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For Mum, who would not have been surprised.



From introductory material for new members of
the Guild of Webbers:

The web is based on a simple concept: a direct link
between mind and machine. The systems of a ship
become an extension of the webber & body. But this
simplicity is deceptive, and will vanish the first time

you enter the shub. Breathing a liquid does not come
naturally, and isonly th e first step é

When you have mastered survival in the shub, you will

be ready to take the next step. Through sockets at
your neck and wrists, your nervous system will be
linked to the ship, and to the other men and women
who share the web with you. Throug h the sockets at
your wrists, you will communicate with your web
mates. Through the socket at your neck, you will help

to control and monitor the ship. It will take several
months to learn this use of your nervous system, and
several years before you can c laim to have mastered
the techniques é

Having a web is a privilege and a responsibility. You
must never forget that your web -mates 0 lives depend
on your self -control. Leave all other concerns behind
you when you step into the shub. Forget your body.
Focus only on control on the web é



The Oaths between the Guild of Webbers,
its Members, and the Emperors Julur and Ayvar

The Member & Oath to the Guild

| solemnly dedicate myself to the Guild of Webbers. On
my honour, on my life and on any lives | have to
come, by all that is sacred to me, | swear:

That my loyalty is to the Guild before all others, and
then to those to whom the Guild owes loyalty.

That my obedience is to the law of the Guild before
all other laws, and then to the laws to which the Guild
gives obedience.

That | will serve the Guild to the best of my ability,
and in every way that | am able to serve.

That | will cherish each member of the Guild,
respecting their beliefs and taking responsibility for
their well -being.

That | will keep this oath so long as | shall live.

The Guild & Oath to the Emperors

We solemnly dedicate ourselves to the worlds that
bore us and to the people of those worlds. On our
honour, on our lives and on any lives we have to
come, by all that is sacred to us, we swear:

That our loyalty is to our people before all others,
and then to the Emperors who govern our people.

That our obedience is to the law of th e Guild before
all other laws, and then to the just laws to which our
people give obedience.

That we will serve our people to the best of our
ability, in every way that we are able to serve,
respecting their beliefs and taking responsibility for
their wel |-being.

That we will cherish each member of the Guild,
respecting their beliefs and taking responsibility for
their well -being.

That we will keep this oath so long as one of us
lives.



The Emperors 6 Oaths to the Guild

I, the Emperor Julur, solemnly de dicate myself to the
worlds of the Old Empire and to the people of those
worlds. On my honour and on my immortality, | swear:
That my loyalty will be to my people before all
others.
That my laws will be just.

That | will serve my people to the best of m y ability,
in every way that | am able to serve, respecting their
beliefs and taking responsibility for their well -being,

and causing no harm to any unless for the protection
of the Old Empire.

That | will cherish the Guild of Webbers, and each
member of the Guild, respecting their beliefs and
taking responsibility for their well -being, causing harm
to no member of the Guild unless for the protection of
the Twin Empires.

That | will keep this oath forever, or forfeit the
loyalty of the Guild of Webbers.

I, the Emperor Ayvar, solemnly dedicate myself to the
worlds of the New Empire and to the people of those
worlds. On my honour and on my immortality, | swear:

That my loyalty will be to my people before all
others.

That my laws will be just.

That | wil | serve my people to the best of my ability,
in every way that | am able to serve, respecting their
beliefs and taking responsibility for their well -being,
and causing no harm to any unless for the protection
of the New Empire.

That | will cherish the Gui Id of Webbers, and each
member of the Guild, respecting their beliefs and
taking responsibility for their well -being, causing harm
to no member of the Guild unless for the protection of
the Twin Empires.

That | will keep this oath forever, or forfeit the
loyalty of the Guild of Webbers.



Ship Identification

OE-S32176040 -8 Bhattya Patrolship class 89/F

Commissioned 240/5003, Keruil Zone
Assigned 089/5043, Achil Zone (refitting)
Specification
Web Standard 20+4
Drive Samansa
(High Performance Option)
Armament Class 2 weaponry

Class 2 shielding
Crew

6 senior; 30 junior; 2 apprentices

Commander OE-P3987 -49596 Rallya
Captain OE-P2143 -95277 Vidar
Webmaster OE-P5971 -17529 Joshim
First Officer Vacancy
Second Officer OE-P7921 -58712 Jualla
Third Officer OE-P6417 -75249 Lilimya
Juniors é

(No vacancies)
Apprentices é

(No vacancies)

172/5043
ACHIL ZONE, OLD EMPIRE

fNow, there® pretty,0 Rallya said appreciatively,
seeing the young webber who had paused just
inside the entrance to the Guildhall rec-room. He
must be recently arrived in the zone; otherwise she
would have noticed him before, with his distinctive
curly hair, contrasting shades of grey and brown,
and that short, svelte figure.



fHe is, isnd he,0 Vidar agreed, turning to look.
fiYoung for you though, Rallya,0 he added, grinning
at her with the immunity of ten years of close
friendship.

filLooking isn & touching, 6 Rallya defended herself.
She leaned back, tipping her seat onto two legs, to
get a better view. The stranger was looking around
as if a familiar face would be welcome but
unexpected. He noticed her continued scrutiny and
nodded a courtesy to her rank, the cocky little scut,
before moving out of sight behind a group of
juniors.

fAnybody else notice his insignia? Joshim
asked.

Rallya nodded. The stranger wore them on his
upper left arm, the only distinguishing marks on his
plain grey tunic. He had a Secord® badge and two
Oath markers but no ship& patch: a shipless Second
who had crossed the Disputed Zone once.

filLooks young for a Second9 Vidar commented.
fiProbably just made it before he came across and
that wasnd so long agoo

Joshim shook his head. fiThat second Oath
marker isn@ new, nor is the Seconds badgep he
pointed out. fit might be worth talking to him. o

Rallya looked at him in tolerant amusement. fiWe
need a qualified First, remember? Not a pretty
Second to feast our eyes ord

fWede eliminated all the available Firsts and
most of the unavailable oneso Joshim argued.
fiUnless we want to sit in dock for the foreseeable
future, wedl have to find a Second ready to be
bumped up.0

fWe havend talked to Chennya& First yet,0
Rallya objected.



fiNow who& looking for pretty?0 Vidar teased.
fAnyway, shedl be on patrol for another six days.o

fAnd Vasir& Three are courting her,0 Joshim
added. ATheir First accepted the Captain& berth on
Hashil .0

Rallya frowned. She wanted Lina, Chennya®
First, a skilful webber with the reputation for being
a steady influence in the webroom, and with the
potential for command rank in a few yearsdtime.
However, if she was being courted openly, etiquette
prevented Bhattya®& Three from making an
approach. At least until she was settled with Vasir,
Rallya corrected herself, and Bhattya could not
wait that long. They would have to let her know,
discreetly, that they were waiting to make an offer if
she turned Vasir away. There was no doubt that she
would welcome such an offer; a berth with Bhattya
was a considerable prize. The problem would be
getting Joshim to agree to the theft.

fit won & cost us anything to talk to the stranger,0
Vidar was saying. funtil we broadcast the fact that
wede considering Seconds for promation, wedl
have nobody else to talk too

fAnd if we do, wedl be inundated,0 Rallya
predicted sourly. fiEvery Second in the zone will be
haunting the Guildhall trying to catch our eye. Or
crowding us out of our own web-room, visiting
their long-lost acquaintances and being boot
licking polite in the hope of impressing us. 0

fiNobody who knows your reputation will be
licking your boots, Rallya,0 Vidar promised her.
fiNot unless they&e finished with their teeth. 0

Rallya snorted unwillingly. fld@ still be happier
with a qualified First, 0 she insisted. iMWe havend
explored all the possibilities yet. 0



Joshim sighed and gave her the look that meant:
I know what you @e thinking and the answer is no.

Rallya scowled and shrugged unrepentantly.
fiyou didn@ have so many principles when | stole
you from Samchaya,0 she accused him. iGo on,
then, ask the pretty boy if we can talk to him.o As
Bhattya &8 Webmaster, it was Joshim& right to
make the first approach to any webber they chose to
court. AAnything rather than spend the evening
being bullied by you two.

fiNow | know | dn getting old, 0 she muttered as
Joshim left the table. fiTen years ago @ never have
given in so easilyo

fiYoude only trying to lull us into thinking you &e
given up on Lina,0Vidar said cheerfully.

fiShed still the best prospect we haved Rallya
muttered rebelliously. fBetter than a over-pretty
Secondo She hooked one foot around a spare seat
at a neighbouring table and pulled it into position
next to her. iEmperors, the child cand be more than
twenty-five.0

fAThirty, dthe stranger said, arriving behind her in
time to hear. He spoke Empire Standard with a soft
accent and a tinge of amusement, as if his age had
been mistaken before and he was used to it.

fiCommander Rallya, Cgtain Vidar, this is
Second Officer Rafell. Rafed As Joshim made the
introductions, Rafe nodded the appropriate
greetings.

fWede glad you could join us. Sit down, please)
Vidar invited. fiMay we buy you a drink?0

fiThank you, but no.0 Rafe took the seat that
Rallya had procured for him and waited with a hint
of wariness for the next move. A webber being
courted by a Three was temporarily their equal,
although most webbers were cautious enough not



to take advantage of that fact. Still, to refuse a drink
was unusually cautious.

fiDo you drink? 0 Rallya asked curiously.

fiYes, maam, but not when & hoping for some
web-time in the near future, 0he explained.

fiOn the station waiting list? 6 Joshim asked.

fives, siro

fiTake the drink,0 Joshim advised. fHalf the
station® web is out of actioni current leakage into
the monitor circuits. The rest is fully occupied
running the station. Every shipless webber in the
zone is on the waiting list. The average wait is five
days.0

fiTthen a glass of veyu will do no harmo Rafe
conceded.

fiMay | have a word, Joshim?0 The interruption
came from Amsur, the Guildhall Webmaster.

fiCan it wait?0Joshim asked.

fiNo. It will only take a few minutes. | dn sure
Second Officer Rafell will excuse youp Amsur
insisted.

fOf coursed Rafe tilted his head in polite
permission for Joshim to leave. iWebmaster Amsur
would not interrupt without good reason. 0

As Amsur led Joshim out of hearing, Rafe took
the veyu that Vidar passed to him and set it down
untouched. Rallya studied his wrists and neck. His
web-bands were grey tarket hide, which was a good
sign: any webber worth the name bought the best
bands they could afford. Tarket was expensive: a set
of bands like that cost fifty daysépay for a Second,;
but it was comfortable, long-lasting and the best
protection there was.

fWhose work?0 she asked, indicating the pattern
tooled into the bands.

fiMosir. 0 Rafe shrugged dismissively.fiA conceit.0



fiAn expensive conceitp Rallya commented
sharply, doubling her estimate of how much the
bands had cost. fAristo?0she guessed.

