-bob.
Before ny hand could touch it he reached out and renoved the tiny
cutlass, then gestured ne on again with a faint smle. | shrugged
very slightly, as though | didn't care what he did, then took the
pl at e of chi cken Spel ahr and brought it closer to ne.

Ri nger waited until 1'd eaten all of the chicken | could force down
along wth nost of the pot of coffee, then he took the tray to his
tabl e and had a robot conme and get it all. Once the robot was gone he
came back into nmy bedroomw th a deck of cards, sat down on the bed,
and began to deal out hands for stab-in-the-back. | hadn't played
that gane with Ringer since the tine he'd gone out on assignnment wth
me, about four years earlier. He didn't say a word and neither did I,
but we both picked up the cards he dealt out and settled down to the
gane.

It was | ate when Ringer finally put the cards away and unchai ned ne
so | could get ready for bed, but Val still hadn't conme back. At
various tinmes during the card gane |'d caught R nger staring at ne
oddly, his eyes on ny hair, or ny face, or ny body, and once he'd
even shaken his head and nuttered sonething. | didn't catch what he
said, but he'd also glanced at the tine and snorted in disgust,

al nost |ike a father whose daughter was out on her first real date.

| al nost | aughed ruefully to nyself when it occurred to ne that

Ri nger m ght be wondering when Val would get back. Val was hardly an
I nnocent child out on his first date, and if he didn't get back until
station norning it wouldn't be much of a crushing shock. Then Ri nger
gl anced at ne and cleared his throat, and | suddenly realized that he
was keepi ng ne conpany and | endi ng noral support. After all, Val had
| eft me for another woman...
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| felt odd thinking that, but the oddness i medi ately changed to nore
t han annoyance. In spite of the fact that R nger should have known
better he had fallen for the sane softheadedness that Jane had gone
in for, linking me up with Val as though we were nore than sinply
partners. That was nostly Val's fault, of course, for refusing to
accept reality and then tal king about his fantasies, but R nger

really shoul d have known better. That was what was getting ne so bent
out of shape, and it was all | could do not to show how | felt.

Wien | was back in bed with the chain around ny ankl e again, R nger
waited until 1'd turned the light off and then he |eft and shut the
door behind him | noved around in the bed linen to get confortable,
not feeling particularly tired, but it wasn't |ong before | fell

asl eep.

| renmenber wandering through different dream scenes, nobst of them
peopl ed by R nger and Val. Then, after a tineless tine of that, I
woke to find nmy cheek against a broad, hairy chest, ny arns around a
wi de, hard-nuscled body, ny flesh tingling to the touch of strong,
demandi ng hands. | noved in faint protest, nonentarily forgetting
where | was and with whom and two |ips cane to touch ny face gently
and soot hi ngly.

"“About time you woke up, woman," Val's voice cane in a nurnur, his
hands warm agai nst nmy skin. "lIt's nmuch too late to be wasting tine."

"What tinme is it?" | asked blurrily, trying to nove away from him
There was sonething | had to do, but |I couldn't renenber what.

“I't"s tinme the waiting was over," he answered in a whisper, holding
me tightly against him "Did you think I could I ook at you |Iying on
this bed, that gorgeous red hair spread out around you, and not have
to have you? What do you think |I'm nmade of ?"

"Two parts satyr and one part mnk," | slurred in annoyance,
struggling to get |oose. "How many wonen do you need in one night?"

He | aughed softly at that, and if | could have seen him | probably
woul d have seen a grin.

“Appetizers only whet a man's appetite for the main course,” he said
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with a chuckle, bringing his Iips down to nmy neck. "You taste good
enough to eat - and you've got nowhere else to go."

For sonme reason those words touched ne oddly, as though they were
pai nful rather than anger-nmaking. | suppose that's the reason |
stopped struggling, in an effort to figure out why | felt like that.
Val continued to kiss nmy neck for a nonent, and then he raised his
head agai n.

“You're not responding to ne any |longer," he said, sounding nore
shocked than sinply surprised. "Wiat's wong? Did | sonehow hurt
you?"

“Don't be ridiculous,” | nanaged to answer while staring into the
darkness of the room "How could you possibly have hurt ne?"

"l don't know," he answered, disturbance flowng in the words. "But

you don't seemw | ling anynore - unless |'m m staken. Am | m st aken,
D ana?"
“"No, you're not," | said, the words as flat as any |I'd ever used.

“"The only thing I want to do right nowis go back to sleep, on ny own
side of the bed and all alone. Please let go of ne."

He hesitated for a nonent, and then those arns opened and | was free.
| lost no tine in noving all the way away from himand onto ny right
side, but his hand followed to touch nmy shoul der.

“Diana, |'msorry," he whispered, a different oddness clinging to
every syllable. "I was only trying to - | wanted to make you feel - |
didn't know you would - Please don't be - "

“If you don't mnd, I'd like sone quiet,”" | interrupted the ranbling
t hat nmade no sense whatsoever. "I'mreally tired, and I1'd |ike to get
back to sl eep.”

"OF course," he said, and then the hand was gone from ny shoul der as
he nmoved around on his own side of the bed. Val tried to talk
everyone into sharing his fantasies, but now maybe he'd understand
that he hadn't - and wouldn't - be able to do it with ne. He and |
were nothing but partners, and that's all we'd ever be. And | really
did want to get back to sleep, but even he nanaged it before I did...
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Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 5

The next Station norning was a | ate one, but this tinme R nger stayed
out of the bedroomuntil Val went out to call him | stretched lazily
as | waited to be unchai ned, having taken advantage of being the
first to wake up. |'d been strangely out of sorts when Val had
awakened ne in the wee hours, but this norning | hadn't been able to
figure out what it was |'d thought 1'd felt. Wat | needed nbst was
out of that strangling situation, and any way | got it would turn out
to be the right way.

So |I'd taken the opportunity to make professional |love to Val, never
a hardshi p under any circunstance, and he' d responded i nmedi ately.
Sonmetinme during our efforts I'd planted in his m nd ny desperate need
for that magnetized | ock pick Ri nger had taken fromne. Hopefully,
the planted seed would mature into a nmagi cal beanstalk | could use to
climb out of the pit of capture. 1'd had to pretend to | ose nyself to
Val ' s | ovenmaki ng, of course, but I'ma professional so it wasn't hard
to do. |1'd also suggested in a roundabout way that | woul d neet Val

| ater on Faraway Station, but Faraway had nothing | needed. \Wat |
did need was out of that bedroomand into a ship, and it was just
possible I mght nmake it.

| came back to the present to see Ringer's grinning face, and
realized that the chain had been unl ocked a nunber of nonents
earlier. | hadn't noticed Ringer comng in, but the grin on his face
showed he'd drawn the wong concl usi ons about ny distraction. |
snarl ed and kicked at himto keep himfromrethinking his
concl usi ons, and he stepped out of the way fast wth a | augh,

reacting just the way | knew he would. I got out of bed and went
toward the bathroom nuttering under ny breath, but the nutter was
nore prayer than curse. | was alnost out of tinme, and using Val had

been a last-ditch effort.

After breakfast the rest of the norning went by slowy, doubly so
because Val hadn't cone back. At one point | heard the nutter of
voices out in the sitting room but the words were too low to be
intelligible. | tossed around on the bed, snoking one cigarette after
anot her, knowi ng how lousy it was to have to depend on soneone el se
to get you your freedom | was used to depending on no one but
nyself, and | nuch preferred it that way.
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| listened to the nutter of voices in the next room chewed on the
end of a strand of ny hair, and wondered what the hell was taking so
long. | was waiting for the door to the sitting roomto open, but
when it did it was R nger standing there rather than Val. He had a
bundl e of sonething folded up under one arm and he cl osed the door
behi nd hi m before comng to the foot of the bed on ny side.

“"You can get into this in a mnute," he said, tossing the bundle at
me before reaching into a pocket for the chain key. "The cruiser is
schedul ed to dock soon, and I want to have |lunch before it does."

| | ooked at the bundle he'd tossed at ne, and as sure as space and
starshine it was a cadet uniform The m dnight black kilt was w apped
around the | ong-sl eeved gold uniformblouse with red bl azing star
insignia. The rest of it, the black regulation tie and belt, the gold
knee socks, and the | ow heel ed, no-nonsense bl ack shoes were probably
hi dden in the mddle of the bundle, waiting to appear once the outer

| ayer was opened. | | ooked back at Ringer with the sinking feeling
that tinme had run out, and saw that he'd al ready unl ocked the chain.
Wth that done his fingers went back into his pocket, and he brought
out sonething else that he threw to ne.

"There's the | ock pick you wanted," he said as ny hand cl osed around
it. "l'"ve kept it with ne ever since | took it away fromyou."

He stared down at ne from where he stood, the fury show ng nowhere
other than in his eyes. He knew |'d sent Val after the pick, but I
didn't know how he'd found out.

“Knowi ng you as well as | do," he went on, his voice nuch too even,
"l al so know how curi ous you are about how this know edge cane to ne.
In a phrase, Valdon isn't as innocent as you seemto think he is."

He put his hands in his pockets and glared at ne, and then his voice
wasn't even any | onger.

“"Damm it, Diana, you sent one of nmy own agents after ne!" he shout ed,

really raw over the idea. "I knew he had sonmething on his mnd al
during breakfast, but |I didn't know what it was until he asked ne
what you would do if you got away fromus. | told himexactly what

you woul d do, and he wasn't surprised in the least. He knew it as
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well as | did, but he thought he m ght be wong. Wen he found out he
wasn't, he growl ed sonething in anot her | anguage and started to pace
around. If | were you, |I'd start to worry."

| tossed the useless pick onto the bed, then stood up to face
Ri nger's gl are.

“"Then | guess it's a good thing you're not ne," | said wwth a shrug,
actually quite happy that Val now had a better understandi ng of the
true relationship between us. "lI've got better things to do than

worry. You don't really expect nme to put that uniformon, do you?"

Ri nger's glare changed to a frown, he stared hard for a mnute, then
hi s hands cane out of his pockets to let his arnms fold across his
chest .

"Wy do | keep feeling surprised?" he demanded, tal king to ne but not
expecting an answer. "How |long do | have to know you before | get

used to your version of toujours |'audace? And why the hell do |I keep
letting it get to ne?"

He noved his eyes to the ceiling, working hard to control hinself,
finally nmade it, then took a deep breath and brought his gaze back to
me.

“"Yes," he said with a forced calm "Yes, | really do expect you to
put the uniformon. What's nore, if you don't put it on I'll do it
for you, and I won't be neat about it. You have | ess than an hour to
get yourself ready, and if you don't use the tine you won't have
anot her chance. Now it's up to you."

He backed off a step then turned and wal ked out, slamm ng the door

closed with nore force than was necessary. | stood where | was for a
m nute, drumming nmy fingernails on the bed's footboard, but no matter
whi ch way | |ooked at it nmy chances were zero.

Wth the ankle chain off | could walk to the door and try to get past
Ri nger, but he wasn't likely to be asleep out there. | wasn't quite
as unarned as Ri nger thought and the tenptation to show himwhat he'd
m ssed was strong, but doing that woul dn't have acconpli shed
anything. | couldn't see nyself putting R nger away for keeps, and
that was the only way |I'd ever get past him | shook ny head for a
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deci sion | ong ago nade, tapped the footboard in a final way, then
headed for the bathroom Maybe |I'd get a break once | was out of that
room

| took the bandages off nmy wists before showering, then didn't

bot her to put them back on again. Jane had cone by on a regular basis
to work on ny wists, but she'd never stayed |ong or gotten into

anot her detailed conversation with nme. She'd obviously decided to

di stance herself fromthe entire situation, and probably didn't know
just how wi se she was bei ng.

The | ong sl eeves of the uniform blouse did a good job of covering the

rem nders of ny |last assignnent, and that was really all | needed.
Once | was conpletely dressed | took a hairbrush over to the roonis
full-length mrror and spent sone tine brushing ny hair and gl oom ng

at nmy reflection. Even w thout nake-up the face I wore was beauti ful,
but it sonehow went too well with the uniform of an Acadeny cadet.

The kilt was m d-thigh | ength, short enough not to be a conplete
nui sance, but the red of the Federation's blazing star insignia was

echoed and reinforced by ny bright red hair. | stared at nyself as |
brushed, trying to pinpoint exactly why the picture seenmed wong, but
the answer didn't cone immediately. | continued to stare for a mnute

or two, and then the know edge cane so fast that | threw the brush
away and went to get a cigarette.

| | ooked |like a very young girl in that uniform just as young as |'d
| ooked in that white shorts outfit, and | couldn't stand it. | took
nmy cigarette to a chair and collapsed into it, drewin a |ungful of
snoke, then rubbed at ny forehead. Looking young and i nnocent m ght
be an asset anong enem es, but anong friends it was killing nme. | was
a wonman, a grown wonman, and | wanted to | ook |ike one!

The t hought was so obsessive | nearly went for ny make-up kit, but

I nstead forced nyself to sit still until the urge went away. Covering
nyself with make-up wouldn't solve the problem only getting back to
Daneron's base would do that. | sat and snoked the cigarette slowy,

getting nyself cal med down, and by the tine R nger cane in again |
was nearly back to normal.

“You m ght have nentioned you were ready," Ringer observed irritably
fromthe doorway, giving ne a fast but critical up-and-down. "Well,
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don't just sit there! If you're all set, let's nove!"

| didn't know what his hurry was, but for obvious reasons | didn't
feel like sharing it. | ground out ny cigarette slowy, got to ny
feet, then took ny tine wal king to the door. Needl ess to say, Ringer
didn't appreciate any of it, and as | passed himhis expression was
rising in Brinell and lowering in Celsius. Aside fromnoting the fact
that his coat was back on, | ignored himconpletely and swept ny gaze
around the sitting roomto see if it held any possibilities.

There was really nothing there to serve ny purposes, but the one
thing the roomdid hold was Val. He sat conpletely relaxed in an
arnchair, his arns on the chair arns, but his gaze as he | ooked at ne
was a deep, deep black. He waited until | reached the center of the
room then uncrossed his |legs and rose to face ne.

"How nice we | ook," he commented, folding his arns as he inspected
me. "That uniformreally does suit you, doesn't it? I'll be | ooking
forward to seeing you in it over the next three nonths."

H s tone was full of satisfaction, nostly because of what he'd nearly
been tricked into doing, | think, but at that point | couldn't have
cared | ess about his notives.

“"Your three nonths will be filled with learning," | countered,
folding ny own arns. "How would you like to start with a | esson on
how many bones the human body can have broken and still continue to
| ive?"

My own tone wasn't very friendly, and it showed clearly that |

woul dn't have mnded finding a fight. Val stiffened and began to
unfold his arns, his expression darker than it had been, but Ri nger
st epped between us before any critical noves could be nade.

“"That's enough, you two," he grow ed, sending his eyes to each of us
in turn. "Even if we had tine for this, you're both old enough to
know better. Cone on, lunch is waiting."

Ri nger urged Val to walk away with himand | watched them novi ng
toward the door to the corridor, feeling the frown |'d suddenly
devel oped. When Ringer had first nentioned |unch |I'd been sure we
woul d be eating in the suite, but nothing in the way of edi bl es had
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been brought and R nger was obvi ously goi ng sonewhere. | couldn't
bel i eve he was foolish enough to wal k around the station with nme, but
I f that was the choice he'd made | wasn't about to argue it.

| foll owed behind after the two broad backs in front of ne, waited
for Ringer to open the corridor door - and only then saw the four big
uni formed nen waiting outside in the corridor. They cane al ert when

t hey saw us, and each of four pairs of eyes focussed on Val. Their
bodi es were tense and ready beneath the yell ow of station security
nmen, their hands hovering close to the butts of the stunners they
wore at their hips. Ringer blinked in surprise at their reaction to
the sight of Val, then he shook his head and took one step toward

t hem

“"Not him" he grunbled to the security nmen, gesturing inpatiently.
“"The girl's the one you have to keep your eyes on. If she disappears
"Il have your hearts."

The four security nmen shifted their gazes to nme, stared very briefly,
t hen | ooked back at Ri nger.

“"You've got to be kidding," the one with sergeant's stri pes
protested, the other three nen obviously agreeing with him "She's
pretty big for a girl, but what reason could there possibly be for
needi ng four of us to watch her?"

The security man's question was a fair one, especially since | stood
quietly where |'d stopped, oozing youth and i nnocence and

hel pl essness. Val was suddenly anused by the confusion | added to,
but R nger was about as far from anused as you can get. He knew as
well as | did that the four guards woul d be usel ess unl ess he found
It possible to convince themthat they had a real job in hand. He

gl anced at ne angrily, alnobst in accusation, then gave the sergeant
his attention.

“"Listen to ne carefully,” he told the man, pulling his credentials
out of his pocket. "My nane is Ringer, and |I'm Chief of Agents for
t he Federation Council. Do you believe nme?"

He held up his credentials for all the nen to see, and the four took
t urns noddi ng.
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"We know that," the sergeant assured him beginning to | ook skeptical
- probably about Ringer's intelligence or sanity. "The captain
checked carefully when you first spoke to him"

"Good," Ringer said, his nod encouraging. "Now that you know who |

am let nme introduce you to the young wonman st andi ng behind ne. Her
nanme is D ana Santee, and she's one of the best Special Agents |

have. | would not need arnmed guards to watch a little girl, but four
of you are barely enough for a Special Agent. She intends to go in a
direction | don't want her to go in, and if you don't believe she's a
Speci al Agent then you're worse than useless to ne. You can either
convince ne you believe what |"'msaying, or |I'll call your captain
and have you repl aced. ™

Ri nger shoved his credentials back in his pocket, took one step back
fromthe security nen, and just waited. The four security guards had
their eyes on ne again, but this tine their expressions were

t houghtful as they wei ghed Ringer's words. The sergeant studied ne
carefully, his gaze noving all over nme, and then he purposely | ocked
gazes wth ne.

Now, |I'm not used to backing down under a stare, and being off

assi gnnment tends to make ne sloppy in professional matters. That's
why it was a good ten seconds before | realized | shouldn't have net
the sergeant's stare, but it was too |ate. Ten seconds is a
relatively short period of time, but it turned out to be nore than

| ong enough for the man to nake up his mnd. He pulled his gaze away
frommne, and gl anced at his nen.

"There's no doubt about it," he told them nodding his head at ne.
"Those curves of hers are distracting, but the nuscle tone underneath
I s obvi ous enough once you |look for it. And | ook at the way she

stands...Sexy as all hell, but with a fighter's bal ance. And those
eyes. | nmet a Special Agent once, a few years ago, and he had the
sane ook in his eyes. I'll bet she could take out two or three of us

wi t hout half trying."

H s nmen had agreed with himuntil he got to his final conclusion, but
he obvi ously knew nore about Special Agents than they did. One of
them snorted in disbelief over the contention that a girl could take
two or three nen their size, and the sergeant turned to regard the
man t houghtfully.
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“"M. Ringer," he said, not taking his eyes fromthe doubting Thonas.
“I wonder if you would tell us the young lady's rating in unarned
conbat . "

Ri nger had been | eani ng agai nst the doorjanb with fol ded arns,
wat chi ng the proceedi ngs, and he smled faintly.

"Her rating is nine, Sergeant," he supplied in the mldest of tones.
The sergeant nodded his thanks, all the while studying his nman and
seeing the surprise appear when ny rating was nenti oned.

"How about you, Gedner?" he pursued, rubbing at his chin with one
hand. "What was the rating you just qualified for?"

The man nanmed Gedner hesitated, noved his eyes to ne, then shook his
head.

“I just got nmy three, Sergeant," he admtted, a faint worry show ng
in his eyes. "You think we ought to go back for disruptor rifles?"

Ri nger and Val | aughed out |oud at that, the sergeant grinned and
shook his head, and | turned away in disgust while nuttering nasty

t hi ngs under nmy breath. The sergeant's three nmen were now | ooki ng at
nme the way they'd | ooked at Val earlier, and the change in attitude
wasn't even good for the ego.

“"Now that that's settled, | think we can get back on schedul e,”
Ri nger drawled in satisfaction. "Let's go, D ana."

| | ooked at the doorway again to see Ringer and Val already out in
the corridor. My escort was waiting warily for ne to join the group,
and playi ng stubborn woul dn't have been worth the trouble it woul d
bring. The Council wanted ne on Tanderon and Ri nger wanted ne on
Tanderon, and neither of them would have mnded if | arrived there
unconsci ous froma stunner dose.

Stunners are consi dered humane weapons when conpared to disruptors,
but that opinion was not shared by anyone who had ever been stunned.
At least with a disruptor you didn't wake up with frazzl ed nerve

endi ngs that took a while to quiet down. | shrugged to nyself in
tenporary resignation, walked to the door and through it, and took ny
pl ace in the parade.
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The hall corridor was deserted, and we headed for the elevator with
Ri nger and Val |eading the way, two of the guards follow ng them
then ne, then the last two guards. After a very short wait the

el evator doors opened and we all noved into the car.

The el evator doors opened again up on the Station's nain | evel and
Ringer led the way again, this tine to the left, away fromthe
docki ng area and toward the dining roomand anusenent areas. There
were a | ot of people around, sone noving through the area, sonme going
i n and out of shops. Sone were using the various ganbling and skil
machines lining the entire right wall of the corridor, and nost of
all those people either stopped or turned around to stare at our
parade. It wasn't hard to see who the guards were for, and it isn't
every day you see soneone being escorted around a station - nost
especially not a harm ess-looking girl. The security nmen were very
aware of the stares, sonething that woul dn't have bothered themwth
anot her prisoner, and that hel ped ne decide to see how ny | uck was
runni ng.

We noved down the center of the corridor, other pedestrians shifting
to left or right to get out of our way. Just ahead and to the left,
between two richly decorated shop wi ndows, was a nodestly pl ain door
wth a sign that read "Private. Please do not enter." The sign was
specifically worded so as not to be a challenge to anyone | ooking for
an argunent, but | happened to know what the door was for. It led to
the restricted area beneath the station's main |evel, and even had a
branching that exited in the docking area.

| waited until we were a few steps past ny target door, then
pretended to stunble slightly. The natural reaction of a person
stunbl i ng over sonething unseen is to | ook back and down at what ever
caused the m sstep. When | did just that, | found the two security
men behind nme | ooking in the sane pl ace.

| hadn't hoped they'd be inexperienced enough to follow the pointing
finger, so to speak, but you learn to take whatever residual |uck you
happen to run into. Wthout the | east hesitation | kicked the one on
the left in the stomach, then i medi ately gave the one on the right a
fist in his solar plexus. They both folded up with groans and | was
off and running toward that door we'd passed, people junping in all
directions to get out of ny way am d gasps and screans of shock.
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| was across the corridor in five strides, alnbst to the door, when |
heard a shout of "Halt!" behind nme. That neant | had a good three to
five seconds before any shots were fired, so | put themto use. |
made it to the door, grabbed the knob, then twisted it right-left as
| threw a shoulder into it. The dammed door took no notice of any of
it, showng that it was |ocked tight, and there was nothing left to
do but spin away fromthe door and try for the docking area by way of
t he corridor.

| turned fast, took one step, then froze in place when | found nyself
| ooki ng down the barrel of a stunner. The sergeant had put hinself
between ne and the docking area, three paces out of reach, his body
braced, his arm and weapon pointed straight at ne. Hs face held no
expression, but his eyes showed he was nore than ready to do what had
to be done. |'d never get past himunless I went over him his stance
maki ng that perfectly clear. For a brief instant | was bitten by the
"why not?" bug, renenbering all the tinmes |I'd done exactly that, but
then | was forced to renenber | wasn't on assignnent. | took a deep
breath to regain control, straightened up, then | ooked around.

A second security man stood to ny |eft, weapon held in both hands, a
griml ook pasted on his face. He wasn't nervous enough to pull the
trigger by reflex, but he backed away half a step when | | ooked at
him the novenent turning his expression peculiar. Just behind the
second guard was Ringer, his hand relaxing away from his jacket, an
odd relief on his face. Sonehow | felt sure he'd seen ne debating
whet her or not to take out the sergeant pernmanently, and | knew he'd
been prepared to neutralize nme if | slipped that far fromreality. |
shivered slightly, fleetingly thinking of ward K, and knew |'d rather
have it that way, from Ringer, than be allowed to go on if | slipped
over the edge.

Crowd noi ses in shouts and demands were rising all around us, and |
saw Val over by the two guards |'d dunped, checking them over and
then helping themto their feet. Additional security guards were
filling the area, and it took a few m nutes before the wounded were
hel ped away and fresh security nen had replaced them | stood | eaning
against the door 1'd tried for, nmy arns fol ded and ny ankl es crossed,
but the people all around were still pointing at ne and staring as

t hough | had two heads. It was nothing | wasn't used to, so when

Ri nger approached ne it wasn't hard to ignore the stares. He passed
the two security nen who still had ne covered, and stopped right in
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front of me.

“Not a bad try," he admtted, folding his arns as he exam ned ne

t houghtfully. "If the door hadn't been | ocked you woul d have nade
it."

“"There's an ol d saying about "if,'" | commented, returning his

t houghtful stare. "If |1'd been on assignnent, it wouldn't have nade

that nmuch of a difference. Wuld you like to tell ne the purpose of
this tour around the station? |If you' ve changed your m nd about
Tanderon, all you have to do is say so."

Ri nger snorted faintly, but he wasn't anused.

"l haven't changed ny mnd," he assured ne. "Wat |'ve done is set ny
heart on sonething, and |'m going to have that sonething even if |
have to go back for that shackle. You and | are going to share a | ast
nmeal before we part conpany, one that you'll renenber al nost as well
as | renmenber the | ast one we shared."

So that was it. His sharp black stare bored into ne, undoubtedly
seeing the small frown |'d devel oped, know ng satisfaction that |I was
finally getting it. Not only hadn't he accepted what |'d done to him
wth the Aue, he'd decided on a neans of evening the score a little,
| npl enmenting it in spite of the risk of losing nme. Guards or no
guards, he knew how chancy wal king nme around the station was, but he
must have reached the point of not caring.

When he saw | had nothing further to say, he backed off a step then
turned and wal ked away to find the security guard captain. | watched
hi s back noving away from ne, thought about how close to irrational
his actions were, and only then realized |'d gone too far with him
If there's one trait all Special Agents share, aside from|luck, that
trait is pride. And |I'd managed to hit R nger in his pride.

The crowds were still trying to mll around and stare, but the
security people were beginning to send themon their way. | knew it
woul dn't be | ong before our parade was forned again, so | gave up

t hi nki ng about pros and cons and admtted | owed Ri nger one. He'd
pul l ed ny chestnuts out of the fire often enough over the years, so
the least | owed himwas a little satisfaction. |If he wanted our | ast
neal together to be as enbarrassing for ne as the one before had been
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for himl'd let it happen, but only because Ri nger was Ri nger. There
are dammed few people in this universe |I'd do that for, but R nger
did happen to be one of them | glanced again at R nger's back,

| ooked away fromhimwith a small sigh, and waited for the rest of
the excitenent to die down.

Five mnutes |ater we were on our way again, but this tinme the order
of march was different. R nger and Val still led the way, but the two
repl acenent guards wal ked right next to ne, one on either side, their
eyes on nme rather than where we were going. The sergeant and his

ot her man foll owed al ong behi nd, close enough to be effective, far
enough away to be out of easy reach.

Al four of themwere alert and edgy, and although they'd hol stered
their weapons it wasn't likely I'd find anot her easy opening. |

sl ouched along in the mddle of ny escort, projecting a faint

| npression of defeat, but the four guards didn't fall for it. They
didn't relax and they didn't take their eyes off ne, and then we were
| eaving the anusenent area for the softly |it dining area.

Wien we wal ked into the dining roomthe conversational humdied for a
m nute, then cane back up to its previous |evel. Mst of the well-
dressed travelers in their softly padded arnthairs knew not hi ng about
what had happened just a few mnutes earlier. That was why they
chuckl ed at the sight of a young girl in cadet uniform being escorted
by six large males, then went back to their neals.

But the maitre d° who approached Ri nger while sending several nervous
gl ances in ny direction obviously knew exactly what had happened. So
It was with a good deal of relief that he hurried back to his post
when Ri nger waved him away. Ri nger knew what sort of table he wanted,
and he led the way right to it wwth no nore than a brief, prelimnary
gl ance around the room | would have bet that he'd take a table right
next to a wall to put ny back to, but boxing ne in wasn't in his gane
pl an.

The table we stopped at stood right in the mddle of the |large room
and the other tables around us were all occupied - with distinctly
amused diners. One of the rooms many crystal chandeliers was
directly above the table, the gleamof it setting up an echoi ng gl eam
in the Illian |l ace of the top tablecloth. Ri nger and Val each chose
an arnchair and sat and, after a very brief hesitation, so did |I. The
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security nmen, however, stayed on their feet, ranging thensel ves two
behind me and two behind Val and Ringer. The four nen, of course, had
their eyes directly on ne, just as they obviously thought they shoul d.

| nmoved around in ny arnchair to get confortable while watching

Ri nger gesture to a robot waiter. Val had his eyes on ne in a

t hought ful way, and there was no sign of the anger he'd shown earlier
in the suite. He seened to be thinking about what |'d done, and
knowi ng he was paw ng through ny actions | ooking for notivations

bot hered ne for sone reason. | shifted in the chair again, nmet his
eyes briefly, then decided to | ook away and not | ook back. There was
sonet hi ng about the way he studied ne that once again seened to have
nothing to do with a business relationship, but that was stupid. He
coul dn't possibly have m ssed | earning his | esson...

“"We'll order now," Ringer was saying to the robot that had glided
over. "Two true steaks, nediumrare, for the other gentlenman and
nysel f, and two bottles of Aneran beer. The young lady will have a
| arge plate of m xed vegetables and a cup of tea."

"Veget abl es and tea?" | echoed as the robot left to pick up the order
it had already transmtted to the kitchens. "Cone on, Ringer, you
don't seriously expect ne to eat that?"

“"You'l| eat it or I'll feed it to you," R nger grow ed in answer, his
head down a little, his eyes |Iooking up at ne. "Sonmeone who gets as

I nvol ved i n physical exercise as you do needs a good, healthy neal to
keep them goi ng. Consider it a bonus for your recent short distance
run and shut up."

He kept his eyes on ne, so | slunped down in the chair with a

di sgusted expression on ny face. It was punishnent tine again, and

Ri nger was saying that if not for ny attenpted break | woul d have
gotten steak too. The security nen showed appreciation of the gesture
by the grins on their faces, and |I thought fleetingly of how pl easant
It would be to wal k over all of them

W sat and waited in silence, and it didn't take very |long before the
food arrived. The steaks put in front of R nger and Val had been
grilled to drooling perfection, the beer poured into their gl asses
tall, cold, golden |ife-blood. R nger knew well enough how I

appreci ated good food, and he smled a little when the buttered yans
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and soft, hot rolls were added to the table near the steaks. | gazed
| ovingly at the best food | was likely to see in a long tine, then

cl osed ny eyes when the plate of plain vegetables was set in front of
me.

“"Pick up your fork, Diana," Ringer directed, and | opened ny eyes to
see himwatching ne with anused attention. | had a very strong urge
to forget about any satisfaction due himand give himindigestion
even before he tasted that grilled glory, but |I like to think |I have
nore self-control than that. | sighed silently in resignation, and
stuck with ny original resol ve.

"Ringer, you can't do this to ne!" | said desperately, |eaning
forward toward him "How do you expect ne to eat nothing but
vegetables with sonething |ike that steak staring ne in the face? And
t hat beer! Do you know how long it's been since - "

"Start eating," Ringer interrupted, a hard | ook nowin his eyes.
“I''l'l enjoy my own neal nore once | see that you've started yours. |If
| have to say it again, |I'll sit you on ny lap and shovel it in with
a spoon. "

| et ny gaze flicker back and forth to the people at the tables
around us, sone of whom were paying close, grinning attenti on,

gl anced again at Ringer, then |lowered ny eyes and reluctantly picked
up the fork. Ringer grunted in satisfaction and turned to his own
neal, and we ate in silence. In point of fact | | ove vegetables and
Xanadu O S.'s kitchens had done a marvelous job on them but | ate
them as though they were the last thing in the world that | wanted.
Actually | wasn't nmuch in the nood for anything - including one of

t hose steaks - but R nger didn't have to know that. At | east when |

| eft over nobst of what had been given ne, no one woul d wonder why or
try to argue.

When the food was all gone, R nger was in a good nood again. | could
tell that by the higher key grow in his voice when he ordered ne to
ny feet. | sent hima cold glare, but let nyself be herded out of the

di ni ng room anyway. The security nmen had had a good chuckl e over what
Ri nger had done, but once we were noving through the anusenent area
again their lightheartedness left them They watched ne just as

t hough | were their own personal fortune, and before | knew it we had
passed the entrance to the hospital area and were crossing the
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threshold into the docking area.

Station docking areas are so big that they take your breath away even
when you're used to them People are constantly arriving and | eavi ng,
and there's always a knot of perpetual waiters, people whose |iner
shuttl es haven't reached the station yet. Bright lights indicate the
various |iner shuttle bays spaced out around the perineter of the
area. Wien a shuttle is on its way to the pre-assi gned bay or already
init, the light begins to blink and doesn't stop until the shuttle

| S gone.

Three of the bays on the right had blinking |ights and nost of the
crowds were concentrated in that direction, leaving only a trickle of
traffic for the left. On the left was where the private ships were
bert hed, and the docking bays were slightly farther apart from one
anot her. The seven of us noved down the center of the vast area,
draw ng stares and puzzled attention. But his tine the stares weren't
bot hering the security nen. They all had their hands on their weapons
and were | ooking even nore nervous than they had earlier, and Ri nger
wal ked to our |eft and slightly behind rather than in front of us.

Ri nger knew ny best bet for making a break would be to the left,
toward the private ships, and he wasn't worryi ng about the crowds the
way the security nen were. The spread of the guards' stunners woul d
render themjust about useless if | managed to put nyself in the

m ddl e of a group of innocent bystanders, but R nger's slug gun
didn't have that shortcom ng.

The crowds to the right were tenpting but useless, the ships to the

| eft useful but out of reach. | kept ny eyes noving in case a mracle
happened, but aside fromthat | just wal ked al ong as though

conpl etely unconcerned. Val walked with Ringer and to his left, but
that did ne less than no good at all. | sure as hell couldn't expect
Val to cover a break by taking Ringer out, and as eager as he'd been
to see ne at the Acadeny he'd probably help out by tripping ne if |
ran past him

About two thirds of the way to the far end of the shuttle area, also
on the left, were three bays marked off in yellow and red. These bays
were perpetually reserved for the use of visiting bigw gs, special
energency arrivals, or the Federation Navy whenever they had to dock
a dinghy. One of the bays had its lights blinking, wth four Shore
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Patrol men standing in front of the opened hatch, |ounging against the
netal wall in appreciation of the quiet as sailors are fond of doing.

Their unifornms were gold with red and black trim differentiating
themfromthe arny who wore bl ack and gold with red trimand the
mari nes who wore red and black with gold. Explorers wore all white
with just a trace of red and gold, |anding teans wore black with
white, red, and gold arnbands, and agents, First C ass or otherw se,
wore no uni fornms what soever on any occasion. At various tines
supporters of Federation agents have insisted that we've earned a
uniformjust |ike the other branches of service, but happily that
particul ar hel pful hand has so far been pocket ed.

The Shore Patrol nen strai ghtened up when they saw us approachi ng,
then stood aside to let Ringer hustle ne through the hatch by one
arm The security nmen had | ooked indecently relieved to have ne out
of their custody, but I mssed a final view of their relief. Val

wal ked into the shuttle behind R nger and ne, the four Shore

Patrol men followed him and the |ast of themturned to the controls
to close the double doors of the airl ock.

The lock slid closed with a click, an anber |ight glowed on the
control panel beside the door, and Ringer finally let go of ny armto
find hinself a seat in the unornanented bl ack and gold shuttle. The
ai rl ock was now sealed fromthe pilot's conpartnent, so | found a
seat of ny own and stretched out in it. Val sat down next to ne

Wi thout a word as the shuttle engines began to hum but | kept ny
attention on the seat back in front of me and paid none of It to him
The bad feeling I'd had all al ong about the wi sdom of the venture
hadn't di sappeared, and I was in no nood for conversation.

The hop over to the cruiser took no nore than four m nutes, nost of
the tinme being used up by pulling away fromthe orbital station and
docking in the cruiser bay. W left the shuttle to the swarm of navy
files noving around the bay and were I ed to an uncarpeted gray netal
corridor, which took us to officer's country and the captain's
office. Val and I, with the SP's for conpany, waited outside while
Ri nger went in alone, but we didn't have nmuch of a wait. In no nore
than ten m nutes Ringer was back out in the corridor, closing the
door behind him before comng over to stop in front of ne.

“I"ve just officially turned you over to Captain Lowell," he said,
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examning ne in a final sort of way. "Now you're his headache, and
|'' mgoing on a short vacation. Enjoy your own vacation. You've got a
| ot of it ahead of you."

“You're sweet, Ringer," | told himwth an innocent smle. "I'm going
to mss you. Wth you gone, I'll have to go to the head all by
nysel f."

| purposely hadn't kept ny voice down, and the attention of all four
of the SP's was suddenly riveted on us. They | ooked at ne, then

| ooked at Ringer with barely concealed | eers. R nger flushed and
started to glance around, then realized how guilty that particul ar
reaction would | ook. He gave it up and brought his gaze back to ne,
and the expression in his eyes was hard all over again.

“Diana, the next tine anyone uses a hairbrush on you, it's going to
be ne!" he grow ed. Then he turned and stonped off w thout a backward
| ook.

| alnost felt like grinning at Ringer's departing back, but ny
attention was taken by a very young junior officer who canme up to the
captain's door, knocked, then entered. He was out again i medi ately
to tell Val and ne that the captain was ready to see us, so we |eft
the gray netal corridor to the SP's and went on in.

Captain Lowel|l sat behind a desk in the small room | eaning back and
| ooking at us with mld blue eyes. He was a man in his late forties
with a snooth, unlined face and brown hair, and those mld blue eyes
seened entirely at honme in his square face. The office held three
file cabinets, the captain's desk and chair, and two plain netal
chairs in front of the desk. Wen Lowel|l gestured to the chairs, Val
and | wal ked over and sat in them

“I'"'m Captain Lowell," the officer introduced hinself in an easy voice

once we were settled. "lI'd Ilike to wel cone you aboard the Swanp Fox.
My officers and | wll try to nake the trip pleasant for you, and I
hope you plan to do the sane for us."

He | ooked straight at ne as he said that, and | smled but didn't
answer him Unless | wanted to try reaching Daneron's base in a
shuttle, | didn't have many options open to ne. No sense in naking
trouble if it couldn't be turned to ny advantage.
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"This is Ensign Harris," Lowell continued, gesturing toward the
junior officer who stood to his left. "He'll see to it that your
needs are taken care of. These are Federation agents Carter and
Santee, M. Harris. Try to keep them as happy as possible, since it
isn't every ship that has the honor of transporting a hyper-A "

"A what, sir?" Harris asked, his young face blank wth |ack of
under st andi ng. Most peopl e woul d have failed to understand that
particular term so his confusion wasn't surprising. Lowell, having
been in the Service a good deal |onger, knew exactly what it neant.

“A hyper-A" Lowell repeated, |eaning back in his chair and | acing
his fingers across his stomach. "That's short for 'high percentage-

ri sk agent.' \When jobs conme up that are conputer rated 95% or nore
agai nst success of any sort, hyper-A's are given those jobs. They're
the dirtiest, nost dangerous jobs imgi nable, and we're all |ucky the
hyper-A's are around to do them"

| see, sir!" Harris answered, sounding inpressed and | ooki ng at Val
wth awe.

Val grinned into his hand, enjoying hinself, and Lowell said mldly,
“You're | ooking the wong way, M. Harris. Agent Santee is the hyper-
A"

Harris turned his confusion in ny direction, his cheeks red, but |
couldn't fault himfor his reaction. I've always found it an asset
t hat people have difficulty believing I'm a Special Agent and the
doubt wusually hel ps nme on whatever assignnent | get. The ensign's
eyes noved over ne in shock, and it was inpossible to keep from

showi ng the sane grin Val had. Considering the way | now | ooked, |

was very obviously not Harris's picture of a fearless, capable
Speci al Agent.

“I - I"msorry," Harris stamered, probably seeing his career going
down the drain. "I didn't realize - "

“"Don't let it worry you, M. Harris," | interrupted, trying to
reassure him but unable to keep the dryness out of ny tone. "I'min
di sgui se. "

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon05.html (18 of 25)18/09/2005 14:59:18



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 5

Despite ny reassurance the young ensign | ooked even nore confused,
and Captain Lowell had to swallow a grin of his own before he noved
on to his next topic of discussion.

“I dislike asking you this," Lowell said, shifting in his chair, "but

| have transported agents before and regul ations are very clear on
the point. Is either of you arned?"

“I" mnot," Val said, and then they both turned their heads to | ook at
nme.

“"Why, Captain!" | exclained, all w de-eyed and terribly innocent. "Do
you think |I'd cone aboard a Federation cruiser arnmed? | know
regul ations as well as you do."

“I"msure you do," Lowell said in an anused tone, his steepled
fingers at his |lips. "However, you haven't answered ny question.”

| sat there and studied himfor a mnute, trying to make up ny m nd.
There was no guarantee that he had a netal detector built into his
desk, but it wasn't worth the chance. Right now he felt friendly
toward ne, and it mght be possible to do sonething with that. |

si ghed and shook ny head, and then stood up.

"You' ve got nme, Captain,” | admtted, handing over the knife fromny
t hi gh sheath. "But take good care of it. I'd rather be chained than
go wthout a knife."

“I't will receive the very best of care,” Lowell assured ne dryly,
taking the knife and putting it in one of his desk drawers. "Are you
sure that's all?"

"That's it," | said with a small laugh, tickled by his skepticism
but Val wasn't tickled. He now sat straight in his chair, and stared
at nme as though |I'd just produced a core bonb.

“"Where did you get that?" he demanded, pointing in the direction of
t he desk drawer where ny knife now lay. "I watched Ri nger confiscate
your arsenal nyself!"

It suddenly cane to ne why Val was so upset, and the reason showed he
hadn't gotten very far with understanding ne. Val had seen ne facing
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the security sergeant and his stunner, but he hadn't realized at the
time that | was arnmed. My hesitation now had a conpletely different
meaning for him and he had to take into consideration the fact that
|'d been tenpted to use the knife on the sergeant. | smled into his
outrage, pleased that he was finally getting a better picture of what
a Special Agent is all about.

“I"'ma good Grl Scout," I told Val, sitting down in ny chair again.
|'d had the knife and sheathe hidden in the energency breathing

equi pnment | ocker in ny room Ringer and Val had had no idea that it
was there, of course. Agents devel op various survival habits over the
years, and the only way to keep themeffective is to keep themto
yourself. "Yes, a good Grl Scout," | said confortably. "'Be
prepared' is the notto ...or is that Boy Scouts?"

An annoyed expression crossed Val's face, but before he could pursue
hi s annoyance Captain Lowell interrupted.

“I"'msure it doesn't matter," Lowell put in snoothly, trying to keep

a fight fromstarting. "I happen to have a bottle of high proof
nmedi ci nal alcohol, M. Carter, and | wonder if you would care to
sanple it with nme. | check on it every once in a while to make sure

it hasn't gone bad."

Val chuckl ed over the way Lowel|l had offered his illegal high-proof,
and then nodded agreenent as he settled back in his chair again.
Lowel I grinned, brought out two gl asses and a bottle marked " For
medi ci nal use only" from sonmewhere in his desk, poured into the two
gl asses, then noved one of themtoward Val. He took the second gl ass
hinmself and raised it in salute as Val |ifted his own glass, and |
decided it was tine to remnd himl was there.

“What about ne?" | asked, annoyed over being ignored. "Am | an orphan
or sonet hi ng?"

Lowel | had been just about to drink, but instead of |owering the
gl ass he hesitated briefly, downed the shot fast, and only then
brought his gaze back to ne.

“I"'msorry," he said in sonething |ike disconfort, setting the gl ass
down in front of him "M. R nger stressed the fact that although
you're a Special Agent you're to be considered a mnor in every way
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possi ble, and to be perfectly frank I'mglad he did. | have daughters
your age, and I'd no nore offer thema glass of this than |I'd offer
it to you. If you'd like a soft drink, M. Harris will be pleased to
fetch it."

Hi s blue eyes weren't quite as mld as they had been, and | sat very
still for a mnute to nake sure | had a good grip on ny tenper. Mle
chauvinism| could understand, but | wasn't used to the father

syndr one.

"Just forget it," | said at last, getting to ny feet. | knew if |
stayed there any longer, |'d explode for sure. "I'l|l settle for a cup
of coffee in ny cabin. M. Harris, are you up to playing guide?"

The young officer nodded so eagerly that his head al nost fell off,
then he practically tripped over his own feet getting the cabin door
open. | made it to the door in tw strides and was about to step

t hrough, when Val's voice stopped ne. He spoke in his own | anguage,
what | considered trade or base | anguage, since that was what was
spoken in Daneron's base.

“"You're lucky he doesn't insist on making it mlk," he called after

me, |aughter in his tone. "In case you're interested, this is the
best |1've had to drink since we arrived here. If | find sone tine
| ater, 1'll conme by to console you over your | o0ss."

He was deliberately trying to provoke ne, and | didn't know why - or
care; all | knew was that he made it. | put ny hand on the edge of
the airtight door and | ooked back at hi mover ny shoul der. He'd
turned in his chair to followne with his eyes, and his anusenent was
all too obvious.

“I can't tell you how nuch | appreciate the taster's verdict," | said
I n the sane | anguage he'd used. "As for the rest of it, allowne to
point out that Ringer's not here now to help you. You walk into ny
cabin, and you'll wal k out again singing soprano. Don't say | didn't
warn you. "

"' msure he knew | wasn't in a joking nood, but that didn't keep the
anmusenent out of his eyes or stop his quiet |aughter. There weren't
many nen around stupid enough to | augh at a Special Agent, and |
could see that he hadn't yet learned his |l esson. He was asking for it
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again, but that wasn't the place to oblige him The navy tends to be
regul ati on happy, and rarely appreciates an agent's efforts toward
maki ng the universe a nore enjoyable place to live in.

| continued on through the door into the now deserted corridor, and
wai ted until Harris had stepped out as well and had cl osed the door
behind hinself. | nust have been nuttering under ny breath, because
Harris picked up on part of it and turned |arge brown eyes to ne as
we wal ked up the corridor.

“You nmustn't m nd about all those regulations,” he conforted, |ooking
as if he were dying to put his armaround ny shoul ders. "They're all
there for a good purpose, even if we don't always understand what

t hat purpose is. And you certainly don't need a knife to protect
yourself here. We'll all keep you safe.”

The last thing | needed now, on top of Val's needling, was to be told
t hat a wet-behind-the-ears ensign was going to keep ne safe. I'm
normal ly not quite that touchy, but Harris's "protective" expression
had heated up sonme and was begi nning to | ook aggressi ve.

"Thanks for the offer,” | told himas | gl anced around the corridor,
“"but you don't use a knife to protect yourself. You use it to get to
soneone who isn't wwthin armis reach, or to find out what you want to
know from soneone who doesn't feel |ike talking, or you use it for
two dozen ot her reasons. Not to protect yourself."

There was a deep well of silence in reaction to that, and | gl anced
at Harris to see that he'd gone pale. The heat and aggressive | ook
were gone |like last year's incone, and he actually | ooked shaky. W
still wal ked shoul der to shoul der down the corridor, but there was
now a three inch gap between us that hadn't been there earlier.

Considering ny nood | should have been pleased with Harris's
reaction, but perverse can sonetinmes cone out conpounded. |

di scovered | was disgusted with nyself for stooping to scaring

chil dren, and concentrated on the bul kheads and cabi n doors we
passed. | was nore than willing not to say another word, but Harris
was determ ned to show that he was Navy through and through: all guts
and no regrets. O at least that's what sone people like to believe.

“Unh, what | anguage was that you and Agent Carter were speaking?" he
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asked, trying not to sound hesitant. "I don't think | ever heard it
before."

| stopped short and closed ny eyes in pain, knowing that it had been
bound to happen sonetine. Val had to open his big, flapping nouth,

and |'d end up getting blaned for that, too. Then | turned and gave
Harris an "official" stare.

“What | anguage are you tal king about?" | asked, no expression on ny
face or in ny voice, and at | east he wasn't as innocent as he | ooked.
He i medi ately went red, then began to stammer again.

“I -1 didn't nean to pry, of course,"” he apol ogized, rolling his

hands into fists at his sides. "I realize that agents do have their
secrets.”
"They sure do," | agreed, then began to walk again. "At the nonent,

t he bi ggest secret to ne is what |'mdoing here in the first place.
How much farther do we have to go?"

"Not far," Harris said, alnost in relief. "Just a few doors down on
your left."” In another nonment we'd reached the proper door, and
Harris sidled past nme to open it. "If you'll nmake yourself
confortable,” he said, "I'lIl be back in a jiffy wth your coffee.”

| thanked himand went on in. The cabin was small, but an officer
must have had to give it up even though there was nothing but a
conpact, built-in bunk, one straight-backed chair bolted to the deck,
and a desk. On the floor near the bunk was a footl ocker, which turned

out to have nore cadet uniforns. Leave it to R nger. | dropped the
lid of the footl ocker again, then went to the bunk to stretch out.
When Harris cane back wwth ny coffee, | sent himoff again for a

carton of cigarettes. Considering the way things had been going, it
| ooked |i ke a good bet |I'd be chain snoking before this thing was
over.

Captain Lowell hinself canme by to escort ne to the evening neal, and
wal king into the officer's ness was sonething of a surprise. Every
face that turned in nmy direction was nmal e, show ng that the Swanp Fox
had an all-male crew M xed crews were the normin the Federation
Navy, and as | took nmy seat to Lowell's right I wondered what they'd
been up to that an all-nmale crew had been necessary.
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But | didn't get to consider the question |ong because Lowell's nen
were wolves in officer's clothing, |eaning across the table and one
another just to get ny attention for a mnute. Lowell sat back and
wat ched their antics wwth mld anusenent, but Val, at the other end
of the table with Harris for conpany, didn't share his anusenent. My
partner wasn't even cl ose enough to nme for needling purposes, and he
didn't seemto care for the seating arrangenents.

Just to take ny mnd off the typical navy food | decided to play Lady
Butterfly to all those interesting nen, |aughing, and chatting, and
sharing winks and smles. It turned the neal into an absol ute
delight, the officers responding as though progranmed, Val scowing
at what he shoveled into his nmouth ...just beautiful.

When t he di shes had been cl eared away, we shifted |ocation to the
Oficer's Lounge. Wthout a table in the way the navy really began
maneuvers, but Lowell kept things in hand by suggesting it m ght be
nice if they opened their wire library. Wres neant nusic and nusic
meant dancing, so the suggestion brought nore enthusiasmthan groans.