Rafe shrugged again.fiMlaybe,0 he said carelessly,
glancing across to where Amsur and Joshim were
parting. fiShall we wait for the Webmaster?o

Nobody could accuse this one of bootlicking,
Rallya thought in slight amusement. H e must be an
aristo, she decided, or he would have denied it.
Very few of them became webbers; they had too
many ties to family and Empire, too much to lose
by swearing the Guild Oath. If they were not
content with being decorative members of their
Emperor& court, they joined his personal guard or
bought a commission in his army. They might end
up dead that way, but for an aristo, anything was
preferable to serving the wrong Emperor in the
wrong Empire. She remembered the second Oath
marker on Rafe® sleewe and wondered which high-
bred family in the New Empire had suffered the
dishonour of a son& defection.

Joshim slipped back into his seat. fiSorry about
that, 0 he offered Rafe. Rallya heard the change of
attitude in his voice and looked a question at him
which was ignored.

fiNo doubt Amsur had some useful information
for you.0 Rafe was smiling slightly. fiShall | leave
now?0

fit would be helpful, 6 Joshim said carefully. fiwe
need to discuss this between ourselve

fiDiscuss what? Vidar asked, as baffled & Rallya.

fiyoudl find it far more comfortable if you talk
about it behind my back.0 Rafe stood up. AAnd so
will 1. 6He bowed formally to them all. WWebmaster
Joshim, there& no need to inform me of your
decision. | can guess it



fwhat did Amsur tell you about him?0 Rallya
demanded as Rafe left the reeroom.

fiHe® an Oath-breaker,0Joshim said baldly.

AEmperors!0 Vidar exclaimed. fls Amsur sure?
You@ have to be insane to break your Oath,
knowing the penalty. o

fiYou@ have to be something special to get to
Second afterwardsp Joshim suggested. He drank
from the beer in front of him. ARAmsur says his
record is excellent.0

fiApart from the obvious blemish,0 Rallya
reminded him drily. #And whoever promoted him
did him no favours. As a junior, he@ have achance
of getting a berth. Not a good berth, but he@ be
webbing. As an officer, he® got no chance. Therdl
always be somebody as good as him who is@ an
Oath-breaker.0

fiHe® here under the hundred day rule,6 Joshim
confirmed. fACame in from Jeram today. If he
doesnd find a berth here hedl never web again.o

fl wonder why he did it, 0 Vidar muttered.

fiThat® something he doesrd even know
himself, 0 Rallya pointed out. fiNot if identity -wipe is
everything it& said to be. He can make the same
guesses asis, though.o

fiYou think he is an aristo?0Vidar asked.

fWas,0 Rallya corrected. fAit& the only answer
that fits. Death before dishonour, and if death isn &
possible, identity-wipe.0 She made a noise of
disgust. iiThey shouldna be allowed to take the Oath
at all.o

fiHe abided by the letter of the Oath,0 Joshim
remarked. fit allows the choice: to switch allegiance
between the Emperors or to accept identity-wipe.
Strictly, he shouldn & be called an Oath-breaker.o



flLogic chopping,0 Rallya snapped. iiHe broke the
spirit of the Oath. That & what matters.o She looked
at Joshim suspiciously. fiYou cand want to continue
courting him? 0she asked in disbelief.

fl@ like to look at his record,0 Joshim said
mildly. fWe@e not so overrun with prospective
Firsts that we can afford to ignore him, and our
orders will be arriving soon. 0

fl am not courting an Oath -breaker,0 Rallya said
flatly. She pushed her seat away from the table,
knowing better than to argue with Joshim when he
was suffering from a surfeit of soft-heartedness; it
was impossible to win, and there were easier ways
to get what she wanted. Al promised Yessim |@
make a fifth at drag,0 she lied. iwedl talk about it
tomorrow. 0

The out-side observation gallery was deserted; Rafe
had his choice of viewing panels. He halted at
random in front of one, hardly seeing the star-field

it showed him. Out was currently sun-ward, a view
without interest, which was why he had chosen to
come here rather than the popular in-side gallery
with its view of the gas giant above which the
station hung.

A wise man would have been in his cabin,
sleeping, without any of the problems that made it
impossible for Rafe to sleep. A wise man would
know when to give up, would not be wasting his
time looking for a berth that did not exist. A wise
man would be planning a future out of the web. A
wi se mané Rafe | aughed
would not have made the decision that he had made
ten years ago.

at



Tonight had been a mistake as well.Bhattya was
a Name; there had never been anychance that they
would consider him once they knew. He should
have declined their invitation, rather than risk their
anger and the harm it could do him if they
broadcast his guilt. He shrugged mentally. If not
them, somebody else would do it. Amsur would
always be ready with his words of warning: an
excellent record, but you oug!
been through it all at Jeram and at Somir.

He dropped into a seat and put his feet up on the
railing between it and the viewing panel. An old
cargoship was ea#ng out of dock, pregnant with
fuel, pushing a string of pods in front of it. As its
steering vanes spread ready for the ponderous
wallow out to the jump point, Rafe & arms twitched
in sympathy. He stilled them with an effort. Five
days, Webmaster Joshim had said, and that was the
average wait for web-time. How much longer would
it be for an Oath-breaker?

Footsteps on the spiral staircase warned him that
somebody was coming up to the gallery. He hoped
that they were looking for solitude, as he was. He
slumped lower in his seat to make it clear he
wanted no company.

The footsteps reached the top and paused,
replaced by a soft laugh. il thought you @ run for
the obvious bolt-hole.o

Commander Rallya. At least his luck was
consistent, Rafe thought bitterly. Al was about to
leave, maiam,0 he said, getting to his feet.

fiNo, you werend.o She came round the curve of
the gallery. fiSit down.o

Rafe sat; any instruction from a Commander was
an order, unless they were courting you. If she
wanted him seated, this was unlikely to be the



standard tongue-lashing, starting with  his
presumption in accepting Bhattya & invitation and
finishing with his unworthiness for any berth on
any ship. Either she planned to indulge her
curiosity about him, or she expected him to bed
with her in the hope of being rewarded with a berth.
He grinned cynically; probably she intended to
combine the two.

fWhat& amusing youshe asked.

fivou.0 Rafe abandoned caution. Whatever he
said or did now would anger her; let it be
deliberate. fiTo saveyou time and effort, ma@m: |
dond know why | broke my Oath and | choose not
to speculate; and Ién a webber, not a whoreo

To his surprise, she laughed. A couldnd@ be
courting you?dshe challenged.

fiNo, ma&@m, you couldnd. Youde playing with
me.o

She shook her head.fiNo, 1dn not. | will admit to
being curious.6 She turned her back on him and
watched the cargoship pulling away from the
station. fiNot about why you broke your Oath.
That& obvious. About how you got to Second, and
why youde shipless.0 She swung around to face him
again. iYoude causing me a slight problem. You can
help me solve it.0

Rafe shrugged.fi can& solve my own problems,
ma&@m,0 he said frankly. Al doubt | can help with
yours.o

fivyou wond help yourself by being impudent, 0 she
said sharply.

fl won@ help myself by lying down to be walked
over.0

fiHave you ever tried it?0 she asked with raised
eyebrows.iNo, you havend.o



She leaned back on the rail, hands on either side
of her. Even relaxed, she seemed to have a rod of
steel up her spine. The Emperors only knew how
old she was: her hair had probably been grey before
Rafe was born; and how long she had been in the
web. Longer than anybody else alive, that was
certain, and with no plans to retire. Long enough to
be sure of getting her own way in everything. Rafe
took pleasure in the thought that he had nothing to
lose by thwarting her. She was waiting for him to
speak. Let her wait.

fif anything gets you a berth, it will be your
nerve,0 she told him after a long silence. iBut not
with Bhattya .0

fiyou dond have to convince me of that®o Rafe
told her calmly. He grinned suddenly. iwho do you
have to convince®

fiCocky little scut,0 she accused him. A dond
frighten you one bit, do 1? | ought to. 0

fAny damage you can do me, yodve already
decided to do.0

fWwhat about any good | can do you®

Rafe laughed, gestured to the cargoship behind
her. Alf I & good, will you get me a berth aboard
that?0

fWould you rather have no berth at all?0 she
challenged.

Rafe closed his eyes briefly, lbought up hard
against the facts. iNo, ma@m. |@ settle for a berth
aboard anything.o0

fil thought as much.o She looked him over, like a
trader examining a bad bargain. iWwhat was your
last ship?0

AExploration. Avannya. Somir Zone.0



fiAvannya .0 She repeatel it thoughtfully. ADidn &
you hit an EMP-mine last year? Lost your Three
and half the web-room?0

fiYesp Rafe said unwillingly. iwe were lucky to
get home at all.0

flLuck wasnd enough, from what | heard.d She
stared at him speculatively. fiHer Second got an
honour for bringing her home. 6

fiLudicrous, isnd it? All | did was save my own
neck, and incidentally a few others, but they call me
a hero and give me a badge to prove ib

fiyou dond wear it.0

fAgainst all the regulations, no. Why embarrass
people or confuse their prejudices? | can hardly be
an Oath-breaker and a hero, can I'Dd

fWwhat do you want to be?

fA webber.0 Rafe snorted. fiFor as long as bn
allowed to be.0 He leaned his head back and looked
up at the ceiling. AiTell me what you want from me,
mad&@m, and go away. bin tired, | &n irritable, and
the last thing | want is to end up on a charge of
insubordination. That would be the perfect end to a
perfect career, and | am reaching the end of my
patience.0 He could feel a tic starting in his cheek.
fl cand imagine what | can do or say to make
myself more unacceptable than | already am, but if
you tell me, 18l do it. For the peace and quiet,0 he
added. fiNot for any meaningless promise of a berth
on an antiquated cargoship.o

fiHow long since you last had some webtime?0
she asked abruptly.