The nusic was turned on, and as soon as | heard it | knew it proved
that the navy wasn't as far behind the rest of the Federation as many
peopl e thought. The nusic was a revival fromSol IIl's past, a thing
called rocknroll, and was the current rage all over the Federation.
The words of the songs had been nade to match nodern | anguage, but
the translators swore the original neanings and phrases hadn't been
changed.

The nusic itself had been |left exactly the sane, and it really was
sonet hing el se. A reviewer had once quoted sonebody fromthe tine the
musi ¢ had originally been popular as saying that dancing to it could
al nost be called vertical sex. | wasn't sure what the original steps
had been |ike, but | knew what the nobdern ones were and coul dn't
think of a better description.

The wol ves took turns dancing with ne, using a systemof seniority
that didn't match their rank - and one | couldn't crack - and even
Captain Lowell took a turn. The Captain's systemwas to wal k over and
announce that the next dance was his, a system everyone understood at
once. The only ones | didn't dance with were Val and Ensign Harris,
t hey being engaged in sitting in a corner of the roomout of the way.
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Harris had tried to coax Val into conversation, but Val wasn't even
payi ng token attention to him He sat sprawled in his chair, his arns
fol ded across his chest, his face expressionless, his eyes constantly
on me. | was curious as to what was going through his m nd, but not
curious enough to go over and ask him

| happened to be very fond of rocknroll, and after two weeks in a
hospital bed where I'd listened to it over and over again, | knew the
selections fairly well. When | heard the opening bars to one song in
particular, | |ooked over toward Val and gave hima wol fish grin.

What he heard then was, "Got along w thout you before | net you,
Gonna get al ong w thout you now," and the nessage had no trouble
maki ng itself understood.

| |aughed at the way Val's expression darkened, and nmy current
dancing partner joined in the anusenent. He didn't really know what
the joke was, but he was obviously nore than willing to | augh at the
rooms only wallflower. A few mnutes |ater Val caught ny attention
when he heard the words, "Hey, little devil, |I'm gonna nake an angel
out of you!" and returned the wolfish grin. But it was his bad | uck
that the very next selection was, "That'l|l Be The Day." | |aughed
hard at that, then continued to enjoy the nusic.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 6

Fi ve standard days |later we were off Tanderon, the planet which held
the training facilities. | nust have tried half a dozen dodges on
Captain Lowell during the trip to get himto et ne off on the way,
but not hi ng had worked. He stayed his sane pleasant self, and saw to
it that | had no access to any of his officers but Ensign Harris
unless it was neal tine.

And every tinme Val showed up at ny cabin when | was al one, Ensign
Harris showed up a mnute later wwth a nessage fromthe captain for
one of us. Harris was always diffident, nervous, awkward - and

| npossible to get rid of - but Val didn't stop trying until we'd
reached our destination.

Lowel | appeared in the docking bay to return ny knife when Val and I
were ready to board the shuttle. The captain had shown up to nmake
sure | understood that the shuttle was taking us directly down to the
pl anet instead of to the orbital station. Unlike Ringer, Lowell

wasn't taking any chances.

When the shuttle grounded the hatch was opened on the shuttle port of
School 1, a not altogether inspiring sight. The sane four SP's
escorted ne to the pernal at the foot of the exit ranp, then they
turned and went back into the shuttle. On their way they passed Val,
who was trying to | ook around as he made his way down the ranp. The
day was partly sunny and faintly cool, but the pleasant weat her was
rui ned by the clouds of dust blowing all over the pernmal, coating
everything and getting in everyone's throat and cl ot hi ng.

Even as | watched, robot trucks were noving slowy over the permal,
spraying the dust clouds with a chem cal that nade themtoo heavy to
bl ow around. The dust had to be resprayed every tine a shuttle took
off or |anded, and the port perineter had to be sprayed continuously
to keep new dust fromnoving in on top of the old. | hadn't been to
Tanderon in a couple or three years, and | hadn't conpletely
remenbered how unm ssable it really was.

"So this is Tanderon," Val nused, still |ooking around as he stopped
beside ne. "Qur university sites tend to be nore hospitable."
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“I't all depends on what you want to study," | commented, then nodded
toward a knot of four nen making their way across the permal. "Here
comes your welcomng commttee from2. They'll see that your

suffering is mniml."

He turned away fromthe grayish skies to glance at the adm nistrators
from 2, then brought his gaze back to ny face.

“I'"ve decided that I want you comng with ne," he announced, pinning
me with that deep black stare. "I'lIl tell Ringer it was ny deci sion,
and he can let the Council know. "

| returned his stare with a frown, not really believing what |'d
heard. Just |ike that the decision had becone his, and to hell with
everyone el se involved? The wind ruffled ny kilt and bl ew sone
strands of hair in ny face, and | didn't know whether to |augh or
scream

“You have no say in this one way or the other,” | told him harshly,
pul l'ing the wi ndbl own hair out of my nouth. "Wen | asked for your
hel p you were too busy phil osophizing to nake the effort, so now you
can shove it! Wien | get out of here it'll be through ny own efforts,
just the way it always is."

| felt tenpted to add sonething nore, but there's a sayi ng about

wor ds spoken in anger. Val tried to grab ny armto keep the

di scussi on going, but I pulled away from himand strode off across
the permal, passing the four from2 w thout even | ooking at them
There was a brief flurry of greasy greetings behind nme, show ng that
Val had been snared, but | didn't slow down until they were all a
good di stance behind ne.

| was mad as hell at what Val had tried to pull, offering nme help

only because it had suddenly becone his decision. |'d been about to
assure him he would not be suffering in bed if that's what was

bot heri ng him but sonehow | hadn't been able to nake the words cone
out. A stray wisp of dust swirled aimessly around ny feet as |

wal ked, and | honestly didn't know whether |1'd held the words back
because | was afraid he'd agree - or whether | was afraid he'd

di sagr ee.

|'d nearly reached the port perineter before | becane aware of the
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fact that | was being watched. There were a | ot of cadets wal ki ng
around the port due to it being third session registration tinme, but
the proctors stationed around the area had nore to do that tine than
direct new arrivals. The proctors were nostly nale and all were
arnmed. Their eyes watched ne carefully as | noved past them and
their hands rested casually on the butts of their stunners. No one
had said a word to ne or nade a nove in ny direction, but that didn't
matter. There was no doubt in nmy mnd that all those beady eyes were
there to make sure | went only where | was supposed to go.

Just to test the theory | detached nyself fromthe group of cadets
|'d been wal ki ng anong and started back toward the grounded I|i ner
shuttles, but the first steps showed |I wasn't suffering from
paranoi a. The proctors |'d passed earlier had been slowy closing the
gap behind ne, and five of themstood |like a wall between ne and the
nearest shuttles. They'd stopped noving as soon as |'d turned back
toward them and one of themdrew his stunner and gestured with his
free hand. | wouldn't be bothered as long as | continued on in the
direction they wanted ne to go in; if | failed to cooperate, their
stunners would do the thing for ne.

| turned around agai n and headed back toward the port perineter, not
even bothering to match stares with the busies behind ne. Chances
were they didn't know who they were dealing with and woul d have been
easy to take out, but I'd already nade that decision on Xanadu
Orbital Station. |If any bl ood was spilled during that particul ar
three nonth period, it would not be ny doing.

The small town that was the Acadeny wasn't far fromthe port, but
transportati on had been provided for the new cadets. | boarded one of
a fleet of ancient buses along with everyone el se going to the
Acadeny, and endured the short, bouncy trip in silence. The silence
was on ny part, though, since ny seatmate began to demand ny life

hi story as soon as she sat down next to ne.

| ignored the flood of words and | ooked out the sealed w ndow at ny
right arm watching the proctors standing around the bus |ine as they
wat ched ne. Two proctors just happened to board the bus |I sat in
seconds before it noved off in line to follow the bus ahead of it. |
blew a kiss to the proctors |eft behind, then stretched out in ny
seat and confortably closed ny eyes. M/ seatmate finally got the
nmessage then and noved to anot her seat, but it nade no real
difference. Purgatory doesn't change w th conpany.
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Ten m nutes |later the slow speed of the bus slowed even nore, and |
opened ny eyes to see that we were already anong the buil dings of the
Acadeny. The town was built on the basis of a square, wth new
bui | di ngs or necessary practice areas havi ng been added one street
behi nd the core square. W had entered on South Street, passing the
nmess hall, arnory, officers' quarters, and general offices on the

|l eft. At the end of South Street we turned right onto West Street,
passi ng the wonen's barracks on the left. Then we crossed North
Street to pass the classroons buildings on the right, and finally we
st opped on West Street past the classroons buildings at the

regi stration center.

The only thing we hadn't passed were the nen's barracks on East
Street and the infirmary one street behind South Street, cleverly
nanmed Wi te Sheet Lane. Beyond the registration center were the
exercise fields and target areas, but we didn't get to see those
either. The buses slowy disgorged their contents, and | sat and
wai ted until the |ast of the kids on ny bus had passed ne before
getting out of the seat and anbling after them 1'd gotten a good
nunber of curious stares fromny fell ow students, but no one had
tried to join ne.

The proctors who had ridden the bus were standing right next to it as
| di senbarked. They didn't say anything, so neither did I. Instead, |
conti nued ny anble toward the w de doubl e doors of the entry, and
ended up getting there after the |l ast of the new horde had pushed its
way through. A P. A system added to the din of a thousand voi ces by
announci ng, "New registrants! Go to the line with the first initial

of your last name first. Repeat, the line with the first initial of
your |ast nanme first. You will be told where to proceed fromthere."
The nessage clicked on at regular intervals, but | could still see
kids hurrying in all directions in confusion, the uniforns naking
them | ook |ike Pete and Repeat.

|'d paused in front of the doors to | ook around before wal king in,

but there was really no sense in putting things off. | started noving
agai n, passed across the threshold, and was no nore than two or three
steps into the building when alarmbells went off all around ne,
bringing proctors out of their bored slouches and right to ny side.

There had to be at |east half a dozen of them all male, and their
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expressi ons were nowhere near as curious as those on the faces of
cadets who had noticed the goings-on and had stopped to watch. The
proctors around nme were serious to the point of grim but | didn't
find out what was happening until a chief proctor pushed his way

t hrough the onl ookers to join the circle of starers. He | ooked at ne,
gl anced down at a flat photo in his hand, then nodded his head in
sati sfaction.

“I thought it m ght be you, Santee," he said in a well-practiced
rasp. "I wondered why we were told to be on the | ookout for you, and
now | know. "

Well, | was glad he knew. | stood in the m ddl e of another curious
crowd, but the only reason for it seened to be the presence of a
phot ograph in the chief's hand. The photo had probably been supplied
by Ringer, but | had no nenory of any tine it m ght have been taken.

“How ni ce of you to cone and greet ne personally,” | beaned at the

chief just to be saying sonething. "Now | feel conpletely at hone. Do
| get a special tour of the place too?"

There were a few nervous chuckles fromthe watching cadets, but the
chief didn't share their anusenent. He stood as tall as | did, his
brown hair cut short and bristly, his brown eyes seem ngly
perpetual |y outraged. He squared his thick shoulders in response to
ny comments, and the photo in his hand was forgotten.

“Don't get smart, Santee," he grow ed, | ooking ne up and down in
di sapproval. "You're nobody who has to be greeted. The detectors say
you're carrying a weapon and | want it."

A few gasps and nmurnurs cane from our audi ence, underscoring ny frown
and the chief's glare. I hadn't known new cadets were bei ng checked
for weapons, and finding out the hard way hadn't done nuch for the
peaceful ness of ny image. If 1'd known earlier | could have stashed
the knife, but at that point it was nuch too late. | stood there
trying to think of some other way out of it, and the chief |ost what
little patience Mdther Nature had given him

“Come on, cone on," he snapped, holding out a hand toward ne. "Cough
up whatever you've got and do it fast."
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Anyone |listening to these wire recordi ngs may or may not understand
why | felt reluctant to hand the knife over. So for the sake of
unenotional reasons let ne add that it wasn't part of an agent's
training to casually |ose track of whatever weapons he or she may

have had. Wth this in view, | cocked ny head to one side and

t enpori zed.

“Why, Chief!" | scolded with an appropriate anount of shocked
nodesty. "In front of all these people? W've hardly known each ot her

| ong enough for that!"

The cadets cane up with a lot of dirty |Iaughs and even the wat ching
proctors guffawed, but the chief turned out not to be the sort of nman
who appreci ates being teased. H s skin darkened in rage and the | ook
in his brown eyes went flat, and the hand being held out toward ne
closed into a fist.

"You wi seass kids are all alike," he rasped, his voice | ow and
uneven. "You walk in here acting as if you own the place, but you
find out fast enough who does the pushing and who does the getting
pushed. | know you're carrying a weapon, and you'll hand it over or
have it taken away fromyou. And one nore w secrack and you'll start
pi cking up denerits even before you're officially registered.”

The deep silence around us was enphasized by the gleamin his eyes, a
gleamthat said he |oved to do whatever cane by in the way of

pushi ng. The chief was a man who enjoyed lording it over a bunch of
hel pl ess kids, but | was hardly what m ght be call ed a hel pl ess ki d.

| clearly had no choi ce about handing over the knife, so | decided to
give the man exactly what he'd asked for.

| brought the knife out fast, causing the light to flash fromits
tenpered bl ade, six inches of graceful, razor-edged mrroring plus
hilt, deadly in the hand and bal anced for throw ng. The short-haired
man in front of ne paled and junped back, scratching frantically for
his sidearm but before he could get it free of the holster |
reversed the knife and held it out toward himhilt first.

“Now, how can | refuse such a gracious request,"” | draw ed, keeping
t he nockery out of ny eyes. "Is there anything else | can do for
you?"
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The man strai ghtened out of the sem -crouch he'd adopted and w ped
the palns of his hands off on his pants, all the while being very
aware of the stares of the cadets and proctors around us. H s eyes
were furious over the way he'd reacted to nme, and | noticed that none
of the proctors was | aughing at hi meven behind a hand. | would have
bet a bundle that the |ack of laughter stemed fromthe sort of man
the chief was. For that reason | wasn't very surprised when he pulled
the knife out of ny hand so viciously, he al nost took off a coupl e of
ny fingers.

“Yeah, you can do sonething else for ne," he snarled, wapping his
fist tightly around the knife hilt. "You can consider yourself on
report! Now get over on the line you' re supposed to be on! You've
wast ed enough of our tine!"

| felt tenpted to tell himny estimation of how nuch his tine was
worth, but I'd already had nore of himthan I'd wanted in the first
pl ace. | gave himan up-and-down tinged with disgust, then turned
away to nove through the proctors and cadets still around us. My
arrival at the Acadeny had been just as successful as |I'd known it
woul d be.

It took only a mnute or two to find the end of the Sline, so |
added nyself to it then glanced idly around at the rest of the room
As large as it was it still seenmed crowded wth all the people who
filled it, leaving very little to see aside fromlines and |ines of
uni formed bodies, males in trousers, females in kilts. None of the

| i nes noved very fast |leaving us nothing to do but stand and wait,
but not everyone there had the patience to do nothing. Sone of them
had been searching eagerly for a distraction, a fact | discovered
when | | ooked away fromthe rest of the roomto find nyself sem -
surrounded agai n.

A bunch of boys fromthe Rand T lines to either side and the S |ine
| stood on were clunped together, |ooking ne over and grinning. They
were nostly eighteen and ni neteen, and not one of them could have
been over twenty. | noved ny attention away fromthemin total
disinterest, but that didn't do anything in the way of discouraging
t hem

“"And | thought it was going to be dull around here,"” one of them
said, leading the others closer. "Wat's your nanme, pretty doll? |
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want to wite it dowmn so | don't forget it."

| | ooked back at themw th no trace of enthusiasm and briefly shook
ny head.

“"Forget it before you ask it," | advised, glancing fromone grinning
face to the next. "I don't go in for cradle robbing."

| began to turn away fromthemto end the conversation, but the
second of them noved directly in my way to show how attractive a grin
he had.

“I's that a nice thing to say?" he asked wth a | augh, obviously not
believing ny disinterest. "We're the best around here, and you're in

| uck because we're going to choose you."

| studied himin silence for a nonent, then nodded ny head to concede
t he point.

“"Yeah, that's just about the way ny luck's been running lately," |
adm tted, |ooking himup and down. "Wy don't you do us both a favor
and take of f? You haven't got anything I'd be interested in."

His grin turned briefly to a leer, and then he and the first one
| aughed as a third joined them and | eaned an armon the second one's
shoul der.

“"Don't play hard to get, doll," the newoner scolded, his grin as
wi de as the ones his friends showed. "W don't discourage that
easily. Way make things tough when you can have all of us?"

The ot her two added their agreenent and so did a few nore of the sane
sort who had joined them everyone having a grand old tine - except
for me. | just |ooked fromone face to the next, feeling ny annoyance
grow, wondering how many denerits I'd pick up if I flattened two or
three of them They were working hard at trying to crom ne, all of

t hem com ng on strong enough to show what big nen they were. Nornmally
| m ght have laughed it off, but right now !l was in no nood for that
sort of nonsense.

A nunber of themwere talking at once, the sort of banter to be
expected froma bunch of young nales on the hunt, but above it all |
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suddenly heard ny nane being called. | turned to | ook out toward the
center of the room and saw soneone fam liar fighting his way through
t he crowds, soneone | hadn't seen in much too | ong.

Jeff Kellner was a hyper-A like nme, and we'd worked together often
enough over the years to nmake our relationship nore than sinply that
of coworkers. We'd spilled a |ot of blood together and |lost a | ot of
bl ood together, and the sight of the grin on his face brought a
simlar one to m ne.

Jeff usually had a grin on his face, his way of telling people to
relax in his presence, | guess, and it always made his dark-ski nned
good | ooks even better. Whnen usually | ooked at himw th interest and
men usually | ooked with envy, and his broad-shoul dered build would
have nmade Ensign Harris a good deal happier than I'd nade him Jeff

| ooked the part of a Special Agent, sonething of a handicap for him
but that day | woul d have been happy to see himeven if he'd been as
ugly as proverbial sin. | laughed softly as I noved away fromthe

hor de of now frowni ng kiddies, and wal ked a short way away fromthe
line to wait until he reached ne.

“"Diana! | was afraid I'd mss you," he said breathlessly as he cane
up. "I only heard that you were com ng a couple of hours ago."
“It's great seeing you, Jeff," I answered with a smle, letting him

take ny hand. "But how did you know it was ne? The last tine we net |
| ooked a small bit different.”

"That's easy," he said, anusenent dancing in his eyes. "lI saw the new
photo in your file in Pete's office. He was called out for a few
m nutes, so | | ooked around to keep fromgetting bored. Al | can say

s, wow Whatever you paid for that, it was a bargain."

Hi s gaze was noving over ne in appreciation, but that was only
because he didn't have any of the details. | would have enjoyed
telling himjust what sort of bargain |'d gotten, but know ng the
Council and their secrecy fetish it would have been sinpler just
cutting ny throat. Wi ch would have acconplished the sane end as
di vul ging classified information wthout prior Council approval.

“I"'mstill paying for it," |I told himwith a sigh, "and |I'm begi nni ng
to believe it was the worst m stake of ny life."
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“What is going on wth you?" he asked, grin fading behind the itch of
curiosity. "Wiy are you here decked out |ike a cadet? You | ook a | ot
younger now, but do you really have to go back to school ? Pete cane
back before | had a chance to do nore than see when you were due and
what you now | ooked like, so fill nme in."

| took ny hand back as | shook ny head. "Don't ask," | advised, the
disgust | felt tingeing my tone. "You could end up being ny
roonmat e. "

"That wouldn't be too hard to take," he said with the grin back,
reaching over to tug at a strand of ny hair.

“"As a cadet?" | countered, neeting his eyes to show it was no joke.
Once the nessage really got through, his fingers opened and he
carefully w thdrew his hand.

“Now that you nention it, | find ny interest fading," he nurnured,
and then he smled. "I wish | had nore tinme, but | was handed an
assignnent a little while ago and I'l|l have to get cracking soon.

Anything | can tell you about what's doing around here? | was
handling a course over at 2, so |l'mnot too far out of it."

“"There's one thing you can tell ne about,” | said, |lowering ny voice
alittle. "After the last week or so, I'mjust in the nood for it.
How s the hunting?"

“You'll never change no matter what you |look like," he returned with
a |l augh, shaking his head. "And the hunting's better than ever. The
| ocals are really pushing hard, and we've been getting a | ot of
action. W lost two recruits |ast week, but bagged a dozen locals in
return. Pete alnost flipped out when he heard and tried to close up
every exit, but we both know that that's inpossible. But how do you
expect to go hunting from here?"

“I don't know," | grunbled, |ooking around at all the uniforned
I nnocence. "But I'll find a way. All work and no play, you know. "

He | aughed and started to say sonething, but we were interrupted by
ny group of adm rers who had been hovering around the edges of our
conversation, waiting to break in. They hadn't been happy about ny
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wal ki ng away fromthem and they were anxious to nmake their

di spl easure known. They were being |l ed by the one who had spoken to
me first, and he and the other kids cane cl ose enough to give Jeff
the scow of unfair conpetition.

“Tal k about cradle robbing!" their |eader conplained to ne, covered
head to toe with indignation as he jerked a thunb at Jeff. "That
guy's ol d enough to be your father! He'd probably fag out trying to
keep up with you!"

Jeff's anusenent di sappeared abruptly, and there was no way | coul d
keep from breaking up. | threw ny head back and | aughed in delight,
causi ng the kids who were watching nme to frown in confusion. Jeff was
not nmuch older than I amnormally, but at that point he probably felt
ol der than Met husel ah. He nodded at ny | aughter, show ng he knew what
had set nme off, then folded his arns across his chest.

“Very funny," he commented, his tone dry as he watched ne struggling
to control nyself. "Anything to entertain the troops."”

| put ny hand to his folded arns and shook ny head, trying to get him

to admt that it was funny, and the positioning of ny hand seened to
bring one of the boys' attention to Jeff's |I.D. The boy stepped
forward past the spokesman of the group to peer closer, paled
slightly, then hastily nudged the others while pointing to the |.D.
They stared at the words "Special Agent"” under Jeff's nane, and the
facial pallor spread to include all of them- especially the one who
had put his foot in it by opening his nouth.

"Hey, man, | didn't nmean anything!" the boy quavered, his stricken
gaze on Jeff's face. He seened to want to turn and run, but was too
scared to nove a nuscle. "If you want her, she's all yours! | nean, |

woul dn't try to nove in on you! | just didn't know "

My anmusenent was faintly revived at that, but Jeff realized he'd nade
a mstake pretending to be angry at what the boy had said. He gl anced
at me as he unfolded his arns, and then put a cal m ng hand on the
boy' s shoul der.

"Rel ax," Jeff soothed him show ng no amusenent of his own. "She and
| are just friends, but you can do ne a favor if you wll. | have to
| eave now, so I'd |ike you guys to keep an eye on her for ne. This
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can be a rough place, and | wouldn't want her to get hurt."

The boy under Jeff's hand imedi ately swelled with pride, his fear
totally forgotten in the face of having been asked to do a favor for
a Special Agent. The others grew their grins back, stirring briefly
in relief before noving even closer, and I was not only back to where
|"d been with them but was now in an even worse position. Al thanks
to ny good pal Jeff. | noved ny eyes to his grinning face, and sent
hima | ook he'd have no trouble interpreting.

"Thanks, friend," | murnured, brushing at his shirt near the I.D.
badge. "Next tine you can watch your own back."

Jeff | aughed at nmy expression, put his hand to ny face to stroke it
gently with the back of his fingers, then he turned and noved off
into the crowd. He waved once before he was swal |l owed up, but then it
was as if he'd never even been there. | stood there a m nute | onger,
wat chi ng the place he'd di sappeared, silently wi shing himsurvival in
what ever he was about to begin.

It doesn't pay to dwell on things |ike that very long, so | sighed in
di sappoi ntnent that | wasn't going with him then turned and
reclainmed ny place on the S line. Unfortunately, though, ny newy
appoi nt ed bodyguards cane trailing along after ne. The boys were

tal king excitedly anong t hensel ves, high over having been as cl ose as
they'd stood to a real Special Agent. That nade ne sigh again, since

| suddenly realized how nonastic the next few nonths were going to be
for me. | have never been attracted to |little boys no matter how good-
| ooki ng they are, and the attitude extends to grown up little boys as
wel | .

| was able to nove forward a pace or two, wapped in ny own thoughts,
before the bl essed silence was once again rent asunder. The spokesnman
of ny bodyguards was still flying high, and he cane up behind ne to
put a possessive arm around ny shoul ders.

“Man, what a guy!" he enthused, obviously having becone Jeff's newest
and greatest fan. Then he sent ne a questioning | ook, and nade a
circling notion with his free hand. "But there was sonething I didn't
understand. What did you nean when you said that next tinme he'd have
to watch his own back?"
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| hadn't known the boy had heard ny remark to Jeff, but it really
didn't matter much. | reached ny hand back and took his armj ust

above the el bow at the pressure point, renoved it gently from ny

shoul ders, then patted his gasp quiet.

“Jeff has a peculiar habit,” | explained in a reasonable, sincere
way, watching the hotshot rub at his armwhere |'d squeezed so
gently. "Every once in a while he gets the urge to have his back
wat ched, just to see if the nuscles are noving properly. If he
doesn't have anyone to help himhe has to use two mrrors, and that
gets to be conplicated.”

"Oh," the boy commented, giving ne a very strange look. | felt sure
he had no idea what to nake of ny explanation, but he wasn't about to
argue the point. | turned back to face the front of the |line and
noved up with it slowy, wondering just how many nore things I'd find
anusi ng around there. When | got to the head of the line, | found

out .

"Santee, Diana,"” the female clerk behind the counter repeated. "W've
been given a special schedule for you. Just a mnute and I'I| get
it."

She ducked out of sight for a mnute but was back al nost i nmmedi ately,

a formal schedule in her hand that had ny nane on it. | glanced at it
wth very little interest, did a doubl etake, then raised unbelieving
eyes to the woman who still stood behind the counter.

“Don't blanme ne," she shrugged, not at all disconfited by ny
expression. "It canme straight fromthe Commandant's office. | never
saw a schedul e that crowded before, but there nust be a reason for
it."

There sure was - Ringer and the Council! Tanderon was a pl anet that
fit in perfectly with standard Federation tinme units. It had a sixty
m nute hour, twenty-four hour day, and a seven day week. My new
schedul e called for up at 0500 for an hour of calisthenics, twenty

m nutes to shower and dress, and forty m nutes for norning parade and
breakfast. My first class started at 0700, when nobst everyone el se
had an hour free for personal chores.

Cl asses lasted till 1200 hours, then forty mnutes for |unch, except
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thirty for nme because extra duty had been penciled in from 1230 hours
till 1300, then back to classes until 1700 hours. | only had twenty
m nutes again to change for evening parade, because extra study had
been handed nme from 1700 hours until 1740. Di nner pronptly at 1830,
and puni shnent details set for an hour and a hal f, beginning at 1910,
when everybody el se woul d be getting tutoring and doi ng assi gnnents
or just relaxing. Another whole twenty mnutes to nyself before

| ights out at 2100. | started to crunple the schedule in both hands,
and the clerk suddenly got over her nonconcern.

“"Don't do that!" she yelped, nearly shattered to see a file card
about to be destroyed. "They have to be able to read it when you go
for your class cards! If it's nessed up you'll get a whole slew of
denerits!”

“"Woul dn't that be a shane,” | nuttered, seeing the relief on her face
when she thought her threat had worked. | stopped crunpling the card,
but knew damed well it would never work out. It wouldn't take half
the tine it did before, and 1'd be clawing at the walls to get out. |
was al ready feeling suffocated, so | noved out of the line toward
where class cards and billet assignnents were handed out and tried to
| oosen ny bl ouse tie.

“"Uniformin disarray," a passing proctor noted, flicking a finger
under ny tie. "Two denerits.” He got ny nane fromthe schedule | held

and noved off, witing in his little notebook. | watched his back
di sappear into the crowd, renenbering how |I'd hated those not ebooks
when |'d been here the first tinme. | noved on to the place where |

was supposed to be and got on |line again, the crowd noi ses
surroundi ng everything nelting into a nerve-throbbing roar.

“"Diana,"” a voice broke in frombehind ne, grating through the crowd
noise. "I like that. Diana."

| turned part way around to see that sane boy standing behind ne, his
eyes on ny schedule. He was about two inches taller than ne, with
wel | devel oped shoul ders and chest, the slimwaist of an athlete,
strai ght brown hair, and noist brown eyes. Hi s face was young and
handsone, usually seened to be wearing a practiced grin that told
everyone he was God's gift to womanki nd, and his presence went beyond
unbear abl e annoyance. Being pestered |like that was the last thing I
needed right now, but he didn't even notice the | ook on ny face.
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"Let's see what classes you've got," he pushed after giving ny nanme
his approval. "Maybe we're together in sone of them"™

He al so seened to have a bad nenory, because his arm went around ny
shoul ders again as he reached for ny schedule. If he hadn't touched
me | m ght have been able to control nyself, but as it was he didn't
stand a chance. | was nad as hell at everything around ne, and his
normal way of cozying up to girls put the finishing touches on ny

t enmper .

| showed ny nood by driving an el bow back into his mddle before his
fingers closed on ny schedule. Then | quickly stepped away from hi m
as he choked and crunpled to the floor while fighting to get the air
back into his lungs. | nearly noved forward again to finish himoff,
but stopped nyself before things went too far. He was only a small,
faint synbol of everything that was closing ne in, and he wasn't the
one | really wanted to strike back at.

Aside froma gasp brown-eyes hadn't made a sound when | hit him but
that didn't nmean there were no sounds around us. There were too many
people in the area for everyone to have m ssed the goings on, and
aside fromthe shocked noi ses of innocent bystanders, we al so managed
to draw the shouts of roving proctors. That |ast group began to cl ose
in at arun, ready and willing to do the job they'd been hired for.

| knew just how things would be going for ne by then, so it was no
surprise when | saw the hurrying proctors being |led by the sane chi ef
proctor who had greeted ne so warmly at the door. The famliar narrow
eyed proctor circle closed in all around, and the chief planted
himself two feet in front of ny face.

“I knew it would be you, Santee," he said in cold satisfaction, his
fists on his hips. "They told ne you were a troubl emaker, and you'l
be picking up another five denerits for this. You two stick with her
until she gets to her quarters. You and you take that kid to the
infirmary."

Two of the nen he'd pointed to hel ped brown-eyes to his feet and into
the crowds, and the other two took up positions right near ne. The
chief had begun to | ook ne over as if what |I'd done had been a
personal insult to him and then he spoke to his nen w thout noving
his gaze to them
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"You two stay right on top of her," he ordered, trying to stare ne

down with flat brownness. "If she so nuch as | ooks the wong way, |
want you to paper her with denerits. She'll start |earning
discipline, or I'lIl find a new job!"

Even if 1'd been in a good nood, | wouldn't have stood for being

talked to like that. As it was, there was nothing to convince ne to
hol d back the words.

"l suggest swi neherd for that new job,” |I told him neeting his eyes.
"It fits your personality.”

“"Cute," he said with a rage he could barely contain. "Three nore.
Let's see how nuch cuter you can be."

"I can be downright adorable,” |I answered, neasuring his average but
wel | nuscled body with ny eyes. "Especially in the dirty fighting
gym Want to ask ne for a date?"

"And another three," he choked out, resenting the appraisal all the
way to his short-cut hairline. "Any nore? |'ve got plenty of tine and
strict orders not to give you an inch! This is one tine |'mgoing to
| ove obeyi ng orders.”

"What ' s happeni ng, Langl ey?" a deep voice said before | could add ny
own fuel to the fire, and we both turned to see Freddy Drunmond
comng up. | should say, Major Frederick Drumond |11, Col onel

Rodri guez's aide. The col onel, as Conmandant, handed out the orders
and Freddy was around to see to it that those orders were carried
out. Freddy and | knew each other pretty well, but I was in no nood
to give himthe big hello.

"Rel ax, Langl ey, reinforcenents have arrived," | said, turning back
to the still burning chief. "And just when we were getting on so
wel | . "

"Cut it out, Diana!" Freddy said sharply as he reached us, then he
noderated his tone a bit as he turned to ny adversary. "You can go
now, Langley, and so can your nen. |'ll take over and keep the | ady

conpany. "
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“Lady," Langley growl ed, his eyes not noving fromne. "Major, this is
a bad one. Gve her to ne for just a week, and she'll never be a
probl em agai n. "

“One of us wouldn't be," | nmurnured, but before Langley could pick up
on the comment Freddy grabbed nmy armand pulled ne off to one side.

“What the hell are you trying to do, nake this your pernmanent hone?"
he demanded in a hiss. "The col onel has orders fromthe Council to
keep a strict count on the denerits you pick up, and add tinme on for
every group of fifty. How far on the way are you, do you have any

| dea?"

“"No," | grow ed, glaring around at the groups of cadets who had
gathered to watch the excitenent. They were being sent on their way
by the proctors by that tinme, but | was still spoiling for a fight.

"What's the matter, Freddy, didn't Pete think Langley could handle
it? Did he send you here to baby-sit with ne, or to protect everyone
el se?"

“Langl ey doesn't know anyt hi ng about you," Freddy answered, noving ne
around hard by one armso that | faced him "He was just told to

wat ch out for you and to keep the trouble down to a m nimum Pete
hasn't liked this idea fromthe start, and he got nervous. Fromthe
way things | ooked when | got here, he has every right to be nervous.
|' ve never seen you so nmuch on the prod. Take it easy, wll you?"

“"How the hell can | take it easy?" | demanded, pulling ny arm out of
his grip. "D d you see that schedule |I've got, or did the little
fairies arrange for it? And every tine | turn around there's anot her
proctor there, handing ne denerits! For two kicks you could take this
| ousy job and everything that goes with it, and drop it into the

near est col |l apsar!"

Freddy just stared at ne, not saying a word, and slowy, slowy, the
tensi on eased off to the point where | could think again. After a
mnute | was able to put a hand to the back of ny neck and rub at the
pl ace where the nuscles were all bunched up.

“"They say that when you start to get old, the first thing that goes
is the legs," | told Freddy, ny gaze on his brightly polished shoes.
"Wth ne it's the sense of hunor. If you look at it right, this whole
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thing is very funny. Maybe | ought to put in for retirenent."

Freddy used one finger to lift nmy face up to his again, and then he
showed ne a wy grin.

“"You' d better hang onto your sense of hunor, because you're going to
need it," he advised, synpathy clear in his expression. "Every part
of this programwas |laid out for us, and we've been ordered not to
change it. What did you do to nmake the Council so mad?"

"I spit on the sidewal k,"” | answered, knowi ng | sounded tired. "It
woul dn't have been so bad, | guess, but it was Sanitation Wek... Look,
Freddy, isn't there anything you can do? They' ve handed ne every bl ah
course in the curriculumw thout five spare mnutes to breathe. The
first time | walk into a classroomlI'l|l go straight through the roof."

“"You'd better not," Freddy warned, the synpathy strengthening. "If
you do you won't find touching things with your |eft hand very

pl easant. Denerits handed out on registration day are only for extra
duty. You know what happens once you get into a classroom"™

“"Don't remnd ne," | said with a groan, seriously wondering how | ong
my no- bl ood-spilled oath woul d stand unbroken. "Is there sonewhere we
can go for a drink? |I'mso desperate I'meven willing to buy."

“"You're a cadet, Diana," he replied gently, the synpathy changing to
pity. "No drinking allowed, renenber?"

| nmust have | ooked as m serable as | felt, because he put his arm
around ny shoul ders.

“Conme on, cheer up," he urged wwth a gentle squeeze. "As soon as we
finish getting you registered, |I'll take you over to Pete's office.

Maybe we can pry a drink out of him"

"Sure," | said wwth a nod. "And maybe Ringer will quit to becone a
dancing girl. Let's get this over with. | feel |ike the guest of
honor at a funeral."

| wal ked over and picked up ny schedule fromwhere it had | anded on
the floor, and then got back on line. Freddy stood on line next to
me, telling ne all sorts of inprobable stories about people we both
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knew. Freddy was al nost as tall and well nuscled as Val, and was j ust
as good |l ooking in his owm way. Val was dark wth steel in his eyes,
and Freddy was fair with a twinkle in his. He nade his uniforml ook

| i ke sonet hing, and he was smart, and brave, and knew how to get

t hi ngs done. But he was also mssing that little sonething extra that
woul d have nmade hi m agent cali ber ...

| eventually reached the front of the Iine, and was able to pick up
nmy class cards, billet assignnent, bedding, and additional clothing
allotnment. Once | had everything, Freddy and | left the registration
center. W wal ked back up West Street past the classroons buil ding,

t hen found which of the wonen's barracks was m ne.

My roomturned out to be on the ground floor, and when | wal ked into
the twel ve by fifteen spaci ousness the bunk arrangenent told ne |I had
two roonmates. Happily no one was in sight right now, so | dunped
everything on the | ast unclai ned bunk and went back out to join
Freddy. Men weren't allowed in the wonen's barracks, not even nen who
were officers, and Freddy nust have been worryi ng about whet her or
not I'd show up again.

| can't say | wasn't tenpted to do a fast fade, but I'mnot in the
habit of setting up friends to have their lives ruined. At the nonent
he was in charge of ne, and if | disappeared into the wild blue it

woul d be his neck that got chopped. Not by Pete, of course, but
directly by the Council. | found Freddy | eaning against the red brick
of the building, dragging slowy on a cigarette, and he al nost junped
when | wal ked out.

“"That was fast," he said, |looking at ne in surprise. "Have you been
t aki ng | essons in speed bunk maki ng?"

“I''l'l do it later when | get back," | told him starting off up the
street. "I"'mnot in the nood right now. "

A hand reached out and grabbed nme by the collar, and then |I was back
to standing in front of him

"You' d better get in the npbod, cadet!" he ordered after turning ne
| oose. "You pick up extra denerits for an unnmade bunk, and Pete'l
skin nme alive. Now, march!"
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H s bearing was pure mlitary conmander, used to giving orders and
even nore used to being obeyed - but sonehow it cane off differently
than Val's manner. If it had been Val standing there in front of ne
| i ke that | wouldn't have budged an inch, but with Freddy it didn't
seemto make nmuch of a difference.

So | shrugged and held up ny hands in surrender, then went back

I nsi de and nmade the bunk before putting away the rest of the junk I'd
been given. For sone reason | ooking at Freddy brought thoughts of Val
to mnd, but | let themslip away w thout even considering them Val
was a subject |I'd have to give nore thought to than | had tine for

ri ght now.

Freddy had gi ven up on building | eaning when |I cane out the second

time, and | was willing to bet it was because of the increased foot
traffic going by on the street. O ficers have an inmage to naintain,
and the fenmal e cadets noving by on the street m ght have | aughed to
see him | ounging around against a building |ike an ordinary nortal.

He now stood a short distance away fromthe buil ding entrance, his
body at parade rest, his attention on the nal e cadets who were
policing up the big grassed area that conposed the central square of
t he Acadeny. Wien | cane up beside him he turned his head with a
sml|e and asked, "All set now?"

“"Yes, sir, Major, sir," |I answered pronptly, coming up with the sort
of salute that was never used at the Acadeny. "All shipshape and
strai ght as regul ations."

“Let's go then," he said, taking ny armas he gave ne an
uni nterpretable glance. "And you' d better watch that w secracking.

Pete was chewi ng his paperwei ght when | left, and he probably has a
report on you by now. I|If you even breathe funny he'll hand you your
head. "

“Still as sweet and quiet as ever, hn?" | asked as we wal ked al ong

the street. "Wien's he going to retire?"
“Are you kidding?" Freddy responded with a snort. "He's got nore |eft

than both of us put together, and when he goes this whol e project
goes with him | can't see anybody else running it."
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"l know what you nean," | agreed with a faint smle of nenory. "I
t hi nk he was here before the buil dings went up."

He nodded his agreenent, and we conti nued along West Street to its
end, turned left onto South Street, and wal ked the five hundred feet
t hat brought us to the snmall, two story building that was the
Commandant's office. Qpening the door showed a sergeant, who | ooked
up fromthe reception desk he sat at.

“It's a good thing you're back, Major," he said quietly with a gl ance
toward the closed door in the wall behind him "In another five

m nutes he woul d have sent a squad out after you. | think you'd
better armyourself before you go in there.”

Freddy and | exchanged | ooks. Obvi ously Pete had heard about ny
vi ctorious homeconm ng, and was waiting to congratul ate ne.

"You go first," Freddy said to ne, stepping back to close the door
behind us. "I"'mtoo young to die."

“"That's the gallant officer and gentleman we all know and | ove, " |

answered with a nod. "Whnen and children first always has been a
typical male reaction.”

Suddenly the door to the inner office flew open, and Col onel Peter
Rodri guez, Commandant of the Federation training facilities cane
striding through. He was a tall, straight nman, conpletely gray-
haired, with the coldest green eyes |I'd ever seen anywhere. It was
runored that he ran fifty mles every norning then killed a dragon
and ate it for breakfast, but that was silly. Nobody can run fifty
mles in the norning. The sergeant and Freddy junped to attention as
I f they'd been quick-starched, but he didn't even glance at them He
only had eyes for ne, as they say, and those eyes were freezing.

"So!" he breathed, stalking toward ne. "You're finally here! I can't
tell you how much |'ve been | ooking forward to it!"

“Now, Pete - " | began, but he exploded in ny face.

“"That's ' Col onel Rodriguez' to you!" he roared fromnot two feet
away, making the walls shake. "And you' d better learn to snap to
attenti on when you see ne, or you'll be the sorriest cadet that ever
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canme through here! Now, let's see how tight you can hold it!"

| sighed and got to attention. Pete had never been easy to handl e,
but right now he was i npossi bl e.

"The Council dunps this idiocy on ne, and that's not bad enough!" he

shout ed, hanging over ne |ike the prom se of doom "Then you arrive,
and what do you do? You walk into ny facilities arned, you threaten a
chief proctor with a knife, you assault another cadet, and nount up
thirteen denerits even before you're conpletely registered! And that
doesn't even count the fact that you're on report for

| nsubordi nati on! Were you trying to set sonme sort of record, or were
you just afraid | wouldn't notice you? What do you think I'mrunning
here, an anusenent park? | don't care how good an agent you are! As

|l ong as you're at these facilities you'll behave in the proper cadet
manner or |'Il know the reason why!"

He stood with his fists on his hips, outrage clear in the green of
his eyes, uniformneat and precise in spite of all the shouting and
raving he'd done. | think he woul d have gone on for another hour if
the private 'phone in his office hadn't chined. He gave ne anot her
glare to keep his points set in place, then turned around and stonped
back to the other roomto answer his call.

“"Why in the nane of reason did you attack a chief proctor with a
kni f e?" Freddy whispered with a stricken | ook as soon as Pete's
attention was el sewhere.

"Because he rem nded ne of you," | cane back, folding ny arns as |
turned ny head to | ook himover. "Thanks for all that hel p back
there. | hope you didn't strain yourself."

| turned away from himagain as he went red at nmy comment, then saw
that the sergeant was staring at us with undi sgui sed confusion. It
was highly unlikely that he knew what was goi ng on, and he was j ust
about to say sonething when we all heard Pete slamoff the switch on
t he ' phone. Considering how silent that action usually is ny two
brave conpani ons were starched again, but Pete didn't conme back out.

“I'n here, Santee, and on the double!" he roared instead. | glanced at
Freddy, then went on in to Pete's office.
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"Close the door," Pete said in a nore normal tone, those eyes
slightly less frigid. "W've got sone things to tal k about."

| closed the door and wal ked over to his desk, ignoring his guest
chair after glancing at it.

“"Smart," he said with a nod toward the chair, a gleamnow in his eye.
“Maybe there's sone hope for you after all. But nobody said 'at
ease,' so tighten it up."

| shifted back to full attention, and he | eaned back in his chair to
| ook at me cal cul atingly.

“"This is the biggest screwball ness |I've ever seen," he said, his
voi ce having turned col der again. "I always knew you were a hotshot,

Sant ee, but you nust have really cone up with a good one to get this
handed to you. What's it all about ?"

"Sir, I'mnot at liberty to discuss it," | answered with nmy eyes
strai ght ahead.

“"Bullshit!" he countered with a snort. "Wuld you be at |liberty to
discuss it if | added sone extra duty to your schedul e?"

“"Sir, you'll have to take it up with the Council," | naintained,
refusing to budge an inch. "I have no intentions of getting nyself
put out an airlock without a pressure suit."

He considered that for a mnute. "That hush-hush, hn?" he nused,
rubbing at his face with one hand as he nade up his m nd. "Ckay,
we'll | eave the subject for now But the question still remains: what
am | going to do with you? You're alnost a third of the way to the
first fifty denerit mark, and when you hit that |'m supposed to
cordially extend your visit."

"The Col onel can always have his proctors turn their backs for a few
m nutes," | suggested without |osing the neutral tone | used. "Then
both our problens will be solved. Sir."

He cl asped his hands on the desk, and | eaned forward.

“"No way, Santee,"” he growed. "If I catch you even thinking about the
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shuttle ports I'lIl clap you in leg irons! Ringer told ne all about
what you tried to pull on himon Xanadu O S." Suddenly, he grinned an
evil grin. "He also told ne what you got for it. | |liked the idea so

much |' mthinking about putting it in here."

“The Col onel had better not be thinking of trying it hinself," | said
coldly, bringing ny eyes over to neet his. "If nenory serves, the

| ast tinme we had a go-around in the gymthe Colonel picked up a few
brui ses he wasn't expecting. Sir."

The rem nder was enough to take care of the anusenent he'd been

showi ng, but Pete wasn't the sort of nman to feel resentnent over a
thing like that. He | eaned back in the chair again, ran an annoyed
hand t hrough his short gray hair, then fixed ne wwth a bal eful stare.

"You've put me on a hell of a spot, Diana,"” he conplained as if
finally renmenbering that we knew each other. "How am | supposed to
turn you | oose anong all those innocent kids? You | ook younger than
nost of them and there's bound to be trouble even if you don't start
it."

"Don't look to nme for the answers, Pete,” | returned with a shrug,
relaxing a little now that | was no | onger "Santee." "Com ng here

wasn't ny idea."

"Well, it wasn't mne either, but I think I'mgoing to take advant age
of the situation to solve another problem | have," he answered with
an odd distraction. "How nmany tinmes have you taught that infiltration
course at 27"

Infiltration was a course usually taught only by Special Agents, but
| didn't see the connection.

“"Four or five tines," | said, suddenly not liking the way he'd begun
to |l ook at ne. "Wiy do you ask?"

"l ask because Jeff Kel ner has been teaching it, but they just pulled
hi mout on nme," he nuttered, now checking through his desk drawers
for sonething. "I'mabout to assign you an extra little chore, but
don't worry about it. It's only ten hours a week."

| felt nmy jaw hit the floor. "Ten -! Pete, you've got to be ki dding!
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| don't have ten m nutes a day!"

“"That's okay," he told ne wwth a grin and a glance. "I'mrescheduling
the class for 2100. You'll get there in plenty of tinme. Freddy can

t ake you over every night in a hopper. It's only a fifteen mnute
flight."

"When am | supposed to sl eep?" | asked in annoyance, |eaning one hand
on his desk. "I'll be running fromnorning till night as it is."

“A rough, tough hyper-A like you doesn't need any sleep," he said,
the gleam back in his stare. "Maybe if you can't keep your eyes open
you won't be so quick with a knife or your hands.'

"That wasn't any part of this deal," | pointed out, putting ny free
hand flat on the piece of paper he'd set in front of him "Wat if |
refuse?"

“You refuse, and |I'll start to count denerits,"” he grated, lifting ny
hand to free the paper. "As long as you keep ne happy, |'Il forget
any arithnmetic I know And if | know you, |I'd need a conputer to keep
track."

“How about classroom denerits?" | asked after | strai ghtened and

t hought about it for a nonent. "Wat are you willing to do about

t hose?"

"“Absol utely nothing," he said, shaking his head. "In the classroom

you're on your own. Try being a nornal cadet."”

“*Tried it once, didn't like it,"" | quoted, matchi ng his headshake.
“"This is not going to work out."

“I't had better work out," he disagreed with a grow. "I can't reach
the Council with ny displeasure, but | sure as hell can reach you."

Good old Pete. He'd started to give ne those eyes full blast again,
just to be sure | got the point. Sonehow, | had no trouble getting it.

“"All right, have it your own way," | grudged. "I teach the course and
you cl ose your eyes."
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"l usually do have it ny way," he said, a |ook of satisfaction
finally spreading across his face. "Don't forget it."

“I plan to forget everything about this place as soon as possible," |
told him turning slightly to eye the plain, light gold walls of his
of fice. The only things hanging on themwere his official appointnent
as Commandant, and a copy of the Council order that had established

t he Acadeny. If anyone ever wondered what was inportant to Pete, a

| ook at his office walls would tell them

“"Can | get back to ny quarters now?" | added once |I'd had ny | ook
around. "I've been standing in lines for hours, and you haven't
hel ped any."

“Not so fast," he said, and |I | ooked back at himto see hi mrubbing
his palns on the ends of his chair arns while staring at ne. "There's
still the matter of thirteen denerits and sonebody's nane on report."

“Cone on, Pete, give it a rest!" | protested, noticing in annoyance
t hat that gl eam was back. "You've had your fun, so let it go, wll
you?"

“I"'mnot letting anything go, cadet,” he grow ed, those eyes of his

totally unconprom sing. "I'd need power tools to cram anything el se
i nto your schedul e, but you ve got sone free tine now. You | ook so
much |i ke a school kid, I've thought of the perfect punishnent for
you. Here's sone paper and a pen, and you can use Freddy's desk over
there. You'll wite 'l will be a good little girl' 5,000 tines, and
don't plan on taking all afternoon. | intend to see you at evening
par ade. "

“"That's the nost ridiculous thing | ever heard of," | stated,
wondering why he didn't look as if he were joking. "I'mnot a school
kid no matter what | look like, and I won't do it."

He noved his hand deliberately to the 'phone, and put one finger
ri ght agai nst the swtch.

“"You'll do it, or I'll put Rnger's idea to work right now, " he
grow ed, his expression | eaving no doubt about how serious he was.
“"Even if | can't manage it nyself, |'ve got plenty of help to call
on. I don't run this place for nothing."
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His green-ice eyes told ne he neant every word. Silently chanting the

litany of "No spilled blood, no spilled blood," |I |eaned forward to
grab the paper and pen, then went over to Freddy's desk. But on the
way, just to show how | felt about things, | kicked the guest chair

hard enough to send it skidding toward the wall.

"Make that six thousand tines," he called after ne. "Cadets have no
busi ness throwi ng tenper tantruns."”

"If you want to see a tenper tantrum wait until the next time | get
you into the gym" | snarled, glaring at himas | sat down. "M
tenper won't be the only thing that's thrown."

“Funny, but ny schedule's full up for the next three nonths," he said
with a grin, having picked up a |letter opener to toy with. "Start

witing."

| started witing. It took four and a half hours.