Rafe cursed the tic, embarrassed that she had
noticed, angry that she had mentioned it. fWhat
does it matter? Soon enough theydl be deactivating
my web.0

fiHow long?0she insisted.



fiForty days,0 he admitted bitter ly. fiNobody is
going to waste capacity on an Oathbreaker with no
future. 0

fiThey didna allow you in the web on the way
from Jeram?0 She sounded genuinely surprised.

fiThey didn@ allow me in the web-room. Didn &
want me corrupting the apprentices. 0 Rafe closed
his eyes.fiGo awayphe repeated rudely.

fiCome to Bhattya tomorrow. We &e capacity to
spare0she offered unexpectedly.

fiNo, thank you, ma@m,0he said stiffly.

fiNo conditions, 0 she promised. She went without
waiting for a reply, to Rafe & relief.
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173/5043
ACHIL ZONE, OLD EMPIRE

Rallya cursed automatically as she shifted from her
right side to her left. The ache crept up on her every
night, but if she asked the station surgeon for
something to ease it, there would be the inevitable
conversation about retiring. She only ached where
she had been injured before they perfected regen;
anybody would, eight or eighty, but the surgeons
refused to believe it. Faffing fools had none of them
been born back before they perfected regen.
Probably thought nobody could survive a broken
bone without it.

She squinted at the time. Second hour. Fadir
would have started preparing breakfast in the web-
room. She rolled off her bed and went to shower,
setting the water to warm. As she soaped herself,
she wondered whether the Oath-breaker would
turn up for the web-time she had offered him. He
would be a fool not to, after forty days without and
with the prospect of a five day wait for station time.
As big a fool as she had been to make the offer. The
sensible thing would have been to get him moved to
the head of Amsur& waiting list.

She would tell Joshim about it over breakfast, in
front of witnesses so that he could not immediately
reopen the argument. Dressing, she ran through a
mental list of ships in dock that had vacancies for a
Second. Joshim would know better than she did but
she could not ask his advice, and she had to find a
berth for Rafe before Chennya came in or they
would lose Lina to Vasir through Joshim®&
stubbornness. Masma owed her a favour, but not a
large enough favour to take Rafe becaus of it.



Maybe somebody would take him in return for a
favour in the future?

Fadir had breakfast ready when she entered the
web-room. Half a year more and his apprenticeship
would be over. She would miss him, mostly for his
habit of rising before her. Bhattya would acquire a
new apprentice, a scared sixteen year old to take
Rasil& place as the youngest and most ignorant,
and Fadir would take the Oath and be given his
web. He would make a useful junior but he would
never reach senior rank; only one in ten did and it
was obvious early on which ones they would be.

She was still scowling at that thought when
Joshim came in, yawning. Eight years and she had
never seen him truly awake until after breakfast,
except in a crisis. She passed him a mug of alcad
with out a word and waited until he had drunk half
of it.

fl offered somebody some webtime last night, 0
she said casually.fHe hasnd had any for forty days.
| didn & think he should wait any longer. 6

fAnybody | know?0

fWe bought him a drink last night. 0

fRafe?

fDond jump to conclusions,0 Rallya warned.
fHe& entitled to web-time like anybody else, that®
all.o

Joshim looked unconvinced but could not pursue
it in front of Fadir. AWhat time is he coming?0

fHe didn & say he waso

fid need to have a lok at his record,0 Joshim
said hopefully.

fi doubt there & a queue for it

Joshim gave her a sharp look. Rallya made a
small gesture of apology. As a last resort, letting it
slip in Bhattya & web-room that Rafe was an Oath



breaker would force Joshim to give up; it would be
impossible for Rafe to control juniors who knew.
However, Rallya would rather succeed without
antagonizing Joshim. He could hardly object if she
found the child a berth, but he would be furious if
she spread the truth about him around the zone
and mentioning it in front of Fadir would do just

that.

She would have to be careful to whom she did
mention it, she realized. There were seniors of
command rank who would broadcast it as far as any
junior. Masma& Captain, for example. She struck
them off her mental list. Emperors, she was getting
old! One accursed Second should not be causing her
S0 much trouble.

fiStill want the web for a workout this afternoon? o
Joshim checked, putting his empty mug aside and
stretching lazily.

fives0 Rallya crossed to the notice board and
examined the web schedule displayed there, then
altered it to bring forward the time of her tactics
workout. Anybody who neglected to check the
schedule this morning deserved the standing
penalty for missing a workout: three days confined
to ship.

Stepping back, she almost fell over Fadir, craning
to see what she had done.

fMake sure they pay the going rate for the
warning, 0 she told him, enjoying the blush that he
could never quite control.

fives, maam. | mean, no, ma@am, | dond charge. |
mean, no, ma@am, | wond warn them. o

fiFadir, not only are you distinctly unenterprising,
you are also a lousy liar. After two years with
Bhattya , you should have been cured of at least one
of those problems.o



fives, mam. May | be excused, m@&m?0

fives, Fadir. | would like nothing better than to
see the back of you. And therdl be three days
confined to ship for you for every person you do
warn.o

fiYes, maam.o He contrived to bow and slink out
at the same time.

fHow does he expect you to find out if he
disobeys®Vidar wondered, coming in as Fadir left.

fiShe® telepathic,0 Joshim said crisply. fiFadir and
Rasil reached that conclusion long agoo

Rallya chuckled. AUseful if 1 were.0 She poured
herself another alcad. fVidar, are you waving that
flimsy around for effect, or did you intend to show
it to us?0

Vidar handed her the output from the messager.
fiOrders,0 he said happily. AWith an "expedite"
flash.o

Rallya read through them quickly. fBack to
Aramas,0 she said thoughtfully, handing the flimsy
on to Joshim. fAThe Outsider incursions must be
getting worse.o

Joshim nodded agreement. fiHow long before you
have the new mass sensors in, Vidar@he asked.

fitheydl be in by this time tomorrow, 0 Vidar
promised. fif | have to steal them from the Stores,
theyd be in.0

Almost more than anybody else, Vidar was eager
to return to an active zone. There, his task of
maintaining the ship in peak condition was made
easier by the cooperation d a Storekeeper with the
same priorities: get the patrolships back on duty
with the minimum delay; complete the formalities
later, if ever, when things were quieter. Here in
Achil, Vidar and Second Officer Jualla had been
forced to battle with the Storekeeper for every item



of equipment, in spite of the fact that Bhattya had
been assigned to the zone specifically for refitting.

Rallya frowned suddenly. Once Vidar had
installed the new mass sensors, the only obstacle to
Bhattya & departure was their lack of a First, and
the "expedite" flash made it a matter of urgency to
find one. By the look on Joshim& face, he was
having the same thought.

fAdl be off-ship most of the morning, 0 she
announced hurriedly.

fWhen are we going to talk about our First?0
Joshim asked, refusing to be put off.

fividar will be busy most of the morning, and so
will you, 0 Rallya temporized. iYou may as well take
the opportunity to supervise Rafe& web-time. Save
checking him out later if we do decide to consider
him.dAs she had intended, the suggestion disarmed
Joshim. fiThen we can talk about it after my
workout. 0

fivoude up to something,0 Joshim said
suspiciously.

fiNothing you could possibly object to,0 Rallya
promised. iWhy dond you call Rafe and make sure
he& coming?0

* % %

Amsur was right, Joshim decided as he finished the
last flimsy of the printout: Rafe & record was
excellent. Only one ship in the ten years since he
came across the Disputed Zone, and that was a
first -class surveyship,Avannya . Promoted to Third
after four years as a junior, to Second three years
ago and last year a brevet promotion to First, now
lapsed. Rapid progress by anybody standards, and
probably deserved: like patrolships, surveyships



could not afford to carry dead mass at any level in
the web-room. Nor could they afford to discard
obvious talent becauseof a single line in his record
6 082/5033: |Identity -wiped to enforce the
Member& Oath. Even Rallya would have to admit
that, Joshim thought hopefully.

Or had she admitted it already, by offering Rafe
web-time? No, if she had changed her mind about
him, she would have said so openly. Without an
explanation, of course. Rallya never saw any need
to explain herself, or to apologize for her actions. If
she wanted to invite somebody into Bhattya & web,
she would, conveniently forgetting that only
Joshim, as Webmaster, had that right.

Joshim sighed. He had not made that point at
breakfast, as he had not made hundreds of similar
points in the eight years since he joined Bhattya,
because it was rarely woth the effort to argue with
Rallya. Especially not when her hip was troubling
her. The surgeons talked about the inevitable
effects of age, suggested drugs that would keep her
out of the web, and were surprised when she would
not listen to them. Rallya refused to acknowledge
the pain that drove her out of bed in the mornings,
would have raised blue hell if Joshim dared
mention that her performance in the web was not
what it had been eight years ago, and continued to
behave as if she ownedBhattya and would do so
forever.

Blue hell would be a tame description for what
would happen if she found out what Joshim was
looking for in their new First. Yes, Bhattya without
Rallya was unthinkable, but it was going to happen.
In five years time, by the rate at which her web-
reflexes were deteriorating, and the Emperors only
knew if she realized it was happening. Joshim



dreaded the day when he had to tell her that he
could not allow her in the web, but he intended to
have a First ready to step into the Commarder®
place when it happened. A First trained by Rallya;
there was nothing wrong with her devious,
unprincipled, knife -sharp brain. Her tactical skill
had brought Bhattya safely through forty years of
action; Joshim was going to ensure that she left a
fitting legacy, a successor who would make it easier
for her to leave, somebody she liked and was
prepared to trust with the ship that had been her
life.

Chennya& Lina would be ready for command
rank too soon. She would move on again within two
years; she hal a record of ship hopping. Somebody
like Rafe would be ideal, newly promoted to First
but with obvious potential. The trick would be to
get Rallya to take him as her protégé. Without being
seen to have anything to do with it. Joshim smiled
ruefully. At least not until Rallya had too much
invested in Rafe to be prepared to waste it.