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 7

When | finally got out of Pete's office, | had to keep flexing ny
fingers to get rid of the witer's cranp. Freddy was waiting in the
outer office with the sergeant when | wal ked out and quietly closed
t he door behind nme. | would have slamed the door, but | know Pete.
He was just waiting for the slamto hit nme with anot her thousand
sentences, but | wasn't about to give himany nore souvenirs. He'd
taken the finished pages |'d handed him carefully put themin his
desk, and grinningly refused to tell ne what he planned to do with
t hem

Freddy had been in once or twi ce during those four and a half hours,
had gl anced over to see what | was witing, and had grinned his way
out again. After a while, | knew that Freddy nust have passed the
word on to the sergeant. When that sanme sergeant cane in once with
papers for Pete, the man was clearly hol di ng back anusenent and

poi ntedly kept hinself from | ooking at ne.

“I"'mglad you two got so nuch anusenent out of that," | said,
wat ching themfight to keep neutral expressions. "You should have
been with ne on ny |last assignnent. | got two weeks in the hospital

out of it, and you would have positively roared."

“Come on, Diana, it was funny and you know it," Freddy said with a
grin after finally losing the battle. "How long has it been since the
| ast tinme you had to do that?"

“I never did it, Freddy, because | never got caught," | expl ai ned,

t hen rubbed at ny eyes. "But things haven't been going too well for
me lately...l'"mgetting out of here before Attila the Hun thinks up
any nore entertaining exercises. |I'll see you around."

“"Wait a mnute and |'lI|l take you back to your quarters," Freddy said,
stopping nme by catching ny arm "You m ght not renenber the way."

| stopped and gave himthe nost sarcastic |ook | was capable of, and
at | east he had the decency to | ook enbarrassed.

"Sorry," he apologized with a wy grin. "l guess |I forgot that

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon07.html (1 of 36)18/09/2005 14:59:53



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 7

infiltration techni ques include automatic nenorizing of routes
covered."

“"Yes, they certainly do," | agreed. "And it |looks like it's a good
thing you'll be auditing nmy course at 2 every night. | think you need
a refresher. Pete said to tell you we start tonorrow night."

“"Fine," he acknowl edged with a nod. "I'Il pick you up at your
gquarters at 2045 hours, right after - ah - "

He knew dammed well | was schedul ed for puni shnment before the neeting
time he'd specified, but the pink in his cheeks showed he thought it
inmpolitic to nention it.

“"You've got it," |I told himsweetly, patting his cheek. "2045, right
after ah. Don't be late or I'll |eave w thout you."

| unhooked ny armfromhis grip and left the building, making sure to
cl ose the door firmy behind ne. Normally | wouldn't have m nded
Freddy' s conpany, but | had a couple of stops to nake on the way back
to quarters. It had been a while since |I'd last visited the Acadeny,
but the locations of ny stops weren't difficult to renmenber.

One was just a short way up South Street and the ot her was j ust
beyond South Street at the far end of Wite Sheet Lane, not too far
fromthe wonen's barracks. Both spots were guarded by hunman bei ngs
rather than el ectronic equipnent, and if | hadn't been there on
private business of ny own | probably woul d have call ed Pete and
descri bed their sloppiness. No human bei ng, man or wonman, can be
alert all the tinme, but guards wal ki ng posts are usually expected to
make sone effort toward that end. One day it wouldn't be ne trying to
get past them and that sonebody el se m ght not mnd | eaving no
living wtnesses behind.

| stood in a quiet and shadowed corner for a nonent, toying with the
| dea of reporting themto save their lives at a future tine, then
shrugged and left themto their destiny. None of the guards was a
child and they all knew better, and none of them would be grateful
for being called on their sloppiness. | had enough problens of ny own
just now, and slipping away quietly was one way of not adding to

t hem
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When | got back to ny quarters, | discovered that ny two roonmates
wer e back. They | ooked up fromtheir bunks when | opened the door,
and gave ne the sort of inspection only one wonan can gi ve anot her.
They were both about eighteen, both had dark hair, but there the
simlarity ended.

One was plain looking - the shy, nousy type - and she sm | ed when |

| ooked at her. | returned the smle, then | ooked at the other one
again. This second girl was a real beauty with clear, transl ucent
skin, peaches and cream conpl exi on, and deep, |inpid eyes. She |ay

stretched out in long confort on her bunk, and her expression said
she hated ne at first sight. This was the sort of trouble Pete had
been thinki ng about when he'd said | didn't even have to start it.
Wth sone people, you start trouble just by being there.

“H ," the nousy one greeted ne, shifting around on her bunk. "You
must be the third of our party. |I'mElaine Reynolds, and this is

Li nda Si mmons. What's your nanme?"

“"Diana Santee," | told her wwth a nod. "Nice to neet you, El aine,
Li nda. Care for a snoke?"

| held up the carton of cigarettes I'd filched fromthe stores

war ehouse on White Sheet Lane. | could have tried to buy them from
the PX, of course, but | didn't feel |ike taking any chances. |If one
nore person told ne I was too young to do sonething, I'd scream O
WOr se.

"Where did you get that?" Linda denmanded with instant suspi cion,
turning her head a little to see the carton better. "I didn't think
cadets were allowed to snoke."

“Regul ations say that cadets can snoke in their quarters when they're
off duty," |I explained to her while closing the door behind ne, then
stepping farther into the room "The PX carries tons of these
cartons. Anybody i nterested?"

"I am" Elaine said, sitting up in a cross-|legged position. "Il've
been dying all day, but | was afraid to ask. Are you sure it's all
ri ght ?"

“"Positive," | assured her. "Knowng what is and isn't contra regs is
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ny hobby. Normally this tinme of day would not be off duty, but today
it is."

“You mght as well give ne a pack too," Linda said sourly, not noving
fromthe | anguorous position she'd taken. "If you two are going to
snoke, |I'mnot going to just lie here and watch you."

| tossed them each a pack, then |it up nyself and stretched out on ny
own bunk. | was beat fromrunning around all day and starving from
havi ng m ssed | unch, but |1'd have to get dressed for parade in a
little nore than an hour. What a |ife! And sone people made careers
out of it!

A mnute |later there was a knock at the door, followed i nmediately by
the entrance of two fenale proctors. The two newconers canme over to
ny bunk and stood staring down at ne as if | were sone interesting
specimen they'd finally netted, their dress gol d-and-bl acks

enphasi zing the official aspect of their visit. The first one was a

tall, surprisingly pretty blond with brown eyes, and the second was a
brunette with a perennially pinched expression. Needless to say, the
sight of themdid not fill nmy heart with feelings of sisterhood.

"I see you finally nade it, Santee,” the first one said, |eaning a
hand on the wall. "W've been | ooking for you on Chief Langley's
orders, since you should have been here hours ago. You're going to
pi ck up nore denerits for this than you can carry."

"You' d better check on it first," |I said without noving. "I wasn't
out just wandering around.”

The two proctors glanced at each other. "Just where do you claimyou
were?" the second one with the pinched expression asked.

“I was hol ding hands with the colonel,"” | told her, staring her
straight in the eye. "If you don't believe ne, ask Major Drunmmond. He
was there too."

They | ooked at each ot her again, then the second one backed off and
went out.

“You'd better not be Iying about this, Santee,” the first one said,
nmeasuring ne with her eyes. "If you are, you won't crawl out from
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under for a nonth."

| took a drag on the cigarette and didn't bother to answer her. It
was too nuch trouble to think up sonething nasty enough, and in about
five mnutes the second one was back wth her report.

"She was there, all right,"” she told the first proctor. "Speci al

puni shnent, over four hours worth."

“You' ve got funny ideas about hol di ng hands,"” the blond proctor said
with a grin as she | ooked down at ne. "Now that the col onel knows
about you, we'll see how | ong you stay comcal ."

They both gave ne a | ast, brief inspection then turned and went out,
cl osing the door behind them

“"Are you in trouble, D ana?" Elaine asked anxiously, staring at ne
with | arge, concerned eyes. "I don't know how you can treat those
proctors that way. | shiver every tine | see one."

“You' ve had puni shnent al ready?" Linda asked in delight, sitting up

to hug her knees. "I didn't think anyone could do anything this
soon. "

“I have special talents,” | said dryly to Linda. "If you like, |"l
give you lessons. And no, Elaine, I"'mnot in trouble."

Not yet, anyway, | said to nyself.

When the tine cane to line up for parade, ny two roommates and | nade
our way outside amd the flurry of excited femal e conversati on com ng
fromthe other girls tenanting our barracks building. W were all
herded out front to be shown the proper way to line up, every girl in
our buil ding being a newconer and badly in need of instruction.

The dust bl ew around us as we |ined up according to height, half the
girls wondering how the proctors kept from coughing, the other half

t oo busy coughing thenselves to care. The proctors wanderi ng anong us
were all female, doing the job there weren't enough noncons to do,
the nane tags they wore helping to separate theminto individuals.

Qur "Conpany" was snall conpared to the new nen's group across the
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square, but that didn't nean the proctors had | ess to do. Mdst of the
girls seened to be having trouble telling their right foot fromtheir
| eft. When the line we'd nade was fornmed into a square, the distance
bet ween one standee and the next was invariably either nore or |ess

t han one arm s | ength.

It wasn't that the girls in the group were sinplem nded or incapable
of followi ng instructions. The problemwas that they were trying too
hard and were flinching at the barked orders fromthe proctors,
finding thensel ves conpletely unused to being herded and ordered
around. Treating cadets |like clunsy, half-witted i nbeciles was part
of a proctor's job, but |I'd never been too crazy about proctors to
begin with. Being junped on along with everyone else didn't help to
change ny m nd.

| ended up in the last row of the square, with Elaine two rows in

front of nme and Linda three rows in front of her. 1'd decided to
stand in one spot and mnd ny own business, or at least to ook as if
that was what | was doing. If | knew Pete he was havi ng ne wat ched,
trying to anticipate the tinme |'d nake ny nove. | wasn't about to sit
around and get dunped on for the next three nonths, not even to save
Pete sone enbarrassnent, and he had to know it.

The Council was hardly likely to be pleased if | turned up m ssing,
and Pete wasn't anxious to face their anger in that all too possible
event. When it cane to access to the shuttle ports he'd have ne
covered |i ke an atnosphere covers a planet, constantly and with no
gaps in the coverage. | | ooked around as if admring the scenery,

i gnoring the wind and the way it blew ny hair around, trying to spot
at | east one corner of the coverage. The nore subtle they tried to
keep it, the better nmy chances woul d be to break through.

"This isn't the time for sightseeing!" a voice snapped, bringing ne
back to cl oser happenings. "You' re supposed to be paying attention to
orders, not daydream ng!"

Wthout ny noticing it, two of the wandering proctors had made it to
t he back row, ending up right in front of me. It nay have been a
coi nci dence, but they happened to be the sane two who had cone to ny
roomearlier. The tall blonde's nanme tag said she was Mrrison, the
short, pinch-faced brunette being Averi, and fromtheir outraged
expressions it was probably safe to assune |I'd made a coupl e of new
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friends.

"Stand straighter!"™ Mrrison barked, her fists on her hips. "And
dress up that line! You stand out |ike a sore thunb, Santee, and I
don't want any sore thunbs nessing up ny conpany! Myve it and nove it
fast!"

So Morrison was the equival ent of Conpany Commander, was she? The
girls around ne were stiff and straight in the spots they'd finally
settled into, practically quivering fromthe whi plash tone Mrrison
had used. | glanced fromside to side, wondering how far out of line
| could be, and found that the girls in the rest of the Iine had

apparently toed the mark fromthe position |I'd chosen. The |ine could
have been used as a ruler if anybody'd needed one so Mrrison was on
a |l eaning expedition, trying to see what she could break. d veri had
a smrk in her eyes as she anticipated the coll apse, but she was
destined to be di sappoi nt ed.

“Dr. Bartholonew," | said in Mrrison's direction, letting ny eyes
continue to slide around the outskirts of our |ine-up position. Two
mal e proctors were directing a dozen nale cadets in policing up the
central square, naking sure the punishnent detail didn't turn out to
be too easy. But |I'd caught one of the proctors show ng nore interest
I n what was happening in front of ny barracks than in the cadets he
was supposedly supervising. | couldn't see his face very clearly from
t hat di stance, but |'d undoubtedly get another chance at a | ater

tinme.

"What ?" Morrison denmanded, confusion exchanging her scow for a
frown. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"

“Dr. Bartholonew," | repeated, finally | ooking away fromthe nale
proctor in the square to neet her gaze. "He's the best eye doctor |
know. "

Telling Morrison straight out that | considered her blind woul dn't
have been anywhere near as effective as dangling the hook had been.
Knowi ng that she'd bitten really got through to the tall bl onde,
turning her eyes hard and furious with enbarrassnent, her body stiff
with rage. | suppose | expected her to expl ode on the spot, but she
didn't even | ook around to see if anyone was | aughing at her.
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“"That was very funny," she grow ed after a mnute of working to

control her tenper. She was still angry, her fists held clenched at
her sides, but she wasn't about to explode and add to the | oss
colum. "I had a call fromthe colonel a short while ago, telling ne
that he intended to take a personal interest in you. |'"'mto keep

track of whatever denerits you earn and report the total to himright
after parade. You can add another five to what you al ready have. Any
nore j okes?"

She stood there with her head up, her eyes telling ne |I'd be a fool
to open ny nouth again now that | knew Pete was ready to put his foot
init. | doubted if she was inventing things just to get the upper
hand, but it didn't really matter. Pete was bound to be unhappy wth
me no matter what | did, especially if |I happened to get caught
trying to escape. Conpared to that, the piling up of extra denerits
wasn't enough to keep ne from saying anything | normally woul d have.

“"Telling jokes to proctors is a waste of tine," | returned with a
shrug, seeing disbelief cone to Averi's eyes. She'd expected ne to

back down after what Morrison had said - the way she woul d have done.
“I't isn't that proctors lack a sense of hunor," | explained. "They
sinply tend to m ss the punchlines.”

O veri stiffened and drew herself up, close to total outrage, but for
sone reason Morrison seened to have been expecting sonething |ike ny
coneback. She nodded her head and pursed her lips, and calmy
returned the casual gaze |'d been sendi ng.

“"Make that ten denerits,"” she said, her own gaze now novi ng over ne

in appraisal. "I have a feeling the colonel's got sonething speci al
in mnd for you, sonething really fitting. W'll see how funny you
are once he gets through with you. If | were in your shoes, 1'd
worry."

She | ocked eyes with nme one |ast tine before noving off down the
line, no longer interested in wasting her tinme. Proctors have no real
aut hority over cadets, sonething nost cadets don't know - and nost
proctors tend to forget. If a proctor bellows and a cadet junps, all
wel | and good. |If the proctor bellows and the cadet doesn't junp, the
matter is then passed on to Pete or one of his staff to take care of.
Puni shnents are often overseen by proctors and sonetinmes cone about
because of reports by proctors, but proctors rarely hand them out on
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their own.

Morrison had seen that | knew the facts of life, and that's why she'd
gi ven up on the pushing. Tinme enough to continue once Pete pinned ny

ears back. It was his authority she'd be using, but first I had to
| earn how real it was. | shook ny head as | watched her nove from
victimto victim wondering what she'd do if she knew who I was. A
Speci al Agent's authority is higher than an arny col onel's, higher
even than a general's. Too bad I was in no position to exercise it.

Anot her fifteen m nutes dragged by before the proctors got tired of
shouting at and insulting us. By then the conpani es of ol der cadets
were also lined up outside their barracks. Once everyone was set the
march to the parade ground began, ending us up on the grassy central
square in formation. | managed to get through parade w t hout addi ng
to ny denerit collection, and once we were dism ssed | headed toward
the nmess hall with everyone el se.

Sonmehow El ai ne managed to find ne in the confusion, and there was no
reason not to walk with her. She was hardly likely to be considered a
t roubl emaker just from being seen in ny conpany, not when her eyes

wi dened in fright at the very nention of proctors. Elaine was slight
and pl easant and inoffensive, a plain but friendly girl who needed

t he conpany of soneone she knew. When she asked what had happened
earlier with Morrison and | said it was nothing, she didn't pursue
the matter.

We coul dn't have noved nore than fifteen or twenty feet toward the
nmess hall before | heard ny nane being called. The voice was too

young to be Freddy's or Pete's, so |I | ooked around wondering whose it
could be. When | found out, I felt ny jaw dropping right straight to
t he ground.

There, not three yards away and getting closer as he fought his way
t hrough the droves of cadets was that brown-haired boy |I'd had
trouble with in the registration building. Hs handsone face was
eager and interested, and he flashed ne a grin as he trotted up to
where El aine and | stood.

“I"'mglad you waited," he said as he straightened his tie and ran
conmbi ng fingers through his hair. "Now we can wal k together."
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After hearing that | just stood there staring at him wondering how
anyone so unreal could |ook so solid. The kid was harder to get rid

of than Harbin's plague! Well, there had to be sonething that would
get through to him and naybe enbarrassnment was the key. I|f |
enbarrassed hi m badly enough, he m ght |eave ne al one.

“When did you get out of the infirmary?" | asked, trying to raise
ghosts of our last encounter. It didn't seem possible, but he m ght
have sinply forgotten.

“Oh, hours ago," he replied, shrugging off the rem nder as he
continued to look at me in a proprietary way. "You didn't really hurt
nme. "

“"Would you like ne to try again?" | suggested, folding ny arns as |
returned his inspection. "You know, 'If at first you don't succeed...?"

"Quit kidding," he answered with a grin, reaching out slowy and
carefully to brush a strand of hair off ny shoul der. "You know you
don't really want to get rid of ne."

| closed ny eyes in intense pain, but opened them agai n al nost
| mredi ately to glare at him

“"How can you pretend to still be interested in ne after what | did to
you?" | demanded, really needing to know. "It doesn't make any
sense!”

"Sure it does," he disagreed, his grin wdening at ny anger. "I
happen to like wild wonen - especially when they |ook |ike you."

H s eyes began to exam ne ne again, and | just couldn't stand it.
Bei ng at the Acadeny wasn't bad enough; now | had to have an i nfant
chasing after ne.

“You' ve got five seconds flat to nove away fromne," | grow ed,
maki ng sure he knew | neant it. "If you aren't gone in those five
seconds, |'mgoing to break both of your arns and | egs no matter how

many denerits it costs ne! Do you understand that, or do | have to
use words of one syl abl e?"

"“Ckay, okay, cal mdown," he soothed, gesturing with both pal ns toward
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me. "I can see you're upset so I'll leave - but only to keep you from
getting into any nore trouble. Just renenber: when the dance on day 6
conmes around, you're going wwth ne. 1'll see you then."

He started off in the direction everyone el se was goi ng, but after no
nore than a couple of steps he stopped to | ook back at ne again.

“You're so cute when you're angry," he announced with a |augh, then
sprinted away still |aughing when | took an uncontroll able step in
his direction. | felt |like beating nmy head against a wall, but it
woul d have been a waste of good frustration. Talking to that boy had
al ready acconplished the sane end.

| didn't continue to stand in the sane place very long, but it wasn't
until | started to nove again that | renenbered Elaine was still wth
me. She hadn't said a word during ny conversation with the brown-eyed
I diot, and she didn't conment now that we'd resuned wal ki ng. |

gl anced at her out of the corner of ny eye, then turned ny head to

| ook at her.

"I still don't think I believe that,” | said, wondering why she
didn't seemto be reacting at all. "Have you ever seen one |ike hinf"

"Sure," she responded with a listless nod, staring down at the grass
we wal ked on. "l've seen lots |like him but they were always after
sonebody el se.™

So that's it, | thought, finally understandi ng. El aine had never been
pursued and the |lack hurt.

“Count your blessings,” | advised, trying to cheer her up. "If it was
necessary |'d give himto you on a platter, but you'll manage to find
your own pests."

“Oh, right," she agreed, the bitterness in her voice matched by the
bitterness in the glance she sent ne. "Between you and Linda, who's

ever going to notice ne?"

“Nobody, if you hang onto that attitude,” | told her, elimnating all
ki ndness fromny tone. "The thought for the day is '"I'mworth
knowi ng, and if you don't want to know ne it's your loss.' It can

wor k wonders, so you mght try it."
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“How woul d you know?" she suddenly demanded, anger flashing out of
her plain, soft eyes. "No one who | ooks |ike you could ever know how
| feel!™

She' d stopped wal king to | ash out at ne with her pain, but she wasn't
the sort to keep it up very | ong.

"COh, I"'msorry," she apol ogi zed at once, the anger di sappearing as
abruptly as it had flared. "I didn't really nean to say that. | know
you're just trying to help."

"@ving help is usually easier than taking it," | observed with a
sigh, touching her armto start us wal king again. "But when you get
down to the final line, you often discover that no one can hel p you
but yourself. And |ooking like ne isn't worth what you think it is."

Then | added in a nutter, "It isn't even worth what | thought it was."

"What did you say?" she asked, her expression still thoughtful as she
consi dered the part she'd heard.

“"Nothing," | returned with a smle, shaking ny head to dismss futile
t houghts. "Nothing at all. Let's get on to the food."

The ness hall was a wide, one-story building at the end of South
Street, with table assignnments posted on a board hangi ng outside the
front door. Wien Elaine and | got to our assigned tabl e al nost
everyone el se was already there, including our roonmate Linda - who
glanced at ne as | took a chair near her.

"l see you really don't waste any tine, do you?" she said in the icky-
sweet tones that seened to be natural to her.

“What' s that supposed to nean?" | asked, paying only parti al
attention to her as | settled nyself.

"l saw you tal king to soneone on the parade ground,"” she said, naking
graceful prints of her forefinger on the snooth surface of the table.
"He's not bad, but | bet | can do better.”

" Anybody could do better,"” | assured her wwth a snort, then | ooked
around the hall. "Were's the food? |I'mstarving."
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A sergeant had clinbed to a small stage at the front of the |arge
room and he'd been watching the door. Suddenly he stepped forward
and proceeded to prove he had no need what soever for a | oudspeaker.

“"Atten-shut!" he bell owed, and everyone in the roomsprang to their
feet wwth ne following along the least little bit slower. Pete cane
in, honoring us with his presence, and went over to a snmall private
table in the corner where Freddy already waited. When he sat down,
the sergeant bellowed "As you were!" and chairs scraped all over the
hal | .

| had just gotten the chair under ne again when a hand tapped ny
shoul der, and | turned to see Morrison with a grin on her face.

“"The colonel would like to have a word wth you," she said with quiet
amusenent. "Right this way."

| got up again with a small sigh and foll owed her over to Pete's
tabl e, where Pete was readi ng sone papers and not | ooking up. | stood
at attention and waited, taking the opportunity to study Freddy. He
sat with one hand al nost covering his eyes, refusing to | ook at ne.

Suddenly, Pete's ice-green stare was on ne.

“I thought | nmade it clear to you that | would not tolerate
| nsubordi nation," he growed, letting nme know that Mrrison had Tol d
All.

“"Sir, proctors aren't inthe T.O ," | pointed out with none of the
nonot one ny voi ce was supposed to have had. "For that reason they're
not entitled to the courtesy due officers. Regulations are clear on
t he point."

If | hadn't known Pete so well, | mght have al so poi nted out that
regul ations clearly showed that he had no authority over ne either.
Sayi ng that woul d have been satisfying, but not very smart. Pete
being Pete, | would have i medi ately found nyself |ocked in the
guar dhouse, teans of efficient, alert guards nmaking sure | stayed

t here.

Now, |'ve gotten out of simlar situations without any trouble in the
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past, but not when circunstances required that | refrain from putting
t hose guards away in sone pernmanent manner. It would be a hell of a
| ot easier to do a fade if | were on the |oose, so | kept ny addenda
to nyself. Not that it did any good, as Pete had enough to occupy him

with what | had said. H s eyes blazed up and his hand hit the table
so hard that the table al nbst went over, causing everyone in hearing
range to junp.

“"The last thing | need right nowis a barracksroom| awer!" he

roared. "Fromthis nonent on you will consider every proctor you see
an officer, and treat themaccordingly! And you | wll see in ny
office at 1930 hours! | think we'll be able to find sonething to

teach you the error of your ways. D sm ssed!"”

He glared at ne an extra few seconds to get rid of part of the charge
he carried, then he picked up the papers he'd been | ooking at and
gave them his conplete attention again. | hesitated so briefly |

doubt if anyone noticed, then | backed off and wal ked away. |'d been
tenpted to get a few things said then and there, but the appointnent
we had for later on in the evening would do very nicely.

There were a nunber of things we had to get straight between us, Pete

and |, but privacy would be a better backdrop for them Morrison had
been grinning openly as |I'd wal ked away, and nost of the eyes in the
not -so-imedi ate vicinity were on ne. Pete, like his sergeant, didn't

often need the help of a | oudspeaker either.

When | got back to ny table | sat down again, then reached for the
food that had been served during the small confrontation I'd
attended. Muted whi spers and hal f-hi dden stares surrounded ne, thanks
to Pete and his pronouncenents. Even the people at ny table joined
in, or maybe | should say especially the people at ny table. Elaine
gave ne one W de-eyed stare of disnmay before pasting her attention to
what was on her plate, but Linda would have had to have been struck
dunb to pass on the chance she'd been handed. She | aughed openly
until | was settled next to her again, then she | eaned toward ne.

"Qo, sounds |like pappa's gonna spank," she cooed, delighted with the
prospect. "Think it'll be worth it?"

| doubted if she knew what the flap had been about. Possibly she
t hought | was making trouble just to have sonething to do, but cone
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to think of it she m ght not have been all that wong. | turned ny
head to | ook straight at her, and matched the evil grin she'd been
sendi ng ne.

“If you don't know, asking won't help,"” | purred, enjoying the way
her face went instantly furious. "Pass the vegetables, please."

She tossed her head and went back to her food with a sniff, ignoring
me as if | were beneath her notice. | got the vegetables nyself,
pretending not to see Elaine's half swallowed grin and began to eat
quietly, trying not to get indigestion fromthe wonderful cooking. |
had a date to | ook forward to, and | intended to be in top form

Pete left the mess hall first, bringing everyone to their feet a
second tinme. Not long after that Freddy took his turn, wal king out as
t hough he had sonething on his mnd. | took ny tine the way everyone
el se was doing, enjoying the one free evening before classes started.
|'"d had the foresight to tuck a couple of cigarettes into ny belt
before | eaving the roomearlier, so | snoked one before standing up
and heading for the outside.

That one cigarette caused nore whi spered comment around ne than even
old tinme cigarettes could have, during the tine when snoking al one
was consi dered bad for you. Most of the kids in ny vicinity nust have
t hought that snoking in the ness hall was agai nst regul ations, and
were surprised when none of the proctors or officers cane over to
nail me. The nore experienced cadets knew better, of course, but the
nore experienced cadets weren't the ones sitting around ne.

When | wal ked out of the ness hall | found Freddy standi ng about ten
feet to the left of the doors, obviously waiting for ne. | hadn't
expected himto be waiting, but he happened to be standing in the
direction | had to go in so | walked up to himdespite the | ook he
had on his face. Freddy wasn't pleased with ne, and he wasn't

bot hering to hide the fact.

“"You don't do things half way, do you?" he asked as soon as | reached
him | ooking down at ne in annoyance. "Wen you set out to commt
suicide, you go all the way. | waited for you because | didn't want
to | eave you in doubt. You nmade it."

The wind had died down a little, slowing the dust clouds swirling
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around and thinning them leaving the air clearer and nore
breathable. | net Freddy's |ight, angry eyes and shrugged ny
| ndi f f erence.

“An acconplishment is an acconplishnent,” | said. "Wat's the matter,

Freddy, have you gotten that used to yellow flags? Check your nedi cal
coverage, and see if there's anything in there about backbone
transpl ants.”

“That's not funny," he grow ed, his voice hardening as his head went
up. "lI'mnot the one whose big nouth put her tail in a sling. If
knowi ng when to keep quiet neans |'ma coward, then you ought to try
alittle cowardice. It cones highly recommended for continued good
heal t h. "

"My health is fine, thanks,” | nurnured, brushing sone imginary |int
fromhis uniform bl ouse. "You going ny way?"

"Only in passing,” he said, then took ny armthe way he al ways did.
"You're heading for a place all your own, and we'd better get noving.
Pete's wild enough already. If you show up late on top of it, he'l
break out the flogging post - D ana, what's wong?"

|'d stopped short, and it was all | could do to keep the snarl off ny
face. Cadets were strolling wth us and past us on the street, happy
that the day's rushing and hurrying was over, faintly curious about

t he cadet wal king with Maj or Drummond.

| stood there with ny fists clenched, suddenly seeing nothing but the
| mage the words "fl ogging post" had conjured. | saw the room Janes
had had ne tied in, felt the ropes that had bitten into ny flesh as
his cane tore ny back open, heard the insanity of his |aughter,
experienced the terror of ny screans. | shuddered as | drove the

pi cture away fromne, reached over to rub at ny left shoul der, then
shook ny head in response to his question.

“"Nothing's the matter," | told the concern in his stare, naking him
know it wasn't sonething | was prepared to discuss. "Let's go."

We began to wal k again, becom ng part of the novenent again, and
after a long nonent | was able to force the tension out of ne. It
isn't smart to let nenories like that cling to you, but it was still
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too soon for nme to expect themto be subnmerged and forgotten |ike the
rest. Freddy didn't ask any nore questions but his hold on ny arm was
strong and calm the touch letting me know he was there.

When we got to Pete's office building and wal ked in the door, the
sane sergeant was seated behind the reception desk. He raised his
head and wat ched ne wal k closer to his post, and his face wore the
expressi on of soneone who was pl eased with what was going to happen.
He nust have heard about what had gone on in the ness hall between
Pete and ne, and he obviously couldn't wait for ne to get ny cone-
uppance.

“The Col onel wll be wth you in a few m nutes, cadet,"” he draw ed,
just short of a grin of pleasure. "l suggest you get to attention
ri ght where you are, and see how | ong you can hold it w thout

br eat hi ng. "

He | eaned his forearns on the old, dark brown wood of his desk and
| et nore of the satisfaction conme through in his eyes, but that was
the wong attitude to take with ne just now. | heard Freddy's
footsteps comng closer and had the inpression he was about to say
sonething, but | had no interest in what anyone el se had to say.

“"That sounds like a good idea," | commented to the sergeant, keeping
nmy tone light as | held his gaze. "But | have a better one."

There was a chair standing to the left of the sergeant's desk, toward
Pete's office. | reached a hand out to it, noved it a short distance
away fromthe desk, wal ked around it, sat down, and propped ny feet
up on the edge of the desk. The sergeant watched ny actions with his
mout h half open, just as though he knew there was sonet hing he shoul d
be saying. His only trouble seened to be that he couldn't think of
what that sonething should be conposed of.

The man's gaze was | ocked to mne with a sort of hel pl essness, at the
sane tine flinching away fromthe expression | tend to project when
|"mall through playing ganes. He tried to recapture his fornmer nood
and cal mfrom when he'd been | ooking at ne as no nore than anot her
cadet, but didn't nmake it. Finally he just tore his gaze away, then
busi ed hinself w th paperwork.

There was no comment that needed to be made on such a sensi bl e course
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of action, so | just turned ny head over ny shoulder to | ook back at
Freddy, who hadn't nmade a sound. He stood not far away fromthe
sergeant's desk and watched ne with no expression on his face, but
when ny eyes cane to rest on him he shrugged.

"Only the sight of ny own bl ood being spilled bothers ne," he
comented. "You can do whatever you like with yours."

He wal ked over to a chair on the other side of the room sat down,
then folded his arms. W waited in dead silence, but we didn't have
to wait long. The door to Pete's office opened and Pete started

t hrough, but he stopped al nost i medi ately when he saw ne.

The other two weren't taking any chances and had gone to full
attention at the first sound of the door opening, but | stayed where

| was. | had never realized before that it was possible for a nman to
regi ster such intense rage w thout ever changi ng his expression, but
Pete managed it. You woul d have thought he'd caught nme killing his
not her .

"I see," he said in a flat voice. "You' ve decided to claiminsanity
to get out of here. Well, it won't work." Then his voice rose to a
roar. "CGet on your feet!"

“No," | said, ny tone as flat as his had been. "I've had enough of
pl ayi ng soldier, and | have just one question for you. You're real

gung-ho on this mlitary bit. How good a cadet would you make?"

“"A hell-of-a-lot better one than you're naking," he grated, taking
anot her step forward. "I know howto foll ow orders!”

“"Now you're seeing the real point," | pounced, putting ny feet down
and standi ng up. "Renenber ne, Pete? |I'm one of those undisciplined
characters whose orders don't cone any nore detailed than 'Do it!"' |If
| needed a blueprint before | could do ny job, I wouldn't have that
job even if I lived through it. I'mthirty years old, and |'ve spent
the last twelve of themin sone pretty peculiar places. You'l

forgive ne if |I tell you to be glad you weren't in sone of them The
next time Jeff comes by, ask him He knows what | nean."

For sonme reason ny heated | ecture had turned Pete cal magain, his ice-
eyes staring at ne.
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“You' re tal ki ng about that Zalento operation, aren't you?" he asked
quietly. "I renmenber when you and Jeff were brought to Blue Skies
afterward. How many hyper-A's went in on that?"

"Six," | answered. Zalento wasn't the only assignnent |'d been

t hi nki ng about, but it m ght have been the best exanple possible. |
could still renenber the day we | anded on Zalento, a cold, w nd-
driven rain the only thing around to greet us. The Council had been
di sturbed over runors com ng out of Zalento, runors that whispered
about planned attacks on key Federation planets. Wth H demte, our
capitol, being the first name on the list, the Council was
under st andabl y nervous.

If 1t had been any ot her planet than Zal ento everyone woul d have

| aughed at the idea, but Zalento had been a trouble spot for nore
than a century. The planet housed nal contents and di scontents,
retired pirates and active pirates, flourishing slavers and sl avers
hi di ng fromdeath warrants. Anyone who had a grudge agai nst the
Federation Council found a wel cone on Zalento, but |ord hel p anyone
who coul dn't account for gaps in his or her past. Spies faced a nessy
execution, but a few agents had managed to slip in through their
cordon of questions and suspicions and that's how word had gotten
back to the Council. The natives of Zalento were grow ng nore and
nore restless, and the Council halls of H demte would be their
nunber one target.

Counci | nenbers pani cked in droves, but sone of them got nad instead
of shaky and began to nmake counterplans. Since no overt nove had been
made by the Zal entons Federation troops couldn't be sent in, but that
didn't nean a | esson couldn't be taught the upstarts. Six thousand
volunteers were recruited fromthe ranks of the arny - mainly by the
"you, you, and you," nethod - and six Special Agents were chosen to

| ead t hem

A punitive guerilla expedition was envisioned by the Council nenbers
who nmade the plans. The fact that excepting the Special Agents none
of the troops being sent to Zal ento knew anyt hi ng about guerilla
warfare was a nere detail to be ironed out in the field. Jeff and I
and the other four hyper-A s shouted oursel ves hoarse, but the
Counci | had decided to punish Zal ento and not hi ng woul d change their
m nds.
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The cold rain greeting us on the planet turned out to be the best of
it after all. Once we six split up to go our own separate ways, we

di scovered the size of the Zalenton arny waiting to pick a fight with
us. Spying has always been a two-way street, and the officials of

Zal ento had taken the trouble to make the trip. The unsuspecti ng
popul ace we had cone to harass and puni sh had al ready been stuffed
into uni forns, taught to march and fire a gun, and was nore than
willing to practice their new arts on us.

GQuerilla warfare takes a certain talent and experience, and very few
of the thousand nen and wonen | had wth ne showed any traces of
either. At that point | did what | found out |ater had been done wth
the other five units, and turned ny thousand back into uniformnmed foot-
sl oggers. We used mlitary procedures famliar to the whole force,

f ought when we out nunbered the eneny or could anbush one part of a

| ar ger contingent, ran when we were out nunbered or were in danger of
bei ng surrounded.

That may sound |ike guerilla warfare to you after all, but believe
me, it wasn't. | had no tine to train ny force on how to di sappear
into the | andscape, so we were constantly on the run. Putting a
decent intelligence network together was iInpossible, so we stunbl ed
around not know ng where we were going or what was worth going after.
The popul ace hated us as invaders and oppressors, so we had to avoid
both civilians and the mlitary.

A thousand people are too many to hide easily and too few to nmake
their presence really felt, but the thousand didn't l[ast |ong enough
to make the problema problem In spite of the toll we ourselves

t ook, our nunbers nelted away into the rain and nud until we were a
shadow of our fornmer strength. Since everyone fought, a | arge nunber
of my survivors were wounded nore or |ess seriously and no one had
conme away Wi thout a scratch. |'d been hit a couple of tines nyself, a
condi ti on which was conpounded by the tinme | got ny stragglers to the
prearranged rendezvous point for pickup.

W were ferried right up to the waiting transports and nedi cal
attention, but the ferries never nmade even half the trips they

t hought were going to be necessary. Three of the six conpanies were
w ped out conpletely, they and the three hyper-A s | eading them Wlt
Evi ngton, the fourth Special Agent, got his survivors to the
rendezvous before letting hinself bleed to death, and that left Jeff
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and ne.

"Si x going out, two com ng back," Pete nmuttered, his hand rubbing his
face in anger at such waste. "If | renenber correctly, it was quite
sone tine before they decided it wouldn't be six out and six lost."

“Jeff and | have never been ones to sit safely back out of the
fighting and danger," | allowed with a shrug. "But the Council wanted
a job done and it got done. The Zal entons destroyed us, but they
didn't conme out totally untouched. Then their citizen arny began to
desert in droves, and the attack on Hi demte never cane off."

Pet e was noddi ng, renenbering the tine nearly as well as | did, but I
wasn't there to toss the ball of nostal gia.

"Pete, do you understand what |'mtal ki ng about?" | pursued. "I know
you and respect you, so if it nakes you happy to have ne stand at
attention and call you 'sir' | don't really mnd. I"'mwlling to go

along with the gag because nobody gets hurt and it's good cl ean fun.
But when you tell ne to give the sane treatnent to those hal f-baked
proctors of yours, the fun's over. |'ve never had to watch what |
said unless it was business, and |'m not about to start watching it
now. As | said before, this isn't going to work. You'd better cal
the Council and tell themto forget it."

"I can't call the Council," he said, the expression in his eyes now
di sturbed. "Cone into ny office. W've got to talk about this."

He turned and wal ked stiffly back into his office, and after a bri ef
hesitation | foll owed. Wien | stopped to close the door, | saw Freddy
and the sergeant staring at ne wth the nost peculiar expression on
their faces. It nust have been a long tine since anyone had gotten
away W th saying "no" to Pete.

This tine | took the guest chair and got no argunent. Pete was seated
behi nd his desk, and was playing with sonething that cadets called a
“tickler." It's a thin piece of wood about fifteen inches | ong and
two inches wide, a strip that's nore flexible than sonme m ght think.
It was carried by classroominstructors - usually officers - and had
a very interesting use.

| f a cadet nessed up an assignnent or in sone other way displ eased
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his or her instructor, the cadet was ordered to the front of the room
and told to put out the hand that wasn't used for witing. The

I nstructor then proceeded to apply the tickler to the pal mof the
cadet's hand, one stroke for each denerit earned. It didn't hurt that
much to begin with, but if you kept nessing up you could find
yourself with a very sore hand. The tickler had played a big part in
ny leaving the first tinme around...1'd had no trouble with the work,
but my instructors kept getting ne for "attitude."

Once | was seated, Pete tossed the tickler back onto his desk with a
gr ow .

“I can't call the Council," he repeated, "because |'ve already tried.
They refused to listen to anything | had to say, and ordered ne not
to bother themagain. They're in the m ddle of sone big, involved
thing that's got their whole attention.” He narrowed his eyes at ne.
"I get the feeling that you know what's going on over there. Am|

wr ong?"

“"No," | admtted. "Just renenber the airlock."
He | ooked annoyed for a nonent, then got back to the point.

“I can't let you out and | can't |let you get yourself out," he stated
after puffing out his breath in vexation. "I'd be back to cadet grade
nyself if | did. But there's sonething about this whole thing that
you're mssing, and it makes all the difference. Have you | ooked in a
mrror |ately?"

He now stared at ne in an intense sort of way, but | didn't see what
he was getting at.

“I may not shave every norning, but | do conb ny hair occasionally,"
| offered. "Don't tell ne |I've turned blue wthout noticing it."

“I't would be better if you had,"” he said, his voice and expression
grim "Sitting here and studying you right now, | would be willing to
swear that your next birthday cake would not hold nore than fifteen
candles, and truthfully that's stretching it. You gave ne a | ong

| ecture about how you're thirty years old and have been an agent for
twel ve of those years. Do you have any idea what a jolt that gave ne?
We' ve known each other for seven or eight years now, but every tine |
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| ook at you all | can see is a fresh teenager. What you can get away
wth as a wonan of thirty, you can't get away with as a fifteen year
old kid. My proctors don't see a survivor of Zalento, they see a
spoil ed brat who asks for it with everything she says. And while
we're tal king about age, why was | ordered not to allow a bio-
detector to be turned on you? | don't |like nysteries, and you seemto
be full of themthese days."

“I can't tell you that either,"” | said, feeling the annoyance
begi nning to build again. Did everyone in the universe judge other

peopl e on nothing but externals? "But |"'mnot fifteen no matter what
| ook Iike."

“"Tell that to nmy sergeant out there," he countered, |eaning forward
as he spoke. "Did you get a | ook at his face when you were rem ndi ng
me about who you are? And Freddy. He's known you as |long as | have,
so why is it that suddenly he's all protective about you? | had to
threaten to gag himto get himto stop bothering ne! He's all for

| etting you do anything you like, even if it nmakes ne | ook |like a
fool . "

The vehenence in his voice was unsettling, doubly so because | hadn't

noti ced what he had. Pete's sergeant had | ooked shaken, but 1'd
attributed it to the argunent Pete and | had had. And as well as |'d
known Freddy, |I'd never known himto hover as nuch as he'd been doi ng
| ately. If everyone saw ne the way Pete did - and |I'd had enough
maddeni ng experiences to prove the contention beyond any possible
doubt - then it was no wonder | was having so many problens wth the
proctors.

“You could tell your proctors who | am" | suggested, noving
unconfortably in the chair. | didn't nuch care for the idea of
announci ng nyself as a Special Agent, but it was better than being
constantly treated like a child. "At |east that would get themoff ny
back,"” | added in a nutter.

“"Would it!" he cane back hotly, his hands clasped tightly on the
desk. "There are at |east as many dammed fool s anong proctors as
there are anywhere el se. How nany of them woul d decide that the story
was just so nuch bull and try you for thenselves? And if it spread to
t he cadet popul ation, which it surely woul d? How | ong would it stay
‘fun' if you had to keep fighting off people who would |ike to say
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they' d taken a Special Agent? If you were built |ike Freddy there'd
be no problem but how nmany of themare going to believe that |I had
to work at it to get two falls out of three with you? And that only
because you were playing? |I've never seen you work, and | don't want
to. |'ve heard stories.”

H s eyes were directly on ne as he said that, his |leathery face as
expressionless as his voice was cold. | felt nmy back stiffening as ny
head canme up, and a funny flutter got itself started in nmy mddle.

“I don't think I |like the way that sounds,"” | said slowy, choosing
ny words carefully. "I've never killed by accident, and | watch
nysel f closely when |I'm not working. You nmake nme sound |i ke the next
thing to a mass nurderer."

“"Aren't you?" he asked harshly, his cold gaze not noving from ne.
"How many peopl e died on Zal ento? And how nmany of those did you
account for yourself?"

| stared at himsilently for a nonent, then tore ny gaze away as |
found it inpossible to look at himany |onger. We'd been friends for
years, and | don't nmake friends of people |I care nothing for. Sure
there were stories about the sort of things Special Agents did for a
living, and nmy nane wasn't unknown anong the people who were at tines
I nvol ved with agents. | just hadn't expected a friend to listen to

t hose stories.

“"What do you expect ne to do about it?" | asked in as toneless a
voice as | could nmanage, staring down at ny hands. "I can't forget
everything |'ve learned. |I'mthe sane person |'ve always been."

“"No, you're not!" he denied forcefully, and | could hear his chair
creak as he shifted his weight. "You're a swanp vi per dressed up as a
sweet snake, and the difference between the two doesn't matter until
you're bitten! You don't hand arbitrary orders to a hyper-Aif you
want to stay whole, but you do try to straighten out a brat in your
charge. Thinki ng you' ve got the second when you really have the first
can be fatal if you push it too hard. |I've just had a staff

reduction; | can't afford to | ose any nore personnel."

The fluttering in ny mddl e becane a sudden stab, and | couldn't take
anynor e.
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“1'"l'l settle the whole thing," | said, standing up and still not
| ooking at him "I'mgoing over to 2, and I'l| stay there. |If the
Council asks, |I'mhere and doing fine. I won't show up anywhere el se

and enbarrass you."

| started for the door, all thoughts of taking off totally gone from
ny m nd. There were enough places at 2 that were good for holing up
in, and that was what | really needed right now What Pete had said
had hurt ne, nore than if he'd sinply slapped ne in the face. | felt
betrayed and rejected, the sort of things |I'd gotten used to feeling
anong strangers. Cetting the sane feeling because of soneone who was
supposed to be a friend was nore than | coul d handl e.

“You are not going to 2," Pete growl ed before ny hand could touch the
doorknob. "You're going to cone back to that chair and listen to ne."

As upset as | was, the calmin his voice rasped right along ny

nerves. | turned fast to face hi magain and demanded, "Damm it, Pete,
what do you expect of nme? | can't stay here because you're afraid
"Il kill everyone in sight. | can't go to 2 because the idea doesn't

appeal to you. Whuld you like me to go up in a puff of snoke? R ght
now | wsh | could oblige you!"

“I would Iike you to be here where you' re supposed to be," he grated,
gaze |l ocked hard to mne. My voice hadn't been exactly even, but he
didn't seemto have noticed. "No matter what | said | know you're not
about to go on a killing spree, but what happens the next tine a
proctor | eans on you and you try a fresh coneback? If it's the wong
proctor, you could find yourself in too nmuch of a hurry to watch what

you're doing! Can't you even try to renenber what you were |ike at
fifteen?"

"l do renmenber,"” | nuttered, |ooking down at the floor to counter the
whirling in ny mnd. "At fifteen | was just the sane as | am now.
What wwong with ny going to 2?"

"You were assigned here and you'll stay here,” he insisted. "I wasn't
trying to tell you just nowthat I"mafraid to turn nmy back on you. |
was trying to point out the biggest part of this whole ness. Do you
see it now?"
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| wasn't |ooking at the sane thing he was, but there was no reason to
go into the difference.

“I see it," | answered, pushing aside all traces of how!| felt. "I
just don't see what can be done about it."

"I do," he returned in a hard voice. "Cone back here and sit down."

| took a deep breath, then went reluctantly back to the chair. \Wen |
sat down, | saw those eyes on ne agai n.

"I don't know why | didn't think of this before, but the answer's
obvi ous," he said, rubbing his face wth one hand. "You gave it to ne
your sel f when you said you never watch what you say unless it's

busi ness. Very well, this is now business. You' re under ny command,
and |'m assigning you the job of acting like a nornmal fifteen-year-
old girl. One who doesn't know anything at all about self defense or
of fense - especially offense.”

| stared at himin shock, not believing |I'd heard hi msay what he
had.

“You don't know what you're asking," | protested after a nonent.
“"When |'min arole | have to stick with it. That would nmake this
whole thing ten tines worse than it is."

“"That wasn't a request, it was an order," he grow ed, still having no
trouble neeting ny gaze. "I don't know what you did to get yourself
sent here, but it doesn't matter. You're here, and this is the only

way | can be sure everyone will be safe.”

“Everyone but ne," | countered, then gestured slightly behind ne. "Do
you know what those proctors would do to nme under those particul ar

ci rcunst ances?"

“Not hi ng you don't deserve," he said, pointing a finger at ne. "And

i f what you said was true, you' ve been deserving it since you were
fifteen the first tine. Personally, if any daughter of m ne acted the
way you've been acting, she would regret it with her whol e bei ng.

Your father |ooked at it differently?"

H s eyes were glittering in a way |'d never seen before, but I
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recogni zed the attitude fromny tine with Captain Lowel|l aboard the

Swanp Fox. Captain Lowell had been constantly conparing nme to his own
daughters, renenbering ny hyper-A status only with a great deal of
effort. It had never occurred to ne before, but nmen were al so
susceptible to being "in a famly way." Only it wasn't their bodies
that swelled, it was their heads. Pete was still waiting for an
answer, so | shrugged.

“"Personally, |I see nothing wong wth being i ndependent. Pop m ght

have agreed with your outlook if he'd been there, but | get ny itchy
foot fromhim That's why ny nother refused to marry himafter she
chose himas the father of her child. He woul d have been as

i npossible to live with as nost Explorers are. As it was he cane hone
every year or two, stayed for a few weeks, and prom sed to settle
down if Laura would marry him She and | both knew better, so she

al ways refused and off he went again." | smled a little at the
menory. "I haven't seen himfor sone tine now. | wonder how he's
doi ng. "

"Get that roving | ook out of your eye!" Pete ordered. "You're not
goi ng anywhere! |f you m ssed having a father to show you the way the
first tinme, you won't be mssing it again. And you can practice that
part right now. The required response to ny orders is 'Yes, sir.""

"Oh, yes, sir!" | flared, junping to ny feet and snapping to
attention. "Any other orders, sir? Maybe an hour on the rack if |
sneeze W t hout perm ssion?"

“"Don't you use that tone with ne!" he roared, his hands flat on the
arns of the chair. "Are you or are you not going to consider yourself
on assi gnnent ?"

| glared at himfor a nonent, then turned ny back and fol ded ny arns.
Pete had no authority over ne and technically | outranked him but as
head of a Federation facility he had the right to offer ne an
assignnent. | wasn't required to accept that assignnent, not when the
Counci| hadn't added their stanp of approval, but in twelve years as
an agent |1'd never refused an assignnent no matter what it was |ike.

"I have no choice whatsoever," | finally admtted, hating the trapped
feeling suddenly filling nme. "Tell nme you thought |'d refuse."
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“"No," he said with grimsatisfaction. "No, | didn't think you'd
refuse. You refuse orders, not assignnents. | haven't known you all

t hese years w thout | earning sonething about you. Now, let's see what
a normal fifteen year old | ooks |ike."

| couldn't et himget away with that. I swng around to face him and
raged, "If you call ne abnormal one nore tine, 1"l -"
“You'll what?" he denmanded, | ooking up at ne w thout noving - and

Wi th no expression on his face.

“I''l'l cry,” I finished mserably, turning slightly away fromhim

“I'sn't that what nornmal teenage girls do? But then, how would I know?
| ve never been a normal anything."

“Diana," he said in a nore gentle tone than |I'd ever heard hi muse
before. "If you were normal in the everyday sense of the word, you
couldn't do the sort of job you're so good at. Right nowit's the
situation that's abnormal - and dangerous. | don't want to see you

getting hurt either."

He got up and cane around to ny side of the desk to stand behind ne,
and suddenly his voice was hard again.

“"But if you think you've nade ne feel guilty for what | said, forget
it! | happen to know hyper-A's take pride in the fact that they're
abnormal . The bunch of you think of yourselves as better than nornmal
peopl e, and you were trying to con ne."

Damm it, he had no business knowi ng that. | | ooked up at himover ny
shoul der, and the green ice was col der than ever.

“"Don't normal girls ever try to con their fathers?" | asked in an

Il nnocent way, then turned to face him "You did say you were going to
be ny father this tinme around? |'m just practicing on you."

“"And |'"mgoing to practice on you," he growed in answer. "l've never
been a father, but | know how the part goes. Then he reached for the
tickler on his desk. "Now show ne what a girl | ooks |ike when she
knows she's about to be punished. But don't hold out your hand.
That's not the part of you I'll be aimng at."
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He seened to be half expecting sonething physical fromne, but I

didn't nove. Instead | put a solemn expression on ny face, and let a
hint of tears start in ny eyes.

“"Are you going to hurt ne just because | tried to nake you feel sorry

for me?" | asked quietly, neeting his gaze but not defiantly.
"Everybody needs that sonetines, even ne. If you think I was being
unr easonabl e, go ahead and do whatever you like. | won't even try to
stop you."

He stared at nme for a long mnute wthout noving, trying to keep the
anger going, but finally he threw the tickler back on his desk.

“You are good," he said gruffly, his gaze softer than it had been.
“If you can keep that up, neither one of us will have a problem Now
get back to your quarters. It's alnost lights out."

“Not so fast, daddy," | countered, relaxing back to nornmal and
folding ny arns. "What do | tell those proctors about ny sudden
change of heart? They're not pliable nales |ike you."

He started to get nad again, hot over being conned a second tine, but
t hen he suddenly | ost the stiffness and gri nned.

“I've never seen anybody able to turn it on and off |ike that," he

said, really seem ng to be anused. "I was wong before, | do want to
see you work - so |I'll be watching you every step of the way. That
means the next tinme you try to put anything over on ne you won't sit
down for a week! Tell the proctors anything but the truth. Get going!"

| threw up ny hands in conplete resignation and started for the door,
but an unpl easant thought nmade ne stop and turn back to him

"Pete, since when have there been dances on day 6?" | asked. "I don't
remenber ever hearing about them™

He was | ooking at sonmething on his desk, but raised his head to
gri mace at ne.

“"We got hit wwth a Council inspection a little over a year ago," he
explained in disgust. "Sone fool in the bunch noticed that we had
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little boys and little girls, but no social mxing. | tried to point
out that this isn't a boarding school, but the fool pulled nore
weight than | did. That's why we now have dances on day 6. |If you're

| ooking for a date, ask Freddy. | never go."

“I've already got a date,”" | said with nmy own disgust. "I've got an
admrer." Then |I brightened. "lIsn't it too bad that between extra
duty and the course at 2, | won't be able to nake it."

"@Quess again," he said wwth a nasty grin. "All the other nornal
little girls will be there, so you will too. O at |least you'd better
be there. No nore trouble, renenber?"

“Tell me sonething,” | said, |looking himover in a pleasant way. "Are
you a born sadist, or did you have to practice?"

“It's all native talent,” he commented wth sonething of a grin,
giving his attention to the paperwork again. "Beat it."

This time | made it through the door, but after pulling it shut
behind nme | took only one nore step before al nbst tripping over
Freddy. He checked nme out with his eyes as if he were trying to guess
nmy wei ght, and when he seened satisfied that | was still in one piece
he gri nned.

“"For a while there we thought we'd have to call in a referee," he
said, | eaning one hand against the wall near ne. "The problem was no
one was willing to get between you two. How did it go?"

“"Doesn't he ever mss getting his own way?" | asked, gl ancing back
toward the closed door. "I'd hate to work for himas a regular thing."

"That's our C. O ," Freddy agreed with a laugh. "Do you need a
shoul der to cry on?"

“"At |least one," | answered with a smle. "WII| you wal k ne hone?"

“Sure,"” he said, showing a matching smle as he took ny arm W |eft
t he buil ding and wal ked slowy down the darkened street w thout

tal king, and | used the opportunity to consider ny problem | had a
ready- made solution for the proctors, and Pete couldn't say he hadn't
asked for it. Telling ne to tell them "anything but the truth" was a
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m st ake Ri nger never woul d have made, but then R nger knew how I
operated. Maybe |I could still have sone fun even if | did have to be
a good |little cadet fromnow on. Then | sighed and turned to Freddy.

“"Why didn't Pete ever make general ?" | asked. "It couldn't be that he
isn't qualified."

“I't couldn't be and isn't," Freddy confirnmed wwth a nod. "He's turned
down the pronotion nore tinmes than other people have it offered to

t hem because if he nmakes general they'll pull himout of here. Since
he has no intention of going, he stays a col onel."

| hesitated a m nute, then |ooked directly at him

"Why didn't you tell nme you'd spoken to Pete about ne? It m ght have
kept my big nouth closed earlier outside the ness hall."

“"You're not the easiest gal to tell things to," he responded with a
shrug, rubbing briefly at ny cheek with the side of his finger. "And
besides that, it wasn't worth tal king about. | like to report
success, not failure."

"Success?" | echoed, giving hima vague | ook. "What's that? | haven't
run across it in so long, | don't even think I can spell it anynore.
Thanks for keeping ne conpany, Freddy. | needed it."

We were outside ny barracks building, but Freddy didn't seemto want
the stroll to end.

“"Do you want nme to cone in and speak to the proctors?" he asked
qui etly, taking one of ny hands in both of his. "They're bound to be
wai ting for you."

| shook ny head slowy, smling alittle. "It's sonething | have to
handle now," | told himgently. "You' d better be getting on back."
He hesitated again, still holding ny hand, then reluctantly let it go

and straightened ny tie.

“I'f you need anything, don't forget where | am |'|l|l see you tonorrow
ni ght."
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He wal ked away then, turning once to wave while | took a deep breath
and let it out slowy. Pete had been right about Freddy, since it

| ooked Iike it was all he could do to keep hinself fromlocking ne in
his protecting arns. And that froma man who knew nore of the
grislier details of ny work than Pete did. | shook ny head to get rid
of that picture before walking into the dimy lit hall that led to ny
quarters, and sure enough, Mirrison and Averi were there waiting for
nme.

“"You just nmde it, Santee," Morrison said, standing up fromthe edge
of the OO s desk where she'd been sitting. "How did the colonel's

| esson go? I'Il bet you aren't as anxious as you were to pick up nore
denerits.”

“I't wasn't anything nmuch," | replied with a shrug, nmaking sure ny

voi ce sounded distracted. "I hardly got to see the colonel. H's

sergeant lectured ne for a while, then he cane out and told ne to
remenber his orders. Then he dism ssed ne, and | cane back here."

"You sound di sappointed,” Overi said with a frown. "What were you

expecti ng?"

"l don't know," | said with another shrug. "More tine with him
maybe. When he was punishing ne this afternoon, | got to spend four
whol e hours with him"

| had ny eyes partially unfocussed, but | could still see them gl ance
at each ot her.

“Morrison," | said in a nusing tone, "what sort of a famly does he
have? I's he married?"

“You can't be serious!" Morrison blurted, she and O veri both | ooking
shocked. "The colonel is nmarried to his job! And even if he weren't,
he woul dn't be interested in a kid!"

She'd said what |'d hoped she would, and that nade it ny turn to be
shocked.

“I"'mnot interested in himthat way," | quickly assured her. "It's
just that - "
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“It's just what?" dveri pursued sharply when | cut the sentence
short.

"You spoke to himabout ne," | said to Morrison, ignoring the other
woman. "What does he think of ne?"

“What do you think he thinks of you?" Mrrison demanded, her fists on
her hips. "You haven't even been here a full day, and you' ve nade
nore trouble than all the rest of the cadets put together!”

"I just wanted himto know that | was tough too,"” | said m serably,
hangi ng nmy head. "But he doesn't seemto care! He told ne that the
next time | got into trouble I'd be spanked. | wouldn't mnd if he

did it hinself, but he'd probably have soneone else do it. Now I
don't know what to do."

“"What do you nean, 'tough too' ?" QA veri persisted. "And what do you
have to do? What does any ot her cadet do?"

“I"'mnot any other cadet,”" | told her, adding bitterness to ny voice
and the eyes | raised to her. "I'mhis daughter, but he won't admt
it. | don't know much about him but | want himto want ne! | want to

be near him and feel that he's proud of ne!"

“"Are you sure you're his daughter?" Morrison asked in disbelief,
| ooki ng shaken. "You don't |ook |like him"

“lI have his red hair, don't I?" |I countered. | knew that Pete had
been a redhead in his youth, and every bit of truth makes a story
sounder. "And Mom said there was no doubt. She never wanted to talk
about him but she would sml|e when she renenbered. There's a picture
Mom has of the two of them and he's |ooking at her so - so -

approvingly! | just want himto | ook at ne that way."

There was deep silence for a full mnute, then Mrrison took over.

“"Averi, why don't you take the rest of the rounds,” she said while
keepi ng her attention on ne. "I'Il catch up to you later."

A veri glanced at each of us then left without a word, and Morrison
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took ny armand |l ed ne back to the OO s desk. She perched on the edge
of it as she had earlier, and fol ded her arnmns.

“For soneone who wants the colonel's approval, you've been acting
awful ly strange," she said. "Did you think he'd pat you on the head
for quoting regulations at hinf? O for earning nore denerits than any
ot her five cadets?"

“"But he's like that!" | protested. "I wanted himto see that | was
li ke him"

"He's a full colonel and the boss around here, not a cadet on her
first day," she countered. "If you want himto start thinking about
how nice it would be if you were related to him you've got to be the

best cadet around, not the worst. Every denerit you get pushes you
farther away fromhim"

"But what if | can't be the best cadet?" | asked, pretending | was
trying to keep the msery out of ny voice. "He won't ever want to
know ne then."

“"You - have - to - try!" she said, enphasizing each of the words.
“1"1l give you all the help I can, but you have to do it yourself. No

nore W secracks, no nore ignoring orders, no nore anything out of the
way. Are you willing to do it?"

"I think I"'mtoo much like him" | nuttered, shaking ny head before
neeting her gaze again. "All | can do is try." Then | hesitated

bef ore adding, "Why are you being so nice to ne after the way | spoke
to you? Most ot her people wouldn't bother.”

“I'''mnot nost other people,” she responded with a shrug, her voice
dry. "And anything | can do to nake ny job easier is to ny own
benefit. You'd better get to bed now. Mdrning cones early around
here."

“Ckay...and thanks," | said before walking to the door of ny room
Then | turned and added, "I really wll try."

“"Then you should make it,"
ni ght."

she answered evenly with a nod. "Good
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| went on into the room and cl osed the door behind ne, seeing that
El ai ne and Linda were already in bed but not asl eep.

“It certainly took you | ong enough," Linda said wwth acid dripping as
| wal ked over to ny bunk, then she grinned. "Did it hurt nuch?"

"Of course not," | responded with a yawn as | stretched. "I haven't
been a virginin a long while."

Li nda gl ared and turned away, so | gave her ny back and started to
undress. There was no way for ne to change ny character with these
two, but it wasn't necessary. A proctor mght cone at ne faster than
was safe, but Elaine wasn't the fighting type and Li nda was too
concerned over her nmanicure to stoop to baseness |like that.

|'"d just have to see to it that | soft-pedaled it with any other

cadets | net. Sone of them were bound to be the way | was first tine
around, and | didn't need any challenges to ruin the work |I'd done.
Since it had been Morrison's idea for ne to behave, she'd be nothing

but approving when | did. And even if she kept quiet, dveri | ooked
| i ke the type to spread the word of ny parentage far and w de.

Bei ng the col onel's daughter woul d have a few drawbacks, but not many
proctors would try to push ne too hard. The col onel could conceivably
devel op sudden fatherly interest in ne, and mlitary interest in
anyone who gave ne too hard a tine. | had sone pretty strong doubts
about how smart | was being in going along with Pete's idea, but he'd
caught ne in a weak nonent and now | was commtted. If things

continued to go as well as they'd been going, that's probably how the
venture would end up - with nme committed.

| threw ny worn uniformonto ny footlocker, then |it a cigarette and
got into bed. The sheets were cold, bringing up the thought of how
nice it would be to find Val there waiting for ne. Then | firmy put
t hat thought aside for consideration at another tinme. If Val ever
under st ood and accepted the fact that there could never be anything
nore between us than sex, it mght be possible to work things out
with him Until then...I finished the cigarette and put it out, then
turned over to get sone sl eep.
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Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 8

When the proctors cane bangi ng on our doors at 0500 on the dot, |

al nost turned out for calisthenics naked. | sleep in the raw because
| can't stand having anythi ng choke ne, and | barely renenbered to
grab a set of fatigues in tinme. After that | got shoes and socks on
fast, and was one of the first out to the back of the barracks to
line up. I was "trying."

By the tine everyone else nade it, the proctors were wal ki ng up and
down checki ng on the spacing. Just |like the day before, Mrrison and
A veri cane through the nuted dust and stopped in front of ne.

“"Dress up that line, Santee!" Morrison ordered, |ooking nme over in
di sapproval. "I want to see you put a ruler to shane!”

| opened ny nouth, glanced at her, then noved slightly even though I
was just as well lined up as anyone el se.

"Yes, ma'am" | responded after | finished.

She stared at ne for a nonent with a slight smle on her |ips, then
she nodded. "That's just the way | want it to be," she said. "See
that you renenber howit's done."

She and A veri noved on, and | followed themw th ny eyes. If 1'd
been too good at taking orders even Mrrison woul d have wondered, but
|'"d get |ots better as the tine passed. As long as it didn't | ook
|ike a mracle, no one should notice a thing.

They started the calisthenics, and anyone who was cold to begin with
warmed up fast. | seened to be in better shape than any of the other

girls there, even if | hadn't been out of a hospital bed for nuch
nore than a week. Even so, when 0600 rolled around I was happy to go
back to shower and dress. The pain in ny |eft shoul der was nearly
gone, but ny body had protested the exercise by producing a | arge
nunber of aches that took turns comng and going. | didn't like it,
but also didn't see nuch that could be done about it.

Since ny chores had to be done and ny bunk nade before |I left for
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norni ng parade, | went from exercising to rushing around. Thanks to
t hat wonderful schedule |I'd been blessed with, | would not be back to
quarters until it was tine to dress for evening parade. | nade it

wth a couple of mnutes to spare, then double-tinmed with everyone
el se to parade.

Elaine tried to join ne on the way to the ness hall, but |I told her
gently that | had to hustle. | only had ten mnutes to eat, and part
of those ten mnutes had to be used to get to ny first class. As soon
as | left her | shifted to overland travel node, which really let nme
nove.

| blewinto the nmess hall, found to ny surprise that ny breakfast was
al ready waiting, then wasted no tine swallowing it. I was just about
finished by the tine Pete got there, and was able to | eave after he
sat down. He stared at ne on ny way out, and | gave hima cow eyed

| ook. Let himwonder what it meant.

| still ended up being late to class, due to the trouble |I had
convincing a guard that | was supposed to be in the classroons
buil ding at that early hour. When | wal ked into the roomI|'d been
assigned to, it was enpty except for a short, broad, male proctor.

“"You're three mnutes late," he said, tapping his wist. "Two
denerits. Up front and put your hand out." | wal ked to himslowy,
and put out ny left hand w thout commenting. "That isn't the hand you
use to wite with, is it?" he asked.

“No, sir," | answered, paying careful attention to the expression
that reached ny eyes. He took his tickler and gave ne two sharp raps
wth it, then gestured to the side of his desk.

"Pick up a notebook and pen and grab a seat,"” he directed, throw ng
the tickler back on his desk. "You have a series of tapes to watch,
and you're required to take notes. Myve it."

| got the book and pen and then went to sit down. Wre recorders were
never used for taking notes since they would have made thi ngs too
easy. He started the tape, and I was overjoyed to see that it was
titled, "The Benefits of Discipline.” | could hardly wait for the
rest of the series.
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The day continued the way it had started. | rushed from place to

pl ace, but | wasn't late again and didn't pick up any nore denerits

t han anyone el se. Wen | reported for extra study at 1700 hours, they
had to dig to find sonething as | still had no trouble with class
work. | finally got back to quarters at 1745, feeling nore strung out
than | had in a long tine.

"H, D ana," Elaine said as | walked in. "I m ssed seeing you all
day. Hey, what happened to your hands?"

| | ooked down at ny reddened hands and shrugged.

"I got hit with sonme di shwashing after |unch, and that water was a
little hotter than I"'mused to." Wat | didn't add was that that job
had to be sonebody's idea of being cute. They'd had to turn on one of
t he di shwashers only half full. "W can talk after | shower, El aine.
| really need it this tine."

She nodded synpathetically, so | grabbed a towel and headed strai ght

for the showers. The long rows of stalls were deserted, and it didn't
take I ong before | was out of ny clothes and under the hot water. At

| east that was one good thing about the Acadeny: no matter how short

on the rest of the anenities it was, it never ran out of hot water.

| had all of five mnutes to luxuriate, but |I spent nost of it
remenbering the one class | hadn't m nded that day. It was call ed
“"Federation Progress,"” and | hadn't appreciated it the first tinme |'d
been at the Acadeny. |'d assuned then that it was nothing nore than
an attenpt at propaganda spreadi ng and had dismssed it from
consideration. But the officer who taught it this tine was a surprise
in his owmn right as well as in the way he taught the course. H s nane
was Captain Ellis, and he was short, thin, and balding, with the sort
of narrow face that usually neans a waspi sh tenper.

|"d turned in ny class card when |I'd been notioned to, and took the
seat | was assigned with the thought that a lecture on the glories of
the Federation's forward steps was likely to put ne to sleep. |
yawned behind ny hand until everyone had been seated, then Captain
Ellis noved to the front of his desk and | eaned back against it.

“Al though this course is fornulated to consi der Federation progress,"
he'd said in an unexpectedly mld and nell ow voice, "I propose that
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we begin fromthe other side of the coin, so to speak. The Federation
has many beautiful, fully devel oped planets to its credit, but what
about failures? Are there any disnal, better-hidden backwaters to
consider, or is the Federation perfect?"

Most of us smiled at the thought of the Federation being perfect, but
no one vol unteered an answer.

“"Conme, cone," Captain Ellis urged genially. "Surely there is soneone
anong you who is valiant enough to speak agai nst the dreaded
Feder ati on?"

That tinme we all |aughed aloud. Criticizing the Federation and how it

was run was the one universal way in which all Federation nenber

pl anets were alike. No matter what your own hone governnent was |ike,
you were fully within your rights, wherever you were, to junp on the
Council and its policies with both nit-picking feet. W'd all enjoyed
the captain's comment, but there were still no vol unteers.

Captain Ellis had | ooked around the roomthen, but nost of the kids

t here had been in school recently enough to renenber how to avoid the
teacher's eye. It had been a lot |onger for ne, though, and | never
have been really good at avoidi ng people's eyes. When his gaze fell
on nme, | knew imedi ately that |I'd been sel ected.

"Cadet Santee," he'd said with a smle, folding his arns gently in
front of him "Wuld you be so kind as to enlighten us with an
exanpl e?"

| hadn't intended to mx in, but I'd had |ittle choice at that point.
In spite of being surprised that he renenbered ny nane, | got to ny
feet and to attention and said, "Sir, ny exanple would be Tanderon."

The kids in the class roared with [aughter, obviously thinking that
|'d neant the Acadeny was a failure, but Captain Ellis had stared at
me thoughtfully, ignoring the |aughter and letting it play itself
out. When the room had returned to quiet, he nodded his head and
smled at ne again.

“"Excellent," he'd applauded in his mld, unexcited way. "Tanderon
happens to be the exanple I, nyself, had been thinking of. You may
tell your classmates why this particular planet is such a good
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exanpl e. "

The cl ass had been absolutely silent then, suffering, |I'd thought,
from shock. They had probably never thought about Tanderon except as
the place where the Federation had its training facilities, but |
knew it a little better than they did.

“Sir, Tanderon is an early failure of the Federation," | said slowy,
trying to get ny thoughts in order. "Wat happened here affected the
Counci|l so strongly that an anmendnent was nade in the Planets’
Charter."

Captain Ellis nodded encouragingly, so | continued.

“When Tanderon was first settled, its people had high hopes for it.
It was a pleasant world, and it had nmuch nore than its share of
natural resources. The settlers weren't imMmediately in a position to
exploit Tanderon's riches but they knew it wouldn't be | ong before
they would be, so they were content to wait. The rest of the
Federation's planets, though, weren't quite as content.

"They demanded that m ning and exporting be begun i medi ately, so
that the results would be imedi ately available to supplenent their
own planets' requirenents. Too many of them were short on natural
resources, and they needed inports to bal ance the demand. The Counci |
wavered, then they stood back and told the nenber planets to work it
out with the people on Tanderon. They had deci ded not to get

| nvol ved. "

Captain Ellis stared down at the floor, but | knew he was still
|istening. | took a short breath, then shifted position a little.

"The people on Tanderon were overwhel ned by the offer nade them by
the ot her planets. They were told that full mning, drilling, and
exporting facilities would be established free of cost, and that all
proceeds fromthe sale of the exports would go only to them They

| ooked around at the cabins they were living in, pictured nmansions

I nstead, and quickly signed the agreenents. If one or two people

t hought to ask thensel ves what woul d happen when they needed those
nat ural resources thenselves, the answer nust have been drowned out
by the sound of hard cash being deposited in a bank. No one
protested, and the operation was begun."
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Captain Ellis's head was still down, but his eyes were up and
studying ne. | saw a faint glint in them but | was too deep in the
reconstruction to pay nuch attention to it.

"Surprisingly, it took alnbst a century before Tanderon was
stripped,” | continued. "It had really been a remarkable find, but
four generations after the first settlers got here, the planet was an
enpty shell with alnost nothing left for its own use. The ot her

pl anet s abandoned the facilities they'd been only too glad to donate,
and Tanderon's people found thenselves all alone on a pl anet which
had been raped in its youthful promse. It was dead and dry under
their feet now, and there was no way to buy back what had been sol d.
Most of the profits they'd realized had gone to i nport what they

t hensel ves needed and wanted, and there was nothing left to attract
further investors or settlers.

"The Federation Council finally saw the m stake that had been nmade so
many years earlier, but it was inpossible for themto undo it. They
changed the Charter to forbid other planets fromever again trying to
nove in on an unprotected settlenent, then rel ocated those of
Tanderon's people who wanted to nove. But there were still too many
peopl e who consi dered Tanderon their hone and therefore not to be
abandoned. That's why the Federation training facilities were built
here, to guarantee that Tanderon would still be able to stay in touch
wth the rest of the Federation. It didn't give the people their

pl anet back, but it was better than | eaving themto be swept under
the limtless rug of interstellar distances. For better or for worse,
Tanderon is still very much with us."

Captain Ellis had joined in the deep silence for a nonent, but then
he'd sm | ed agai n.

“"Thank you," he'd said quietly. "That was nost graphically put. |
think we can all see now what the Council saw. Do you all approve of
their decision, or would you have done things differently?"

After a nonent hands began to go up, and | was able to sit down and
return to the anonymty | preferred. Captain Ellis had chaired the

follow ng discussions quietly, allowng the kids to give himtheir
opi ni ons before he gave them his. No one took many notes, but by the
time the class was over it was clear that everyone knew they'd gotten
nore out of that hour than if they'd wired another class word for
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word. |I'd started to | eave with everyone el se when we were di sm ssed,
but Captain Ellis had surprised ne again by gesturing ne over to him
He'd waited until the roomwas enpty, then he'd | ooked at ne with a
twnkle in his eyes.

“I"'mfortunate that you were assigned to ny class, Cadet Santee,"
he'd said, sitting, for the first tine, in the chair behind his desk.
"l usually have to tell that story nyself, but this tine | was
rescued by a special agency, so to speak. As a matter of fact, one

m ght even call you a - ah - special agent of that agency."”

|'d studied his thin, innocent face for a nonent, then had sm | ed
slightly and said, "Sir, | really have no i dea what you're talking
about . "

"Of course not, of course not," he'd agreed hastily and sonewhat
soberly. "There are tinmes when ny mnd tends to wander, but |'d

t hought to nention a hobby of mne to you. | have a great fascination
for the many brave souls who risk their all so that our Federation
m ght be protected. |1've long since discovered the nanes of the

har di est of these souls, and | recite themto nyself on occasion to

rem nd nyself that there are those about who really do care for the
Federation and its people.”

He' d paused to scratch at his ear, then had turned his head to the
side to | ook at ne.

"Should | ever cone across one of those nanes sonewhere | woul d not

be so forward as to nention it," he murnmured. "But | would nmake an
attenpt to find out if the person involved was i ndeed the one |'d
been thinking of. Should that be the case, | would then take very
great pleasure in quietly professing ny admration. One so rarely
finds such an opportunity.”

Hi s gaze had been directly on ny face, and | hadn't been able to keep
fromsmling nore w dely.

“"Captain Ellis,” I1'd said slowy, "I still don't know what you're
tal ki ng about, but | sonehow feel that if you ever get the
opportunity you're |ooking for, the individual involved wll feel
very honored by your admration. I'msure it doesn't happen to any of
them very often.™
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“"More's the pity," he'd nurnmured, |ooking sad for a mnute, but then
he' d bri ghtened again and had reached toward his desk. "I think |I'd
best supply you with a pass for your next class. It would never do to
see you puni shed for having had to listen to ny ranblings.”

He'd qui ckly made out the pass and had handed it to ne, and |I'd taken
it and gone on ny way. The tine had been a bright spot in an

ot herwi se dark day, and I knew as | stepped out of the shower and
towel ed nyself dry that it would be quite sone tine before I forgot
it. When | was nostly dry | wapped the towel around ne, picked up ny
dirty uniform and went back to nmy room- only to discover that |I had
anot her pl easant surprise waiting. Elaine had laid out a clean
uniformfor nme on ny bunk, and | stared at it for a second before
turning to | ook at her.

“Elaine," | nused, "did anyone ever tell you that you' re one of the
gal axy's greatest people?"

“"Cut it out," she protested, grinning shyly. "It's nothing that
anyone el se woul dn't have been glad to do."

“Oh, no?" | countered, putting ny well-worn uniformin the |aundry
bag. "Then where are all the people breaking down our door for the
privilege? And speaking of breakers, where's Linda?"

“Linda dressed early and went to neet soneone," she answered,
frowning at a piece of lint on her kilt. "I think it's a boy she net
I n one of her classes."”

“Congratulations,” | said, throm ng away the towel and starting to
get into the uniform "Now maybe she'll be a little easier to live
wi th. But how about you? Are you set for the big bash tonorrow

ni ght ?"

“It's funny, but | think | may be," she answered with a blush. "A

bunch of us were introducing ourselves around, and one of the girls
tried to cut ne off when I was saying ny nane. | don't know where |
got the nerve, but | raised ny voice and told her what you told ne
| ast night. You know, that I'mworth knowing and if she didn't want

to know ne it was her |loss. She couldn't have cared | ess, but a
coupl e of the boys cane over to ne and asked ne to repeat ny nane.
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Before they left, they said they'd see ne tonorrow night at the
dance. "

“There you go," | said with a grin of ny own as | finished
straightening ny tie. "Didn't | tell you it would work wonders? |I'm
j ust about ready, so shall we go?"

She got up fromher bunk, and | let her go through the door first to
give nyself time to check ny right wist. Being in slightly worse
shape, it had healed nore slowly than the left one and that hot

di shwat er hadn't done it any good. Wen | | ooked down | coul d see
that the sleeve of the blouse covered it, so | forgot about it. |
could do anything that had to be done to it l|ater.

At 1900, | was about to |leave the dining hall to report for
puni shnent detail, when Morrison cane up to ne and stood herself in
ny way.

"How many denerits did you pick up today, not counting classroom
denerits?" she demanded w t hout preanbl e.

“I didn't get any," | told her honestly. "Wy?"

"Because the col onel wants to see you in his office," she said, a
t hought ful | ook about her. "You're supposed to go there now and wait
for him | wonder why he wants to see you."

“Who cares?" | asked, flashing a grin. "I hope he keeps ne there for
hours. It makes ne feel good just to look at him"

“"There's no accounting for taste, | suppose,” she commented, folding
her arns. "I get a different feeling when I ook at him" | gave her
a bl ank stare, but knew exactly what she neant. Pete could be very
frustrating for a wonan, especially if she worked for him "You'd
better get over there," she added. "No sense in nmaking himnad."

| thanked her and left on the run, but slowed down once | got
outside. | had too many nore hours in front of ne to waste whatever
strength I had left. Wen | got to Pete's building, | went in to the
reception area to see ny old friend the sergeant again. Tal k about
observant. For the first time | noticed that his nane was Canbet. He
| ooked up when | opened the door, and this tine found a broad grin
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for ne.

“The colonel said for you to wait in his office," he told ne. "He'l
be here in a few mnutes.” | thanked himand was headed for Pete's
of fice when the sergeant spoke to nme again. "You know, | couldn't
figure out how you kept butting heads with himand still cane out as
wel | as you did, but now | know Like father, |ike daughter."

| stopped where | was and | ooked back at him over ny shoul der. "Does
he know you know?" | asked, swallow ng a grin.

"Of course not!" Canbet said, |ooking and soundi ng shocked. "Do you
think I want to wal k a guard post? Unh, you won't tell him wll you?"

"Your secret is safe with ne," | assured him then continued on into

Pete's office. | hadn't expected the word to get around that fast,
but mlitary bases actually have very few secrets. As long as the
gossip is juicy in any way at all, it's guaranteed to spread faster
t han C

| checked Pete's desk, and found what | thought | would: Jeff's notes
on his class, which covered who was in it and how far they'd gotten
with the work. | |it one of Pete's cigarettes then sat down to study
Jeff's notes, but hadn't gotten very far when the door opened and
Pete canme in. He swng the door closed behind him and cane over to

t he desk.

"Get your tail out of ny chair,"” he grow ed, gesturing with a thunb.
"Sit on the other side where you belong."

| tsked and noved to the guest chair while he reclainmed his own, but
before | could get back to the notes he showed he had nore to say.

"l have just one question for you," he said, m mcking ne. "How many
of ny proctors did you have to kill to finish the day with no out-of -
cl ass denerits?"

"Hardly any at all," | answered in a sober, bland way. "To | ook at
me, you would al nost think I was a professional."

"I know you're a professional," he said as he | eaned back. "I just
won't say a professional what. What story did you give the proctors?"
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"What difference does it make?" | asked, arranging the notes in front
of me again wthout |ooking up at him "They seemto have bought it,
and that's the main concern."

“I would agree wth that except for one thing," he said, the grow
begi nning to cone back. "All day today they kept staring at nme when

t hey thought I wasn't watching, and |'ve never seen such a variety of
expressions. There's only one thing that could have caused that, and
it's your story. Now spill it! I want to know what you told them™

“"Trade secret," | said with ny head down to hide ny grin. "You'd
better let nme get on with these notes, or I won't be ready for 2100."

“To hell wth 2100!" he roared, noving forward again to put his hands
flat on the desk. "I want to know what you said!"

| was in the mdst of trying to decide how nuch longer it would be
safe to bait him when Freddy knocked and wal ked i n.

"You said you would handle it and you sure did," he enthused with a
grin as soon as he saw ne. "I wish | could have been there when you
told them™

He swung the door closed the way Pete had, then cane over to stand by
Pete' s desk.

“I"'m gl ad sonebody around here appreciates ny genius," | said,
exam ning and buffing ny fingernails. "W artists |like that."

| found the situation anusing, but Freddy's coment had finally done
it for Pete. He sat very straight in his chair and |laced his fingers
tightly together in the mddl e of the desktop.

“And we col onels get very nasty when everybody knows what's goi ng on
but us," he said too softly, giving ne those eyes. "You have thirty
seconds to fill me in before | start handing out extra duty that wll
account for your sack tinme for the next nonth!"

The roar he'd ended on was a lot nore famliar than the soft tone,
and | barely flinched at all.
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"Be cal m daddy," | soothed, curious to see how quick he'd be.
“You' ve given your daughter enough trouble already."

He was about to roar at ne again, when he chopped it off and stared
har d.

“You woul dn't have dared,"” he nuttered in disbelief. "Freddy, tell ne
she didn't."

"She told the proctors she was the daughter you refused to admt to,"
Freddy said, |ooking confused. "Wasn't that what you two had agreed
on?"

"Agreed?" Pete expl oded. "Since when does she need anyone to agree
with her? R nger warned ne to watch out for her, and | thought he'd
been working too hard!"

“"What are you getting so excited about?" | asked, calmin the face of
the storm "It was the perfect answer to the problem"”

“"Perfect!" he echoed, back to staring at ne. "We'l|l see how perfect
you think it is when this is all over."

"Why?" | asked with a grin, exhaling snoke in his direction. "Wre
you t hi nki ng about adopting ne before this cane up?"

“I'"ll adopt you," he growl ed, shifting in his chair to get
confortable again. "But right now!| don't have to. What | don't have
the authority to do as your C. O, | have the authority as your
‘father.'” I'"'mgoing to wait until the first tinme you step out of
line, and then I'mreally going to give it to you. If you learn
not hi ng el se during your tinme here, you'll learn not to nmess with
me. "

| | aughed and picked up the notes again, know ng Pete woul d get over
his upset as soon as he got used to the idea. Freddy went to his own
desk, and Pete finally settled dowmmn with work of his own. | was deep
in the notes when | half-noticed that the cigarette was about to burn
ny fingers, so | reached to Pete's ashtray to put it out w thout
really watching what | did. | was trying to figure out what Jeff had
and hadn't included in his classes.
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“What's that?" Pete demanded out of the blue, startling ne.
"What's what ?" | asked bl ankly, | ooking up to see his frown.

"What's that on your wist?" he repeated, grabbing ny hand. The

sl eeve had noved back a little when |I'd reached to the ashtray, and
now he noved it back farther. "How the hell did you do that?" he
demanded, staring at what the sl eeve had covered.

“It's just blistered a little," | said, feeling annoyed. "Anybody
| istening to you would think it was half severed. Let go of ny hand.”

"The hell you say!" he told ne with a glare, still hanging on tight.
"Why didn't you go to the infirmary with it? Are you | ooking for
sonet hi ng seri ous?"

“I was a little busy, and you can't get anything serious fromit," |
snapped in answer. "You' d better make up your m nd whet her you want
me to do a job or to panper nyself. You can't have it both ways."

"How did it get so blistered?" he demanded, noving the sleeve again
to get a better view "And what are those scars fronf"

“It's blistered because the new skin can't take hot water yet," |
explained after getting a better grip on ny tenper. "The scars are
fromnmenory |ane, and | haven't had the tine to have them renoved
yet. Can | get back to what | was doing, or do you want to check ny
pul se too?"

"Freddy, get that first-aid kit over here," Pete ordered, then
returned his attention to his original victim "D ana, you need a

keeper! The way that wist |ooks, it has to hurt. Doesn't the pain
bot her you even a |ittle?"

"Pete, try to listen to what |'msaying," | told himwth a sigh,
finally understanding that his disturbance would not go away w t hout
sone effort on ny part. "I know you don't understand how | work, but

"Il try to explain it to you. No matter what ny feelings are the job
cones first, and |I've learned to ignore things a | ot worse than that
wist to get a job done. If | nmake it through in a reasonabl e nunber
of pieces | can always have whatever's wong taken care of |ater, but
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the prine objective is to get through and get out. Bandages are too
bulky to fit easily in a field pack, and squeam shness doesn't fit
anywhere at all. Now, will you please cool the paternal outrage and

let ne handle it?"

“No," he denied in a flat voice, finally letting ny hand go. "Wile
you' re under ny command you'll take care of yourself the sanme way
everyone el se does. This isn't a hostile planet with everyone agai nst
you. You won't be shot for show ng up on sick call."

“"That's funny," | comented, glad to be able to | ean back again. "I
hadn't noticed the difference. Wiy are you maki ng such a bi g deal out
of this?"

“"Because it explains a note | got this norning," he said, giving ne a
narr ow eyed i nspection. "Wen are you schedul ed for your physical ?"

“I"'mnot," | answered. "Sonmeone nust have decided | | ook too healthy
to need one, and frankly | couldn't be happier. |I've had enough of
doctors and hospitals for a while."

"You'll show up at the infirmary at 0700 tonorrow," he said with a
renewed grow , reaching over to make a note on his desk pad. "I

t hought this Valdon Carter was a nut when he sent ne a nessage
telling me to have the doctors check you over at regular intervals,
but | can see he knows you better than | do. Wio is he?"

"He's a well known congenital idiot!"™ | snarled. Even froma hundred
and fifty mles away, he was still giving ne a hard tine! "If you're
smart you won't listen to a thing he says. He's touched in the head,
but you have to get to know himto realize it. It isn't worth the
trouble."

"Gve ne that wist!" Freddy said sharply fromnext to ne. He'd
gotten the first-aid kit, and he put it on Pete's desk to open it.

"WIl you two quit acting as if I'mat death's door?" | said in
exasperation. "It's only blistered a little!"

“Let himtake care of it," Pete ordered om nously.
| | ooked fromone grimface to the other, then gave Freddy ny wi st.
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Men! If they aren't beating on you, they're doctoring you. Freddy
sneared sone glop on, then added a neat little bandage. Al he left
out was a pink ribbon. When he finished, | went back to the notes

w t hout saying a word. |If | ever got a headache around there, they'd
call in the specialists.

| finished the notes at about 2040 and Freddy wanted to go directly
to the hopper, but | told himl had to make a stop at ny quarters
first. Wien | got to the room | told Elaine and Linda that | had
extra duty and woul dn't be back for a while. Wthout letting them see
what | was doing | got the second souvenir |'d picked up the day

before, then grabbed a jacket. On the way out, | also |left a copy of
nmy pass on the OD' s desk. | didn't need proctors searching the hills
for ne.

We got to the hopper field and on our way right on tine. Freddy set
the course after we were airborne and let the automatic pilot take
over, then he | eaned back.

"You know, | never realized before how casual you are about getting
hurt," he said. "You can't be that used to it."

“"I"'mnot used to it," | returned with a [augh. "No one has that kind
of cool. You just have to learn not to let it bother you when you
can't do anything about it."

“Well, you can do plenty about it here,” he cane back wth a frown.
“If | ever catch you letting sonething Iike that go again, |I'll spank
you till the tears cone."

| stared at himin the faint |ight of the control console, close to
bei ng open- nout hed.

"Freddy, you're not for real," |I finally managed to say. "Do you
remenber the last time | was here at 2, about two and a half years
ago? You got nad about that innocent little gag |I pulled on you, and
deci ded to do sonething to get even. That sonething was handing ne a
chall enge for a fight with padded kenji sticks. W both got away

| ucky because your |onger reach made up for my greater speed, but it
did get kind of brisk. If | recall correctly you weren't too

concerned about ny getting hurt then, and you never, ever threatened
to spank ne. What nmakes things so different now?"
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He was quiet for a mnute, thinking about it. "I don't know," he said
at last. "I can't see nyself handing you a chall enge now, but
spanki ng you seens so ...natural."

“Natural ," | repeated, giving in to the urge to close ny eyes. "I've
got to get rid of this face before it's the last thing | do."

“What are you tal ki ng about?" he asked in confusion, causing ne to
| ook at himagain. It would have been interesting to go into details,
but | decided | needed a short rest fromthe interesting.

“I'"'mnot tal king about anything," |I answered with a headshake. "Just
a slight matter of sanity. But don't you worry about it. Raving
| unacy doesn't hurt nuch after they put you in a rubber room"

“Diana, don't you ever get dizzy thinking thoughts |like that?" he
asked, an odd curiosity showng in his light eyes. "I get dizzy just
|istening to them"

“I guess I'mbuilt of sterner stuff,” | answered with a sigh, then
crossed ny legs. "So let's change the subject. | hear that the
hunting from2 is better than ever. What are the chances of our
getting a little action one of these nights?"

“"Are you crazy?" he suddenly shouted, tw sting around to put his hand
on the back of his seat. "If Pete ever heard you ask a question |ike
that, nothing on this world or any other woul d save you! He's been
working like mad to get the people in Flowerville tal ked out of a
concerted attack on 2! Those lunatic agents and woul d-be agents there
have been sneaking out and killing |l ocals every tinme the nood strikes
them and now you want to go too?"

“I notice that you're not counting the agents and woul d-be agents the
harm ess villagers of Flowerville have accounted for first!" |
countered hotly, twsting around the way he had. "They're the ones
who first decided a few anbushes would nicely fill a long and dreary
night. It's their gane and we play by their rules. Any decent people
|l eft a long tinme ago, when the mnes played out. Al that's |eft now
Is the dregs who are too lazy or too stupid to nove on to a better

pl anet. Are you really so softhearted that you cry when they get what
t hey ask for?"
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He nmade an effort to get control of his anger, then ran a weary hand
t hrough his light hair.

“Look, Diana," he muttered, glancing down at his palns. "I can't deny
t hat what you say is true. But Pete is trying to put a stop to this
trouble, and as far as |'mconcerned what he wants, | want. |'ve

wor ked for himtoo long for it to be any other way."
| cal mned down too, and studied himfor a m nute.

“"You really are fond of that stubborn old man, aren't you?" | asked.
"You should have told ne, brother, then | never would have tenpted
you. Let's both call him'daddy' when we get back."

“"Don't you 'brother' ne," he said with a grin, poking a finger at ne.
“I'"ve been trying to get you into a dark corner since the first tine
we net, and | have no intention of dropping the idea just because you
changed your | ooks. How about stopping off for a drink in nmy quarters
when we get back? |'Il close ny eyes and pretend you're not a cadet."

"Freddy, |ove, you don't have quarters, you have a parlor,” | told
himwith a laugh. "But you're set up for flies, not black w dows. And
besides that, | never drink when |I'mworking - but don't stop trying.
It's good for ny ego."

“I't's not doing much for mne, but surrender is not the mlitary
way, " he responded, a sigh clear in the words before his tone
suddenly changed. "Hey, take a | ook down there. They nust be busy
toni ght."

| | ooked out the hopper wi ndow to where he pointed, and then | ooked
away again. Even in the dark the | oom ng bul k of Blue Skies was nuch
too famliar, the activity going on neaning a | ot of unpl easantness
had happened to sonebody. Being rushed to Blue Skies was never
sonet hi ng an agent | ooked forward to, even if they were in any
condition to | ook forward to things...

“"We should be at 2 in another mnute,” | commented in a very casual
way, brushing at a crease in Freddy's uniform bl ouse. "I hope you've
been practicing your |andings. The last tine | was black and bl ue all
over."
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“One nore crack about ny | andings and you'll be black and bl ue all
over again," he countered, pushing ny hand away. "Before the |anding."

| grinned but didn't say anything el se, and sure enough, he nessed up
the landing again. Normally he had no nore trouble wth | andi ngs than
with any other part of the flight, but ny commenting on it made him

t hi nk about it and that was a sure-fire guarantee that sonething
woul d go wr ong.

It was a short walk fromthe hopper field to the large, well-lit
bui |l di ng that housed the quarters and cl assroons of the people at 2.
We passed the guards, then found our way to the roomthe class was
being held in. Freddy said he hoped there wouldn't be too many appl es
on the desk, and we both | aughed as we wal ked in. You don't find many
appl e polishers at 2.

| took off ny jacket and threw it on the desk, then | ooked around at
t he audi ence. There were about twenty of them nen and wonen, and
there wasn't a servile face in the bunch. Wien | checked the back of
the room ny eyebrows rose in surprise, but when | stopped to think
about the matter it was obvious that Val would be there. He hadn't
been on Jeff's class |ist because Jeff had |left the sane day Val and
| had arrived. Val was staring at ne as if he hadn't seen ne for a
nont h, and his gaze kept shifting to Freddy.

"Hey!" sonebody said in a loud voice. "I thought this class was for
grownups. Isn't it time for little kiddies to be honme in bed?"

| found the big-nouth, a young, dark-haired, freedom!l oving kind of
squirt, and | ooked him over.

"You nust be sonething else in diplomacy class,"” | observed. "Meet
t he new teacher."

Sonebody el se m ght have thought about it, but he was the brash sort
who knew all the answers.

“"Cone on!" he snorted. "This class is handl ed only by Special Agents.
If you're a Special Agent, why are you dressed up |like a cadet? And
why aren't you carrying any of the newest weapons?"
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Know ng Jeff, |'d known I'd run into the weapons question. Jeff had a
weakness for every new toy the research departnent cane up with, and
he |i ked to show them off. Happily he dropped the weakness when he
got down to business, but infiltration class didn't qualify.

“What | wear is ny business,"” | answered w thout anger, "and |I'm an
ol d-fashioned girl." | brought the knife out of nmy thigh sheath fast,
and flipped it into the wooden desk. It was a good class ...only half
of them junped. "I happen to |ike ol d-fashi oned weapons."”

“Where did you get that?" Freddy demanded, com ng away fromthe wall

he'd been | eaning on. "Pete still has the original you were
carrying."”

“It's funny you should nention that," | said, turning nmy head to | ook
at him "Sonmehow, com ng honme from Pete's office yesterday afternoon,
| must have lost ny way. | found nyself in this big place with

t housands of these things, and since there were so many | decided no
one would mss just one so | borrowed it."

"You broke into the arnory!" he accused as a light ripple of |aughter
went through the room "Wt until Pete finds out about this!"

"You can't break into a place that has no locks,” | told himpriny.
"All you can do is stay away fromthe guards. And Freddy, | want to
ask you sonething privately.” I wiggled a finger at him and he cane

close. "Did Pete ever find out what happened to that box of Leverian
cigars that disappeared on hinP" | put very softly.

Freddy flushed and stared at ne. "Ruining themwas an accident, but

how did you find out about it?" he demanded in a hiss. "You weren't
even here!"

“I"ve got friends," | replied wth a grin, keeping ny voice |ow
"Those friends usually find out whatever there is to find out. If
Pete hears about nmy knife, you can be sure he'll hear about those
cigars."

“"That's blackmail," he grow ed, putting his fists on his hips.

“I's that what it's called?" | asked in the mldest of tones. "Il've
al ways | ooked on it as swapping favors. Does Pete still foam at the
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nout h at the thought of those cigars?”

"You win," he conceded, not |ooking at all pleased. "But there's got
to be sonething in that story about you being related to Pete. You're
too much like himfor it to be an accident.”

| |aughed and turned back to the class as Freddy returned to his
pi ece of wall. The class nenbers hadn't heard nmuch of what had gone

on between Freddy and ne, but they had seen hi mback down. It had
satisfied nost of them but not | oudnouth.

“"You can't tell nme a knife cones anywhere near a disruptor," he
Il nsi sted, waving a hand at ne. "You can't do anything with a knife."

“I'"l'l bet your nane is Nalvidi," | said as |I | ooked himup and down,
and the rest of the class chuckl ed.

Loudnout h frowned. "Sure ny nane is Nalvidi," he returned

belligerently. "What about it?"

“"This about it," | said with patience, pulling the knife out of the
har dwood desktop. "If you're so foolish as to go on with this course
of training, you will one day find yourself in a place where you have
to get by a very alert guard. But the place will also be one where
the first vibration of a disruptor will set off about six hundred
different alarns. You will then have two choices: either go back
where you cane fromw thout conpleting your assignnent, or doing
this."

There was a sectioned figure of a man on a chart hanging on the wall
tony left. It had the cardinal death points marked out in red and
was obviously a visual aid for another class, but that didn't nean |
couldn't make use of it. | threwthe knife hard, and it buried itself
In the heart section of the chart and went part way into the wall.

“I know Jeff likes to play with all of the newest weapons, but he can
do that too," | continued into a pleasing silence. "So can nost of

us. | usually carry a nonnetallic knife as well, but I'mtraveling

| i ght these days."

|'d spoken dryly and had gl anced at Val. He sat there show ng faint
amusenent as he enjoyed the show, but that was only because he didn't
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know it was soon to be his turn.

"But what happens if the guy is in arnor and there are no alarns to
set of f?" Nalvidi insisted again.

“"Then you use a disruptor, if you ve |earned which end of it to

point," | canme back, finally losing patience. "I'mnot saying a knife
I's the only weapon you shoul d concern yourself w th, because |'ve
| earned to handl e nost of the conventional ones around. I'mtrying to

tell you that flexibility is the key. Don't ever fall so in |love with
a plan or weapon that you stick to it no matter what new i nformation
you cone across. That's the fastest way to a cheap funeral ."

| was wasting ny breath with Nalvidi, who sat there with a stubborn,
di sbelieving | ook on his face, and | knew that as well as Jeff had
known, but | said it anyway. Nalvidi wasn't the only one in the
class; if what | said made sone of the others think, it was worth it.

"I know just about where Jeff left off, and we'll get on with it in a
mnute," | continued. "Right now!l'd like to tell you sonething about
how | run a class. You'll never find ne taking attendance, and if

hal f of you don't show up fromnow on | won't even notice. | don't
gi ve exans because they're a waste of tine; either you learn this
stuff or you don't. | already know it, and that's one of the reasons
why I"'mstill alive. If you think you can do without it, go ahead and

try. It's not ny neck.

“"You w ||, however, be expected to pass a final examin this course,
but don't start making up gyp sheets. The final is a field test, and
wher ever you get sent, don't think for a mnute that the ammunition
isn't live. And don't try to punp ne for |ocations, because | have
nothing to do with that part of it.

"That's just about it except for one last thing that doesn't really
belong in this course, but I'll throwit in anyway." | turned to Val
and purred, "Agent Carter, when you're out on business, what's the
only thing that should be concerning you?"

Val ' s anmusenent strengthened, and he opted for the gane of "bait the
t eacher."

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon08.html (21 of 27)18/09/2005 15:00:09



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 8

"The bl ue-eyed redhead you've got your arns around?" he asked with
full innocence. The class broke up, so | smlingly waited for themto
run down. Val had played right into ny hands, but then nothing he
coul d have said woul d have saved him

“That's not as funny as it sounds,” | said when they were finally
quiet. "Agent Carter's ny partner, and that's why we're both here

now. It was what was concerning himthe last tinme we were out

t oget her, and we were al nost killed because of it." Then | gave Val a
significant |ook. "That sort of thing nakes your partner think about
finding soneone else to teamwth."

The cl ass wasn't | aughing any |onger, and nost of themhad turned to
stare at Val. He, on the other hand, was staring at ne, and there was
no expression on his face. He had to have been feeling the stupidity
of what he'd al nbst done on Xanadu, but in a way the situation al so
paid hi m back for the needling he'd done over the | ast coupl e of
weeks. He could have tried to protest the interpretation |'d put on
his actions, but if he had he woul d have sounded as if he were naking
excuses. He had no choice but to sit there and take it, and that was
fine with ne.

“Let's get on with the work," | continued, ignoring Val and his
di spl easure. "Jeff had you nenorize infiltration info on a particul ar
target. Who's supposed to | ead the way?"

A girl signaled casually wth her hand, and | was surprised to see
t hat she was a bl ue-eyed redhead too. She nust have had fun with
Val's comment.

"I have that pleasure and privilege," she said with a grin. "My nane
I s Hughes."