All this was assuming that Rafe wanted to be a
patrolship Commander; that was one thing that
remained to be established. His record showed no
specialization in ship systems or the web, which
suggested that he had no inclination towards
Captaincy or Webmastery, but he had no patrolship
experience, which was a pity, and he was too young
to have gained any in the New Empire before he
came across. He could hardly have had his web fo
a year when he was captured. Could anybody so
young have such entrenched loyalties that they
would refuse to switch their allegiance from the
New Emperor to the OId? Joshim dismissed the
guestion with an impatient shake of his head:
obviously they could.



His audio-messager beeped in his ear; Fadi&
voice came through as soon as he acknowledged the
call.

fiSecond Officer Rafell is here, sirp

fBring him up to the web-room, pleased

Joshim smiled indulgently at the excitement in
Fadir& voice. The Senio Apprentice had his own
ideas about the reason for Rafé presence: if he was
here for web-time, he must be the new First;
Bhattya & web was so finely tuned that no stranger
would be allowed in. For Fadir& sake, Joshim
hoped he kept his ideas to himselfwhile Rallya was
about or she would chew him up and spit him out in
extremely small pieces.

fin here, sir.0 Fadir opened the web-room door
and stepped aside deferentially for his companion.

Airhank you, Fadir.0 Rafe®& face twitched into a
tired grin as Fadir bowed his way out. A hadn® the
heart to tell him he was wasting his time trying to
impress me,0 he commented as he made his own
belated bow.

Or the energy, Joshim judged as Rafe
straightened up. Curse it, all the classic signs of
web-cramp had been there last night: the rigid
control of voice and movement, the unnatural
tension masquerading as alertness, the dark circles
of sleepless nights under the eyes, the untouched
drink. How had he not recognized them?

fWhich ship brought you from Jeram? 0 he asked
angrily.

fDoes it matter?0 Rafe made a gesture of
dismissal. Aithey@e hardly unique in the way they
feel about me.0

fWhich ship?0Joshim insisted.

fDeretya ,0Rafe said wearily.



fHave you registered a complaint with the
Guildhall? 6

fiNo, sir. It would attract too much attention. 0

Joshim nodded understanding, not liking it.
Rafe® position was too precarious to risk claiming
the rights that other webbers could take for
granted. However, that need not prevent Joshim
from having a few sharp words with Deretya®
Webmaster.

fWedl go straight up to the web,0he said briskly,
unlocking the door to the riser with his palm.

Relief showed in Rafe® eyes, as if he had
expected Joshim to change his mind, even so late.
He covered it quickly with long grey lashes, made a
visible effort to steady his breathing and followed
Joshim into the riser.

fDid you particularly want to wet -web?0 Joshim
asked as he stepped out at the top.

fWhatever is most convenient for you, sir.0

Rafe was looking around hungrily as he
answered. Bhattya®& web was big, even for a
patrolship: twenty wet -web places and another four
dry, all of them currently idle. Joshim never
managed to view it without a pleasing rush of pride.
To Rafe, it must look like heaven, after forty days of
enforced abstinence; he was twitching in
anticipation.

fWedl use these0 Joshim indicated the nearest
pair of dry places. Wet-webbing was more
satisfying, allowing total immersion in the web
without the requirement for a ¢ ore of body control,
but it took longer to prepare for and Rafe needed to
be in the web without delay.

fWwhat size web did Avannya have? Joshim
asked curiously, starting to prepare his place.



firen wet, two dry. We ran with eight in the web
normally, ten when jumping into a strange system
for the first time. 0 Rafe rubbed at his wrists
unconsciously and moved to prepare the other
place.

fBhattya runs with twelve in the web. Eighteen
in an alert, including six on filtered standby, o
Joshim told him. AWede thirty -six in the web-room,
plus the apprentices.0

fAvannya wasnd rigged for filtered standby.
There@ never been the need. You doid expect
EMP-mines in abandoned systemsp Rafe said
bitterly. fEspecially not in the jump point. 0 He laid
the bunch of web-contacts down on the couch in
front of him and hesitated. fl have to warn you, sir,0
he said nervously. A haven® had any web-time in
forty days. l@n going to be clumsy. There® a risk
that | & unbalance your web.0 The words came out
as if it was the lag thing he wanted to say. It
probably was, Joshim thought approvingly: all the
more credit for saying it.

fl appreciate the warning, but you can® be any
clumsier than a junior in their first berth, o he said
easily. firthis web has coped with hundreds of
thoseo

fiMly extension is greater than any junior in their
first berth, 0 Rafe insisted. At might be safer if |
waited for station time. 0

fif I need to, | won & have any problems limiting
you.0 Joshim finished his preparations. fif |
thought there was any danger to my web, you
wouldn® be here.0 He walked round to Rafe& side
and picked up the neglected bunch of webcontacts.
fHappy with these?0

fYes, siro

fithen hook in.0He made it an order.



Rafe unfastened his wrist-bands and removed
them, putting them in easy reach on the ledge at the
head of his couch. Predictably, the contacts
underneath were dull from disuse. He took cleaner
from the ledge and swabbed them gently. His hands
were shaking.

fMy neck-contact will need cleaning,06 he
apologized.

Joshim took the bottle of cleaner from him. Rafe
unfastened the band at his throat and put that with
the others. He tipped his head forward and pulled
the curly strands of grey and brown hair out of the
way.

filNice contact,0 Joshim commented. fiYou didn®
have many problems growing your web in.0

fl don® remember, sir,0 Rafe said, sharp with
embarrassment. It was one thing to ask a webmate
to clean your neck-contact for you, another to ask a
strange Webmaster. He flinched as Joshim applied
the cleaner and pulled away after a few seconds.

fives, that should be clean enoughd Joshim
closed the bottle and replaced it on the ledge.
fWhat system of signals are you happiest with?
Bhattya uses extended tens, but thas peculiar to
patrolships. 0

Rafe frowned, then shook his head decisively.
fiThe condition |d&n in, standard fives may be
beyond me, sir.0 He grinned, but it was obviously
forced.

fiStandard fives, then.0 Joshim gestured for Rafe
to lie down on the couch. fHook in, and |1 ® run a
calibration sequence for you.0

Airhank you, sir.0

Rafe strapped the signalcontacts into place on
his wrists, face-to-face with his own contacts. He
adjusted them slightly to get the position right and



checked his judgement by the readout on the
monitor screen beside the couch. Lying down, he
twisted comfortably onto his side before strapping
the control-contact into place at the back of his
neck. The accurate positioning of that was more
critical and took longer, but eventually he was
satisfied.

fReady, sir.0

Joshim triggered the standard calibration
sequence and watched the readouts with interest.
Reflex speed and extension at the top end of the
spectrum; range and control less good, but that
would be the result of the web-cramp. Nodding his
satisfaction, he made a few adjustments to the
settings of Rafe® links.

fWe have two hours before anybody else needs
the web,0 he remarked. A d signal when your time &
up.o

As Joshim hooked himself into the web, the
configuration displayed on the monitor beside his
couch changed to show the new keyposition and
his links activated automatically, the contacts
warming invitingly. He opened the paths from the
web to his brain and closed the non-essential paths
from brain to body, leaving himself a view of the
monitor and his speech and hearing.

fReady for activation, Rafe? he called, when he
had reached his compromise between the demands
of caution and the space that Rafe would need to
stretch away his cramp, and imposed the
corresponding limits on the web.

fReady, sir.0

Rafe had obviously been alert for the moment
that his contacts became active. He surged into the
web eagerly, extending until he reached the edges
of the space available and holding himself there for



long seconds of clear relief before pulling back and
moderating his strength. The monitor showed that
there had been more overlap between body control
and web control during that surge than was wise,
but less than Joshim had anticipated. He relaxed
into passivity, content that any danger to Rafe and
to the web was over in those initial uncontrolled
moments, and settled himself more comfortably on
his couch to observe.

Rafe was already working each of his circuits
individually, methodically stretching the cramps
out of his nerves. After thirty minutes of precise
level and range control exercises, he moved onto
pairs and higher combinations, working up to the
complete sequence of Senior qualifiers. He ran
through those twice, once with his eyes open to
monitor his performance.

[Good] Joshim signalled as Rafe finished. [Time
up.]

There were ten minutes left of the time that he
had promised but Rafe had already pushed himself
further than he ought. Without any apparent ill -
effects, it was true, but web-cramp was
unpredictable. Joshim wished he had thought to
say that Bhattya had enough spare capacity for
Rafe to return every day if he wished. It was an
omission he would correct as soon as this session
was over.

[Acknowledged. Disengaging.] Rafe made the
switch from web to body almost as soon as he
signalled, a smooth switch this time, without
unnecessary overlap. fDisengaged, sirp he
confirmed.

Joshim deactivated Rafe® links and disengaged
from the web himself, stretching pleasurably as he
returned to full body control. Rafe had moved while



he was in the web, sprawling on his stomach with
his hands trailing over the edge of the couch. He
looked more amused than embarrassed by his
lapse, sitting up slowly and crossing his legs in front
of him while he verified on the monitor screen that
his links were inactive.

flLet me check your @mntacts before you put your
bands on,0 Joshim requested, detaching his own
links and slipping the web-contacts into their
housing. Nobody could work so hard after so long
out of the web and not suffer web-burn.

fNo need, sir,0 Rafe protested confidently,
unstrapping the control -contact from his neck and
spoiling the effect by wincing. He removed the
signal-contacts from his wrists more carefully and
waited obediently for Joshim to inspect the
damage.

fiNot too bad, considering you were determined
to cram six hours work into two, 6 Joshim reproved
him, rummaging on the ledge for some salve.
fWrists.0 Rafe held them out meekly and he
anointed the over-hot skin around the contacts.
fAlip your head forward. 0 He brushed the curls out
of the way and treated the larger burn on the neck.
fiTomorrow, you do exactly what | tell you. No more
and no lessp he said sternly as he applied the
ointment. Rafe started to turn his head. Keep still.
You skipped breakfast, | assumed

fiYyes, siro

firhen wedl go and find out what the apprentices
have concocted for luncho He patted the curls
gently back into place, put the salve away and
handed Rafe his bands one at a time.fAfter two
years, Fadir shows signs of mastering the cook
unit. o



fDo | have to listen to the rest of his life-story?0
Rafe asked plaintively, uncrossing his legs and
slipping down from the couch.

fiNot in company, 0 Joshim promised. fHedl just
worship you from afar. 0

Rafe snorted cynically. fNot for long,o he
predicted. Mot if Commander Rallya is there.0

fWwhat did she say to you last night? Joshim
asked sharply.

Rafe shook his head. fiNothing, 0 he claimed,
tugging at his tunic to straighten it. fiJust the offer
of web-time, for which | @n grateful. o He tilted his
head and grinned impishly, stripping another five
years from his apparent age.fiShall we go and make
Fadir happy?0

* % %

Rallya glared at Rafe as he stepped out of the riser
behind Joshim. His web-time had been well-spent;
he was relaxed and smiling at something Joshim
had said on the way down from the web. Joshim too
looked pleased with his morning, which was more
than Rallya could say about hers. Yes, there were
ships in dock that needed a Second, but no one she
cared to approach with details of Rafe& history. No,
she had not explicitly promised to find him a berth,
but she had implied that she could and he had
openly doubted it.

And while she had been wasting her time, Rafe
had been impressing Joshim. Not deliberately &
she would grant him that & but it was obvious from
the light in Joshim& eyes that he had been
impressed. Obvious to every webber in the web
room, by the speculative looks that were flying



about. And as for Fadir, mooning around over a
pretty face and a wellturned backsi d e é

fiFadir, if you don® remember to breathe soon,
youdl faint, 0she told him sharply.

fiThere speaks the voice of experience) Rafe
commented.

Even Fadir forgot to blush in the stunned silence
that followed. Rallya opened her mouth and closed
it again. A never actually fainted,0 she said
eventually. MBut only because somebody else
reminded me to breathe.0 She looked Rafe up and
down slowly. fiOf course, the provocation wasnd
quite as intense,0she added.

fOf course, maéam,0 Rafe agreed seriously, takng
the mug of alcad that Joshim handed him and
raising it in salute.

Rallya returned the salute with a single eyebrow.
fDid you enjoy your introduction to Bhattya &
web?0she asked sweetly.

firhank you, ma&m, yes. lin grateful for the
opportunity. 0

fiGood. Goodo She turned to Vidar, who had
finally stopped choking silently. fis Jualla going to
be free for my tactics workout, or do you need her
to finish installing the mass sensors?0she inquired.

fl need her,0Vidar said firmly.

fithen you shall have her,0 Rallya said happily. fit
will give Rafe another opportunity to enjoy
Bhattya & web. You can join my workout, cand you,
Rafe?

Joshim made a warning noise but Rafe smiled
cheerfully. ft will be a delight, ma @m,0he claimed.

fit will, 0 Rallya agreed readily, refilling her mug
and beaming at the webroom in general. fA
delight.o



Rallya stepped out of the riser and looked happily
around the web. Ten of the wetweb places were
filing with shub, ready for the workout. All that
was missing were the eight juniors and Rafe, and by
the sounds coming out of the changing-room, they
were well on the way to being ready too.

Somebody came out of the riser behind her; she
knew without looking that it was Joshim.

fl may not pass him fit, 0he saidflatly. fiHe burnt
himself this morning. 0

firhat& what happens when you play with fire,0
Rallya remarked. iDond worry. 1 @ be gentle with
him. Don® you want to know what he®& like at
tactics?0

fivoudl be lacking your usual advantage0 Joshim
commented. fiHe isnd afraid of you.0

@ noticed. Insolence as the last refuge of the
desperate 0Rallya jibed.

firell me that if he beats you,0Joshim challenged.

fif he beats me, I8l take him as First, 0 Rallya said
confidently. fStaying to watch it happen?0

fit& too crowded down belowd Joshim
confirmed. Af anybody else wants to watch the
monitor screen, theyd have to sit in Jualla& lap. On
top of Rasil.0

Rallya chuckled. iiTime | was changing. Wouldn®
do to be late for my own workout. 0

The changing room was its usual tangle of bare
skin, dark and pale, brown, yellow and red. Rafe
was an even hazelnut brown, with a light dusting of
grey and brown body hair. Near-human blood in
there somewhere, Rallya decided. All sorts of
skeletons in his aristo family & cupboard. And if
Fadir was allowed in here, he would definitely faint.
She swatted Lilimya out of her way and started to
strip.



AiTwo teams,0 she announced as she pulled her
tunic over her head. flLilimya, Rasmallya, Churi,
Ajir: you &e in Rafe®& team. The rest of you, with
me.0 Joshim could not accuse her of being unfair;
she had given him the pick of the bunch. fiRafe, we
use extended tens. You do know them® She flung
her breeches in the direction of the hook behind
him.

fif | don &, | soon will. 0

Rafe caught the breeches one handed and hung
them up. His hair was tied in a short bunch of curls
on top of his head. Rallya pinned up her own plaits
and shook her head to be sure they were secure.

fWant a few minutes in the web alone with your
team?0she offered.

il wouldn & get them in a real battle situation, 0
Rafe said easily.fBut ask me again afterwardsp he
said over his shoulder on his way out.

When Rallya emerged into the webroom,
Joshim was checking Rafés contacts and muttering
something that sounded suspiciously like advice.
Rallya ignored it; she could afford to be generous.

Vidar had suspended work on the mass sensors
to be present. fAnybody making a book on the
outcome?0Rallya called across to him.

fWhy? You want to bet next year®& pay?® he
answered.

Joshim finished his inspection and nodded his
consent for Rafe to web. There had been no real
chance that he would refuse; he knew as well as
Rallya that the encounter would not last long
enough to do any real damage. Except to Rfe&
pride.

She gestured to the members of her team that she
wanted a conference and quickly assigned them
their roles. From the corner of her eye, she saw



Rafe doing the same. That was probably what
Joshim®& advice had been about: a summary of the
strengths and weaknesses of webbers Rafe had only
just met. The young scut should have taken her
offer of time in the web with them. So, you wouldn &
get it in a real battle situation, Rallya scoffed. In a
real battle situation, you take every advantage you
can.

She stepped up to the nearest wetweb position
and checked the level of the shub. High enough to
support her.

fWebmaster& permission?0 she called as a
courtesy to Joshim.

fiGranted.0 He stepped through the circle of wet-
web places to take his position at the central
monitor.

Rallya tucked her web-bands into the niche
below the rim of her chosen position and dangled
her feet in the shub while she positioned her links.
It was colder than she liked, but she would not
complain to Joshim; her fault, for no t checking it
earlier. A glance at the screen to check her links
before climbing down the ladder into the shub and
triggering her ready-light, then the wait for Joshim
to activate her links.

She was wondering if he would dare to activate
Rafe before her when her contacts warmed,
catching her off balance. She recovered quickly and
flared out through the web, easily identifying her
team and Rafe®, and locating the single unfamiliar
presence. She kept a fraction of her attention on her
team, enough to be sue they were following
instructions and keeping the opposition too busy to
help Rafe. The rest she focused on him, not
attacking, just waiting pointedly for him to try



something before she jumped on him and cut him
out of the web.

Liimya and the others were acting without
coordination, just managing to retain their places
and no threat to their opponents. Disappointing;
even without a leader, Rallya would have expected
better. Even as she thought that, Caruya was
separated from the web without warning, leaving
Rallya& team without its strongest member and
Lilimya free to help Ajir. The pair of them ejected
Khisa before Rallya could help her and then turned
to help Rasmallya and Churi.

Furious, Rallya lashed out at Rafe and found
nothing except a resonance construct. Almost
simultaneously, Shayoni and Magred lost their
uneven struggles, leaving Rallya alone to face Rafé
team and an invisible Rafe. Curse you, she told him
silently, digging herself into the heart of the web.
Come to me if you want to finish this, or wedl be
here until eternity.

Lilimya and the others were holding back. My
usual advantage still holds against them, Joshim,
she mocked herself, setting herself to locate Rafe in
the web. Forty years against a few hours? There was
no place he cald hide from her, not now that she
was looking for him. The construct had been good,
and it had won him the first round, but not the
battle. Never the battle.

Churi was getting nervous. Good. Good. Soon he
would start signalling for reassurance, for
instructions, and then she would know where Rafe
was. She had only to dispose of him and the others
would crumble. Come on, Churi. Commander
Rallya is going to lose her temper and throw you
out of the web soon. Do you remember how it feels
to be thrown out of the web by Commander Rallya?



Why not ask pretty boy what he wants you to do
next? Churi, if you dond do something soon, I@n
going to jump on you so hard youd end up in
tomorrow. Pretty boy won & watch while it happens.
If hedl stand up for Fadir, he @ stand up for you.

She pounced. She came up hard against a solidity
that was not Churi. Lilimya and the others were
piling into her before she could retreat, including a
Churi who oozed out of the signal circuits with
uncharacteristic determination. Emper ors, two
slick tricks in one workout was two too many! She
might be going to lose, but she was going to take
pretty boy out of the web with her. She grabbed for
his core circuits and pushed as much power as she
could through them, determined to break his grip
on the web before Lilimya and the others forced her
out. He resisted her for a moment, then crumpled
frighteningly fast. Only then did she remember his
web-cramp and try to cushion his way out of the
web, but it was too late. Lilimya and the others
drove her out as Rafe disappeared.