Jeff had had sone interesting things to say about Hughes, and | was
curious to see if he was right. "Okay, Hughes," | agreed. "Take it
away. "

The girl | eaned back in her chair and began to explain the
infiltration problem but | didn't need her commentary to recall the
time in detail. Margaret Renistow had been appoi nted anbassador to
the planet Dagristol with a good deal of nervousness on the part of
the Council, but not because Margaret was unqualified. Madam Reni st ow
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was an excel |l ent anbassador with a brilliant career record behind
her, but Dagristol is a planet of nonhumans with a |long track record
of maki ng troubl e.

Soneone deci ded that Margaret woul d have the best chance to cal mthe
Dagris with her charmand wit. Before the thing was thought all the
way t hrough, the new anbassador had al ready taken up residence in the
Federation's enbassy on Dagristol. If anyone had bothered to check,

t hey woul d have di scovered that the Dagri's had an exaggerated sense
of protection toward their own rather delicate females. But if anyone
had bot hered to check, they probably would have cone up with the

wr ong concl usi ons.

When the Dagris laid eyes on Margaret, they imediately attached the
wrong sort of inportance to the deference shown her and pronptly

ki dnapped her. Their letter of demands ran about five-and-a-half
pages, listing everything they could think of to ask for and then
sone, but the anbassador's place of detention was included in the

| etter of announcenent they sent. The Council requested a short tine
to consider the demands, all the tine counting on the Special Agent
who had been sent to get Margaret back where she bel onged.

Hughes descri bed the buil di ng where the anbassador had been hel d,
then went into the details of the infiltration itself. She went al ong
step by step, and | didn't say a word until she was nore than half
way t hrough.

"l go gracefully down the central hall until | cone to a series of
arches," Hughes said, pointing wth her right hand, her eyes up
toward the ceiling in nmenory. "I decide that the third arch holds the

nost appeal for nme, so | tiptoe through -

“"And then gracefully fall down dead," | interrupted with a pl easant
smle. "The third arch is boobytrapped. It's the fourth arch that's
cl earable.”

She studied ne for a nonent then asked quietly, "How do you know?
You're not even follow ng the nmaster."

"Jeff needed the master but | don't,"” | said, shifting on the edge of
the desk where |1'd been sitting. "This was ny operation and you don't
forget things |ike that."
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She flipped up sone papers, and checked her copy of the master. "D.
Santee, " she nused.

“"D. for Diana," | supplied. "I know you think this exercise is B for

boring and | can't really blanme you, but this is one subject in which
on the job training gets a bit hazardous. You have to have sone idea

of what to expect when it's your turn at the real thing. Getting used
to nmenorizing data properly can drive you up the wall, but you'l

find it comes in handy."

She t hought about it with her head part way down, then raised her
eyes again. "Wuld you mnd if | started over?" she asked.

"Go right ahead," | agreed with a smle, gesturing to her. "And you
can be as graceful as you like."

She grinned and started again, and this tinme went all the way through
W t hout a mstake. | would not nornally have all owed a second chance
- after all, you so rarely get themin real life - but she didn't
need t he point bel abored. And | suppose ny nell owness of nobod was
added to by the nenory of how indignantly funny Margaret had been
when |'d found her.

She' d been ready to take on the whol e planet in personal conbat,
nearly crowning ne with a stool before realizing | was there to get

her out. It had taken nore than a little diplomcy on ny part to get
her cal mred down enough to follow ne w thout going off on her own. |[f
she had she woul d have tripped every al arm and boobytrap in the

pl ace, but once we'd started back she'd followed ny orders precisely
and wi t hout questi on.

She was a big wonman, nearly bigger than ne, and had taken great

pl easure in giving ne a hand when we ran into a small Dagri patrol.
Once all the dust had cleared, she'd insisted on ny joining her on
her private yacht for a small celebration. It turned out that she
knew ny not her, and between drinks and courses of food we uncovered a
nunber of other nutual acquai ntances. Not every assi gnnent ends as

pl easantly as that one had, and it was nice to have a nenory |ike
that to | ook back on.

Things went well after that, and | was relieved to find that there
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was only one Nalvidi. Sone of the wonen and fewer of the nen would
not nmake it unless a mracle happened, but that was about average. At
2300 | wrapped it up, telling theml|'d see themagain on day 1 of the
foll ow ng week. | was over near the chart, trying to get ny knife out
of the wall, when Val cane up behind ne.

“I want to talk to you," he grow ed, hovering threateningly over ny
head. "I think you need sone adjustnents nade in your sense of
hunor . "

| got the knife free, replaced it in the thigh sheath, then turned to
smle pleasantly at him

“"Not while I"mthe teacher,” | informed himgently. "If you get a bad

evaluation in this course the Council will have to find sonething
el se for you to do, because they won't dare turn you | oose as an
agent. Was there anything el se you want ed?"

"You can bet on it," he answered, giving ne that old |ook. "W're
still going to have that private talk, and I'lIl take nmy chances with
t he Council."

He wrapped his hand around ny arm but suddenly Freddy was there
ri ght next to us.

“"Are you ready to | eave, D ana?" he asked in a cal mand quiet way.
“"Your pass won't be good beyond 2330."

Val let go of ne, and he and Freddy | ooked at each other. Wnen

exam ne ot her wonen with an eye out for possible conpetition, but nen
tend to have a stallion-of-the-herd conplex. If they're anything

ali ke physically, they neasure each ot her wondering who would win if
it got down to fists and feet.

“"Freddy Drunmmond, neet Val Carter," | put in, wondering if either one
of them would hear ne. "I'mset now, Freddy. All | need is ny
| acket . "

| went to get the jacket fromthe desk and cane back with it, and Val
and Freddy still hadn't said a word to each other. So | wal ked to the
door and waited, and a |long nonent |ater Freddy tore hinself away and
] oi ned ne.
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"You didn't have to do that," | said as we |left the classroom and
made our way down the hall. "He's always threatening ne ...l1 think
It's his persecution conplex."

“Is it really his fault that you're stuck here as a cadet?" Freddy
asked, his voice tight and his eyes | ooking strai ght ahead.

“Partly," | responded, glancing over at Freddy. "But only partly. |
t hought you knew ne better than that."

“You can't nean you were |ying?" he demanded i n unexpl ai ned outrage,
stoppi ng short to turn and stare down at ne. "Don't you know what
everyone in that roomthinks of himnow? They think he can't keep his
m nd out of a bed |ong enough to do a job right! That's a hell of a
thing to do to sonebody!"

“"Well, | beg your pardon,” | said, |ooking himup and dowmn. "If |I'd
known he was your father | would have restrai ned nyself."

Freddy reddened and scow ed at ne. "I ought to break your neck," he
rasped, and then strode away.

"Hey!" | yelled after him know ng none of that nade any sense. "Wat
is the matter with you?"

He stopped short again, then turned back to ne.

“I was going to hit himfor you," he growed, his fists tightly
cl enched, his face a mask of fury. "What does that nake nme?"

"Sonebody with a |lousy nenory,"” | answered, suddenly regretting his
pain as | noved up to where he stood. "Can't you renenber | can take
care of nyself? Freddy - "

“No!" he snapped, refusing to hear anything nore fromne. "Let's go."

He strode off down the hall again, leaving ne to follow after himto
the landing field. | tried everything | could think of to jolly him
out of it, but we got back to the Acadeny's hopper field and he was
still answering in nonosyll ables. The one thing that bothered ne nost
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was the fact that his |anding was perfect.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 9

0500 cane too early the next norning. | groaned out of bed and
managed to get out quickly by ignoring the fact that nmy heart wasn't
beating yet. Mrrison and Averi cane by wwth the sane routine, and |
responded perfectly if sonmewhat blurrily. The calisthenics woke nme up
enough so that | was able to get in to breakfast at the sane tine as
the day before. After Pete got there | started out for my first

cl ass, but Mrrison stopped ne at the door.

“"Where are you headed?" she asked, |eaning one shoul der against the
door | anb.

“"To ny first class,” | answered, surprised at the question.

"Wong," she said. "You were ordered to be sonewhere else at 0700,
remenber? |'mhere to see that you don't | ose your way."

"Where am | supposed to be?" | put with a frowm. "I don't renenber
any orders about - oh."

Al'l at once the nenory cane back. Pete and his hysterics of the night
bef ore.

“*Ch' is right,” Mrrison said, opening the door so that the two of
us could go through. Wien we were out on the street she added, "It

| ooks |i ke your canpaign m ght be working on the colonel after all.
He told nme to nmake sure you got over to the infirmary. Sounds |ike
he's getting concerned about you."

“l don't want himto be concerned that way," | grunbled, kicking at a
pebble. "He's treating ne |ike a baby. | don't know how he found out

|"d hurt nyself, but you should have heard him He went on for hours!
But at |east he was talking to ne."

“"Was that all he did?" she asked, glancing sideways at ne. "You were
over there an awfully long tine."

She was tal king about the tine |I'd spent at 2. She nust have been
checking up on ne, so it was tine to do a bit of inventing.
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“"No, that's not all he did," | answered in a | ow voi ce, |ooking down
at ny feet. "He did sonething el se too."

"What ?" she asked with fairly well hidden anmusenent.

| glanced at her and then sighed. "He was so mad | hadn't said
anyt hi ng about being hurt that he had ne stand in a corner for nore
than two hours," | grudged. "See? He thinks |I'm a baby, and I
couldn't even see himfromthere."

“Believe ne, that's progress,"” she said with a gentle |augh. "He has
to start out treating you |like a baby to get hinself used to the fact
that you're his daughter. Once he's used to it, he'll be able to
treat you |ike a young wonman."

"How long will that take?" | asked, adding another sigh. "I don't
know how long I can stand it."

“"Don't conplain,"” she advised. "There are worse things than standi ng
in a corner.”

We had reached the infirmary, so we dropped the discussion and went
on in to the narrow, antiseptic-snelling reception area. There was a
corpsman on duty behind the counter, and when he | ooked up | gave him
ny nane.

"Oh, yes,
you in roomeight. You can go right in.

he said, checking a paper. "There's a doctor waiting for

| gave Morrison a wy | ook, then followed the arrow signs down a
corridor to the left to roomeight. | opened the door, took one | ook
at the doctor, then got inside fast and cl osed the door behind ne.

“"H, Diana," the doctor said with a grin. "You' re |ooking different
t hese days."

“What the hell are you doing here, Ral ph?" | demanded, barely seeing
the plain, |light green examning room "Are you trying to blowthis
whol e thing for ne?"
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"Wasn't ny idea," he responded wth a shrug, |eaning one armon the
hi gh, padded table. Ralph is a tall man in his forties who has never
had the | east doubt that being a doctor neans you' re responsible for
the entire human race. He was | ooking ne over carefully but only as a
possi bl e patient, and | had often wondered if he had ever noticed
that | was a wonman.

“"Pete called ne last night after 2100," Ral ph continued, "and told ne
that if | wasn't here by 0700 he'd arrange ny own private firing
squad. "

“"What is wong with that man?" | funmed, seeing Pete's face in ny

m nd's eye and wi shing he was within throttling di stance. "Doesn't he
have any doctors around here? Did he have to go all the way to Bl ue
Skies to find soneone to bandage ny wist?"

“He nentioned sonet hing about a physical too,"” Ralph said in his
driest tone, not in the | east upset by ny nood. "The way he spoke, |

al nost believe he's had you as a patient too."

| put ny hands on ny hips to stare at himfor a nonent, then took a
deep breat h.

“All right," |I conceded, but not very graciously. "Let's get it over
wi t h. Does anyone around here know you're from Bl ue Ski es?"

"Sorry, but they do," he apol ogi zed, his mld gaze serious. "Does it
make that nuch of a difference?”

“I't mght if anyone starts to wonder why | need a doctor fromthe
speci al hospital to take ny tenperature," | said, starting to peel
off the uniform "If that happens I'l|l play dunmb, but 1'll also take
the first opportunity to give Pete a king-sized headache. Then he can

call you back to treat him"™

Ral ph chuckl ed, but the conversation had no chance to distract him
from busi ness. | stretched out on the padded table, and he went to
work wi thout a word. The physical was fast but really thorough, as
he'd gotten a |ot of practice working at Blue Skies. Wien he had
finished, he put aside the last of his instrunents to study ne.
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“"You're still working, | see,
surroski n?"

he observed. "Wy did you need the

“I took too long a bath and ny own skin shrank,"” | answered, putting
ny hands behi nd ny head. "Are you thinking of starting a new career

I n asking silly questions?"

“"You're a lot nore tense than | like to see,"” he said quietly. "And
whatever it is that you ran into, you're not all the way back yet.
How tired do you feel these days?"

“"No worse than usual when | don't get a solid fourteen hours," |
said, stretching a little. "Are you trying to tell nme | should be off
on a beach sonewhere, | hope?"

“It's not that bad," he returned with a small |augh, then watched as
| sat up, got off the table, and started to get dressed again. "Just
take it as easy as you can for a while. No sense in | ooking for
trouble. And no nore hot water on that wist. If you can't get the
grime off wwth warm |eave it there."

"Cl ever, doctor, very clever," | said with a grudging grin as |
retied ny tie. "Can | get out of here now?"

"Go ahead," he said, gesturing toward the door with one hand. "But if
you run into any problens, call nme. | don't m nd nmaki ng house calls
for old custoners."”

"Ex-custoners," | corrected with a last glance at him and then |
| eft.

Morrison was gone, but she had left word that | could go back to
schedul e as soon as | was through. | walked into ny first class
thirty-five mnutes late, only to find that the proctor in charge
hadn't heard about any special orders. | alnost told hi mwhere I'd
been before | renenbered what he m ght hear if he called the
infirmary to check. | opted for "No excuse, sir," took the five
denerits, then spent the remaining tine there telling nyself that if
sonet hi ng horri bl e happened to Pete it would make nore probl ens, not
fewer.

By the tine | got to the next class, | alnost had nyself convinced.
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The only change fromthe day before was being ordered to an enpty
roomto spend the tinme between 1230 and 1300, and 1700 and 1740. Pete
knew | needed tine to put together eval uations and progress reports
for the class at 2, so he'd arranged for sone privacy. Wen the tine
was up | found a good place in the roomfor the alnost finished
reports, and left themthere. | went back at 1910, but had to cut it
short. | was due at the dance at 1930, and probably woul d have been
arrested if 1'd turned up | ate.

The dance was being held in the ness hall, and when | got there |

| ooked around at all the shining young faces. In spite of the size of
the crowd | spotted Elaine talking to a boy who | ooked interested in
her. | smled faintly, then tried to |lose nyself anong all the
uniforns. |f brown-eyes couldn't find ne he couldn't pester ne, but
ny |uck hadn't changed poles yet. | was squeezing between the tightly
packed bodi es the sidelines of a dance al ways have, when ny arm was
grabbed fromthe left. | turned ny head, and the boy's grinning face
was right there.

“"For a while I thought |1'd never find you, then | renenbered to | ook
for that red hair," he said, still holding onto ny arm "I'm sure
glad you're not a brunette.”

“"You really know how to hurt a girl, don't you?" |I comrented. "lsn't
t here anyone else in this whole place for you to annoy?"

“"Nope," he returned with a grin. "You're the one and only | ove of ny
life. Why didn't you tell ne you' re the Commandant's daughter? That
makes it even better."

"How did you hear about that?" | asked wth a frown.

“It's all over the place,
to be a secret?"

he answered in surprise. "Was it supposed

“Not exactly,” |I nmuttered. |I'd hoped the story woul d spread through
the proctor ranks, but | hadn't expected it to get to the cadets this
qui ckly.
“"Let's dance,"” he said, then pushed ne ahead of himtoward the center
of the floor. | gave up and went along quietly, wondering how | ong

t hese dances lasted. If it took too long, |'d probably end up in a
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straight jacket.

We danced for about half an hour, and | m ght have enjoyed it in
spite of everything if the running around |I'd done for the | ast
coupl e of days hadn't started to catch up with ne. | felt tired from
the inside out, and that kind of tiredness isn't easy to ignore.

"How about taking a break, brown-eyes?" | suggested after we'd
finished flying to sonething called "Good Golly, Mss Mdlly." "I'd
hate to have to be carried off the floor."

"Sure,"” he agreed pleasantly, "but ny nane's Doug, Doug Sanmerin.
Didn't | tell you?"

“"No," | said positively. "If |I'd ever heard your nanme | know I
woul dn't have forgotten.”

"That proves it," he said, chucking me under the chin. "You really do
| i ke me, don't you?"

There was just nothing to say to that. W got sone unknown poi son

di squi sed as fruit punch and sipped it, then went back to the dance
floor. A low, dreany nunber had started, and Doug had just put his
arns around ne when a hand and arm reached frombehind ne to tap him
on the shoul der.

“Cutting in," said a nmuch too famliar voice, and | turned to see Val
standing there with a faint smle on his face. |I gl anced at Doug, but
he was staring at the Agent First Cass I.D. Val wore.

“"How many of these guys do you know?" Doug asked plaintively, his
eyes glued to the I.D.

"At | east one too many," | responded dryly, then | ooked at Doug
si deways. "You're not going to let himcut in, are you?"

“Are you kidding?" Doug asked in a squeaky voice, turning a bit pale
as he stared up at vVal. "I think I need sone nore of that fruit
punch. "

He backed off quickly then turned and di sappeared into the crowd, so
| | ooked back at Val.
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“"Hail the conquering hero," | said, sweeping ny armout to one side.

“And don't you forget it," he replied with a nod, then reached over
and put his arns around ne. He held ne to himand started to nove to
the nmusic, guiding ny steps as if he'd been doing it all his life. |
wasn't sure how | felt about his being there and wasn't about to stop
and ask nyself, but the tiredness I'd felt had sonehow i ncreased
quite a |ot.

“"Where did you learn to dance?" | finally asked as we noved snoot hly
over the floor. "You' re not the sane wallflower | knew just a short
whi | e ago. "

"Oh, | picked it up here and there," he answered, holding ne a little
closer. "I've always been a quick study."
"Then when are you going to learn to stay where you bel ong?" | asked,

I gnoring how good his arns felt around ne. "You have no busi ness
bei ng here."

“"Don't tell nme you're going to have troubl e explaining ne away," he
asked wth what was probably supposed to be shock. "I find that hard
to believe."

“"There's nothing to explain,” | replied wth a shrug. "W got to know
each other on the liner com ng here, renenber? | guess you j ust
deci ded to renew t he acquai ntanceship."”

"That sounds reasonable,” he agreed in a nmurnmur, and | noved ny head
back to get a better | ook at him

"What are you up to?" | asked wth suddenly awakeni ng suspi ci on.
"When you agree with nme, | nust be saying sonething wong."

“I"'mnot up to anything,"” he said with his own shrug. "I just cane to
dance with Col onel Rodriguez's daughter. And such a young daughter
she is, too. I'll be that if she did anything out of the way, the

col onel woul d make her regret the day she was born."

“Val ," | began with a frown. "You wouldn't -
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“"Explain this away," he said, his tone as dry as his gaze was hard.
He stopped dancing, held ne so tight | couldn't breathe, then kissed
me as though we were alone together in bed. | pounded at himw th ny
fists, but I mght as well have been waving themin the air. Normally
| could have gouged his eyes with ny thunbs, dug ny fingernails in
his ear | obes, gone for the pain spots under his jaw - anythi ng! But

| wasn't supposed to know about things |like that. | struggled and
managed to knee himwhile pretending to kick his shins, and when he
folded a little wwth the pain | pulled |oose.

W were standing in alnost the exact center of the hall, and in all
that crowd there wasn't a single sound to be heard or a single eye
that wasn't on us. Then there were a | ot of sharp, rustling noises
that started behind ne and spread quickly to the rest of the hall.
When | saw everyone in view standing at attention | turned slowy -
to see Pete standing ranrod strai ght watching everything that was
happeni ng. Wth a silent groan, | also got to attention.

“"What' s goi ng on here?" Pete growl ed, conmng closer to stare at Val.
"Sir, he - " | began, but Pete cut nme off.
“Not you," he ordered, keeping his eyes directly on Val. "You."

“It's all ny fault, Colonel," Val said, looking really and truly
ashanmed of hinmself. "I shouldn't have cone here, but we did get to
know each other on the liner comng out, and | thought that seeing
her one nore tine wouldn't hurt anything. | know she's really too
young to conpl etely understand what she's doing, but |'mold enough
to understand and shoul d have controlled nyself no natter what she

said or did. 1'd like to apol ogi ze for what happened, and assure you
that it will never happen again."”
Hearing all that, | wanted to close ny eyes with the pain. No fifteen-

year-old girl is too young to understand about sex, no matter where
she cones from Pete noved his green-ice eyes to ne, then | ooked
sonewhat past ne.

“Maj or Drunmond, " he said. "Have you been here | ong enough to see the
begi nni ng of this?"

| hadn't known that Freddy was in the hall until he cane out of the
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crowd to stand besi de ne.

“"Yes, sir," he told Pete. "I saw the whole thing. | beg your pardon,
Col onel, but it did seemas if she was - ah - encouraging him"

Pete turned back to Val, and that was when Freddy | eaned toward ne
and whi spered, "I renenbered this tinme. Go ahead and protect

yoursel f."

“I think you'd better |eave now," Pete was saying to Val while |I told
nyself | was being an idiot for feeling odd. So what if they'd ganged
up on ne at a tinme when | wasn't free to fight back? Wasn't that the
way the universe usually handled things? | just hadn't thought they
woul d ...foolish of ne...

“I think you'd better | eave now," Pete said to Val. "I'l| see that
this is straightened out, but you'd better understand that it won't
be smart if you cone back."

"I do understand,"” Val said in a quiet, serious way. "Good night,
Col onel, and | hope you accept ny apol ogy."

Pete watched Val |eave, then he turned back to nme and his green eyes
were frozen solid.

“"As for you," he growl ed, "you cone with ne."

He grabbed nmy left wist then took off for the kitchen, dragging ne
al ong behind him He noved so fast that | alnost couldn't keep up,
forcing nme to half run just to stay on ny feet. He blasted through
t he swi ngi ng doors, stopped about ten feet inside, then pulled ne
around in a half circle to face him

“"Sir, he's lying," | said quickly, know ng the war was | ost but still
needing to try. "I didn't - "

“I's Freddy lying too?" he rapped in a fury, still holding tight to ny

wist. "If | hadn't taken his suggestion and cone here to check on
you tonight, you probably would have gotten away wth it! \Woever
that agent is, | doubt if he would have reported you!"

| realized then that Val's nane hadn't been clearly visible on his I.
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D. If Pete had seen the nane he m ght have suspected | was bei ng
franmed. | wanted to tell himwho Val was, but there were dozens of
faces pressed close to the glass in the kitchen doors and doubl e
dozens of ears opened w de.

"Sir, please listen to ne," | tried again, trying to pull nyself out
of the weariness that had joined the tiredness. Wariness isn't the
sane feeling, but | mght as well have saved ny breath. Pete was
still too mad to |listen to anything.

“I'f you cane here wth the express purpose of enbarrassing ne, you've
achi eved your goal," he rasped. "You'll forgive ne if | return the
favor."

He dropped to one knee, pushed ne over the other one, and started to
return the favor in the way he'd once said he would. He was really
furious, but after only a very short while he seened to get it out of
his system He pushed ne back to ny feet and stood, then he stal ked
over to the kitchen doors. The faces di sappeared as if by magic, and
he opened one of the doors.

“Morrison!" he roared. "In here!" Wien Morrison cane rushing up, he
grow ed, "Take her back to her quarters and see that she stays there
until further notice."

Morrison crooked a finger at me, so | went to her wthout comment.
Pete was surely still glaring at ne, but he'd gotten his own back so
there was no reason to look at him Instead | followed Mrrison

t hrough the unnatural quiet of the ness hall and outside, where she
st opped and turned to ne.

"l told you there were worse things than standing in a corner," she
said with an annoyance that was al nost personal. "If you were trying
to show hi myou're not a baby, you couldn't have picked a worse way."
"I guess you're right," | agreed, still working to stay in character.
"But at least he did get it out of his system"

“I wouldn't count on that," she warned, starting us wal ki ng agai n.
“Toni ght you brought out the father in him but tonorrow I'mwlling
to bet that the colonel wll be back in charge."
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| realized she was probably right, but there was nothing | could do
about that either. W wal ked back to ny quarters, and once | was

I nsi de she cl osed the door and left ne alone. | stripped and lit a
cigarette before getting into bed, but refused to | et nyself think
about what had happened. | still had a job to do, and thinking
personal thoughts while working isn't a very good i dea.

Li nda and El ai ne got back together, and El ai ne bl ushed and refused to
| ook at nme. Linda, though, surprised ne by not gloating. She stopped
near ny bunk and | ooked down at ne, twirling a strand of her hair
around her finger.

"l have to admt that he was worth it," she grudged. "Were did you
find hinP"

| turned away fromthe deep interest she showed w t hout answeri ng.
Any answer | could have given just would have proved how gullible I
really am

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 10

| m ssed calisthenics the next norning, but |I m ssed breakfast too.
Day 7 is usually a day off, devoted to whatever you'd like to use it
for, and I'd been |looking forward to it to catch up on sone sl eep.
But when Morrison called for ne at 0800, | could tell from her face
that sleep was the last thing |I'd be getting.

“Let's go," she said wwth a sigh. "The colonel is back in charge." |
| eft my bunk wi thout a word, and when we got outside she headed
directly for the exercise fields. "You ve got a full day ahead of
you, " she added, "and | don't think he considers you a baby anynore.

She glanced at ne as if expecting ne to comment, but there wasn't
really much to be said. | walked along in silence, trying to resign
nyself to what was conming, but it didn't work very well. There was a
mal e proctor waiting at the exercise fields, and he | ooked |ike the
patient but hunorless sort.

"There's a set of fatigues inside the equi pnment shed,"” he said in a
flat voice. "Get in themfast and cone back out. W have a lot to
cover."

| changed out of ny uniformin the equi pnent shed, and cane back out
to find Morrison already gone. The male proctor, though, was still
very much there.

"The col onel would |ike you to begin with a brisk trot around the
track," the man said, pointing toward the large dirt oval that we
stood near. "In fact, he'd like you to go a nunber of tines around
it."

When he didn't add anything | asked, "How many tines, sir?"

“You'll find out when you're finished," the man said with the hint of
a smle, and then it vanished. "Get started."

There was no way to argue so | trotted around the track until I'd
al most worn a rut init, but the proctor just stood and watched. |
was starting what seened |ike the four hundredth |Iap when | tripped
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and alnost fell, and that seened to wake hi m up.

“"That's enough for now," he called out. "You can finish the rest
| ater. Right now | have another job for you."

| was sweating and short of breath as he | ed ne through the dust to
t he back of the equi pnent shed and pointed to a stack of boxes.

"Those just cane in, but they're in the wong place," he said. "Mve

t hem around to the front of the shed."

| barely glanced at himbefore grabbing the first box. It wasn't too

heavy, not when it felt like it was only half full of |ead, but the

i nteresting part of the exercise was yet to cone. That woul d be when
t he man decided he didn't want the boxes around the front of the shed
after all, and I'd have to nove them back. | wore a rut around the
shed to the left bringing themout and a matching one to the right

t aki ng t hem back, and when | had finally finished there wasn't enough
oxygen left in the air.

"It's after 1200 hours," the proctor nused, |looking at his wist. "I

think 1'lIl get sone lunch. You can rest while |I'm gone, but don't
worry. | won't be long."
| watched him | eave before | collapsed where | was. | stretched out

flat on the ground, the dull glare of a dust-covered noon baki ng down
on me, fighting not to think how much better a job Eternity woul d
have done that tine instead of the d ue.

The proctor cane back in about twenty-five m nutes, and after he'd
given ne a drink of water we started all over again. | spent the
first two hundred | aps around the track wonderi ng where the bread
was.

It was late in the afternoon and |'d been standing at attention for
nore than an hour when Freddy showed up. The proctor glanced at him
t hen noved far enough away so that he was out of hearing range. |
kept my eyes straight ahead and didn't nove, and Freddy stared at ne
as if he were trying to figure out where to start.

“Diana, |I'msorry!" he said at |ast, his voice rough and uneven, his
eyes filled wwth hurt as he | ooked at ne. "I didn't nean for it to go
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this far! | thought Pete would be satisfied with spanking you...|
tried to tell himl'd helped to set you up, but he won't listen to
me. He thinks I"'mtrying to protect you."

Tal ki ng woul d have taken too nmuch strength, so | didn't answer him
He waited a nonent, then grabbed ny arns and shouted, "Say sonething,
dam it!"

| noved ny eyes slowy until | |ooked straight at him then acceded
to his request.

“Don't ever be sorry," |I told himin as |oud a whisper as | could
manage. He stared at ne again with an unreadabl e expression, then | et
me go and wal ked away w t hout | ooki ng back even once.

The proctor let ne go in tine to get ready for evening parade. |
managed to shower and dress with nore trouble than | thought 1'd
have, then lined up quickly enough to avoid any denerits. Morrison
showed up, and stopped in front of ne to stare hard.

"Sick call is after evening ness," she said, |ooking nore than a
little disturbed. When | shook ny head she stared anot her m nute,
t hen noved on wi thout saying anything else. | made it through parade,

but couldn't eat nuch afterward. My hand shook too nuch, and | didn't
have the sort of appetite |I thought | would. |'d al ready pushed ny
pl ate away when Morrison cane over to ny table.

"He wants to see you," she said in the sane qui et way she had
earlier.

| noved away fromny place, got to ny feet, and foll owed her over to
Pete's table. Wien | stopped at attention in front of him he | ooked
up, and for a nonent | thought he was going to say sonething to ne.
But then he changed his mnd and turned to Mrrison instead.

"Get her back to her quarters,"” he said, then returned his attention
to his food. Morrison tapped ny armand we went out, neither of us
sayi ng anything, and when | got to ny room| took the uniformoff and
|lay down. | felt wearier than | had in a very long tine, but for sone
reason | couldn't seemto sleep. | lay there with ny eyes w de open
and tried to listen to ny thoughts, but ny mnd refused to show ne
any. Eventually, sleep managed to find ne.
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Day 1 started it all over again, with one exception. Wen | reached
ny class in mlitary regul ati ons, Captain Bennison wasn't there. W
all waited, wondering what had nade himlate, then the door opened
and chief proctor Langley wal ked in. He strode over to the desk,

dr opped sone books and a tickler on it, then turned to | ook us over.

“Capt ai n Benni son won't be back," he announced w t hout preanble. "My

name is Langley, and you'll treat ne the sane as you did the captain.
You' d better know | have the sanme power to punish m stakes. Tardiness
won't be tolerated, and you'll all |eave this class know ng

regul ations as well as you know your own handwiting. We'll start
now. "

He' d been gl ancing around the class as if he were searching for
soneone, and he was. When he spotted ne he stopped searching, and a
faint smle showed on his face.

"Santee," he said. "Up!"
| stood up and got to attention as was required in the classroom and
Langl ey neasured ne wth his eyes.

"Gve ne section B, articles one through five," he said at |ast,
whi ch was typical of him The class had hardly begun on section A
and | was sure he knew it. That neant he still renenbered the fun
tine we'd had on registration day.

“"Sir, section B, articles one through five are as follows," |
responded, then began to reel themoff. Agents of all grades start
out hating regul ations, but still end up know ng them col d. Wen you
do sonething, it helps to al so know whether or not you have to cover
up. Langley waited until |1'd gone through all of it, and then he
sm | ed.

"Wong," he said in an ugly voice. "You forgot the punctuation. Five
denerits. Up front."

| stared at himfor a second, then wal ked up to the front of the room
and put out ny left hand. He took his tickler fromthe desk then
| ooked ne straight in the eye.
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“Count!" he ordered, nearly quivering with antici pated pl easure. |
counted slowy to five while he put everything he had into the
strokes, but he didn't get the sort of reaction he'd obviously
expected. At five, still feeling the slashing edge of the tickler on
ny hand, | sinply stopped and wait ed.

"Get back to your seat!"™ he snarled, the knuckles of his hand white
around the tickler. "I'll be trying you again |ater!"

| turned in the deep, charged silence of the roomand went back to ny
seat w thout saying anything, primarily because there wasn't anything
| wanted to say. Langl ey grabbed sone papers and returned to section
A with the rest of the class, but he cane back to ne two nore tines
that hour. Each tinme the result was the sanme: "Wong. Five denerits.
Up front."

| continued to give himthe sane |ack of reaction | had the first
time, and when the hour ended he was gray with rage. H s eyes burned
into me as | filed out with everyone el se, but he didn't say a word
and didn't notice the | ooks he got fromthe rest of the class. They
all knew a private vendetta when they saw one, and had all been
trying very hard not to get caught up in it. They didn't know how

W se they were.

The rest of the day passed without ny noticing it. At 1910 | went
back to ny private roomand finished up on the notes on the class at
2, not having gotten very far wwth themduring the day. At 2035 |
went back to ny quarters to pick up the knife and a jacket, and was
wai ti ng outside when 2045 cane. | expected to see Freddy, but
Sergeant Canbet showed up i nstead.

“1"l'l be piloting you to 2," Canbet said as he canme up. "Mjor
Drunmond is ...ot herwi se occupied."

Canbet wasn't a very good liar, not when he'd had such a sincere | ook
on his face as he'd said his piece. But | still left it |like that and
t ook the pass he handed ne, put a copy on the OD' s desk as | had
before, and we went to 2.

The class was all there, including Val, and | got right down to work
because | wasn't in the nood to play. Val fidgeted the entire tine
and | ooked as though he was trying to deci de whether or not to say
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sonething to ne, but he had the decision taken away fromhim |

wal ked out of the roomon the dot of 2300, and Canbet took ne back. |
stripped off the uniformwhen | got to ny quarters, and was about to
get into bed when dveri wal ked in.

"I thought so," she said quietly to keep from waki ng ny roommat es,
her pinched face wearing a | ook of satisfaction. "Regul ations state
that pajamas are to be worn by all cadets, so get with it, Santee. |
t hi nk you' ve found that being the colonel's daughter doesn't exenpt
you fromfollowng orders.” She waited until |'d gotten the paj anas
out and was wearing them before she nodded and said, "And keep them
on because |'m | eaving word for you to be checked on during the

ni ght."

She went out again and closed the door, and | |it a cigarette and | ay
down in the dark. | thought about the snoke curling up to the ceiling
and happily nothing el se.

The rest of the week floated by in a dark fog that got deeper as the
time passed. | began to think about nothing but Langley's class, the
only reality in a universe of shadows. Every day it was the sane,
three tines up in front of him five denerits each tine. H's face
hung in front of my eyes even when he wasn't there, and | dreaned

about hi mwhen | slept - although I wasn't sleeping nuch. | would
fall into an exhausted sleep after the class at 2, but would wake up
choking a few hours later. |1'd begun to chain snoke, and what ever

food I managed to force down ny throat tasted |ike straw.

Captain Ellis had begun to stare at ne wwth a worried | ook, but
hadn't gone so far as to ask ne about what was happeni ng. Morrison
asked point blank, but | was able to put her off. | lost nyself in
crowds of cadets to avoid Pete and Freddy, knowi ng |I'd never be able
to stand the distraction of their questioning. And |I'd taken to
wearing the knife all the tine.

Langl ey's class becane a pit fromthe depths of hell, Langley hinself
a Hadean disciple. | had a role | couldn't break, but he knew not hi ng
about that and woul dn't have cared even if he'd known. He struck at
me each time with all the strength of his body, no | onger m ndi ng
that | refused to cry out with the pain. He could see the pain in ny
eyes as it reached ne, and his pleasure cane from know ng he was the
one who caused ny agony.
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What he didn't know about was the knife only inches fromny hand when
he hit me, but in the end it didn't really matter. The di scipline of

a job to do held ny hand back fromthe knife, keeping Langley safer

t han he woul d have been with a real cadet. Langley |ooked forward to
seeing ne every day, never know ng how cl ose he was to the sharpened
edge of the end of pain.

Onday 51 was at 2 listening to sonmeone's work when | realized that
he' d st opped speaking sone tinme before. The class had been very qui et
the | ast couple of days, and even Nalvidi hadn't acted up. Canbet had
tried to make conversation when the trips first began, but he'd given
It up quickly and sinply stood at the side of the room every night

Wi t hout commenting. Now | tried to renmenber the |last words |I'd heard
but not hing canme through, so | took a breath and stood up.

"Let's save it for next week," | told them then took ny jacket and
started for the door. But suddenly Val was there, standing in ny way,
the first tine he'd cone near ne all week. | tried to step around him

but he put up his arm barring the way, then took ny left wist and
turned it. Wth ny hand pal mup he could see that it was bl ack and
blue fromwist to fingertips, and it nust have been obvious that |
hadn't been able to use it in a while because of the swelling. Val
rai sed his eyes to mne, and he | ooked al nost unfam i ar.

"Gve it up!" he ordered harshly, sone unnaned enotion withing in
his stare. "Talk to the colonel and give it up!"

Val's face kept shifting in and out of focus, sonetines appearing as

his face, sonetines as Langley's, sonetines a conbination of the two.
| stared at himuntil the face in front of ne was his al one, then |
told it "No."

That single word from ne had al ways gotten himangry, | recalled, but
that tine the flash of fury in his eyes was so strong it al nost
crackl ed. Possibly his anger was intensified by the way ny attention
kept turning inward, toward things he couldn't see. But whatever it
was hi s hand suddenly canme out of nowhere, slapping ne so hard that |
nearly went down si deways.

My cheek flamed with the slap, causing sonething inside ne to flare
i n response, and when | jerked straight and faced hi magain the knife
was in nmy hand and noving toward its target. | wanted so nuch to
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touch Langley with that blade, to see himfall to the ground at ny
feet and enpty of lifeblood. I wanted it with everything inside ne,
and it alnost took too long to understand that it wasn't Langl ey
standing in front of ne, it was Val!

The breath caught in ny throat when | realized what | was doi ng and |
forced the knife down again, but Val hadn't even noved! He stood
there with no expression on his face and there wasn't a sound around
us, just as though everyone in the class was holding their breath.
Canbet had started over to us when Val sl apped ne but he stood frozen
I n place now, his shocked gaze on the gleam ng knife in ny hand. |
stared at it nyself as though seeing it for the first tine,
resheathed it slowy, then | ooked up at Val again.

“I"'msorry," | whispered, feeling a shudder pass through ne. It

wasn't Langley in front of ne it was Val, and |I'd cone so cl ose!

Val's face contorted in a | ook of agony and he tried to stop ne, but

| tore my armfromhis grip and started for the door. Chopping at him
blindly kept himfromgetting in ny way again and |l et ne just keep
going. My run through the halls is no nore than a blur in ny nenory,
but Canbet was just catching up when | reached the hopper field. That
timne we flew back to the Acadeny in a deeper silence than ever before.

| didn't sleep at all that night, doing no nore than |ie there
staring into the dark. Langley's face hung in front of ny eyes as

usual , but then Val's cane to block it out. | saw the | ook of agony
again and again, saw the knife so close to his body, and | turned
over onto ny stomach and npbaned out the pain. |I'd been holding the

pain away fromne, trying to finish the job, but it had cone at ne
froma different direction and | couldn't hold it off any |Ionger. The
constant stabbing ache in ny left hand was nothing conpared to the
new pain, and | didn't know how to cope with it.

| shuddered a while in the silence and dark, then pushed everything

far away fromne where | didn't have to cope with it. There was still
a job to do, still a god-forsaken job to see out to the final scene,
and everything el se could be forgotten until that was done. After
that ...after that everything whirled and bl ended, and | couldn't see
anything at all. Maybe |I'd get |ucky and the future would actually
turn out to be that enpty and dead.

| wal ked into Langley's class the next day feeling very |ightheaded.
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As usual, the conversational buzz fromthe hall died out as soon as
peopl e passed through the doorway, but that day there was nore than
t he usual uneasiness in the air. Kids glanced at ny face then | eaned
over to whisper to one another, and as | sat down in ny seat |
wondered distantly if any of themcould tell what | was feeling.
Sonet hi ng had shifted inside ny m nd, had been shifting the entire
norning, and now | finally knew what direction the shift was taking.

That norning at calisthenics |I'd been very careful not to | et
Morrison see ny hand, nore careful than |I'd been since the thing with
Langley first started. Now | rested ny left hand on the witing |edge
in front of nme, palmup, staring at the bruised and puffy flesh as
the fingers of ny right hand rubbed at ny forehead. There was a

ti ght ness behind where ny fingers rubbed, one that had been grow ng
for days even though I hadn't noticed it.

The pain in ny hand underscored the tightness past ny eyes, and
sonmewhere deep inside part of nme was crying. I'd sworn no one woul d
die during ny stay at the Acadeny, but Langley had ruined ny resolve
and turned it to nothing with the viciousness of his actions. |'d
taken all | could fromthe man and now the basic ne refused to take
anynore. In other words, if he tried to hurt nme again | would kill
hi m

The deeply buried crying seened to be protesting that decision,
protesting that | hadn't been hurt so badly that | needed to kill. In
a sense that was true, but in another sense it made no di fference at
all. Langley had managed to cross a line of sone sort, and beyond the
line I had no control over ny actions.

A wordl ess stir went through the people in the room and | raised ny
head to see that Langley had arrived. He dropped his books on the
desk to the acconpani nent of the class bell ringing, then got down to
t he assignnent he'd given everyone the day before.

My eyes clung to his face, seeing nothing of the neat uniform beneath
It, conpletely unable to | ook away. \Wat ever was going to happen
woul d happen very shortly, and the crying inside found no synpathetic
echo in ny face or outward manner. It wasn't ny place to kill in a
situation |ike that when killing hadn't been nmade part of the job,

but I'd lost all choice in the matter even though | didn't know why.
Confusi on whirled around ny head, demands for expl anations rang
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I nside nme, breath-light trenors ran up and down ny skin. My reactions
seened abnormal even to ne, but | didn't struggle to understand them
| did no nore than accept those reactions, and wait for Langley to
choose the tine of his ending.

It couldn't have been nore than ten mnutes into the class before
Langl ey grew bored with the frightened, stunbling children he so

| oved to browbeat. The answers they'd given his questions hovered on
the fringes of ny awareness, but ny full attention hadn't noved from
Langl ey's face. He turned his head to ook in ny direction, grinned
as he msinterpreted ny stare, then he noved closer to his desk to

| ean back against it.

"Santee," he said in a voice full of pleased anticipation. "Get up."

| got slowly to ny feet in the thick silence around ne, feeling the
ti ght ness behind ny eyes grow stronger and nore demandi ng. Then |
becane aware of another thing inside ny mnd, a fierce opposition to
the tightening that woul d take Langley's life. The new t hing cl awed
at the tightening, trying to loosen it, trying to force it back from
wherever it had cone, but Langley's actual presence defeated the
effort before it had gotten nore than the barest clawhold. There was
a tension in the air as though everyone in the room knew about the
battle | fought, but Langley wasn't one to notice things |ike that.

"Section C/ " he said through the faint ringing in ny ears, his arns
fol ded and his body relaxed. "Articles six through seventeen, and you
have ninety seconds in which to finish, starting now"

He | ooked down at his watch, but | couldn't speak. The struggle in ny

m nd made speech inpossible, and | knew that if | even tried to speak
|'d pass across the |ine that |I'd never be able to cross back from
In the shadowed corners within nme sonething dark red waited to fl ow
free, a presence that woul d never again accept captivity once it
found rel ease.

Sweat broke out on ny forehead and ny breathing grew ragged, but all
Langl ey could see was that he was bei ng di sobeyed. H s expression
grew ugly as he straightened away fromthe desk, but before he could
say anything the door opened and two nen wal ked in. Langley's
attention went to them and when | forced mne to follow !l felt a
shock coursing through ne.
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The two nen were Pete and Ringer, and Ringer stared at ne white-
faced. Langley started over to Pete, but a gesture from Pete stopped
himin md stride about two feet in front of the board wall. Ringer,
standi ng al one by the door, hadn't stopped staring at ne.

"Diana,"” R nger said very gently and softly, putting his hand out. "I
have sonething | have to talk to you about. Conme with ne so we can
talk privately."

| was still filled with confusion and battle, but the shock of seeing
Ri nger had done sonething to ne. | still wasn't sure which side would
win the battle, but I knew instantly that there was sonethi ng that
had to be done no natter which way it went. Ringer's stare was very

i ntense while he waited for an answer, so | shook nmy head very
slightly.

“I can't cone with you," I told himdreamly, really feeling the
unreality of the scene. "It isn't three nonths yet. | can't talk to
you before three nonths are up."

Ri nger pal ed even nore as he cane one step cl oser, then he stopped.

“"This can't wait three nonths," he said, just as gently as before. "I
need you now for a very inportant job. There's no one else to do it,

so you have to."

“Yes," Pete put in gruffly, his face nore haggard than |'d ever seen

it. "And you've conpleted ny assignnent, so you're free to take
Ri nger's."

| noved ny eyes to Pete for a nonent, the slid themthe rest of the
way to Langley. He was al so white-faced, but confusion dom nated the
conposi ti on.

| knew | couldn't just leave it |ike that, and the decision was
al ready made. Flatly | said, "Perm ssion requested to | eave the room

sir!" and threw the knife with the | ast word.

There were screans and shouts fromall over the roomas the knife
went into the wall less than an inch from Langl ey's head, and a snal
red |ine appeared on his ear. My target stood rooted to the floor in
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shock, but Ringer and Pete both fought their way through the pani cked
cadets in a desperate effort to reach ne before | did anything el se.
They weren't careful about who they pushed out of their way, but they
needn't have noved that fast.

When they reached ne | wasn't doing anything but standing there

wat chi ng Langl ey dab at his bl eeding ear, feeling nothing one way or
t he ot her about how the battle had conme out. | could have put that
kni fe between Langley's eyes or in his heart as easily as |'d put it
next to his head. But I'd known that at the time of ny throw and
know ng it had made doing it unnecessary.

Ri nger stopped in front of ne, blocking ny view of Langley, then he
reached over to raise ny left hand and | ook down at it. H's face
twsted in away |'d rarely seen before and his head cane up as he
began to turn back toward Langl ey, but Pete's hand reached across
fromny left to touch Ringer's shoul der and stop him Pete had been
staring down at ny hand too, and he was the one who turned to face
Langl ey. The chief proctor stood with a handkerchief pressed to his
ear, his body at attention out of sheer habit, his eyes covertly on
Pete. Wen their eyes net, Langley blanched all over again, and he
t ook one involuntary step back.

"You' re under arrest,"” Pete growl ed, an edge to his voice |I'd never
heard before. "Do ne a favor and try to run."

Langl ey shivered and turned his face away, and a stir of relief went
t hrough the kids at the sides of the room M problemwth Langl ey
had been taken care of, but if he'd been left in charge of the class
theirs woul d have first begun.

Ri nger put his hand on nmy armand started to | ead ne out of the room
but Pete had a different idea. He | ooked at ny face then pushed

Ri nger's hand away, and a nonent later he'd |lifted ne in his arns. |

hadn't realized how drained | felt till then, and | put ny head

agai nst his shoul der because it had becone inpossible to hold it up

any longer. As he carried ne out of the room| knew it was the wong
shoul der, but | was too tired to pursue the thought.
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Chapter 11

Pete's quarters were bachel or confortable and a bit |arger than I
m ght have expected. He carried ne all the way there, then put ne
down in a black |eather arnchair. Ringer went to the small bar and
poured sonet hing, then cane over with it while Pete stood near the
chair and stared down at ne w thout expression.

“"Drink this,"” R nger ordered, holding out the glass. "All of it."

| | ooked up at him and shook ny head. "If | do I'll throw up. |I'mall
ri ght now. "

He started to push the glass at ne, but a knock at the door stopped
himwhile Pete went over to open it.

“It's about tine," Pete grow ed when he saw who it was. "W al nost
didn't need you except for the certification."

"l canme as soon as you called and you know it," a brisk voice
countered. "What are you feeling guilty about now?"

The owner of the brisk voice had pushed her way into the room and had
conme over to stand directly in front of ne. | | ooked up at her for a
m nute, and then smled faintly.

“It's been a long tine, Dr. Jo," | said by way of greeting. "Do you
know nme?"

"I know you, Diana," she said, narrow ng her eyes. "You | ook as
t hough you coul d use sone sl eep.”

| rubbed ny forehead with ny right hand and didn't answer her. Dr.
Joanne Perona was a short wonman in her fifties with streaked, unruly
gray hair and no waistline. She was al so chief psychiatrist at Bl ue
Ski es.

“"Pete," she said without taking her eyes off ne. "I want Diana to lie
down in your bedroomfor a while. Wiich way is it?"
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"Right here," Pete said, crossing the roomto open a door.

| got out of the chair and wal ked sonewhat unsteadily toward the door
Pete had opened. Dr. Jo followed ne into the bedroom and when |
stretched out on the bed, she dug out a pressure hypo from her

shoul der bag and cane over with it.

"This is just a mld sedative to help you relax," she expl ai ned, her
voice calm "It won't put you out."

She knew, of course, how agents feel about being out of things, but
It didn't seeminportant enough to coment on. She hesitated briefly,
seem ngly expecting an answer, then rolled up ny bl ouse sl eeve and
enptied the hypo into ny arm

It was no nore than a matter of seconds before |I felt it, and it was
| i ke being slowy filled with warmwater. A soft, confortable feeling
spread all over ny body, and ny nuscles finally gave up their death
grip. She watched ne for another nonent before turning to go out, but
when she cl osed the door behind her it didn't catch and opened itself
again an inch or so.

“"All right,”" Dr. Jo said in a low, bitter voice, obviously speaking
to the two nen in the next room "Tell nme what happened.™

| stared at the neat, light gold walls of the bedroomand |istened as
Ri nger and Pete took turns giving a fairly accurate description of
what had happened, and when they had finished Dr. Jo quietly

expl oded.

“"You fools!" she rasped. "Why wasn't | consulted before you tried

this? And you, Col onel Rodriguez! Didn't you have the brains to at
| east check on her after you' d tied her hand and f oot ?"

"I didn't know about Langley and the knife she was carrying until
this norning, when ny idiot sergeant finally decided to tell ne,"
Pete growl ed. "Bennison's accident |eft nme shorthanded, but | would
have taken the class nyself if |I'd known Langl ey would go after her.
Wy didn't she cone to ne, or even break himup a little?"

"Because you gave her a job!"™ Dr. Jo snapped, sounding furious.
"Qbvi ously you don't understand what that neans! In her |line of work
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you don't go running for instructions or protection, and you don't
break a role. But the worst part about this is that it was a job

Wi thout a reason! Didn't you even wonder about what was happeni ng
when she avoi ded you?"

Pete was quiet a mnute, then, "I thought she was avoi ding ne because
of - sonething | did to her," he said in an enbarrassed tone. "There
was a little m sunderstandi ng."

"There was a big m sunderstanding,” Dr. Jo corrected grimy. "And how

could you go along with this, R nger? You were an agent yourself
once. "

"I still don't see why it happened,” Ringer said in annoyance. "She's
taken a |l ot nore pressure than this over the years and never fol ded
before.™

“She still hasn't folded!" Dr. Jo snapped. "If she had, Langley would
be cold by now instead of nursing a slightly cut ear. | have the
feeling there's nore involved here than we know, but the major point
Is enough all by itself. Don't you see the difference between this
and a regqul ar assi gnnent ?"

“No," Ringer denied flatly. "When I was working | had to play slave
once to soneone who was slated to be hit with a death warrant. It

t ook better than four nonths and he did every dirty thing to ne he
could think of, but | held out and executed the warrant anyway.