She dragged herself out of the shub and tore her
links away without bothering to check that they
were inactive. Joshim was already bending over
Rafe® position, pulling him out with the aid of
Rallya® dejected team. Just o©nscious and
breathing, Rallya saw with relief.

flualla® on her way with your drug-pack,o0 Vidar
reported, leaving the central console to join Joshim.

fWwhat& wrong?0 Lilimya climbed out of the shub
with a smile on her face that faded quickly as she
saw the cluster around Rafe.

fiGo get dressed) Rallya said without ceremony.
fAll of you.0 She swiped at the excess shub still
clinging to her and pulled her web-bands out of the
niche, strapping them on as she crossed the circle.



fivyou didnd have to jump on him so hard,0
Joshim accused, looking up for a moment when she
halted beside Rafe.

fdn sorry. | forgot your web-cramp.0 Rallya
addressed Rafe directly. The youngster had an
unhealthy yellow tinge to his skin and was still
twitching involuntarily, but he was in no danger.

fiSo did I.0He grinned wearily. AA pity. Now wedi
never know who would have won.o

Rallya crumpled up the last flimsy and flung it in
the general direction of the others littering one
corner of the Three®& small rest-room.

fHe®& got no patrolship experience at all,0 she
complained to Vidar.

fDidn® seem to worry him this afternoon, 6 he
said maliciously. Do you want this last mug of
alcad or will you leave it for Joshim?0

fld have it. If Joshim wants some, he can fetch it
from the web-room.o

Rallya dragged herself out of her seat and
emptied the pot. The first time in forty years that
she had been thrown out of a web and every part of
her seemal to know it. At least Rafe was feeling as
bad, she comforted herself, and he deserved to.
Nobody but a fool went into a tactics workout with
web-cramp. Still, he had done well, considering that
he had wasted the last ten years in a surveyship.

Joshim came through from the web-room. fiSorry
| &e been so longohe said, lifting the empty pot and
putting it down again with a shrug.

fWeb check out all right?0 Vidar asked him.
fiThere was some unusually rough play in it this
afternoon. o

fWhich will not be repeated in future, 6 Joshim
said firmly.



fiNo point in having a workout if it doesn & hurt to
lose,0 Rallya muttered. fiKeeps people sharpo She
sat carefully back in her seat.

fl noticed, 0 Joshim said drily. fRafe looks like
death warmed up. And so do some ofthe other
participants. 0

Rallya stared him down, defying him to name
anybody else. Or to mention the careless promise
she had made before the workout.

fWhere is RafedVidar asked.

fHe left nearly two hours ago.0 Joshim looked
unhappy about it. fHis nervous system checked out
within the normal limits for everything & just. |
couldn justify ordering him to stay. 0

fiSince when have we had to justify orders to
Seconds®dRallya challenged.

fiSince they started being able to think for
themselveso

fAnd there® no doubt that Rafe can do thatd
Vidar commented. fAnd he& good in the web,
Joshim. As good as they come. You could turn him
into a Webmaster in a few years time0

firhat& what | was thinking, 6Joshim agreed.

fivou cand be serious0 Rallya protested. iHe& a
born Commander.o

fifwo clever tricks don& prove anything. He was
lucky, that& all. He@ never beat you like that twice.0

flLuck like that you earn. And in a real combat
situation, once is enough,0 Rallya insisted.
fAnyway, he didnd beat me. The outcome was
inconclusive. If | hadn & gone soft on him, | could
still have won.0 And the next time we tangle, | will,
she promised herself.

fl still think | could make a Webmaster out of
him, 6Joshim said stubbornly.



fWe can sort that out later,0 Rallya decreed.
fHow soon can we get him promoted to First?0

fAmsur will brevet him immediately, if we ask, 0
Joshim predicted.

fWill his record cause any problems getting it
made substantive?Vidar asked.

fWwith  Bhattya& recommendation?0 Rallya
scoffed. iNo problems at all. Joshim, how soon can
you see Amsur?d

fOughtnd | ask Rafe first if he wants the berth?0

fEmperors, of course he wants the berth! What
do you think he® been doing here all day, if not
working his bumps off trying to impress us? oRallya
said in exasperation. fiStill, if it will make you happy
to ask him first, ask him. And ask him which he
wants to be: a Commander or a Webmasterp she
called after Joshim& retreating back. fl &l bet twenty
days pay | know the answero

* % %

Rafe poured himself a third glass of jack and drank
from it without tasting it. Sleepers would be a safer
way of achieving the oblivion he sought 8 alcohol
on top of web-cramp was a fool® trick & but
sleepers had to be obtained from the station
surgeon at the cost of a question and answer
session to which Rafe refused to submit. And with
his web in its current overstretched state, he was
more likely to be prescribed mild painkillers and a
homily, neither of which would be of any help for
his real problem.

He smiled sardonically. There was no help for his
real problem, which was why he was running away
from it inside a bottle of jack. After ten years, he
thought angrily, there should be no more surprises.



No drowning inrush of knowledge, no return of
skills that he had no memory of possessing. All that
should have been over in the first confusing year
after he woke without any awareness of who he
was, with only the knowledge of what he wasd a
webber 8 and of what he had chosen to have done
to himself.

And yet there were still surprises, moments when
he turned a corner inside himself and found:
complete recall of the extended tens system of web
signals, and the certainty that he had once used it
regularly, but no memory of learning the system,
nor of the circumstances in which he had used it.
He emptied the glass in his hand and refilled it.
There were no memories of anything that had once
made him a person, only the things that made him
a webber. And if he failed to find a berth in the next
ninety-nine days, that too would be taken away
from him.

The door alert sounded. He cursed. There was
nobody in Achil zone to whom he wanted to speak.
There was nobody in any zone in either Empire to
whom he wanted to speak. Get gone, he wished the
unknown visitor. Get gone and leave me to get
drunk.

The alert sounded again. Rafe pushed himself to
his feet and went to answer it. If he did not, his
visitor would only come back later, when he would
be even less able to deal with them.

fWhat?0 he demanded as the door slid open &
his touch. fWhat, sir?0 he corrected himself
belatedly as he recognized his visitor.

Joshim looked at him in silence. fiYou ought to be
in bed,0he said at last.



Rafe shrugged.fiYeso He leaned against the wall
by the door, more drunk than he had realized. fis
that all, sir?o

Joshim was sniffing the air. Alack? In your
state?0he questioned.

fack. In my state.0 Rafe stepped back into the
room. fiWant some? The bottle isnd empty yet.0

fl should hope not.6 Joshim followed Rafe in,
closing the door behind him. fiHow much have you
had?0

Rafe picked up the bottle and squinted at the
level. AThis was full,0he said, abandoning the effort.
He sat down again and looked up at Joshim. A crick
in the neck was preferable to collapsing in an
untidy heap on the floor. fAiThere& another glass
somewhere0 he said, picking up his own. fHelp
yourself.0

Joshim shook his head. fiNo, thanks. And youd&e
had enough,0he said firmly,

fDoesnd that depend on how much enough is?
Rafe queried.

fEnough is when you camh stand up, or see
straight. 0

fEnough is when youde unconscious® Rafe
contradicted him. fiGeneral anaestheticp he added,
gesturing at the bottle. Airhat& the theory anyway.
As usual, the practice has a very Iloose
correspondence with the theory, but | expect them
to converge eventually.o

fWhen youde unconscious.0 Joshim plucked the
glass out of Rafés hand and st it down. fDo you do
this often?0

fiNo.0 Rafe closed his eyes and watched the
patterns of light spinning inside his eyelids. Better
than watching Joshim watching him.

fiSo why tonight?0



fit hasnd been a good dayoRafe opened his eyes.
fiSorry, sir. After the trouble you took over me
today, | ought to be treating my web with more care
than this, | know. But tonight, there isn & any
alternative. | don & recommend that you stay and
watch.o

Joshim seated himself on the edge of the low
table, so that his eyes were on a level with Rafés.
Green eyes, Rafe noted, a cap of sleek black hair,
and uniformly pale brown skin, at least as much of
the skin as Rafe had seen. A ring bearing the silver
web of a Webmaster traced through a green stone
on one hand, and a slver pendant with the linked
circles of an Aruranist, visible earlier today but now
hidden inside a black jacket.

fDo you take the pendant off in the web? Rafe
asked.

fives. And the ring.0 Joshim was amused by the
guestion. i have a tattoo of the circles & most
Aruranists do & but not of the web.0 He continued
to watch Rafe speculatively. fApart from getting
thrown so hard out of the web, | would have
thought today was a very good day. | dor know of
anybody else whad® ever beaten Rallya in a
workout. 0

fl didn @ beat her. If she hadn& gone soft on me,
she could still have won.0

Joshim smiled. fithat& the second time I&¥e been
told that this evening. It was still a creditable
performance.0

fiSurprisingly so,0 Rafe said bitterly. fEspecially
to me.o

fBecause of your webcramp?0

fiNot because of my faffing webcramp!o Rafe
reached for his drink, evading Joshim& attempt to
prevent him. fUntil today, sir, | had no idea | knew



extended tens. Until today, | had no idea | could
create a resonance construct.Or mimic somebody
else in the web. Or hide somebody else in the signal
circuits. 0He gulped at the drink, emptying the glass
before Joshim could take it off him again. fiNow |
know | can do all those things, but | don® know
what else | know, or how | learned, or who taught
me. And if | go to sleep now, | shall spend the night
chasing nonexistent memories around my dreams
and beating myself against the walls inside my
head.0 He flung the glass against the wall beyond
Joshim. It bounced off and rolled across the floor.
fAnd there isn® anybody to blame except myself,
and 1@n never going to know why | was stupid
enough to break my Oath!o

He stopped and laughed selfconsciously. fAnd |
achep he admitted. fl feel as if somebody knocked
me down and walked all over me.0 He put his head
on one side and looked at the outof-focus
Webmaster. ivou didn® come here to listen to me
whining, or to watch me drinking. 6

fiNo. | came to offer you a berth as Bhattya &
First.0

Rafe  swore incredulously, inadequately
expressing the sickness in the pit of his stomach.
fiVly luck could be used as a metric for consistencyo
he muttered, stumbling to his feet to retrieve the
glass. Aivou wouldnd like to go away and pretend
you havend seen me like this?

fiNo.0

Al didn @ think so. 0 Rafe froze as his web twinged
warning of an imminent spasm. fiYou could at least
look the other way while | throw up, 0 he said
carefully.

fif | do that, you @l never reach the sano



Rafe found himself supported to the san, and
after his stomach had rejeded the alcohol with
which he had flooded it, to the bed. He rolled onto
his side, away from Joshim& efforts to remove his
boots.

fiGo awayp he urged. fiTake the bottle with you if
it makes you happy, just goo

Joshim finished removing his boots. Adn going
to fetch something to sober you up,0 he said. fiYour
web is in no shape to cope with what yoube doing to
it. 0

fWwhy bother? It isn& your responsibility. 0 Rafe
turned miserably onto his stomach.

fWedl talk about that when you @e sober.0

fHell, you are going to sober me upp Rafe said in
disbelief, seeing the drug-pack with which Joshim
returned.

fiyes0Joshim set the pack down on the table and
came to look at Rafe where he was curled up in the
san. fiSick again®

fit seemed a good idea to stay here Saves me
having to clean up after myself later.0

fithat may be the first sensible thought youde
had all evening. Think you can get to the bed? With
help, of course. 1&n not going to treat you in there. 0

Once Rafe was safely on the bed, Joshim opened
the pack and took out a drugmask and canister.
fDeep breathsp he said, sitting beside Rafe on the
bed and slipping the mask over his face.