Li ving through that was a hell of a |ot harder than what D ana j ust
went through."”

“I's that so?" Dr. Jo said silkily, then her voice went dreany and

al nost hypnotic. "Think back to that tine, Ri nger, and put yourself
back in that situation and feel the anger and shane you felt then.
Your m nd seethed with fury, but you couldn't show it or do anything
about it. Al you could do was continue to take what was done to you,
hating it every mnute of the day and night, but still needing to
take it without reacting. Do you feel it, Ri nger, the cl oseness and
confinenent, the wild need to put an end to it? Are you back there?

Now tell yourself that there is no death warrant, and never will be!"

There was silence for a brief tinme, then sonething hit the wall hard
enough to nake the pictures on ny side junp.
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“"No need to bruise your knuckles,” Dr. Jo said dryly. "I take it you
can understand now. You were able to stand up to the treatnent
because you knew that your job was inportant, and that you would
eventual | y have the enotional release of executing the warrant. D ana
had no real reason for having to put up with that inescapable
torture, and no enotional rel ease ahead of her. Al she had to | ook
forward to was nore of the sane, with no way to protect herself or

stri ke back. I hope you two are proud of a good job well done."
There was no answer to that, although I listened for one. | |istened
so long that in spite of the collar and tie choking nme, | fell

asl eep.

| woke up with a feeling of absolute freedom and for a few m nutes
couldn't understand it. Then | noticed that the uniformwas gone, but
that was only part of it. Langley was still faintly in my mnd, but
not the way he had been. | still hated himjust as strongly, but the
al | -consum ng passion of the hatred had faded to where it was
manageabl e.

| sat up and was surprised to see Dr. Jo sprawed in an easy chair
not far fromthe bed, sound asleep. | smled faintly over the fact of
her presence, then rummaged in the night table drawer next to the bed

to find that there was a pack of cigarettes init as |I'd been hoping
there would be. | took one out and lit it, then | eaned back to watch
Dr. Jo sleep. Inno tine at all her nose twtched and she frowned,

t hen she coughed. Her eyes opened part way, and she straightened up
in the chair to glare at ne.

“"Do you have to burn that filthy thing when I'"'min the sane roonf"
she demanded. "Can't you control yourself and wait until |ater?"

“Nope," | answered, flicking sonme ashes into the ashtray. "The
control disappears when |I'mout of a job. Couldn't you talk Pete into
com ng up with anot her bed?"

“I wanted to be in here in case you needed soneone, and | wanted to
wat ch you,"” she said in irritation, trying to straighten her skirt.
"You ought to be grateful, as |I don't waste ny val uable tine on
everyone. "
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“"Are you wasting your tinme?" | asked very softly, bringing one knee
up and resting nmy armon it. That nade her | ook directly at ne, and
the irritation di sappear ed.

“"You didn't kill him Diana," she said, her voice and eyes serious.
“"You were able to hold out against it, and you have to renenber
t hat. "

"l do renenber it, and you have no idea how close | cane,” | answered
bl eakl y, taking another drag on the cigarette. "I was so close to the
edge | could see the rocks below, and could even see ny nane painted
on a door in ward K. "

“"There's no reservation waiting for you in ward KI'" she snapped. "W
have enough residents there already, and your defenses are good
enough to do you if you renenber not to be stupid next tinme. If Pete
ever cones up with another job for you, tell himwhat to do with it.
| f you don't know the proper phrases, I'll wite themout for you."

“I think I can manage on ny own with that,"” | said, anused in spite
of nmyself at her high |evel of sarcastic outrage. "But let's not

i nclude Ringer in on that. I'mfeeling very nellow toward himri ght
now. "

"Why?" she denmanded, back to staring at ne. "He's the one who started
this whole thing."

"But he finished it too, and right now that neans nore to ne," |

said, noving a little to get nore confortable. "R nger is nmany things
to many people, but to ne he's just one thing: the end of a job. |
don't always see himwhen | get assignnents, but | always report to
himin person. When | saw himin that room everything ended and the
edge noved away."

"Then what was that business of 'I can't talk to you' all about?" she
asked, now | ooki ng confused. "That scene wll be giving Pete and
Ri nger nightmares for quite sone tine."

"Good, because | had enough of themnyself," | said, hearing ny tone
go grim "I just wanted to nake sure they never even think about

doi ng sonething like this to anyone else, no matter what. But |'d
prefer if you didn't tell them otherwi se they'll both cone after ne."
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“I think I would nyself, but there's no denying they deserve it,
she agreed with a headshake, then began to | ever herself out of the
chair. "But why don't you get dressed now while | see what Pete has
to eat around here. Ringer brought your things, and they're right
over there."

| | ooked in the direction she'd gestured, and saw the |uggage |'d
| eft on Xanadu O S. For sone reason it felt |ike nonths ago.

"Ringer's |ucky he brought them" | said, putting out the cigarette
and joining her in standing. "It annoys himwhen |I go natural, but
not hi ng short of knockout drops would get ne back into that uniform™

“I't isn't annoyance," she said, pausing at the door. "I thought you
knew Ri nger better than that."

Now t hat she nentioned it | did, so | nodded to acknow edge the
point. That | et her continue on out of the room |eaving ne to walk
over to the luggage. | pulled out a junpsuit and boots, then began to
get into them It felt strange to handl e normal clothing again, and

then | noticed that | was handling it, with both hands.

| | ooked at ny left palmand saw that it was still black and bl ue,
but the swelling was down and only a small echo of pain was |eft.
Either Dr. Jo still renenbered sonething from her days in nedical

school, or Ral ph had been there without nmy knowing it. It really nmade
no difference, of course, so | finished dressing and then went
| ooki ng for conpany.

Dr. Jo and Ringer were in the next room and they | ooked around when
| canme out. Ringer stood and studied ne closely w thout saying
anything, so | nodded to him

“lI could use that drink now," | suggested, guessing that he needed to
hear sonething ...ordinary. "Care to play bartender again?"

He smled faintly and went to the bar just as Pete cane out of

anot her room The sl eeves of Pete's uniform bl ouse were rolled up to
his el bows, and he stopped to stare at ne for a nonent before
clearing his throat.
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“I't isn't fancy but it's hot," he said gruffly, avoiding ny gaze as
he made hi s announcenent. "Anybody i nterested?"

H s disconfort was so thickly obvious that | couldn't stand it. He'd
been caught up just as helplessly as |I'd been, and what had happened
because of it wasn't truly his fault. That neant | needed sonethi ng
special to say to him and it wasn't difficult figuring out what.

“I"'mfeeling hungry, not suicidal,” | answered with no nore than a

second or two of hesitation. "If you cooked it, | think I'lIl go to
the nmess hall."

“"Don't get smart, or I'Il - " he began to grow, and then he seened
to renmenber sonething. The words cut off, and he | ooked directly at
me. "l understand | owe you an apol ogy," he said nore quietly. "I

didn't know he was your partner."”

“"Don't let it bother you," | returned dryly, already having refused
to think about Val two or three tines since |'d awakened. "You know,
| think I'"'mgetting used to it. If it happens any nore often I|'|
have to fit it into ny permanent schedule.™

“You're being smart again," Pete said warningly, then he pointed
toward the door he'd cone out of. "Get in there and eat before you
have to do it standing up. | only just got used to the idea of being
your father, so I'mgoing to wait a while before | try to change back
agai n. Now, march."

"Yes, sir, Colonel,"” | surrendered quickly with one pal mout toward
him "You have too heavy a hand for ne to argue with you. Can | get
ny drink first?"

Ri nger stood not two feet away to ny right with a glass in his hand,
and when | turned to take the drink his brows were high as he said,
“Not him too?"

“"What can you do when you're popular?" | asked with a shrug, taking
ny drink and then sipping fromit. "Maybe |I ought to hire a
bodyguard. "

“"Don't do it," Ringer advised with a grin and a headshake. "You'd
probably end up across his knee too."
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| made a face at him then turned to ask Dr. Jo, "What does it nean
when every man you run into tips his hat, then spanks you till you
can't wal k?"

“I't means it's tinme for you to start investing your noney in
pillows," she suggested, glancing at Pete and Ri nger. "But how do
they get away with it?"

“I'"'mstill trying to figure that out," | returned vaguely, at the
sane tine giving Dr. Jo a bland and neutral glance. She knew wel |

enough that it wasn't possible to catch ne that easily, and her faint
smle said she was glad of it. But then she picked up her shoul der
bag and headed for the door, and | actually felt an instant of panic.

"Hey, you're not going to leave ne to take ny life in ny hands all
al one, are you?" | said at once. "I thought you were going to join ne
i n having sonething to eat."

“"There are people at Blue Skies who really need ne," she said from
where she' d paused near the door to check through her bag, a gl ance
showi ng she knew exactly what | now felt. "Cone to see ne the next
time you' re not working, and we can tal k about your pillow

| nvest nent . "

Once again her glance was nore covert than open, and then she was
gone. Pushing away feelings of abandonnent, | turned to | ook the
guestion next to Pete and Ri nger.

“I have to get back to work, but I won't be that far away," Pete said
as he lowered the sleeves he had rolled up. "If Ringer tells ne you
didn't eat everything on your plate, you're in trouble."

He nodded once to showi ng he wasn't joking, and then he was al so
gone. That left only R nger, who seened to be badly confused.

"What's wong with hin?" Ringer denmanded, staring at the door Pete
had used. "I've never before seen himtalk or act |like that."

"Fathers are like that," | replied with a shrug, glad |I could rel ax
to sone extent now "Or at |least he thinks they are. Are you going to
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desert nme too?"

“Not when we have an assignnent to discuss,"” he returned, |ooking ne
over as though he hadn't already done it three or four tinmes. "I
didn't cone all the way out here because | knew you were auditioning
for ward K. "

“"An assignnent,"” | said flatly, returning his stare. "I thought that
was just a put-on, but |I guess | should have known better. After
everything the Council did to nme, they still expect ne to junp to it

wi t hout a word of conplaint. You had a |ot of fun making suggestions
about all this, Ringer, so now you can have just as nuch when you
tell themwhat they can do with thenselves. |'mthrough.”

| began to turn away fromhim but his hand cane to ny arm and
st opped ne.

“I've already told themyou'd probably say that," he responded,
having flinched only a little at what ny tone had been |ike. "Most of

them went shrill at the idea of |osing you, and none of that was

I ndi gnation. You know they'll never admt out |oud to naking a

m stake, but this tinme they can't even deny it to thensel ves. They
owe you, and you can get your satisfaction from nmaki ng them pay up."

“"Not interested,” | said at once, really neaning it. "They have
nothing I want, so they can shove it all. | have other plans for the
rest of my life."

“Li ke what?" Ri nger demanded, his gaze hard and direct. "I'msure
you'll find a way to get your original features back, but what
happens then? Do you take a job in an office sonmewhere, or just join
sonme of those friends of yours in full-time partying? You'll probably

be able to grit your teeth and stick with your choice for a little
whi | e, but what happens when you get bored? And what w ||l happen when
you need to work off sone frustrations, but don't have a | egal neans
of doing it? WIIl you just let it all keep nounting up - or will you
take that one small step across the |ine?"

He'd asked that |ast question w thout hesitation, but sonmething in
his eyes said he had personal know edge about that |ine. The thought
of it still terrified nme, but even nore disturbing was the
realization that he was right. 1'd forgotten for a nonent that it was
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my own nature that had ne trapped, ny own needs that kept ne chai ned
nore tightly than that | eg shackle. Tal k about quitting was futile as
wel | as stupid, and I had no choice but to acknow edge that.

“"All right, all right, you' ve nmade your point," | said tiredly, then
| ooked at himnore directly. "But | still don't understand why you're

here. I's mne the only nane on your [|ist?"

“"You're the only one right on the scene,"” he returned, wal ki ng over
to pick up sone papers froma small table near the bar. "Here's the
report."

| accepted the papers and took theminto Pete's tiny kitchen, then
sat at the small table and began to | ook them over while R nger

di shed up a plateful of Pete's idea of haute cuisine. |I'd already put
aside the drink I hadn't really wanted, and Ri nger quickly replaced
it wwth a nmuch nore wel cone cup of coffee.

After a few mnutes of reading, | realized |I could have saved a | ot

of conplications if |I'd known sooner about what was goi ng on. The
friendly fol ks of Flowerville, those innocent natives Freddy had been
so concerned about, had apparently decided to branch out from sinple
anbushi ng. They had sonehow broken into Blue Skies, and had gotten
away with a vial of sonething highly secret and highly dangerous from
t he experinental |abs there. The date the report gave showed that the
break-in had happened the first night Freddy and | had flown to 2,

and the activity we'd seen fromthe air nust have been part of it.

"Why did you wait so long to get started on this?" | finally asked
Ri nger before taking a taste of Pete's version of food. My first
reaction was to spit it out again, which proved that |I'd been right

and was taking nmy life in ny hands by eating it.

“"No one could find out where the vial had been taken," Ringer
answered from where he'd sat down opposite ne with his own cup of
coffee. "The people in the labs finally worked out a detector for it,
and it registers sonewhere in Flowerville. They've checked on it
twice, and it's obvious that the ones who have it are noving it
around. W can't go into the town in force, because we don't want to
push theminto trying to use the chemcal. The | ab people turn green
and shaky at the idea."
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“"This isn't hyper-A stuff,” | pointed out, having al ready decided to
i gnore the food. "There are other agents at 2, so I'll ask the
guestion agai n: why ne?"

Ri nger | eaned back in his chair and |it a cigarette before answering.

“It's you because the conputers say that if that vial is used, it

wi || becone hyper-A stuff so fast we won't have tine to blink," he
finally replied, calmy |ooking over at ne. "Do you want ne to wait,
and only send you in afterward?"

"How soon can we get started?" | countered, giving himhis answer
with ny own question as | stood. In ny line of work, you don't often
get the chance to nmake your job easier before it gets fatally hard.

"We'll get started as soon as that plate's enpty,"” he said, gesturing
toward the food I'd al ready abandoned. "You'll be m ssing enough
neal s once this gets rolling."

“I's this business catching?" | demanded, putting ny fists to ny hips.
“"When was the last tinme you forced Jeff to clean his plate before he
started an assi gnnent ?"

"Jeff has enough sense to do it on his own," R nger cane back wyly.

“And you can decide what you'll need while you're eating."
"I al ready know what 1'Ill need," | said, sitting back down and
tasting the food again to find it hadn't changed. "Do we still have

an under cover agent in \Weatley?"

“Yeah, but Weatley's 1200 mles away fromFlowerville," R nger
countered. "Do you think your arns will be | ong enough?"

"Wheatley wll be the junping off point," | said, ignhoring his
sarcasm "That is, unless you' d rather | wal k out of 2 or Blue Skies
in full daylight to start work. 1'lIl also need a very small version

of that detector, and |ocal clothing for two."

H s eyes narrowed when he heard that |last, but he didn't say
anyt hi ng.

“I''l'l need sone help on this," I told him doing nothing to avoid his
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stare. "I can't be everywhere at once, and there's a trainee in ny
class at 2 who should be able to handle it. Her nane is Hughes."

"Hughes?" he blurted, obviously having expected to hear sonething
el se entirely. "Wat about !

“Not hi ng about him" | interrupted with a gesture of ny hand, still
refusing to think in that direction. "He can't do any good here, and
Hughes will be easier to work in. | know the signs, so | know she's

been out hunting. You arrange for us to pick Hughes up, and neke sure

he's busy sonmewhere else. If this thing blows up I won't be around
for the Council to blane when they find out sonething s happened to

him but you will be. But don't let ne influence your decision."

"Hughes it is," he agreed, his voice heavy. "I'll call 2."

He got up and went out, and | didn't waste any tinme dunping the ness
on nmy plate. I found a couple of eggs and scranbled them then washed
t hem down with another cup of coffee. Pete was smart and used throw
away di shes and pots, and | was just putting themin the disposer
when Ri nger cane back.

“We can pick up the detector and clothes at Blue Skies, then go on to
2 for Hughes," he said, gathering up the report |I'd left on the
table. "Lammerly will be expecting you two when you get to Weatley."

"That's good, but |'ve been trying to figure sonething out," | said
as | watched him "How were those people fromFlowerville able to get
into Blue Skies in the first place, not to nention all the way to the
| abs? And how did they know what to take?"

"They had help," he said, folding the report so that it could be
carried nore easily. "As a matter of fact, they had the sane help
Radman did when you found hi mwaiting for you. Selling information
can be a profitable business if you have the right information to
sell, and Masterson couldn't resist it."

"Who?" | asked bl ankly, never having heard the nane.

"That's what | said," R nger agreed with a grinace. "He was a clerk
at central headquarters whose job wasn't very inportant - except for
the fact that he had access to every piece of business that went
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t hrough there. A teamfromthere went over everybody who coul d have
gotten the security plans on Blue Skies, and they found that

Mast er son had had an unusual interest in the place lately. They

pi cked himup along with sone of his records, but he suicided on them
before they could stop him He was so col orl ess, they never even
searched him"

"Did they get any idea of who he was dealing wth?" | asked.
Considering all the trouble the man had nmade for ne, | would have
enjoyed ...neeting him

"They got no idea, so you start fromscratch," R nger answered. "You

know, you still look alittle tired. Do you want to hold off another
day or two before you get going? One night's sleep isn't all that
much, and another day or so would still put it well wthin the

conputer's safety margin."

"I amgoing to get nore sleep, but not here,” | responded after
finishing the last of ny coffee and throw ng away the cup. "Hughes
can spend the tinme |earning Weatley while | spend the tinme sl eeping,
since she m ght have to know sonet hi ng about the place when we get to
Flowerville." At that point | started to | ead the way out, but

st opped short to nutter "Damm," when | renenbered sonething.

“"What's wong?" Ringer asked, and | turned to see that he was
obviously trying to deci de whether or not to be worried.

"l forgot about those stupid progress reports on ny class at 2," |
said in annoyance, watching the worry quickly di sappear from Ri nger's

attitude. "I'd better get themand hand deliver themto Pete. If |
try to tell anyone where | left them they'll have to half dismantle
the room™

"Hold on a mnute,"” Ringer said as | began to turn toward the door
again. "You can't go wal king around the school |ike that when
everyone thinks you're a cadet. You'd better wear this I.D."

He reached into his pocket, then tossed ne a pin-on that had ny nane
and "Special Agent" on it. | studied it for a mnute, then brushed at
t he "Special Agent" part.

“"Are you sure?" | asked, finding it inpossible not to put the needle
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to himjust alittle. "I'd hate to see you nake any hasty deci si ons.
You could always cone with nme and keep a sharp eye out for danger."

“Put it on," he growl ed, not very happy with what |'d said but
refusing to let it reach him "But even with it, |I'mcom ng al ong
anyway. | can't afford to age ten years waiting for you at the hopper
field. ™

"Wth that attitude |I'm surprised you can force yourself to give ne
assignnents,” | said as | pinned on the I.D. "Wien |I'mworking |
occasionally have to cross streets al one.”

“It's not you I"'mworried about,” Ringer said with a snort of
ridicule. "This is a friendly facility, and 1'd like to keep it that
way. | don't nuch care what happens to people we get jobs against."”

“Another admrer," | said with a beamng smle. "The nunbers keep
growi ng and grow ng."
“"And Wi ll never stop," he nuttered, pinning on his own I.D. wth a
frowmn. Rnger's |I.D. read "Chief of Agents,"” and he hated it. He
always clainmed that it nmade himfeel |ike a target, but that wasn't
what really bothered him He never hesitated when it cane to taking
t he bl anme for sonething, but bow ng gave hima pain in the back.
Sonetinmes his attitude gave ne a pain | ower down.

We reached the enpty room|'d been using w thout any trouble,
retrieved the reports, and had started back out with them when |
noticed the tine. It was 1220 and Pete woul d probably be at the ness
hall, so it was a good thing | hadn't wasted ny tine going to his
office. The sooner | got out of that place the happier |I'd be.

When we got to the ness hall Ringer walked in wth ne, but waited at
the door while | nade ny way over to Pete's table. Pete | ooked up at
me with a grin, but Freddy was there too and he just stared at ne.

"Hand this to your next victimof witer's cranp,” | told Pete,
tossing the reports to him "Play tinme is over, and | have to get
back to the grind. | think you can guess how broken up | am about
it." | gave himsonething of a smle, then transferred it to Freddy.
"“Keep your parlor dusted, Freddy. Maybe one of these days |I'll| decide
to inspect it."
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“I"'mnot going to count on it," he responded, obviously not finding

It possible to return ny smle. "I know you were trying to tell ne
sonething, but | can't helpit. I'mstill sorry.”

“Maybe you're better off that way in the long run," | said, speaking
as quietly as he had. "It's a hell of a feeling to run into for the

first tinme. But if you think you're sorry now, just wait until the
next time |'mout this way. You can bet that the challenge | hand you
won't be for padded kenji sticks. Quarterstaffs maybe, but not
padded. "

“Then you'd better be |looking like your old self,"” he cane back, this
time showi ng that "sonething" of a smle as he pointed a spoon at ne.
“I'f you're not, it'll be the alternative."

“You can always try," | offered, pulling the spoon away from him
"But don't you ever believe you can't be killed for trying."

| started to turn back to Pete, but Freddy stopped ne.

“I think this is yours," he said, and produced ny original knife from
hi s uni f orm bl ouse.

“"How did you know |I'd be by here?" | asked, getting rid of the spoon
and taking the knife. Putting nmy foot on a chair let ne reach ny boot
nore easily, and a nonent |ater the knife was safely put away.

“I didn't know you'd be by here," he answered as his skin turned
faintly darker. "I've been carrying that knife since the last tinme we
tal ked ...1 thought having it m ght changes things in sone way, but

all it did was ruin two of my uniform bl ouses. "

“I't"ll happen every tine," | said, showing nothing of the pity - or
envy - | felt for his failure. "You should see what one of these can
do to a pair of skintights. If you decide to try it again, use a
sheath. "

He nodded with even nore wy anusenent while Pete | ooked at us as

t hough we were crazy, but Pete's expression was bl ank conpared to
Morrison's. |1'd spotted the woman earlier, sitting at a table of
struck-dunb proctors just past Pete's table. Her stare was glued to
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ny I.D., so | walked over to her and tried that sm | e again.

“I't was fun for a while, but | can't honestly say I'd like to do it
again," | told her mldly. "I thought |I'd conme over and warn you to
wat ch yoursel f. You were downright human there a few tines."

My comment seened to bring her out of the trance she'd been in, and
she quickly found a grin.

“Well, you weren't, and now I know why," she said as she | eaned back.
“Sone day I'Il be able to tell ny grandchildren that | ordered around
a Special Agent and got away with it. Ah - | did get away with it,
didn't |?"

"Free and clear,” | said with the laugh I couldn't hold back on at
seei ng her expression. "But when | renenber the enjoynent you got out
of sonme of ny suffering, | think about com ng back for a while after
|'ve cleared up ny work."

"And |'ve been thinking about taking a | eave of absence,” she said,
giving ne a wy |ook. "Let me know when you plan on com ng back.
I[t'1l help ne set up ny own tinetable."

Her gaze didn't waver, but her fingers drummed slightly on the table.
She wasn't sure whether or not | was kidding, but she wasn't fool
enough to want to try taking a Special Agent. People have gotten hurt
t hat way.

"Wth the kind of work | do, there's no telling when I'l| be free," |
said with a shrug. "Wenever it is, though, it's a good bet it'll be
too long for me to bother with renenbering about suffering. On the

ot her hand, help is sonething | never forget."

| put ny hand out, and she stood before taking it. A bond of sorts
had devel oped between us - or certainly could have under other

ci rcunstances. As we | ooked at each other over our clasped hands, it
was clear we both regretted that the tine hadn't allowed us to forma
true friendship. Wien Morrison sat down again | returned to Pete,
having noticed with dry anusenent that O veri had been too busy
eating to ook up the entire tinme |'d stood there.

Pete waited for ne to reach him then he | eaned back in his chair.
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"l have a feeling that if you hadn't had these reports to bring, you
woul d have forgotten to say goodbye," he said in a tone that
approached a grow. "I wasn't your father |ong enough to teach you
better."

“I prefer to say hello, and you can be ny father any tine |I'm here,"
| offered with a better smle than the first. "Wen |I'mnot worKking,
| Iike the way you care."

“I'n that case you'd better take care of yourself when |I'm not
around," he said poking a finger in ny direction. "I want plenty of
chances to work on you."

"l don't think you watched your choice of words,"” | said, feeling a
smal | amount of confusion. "Don't you nean work with nme?"

He shook his head slowy, and his green eyes showed a hint of
sonet hi ng new. Just what that was | didn't really know, and I
suddenly discovered I wasn't terribly anxious to find out either.

“"Well, hold the thought,” | told himrather faintly. "I should be
back in about five or six years."

“"You'd better nmake it sooner than that," he grow ed, noving forward
to put his arns on the table. "Or 1'I|l cone | ooking for you."

"You know, | believe you would," | said, discovering with surprise
that | didn't mind his idea in the least. "But right now | have to

| eave, since Ringer gets slightly put out when | take ny tinme getting
started on a new assignnent. | know it's unreasonable of him but
there it is. It's ny fate to associate with slavedrivers."

Pete smled and actually stood up to hug nme, a gesture | returned

with as nuch true feeling as he showed. After that | blew a kiss to
Freddy and headed for the door, but just as | reached Ri nger |
remenbered sonmething. So | turned around to | ook for ny old table
assi gnnent, where Elaine and Linda were sitting. Wen El ai ne saw ne

| ooki ng at her she smled and waved, but Linda just stared with a
confused expression. | hadn't seen nuch of themduring the |ast week,

and hadn't really spoken to them when | had seen them
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“"Do nme one nore favor, Elaine," | called after returning her wave.
"Take all those unifornms | left and burn them ™

Then | got out of there fast. Amd all the |aughter of the cadets
Pete had gotten half of his chair, and | didn't want anything to
spoi |l that goodbye we'd shared.

Ri nger and | picked up a hopper at the field, and set our course for
Bl ue Ski es.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 12

Anyone seeing Blue Skies for the first tine is in for a shock. The
nane of the hospital |eads you to picture sharp, clean, nodern |ines
rising up to the heavens and softly | andscaped grounds. The picture
Is of a dream of ease that will encourage you to heal and grow wel |
again, a haven for the unlucky. In point of fact Blue Skies is a

hi gh, wi de, dismal pile of stones, sonething that |ooks like it's
been taken from sone planet's dark ages. There are no windows in it
at all and Federation troops wal k guard posts all around it,

i ncluding the relatively small landing field at the rear of the
bui l ding. Blue Skies is a hard place to get into and a hard place to
get out of, the fornmer condition being encouraging for agents on the
sick list, the latter being encouraging for anyone who knows about
ward K.

Ringer and | left our hopper on the landing field and were passed

t hrough the guard posts into the building. The guards had | ooked at
us closely, and | could tell fromtheir grim hunorless expressions
that they were still feeling raw over the break-in the Flowerville
peopl e had pulled. Their disruptors were |loose in their hol sters, and
anyone who was foolish enough to try anything el se would be |ucky if
they were in a position to need Blue Skies afterward.

The inside of the Federation's npbst active special hospital was a
col d conmbi nati on of colorless tan and chroneli ke netal, neat and

clean and full of the feeling of efficiency. I had often wondered how
its staff could stand living there, nonth after nonth, year after
year, seeing only with artificial lights, breathing nothing but
filtered air. It was very nuch like being in a ship of deep space,

but | had never m nded being aboard a ship. | always m nded bei ng at
Bl ue Ski es.

Ri nger and | had decided to rearrange our schedule, so we separated
when we got inside. The first stop | nade was at Ral ph's office, to
see what he could do about ny left hand. Being redheaded was bad
enough, and | didn't need any other distinguishing marks - not to
mention the fact that the pain had started to cone back. Ral ph | ooked
at the hand and frowned at ne, and | solemnly assured himl'd spilled
ink onit. In spite of his disapproval he managed to dye the skin
enough to hide nost of the bruising and give ne sonething for the
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pain, so | was able to go on to the |ab that had been broken into.

Ri nger spent the tine calling 2 and arrangi ng for Hughes to neet us
at Blue Skies. We didn't know how far away Val could sense ne, and it
was better not to take any chances.

The | ab people flatly refused to give ne any idea of what was in the
stolen vial. | pointed out that the Flowerville people knew, but the
techs just sneered. The Flowerville people nust have taken the vial
with ideas of ransom they told ne. They couldn't really know what
was init, just that it was inportant. The techs had a m niature
detector set into a wide but cheap and ugly | ooking bracelet, and |
put it on ny right wist. Even if the detector itself turned out to
be usel ess, at |east the bracelet covered up the scars.

| finally left the labs, and went to a previously assigned visitor's
sl eeping roomon the ground floor to wait for Ri nger and Hughes. The
| ocal clothing I'd specified had been delivered, but |I wasn't sure
they'd gotten the sizes right. | had only just begun going through it
when Ri nger showed up wth Hughes in tow

“If this turns out the way | think it will, I"mputting in for
retirenent," Ringer grow ed as he shut the door behind the two of
them "I couldn't take another agent |ike you."

"That neans he approves of you,"” | told Hughes with a smle. "You'l
get used to his formof enthusiasm but first | need to ask: how do
you feel about going along on this?"

“It's got to be better than sitting in a classroom" she responded
with an answering smle. "Does this count as ny field test?"

"Only if you live through it," | qualified with a pl easant nod.
“Let's go through this stuff together so we can get acquai nted. Want
to help with hooks and stay-tabs, Ringer?"

“1"ll see you two later,’
he left.

Ri nger said, shaking his head a little as

| paused to study Hughes again, and could see that | hadn't been

m st aken. She and | woul d have | ooked |ike sisters even if we hadn't
had the sane color hair and eyes. She wasn't as tall as | was, but
she looked a little older. I knew she was ni neteen, but she didn't
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cone off at any nore than seventeen. If two teenage girls couldn't
get close to the people who had that vial, no one could.

Hughes had gone over to the pile of clothes that was heaped on the
rooms bed, so | turned back to them nyself and asked, "What do
peopl e call you besi des Hughes?"

“I take it you nmean in m xed conpany," she said, holding one of the
bl ouses up to her. "I usually answer to Thea, but if you don't I|ike
| anguage |i ke that, you can call ne Teddy."

"What's wong with Thea?" | asked, feeling anused.

“It's short for Theodora," she returned wth a grinace, tossing the
bl ouse back onto the pile. "I've hated that nane as long as | can
remenber. It's so...cute-little-girlish."

“"And you don't like being a cute little girl," | sumred up, studying
her again.

“"Do you?" she countered, turning to stare at ne.

“I take every bit of help | can get," | replied with a shrug, then
sat down on the bed near the clothes. "But | know the feeling you' re
tal king about. It's when every two-bit nmale around | ooks at you and
sneers even when you can outthink himand outfight himany day of the
week. He pats you on the head and feels superior just because he's
mal e and you're fenale.

“But being fenmale is the greatest edge you can have if you're serious
about becomi ng an agent. You can walk right up to a target and put

hi m away before anyone knows what's happening, and that in a
situation where a nmal e agent woul d have to fight his way in froma
mle off. But you'd better learn to be confortable being female, or
you won't be able to stand the | oneliness.”

“"Do you think sex is that inportant?" she asked wwth a frown. "I'd
rat her have ny self respect, and you can have both if you patronize
j oy houses. "

“I'"' mnot tal ki ng about sex," | answered seriously, |ooking up at her.
“I'"'mtal ki ng about sonmeone to talk to... Take ny situation, for
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exanple. | just finished playing a little gane with the conmandant at
t he Acadeny. |'ve known Pete for a |ot of years, but this tinme around
he's decided to father ne because of what | | ook |ike. | encouraged
himin it because | nade a bad m stake earlier on: |I rem nded him
about who I amand what | do for a living."

| sighed a little, and |ay back on the bed.

“"Pete knows what ny job is and a good deal of what's involved, but he
only knows it intellectually, not enotionally. Wen he | ooks at ne |
want himto see a cute little girl, not the string of dead bodi es
|'ve left behind ne. Wien | ook at himl'd rather see a hint of the

hard tinme he's going to give ne, not fear at the possibility of ny
comng close to him

“"The next tinme | show up there, if I'mstill looking like this, 1"l
be fresh enough to get himgood and nad at ne. It m ght nean a hard
spanki ng, but even if it conmes to that, all I'll do is cry and
conplain and then call him'sir.'" | could kill himten different ways

before he took the first step toward ne, but I won't even think about
it let alone start it. Until you've seen naked fear in the eyes of
soneone you care about, you won't understand what |'mgetting at.
After that you'll spare yourself the pain and |oneliness and be gl ad
to be nothing but a cute little girl."

She stood staring down at the floor and didn't answer i medi ately,
t hen she | ooked up agai n.

“I'sn't there anyone | can be nyself with?" she asked in a choked
whi sper. "Do | have to go through life pretending to be sonething |'m
not ?"

“You don't have to do it for everyone, just the people you want for
friends," | soothed her. "And you can be yourself with other agents

| i ke you, but just the ones like you. There won't be many, but there
wi |l be enough.”

| took a deep breath and then forced a grin. "But | haven't yet

menti oned the best part about being fenmale. You can get away with
things that no nal e agent would even think of trying. A few years ago
anot her fenmal e agent - Kate Newman - and | got bored and decided to
liven things up a little. We broke into the Council building on

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon12.html (4 of 20)18/09/2005 15:01:03



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 12

Hi dem te and reprogranmed their diplomatic negotiati ons conputer so
that 40% of the di plomatic notes put together by it canme out using
what was considered the foulest insults on the planet getting the
not e.

"There was no danger of starting anything serious because all notes
are checked before being sent out, but the flap it caused in the
sacred Council halls was a joy to behold. Kate and | hadn't taken any
speci al precautions to cover our trail, so they found out pretty

qui ckly who had done it.

“I'f we'd been mal e they would have ordered out a firing squad, but

| nstead they stornmed and raged and ended up doi ng nothing nore than
citing us for three nonths. It |asted a week for ne and a week and a
hal f for Kate, because there's too much work and not enough agents to
handle it. So cheer up, sister. Life is what you make it, and | plan
to make it fun until |'mninety."

“I think I like the way you do it," she decided al oud while grow ng a
grin. "And I wsh | could have seen their faces."

“Stick around," | said, putting ny hands behind ny head. "A job
doesn't last forever, and when it's over all bets are off. There's
nothing to limt you but your imagination.

“And speaking of imagination," |I changed the subject abruptly, "start
to imagine us as sisters. We'll be visiting our father's cousin,

Al fred Lammerly, in Weatley, because we got into trouble in

Val | eyval e, our hone town. ['ll tell you sonething about Valleyvale
so you'll have an idea about it, but it's better than 3,000 mles
away from Weatley and Flowerville so you won't find too many peopl e
guestioning you about it. W'll run away from Weatl ey and go to
Flowerville, and once we're in Flowerville we'll insist we're from

Wheatl ey. If anyone nentions Valleyvale, just stare blankly and tell
them you don't know what they're tal king about. If sonething slips
and sonehow it can be proven that we're not from Weatley, Valleyvale
I s our backup origin."

“I don't know Wheatley either,"” she said, shifting her weight from
one leg to the other. "How long will | have to learn it?"

“A couple of days,” | answered. "W really shouldn't take the tine,
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but | have sone sleep to catch up on. W won't get that vial back if
| have to stop to nap in the mddle."

“"Would | be prying if |I asked about what's been happening | atel y?"
she said with obvious hesitation overlying curiosity. "You' ve been

| ooki ng so distracted and far away, and | saw what went on between
you and your partner. | don't mnd telling you that nmy hands weren't
too steady afterward...For a mnute | thought you were going to kil
him"

“I alnmost did," |I said, not noving on the bed but holding tight to
what control | had left. "And that's the second tine | alnost killed
him so I'mnot going to wait for third tine |ucky. He can teamw th
soneone else fromnow on, and find a girl for hinself who wl|
col l apse in hysterics when she cracks, not reach for the nearest
weapon. "

| wanted to turn over and bury ny face in ny arns, but the truth
wasn't sonething | could hide from |'d tried again and again to keep
fromthi nki ng about what had happened, but sone part of ne hadn't

cooperated. |1'd suddenly found the whole situation spelled out in ny
mnd in sinple, open terns, ones which it wasn't possible to
m sunderstand or msinterpret. | had to turn around and wal k away

fromVal, even though this tinme | hadn't hurt himas badly as | had
the first time. There's hurt and there's hurt, and the expression

he'd worn still haunted nme in tines of distraction...
“I don't think I'lIl ever forget the ook on his face after | cane so
close to killing him and | don't ever want to see that | ook again,"

| said alnobst to nyself. "And it all happened because | was st upid,
as soneone so kindly pointed out to ne. You can be stupid wth your
own life, but not soneone else's." Then | stirred and pushed all

t hose thoughts away from ne again. "Let get to these clothes so we
can get out of here."

| rose to ny feet, and after a couple of m nutes we found that the
clothes were a pretty good fit after all so we got into them |
settled on very brief shorts and a | ow cut conbi nati on vest and

bl ouse affair that reached only half way down to ny waist. Teddy
chose a skirt that was hardly | onger than ny shorts, and a hal ter-

| i ke arrangenent that circled her neck. Addi ng hi gh-thonged sandal s
toit we |looked |ike we were in the business of being on the nmake,
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but that was the effect we were |l ooking for. | nade a call to arrange
for nore outfits |ike the ones we wore and sonme | onger and heavi er
stuff for the chilly evenings in Flowerville, and then we went to
find Ringer.

W ran R nger down in the doctor's |ounge on the floor nmy room was
on. The man | worked for was busy remniscing wwth Ral ph and a few

ot her doctors about the "good ol d days" when he didn't have to play
nursemaid to a bunch of crazy agents. |'d heard the story before, and
could see his point, since |I'd rather be one of the crazy agents
nysel f. When we stopped in the |ounge doorway, Teddy | ooked at the
group and smled faintly.

“I wonder how M. Ringer will react to these outfits," she nused
softly. "He didn't seemtoo anxious to help us with the stay-tabs."

“"Don't try him" | advised, feeling sonething of anusenent. "I was
rem nded that it isn't backwardness that send himscurrying at the
drop of a skirt. He doesn't believe in m xing business with pleasure
any nore than | do, so he stays away from his wonen agents. But from
what | hear, if you push himtoo hard you'll end up very surprised."

She gl anced at ne showing a flash of dismssal for what |'d said,

t hen she assuned a neutral expression and wal ked into the |ounge. |
foll owed her, wondering if she would take the advice or be |like ne
and have to learn the hard way. The group around R nger noticed us
before he did, and nost of them- the male part - stared in

appreci ation. One of them whistled, |ow and sincerely, and Teddy
stopped to turn conpl etely around. That brought applause fromthe
ones who appreci ated the gesture and Ral ph called, "You, too, D ana!
We don't get nuch chance to see anything |like you two around here.
G ve us a break."

| |aughed and turned slowy, stopping with ny back to them then
tw sted around half bent over to | ook at them over ny hip.

“I's that what you had in mnd?" | asked mldly. The appl ause was so
| oud that a couple of security guards cane racing in. They | ooked at
Teddy and ne, rehol stered their disruptors, then went back out
grinning. Teddy continued on to the group, and | strai ghtened up and
foll owed her.
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“When do you plan on | eaving?' R nger asked nme when | reached him "I
told Lammerly |'d call himagain wwth a better ETA "

“"We're going now," | supplied, crouching down briefly to straighten
the thong on ny right sandal. "We' Il take a hopper to a point about
twenty-five or thirty mles past Weatl ey and hitchhi ke back. The
sort of girls we are would never think of using a regular neans of
transportation. You can have the hopper picked up later."

“"Do you want a hopper left for you outside of Flowerville?" R nger
asked as | stood up again.

“"No," | decided after thinking about it for a mnute. "After we get
the vial, we'll find our own way back. The practice will do Teddy
good. "

Ri nger | ooked at Teddy, and she smled and started to cone cl ose and

began to say sonet hi ng when she seened to | ose her bal ance. She tried
to recover, couldn't nmake it, and ended up squarely on Ri nger's | ap.

The doctors appl auded agai n, and she bl ushed prettily.

"Oh, M. R nger, |I'"'mso sorry!" she said, staying right where she
was. "l can't imagine what coul d have happened!"

"l can," R nger returned dryly. He stood up and pushed at the sane
time, and Teddy ended up on the floor hard enough for us all to hear
it. "Every tine | get a new fenale agent | go through the sane
routine. Don't you girls ever stop?"

“I don't know about anyone else," Teddy nuttered as she got up from
the floor to rub at herself, "but as far as |'mconcerned | have no
i ntention of going on. Did you have to push so hard?"

Ri nger grinned but didn't answer her. For ny own part, | was happy to
just stand by for once and see soneone else get it. Then Ral ph | eft
his chair and cane over to ne.

“"You' d better take sonme of this with you, D ana,"” he said, handing ne
a small vial of the dye he'd used on ny hand. "The conpound isn't
supposed to wear off, but I'll feel better if you have a supply of it
with you."
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“I appreciate it, Ralph," | said, putting the vial away in the mddle
of ny cleavage. "But | think you brought it to ne just to watch where
| put it." It's hard to believe, but he blushed at that! \Wich nmade

me add, "Correct ne if I'mwong, but aren't you the sanme doctor who
gave ne a physical just about a week ago? Wiat coul d you possibly be
bl ushi ng about ?"

He bl ushed a deeper shade, then a grin forced its way through.

“It's not the sane,"” he said, using a gesture to show he groped for
the right words. "When | give physicals | just check the parts, not
how they're put together. It's a lot nore fun to concentrate on the
assenbl y. "

Teddy and | | aughed at that and Ringer said, "Are you taking any
weapons? Those outfits tend to limt what you can carry."

“"We're going out clean," | responded. "If we wanted to match their
firepower we'd need an atom c cannon. Besides, | know how they handl e
things in Flowerville, and if we run into any argunents we won't be
usi ng conventional weapons. Any final comments or criticisns? If not,
everybody wave bye-bye."

Sone of the doctors did just that but R nger growl ed, "Don't waste
any nore tinme than you have to, and neke sure at | east one of you
gets back here with that vial."

| blew hima kiss, and Teddy and | left to pick up our battered old
| uggage and get a hopper. Wien |'d set the course and turned on the
autopilot, | |it a cigarette and | eaned back to rel ax.

“I didn't know you could fly a hopper," Teddy commented as she
gl anced out the wi ndow at the ground far bel ow us.

“What made you think | couldn't?" | countered.
"Well, you always had a pilot when you cane to 2 for the class,"” she
said, dismssing the |andscape to give ne her attention again. "I

just assuned you couldn't handl e a hopper.™

"That was no pilot, that was ny guard,” | said with a small |augh.
"Pete wanted to nake sure | didn't head for the shuttleport near
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Val | eyval e, but you'll have to wait to get the whole story on that.
But tell nme, how did you like your first taste of real equality?"

She | ooked at ne bl ankly. "Wat equality?"

“"Didn't you hear Ringer's final comment?" | asked. "I would have
t hought you couldn't mss it."

“Oh, that," she renenbered al oud after a nonent of thought. "Sure, |
heard it, but he was exaggerating, wasn't he? Sort of |like "wth your
shield or onit"'?"

"That was no exaggeration,” | said, watching her reaction. "It's the

best thing about R nger. He expects all his agents to die if it neans
getting the job done, and in this instance being fenal e doesn't buy
you a thing. So | repeat, how does it feel?"

“I don't know yet," she answered slowy, obviously never having
really considered the point. "I think it takes getting used to - |ike
this seat," she added as she squirned around. "And that fall | took
didn't help any. Does he al ways do that ?"

“"Not always,"” | denied with amusenent. "You're just |ucky you weren't
alone with him He teaches a harder lesson in private."

“"You sound |ike the voice of experience," she nused, studying ne.
“What woul d have happened in private?"

“"Try it and find out for yourself," | canme back, flicking sone ashes
onto the floor of the hopper. "Nobody warned ne either. It was a |ong
time ago, but | have confidence in Ringer."

“What could he possibly do?" she demanded. "I have a 5 rating in hand
to hand conbat."

“I have a 9 rating, but you didn't find ne in his lap," | pointed
out. "I can hold my own with himin the gym but when nobody's

| ooking he fights dirty. At that point it isn't a gane anynore, and
you either fight to put himaway for keeps, or you take your | unps.
Personally, 1've had enough trouble with the Council |ately. Fenmale
or no, | have no intention of having to tell themthey need a new
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Chi ef of Agents because of ne. But they don't know you yet. Maybe you
could get away wth it."

“Sonme other time, maybe," she nuttered, her eyes saying she was sorry
she' d asked. "Wat do we do when we reach Wheat!| ey?"

“We act as obnoxious as possible to give Lamerly an excuse for not

sending the police after us when we go," | explained, automatically

checking our position at the remnder. "If we should be picked up by
the Flowerville police we don't want to be sent back, but we do want
ajust-in-case alibi. It's better to be sent back and have to start

all over than to have our final paychecks nmade out. |I'll give you

t hat sketch of Valleyvale now, so we don't have to worry about who
m ght be |istening."

| gave her a general, street by street description of Valleyvale,

filling in only the main points of interest. Teddy |listened with her
eyes cl osed and no expression on her face, which neant she was
menorizing the data. | had brought her along nore on an inpul se than

anything else, but it |ooked |like the inpulse m ght pay off.

| finally grounded the hopper in a tall weed patch about half a mle
fromthe main highway | eading to Weatley, then we wal ked back to the
hi ghway. After fighting our way through all those weeds, we really

| ooked |i ke we'd been traveling for a while. W strolled along the

hi ghway waiting for sonebody to cone by, but Tanderon's | ocal ground
traffic tended to be on the light side. After an hour's worth of
strolling, Teddy stopped to w pe the sweat and dust from her forehead
with the back of the hand that wasn't hol ding a vali se.

“I think five mles away from Weatl ey woul d have been a better
| dea, " she said, sounding as hot and sweaty as she | ooked. "At this
rate it'll take us a week to get there."

“"No, it won't," | disagreed, glancing at her. "If we don't get a bite
soon, you get your first real lesson in overland travel nobde. You' ve

had the foundation for it laid down, haven't you?"

"Yes, and we were even given one practice," she answered gluny.
"Sonmehow the classroomis starting to | ook better and better."

Meani ng that that one practice had |eft her as drained as everyone
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got at first. Overland travel node lets you nove incredibly fast for
atime, but it uses your bodily resources to do it. |If you haven't
used the node enough to | et you devel op special caches to draw on,
you end up feeling as though you're about to die of exhaustion. |
wasn't terribly anxious to use the node for an extended period, but
we didn't have nuch tine to waste.

So we kept going, and about ten mnutes |ater we heard the sound of

an engine. W turned to | ook, and saw an ol d- fashi oned ground car
com ng along. Teddy started to | ook shocked then w ped the expression
off, but I couldn't really blame her for the reaction as you don't
often see relics like that. The vehicle was | ow sl ung and supposedly
stream i ned, but probably couldn't do nuch nore than a hundred and
fifty nph. The ground car started to slow, kept going a short way

past us, then stopped and waited while we hurried to get to it. A
short-haired man with a red face | ooked out of the w ndow at us,
wetting his lips wwth a thick tongue as he watched us cone running up.

“You girls need a ride?" he asked in a hoarse voice while his eyes
drank us in.

“"You bet," | said, giving hima look that said a ride wasn't all |
needed. Teddy said nothing, but gave himthe sane kind of | ook.

“C non, then," he said, and | eaned over to open the door on the other
side of the car. W went around to that side and | got in first after
putting ny bag in the back, then | noved all the way over to give
Teddy roomto get in. | also nade sure to rub against red-face a
little before | noved back slightly to give himroomto drive. He
stared at ne and wet his |ips again, then put a hand on ny | eg and
slowly noved it up and down.

“"Where you girls goin'?" he asked, just as hoarsely as before.
“"To Wheatley," | said, closing ny eyes a bit to the stroking. "I hope

getting there won't take too long. W been on the road a long tine
wi t h nobody's conpany but our own."

“I guess | c¢c'n take care a that," he said, retrieving his hand and
starting the car noving again. "Weatley's just up the road."

We drove in silence for a short while, and soon started to see ol d,

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon12.html (12 of 20)18/09/2005 15:01:03



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 12

abandoned, but once-el egant houses spaced out al ong the highway. When
we rounded a turn we could see the start of a town far ahead, and

t hat was when red-face began to slow down. After a mnute he pulled
off the road near a shack that was nore rundown than the houses had
been, obviously having been deserted for a |onger tine.

“Let's stop here a while," he said, his eyes |ooking at ne hungrily.
"W c¢'n count on th' privacy."

"Sure, baby," | nurnured, running ny hand over his armthe sane way
he'd done with ny leg. "How nuch of the foldin' stuff you got? W
don't cone cheap.”

"What d'ya nean?" he demanded, his hand grabbing ny armto stop the
novenent. "I give you a ride, and now you pay fer it! | don't hafta
gi ve you nothin' else!"

“The hell you don't!" | retorted, noving a short way away from him
“"We don't put out for nothin' but a |ousy ride! Whadda you think we
are, a couple of kids?"

“No," he said in an ugly voice. "I c¢c'n see yer pros all the way. Cet
out . "
“"Don't be |ike that, baby," |I said immediately in a wheedling tone,

going after his armagain. "W can do business...So how nuch have you
got ?"

"l said get out!" he repeated, |eaning over to open the door near

Teddy before giving ne a shove. "I don't need you if | hafta pay fer
it."

"Forget the cheapskate," Teddy said in a disgusted voice, already
getting out of the car. "He couldn'a nade it for both of us anyway."

“I guess you're right," | said in a bored tone, follow ng her out and
retrieving ny bag before adding, "Big man."

Red-face | eaned over again and slamred the door shut, then took off
fast. We watched himand his dust cloud until they were out of sight,
then Teddy turned to | ook at ne.
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“"Weren't you pushing it a little?" she asked, brushing sone of the
dust out of her hair. "What if he'd agreed to pay?"

"Then we woul d have done business," | answered, w ping the heat of
the sun fromny neck. "If you need soft lights and sweet nusic you're
in the wong line of work."

She flushed a little, then | aughed wyly.

"I was being juvenile, wasn't |1?" she conceded. "Next tinme |'l| get
in first."

“Curb your enthusiasm"” | advised with a sigh. "This routine goes
only for around Weatley. If you try it in Flowerville you won't get
paid either, but they'll stand in |line six-deep. Al npbst everybody
there belongs to a different 'social club,' and they' re always on
call for each other. Wien we get there we'll have to connect up fast
with one of our own, or it'll be open season on us by all of them

Now that we're alnost there, let's start wal king again."”

We trudged on down the highway, nanaging to get just inside the town
limts before the trusty agents of the peace reached us. They cane
roaring down the street in their own version of nobdern
transportation, screeching to a stop right in front of us. The doors
on both sides of the ground car flew open, and two really rough types
got out. They were tall and bl ankfaced with eye-hiding sun
reflectors, and were wearing stunners as if they were show ng the
weapons off for sale. Teddy and | gl anced at each other, then waited
for themto reach us.