Rafe obeyed, uncomfortably aware by now that
the strictures about alcohol and web-cramp were
fully justified. Joshim strapped a blood monitor to
his arm; he flinched as the probe bit.

fiFinish the canister,0 Joshim said, studying the
readout. fAThere®& still enough alcohol in your



system to knock out half a web-room. Emperors
only know how you stayed on your feet solong.0

fiNear-human blood, 6 Rafe informed him through
the mask. finconvenient when | @n trying to drink
myself senseless)

fiShut up and breathe,6 Joshim told him.

Rafe closed his eyes and concentrated on pulling
the drug into his lungs. As the alcohol was
neutralized, it left behind an emotional numbness
that he welcomed. Anything rather than think
about the chance he had thrown away tonight.

fEnough,0 Joshim decided at last, lifting the
mask off Rafe® face.

firhank you, sir.0 Rafe sat up and hugged his
knees.fiThat was good of youo

fit was also the one and only time | will do that
for you,0Joshim said grimly. AiThe next time you try
to kill yourself with a bottle of jack, | @ leave you to
it.0

fl wasnd trying to kill myself, 6 Rafe said flatly. A
cand. That& part of the conditioning that goes with
identity -wipe. There isnd any way | can voluntarily
deprive the Guild of my services. | have to wait to
be thrown out. d He shivered and started to remove
the blood monitor from his arm.

flLeave that,0 Joshim ordered. fi@n going to give
you a pain-killer. 0

fivyou wouldn® have a sleeper to spare® Rafe
asked hopefully.

fivyou cand take one tonight. Your system cand
handle it.0

fit can. Another effect of my near-human blood.o
Rafe grimaced.iThough | cand prove it.0

fivYour medi cal recordée

fls incomplete, for obvious reasons. It notes that
Idn a hybrid, without giving details. 6 Rafe shrugged.



firorget | asked. I8l have to sleep without help
sooner or later. Why not tonight? o

fif you @e going to be Bhattya & First, | shall want
a full metabolic work up for you, 0 Joshim
commented. fUntil then, | @ take your word about
the sleepero

fils the offer still open?0 Rafe asked
disbelievingly.

fives. On the condition that this does not happen
again.0 Joshim handed him a small cup of liquid.
fDrink that. 6 He took the cup away when Rafe had
finished, rinsed it out and shut it in the drug -pack.
fLie flat.0

Rafe obeyed, feeling the drug starting to work.
fHow in hell did you persuade Commander Rallya
to accept me?0he asked sleepily.

Joshim laughed. fOne day | may answer that. Go
to sleep.o



From the Old Empire Guild Bulletin, 200/5043

In Aramas zone, ship losses to the unidentified
Outsiders continue. Convoys are being instituted on

the routes of greatest ris k, and extra patrolships
assigned to the zone. At the request of the Guild
Council, the Emperor Julur has dismissed Drevir Lord
Rhamar as head of the team of diplomats and
historians attempting to make contact with the
Outsiders, and appointed Madjaya Lady Gremor, noted
for her successful contact with the Lam -ti-ranog
system (now Dasnar zone).

Report by Palace Security Chief Braniya
to the Emperor Julur

In the matter of your particular interest, personnel
changes in the Aramas zone will take effect shor tly; a
preliminary report on the new situation is attached.
Investigations into recent events are continuing.

205/5043
ARAMAS ZONE, OLD EMPIRE

fiGlad to be back, Rallya® As he spoke, Noromi,
Commander of Meremir, looked around the
conference room in disgust. fEmperors, wedl never
get this lot sorted out. | doubt one of them has run
in a convoy befored

firheydl learn, 0 Rallya told him. She did not envy
Noromi his task as Convoy Commander, in spite of
the apparent authority it gave him over the other
patrolships. He was welcome to the tiresome
business of keeping the cargoships in some
semblance of order and mediating beween
cargoship Threes who all thought they deserved
special treatment at each other® expense. Far



better to have Bhattya & role, only loosely attached
to the convoy and free to pursue Outsiders while
Noromi chivvied the convoy to safety.

firThey wond learn. Not until we &e lost one of
them,0Noromi predicted sourly. He glowered at the
group of cargoship reps, congregated for mutual
protection on the side of the room nearest the door.
fPity we cand pick which one.o

fi don® see Jomisa herep Rallya commented,
changing the subject before Noromi could tell her
which of the cargoships had the distinction of being
the first to annoy him.

fiShe got promoted into a Seconds berth on
Sarasya. Just before they went for a refit. The
blond is her replacement.d0 Noromi pointed
carelessly towards the back of the room, where the
patrolship  seniors, brought along to gain
experience of strategy conferences, had gathered.
fiTalking to the half -sized First.0

fRafe,0Rallya informed him.

fiYours?0 Noromi turned for a long er look. iviuch
experience®

fEnough,0 Rallya said vaguely. Enough to force
her to a draw in the web twice since their initial
encounter, but she was not going to admit that to
Noromi. Enough to cope with the heavy load of
tactical case studies that she ha set him and to
come back with unexpectedly perceptive analyses of
them. He had served in a patrolship before he was
identity -wiped, that was certain, and a patrolship
with a Commander who had singled him out for
special training.

fiYou must introduce me,0Noromi decided.

fldl add you to the list. 6



Noromi grunted and turned to watch the door
again. fHere®& Maisa at lastp he grumbled. fiYoudl
think she@ be on time for her own conference .0

Maisa looked understandably harried. She was
the wrong person to be Zone Commander in a zone
where Outsider incursions were a serious threat to
shipping; she should be sitting out the last few
years of her career in a backwater. Rallya scowled.
There were enough Commanders whose webs had
failed for whom the Guild could not find any job.
She wondered whose favours Maisa had called in.
And whether she was regretting it now.

It was a big convoyi four patrolships and eleven
cargo i and it took a while for Maisa to get the
silence she was waiting for. Rallya glanced back &
Rafe, lounging against the back wall with his hands
in his pockets and every appearance of having seen
it all before. He acknowledged her glance with a
tiny tilt of his head: still here, ma @m. It would be a
waste of time to question him later, she decided
sourly; he was not missing a thing that was going
on around him.

Maisa shuffled her notes for the last time and
plunged into her prepared speech. Rallya leaned
back in her seat. There was nothing new to her in
what Maisa was saying, only a rehash of tle current

situation. Outsiders of unkno\
making every effort at i dent |
attempting peacef ul contact é
your protectioné Rallya yawne

there was one thing Maisa could do, it was take a
blatant hint. She skipped hurriedly to the end of her
notes, introduced Noromi and excused herself, duty
done.

Noromi took the cargoship reps through a rapid
review of the convoy rules and running order before



allowing them the pretense of debating the
decisions already taken. No cargoship carried a
trained Commander; whichever member of a Three
came closest to the necessary skills was deputized
to fill the role when needed. Rallya could see equal
numbers of Webmasters, Cargomasters and
Captains, and ever one of them convinced that
they had something useful to say. At least it was an
opportunity to identify the troublemakers and the
steady few who would not panic in an Outsider
attack.

There was one Captain to whom it would be
worth talking; she had survived Outsider attacks on
her last two runs along the convoy& route. When
the conference had straggled to an end, Rallya rose
with the intention of intercepting her but was
delayed by a Webmaster hoping for an apprentice®
berth with Bhattya for a protégé of hers. By the
time Rallya had extricated herself, she expected to
find her quarry gone and was surprised to see the
woman lingering near Rafe, waiting for an
opportunity to talk to him when Noromi moved on.

fiCaptain Sajan, lIin Commander Rallya. Can we
talk? 1@ like more details about the Outsider ships
that attacked you.0

fiGladly, if youd | wai t 0She gestuned ét
Rafe, who had disposed of Noromi and was waiting
for Rallya.

fRafe is with me. Is it a private matter, or will you
join both of us for a drink?0

A drink will be welcome, after this waste of
time.0 Sajan waved a hand around the emptying
room.

fiNot a complete waste, surely, mam,0 Rafe
commented. ACommander Maisa& summary of the
situation here was very informative. 0



Rallya looked at him suspiciously. Sajan gave a
short laugh.

fWith your looks, and a sense of humour like
that, you must be related to Yuellin,0she snorted.

fldn afraid the name isnd familiar, ma @m.o Rafe
did not change expression. Never play cards with
him for money, Rallya cautioned herself, watching
with interest to see how he dealt with this.

fivyou were born in the New Empire?0 Sajan
pointed to the twin Oath markers on Rafe® sleeve
and to a similar pair on her own tunic breast.

fives, maam.0 Rafe smiled apologdically. fBut
I@n a chancechild. | don & know my parentage.o

fiyou could be his brother, the resemblance is so
close. Or his son. Yowe young enough, and he
could have fathered you before he got his webd
Sajan snorted again. fAlthough he isnd a man for
women. | should know. | tried hard enough when
we were serving together, before he made
Commander on Janasayan. That was fifteen years
ago, of course. Surprised he isd on the Guild
Council by now. One of the youngest Commanders
ever. Didnd look old enough to have a web, let alone
a Commander& berth.o

fiSounds like you have a lot in common with him,
Rafe,0 Rallya suggested slyly.fis it impossible that
youde his son?

fiNot impossible, ma&m, merely improbable.o
There was an hard edge of anger on his voice,
unmissable evidence of a temper; Rallya wondered
what it would take to make him lose it.

fif you ever cross the Zone again, ask himo Sajan
suggested. fivuellin Lord Buhklir. Tell him | sent
you.0 She squeezed Rafe® shoulder and Rallya
found herself holding her breath. AiwWho knows? You



might turn out to be the Buhklir heir. Wouldn @& that
be something for a chancechild?0

fives, maam, it would. 0 Rafe removed himself
from Sajan& grip as if by accident and turned to
Rallya. fWill you excuse me? | promised the
Webmaster |@ take the afternoon training session
with the apprentices today.0

A lie, and he knew that Rallya knew it. Rallya
nodded permission and Rafe bowed his farewell.
Captain Sajan looked disappointed; she had
obviously hoped to reminisce with him at length
about her aristo acquaintance in the New Empire.
Rafe would have to be careful to avoid her in future,
Rallya thought. There would be few webbers as
intolerant of an Oath -breaker d aristo& son or not
& as one who had themselves crossed the Disputed
Zone.