"Get inthe car," the one near ne said in a flat, |lifeless voice,
standi ng cl ose enough to grab ne if | started to run.

“"What for?" | demanded brashly, just so as not to di sappoint them
"Wl ki ng' s not against the |aw "

Wt hout changi ng expression, the one in front of ne sl apped ne cross-
handed so hard that | went down.

"Get in the car," he repeated in the sane flat tone. | put the back
of ny hand to ny face and showed a little fear, then got up and
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grabbed ny bag. The man stepped back a pace to let ne pass, and his
partner pushed Teddy. She had to run a few steps to stay on her feet,
but she managed it and joined ne in getting into the back of car.
They cl osed the doors on us, got in thenselves in front, then after
backi ng up and turning around we drove into \Weatl ey.

The whol e town of Wheatley is a nonunent to dry throats. The old
wooden buil dings stood back in their coats of peeling paint, the dust
drifting over and around them and just |ooking at those buil dings
made nme lick ny lips and swall ow. Teddy stared out the wi ndow on her
side of the car wwth a bored expression on her face, but | didn't

bot her since |I'd been to Weatl ey before.

In a matter of mnutes we pulled up in front of a dusty stone
bui | di ng, and our honor guard got out. The one on ny side opened the
door and said, "Qut." Stunned by the brilliant conversation | clinbed
out intime to have himgrab ny arm hard enough to | eave
fingerprints. He hustled ne inside the building, and his partner

foll owed with Teddy.

It was cool er and darker inside, but the air was still around the 92%
hum dity mark. We were dragged over to a | ow desk that was surrounded
by a wooden railing, where a man sat working. H's bent head showed a
bal d spot, and when he | ooked up his jowy face was sweating. H's
narrowed eyes took in every inch of ne before he gave the sane

| nspection to Teddy, and when he'd finished | ooking he spoke to her
rat her than ne.

"You m ght be old enough for a license, girl, but your partner
ain"t,” he drawled. "Don't you know we don't |ike freelance workers
around here?"

"I don't know nothin' about your crummy town, and we never needed a
| i cense before,” Teddy answered sullenly. "That jerk was |ucky we
even | ooked at him"

“"Well, you look at any nore a our people, girl, and a licence'll cost
you nore'n you c¢'n pay wthout pain," he countered w thout changi ng
expression. "Wiere were you two headed?"

Teddy gl anced at ne and didn't answer, so the jowy face turned in ny
direction to study ne again.
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"“You know what happens to kids we pick up around here?" he asked ne.
"They get sent to live wwth sonme fol ks who don't |ike kids, and |

know 'em They really won't |ike you. Where were you headed?"

"The Federation Acadeny,"” | told himin a bored voice. "W're new
cadets."

The fingerprint expert hanging onto ny armshifted his grip to a
poi nt down near ny wist, then | evered ny arm back. \Wen he'd gotten
it half way up ny back | |eaned over toward the desk and gasped.

"Wher e?" repeated the jowy nman.

"Lammer|y!" | gasped out, which caused ny private arm bender to ease
off and then pull ne upright by the shoulder. If |I'd answered their
gquestions i mmedi ately they woul d have been suspi ci ous; having the
answers forced out of nme made them nuch nore acceptable and

unquesti onably true.

“What do you have to do with Lamrerly?" the jowy man asked. |

hesitated until | felt my arm bei ng pushed up again, and then |
tal ked fast.

"He's our old man's cousin!™ | shrilled out. "W're supposta stay
with him"

“Let's find out,"” the jowy nman said, turning away. He reached over
and used his 'phone to call Lammerly, and asked himto cone down

Wi t hout going into details. Teddy and | were pushed over to an old
wooden bench at the side of the griny room and we all waited.

About an hour later, Lammerly wal ked in. He went over to the jowy
man w t hout even glancing in our direction, and stopped to shake
hands.

"Had to finish some chores, Jake," Lammerly said to the man. "What'd
you need ne for?"

"You know those two, AIf?" Jowly Jake asked, pointing at Teddy and
me. Lammerly turned his head as if noticing us for the first tine,
then cane over to stand in front of us and stare. He was dark- haired
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and al nost a giant of a man, with a broad and hunorl ess face and
dark, serious eyes.

“Where the hell've you two been?" he asked in a flat voice. "You were
supposta be here a week ago."

Teddy and | didn't say anything, but Jake did.

"They were hitchin' along the highway an' tryin' to work their way
here,"” he drawl ed. "How cone they're visitin' you?"

"My cousin George couldn't handle "em" Lammerly said, still staring

at Teddy and ne. "I said |I'd take "emfor a while and try ny hand at
it. They were due a week ago, and | thought they went on to
Flowerville for sure.”

"Serve 'emright if they did," Jake said, the creaking of his chair
sayi ng he now | eaned back. "You wanta take 'em or should we keep 'em
for a while? Sorta soften 'emup for you."

“I'" mpretty good at softenin' things up nyself," Lammerly responded,
rubbi ng the knuckles of one hand with his other hand. "Wl k, you
two. "

Teddy and | exchanged sour | ooks and got up, then picked up our bags
agai n and wal ked out of the building just ahead of Lamerly. Wen we
were all outside he pushed us to the right and said, "That way."

He followed no nore than two steps behind us as we wal ked down t he
cracking street, and after a little nore than four blocks worth of
wal ki ng he stopped us by a hand on each of our shoul ders.

“In there," he said, pointing to a dirty yell ow house that nust have
once | ooked bright and cheerful and wel com ng. The one-story house
was patched and repaired, standing alone anong nany others like it, a
driveway and carport to the left, scraggly grass running to a short,
gapi ng wooden fence on the right. Teddy and | wal ked up the worn
stone wal k and then clinbed the two overlarge concrete steps. W
stood and waited until Lammerly noved past us to open the door, then
| followed himinside wth Teddy foll ow ng ne.

Inside it was dimand dusty silent, thin patched drapes covering the
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wi de wi ndow to the left of the front door. |I noved ahead until |
stood in the mddle of ancient, overused furniture before | dropped
ny bag, then was able to turn as Lammerly cl osed the door behi nd
Teddy. He was also dividing his stare between Teddy and ne, but he
couldn't wait forever before taking the plunge.

“Di ana?" he asked, | ooking at Teddy, which made her smle faintly.
She al ready knew she hadn't been seeing the real ne, but the matter
wasn't one that nmade ne feel |ike smling.

"How soon they forget,"” |I murnured, bringing Lanmerly's serious eyes
to ne as Teddy's smle w dened. Lammerly had a sense of hunor, but
hi s usual sober manner tended to hide the fact.

“"Forget, hell,"” he returned with a snort, flipping a wall switch to
get enough light for a better inspection of ne. "You didn't |ook |ike
that the last tinme we worked together. If R nger hadn't told ne, |
never woul d have known you."

The ceiling light glared down on threadbare carpeting, old, faded
chairs, a rickety couch, and chipped, dull |anp tables hol ding | anps
that didn't work any longer. | | ooked at the two once-uphol stered
chairs standing only a couple of feet away, chose the one that seened
sturdier, then collapsed into it.

"That's the story of nmy life, AIf,” | told him shaking sweat -
danpened hair away frommny face. "Nobody knows nme. Alf Lammerly, neet
Teddy Hughes. Teddy and | are teamng on this one."

The man and woman nodded to each other as though they'd only just
met, which happened to be exactly the way it was. Two agents neeting
in public aren't really neeting, they're just reacting to the
situation and each other's roles. AlIf made his smle of wel cone
warnmer than it usually was, then turned his attention back to ne.

"Ringer told nme you were comng here for a rest,” he said, his |ong
face show ng nothing of curiosity. "Don't you rate a regul ar vacati on
anynor e?"

“Not these days," | confirnmed, deciding I'd wait a while before
giving himas nmuch of the story as | could. "How about being a good
host and breaking out a chunk of bread? | want to show Teddy a few of
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the sights before it gets too |late."

H s dark, sober eyes stared at ne for a m nute before he said,

“Sure,"” and went past ne to the doorway directly behind ny chair.
There were two ot her doorways in the room one to the left and one to
the right, but his going to the one behind ne probably nade that the
kitchen. Hi s |lack of expression had seened stranger than usual, but

It mght have just been ny imagination.

"He's got great working conditions here," Teddy comented in a soft
voi ce, | ooking around at the broken down room before sitting in the
ot her chair.

“I't bal ances out," | shrugged, keeping nmy voice as |ow as hers had
been. "Living here m ght be depressing, but he doesn't have to go
into Flowerville. When he gets rotated out of here he'll probably go
back to his apartnent near headquarters, but then he'll have to stick
hi s neck out again on whatever job cones up. If you're looking for a
way to beat the gane go right ahead, but if you find one |let nme know.
"' malways interested in mracles."

Teddy didn't answer and | stretched out in the chair, relaxing ny
tired nmuscles. After thinking about it for a mnute | decided it

m ght be best if | cut the tour short and got back to the house as
qui ckly as possi ble. Tonorrow, after sonme sleep, |I'd be better able
to do the tour job right. In alittle while Lammerly called us, so we
joined himin his dingy kitchen. We all took chairs, and Teddy and |
sanpled the stewlike neal he'd nade. After the first taste | decided
that Pete ought to neet Lammerly, and eagerly dug in. | finished it
all and drank the coffee Lammerly had supplied, then | eaned back with
a sigh.

“I"'mtenpted to ask you to marry ne, Alf, but you'd probably insist

that | do the cooking," | said. "Wiere did you |learn to handl e food
i ke that?"

"It was learn or starve," he replied wwth a shrug, but his pleasure
at the conplinent was still obvious. "There aren't too many
restaurants around here, at |east not ones you can enjoy yourself in.
How about sone nore?"

"Only if you want to see ne explode,” | told himwith regrettable
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truth. "And it's tinme that Teddy and | got going. Are you finished,
Teddy?"

“"All set," she acknow edged, pushing her enpty plate away. W both
got to our feet and Teddy turned to the door, but before | could
foll ow her the room suddenly blurred. | grabbed at the back of her
chair to keep ny bal ance, but al nost fell anyway. Blinking ny eyes
didn't help to chase away the blur, but it did add to a grow ng

di zzi ness that nmade the room spin around ne. My legs and arns were
abruptly very weak, but Lamrerly was just as abruptly right behind
me. His armwent around ny waist, his strength al one hol di ng ne up.

“"What's the matter, Diana," his voice murnured in ny ear, sounding
strange and blurry and very far away. "I thought you were |eaving."

It was hard to foll ow what was going on, but sonehow the truth fought
its way through the externals.

"What did you give ne, AIf?" | tried to demand, but the words cane
out slurred and | azy, as though the question wasn't at all inportant.

"Just what Ringer ordered," his nmurnmur answered, sounding as though
he were slowy noving away fromne. "Sonething to nake you get the

sl eep you need. Don't fight it, Diana, it's just what you need. Sleep
I s what you need ...sleep ...sleep..

H s receding murnur dragged ne with it, down a dark and fl oating
corridor, farther and farther away fromthe world I wanted to be in.

| tried to fight being pulled away, tried to ignore what was draggi ng
me down, but the effort was worse than useless. AlIf's armwas still
around ne, his broad body pressed to mne, and | nmanaged to croak
out, "Damm Ringer!" just before it all nelted away.

Click For Next Chapter

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon12.html (20 of 20)18/09/2005 15:01:03



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 13

Chapter 13

There's a certain point at which waking up in strange places stops
being interesting. Wen | opened ny eyes the next norning I

di scovered | was rapidly reaching that point. |I lay in a w de,
runpl ed bed, an old, thin sheet covering ne, the sun's glare com ng
in through a broken slat on the window blind. | took a deep breath

and forced nyself out of line wwth the glare, finding it possible to
nove with only a little difficulty.

It was necessary to nove again in order to sit up, which actually
bani shed the small anmount of difficulty. That let nme | ook around to
see that the room| was in gave off a feeling of rarely having been
used. It was as rundown and threadbare as the rest of AIf's house,
enpty except for the bed I had slept in and ny bag standi ng agai nst
the wall to the left of the bed. Cothes lay piled on top of the bag,
casual |y dunped there by soneone who wasn't interested enough to fold
t hem

That, of course, was when | realized | was naked under the sheet. |
cursed under ny breath, knowing AIf wasn't |ikely to have asked Teddy
to undress ne, and the anger | felt hit the charts and started to
rise. When it canme to nen taking ny clothes off | prefer to have a
say in the matter, even if | happen to know the man and had gone
through it with himonce before when still awake. It was all Ringer's
fault, himand his damed orders, himand his damed concern. |

didn't Iike to have decisions nade for ne even under nor nal

condi tions; during an assignnent there was no way |'d stand for it.

| threw the cover off ne and got to ny feet, then stal ked over to ny
bag to find a cigarette. Ringer and I would have to have words when |
got back, but right now there was soneone nearer who could use a few
of those words. | felt rested fromthe long night's sleep |I'd had,

but an acrid, netallic taste had made canp in ny nouth, telling ne
exactly what it was that had caused the night's sleep. Alf had gotten
cute since the last tinme I'd worked wwth him and | couldn't wait to
tell himhow nmuch | appreciated it.

| lay down on the bed again until | finished the cigarette, then
found a bat hroom behi nd one of the two doors in ny bedroom The
bat hroom had anot her door besides the one |I'd used, and | | ocked them
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both just for the hell of it before taking a shower. There was a
wat er neter on the shower, shutting the water off after no nore than
a couple of mnutes, but I was as clean by then as | was likely to

get in that town. | let the air jets dry ne before going back to ny
roomfor a clean outfit, and then | was ready to have that chat with
Al f. Not even bothering to run a brush through ny hair, | went out

into the house's dingy living room

Lammerly had one of the table |anps in pieces and had obvi ously been
wor ki ng on the wiring when he heard ne opening the door to ny
bedroom H's head cane up and he watched ne cone cl oser, his hands
still doing sonething to the wiring. He sat perched on a chair arm
next to the lanp's table, and he didn't nove or say a word. Teddy was
also in the room | knew, but for the nonent ny nood consi dered her

I nvi si bl e.

"Wl | ?" | demanded, stopping about five feet away fromLamerly to
put ny fists on ny hips.

“Well what?" he countered, his |ong face | ooking uninterested.
“"You're not thinking of starting sonmething foolish, are you? This is
hardly the place for it."

“I'"'m thinking of finishing sonething," | grow ed, taking another step
closer to him "Since when are you so keen on foll ow ng orders?"

“I foll ow them when they nmake sense,"” he responded with a shrug,
still 1 ooking uninpressed. "Ringer said not to use the stuff if you
took it easy on your own, but you didn't so | did. It's as sinple as
t hat."

“"Sinple is the right word," | agreed with a nod, finding nyself
getting angrier. "In case you' ve forgotten, that's not the way |
wor k. "

“"Then you'd better change the way you work while you're here," he
canme back, anger beginning to touch himas well. "You can't expect to
go into Flowerville while you're half asleep. As long as you're in ny
territory, you'll do it right."

“Is that so," | nurnured, feeling ny voice soften as ny anger built.
“Well, congratulations, Alf. You should have et ne in on the good
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news right away."

“What good news?" he asked, finally changing his expression to one of
confusion. "What are you tal king about ?"

“I'"'mtal ki ng about the news of your pronotion," | said, watching his
eyes to see if it reached him "I hadn't known they'd nmade you seni or
to ne. The last tinme we worked together, you weren't."

He went notionless as his sober gaze becane startled, and he suddenly
seened to find hinself with nothing nore to say. There wasn't nuch he

could say, but | didn't have that trouble.

“If the pronotion hasn't conme through then you can keep your ideas to
yoursel f," | pressed, not about to let the matter drop. "As |long as

"' m seni or agent here, we'll continue to do things ny way."

“I't's hard to renenber you're senior to everyone but other hyper-
A's," he nuttered, sounding a lot |ess cocky than he had a coupl e of
m nutes earlier. "Wiy do you | ook |ike that?"

"My sins caught up with nme," | said in disgust, turning away to keep
himfrom seeing ny expression. "One of these days I'll have to hang a
sign around nmy neck, just to rem nd everyone who I am"

“"Believe ne, you need it," he said frombehind nme, giving ne exactly
the kind of support | was dying to get. | swall owed an appropriate
coneback, then forced nyself to turn and | ook at himagain with | ess
hostility.

“"Anything interesting happen while | was in dreanml and?" | asked, just
to keep nyself fromstarting the fight all over again.

“No, " he answered, then gestured to one side. "One of ny nei ghbors
dropped by early this norning with a couple of gifts, so | took Teddy
around town and showed her the sights on ny own."

| | ooked at Teddy where she sat in a chair to ny right, and for the
first tinme noticed what she was wearing. It was a faded print dress

t hat came down bel ow her knees, and was at |east three sizes too big.
It hung on her like a sack, and if her face had been covered |

woul dn't have nade any bets about whether she was a girl or a boy.
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"Good thinking," | said to her with a straight face. "Confusion to
the eneny is always sound doctrine."

“"I't was his idea!" she snarled, jerking a thunb at Lammerly as she
strai ghtened. "'You can't wal k around dressed |ike that with ne,' he
said! 'l have a role to protect,' he said! '"Put this dress on,' he
said! Dress! He wouldn't know a dress if it dropped on himfroma
tree! Wuld it bother you if |I told himwhere to put this dress?"

"It would bother nme," Lammerly said, bringing her blazing eyes over
to him "Life here has got to be as unpl easant as possible for you
two, so you'll have a good reason to run to Flowerville. If | let you
parade around in your original get-up and never said a word, don't
you t hink people would start to wonder when you |eft?"

Teddy was still mad, but she turned back to ne with a pleading | ook.
Unfortunately, all | could do was shrug.
"He's right," | told her. "Aslip like that on this end coul d nean

the gane for us in Flowerville. It's a choice between feeling foolish
here and feeling dead there."

"Okay, okay, | understand it," Teddy conceded in a grunble, throw ng
herself back into the slouch she'd been in a mnute earlier. "But I
don't have to like it! How many nore tines do we have to go out?"

“Two nore tinmes should do it," Lammerly said. "You |learn fast and
there isn't too nmuch left to show you." Then he turned to ne with a
dirty grin. "One of those tines Diana will be comng with us. She
needs the excuse too, and | have another dress just her size. W'll

| eave her here the second tine, and she can get sone nore sleep while
we finish up."”

Teddy sat up again and | ooked at nme with sudden interest. "Let's see

her dress, Lamrerly. | want to know which one of us is going to be
nore stylish.”

Lammerly | aughed and went for the dress, and | went for another
cigarette. It's easy giving advice, but it's not as easy to take it
even when it's your own advice. | didn't like the idea either, but it
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was necessary to the job. Wien | went back in, Lamerly had the
dr ess.

“It's not really fair, D ana," Teddy said, al nbst choking. "He saved
t he best one for you."

| | ooked at the dress, then | ooked at Lammerly.

"Would you try to find sonething else if | took back what | said
earlier?" | asked him "Horizontal stripes don't do a thing for ne,
and round, frilly collars and puffed short sleeves are definitely out
this season."

“I couldn't find anything better if |I tried," Lamerly said soberly,
the grin showing only in his eyes as he turned the dress around to

| ook at it again hinself. "This little nunber was made for you. You
can get into it while |I put a neal together, and we'll go out after
you' ve finished eating."

"Oh, no," | said as fast as I could. "I'll do ny own cooking, thank
you. |'d hate to exhaust your supply of Lethe, so |I'l|l change when |
finish."

“"You'll change now," he contradicted, holding the dress out to ne.

"You know you're safe until after we get back, so you're just
stalling."

“Life in this town has nade you vicious, Af," | said, grabbing the
dress. "I think I'll recommend a transfer to the planet Esnonia for
you when | get back."

“I'f I thought you were serious about that crack, the next tinme you
fell asleep you wouldn't wake up again," he said wth a | augh. "Those
so-called fenmal es on Esnonia are worse than you are. You don't pick
up a whip when | try to argue with you."

“"Well, just keep finding things like this dress for ne, and you'l
see how fast | adapt to newideas,” | told himsweetly. He grinned
again and went into the kitchen, and I went into the bedroomto
change.

| didn't even look for a mrror when | was in the dress. The saggi ng
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belt around where ny wai st shoul d have been, and the | ong-buttoned
stay-tab down the front of the dress told the whole story. Needl ess
to say, the high-thonged sandal s nade the whol e thing | ook even nore
ridiculous. I went back out, and Teddy turned away fromne fast to
study the faded pattern on the wall paper.

"I bet ny knees are warner than your knees," | said to her, nmaking
her break up. She turned back to ne and we both | aughed, then we
| ooked at each other critically.

“"You're right," she said, studying the matter seriously. "Yours is
| onger than mne."

“I knowit'll be hard, but try your best to renenber that we resent
having to wear these things," | advised dryly. "Wrk at |ooking surly
when we go out."

“It'"ll be a struggle, but | think I mght nmanage it," she replied
just as dryly, then shook her head to dismss the silliness and
added, "I wonder if Lammerly's making anything for ne to eat. W had

an early breakfast and |'m hungry again."

W went into the kitchen, and Lamrerly was just about finished making
sonething for all of us. He funbled a pot when he saw ne and didn't
bother to hide his grin, but | just dropped into a chair to wait for
the food and ignored him Wen we finished eating, we headed out.

This time we wal ked behind Lanmerly, dragging our feet and al npost
snarling. He kept stopping to tell us to hurry up, but we stuck to

t he sane sl ow pace. Teddy and | were passing sone small, dirty stores
when Lammerly | ooked back, saw how far behind we'd fallen, and turned
around to retrace his steps to us.

"You two have been draggin' |ong enough!" he said in a hard voice
when he reached us. "You pick up your feet and nove, or I'll give you
anot her taste of ny belt right here! I didn't mnd doin" it to get
you into decent clothes, and I don't mnd doin' it to get you novin'
right! You' re not out here | ookin' for custoners!”

"Who'd want us in these rags?" Teddy asked bitterly, pulling at her
fashi on frock.
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“Nobody' d better,"” Lamerly returned with a dangerous edge to his
tone as he started to open his belt. We |ooked at the belt and
started to nove faster, and the |loafers fromthe dirty stores who had
cone out to watch the show | aughed.

"That's tellin" "em A f!" one called as he scratched hinself. "Show
"em who's boss."

"@ve it to 'em anyways,"
| ater on."

anot her called. "Save you sone trouble

“"Can't now, Josh," Lammerly called back. "Got to get a haircut and
then get on with things. Been wastin' enough tine on these two."

After supplying our reason for being out there |ike that Lanmerly
caught up with us, then led the way to a di ngy barbershop that stood
all by itself.

"You two stay out front by the w ndow where | c'n see you," he
ordered when we reached it. "If you wander off, I'll find you."

He went inside after giving us individual hard | ooks, and we wal ked

across the wooden boards to the wi ndow where he m ght have been able
to see us through the dust. W had only been standing there a couple
of m nutes when five of the younger generation of nale | oafers cane

over. They nmade a semicircle around us, then snickered.

“"Whata you two?" the | eader asked with a |lot of anusenent. He wasn't
very big, but he had broad shoulders and a thick neck and chest. "Ya
| ook like girls fromthe neck up, but the rest of ya nust be pretty

bad fer ya t'hide it like thet."

| | ooked around casually and saw that | was alnost to the end of the
small window. Wth that in mnd | noved slowy until | was past it,
then grinned at the group.

“I'"'l'l show you what | am but it'll cost you to do nore than | ook, " |
purred, then opened that giant belt and sinply tied it closed again
around ny waist. Wth that done, | began to pull the skirt of the
dress up through the belt, using the tightness of the belt to keep
the skirt fromsliding down again. | took nmy tine with the pulling,
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and when the skirt was above the mddle of ny thighs there wasn't a
sound fromany of the five. They were too busy staring and breathing
har d.

"l don't think you oughta do that, Diana," Teddy said nervously as
she gl anced around. "If he sees you he'll kill you."

“"He'll hafta catch ne first,"” | said, grinning at ny audience. | also
began to peel open the stay-tab on the front of the dress, and five
pairs of eyes were glued to ne.

"So you still ain't learned!"™ a furious voice said from behind ne,
and Teddy and | spun around to see Lammerly not a foot away from us.

| tried to run, but he grabbed ny hair and pulled ne back to where
|'d been. Then he turned ne around to face him pulled the dress back
down to its original length, and finally bent to throw ne over his
shoul der before straightening again.

"Put me down!" | vyelled, pounding on his back as ny fornmer audi ence
| aughed. "lI'msick of this stinkin' place and |I'm sick of you!"

"You' re gonna be a | ot sicker when | get you back to the house!" he
countered, smacking nme hard on the behind. "I'm gonna need a new belt
when I'mfinished with you!"

He grabbed Teddy's arm and dragged her along while | squirnmed and
struggled and tried to keep fromfalling off on ny head. Considering
Lammerly's size, it was a | ong way down to the ground. W got back to
the house in half the tine it had taken on the way out, and Lammerly
sl ammed t he door closed behind us.

“"Nice going, D ana," he said as he put ne down. "Half the town nust
have seen that act, so they won't wonder where you are when | finish
Teddy's tour. When they find out you've both run away, they'l| just
grin and nod in understanding."”

"Thanks for the applause," | acknow edged, |ooking at himwth | ess
than friendliness. "I'd just like to knowif you really had to hit ne
that hard. You' re no 90 pound weakling, you know. "

“I guess | got carried away," he answered with innocence fl ow ng out
of every pore as he shrugged. "You don't think I'd hit a senior agent
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on pur pose, do you?"

“You're never going to let ne forget that, are you?" | asked straight
out, already knowi ng the answer even before he grinned and shook his
head. "Ckay, in that case I'mgoing in to get sone nore rest and you
can take your injured masculine pride out on Teddy for a while."

Teddy gl anced at ne, then | ooked straight at Lamrerly.

“I don't care if he does,"” she said quietly. "He's been working very
hard trying to help nme, and | appreciate it."

Lammerly turned to her and | ooked her over as though seeing her for
the first tine.

“"Let's sit down a talk for a while," he said after a very brief
hesitation. "W can get acquainted during the tine |I'm supposed to be
beating the hell out of Diana. If the beating lasts a little |onger

t han everyone expects, well, she deserves it."

They went to the dilapidated old couch, and | smled to nyself as |
returned to ny "bedroom"” Teddy did learn fast, and it |ooked |ike
she woul d never be lonely. But when | thought about what |ay ahead of
her in Flowerville | no longer felt like smling. If there was any

ot her way | woul d have chosen that instead of what | had, but this
job was too inportant to |let personal feelings mx in. Even if | |et
themmx in normally. | hoped she and Lammerly hit it off well enough
so that she'd have sone pl easant nenories fromit - since she was
going to need them | got rid of the dress, then |lay down and tried
to rest.

Teddy and Lammerly went out one last tine, and when they got back I
was awakened by Teddy's crying. Fromwhat they said | gathered that

she'd tried to give Lammerly an excuse for pushing her around too,
but she'd gone too far and he'd had to use his belt on her right on
the spot. As soon as the outside door was closed the scene becane
downright fascinating. Lammerly towered over her and apol ogi zed |i ke
a small boy who'd been naughty, and Teddy stood sobbing while
conforting himand telling himit was all right. | stayed behind the
door in ny room and when Lammerly took her gently to his own room |
went to put up sone coffee.
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|'d eaten | ong ago and had just about decided to call it a night when
Lammerly canme into the kitchen. He poured sone of the still-hot
coffee for hinself, then sat down near ne at the table.

“When are you | eaving?" he asked too neutrally after sipping at the
cof f ee.

“Before first light tonorrow norning," | said, stretching a little.
“"We'l |l take your ground car, and you can threaten your cousin George
into replacing it."

"He'd better do it quickly, too," Lammerly said wwth a faint smle.
“I can't afford to |let sonething |ike that go."

"Ringer wi |l have another ground car on its way to you in no tine," |
said, deciding to notice his distraction out loud. "Wuld you like to
tell nme what's bothering you?"

"Does she know what to expect in Flowerville?" he said, answering ny
guestion by not really answering it - and not quite | ooking at ne.

“"Not conpletely,” | admtted, hating to tell himthat. "Not yet. But
she'll know by the tine we get there. | can't afford to |l et her be
surprised.”

“"Damm this business!" he growl ed, then got up to pace. "You never get
a chance at a normal life!"

"Why don't you quit then?" | countered as gently as | coul d.
He stopped pacing, picked up a chair, then slamed it down agai n.

“"Al'l right!" he ground out. "You've nmade your point, but |I don't have
tolike it! I'lIl see that she's ready on tine to | eave."

He stal ked out of the kitchen, but | heard himclose the door to his
roomsoftly. After another mnute I went to ny own room then nanaged
to go back to sl eep.

Teddy was already waiting for ne when | carried ny bag out of ny room
early the next norning. She stood drinking sone coffee, and when she
saw nme she gestured toward anot her nmug standing on a table.
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"I made it fresh nyself,"” she said lightly. "If you're feeling brave,
join nme."

“"Danger nmeans nothing to fearless agents |ike ne," | said, picking up
the nmug and taking a very tiny sip. It didn't kill ne on the spot, so

| drank nore of it before adding, "You' re |ooking very w de awake at
this ungodly hour."

“I had a very restful night," she answered, a blandness in both tone
and gaze. "Wat are the chances of com ng back this way after the job
I s over?"

"The chances are great - if you plan to settle in permanently," |
told her after sipping again at the coffee. "Oherwi se | woul dn't
advise it."

She gl anced toward Lamerly's cl osed door after |osing her anusenent,
t hen | ooked away agai n.

“Isn'"t it time for us to | eave yet?" she asked w t hout any
I nfl ection.

“Past tinme," | said, and traded the nug for ny bag. W went out to
Lammerly's car and found that the keys weren't there, but that nade
no difference. | located the ignition wires under the dashboard and

the engine started quietly enough, but the deep silence all around
magni fied the sound incredibly - which nade Teddy gl ance around
nervously.

"Hurry up and let's get out of here,"” she said, obviously not joking.
“I'"d hate to have anyone catch us."

| rel eased the handbrake and put the car in forward gear, but let it
coast until we were out of the driveway and down to the corner. Then
| gave it sone gas and we noved snoot hly ahead. Wen we got to the
hi ghway to Flowerville, | really let it out.

"Why don't you put it on automatic?" Teddy asked as the still gray
scenery flashed by. "W have a long way to go."
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“"This isn't a hopper,"” | answered, only glancing at her. "There is no
automatic setting.”

“"You can't be serious!" she responded in a shocked tone. "How can
they live |Iike this?"

"They have no choice," | said with a shrug. "They know how to build
hoppers, but their raw materials supplies can't handle it. They can't
produce sone of the hopper conponents, so they build ground cars

I nstead - nostly out of scavenged and reworked parts. If you think
it's bad now, wait until they can't produce ground cars anynore. The
greater part of the soil is contam nated, the mnes are played out,
their oil fields are al nost gone, and the best brains around have
noved on to other planets. Those people are wal ki ng ghosts, but they
won't admt it. Why were you so nervous about bei ng caught? W just
woul d have had to try again |later."

“I didn't want to force AIf into having to use his belt again," she
said after making a face and rubbing gently at her right shoulder. "I
| i ke the way he apol ogi zes, but when he's hitting ne he doesn't hold
back nuch."

"He's a good agent and knows how to stick to a role,” | said with an
I nner sigh for her unplanned field exercise. "Wen you have nore
experience you' Il know what to expect from anot her agent who's
playing a part, and then you'll be able to decide how you shoul d act.
It'l] save you sone bruises."

“I'"d better get that experience fast," she nuttered darkly. "I didn't
have to becone an agent to get beaten. | could have stayed hone for

t hat . "

| et the conmment go by the way she undoubtedly wanted nme to, and we
just drove on. Hours went by and Teddy slept for a while, but | was
too keyed up to nap even if | could have. But when | saw a rundown
diner in the distance | headed for it, needing a break to stretch out
the stiffness driving so | ong had caused. Teddy woke up when the
sound of the engi ne changed as | began to sl ow down, and she gl anced
around bl earily.

“"What' s that?" she asked, finally peering at the diner. "It | ooks
like it's about to fall apart."
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“I't ain't nuch, but it's hone," | said, pulling up next to the only
other car in front of it. "Or at least it's honme tenporarily. There
aren't so many of these places that we can afford to pass it up.
Let's see what we can scrounge, sister."

We got out of the car, and clinbed the three broken steps to the
door. 1'd disconnected the ignition wires to turn off the car, then
had put them back where they bel onged. Anyone | ooking in would assune
we had the keys wth us, or at |east they should. The door creaked
when we opened it, and we stood just inside the doorway for a nonent
to let our eyes adjust to the gloom There was a sl oppy-| ooki ng worman
in her |late twenties standi ng behind the counter staring at us, and
she snorted when she saw us | ooking around to find the rest of the

pl ace enpty.

"Too bad," she sneered in a |azy voice as she picked up the
suggestion provided by the skinpy clothes we wore again. "If ya want
anythin', y'Il have t' pay fer it yerself."

"That's life," |I answered with a shrug. "Wat've ya got that won't
poi son us?"

“I'f y're fussy ya c'n head fer the next place," she said, w ping at

her nose with the back of her hand. "It's only 'bout a hunnert mles
away. "

"Thanks anyways, but we'll take a chance," | told her dryly. "Trot it
on out."

Teddy used the bathroomwhile | waited at the counter, then | used it

whil e she waited. Wen | cane out, | found that | could have waited
| onger. The ness on the plate the woman shoved at ne woul d have nade
Pete's cooking |l ook good. | ate the ness anyway and so did Teddy, but

we had to stop breathing while we did. Then we paid up with the | ocal
currency we'd gotten at Blue Skies and left, glad to get out of there.

Once we were rolling again, | decided it was tine to tal k about
Flowerville. Putting it off any | onger would be foolish, and Teddy
had al ready had a nap.

"I know you were out hunting while you were at 2," | said to draw her
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attention, and incidentally to ease into the subject. "Wat | don't
know i s how nuch i nformation you have on Flowerville people."

“Aside from what you said about themthe other day, not very nuch,”
she admtted in distraction while trying to get air rather than dust
t hrough her open wi ndow. "Wy does everyone get so tight when they

tal k about Flowerville? They tried to anbush us, but we got them
| nstead. "

“You're not very inpressed because you were arned and had ot her
agents around to back you at the tine," | said, paying only half
attention to the road. "And you weren't in the mddle of their own
town, either. Teddy ...how nuch rough treatnent do you think you can
take? Wthout any help fromne and wi thout showi ng off your 5 rating
i n hand to hand?"

“I don't know," she said, and | could feel her stare as well as
glinpse it out of the corner of ny eye. "VWhy won't | be getting any

hel p from you?"

| pulled off the road and stopped the car so | could turn in the seat
to | ook at her.

“Do you renenber when we were dragged in front of that nman Jake back
i n Wheatl ey?" | asked. "Who did he speak to first?"

"He spoke to ne first,"” she answered with a frown when | seened to
have gotten off the subject. "What are you getting at?"

"He spoke to you first because you |ook |ike the older one of us," |

explained wwth a calmIl wasn't feeling. "You'll get the sane
attention in Flowerville, and that's just the way | want it. They'll
concentrate on you and |I'll be too scared to help, but that wll

| eave ne free afterward to look for that vial. Their attentions
aren't gentle and I won't be getting away wth it entirely, but |
can't afford to take the chance of sonething serious happening to ne.
You don't know Flowerville, and even if you happened to |ocate the
vial you mght not be able to get to it."

“"What w Il they do to ne?" she asked in a tonel ess voice, staring at
not hi ng.
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“Everything a bunch of warped nen can do to a wonan," | told her with
a sigh, not about to pretty it up. "They consider it an initiation
rite when you join their club, but if you don't push too hard it
ought to be just bearable. Tell nme nowif you think you can't handle
it, and I'Il try to conme up with sonething el se. Once we walk into

t hat place there's no backing out."

She t hought about that in silence for a tinme, and the obvious - but
false - conclusion finally cane to her.

“I's that why you brought ne?" she asked, bitterness heavy in her
voi ce. "Because you needed a decoy to sacrifice to the aninmal s?"

"1 brought you because | thought you could handle it," | said in

conpl ete honesty, keeping ny gaze on her even though she hadn't

| ooked up. "If all | needed was a decoy to waste, | would have

brought Nalvidi. | doubt if there's anyone around who would m ss him"

Her body trenbled faintly, but she found it possible to force a smle
as she finally | ooked up at ne.

“"That's one of the good parts about being out here," she said,
obviously fighting to chase the bl eakness out of her eyes. "I don't
have to listen to Nalvidi and his "what ifs.' Do | have to take it
quietly, or can | at |east screanf"

“As |oud as you like," | assured her, making no effort to hide how

much | hated the necessity. "See if you can drown ne out. And fi ght

back as hard as you can wi thout getting fancy. They |i ke a struggle

and get neaner if they mss it. None of it will be a picnic, but the
first day will be the worst. Try to renenber that."

She took a deep breath and | eaned back to send her gaze through the
wi ndshi el d agai n.

“"Well, I was the one who wanted to be an agent," she rem nded herself
with a sigh. "Nobody twsted ny arm so the worst part about all this
Is that | have no one else to blane for ny being here. Let's get
started. The sooner we get there the sooner it'll be over."

“I"'mgoing to put sone nore gas in the tank first," | decided al oud.
“If we don't pass a place to get nore gas soon, all of Alf's cans in
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the trunk will be enpty and we'll be wal king again."
| got out and used up another can of gas without really filling the
tank all the way. Another half dozen cans and that was it. | started

the car up again and we both watched for sonewhere to stop, but
didn't find it until we were down to the last two cans. It continued
on like that until we were within twenty mles of Flowerville, a
poi nt we reached in about the sane nunber of hours. It was still dark
when | pulled the car off the road into sone bushes and trees, and
then Teddy and | went to sleep. Going into Flowerville in daylight
was bad enough. If we'd tried it in the mddle of the night, we m ght
not have survived.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 14

Driving into Flowerville was worse than driving into Weatl ey.
Flowerville had been a m ning town before the m nes gave out, and it
was dreary with a permanent feeling of deep, enpty holes. The dirt
covering everything wasn't |light and dusty but dark and broodi ng, the
whol e pi cture making you want to walk close to the buildings to keep
fromhaving to go down the m ddle of the deserted street.

We parked the car on a side street and wal ked farther into the town,
and that was probably the last we'd see of the vehicle. Any car that
wasn't clearly marked as the property of a club was up for grabs,
either to be stolen as it stood or stripped down to its conponent
parts.

It woul d have been nice to continue using the car, but wal ki ng was

safer than driving even if Flowerville was bi gger than Weatley. The
police were harder here and tried to keep the size of the clubs down
so those clubs would be easier to control. That neant if the police
caught us they would send us back "hone" - after having their own
fun. And sneaking along is nore easily done on foot, especially since
we saw only a few people up and about. Mst of the club nenbers were
probably resting up fromthe revels of the night before.

We' d gone a nunber of bl ocks w thout seeing anyone who | ooked |ike a
cl ub nmenber, but we'd seen a few people scurrying around show ng
faces filled wth hatred and fear and a desperate hope that they not
be noticed. The clubs didn't accept everyone, | knew, and there were
al so those who couldn't face the "initiation rites."

We were passing an ugly, three-story building when a nman in a worn
yellow suit topped with strings of junk jewelry stepped out of a
doorway right into our path. W made sure to gasp as we stopped short
and tried to back up, and only then noticed that there were two nore
|ike the first behind us. The three closed in and started to pluck at
us with big, unpleasant grins on their faces.

"Lookit what we got here," the first one said with a |augh. He was
only a little bigger than average height, and was very thin. "l guess
we been extra special good 'cause sonebody give us a couple a
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presents, and | do |love playin' with new presents."”

“Better not break them presents, Havelin," a second one said with
just as nuch anusenent. "Wger'll chop you t'pieces if'n you do."

"Wger don't scare ne none," Havelin sneered, running his hand over
Teddy's body. "I like the looks a this one, an' | mght just keep
‘er.”

“"We didn't cone here for that!" Teddy said sharply, pushing his hand
away as she took over the |lead the way she was supposed to. "W cone
to join a club, not play on the street. Are you th' boss around

her e?"

The two behi nd us snickered, and Havelin scow ed.

"You want the boss a this here club?" he asked, furious madness
peering out of his dull eyes. "Ckay, yer gonna get 'im Too bad,
pretty, 'cause | woulda treated ya good. Let's go see th' boss."

He grabbed a handful of Teddy's hair and dragged her into the brick
building. | pretended to hesitate as | | ooked around, only to find
the other two grinning at ne. | started to back away, but they still
had no troubl e grabbing nme and draggi ng ne after Teddy.

It was dark inside the building, but the dark was |lifeless and
stifling rather than cool and soothing. There were shadowy doorways
to either side of the reeking, garbage-strewn hall we were taken

t hrough, and every twenty feet or so was a bare, feebly gl ow ng

| i ght bul b hanging froma strung wire. The |ightbul bs were trying to
keep the |lifeless dark away, but it wasn't difficult to see that it
was a losing battle. Teddy was pulled al ong ahead of ne, and | coul d
al nost feel the brief shudder that passed through her.

W went down to the end of the long hall, and Havelin turned into one
of the doorways on the right. | was forced that way too, into a room
that had no furniture in it and alnost no air. Heavy pieces of
material in clashing patterns and colors hung fromall of the walls
behi nd the |ightbul bs, and even our footsteps on the bare floor were
muf f | ed.

The only thing the roomheld was a big, stained mattress over in the
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far right-hand corner, with an uneven nound right in the m ddle of

It. Teddy was al ready standing near the end of the mattress, and in
anot her nonent so was |. Havelin |let Teddy's hair go, and he noved to
the left of the mattress to kick it.

"Wake up, Wager," he called with a strange sound to his voice, as
t hough he was being as |loud as he dared. "Got a couple a pretties
here askin' t' see ya. None a us would do 'em

The body on the mattress stirred and then sat up, giving us our first
| ook at Wger. Standing up he probably woul d have been as broad as he
was tall, which is not to say that he was short. He had thick hair

all over himthat he scratched at automatically, and his face had a
broad, flat nose and narrow, nean eyes. He inspected Teddy and ne for
a nonent, and then spoke to Havelin.

"Where'd ya get themtwo?" he asked in a flat rasp. "I ain't never
seen 'emaround b'fore."

"He didn't get us nowhere," Teddy interrupted insolently, tossing her
head. "W got ourselves here all on our own. W cone from Weatley to

join your club, but if you don't like the idea we'll find sonepl ace
el se. ™

"Teddy, don't get himmad," | whispered, plucking at her shirt as if
too afraid to do any nore. | could see the angering effect of Teddy's

words in Wger's eyes, and could only hope she got the nessage. She
was pushing too hard again, and Wger wasn't Lammerly.

"l don't care if he does get nmad," Teddy answered with a haughty toss
of her head, making ne wish | could close ny eyes in pain. "Let's go
find sonepl ace el se, D ana."

She turned and started toward the door, but | didn't nove. |'d been
wat ching Wger carefully, and it was clear he wasn't the sort to be

| npressed by haughti ness. Now he nodded toward Teddy, and Havelin and
one of the nen near ne went after her.

Havel i n ran ahead and sl amred t he door closed before Teddy coul d
reach it, and then the two nen grabbed her. She struggled and fought
but didn't use anything that could have won the fight for her, not
even when they ripped her clothes off and went to work with their
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fists. | crouched down where | was and buried ny head in ny arns,
fighting to keep nyself fromruining everything by interfering. |

kept ny eyes closed and ny fists clenched, and didn't think about how
easy they would be to kill even when Wger and the fourth man joi ned
them and they switched fromfists to rape.

Teddy's screans and the nen's |aughter attracted the attention of a
few nore club nenbers, and sone of them discovered ne. | was roughly
pul | ed out of the crouch by ny arns, and suddenly found nyself the
center of interest of three nen. They | aughed happily as they | ooked
me over, then |aughed even harder when | tried to pull away. They
were dirty and in need of a shave, but their eyes said they didn't
care what they | ooked |ike since they were there for their own

pl easure rather than m ne.

The two who weren't holding ne put their hands on ne too, and ki cking
and struggling didn't keep nme frombeing lowered to the floor. They
took their tinme taking ny clothes off, but that was only supposed to
add to ny very obvious terror. Wen they got down to serious fun,
they didn't take their tine.

There's no way of knowi ng how long it went on, but eventually party

time ended. | lay whinpering on the floor at the feet of the | ast
ones who had used ne, curled up on ny side with ny eyes squeezed
shut. 1'd been able to hear sounds from Teddy for quite a while, but

ri ght now there was nothing but the sound of satisfied |aughter and
casual conversation fromthe nen standi ng above ne.

Teddy and | had been an uni nportant diversion, but we'd been found
attractive enough to keep. A hand touched ne and | cried out

i nvoluntarily - which set the nen to chuckling - but the touch had
only been a prelude to being |lifted off the floor. Teddy and | were
carried to a nearby room and dunped back on the floor, our ransacked
| uggage dunped down with us, and then the door was cl osed and we were
| eft alone. A few mnutes earlier Wger had given soneone

I nstructions to check on whether or not we'd really cone from
Wheat | ey, which neant our visit to the town hadn't been a waste of
tinme.

It took a couple of mnutes, but eventually | was able to get to ny
knees and crawl over to Teddy. She | ooked worse than |I'd thought she
woul d, and | grabbed her wist fast to check for a pulse. | found one
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but it was thready and weak, and if I'd had a stinmulant | would have
been afraid to use it. | checked her out as best | could and
tentatively decided that at | east one of her ribs was broken. Her
face was puffy and badly bruised, and there were |l arge, ugly marks
all over her body. There had al so been so many club nmenbers waiting
to take her that she was bl eedi ng.

| sat back and put ny head in ny hand for a mnute, during which tine
| asked whatever powers there are why she'd had to act the way she
had and nmake things worse for herself. In Flowerville the situation
was bad enough w t hout needi ng any encouragenent. Then | noticed that
there was a mattress in this roomtoo, so | blocked out ny own pain
and noved Teddy over to it as gently as | could. When | got her onto
the mattress her eyelids flickered, and then her breathing started to
come in gasps.

“It"'s all right,"” | said quickly, stroking her forehead. "It's over
now and they're gone."

She noved her head back and forth a little, then nanaged to focus on
me.

"Did | do all right?" she whispered raggedly. "Did they |eave you
al one?"

"They didn't even look at ne," | lied with a smle after forcing the
| unp out of ny throat. "Are you sure you' ve never done this kind of
wor k bef ore?"

The ghost of a smle crossed her face. "I guess |I'mlearning," she
whi spered - then twisted to the side to throw up. The spasns racked
her, forcing her to press her armto her side where she had the
broken rib. When she'd finally enptied herself | helped her to lie
down again, then | checked out the room

There was a big can of very warm water over near the door in a
corner, so | used it to clean Teddy up all over, then cleaned the
floor. By the tinme I'd finished Teddy was sl eeping, and | found a
torn blanket to cover her with. After that | sat down on the floor
and | eaned against a wall, drawng a picture in ny mnd of where we
wer e.
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The buil ding that had becone our new hone wasn't far fromthe center
of town, and |I should be able to cover all of Flowerville in only a
few days. The only problemwas, | couldn't afford to start until |
had sone idea of the schedule this club building was run on. I|f
sonmeone cane into the roomwhile | was out they m ght not even notice
| was gone, but they'd certainly noticed that Teddy was still here.

|f she had to go through anynore there would be nothing left to cone
back for, and that | refused to | et happen. Taking once |ast gl ance
at her, | |eaned ny head back and cl osed ny eyes.

| woke i mmedi ately when, hours |ater, soneone cane to the door, but
stayed where | was. The door opened, and a nman | recognized fromthe
party cane in. He carried two bow s of sonething and he put them on
the floor, then he reached back out to the hall for tw tall gl asses.
He put the gl asses down near the bow s, then closed the door and
started toward Teddy. | waited until | felt sure what his purpose
was, then struggled to ny feet and hurried to cut himoff by throw ng
nyself down to shield Teddy with ny body.

“Leave her alone - please!"” | begged, having no trouble making the
wor ds cone out ragged. "She's so hurt ...you can't do anything else to
her!™

"She's a new nenber, an' new nenbers gotta do what ol d nenbers want,"
t he man responded with a shrug, then he showed a grin. "But yer a new
menber too, ain'tcha? C nere, pretty, I'll take you."

|'"d been trying to lure the man away from Teddy, but when he reached
for me | didn't feel the satisfaction | should have. | got to ny feet
and backed away fromthe mattress as | shook ny head, feeling ny eyes
w den as he cane after ne. He | aughed a dirty |l augh as he cornered ne
against the wall and then his hands were touching ne, his face
bending toward m ne. | gagged on the snell com ng fromthe ragged
suit he wore, and tried to cringe away fromthe feel of the crusted
mat eri al agai nst nmy body. But cringing away didn't work, and his
nmouth gave ne his foul breath as his dirty hands squeezed ny fl esh,
and there was no getting out of what he wanted.

He lowered ne to the floor and tore his clothes open, then forced his
way into ny body. He held to ny hair and one breast as he jerked his
hi ps harder and harder, knowi ng he was hurting ne and that | was
trying to keep from scream ng out loud. H's fingers closed tight on
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ny breast and his hand in ny hair jerked ny head so far back that |

t hought ny neck would snap. | gurgled and began to choke, now tryi ng
to give himthe scream he so obvi ously needed, and when | finally got
It out his release was i nmedi ate and vi ol ent.

He kept ne like that for a while, trying to rekindle his interest,

but finally he gave it up in disgust. He got to his feet to fix his
cl ot hes, then he sauntered out of the room | |ay where | was for

| onger than |I should have, but when | was finally able to force
nyself to ny feet | went immediately to see what he'd brought. It was
sonme ranci d-| ooki ng neat soup and thin beer, but | picked up a bow
and gl ass anyway and brought them over to the mattress.

"Teddy," | said, shaking her shoul der gently. "You' re m ssing sone of
t he best food ever cooked. Cone on, I'Il help you."

She opened her eyes and tried to sit up, but she was in too nmuch pain
to do it. | held her head up and fed her the soup, then gave her sone
of the beer to drink. Wen she | ay back down, she |ooked at ne and
tried to smle.

“1'l'l bet you're sorry you took ne now," she whispered. "If you'd
taken Nal vidi instead you woul dn't have worried about feeding him"

“"You're right," | agreed, making nyself return her smle. "If | had
Nal vidi here all 1'd have to do would be to water hi moccasionally.
Are you feeling any stronger?"

"Alittle," she responded with a nod. "Wen do we go | ooking for the
vi al ?"

“I go looking for the vial," | corrected before she decided it was
her duty to get up. "And I'lI|l be going later. I'Il have to pick up
sone clothes first, and then I'll strut around |like a club nenber.
It'lIl be a cinch."

“Do you know who he rem nds ne of ?" she asked as though we'd been
di scussing the subject for an hour.

"Who?" | asked, controlling the urge to frown.
"Wger," she returned, staring straight ahead. "He rem nds ne of ny
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father, and that's why | tried to leave. My father did the sanme thing
to ne once. I'mgoing to kill Wger before we leave. Can | kill him
before we | eave?"

"He's all yours," | prom sed the urgent pleading in her eyes. "But
you' d better get sone sleep now. I'll wake you if | need you."

She smled and cl osed her eyes, and in a nonent was fast asleep. |
went to the door and got ny own neal and ate it, but only took snal
sips of the beer. When | finished | located a dirty w ndow behind the
cl ot h hangi ngs and took a | ook outside. It was al nost dark, so the

cl ub nmenbers ought to be | eaving soon.

It woul d have hel ped having the wi ndow on the ground floor if it
hadn't been seal ed sonehow, but |1'd have to go into the rest of the
building to find club nenber-type clothing anyway. Going out after
dark woul d make things harder, but it would still have to be done.
The sooner we got out of there and back to Blue Skies the better,
nost especially since Teddy couldn't afford to wait very |ong. |

| onered nyself to the floor and wapped ny arns around ny m ddl e,
using the waiting tinme to force all thoughts of pain fromny m nd.

| stood in the shadows of an all eyway, watching the goi ngs-on around

me. I1'd had very little trouble | ocating a cache of clothing in
Wger's club house, and now was wearing pants, shirt, and jacket |ike
any other club nmenber - plus a cap to cover and hide ny hair. | was

only about three bl ocks fromny point of departure, but |'d been able
to cover half a dozen different clubhouses in that section. The vial
hadn't been in any of them and |I was anxious to get on to the rest
of the towmn. |I wanted out of that place, but | couldn't |eave w thout
t he vial.

Ri ght now | was bei ng del ayed by needing to skulk in the alleyway.
|'"d al nost wal ked into the mddle of sone town action, and had pull ed
back into the alleyway just in tine. One of the clubs had been

wai ting in anbush for another, and the first group had caught the
second group good.

A dozen or nore bodies littered the ground, and the survivors were
swnging wildly at each other with heavy chains, pieces of pipe,

| engt hs of wood, or knives. Stunners and disruptors weren't used in
town, not when they needed to be saved for use on the people at 2.
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Dark pools clunped in the dirt near sone of the bodies, and if it had
been |ight the pools would have shown thensel ves to be red.

Suddenly there was the sound of sirens in the distance, and the two
warring groups hesitated then reluctantly separated. Sone few of them
stunbl ed away to the safety of the surroundi ng buil dings, but the

| ar ger group searched the ground around the bodi es quickly, salvaging
what it could of dropped weapons before running off in different

di rections. Seconds l|later ground cars with squealing tires and
flashing lights careened onto the scene, separating and taking off
after the fleeing figures. The noise of the fight and the chase hung
in the air for a few nonents even after everyone was gone, and |

still didn't nove fromthe alleyway.

The police in Flowerville wanted to run the town thenselves and tried
to offer protection to as many of the clubs as would go along with
them But the rest of the clubs didn't like the idea and tended to
concentrate their nightly attacks on the clubs that had allied

t hensel ves with the police. The club that had been anbushed had
probably been one of the police allies, and if any nenbers of the

ot her club were caught they'd never live to see the |ight of the next
day. But that wasn't enough to keep the clubs from doing as they

pl eased, not by a longshot. Life was cheap in Flowerville, and they'd
been killing each other | ong before they began to try the sane thing
with the agent trainees at 2.

| was just about ready to step out of the alleyway when | heard sone
sounds comng fromthe street to the left. Mwving carefully to the
end of the buildings |I |ooked out, and the streetlights showed ne a
group of about a dozen nen who | aughed as they wal ked and pushed
along wth themtw other nen and a woman. The wonan was cryi ng as
she was haul ed along by the hair, and the two nen, hands bound behi nd
them were stunbling and breathing hard. They al so occasionally cried
out when a pipe or piece of wood was shoved hard into their backs to
keep t hem novi ng.

| faded back into the alleyway until they had passed, then noved up
again to watch them di sappear into the darkness. Three of the
frightened, harried non-club nenbers had made the m stake of allow ng
t hensel ves to be caught by club nenbers on the hunt, and they woul d
pay hard for the m stake.
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The woman woul d be used w t hout thought of saving her for another
day, and the nmen would find out just how nuch pain it was possible
for themto feel before they died. They woul d have been relatively
safe during the daylight hours, but at night they hadn't had a
chance. | | ooked around carefully to nake sure the streets were
deserted again, then noved on to the next clubhouse on ny |ist.

| canme back early on the sixth night, and Teddy | ooked up when |
opened the door. She didn't say anything, but when | shook ny head to
her unasked question, she sagged back on the mattress. |'d gone over
every club building in town and then had rechecked them but there
wasn't a single sign of the vial. The bracelet |'d managed to keep
still glowed very faintly in the dark, but it hadn't vibrated even
once during any of ny trips.

“Where can it be?" Teddy asked desperately as | approached. "How | ong
is it going to take to find it?"

“I don't know," | said with a grunt as | col |l apsed onto the mattress
next to her. "No matter how they try to shield it I'll know when |
get near it, but we're running out of tinme. The longer it takes, the
greater the chance of soneone trying to use it."

"1 al nost wish they would,"” she said in a choked voice, and | covered
ny eyes wwth my arm 1'd been able to divert attention from her nost
of the time, but the |last couple of days they'd brought our neals in
pairs and there had been no way to get one of themto wait or double
up. Teddy threw up every tine she tried to eat, and was getting

t hi nner and paler by the hour. She wouldn't tal k about her rib, but
she didn't nove around nuch.

“"Let's try to get sone sleep,”" | suggested instead of commenting
about what she'd said. "Tonmorrow we'll have to think about this."
We both lay still in the dimlightbulb glow, but all | could think

about was the nost inportant fact of our newlife. W had one or two
nore days at nost before Wger decided that Teddy was heal t hy enough
for us to be put in wwth the rest of the wonen nenbers. \Wen t hat
happened the visits would no longer be limted to nealtines, and

there woul d be nore than one apiece for us. | hadn't told Teddy about
It because | didn't think she could face the prospect, but | wasn't
too sure how well | would face it. The job | had to do kept nost of
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nmy attention away fromeverything else, but if | becane convi nced
there was no job...

| tried to blank ny mnd, but I was too tired to keep ny thoughts
from going back to the question of where the dammed vial m ght be.

Ri nger had said they were noving it around, but | hadn't been
searching randomy. The pattern |'d used was designed to nake sure
that even if they noved it every day | would have crossed its path at
| east twice if not nore.

| was being forced to believe that the vial wasn't in Flowerville,
but it had to be here. If anything special had been started with it,
the word woul d have been all over. |'d spent a lot of tine |istening
carefully, but no one had even nentioned it. It wasn't here, but it
was. No one had it, but it was being noved around. No one knew about
it, but the information had been bought. | felt as if | were
searching for an invisible man in a place where no one believed in
invisibility.

My thoughts went around and around and I finally fell asleep, but
only to dream | found nyself back in the classroomat 2, but | was
the trainee and Nal vidi was teaching the course. He stood ten feet
tall and held a knife that was bigger and sharper than any knife ever
made, and he began to wave it around.

"Flexibility is the key!"™ he roared at nme, com ng cl oser and cl oser
with the knife. "Don't ever fall so in love with any weapon or plan
that you stick to it no matter what new i nformati on you cone acr oss!
You're stupid, and you've earned a cheap funeral!"

He stabbed down at me with the knife and I yelled and woke up on ny
feet wwth my wists up and crossed, ready to bl ock and break his arm
| was covered in sweat and shaking visibly, and Teddy stared up at ne
with fear on her face.

"Things were getting too dull around here," | told her as |I sank back
down onto the mattress and w ped sone of the sweat away. "I thought
we could use a little diversion."

“"Don't let it get to you too, Diana!" she begged, pulling the torn
bl anket closer to her. "I don't think I can get out of here with no
one to help ne."
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“Sure you can," | answered in distraction, running both hands through
ny tangled hair. "No one's been doing so nmuch around here that
hel pi ng you ought to be a breeze."

"Conme on, Diana, things have to be done by soneone," she said
unsteadily, back to staring at ne. "They can't be done by no one, so
pl ease try to get sonme rest and tonorrow we'll think about it."

She put her hand on ny shoul der and gently tried to pull nme down, but
| was suddenly sitting stiff and straight and ny mnd was finally
wor Ki ng.

"Teddy, when you're back in good condition | want you to do ne a
favor," | said at last in a tone filled with self-disgust. "I'll bend
over, and you kick ne as hard as you can. Tal k about stupidity!"”

“You know where it is!" she all but breathed, still not noving but
now trenbling wth excitenent.

"l don't know exactly where it is, but now | know where to | ook," |
answered, turning toward her with excitenent. "It's so obvious it's
ridiculous. W know it has to be here, but |'ve checked all the club
bui I dings and can't find it. W know soneone has it, but none of the
club nmenbers is talking about it. It can't be that just one club has
it because they could never keep it a secret. They'd have to brag
about having it, and they aren't. |'ve even checked out the police,
but they don't have it either. Who does that | eave?"

“No one," Teddy replied, shaking her head. "There's no one besides
the club nenbers and the police.”

"Exactly,"” | said in satisfaction. "The small nunber of no-ones who
slink around the streets trying not to be noticed. It doesn't sound
very likely, but that has to be it. How nuch of the night is left?"

| got ny feet again and went to | ook out the dirty wi ndow. By
figuring out when |I'd started, how long |I'd stayed out, and guessing

how long I'd been back, | estimated | ess than four hours left till
dawn. That wasn't nmuch tinme, but | still decided not to waste it.
“I'"mgoing out again,"” | told Teddy, turning back to her. "If any of
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t hem cone back before | do, hold on. W'll be out of this place
before you know it."

“"Hurry," she whispered, no |onger |ooking at ne. Rather than say
anything nore to her, | left the roomand got the clothes I'd
stashed. | also made sure that | still had the vial of dye Ral ph had
gi ven nme, which had survived being hidden in nmy | uggage by not being
found or broken. | didn't knowif it would do for what | had in m nd,
but it couldn't hurt to take it.

Using the club building as a center, | began to search every non-cl ub
area in a radiating pattern. Virtue may be its own reward, but
intelligence gives nore tangi ble results. About an hour after 1'd
started, the bracelet on ny wist started to vibrate very faintly.
The closer | got to a deserted warehouse, the nore it vibrated.

The war ehouse was so far away fromthe club buildings that |I'd never
been anywhere near it on ny previous trips. Wien | got really close |
saw that it was | ocked tight, but that was no problem | quietly
broke in fromthe back, then stood just within the small doorway to

| et nmy eyes get used to the deeper gloom That was when | grew aware
of soft breathing, and in another nonment was able to nmake out the
shapes of sl eeping people. They were scattered all over the fl oor,

| eavi ng just enough room for soneone to pass anong them

| et the bracelet guide ne to one sleeping form and | searched him
wi t hout thinking about himor |ooking at his face because | didn't

want himto wake up. Wien | located the vial in his shirt pocket |
renoved it, then after a brief hesitation replaced it with the vial
of dye. | couldn't tell what the contents of the special vial |ooked

| i ke, but the longer it took for these people to discover that the
vial was gone the better chance Teddy and | had of getting clear.

| put the special vial away carefully, then exited the way |'d cone
in. Ceaning up the few traces ny breaking in had left didn't take

| ong, and then | was able to go back to where Teddy waited. | got
sone clothes for her before returning to the room but when | wal ked
in | found her shivering violently on the mattress. | began to hurry
over to her, but after no nore than two steps the door slamed cl osed
behind nme. | turned fast to see what had caused that, and found W ger
st andi ng there.
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“Where you been, bitch?" he snarled, his broad, ugly body bl ocking
t he door. "Nobody | eaves here lessen | say so, and | din't say so.
Now you can get outta themclothes an' |lay down. She din't do ne no
good, so it's yer turn. | ain't never tried you yet."

“"How many did he bring with him Teddy?" | asked, keeping ny eyes on
Wger while ignoring what he'd sai d.

“I - 1 think he cane al one,"” she managed to force herself to say,
obviously trying to keep her teeth fromchattering.

"I don't need no help with you two!" Wger spat, his pig eyes now
bl azing. "I told you t'get outta that stuff!”

“"Do you still want him Teddy?" | asked, smling unpleasantly at the
slime pretending to be a man as | tossed the arm oad of cl othing
asi de.

“You got it!" she said just before her voice caught. "Please, D ana,
help me up. If | don't doit |I won't be able to |ive anynore!"

W ger stood staring back and forth between us, but when | turned to
Teddy he woke up and noved fast to grab nme. He pulled ne cl ose and
forced ny head back with a handful of hair, but | just reached out
and drove a knifehand into his mddle. | nmade sure that the bl ow

| anded just under his heart and he dropped |i ke a stone, al nost
taking ne down with him

| had ny bal ance back in a second though, so | got one of the dirty
beer gl asses and snashed it. Taking a big, jagged piece of the broken
gl ass over to Teddy, | hel ped her up and over to Wger's unnovi ng
form She |eaned heavily on nme until we reached him and then she
dropped to her knees beside him Her novenents were jerky and clearly
filled wth pain, but she used the piece of glass |I'd given her to
saw back and forth across Wger's throat.

It didn't take |ong before Wger's bl ood began to spurt, and the
satisfied | ook on Teddy's face was worth seeing. Happily, she hadn't
noticed that the bl ood shoul d have spurted nmuch hi gher, which neant
she didn't know that Wager had been dead as soon as he hit the fl oor.
| had the vial but still had to get it back, and so couldn't afford
to take any chances. After she was done with Wger, | got Teddy into
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the clothes |I'd brought for her, and then we left.

When we got to the edge of town the going was easier than sneaking

al ong the dark and treacherous streets, but we still had to be very
careful. The club nenbers were starting to cone back fromtheir

ni ghtly ganmes of anbush with each other and wth the people from 2,
and they were all keyed up. If they'd even spotted a shadow, we woul d
have had a bad fight on our hands. | carried Teddy on ny back because
she couldn't nove well enough for safety, and the farther we got from
town the harder | had to try to keep from hopi ng.

Just how early did the people from2 call it quits and go hone these
days? |'d been out a couple of times until just before first |ight,
but I'd al so gone back early a tine or two. |If sone of our own people
weren't around to give us sone help, | wasn't sure | could nake it

all the way w thout coll apsing...

W were a good distance fromFlowerville and | had begun to stunble
where | wal ked next to the edge of a deserted highway, when | stopped
still and then got us both down to the ground. | couldn't be
conpletely sure, but | thought I'd seen a slight novenent in sone
bushes up ahead.

"Stay here and don't nove," | told Teddy in the softest of whispers.
“1'"1'l be right back."

After she nodded | forced nyself nostly erect again, then did ny best
to nelt into the | andscape. That let nme circle the spot where |I'd
seen the novenent in order to cone at it fromthe back. Wen | got

cl ose enough to actually see who was there, | also got |ucky. The nman
lying in wait turned his head, and the hook-nosed profile was one |
recogni zed fromthe class |I'd taught.

“"Tag you're it, Taylor," | called softly, and Tayl or spun around
whi |l e he brought up his longbow to train on ne. No one at 2 ever goes
hunting with a nodern weapon; that woul d be cheati ng.

“"What are you doi ng here?" Taylor asked after a nonent, |owering the
bow once he'd peered closely at ne. "I haven't see you since that
| ast day in infiltration class."

"Teddy Hughes and | went sightseeing,” | told him noving away from
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the bush |'d stood behind. "It was a fun tinme, but we got bored so we
deci ded to cone hone. Now | need you to give ne a hand."

He followed ne warily back to where I'd left Teddy, but when he saw
her he put his bow down and knelt next to her.

"Rem nd nme never to ask you to take ne sightseeing," he renmarked,
t ouchi ng Teddy's face carefully. "Good thing ny hopper isn't far from
here."

He picked Teddy up and | followed him fetching his bow and wat chi ng
in all directions just in case. W got to the hopper w thout any
troubl e, though, and | squeezed in behind the two seats. Teddy sat
all folded up in the co-pilot's seat, just as if she'd |ost all her
bones on the way, and Taylor wasted no tine in getting us to Bl ue
Ski es.

Click For Next Chapter
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Chapter 15

By the tine we'd gotten Teddy turned over to the doctors at Bl ue

Ski es, Ringer showed up. He nust have been sl eeping when we arrived,
but he was w de awake as he wat ched Teddy bei ng taken away. Tayl or

| ooked at Ringer, then at ne, then he headed back to his hopper. |
wat ched him go, wondering if he'd reconsider becom ng an agent. Wat

he'd seen was the end of a successful operation.

“Present for you," | said to Ringer, handing himthe vial. It was
anmusi ng to see that whatever was inside was only slightly different
in color fromthe dye I'd substituted for it. | wondered what the no-
one's had planned to do with it..."If you'll buy nme a cup of coffee,
"Il tell you the funniest joke |'ve heard in a long tine. It's all
about how the big, bad club nenbers were i nnocent victins of
mal i ci ous sl ander."

“I'"ve al ready heard that joke," Ri nger grow ed, taking the vial.
"They | ocated the rest of Masterson's records. |'ll buy you that cup

of coffee and fill you in."

W went to a doctor's lounge, and | stretched out on a couch while

Ri nger went to pour two cups of coffee. During the wait | took the
detector bracelet off and tossed it into a nearby chair. It continued
to vibrate because of how close the vial still was.

“Masterson sold a conplete plan to the non-club nenbers,"” Ringer said
as he canme back with the coffee. He handed ne ny cup, then took a
chair near ny couch. "Masterson knew the vial contained sonething
deadly, so he teased his '"clients' with the idea of getting even with
all the club nenbers together, then taking off in a big ship all

their owmn. He waved the security plans of Blue Skies at them and
added step by step directions for taking over the liner to Faraway.

"By the tine the liner was m ssed they'd be able to di sappear, he
told them and all he wanted in return was a few of the chunks of
gold still available in the old mnes. What he and they didn't know

was, if they'd used this vial they wouldn't have had tine to get to
the orbital station to catch the liner that's due in late this
afternoon. | still don't know what's in the vial, but the |ab people
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tell me that it spreads nore quickly than nost people would believe.
The whatever-it-is spreads so quickly, in fact, that no one would
have been |left alive on this planet twenty-four hours after it had
been added to the Flowerville water supply. You got to it just in
tine. "

“"'Better |late than never' hardly ever applies in this business, does
1t?" | commented, sitting up to drink sone of ny coffee. My |inping
mnd waited until |'d taken the third sip before it put all the

i nformation together, and then | groaned wth feeling.

“"What's the matter?" R nger asked quickly, leaning toward ne. "Are
you hurt?"

“Not hurt, hurting," | corrected with pain. "Have you done anyt hi ng
about guarding the orbital station shuttle?"

“"No," he replied with a frowm. "Putting a guard on the shuttle wasn't
necessary. |If you hadn't gotten the vial, the guards woul d have gone
Wi th everyone else. Since you did get the vial, there won't be
anything for those people to run from"

| put the coffee cup down on the floor and wearily buried ny head in
ny arnms. Me and ny big ideas about playing for extra tine.

“What happened?" Ringer asked heavily, his tone saying he al ready
knew t here was sonet hi ng.

"Renmenber that vial of dye Ral ph gave ne?" | asked, lifting ny head
just a little. "I didn't want those people to cry when they found the
vial gone, so | left the dye in its place."

Ri nger took the vial out of his pocket and | ooked at it, then got up
and went to a 'phone.

“I"'mgetting this back to the | ab people before | |ose ny tenper and
do sonething stupid,” he said. "I don't think I've ever seen so nuch
troubl e over such a small package." He called for the |ab people,

t hen cane back to stare down at ne. "Just how bad off are you
real | y?" he asked. "You | ook |like hell."

"You' d better watch that, Ringer,"” | said, pushing ny tangled hair
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back with one hand. "I'm a sucker for pretty conplinents and you know
it. If | had a few nore hours of sleep behind nme, |'d probably attack
you. "

“I's sleep all you need?" he persisted, ignoring the rest of what |1'd

said. "I want to know if you can finish this."

“What do you have in mnd?" | asked, curiosity beginning to poke at
me. Ringer's finishes are never dull. Involved, nmaybe, but never
dul I .

“I"mgoing to give those people a chance to take over the liner," he
said, folding his arns. "The way things stand now, if they show up at
the shuttle port all we can do is turn them away. There's no
Federation | aw agai nst dyeing a town's water supply then taking a

| iner ride, but once the piracy bug bites you never get rid of it. If
we stop them fromgoing now, they' Il surely try it again sone other
time when we aren't ready for them And don't forget that piracy's
puni shabl e by i nmedi ate execution. The Council's still convinced that
If we start to arrest anyone it wll encourage even nore nal contents
to try, so don't bring any of them back. There shouldn't be nore than
a dozen of them so | don't think you'll have any trouble."

"Ckay," | said, planning the operation as | reached for ny coffee
again. "But get ne a suppressor. There's no sense in taking
unnecessary chances. "

"You'll have it," he agreed with a nod. "Anything el se?"

| was about to answer himwhen the | ounge door opened and Ral ph cane
I n. He wal ked over to the couch and sat down next to ne, then rubbed
his eyes with one hand.

“She'll be all right, at |least as far as her physical condition
goes," he said in a tired voice. "Aside fromthat Joanne will have to
have sone sessions with her. That was a rough one for first tine
out . "

“"They're all rough,” | told him trying not to feel ny own end of it.
"l know what she went through, but Dr. Jo wll take care of it. |
thi nk Teddy has what it takes to nake it."
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"l wonder just what that is," Ralph said, turning to stare at ne.
“"Maybe | can find it with a stethoscope. Let's go, it's your turn."

“Not hing wong with ne that a shower and sone sleep won't cure," |
deni ed, sipping at ny coffee. "But ask ne again after | finish this
j ob. Maybe 1'Il be in a nell ow nood. "

Ral ph frowned, then turned quickly to R nger.

“"You can't send her out again!" he grated, his voice just short of
trenbling. "I thought this was all finished, or I would have sedated
her as soon as she wal ked in! Don't you realize she never knows when
enough i s too nuch?"

"Who el se will you send?" | asked Ringer as soon as | saw his
hesitation. "How many of the agents at 2 can handl e what you j ust

asked ne to do?"

"How many tinmes were you raped in Flowerville?" Ral ph asked ne
harshly while Ri nger | ooked fromone to the other of us w thout
sayi ng anything. "How many tinmes did you eat? You can't keep going on
like this as if you were indestructible!"”

"OfF course |'mindestructible,” | said softly, smling into his
furious face. "If | didn't believe that, | couldn't keep going out on
new assi gnnents. What do you say, R nger?"

Ri nger stood staring into space for a nonent, and then he turned away
to study a picture on the wall.

“Sorry Ral ph, but you'll have to catch her in another day or two," he
said without inflection. "I don't have anyone else to send."”

“You're both crazy," Ralph said with deep bitterness as he got to his
feet. "Maybe that's what it takes."

Then he wal ked out w thout saying anything el se, and the silence was
so thick it could have held down a shuttle.

“"Diana..” Ringer finally said, still staring at the picture on the
wal |, and | suddenly knew what he was thinking. | could al nost hear
nysel f back on Xanadu O. S., tal king about the tines he'd pulled ne
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out of a hospital bed half heal ed because he'd had an assi gnnent that
needed seeing to. | wasn't anywhere near as cocky as |I'd led Ralph to
believe, but | don't like to |eave things | start unfinished.

“You're not sending ne anywhere | don't want to go," | told Ringer's
uncertainty. "Ral ph doesn't understand but you should. | may | ook

| i ke hell to the casual observer, but sitting around thinking about
it wll only nmake ne feel the sane way. Has it been so | ong that

you' ve forgotten?"
He took a deep breath and shook his head.

“"All right then," | said, hiding relief. "I'm heading for a shower
and a bed. Get ne up in tine to have a light, high protein neal."

| started to stand up, but he turned back toward ne and put a hand
out .

"Just another m nute before you go," he asked. "There's one nore

thing I want to discuss with you." | settled back again and waited,
and he studied ne again. "W had sone action around here too while
you were gone. | mssed the best part of it, but | managed to put the

whol e story together and | don't really understand it. Maybe you can
explain it to ne."

| had no idea what he was tal king about, but | shrugged and then
nodded for himto continue.

"It starts the last night you had the class at 2," Ringer went on
after nmy nod. "I know you don't need to be rem nded of what happened
while you were there, so I'll begin fromwhen you |l eft. Everyone got
so excited and shouted so many questions at each other that the
guards cane in about two seconds after you were gone to see what the
di st urbance was all about.

“Val don was right in the mddle of it as he tried to follow you, but
the guards refused to | et anyone |eave until they found out what had
happened. Val don ended up going over all three of the guards, but by
the tinme he reached the hopper field you were gone. The guards caught
up to himas he was trying to figure out how a hopper works, and it

took six of themto get himout of the hopper. He shouted and fought
so nuch that the guards deci ded he nust have gone over the edge, and
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they carted himoff to Blue Skies."

"Ringer, do you have a cigarette?" | interrupted to ask. 1'd listen
to his story, but | refused to think about it since |'d already nade
ny decision. He gave ne a cigarette and |it it, and after |ighting
one of his own he conti nued.

“At Blue Skies they |ocked himup tight and arranged for Dr. Jo to
see hi mthe next day, but Pete's energency call to her sent her to

t he Acadeny instead. She stayed with you until the day after, and
only got to see Val don after she got back to Blue Skies. By that
time, he was alternating between shouting sonet hing about needing to
apol ogi ze and broodi ng for hours. Dr. Jo got him cal ned down, and
they had a long tal k. Just what they said to each other | don't know,
but at the end of the talk Dr. Jo arranged for a hopper and pilot for
him It was the sane pilot, as a matter of fact, who took himto the
Acadeny the night of that dance. | hear you have reason to renenber

t he ni ght of that dance.”

| took a drag on the cigarette and didn't answer him | just sat
there feeling everything |I'd gone through in the | ast week.

“I'n any event," he said after a pause, "they nust have gotten to the
Acadeny only mnutes after we left and | still don't know how we

m ssed them Pete was just about ready to | eave the ness hall when
Val don storned in, demandi ng to know where you were.

“Now, you may think you know how Pete feels about that gag Val don
pul | ed the night of the dance, but believe ne, you don't. Pete is
convinced that if not for that gag, he would have kept closer tabs on
you and that trouble with Langl ey woul d never have happened.

“"When he saw Val don wal k in, Pete exploded. Freddy told ne that
nobody breathed in that entire ness hall the whole tine those two
went at each other. Pete was on one side of his table, Valdon on the
ot her, and the shouting they did was enough to deafen everyone at the
Acadeny. Val don yelled that he'd tear the place apart if Pete didn't
produce you on the spot. Pete yelled back that if Val don ever went
near you again he'd personally grind himup into fertilizer.

“I't went on like that until a squad showed up, and Val don found
hi nsel f | ocked up again only this tine in the guardhouse. A few
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menbers of the squad had to go to the infirmary afterward, but Val don
was still locked up. If there's anything | regret, it's m ssing
seei ng Val don and Pete go at it."

Ri nger was grinning, but | nust have been even nore tired than I

t hought because | couldn't seemto see anything funny about it. To
tell the truth, the strain of the [ast week just nade ne want to cry.
Ringer's grin faded, and he cleared his throat before going on.

“A short while after you and Hughes left, | got into the act when
Freddy called to tell ne what had happened. He'd tried to get Pete
cal mred down, but hours had gone by and Pete was still raging. | took

a hopper back there and told Pete all about how Val don had shaken you
| oose on Xanadu. Pete huffed and puffed sonme nore, but finally had
Val don rel eased. | brought Val don back here, and Dr. Jo and | nmnaged
to convince himthat if he tried to go after you to Weatl ey and
Flowerville it could nean your life. After that | had himtaken back
to 2 and he's been over there ever since, brooding and poring over
the procedures texts - to give himsonething to do, | suppose.

“Now we've cone to the part | don't understand, so |l et ne explain.
Ever since you two got back here from Val don's part of space, there's
been an al nost constant battle going on between you. He beats the
hell out of you and you poison him He franes you on a job then sl aps
you around, and you start to carve himup. Al this happens, then
suddenly he's chasing all over the planet trying to find you,

I ncidental |y goi ng over anybody who tries to get in his way. Wat |

don't understand is why the sudden change of heart? Is he crazy or am
| 2"

Ri nger sat waiting for an answer, watching ny face for what he
t hought he'd see. My body ached and | felt deathly tired, but | tend
to find the strength sonewhere for things that have to be done.

"You're not the crazy one," | answered with a wi de yawn before
| eani ng back on the couch again to swallow at ny coffee. "Val always
wants to tag after nme, and to tell the truth I'm beginning to get

tired of it. |I made a bad m stake bringing himback here, and | can
see now that he'll never nake an agent. Tell you what, though, |I'm
willing to do the right thing. I brought himso I'lIl get rid of him

Have hi mneet ne on the liner to Faraway and tell himhe's assigned
to help ne stop the pirates, but don't tell himanything else. 1"l
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take care of the rest."

Ri nger continued to stare at nme, so | managed a grin even though I
coul dn't add any words.

“Diana, are you sure?" Ringer asked gently, confusion and vague hurt
showi ng in his eyes.

"Of course |'msure," | responded, back in control after the

nonentary |apse. "Don't worry, going hone will be his idea and the
Council won't be able to say a word to you. R ght now |I' m goi ng for
t hat shower and bed. Don't forget to order that neal for ne."

| got up and headed for the door, waving to Ri nger w thout turning

around. | found out what room|'d been assigned to, then got to it as
qui ckly as possible without |eaving people to stare after ne. Once
t he door was closed | leaned on it for a nonent, then forced nyself

to head for the bat hroom and the shower screen.

Turning on the bathroomlight made ne stop short, but the haggard
female 1'd been startled by was only nme, reflecting back fromthe
full length mrror on the bathroomwall. | noved forward and st opped
in front of the mrror, staring at a redhead who seened to have aged
years in a matter of days. There were dark snudges under bl oodshot

bl ue eyes, filthy clothes covering a gaunt and weary body, tangl ed
hair surrounding a face w thout expression. A true vision of

| ovel i ness, | thought to nyself, sonething any nman woul d be eager to
conpliment and take to bed.

| was too tired to keep the tears back any | onger, and they
mercifully blurred the picture I saw. Val, oh, Val, why did | ever
have to bring you here fromwhere | found you? For a conplinent or
two | could finally believe? For soneone to fill a cold and |onely
bed? O for soneone to turn on when the kill l[ust was burning high?

| hadn't |earned to know hi many better than he'd | earned to know ne,
but | did have a knack for know ng which basics a given person
responded to nost strongly. When Val and | net again |'d be digging
for all the wong responses, and goi ng honme would really be his idea.
After he left ...well, after he left |I'd go back to doi ng what |

al ways did, and |I'd never be stupid enough to take a partner again.
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| dropped ny clothes to the floor then, and stepped into the shower
wi t hout | ooking at the mrror again. The mrror woul d have shown ne

not hi ng but a crying woman, and sights |ike that don't do nuch for
t he professional point of view

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 16

It's amazing what a few solid hours of sleep can do for a fifteen-
year-old body. By the tine | woke up the blush was back in ny cheeks
so to speak, but | was noving around too fast to notice it nyself. |
got to the orbital station early enough to catch the first shuttle to
the liner to Faraway. Wen | got to the liner, it took the ship's
captain's skepticismabout ny errand to tell nme | was back in the
running for Mss Teenager of Tanderon.

| f the captain could have felt ny body the way I felt it he wouldn't
have been that skeptical, but swapping wth hi mwasn't nuch of a
practicality. R nger had arranged for a replacenent of ny |.D. - the
original having been left in the slaver Radman's col | ection of
menent os - and a Special Agent's cultured and biomatched I.D. is
enough to convi nce anyone about anyt hi ng.

Once convinced that | wasn't pulling his leg for the sheer girlish
joy of it, the captain then had to be tal ked out of grabbing the
group of woul d-be pirates as soon as the fools showed t hensel ves on

his ship. | told himwhat | neant to do instead, coerced an agreenent
out of him then headed for the cabin |I'd been assigned to. Once
everything in the cabin was arranged and ready, | sat down to wait

for Val. Sonething |I'd eaten that norning nust have disagreed with ne
because | was beginning to get a headache and ny stomach felt queasy.

The last shuttle fromthe orbital station delivered its | oad and

| eft, and we had just gotten under wei gh when the door to ny cabin
opened and Val was there. He stood in the doorway and stared at ne
Wi th an expression that said he was trying to think of what to say,
but I was already prepared for the nonent.

“"Well, hi!" | greeted himwith a friendly smle, projecting surprise.

"I didn't know Ri nger was going to send you to help ne. | guess it
doesn't matter, though, because there isn't nmuch for you to do. If
you renmenber to follow ny orders there shouldn't be any trouble.”

| went back to buffing ny fingernails on an enery puff, but had no
troubl e seeing Val's frown.
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“I's that all you have to say to ne?" he asked unbelievingly as he

cl osed the door behind him "I alnost tore that planet apart trying
to find you!"

“"Why woul d you do a thing like that?" | asked in a puzzl ed voi ce,

| ooking up at himagain. "I know that place too well to get | ost

t here."

His beautiful face lost all expression, and his voice went flat to
match it.

"You act as if you don't renenber what happened the last tine | saw
you," he said. "But if you don't renenber, | certainly do."

"The last tinme," | nused, acting as though | had to think for a

m nute before suddenly "renenbering.” "Oh, that!" | said with a

| augh, gesturing a dismssal wth one hand. "It was nothi ng special .
Wen | work | tend to forget about everything el se, and sonetines |
get a bit tense. |I've |ost nore boyfriends that way, but for ne the
j ob al ways cones first."

"So the whole thing was nothing special,” he said, his tone still
flat. "And | suppose our partnership is nothing special either.”

"Of course our partnership is special,” | assured hi mw th anot her
smle. "Qur governnents are very anxious for it to work, so we have
to look at it the sane. | know |I've been neglecting you |lately, but I
have been a |little busy...Tell you what: as soon as this business is
over, we can cone back here and I'lIl nake it up to you. How does t hat
sound?”

He took a step toward ne w thout saying a word, and his hands had
turned to fists. His pain-filled stare was terrible to see and then
he turned away to stare at the wall instead, his breathing faster
than normal. Inside ne | shivered at the way |I'd hurt and insulted
him but there was no backing out of the course I'd chosen. The first
string was pulled and the first button pushed, and he was al ready on
his way back hone even if he didn't know it.

The silence m ght have gotten awkward if the ship's radiation alarm
hadn't sounded briefly. That was the signal |I'd been waiting for, so
| got out of the chair and quickly activated the suppressor. Wth the
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suppressor field on the ship's main drive would not work no matter
what anyone tried. | didn't know what principles were involved in the
device but | could use one, and if anything slipped in ny operation
against the pirates all they would win woul d be a dead hul k. The
suppressor was a Federation secret, so | hadn't nentioned it to the
capt ai n.

"Okay, Agent First Class Valdon Carter," | announced as | headed for
the door. "The fun's started, so let's see what you can do. The
sooner we finish the sooner we can cone back here."

Val's face was pale, but he followed ne out of the cabin. W noved
qui ckly through the passenger areas and down one |evel to the service
corridors, making our way to the power room That was what the no-
ones were supposed to take first, but if the captain had foll owed ny
i nstructions they would have found it | ocked. Just before we reached
the last corridor leading to the power roomcorridor, | signaled Val
to stop and peeked qui ckly around the corner.

And it turned out to be a good thing |I'd decided to check first
because five of the no-ones were heading our way, dressed in old
suits and bangles and strutting as if they were club nenbers. | held
ny hand up to Val with all five fingers spread, the pointed toward
the corridor around the corner. Val nodded, thought for a second,
then his features blurred as | stared at him Wat he'd changed to

was still recognizably him but he was old. He bent over a little and
seened to shrink into hinself, and even his eyes were washed out. |
smled a little before taking his armto support him and then we

wal ked sl ow y around the corner.

The no-ones stopped short when they saw us, but we kept going as if

we didn't see them Then they grinned at each other and rapidly
cl osed the distance between us. \Wen they reached us, they spread out
and surrounded us.

"Looks |ike we don't hafta go all the way to passenger country for
hostages a'tall," one of themsaid. "That cap'n'l| open the door, or
he'll watch us finish off these here nice folk right in fronta his
eyes. "

"Yeah, " another agreed, pushing in closer. "But they won't be
'specting us back fer a tinme yet. Let's have us sone fun with that
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pretty little girl first. Just shove granpa outa the way, 'cause |'m
gonna take 'er first."

The friendly one reached for ne, but |'d already decided to take him
first. When he stretched out his arns toward ne, | stiffened ny
fingers and jabbed hi mhard enough under the rib cage in front to
cause his heart to burst. Then |I turned to another of the no-ones and
t hr oat - punched himto crush his w ndpi pe. After that | | ooked around
qui ckly, and saw that Val had accounted for another two of the group.
But nunber five had taken advantage of being ignored to turn and run
back the way he'd cone. The knife fromny boot stopped himbefore he
got nore than twenty feet away, and it was all over with without a
sound.

| wal ked down the corridor to nunber five, got ny knife | oose and
cleaned it on the shirt he didn't need any |onger, then gestured to
Val . When he cane up | handed himthe knife, then pointed toward the
end of the corridor nearest the power roomcorridor. Val |ooked down
at nunmber five, matched his features, then started toward the power
roomcorridor. | took the second knife | had fromthe sheath at the
back of ny neck and headed for the diverging corridor that came out
hal f way down the corridor we were in. The diverging corridor also
|l ed to the power roomcorridor, but came out to the left instead of
to the right.

| eased up to the far end of the diverging corridor, and | ooked out
carefully. About twelve to fifteen nenbers of the crew were there
with their backs to ne, all of them being watched by six of the
remai ni ng seven no-ones. The no-ones carried stunners and di sruptors
but handl ed t hem unconfortably, as though they weren't used to them

Nunber seven was in the mddle of the group standing directly in
front of the power roomdoor, and the captain stood to his left. |

gl anced over to the other side of the crowd and spotted the | ate
nunber five com ng up behind one of the no-ones on that side. The no-
one stiffened and they both backed away fromthe crowd, but the no-
one wasn't in any condition to nove on his own. | got busy and
ghost ed up behind the nearest no-one and put hi maway, then | owered
the body quietly to the fl oor.

Everyone's attention was on the power roomdoor, so it wasn't hard to
finish off the other two on ny side, then | checked on Val again.
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He'd already finished his three and had turned back to hinself, and
was now starting toward nunber seven. That neant | had to hurry, so |
pushed ny way through the crowd of crewren and showed nyself first.

“"Nice time for aliner ride," | comented to a suddenly startled
nunber seven, not letting himsee the knife. "How s Flowerville doing
t hese days?"

He swung toward ne, and the ugly |l ook on his face matched the ugly
| ook of the disruptor in his hand.

"Who in hell're you?" he snarled. "Were the hell d'you cone fronf"

“"Don't you know nme?" | asked in surprise, still nmoving slowy toward
him "He said you would know ne."

"He who?" the man rapped, beginning to | ook confused. "I don't -

He cut it off because Val had cone up behind himto grab his wi st
before forcing the man's arm straight up. The man tried to pull away
but Val tightened his grip, and the disruptor abruptly fell to the
floor. When that happened nunber seven sagged and becane the picture
of a beaten man, which was really too bad. | set nyself and wal ked
over to him studied his haggard face for a nonent - then slipped ny
kni fe between his ribs. He nade a sound that was al nbst a grunt, and
t he stunned | ook stayed with hi meven when he slid out of Val's

| oosened grip and folded to the floor next to the disruptor. There
wasn't a sound fromthe captain or any of his crew, and Val stared at
me i n shock.

"Way did you do that?" Val demanded after a nonent, his voice harsh
wth bew ldernent. "He didn't have to die, not when | already had
him "

“But this way no one has to have him" | said softly with a shrug,
maki ng the words sound totally reasonable. "It saved a | ot of
paperwork and a lot of tinme and effort. Now we have the whole ride
back to play."

| gave hima w nk then bent to clean ny knife on nunber seven's
shirt, keeping ny face down just in case ny expression slipped. The
sil ence around ne was absolute, and then Val dropped the knife I'd
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given himto the deck beside ne and wal ked away w thout a word. |
stared at the knife for a few brief seconds then slowy picked it up,
feeling the warnmth the hilt still retained. Wien | straightened up,
the captain cane closer and cleared his throat.

“I don't think |I've ever seen anything like that in ny entire life,"
he stated shakily. "To just execute himlike that, all by yourself! |

know it's your job, but it's not one | could do. You don't look it,
but you nust be the Federation's toughest agent."

“I"'mnot the Federation's toughest agent," | whispered, holding the
still-warmknife to ne as | watched Val disappear around the corner.
“I"'monly as tough as | have to be. So long ...partner."

Cick For Next Chapter
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Chapter 17

My mind was working just enough to let ne tell the captain that |
needed himto personally see to clearing the bodi es away before he
started to turn back to Tanderon. | needed a few m nutes to get back
to ny cabin to turn off the suppressor, but that was the best excuse
| could come up with. | got back to the cabin, straightened
everything out, then called the captain to ask himto arrange for a
special shuttle for ne. | didn't want to have to go through the
orbital station.

When | was | anded at the Acadeny's shuttle port, | went straight to
t he hopper field then flew to Blue Skies. The flight took forever,
but as soon as | grounded | went to the roomthat had been assigned

to ne. | needed to pack sone of the things fromny |uggage that had
been brought fromthe Acadeny, and then | was out of here. | didn't
need much, just enough to last until | got to wherever | was goi ng.

The main thing was to get away from here as fast as possible before
ny mnd started to think, and I was too tired and in too nuch pain to
keep it from happeni ng nmuch | onger.

| went out into the hall with the snmall bag |'d packed, trying to
deci de who to | eave the suppressor with. | had no intention of going
| ooking for Ringer, but I saw himonly a short way down the hall

tal king to Ral ph so | wal ked over to him

“It's finished," | told him handing himthe suppressor. "I'mtaking
one of the departnental ships fromthe field here, and I'l]l let you
know where | am when | get there."

Ri nger only frowned as | began to turn away, but Ral ph put a hand on
ny arm

“"But you can't |eave now," Ral ph said with a gentle smle. "W have a
date, renenber? Let's see if you can nmake ne bl ush again."

"Sonme other time, Ralph," | said, holding up one hand and pushi ng
vaguely in his direction. "Mybe sone other tine."

| started to turn away again, but his hand stopped ne again. "D ana,

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon17.html (1 of 7)18/09/2005 15:02:24



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 17

you can't -

“I can do any damm thing | please!" | snarled, pulling ny arm away
fromhim "Just |eave ne al one!"

| headed away fromthe two of them knowi ng the sort of | ooks I was
being foll owed by but not giving a damm. My head t hr obbed and ny
stomach was filled with acid, and all the stares fromall the people
wi thin hearing range couldn't have kept nme fromgetting out of there.
| went straight toward the front door, and was only twenty feet away
fromit when | thought I'd begun to hallucinate.

A figure that | ooked just |ike Val seened to be comng in, but it was
no hal | uci nati on because when he saw ne he turned in ny direction. |
st opped short, feeling ny head whirl, knowing | couldn't go through
facing himagain for anything in the universe. In another instant I
had backed up a few steps, dropped the bag | carried, then turned and
started to run.

| raced down the hall between startled, exclaimng people, pushing ny

way through in deep, mndless panic. | barely saw R nger and Ral ph as
| passed them heard nothing but the sound of Val's footsteps
poundi ng on the floor behind ne. | tried to run faster, tried to get

away, but |'d been through too nuch and sinply had nothing left. Then
Val ' s hands caught nme from behind and pulled ne to a stop. A nonent

| ater he'd pushed ne up against a wall, his hands on ny arns as |
faced him

| really did try to struggle to get |oose, but there seened to be no
way to break free without hurting Val and | couldn't force nyself to
do that. My head jerked back and forth as | searched frantically for

a way out, but there wasn't one. Al | could see was Val's body in
front of ne and the two guards to the |eft who were being kept from
interfering by Ringer. | didn't know what to do, didn't know what to

say, and then the decision on both was taken from ne.

"Look at ne!" Val ordered, his big hands shaking ne to nake ne obey.
"Look straight at ne!"

Reluctantly I turned ny head back to himand raised ny eyes to his
face, then imediately wished I hadn't. He was absolutely furious,
sonehow angrier than |'d ever seen him before.

file:///CJ/Downl oads/DianaSantee/Tanderon/Tanderon17.html (2 of 7)18/09/2005 15:02:24



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 17

“I want the truth!" he rasped, black eyes bl azing down at ne. "Wen
you killed that [ast nman aboard the liner, you were executing him
weren't you? Not playing tw sted ganes but finishing the job
according to Federation Law?"

| shoul d have | aughed at himand denied it, but his eyes refused to
|l et mne go - which neant the only thing | could do was nod very
hesitantly.

“"And that 'nothing special' routine you gave ne, earlier in the

cabin," he grow ed. "That was to set ne up for the big show, wasn't
it?"
| nodded unwillingly a second tinme, and the gesture set himoff |ike

a spark to dry kindling.

“I'"mgoing to beat you |like you've never been beaten before!" he
suddenly roared, back to shaking ne like a dirty rug. H s eyes were
bl azi ng mad, but sonehow his finger strength didn't match; although |
couldn't free nyself, he wasn't hurting ne in the least. "I know what
you were trying to do, you were trying to protect ne fromyou, trying
to force ne away for ny own good! Wio the hell do you think you are
that you can tell nme who to associate with? If | want to be partners

with a crazy femal e who poi sons ne and pulls knives on ne that's ny

busi ness! | don't need anyone trying to protect ne, and when |'ve had
enough I'll say so on ny own!"

| tried to cringe back fromthe volune of that roar, but those big
hands held ne right where he wanted ne - in place for the rest of his
tirade.

“I't's tinme things were changed," he grow ed, his voice | owered back
to the too-soft volune he'd started with. "I1've had enough of you
doi ng everything to suit yourself, so here's the way it's going to
be. Wen we're on a job you're the boss, but when the job's over |I'm
boss. You'll listen to ne and do as | say, or you'll be very, very
sorry. Do you understand ne?"

He shook ne again to enphasize his words, then waited for an answer.
There's usually a choice as to what a gi ven answer shoul d be, but
right now | had no choice at all since | couldn't have argued with
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himeven if |1'd wanted to.

“Yes, Val, | understand you," | whispered, trying to swallow the
catch in ny throat.

“And one last thing," he added, the blaze in his eyes beginning to
fade as his voice went to nornmal softness. "There are a | arge nunber

of things | need to apol ogi ze about, but if you ever apol ogize to ne
again I'll break your neck."

| sobbed once and cl osed ny eyes, and then his arns were around ne,
holding me to him | |eaned against his chest as | hung onto his
shirt, fighting to keep nyself quiet, knowing I'd ruined all ny
careful planning but helpless to do anything about it. There was such
a strange feeling of safety and contentnent in his arns, one |I'd
never experienced before, one | couldn't et go of. | was too
confused to know what it neant, and then, abruptly, we were no | onger
al one.

"That was sone show you just put on,
anused. "Is it over now?"

Ri nger's voi ce cane, soundi ng

“It's over," Val confirnmed, still holding ne. "It's a good thing I
used those procedures texts to keep fromgoing crazy this past week.
There's a whol e section on procedures to be foll owed when dealing
with piracy, and if | hadn't renmenbered it when | got to the orbital
station, this would have ended differently. She's too good at pl aying
a part."

"How did you get here so fast?" | asked, suddenly curious as | lifted
ny head to | ook at him

"I commandeered a private ship at the orbital station,"” he said with
a grin before pushing ny head back down on his chest. "Between ny I.
D. as an agent and the landing field here at the hospital, | nmade it
al nost as fast as you did."

| thought that would be the end of it, but |I'd forgotten about Ral ph
- who wasn't a nman to let hinself be forgotten about forever.

“If all these little problens are taken care of now, there's still a
hospital bed and treatnents waiting for Diana," he put in. "As far as
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| ' m concerned, they've been waiting nmuch too |ong already."

"Treatnents for what?" Val asked, and | could hear his frown.

"She and Teddy had a bad tinme in Flowerville,
his owmn oral frown. "Didn't you know?"

Ral ph responded with

Val ' s hands were suddenly back on ny arns, and | found nyself being
held at armis I ength and stared at in a very untender way.

“"Am | m staken, or were you on your way out of here when | first cane
I n?" he asked in what was little short of a grow.

“I - ah - well, it was just - you see - " | groped around trying to
sound lucid, but none of the sentences wanted to cone out whole. |
woul d have stood there floundering for an hour, but Val wasn't about
to wait.

“"There won't be any nore of that sane nonsense," he stated, his voice
hard again. "You get to where you're supposed to be."

“But, Val, | don't want to - " | began, but the protest ended
abruptly when | tried to neet his eyes. | hadn't agreed to anything
nore than that | understood what he'd said, but right nowit was
beyond ne to point that out. And since | understood nothing at all
about the rest of how !l felt, | ended up saying neekly, "Yes, Val."

“"That's better," he told ne with a nod, pushing ne gently toward
Ral ph. "You go with himnow, and I'Il cone by |later to nmake sure
you' re behaving yourself."

| noved a few steps toward Ral ph, then turned to | ook at Val and
spoke to himin the trade | anguage of his people.

"Why don't you use the waiting tine to think about this a little nore
carefully," | suggested, hating to say the words but know ng they
were necessary. "I have the feeling you still don't know what you're
getting into, so a bit of calm unhurried thought wll -

“"Do nothing to change ny mnd," he interrupted very flatly. "I'm not
doing this on a whim Diana, but | don't expect you to take ny word
for that. 1'll have to work at getting you to believe ne, which |

file:///CJ/Downl oads/Diana-Santee/Tanderon/Tanderon17.html (5 of 7)18/09/2005 15:02:24



Tanderon by Sharon Green - Chapter 17

intend to do as soon as you're out of this place. Until then you'l
just have to give ne the benefit of the doubt."”

| found nyself forced into nodding to that, then went ahead and

foll oned Ral ph down the hall. But | also | ooked back a few tines, to
see that Val had this ...open expression on his face. | believed that
he hadn't been |ying about how he felt, but | still didn't know how I
felt.

Consi dering the way he'd handled hinself on the job today, | doubted

if it wwuld take ne nore than two weeks to give himthe bal ance of

t hat procedures course. After that | would twist Ringer's armunti

he gave Val and ne a short vacation, one during which he and |I should
be able to clear the air. | needed that vacation even if Val didn't,

and | wanted to go hone for a few days.

| tried to renenber if I'd ever told Val that nmy hone pl anet
practiced nudism and finally decided that | hadn't. Ch, well, no

sense in burdening himwith too nuch information since he'd find out
soon enough once we got there. | wondered if he had body nobdesty, but
couldn't really tell. Just because he wasn't nodest with ne didn't
mean he could peel in public with the sane equanimty. It wouldn't be
too long before I found out, but neanwhile thinking about it
certainly was ...interesting!

The End

Di ana Santee returns 1 n Tristesse Book

1
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