Still, she had answered the obvious questions
about Rafe®& past. Chancechild, hell; he was the
beloved son and heir of Yuellin Lord Buhklir, and
the recipient of all the care and attention that an
aristo could arrange. Buhklir had probably
supervised the lad& apprenticeship himself, then
made sure that he was assigned to a ship with a
Commander who could be relied upon to continue
his special treatment. Rallya grinned nastily. Relied
upon to continue his special treatment, but not to
keep him safe in the right Empire.

Or was Raf&s crossing of the Disputed Zone not
the result of a mistake by his Commander but
arranged as a deliberate curb on his father? It had
happened before: an aristo who put loyalty to
Empire before loyalty to Guild, rising to a high
position and needing to be reminded of the full
meaning of the Oath. The only thing that an aristo
put before Empire was family; what better



reminder than a son in the other Empire? No aristo
would argue so eagerly for lethal combat in the
Zone if their own son was facing them across it.

Rallya pressed her lips together, irritated by the
sour taste in her mouth. A pity if the son felt
compelled to be identity-wiped, but the welfare of
the Guild came before the welfare of any individual
member; Rafe had acknowledged as much when he
took his Oath. If he wanted to complain that he had
been badly treated 8 and he would have to work
out for himself what had happened; Rallya would
not help him & let him complain to his father.

Or to the Emperors, Rallya corrected herself
savagely. The Immortal Emperors, who would only
be content when they had drawn the Guild fully
into the endless and aimless war between them.
When they measured their losses inthe Zone in
maimed and dead bodies, not transferred Oaths.
When the Guild& autonomy was shattered and the
fleet permanently divided between the Empires.
When they were released from the Oaths that
bound them to the Guild as tightly as the Guild was
bound to them, the only constraint that had ever
been placed upon them and held. One webber
subjected to identity -wipe would not trouble their
consciences; the Guild could not afford to be less
ruthless in its fight to survive. If Rafe had a
complaint to make, let him make it to the
Emperors.

flLet® find that drink, 0Rallya told Sajan abruptly.
fl want to know everything you noticed about those
Outsider ships.0

* % %



fiCommander back? Joshim asked, finding Rafe
grabbing a very late lunch alone in the web-room.

fNo, sir. | left her talking with one of the
cargoship Captains. Gathering information on
Outsider capabilities. 0

fiConference go welld

fives, sir. Or, | assume so) Rafe said lightly.
fiThere was no violence done during the debate, and
everybody seemed to leave it with their
expectations met.0 He stood up and slid his empty
plate into the cleanser. fDo you want me to take the
training session with the apprentices this
afternoon?0

fividar is taking it. 0 Joshim looked at Rafe
narrowly. It was odd th at Rallya had not kept him
with her. AYou can supervise Churi and Magred in
the web, if you would. Signalling practice. Wet-web
with them, if you like. 0 He glanced at the web
schedule. ATheyd@e down for three hours, but cut it
to two. Wedre a new junior arriving this afternoon
and | want him in the web as soon as possibled

fl thought we had our full complement, 6 Rafe
commented.

fiSo did I, but I &e just received notification that
it& been increased by one and h& arriving this
afternoon.o

Joshim tried to keep the irritation out of his voice
and failed. It was not that he objected to the
increase, only to the timing of it, the day before they
were due to leave with the convoy. A newcomer
always disturbed the established patterns in a web;
it had taken several days to assimilate even
somebody as skilled as Rafe, and that had been on
the milk -run from Achil to Aramas.

fiStay in the web when youve finished with Churi
and Magred,0 he decided. Aivou can help me



evaluate him. If he isnd good enough, we arerd
taking him. 0 He checked the time. iGo and have a
look at his record. It & on the table in the restroom.
Shall | bring you some alcad through? 1&n making
some for myself anyway o

firhanks, yeso

Rafe had finished reading when Joshim set his
alcad down in front of him.

fivou havend read this yourself yet, sir?0 he
queried.

fiNo. Why?0

fi know him. He was with Avannya .0

fAnd?0Joshim prompted.

Rafe leaned back in his seat and crossed his
ankles. fElanis is competent, but lazy. He never
gives one hundred percent when he thinks fifty will
be enougho He wrinkled his nose. fit wouldn &
matter except that his judgement is poor. He always
thinks fifty will be enough. 0

Joshim leafed through the record. fHe was with
Avannya for six years,0 he noted. iCould you afford
to carry him?0

fWe couldnd get rid of him.o Rafe shrugged.
fHe®& got influence somewhere. The Three tried
twice to get him reassigned but he clung like a
limpet. It was a surprise when he moved on
voluntarily. 0 He scowled. fiTwo days before our last
trip, into a cushy berth on a passenger carrier. In
surprised he left it. 0

fiMaybe he found somebody with more influence
than he has0 Joshim suggested. fiyou recommend
we dond take him?0

fiNot if you can avoid it. 0Rafe leaned forward and
picked up his alcad. iif you cand avoid it, you can
always put him in the Commander& team. That
would encourage him to move on againo



fi heard that,0 Rallya said from the doorway
behind Joshim.

fiyou were meant to, maam.0 Rafe stood up with
his alcad. fif youdl excuse me, | have some work to
do.o

AThe apprenticesttraining session?0Rallya asked.

fNo, ma@m.o

fivyou surprise me.0 Rallya stepped out of Rafes
way. AiYou should have come with us for that drink.
Captain Sajan was full of useful information. 0

fBe careful, ma@m,0Rafe warned. iMuch sharper
and youdl cut yourself. 0

fid bear it in mind, son, 0Rallya promised.

Rafe turned in the doorway to stare at her. i may
not know whose son | am, ma@am, but | do know
whose son Ién not.o

The anger in his voice was plain and unexpected;
until that moment Joshim had thought this was just
another of the mock battles that gave the webroom
such pleasure. Rallya too was taken aback; she
paused for a fraction of a second before responding.

fld bear that in mind too, Rafe.d

He turned on his heel and left. Rallya watched
him leave, then gave a little nod as if she had
learned something worth knowing. AWho am |
going to encourage to leave®she asked.

fWhat in hell was that about?0 Joshim
demanded. Emperors, if Rallya had not backed
downé

fAnswer my question and |@ answer yours.o

fA new junior. Elanis. Used to be on Avannya .0
He held out the record to her. fArriving this
afternoon. o

fAnother ghost from Rafe® past0 Rallya mused.
fMust be his day for them.o

fAnother?0



fiThere was a Captain at the conference who knew
his father. Apparently the likeness is startling. 0 She
chuckled. Aves, | know. | shouldn® have pushed
him so hard. But the results were interesting,
werend they?0

You old fraud. You were as surgised as | was,
Joshim accused her silently. fit would have been
even more interesting if hed hit you,dhe growled.

fiShall I call him back? You can hold his tunic.0
Rallya took the record that Joshim was still holding
and dropped it on the table. AWhat& wrong with
him? Besides the fact that Rafe doesid like him? ¢

Joshim made himself swallow his first answer.
Rallya had never made him lose his temper and she
would not do so now. iHe& lazy. And he relies on
influence instead of ability, 0he said levelly.

fAristo? 0Rallya demanded.

flLook for yourself. 6 Joshim stood up. fRafe will
be working with me for the rest of the day.o

fiTo protect him from me?0 Rallya asked in
amusement.

fiTo protect you from him, 6 Joshim flung back,
and walked out leaving Rallya still looking for a
response.

* % %

Rafe sat on the rim of his web-position, listening to
Churi and Magred talking in the changing-room
about him. They had already agreed that he was a
darling in the web-room but a stickler in the web;
now they were discussing whose lover he would
become and when. Magred$ opinion was that it had
already happened, with Joshim, and Churi favoured
the Commander, at some indeterminate point in
the future. Very indeterminate and far future, Rafe



felt like telling him; he contented himself with a
yelled reminder that the Webmaster would be
arriving soon. There was a sudden silence, followed
shortly afterwards by the fully clothed emergence of
two very junior juniors wondering how much, if
anything, he had overheard. He smiled at them,
sphinx-like, and let them go still wondering.

The shub beneath his feet was warm and inviting.
He wished he could slip back in, to wait for Joshim
and Elanis, but it would be a bad example to set:
apparently webbing alone. He swung around
through ninety degrees and stretched out along the
edge of the web, closing his eyes and relying on his
ears to warn him of somebody coming up the riser.

Yuellin Lord Buhklir. The name woke no echo,
nor did he expect it to; if it had, he would have
distrusted it as wishful thinking. His father, or
brother, or merely somebody who shared his
particular genetic mix: it did not matter. As Rafell,
he had no connection with the man and he never
would. If some belly-kick of fate took him back into
the New Empire, he would not have any memory of
the encounter with Sajan; he would be identity-
wiped again. Insurance against an Oathbreaker
deliberately recrossing the Disputed Zone. Effective
insurance.

He sighed, wondering what the Commander had
learned from Sajan, and when he would find out.
Not about the Outsiders: the safety of Bhattya
might depend on his, or somebody els&s, correct
interpretation of that information; Rallya was too
good a Commander not to know that. But anything
she had learned about Buhklir, she would keep to
herself until she found a use for it, and that use
would be against Rafe. Emperors knew how she had
amused herself before he had joinedBhattya . Was



there a forty-year-long succession of webbers with
whom she had played like a cat with small prey, or
was he unique, because she thought he was
uniquely vulnerable?

He had given her reason to question that earlier,
and it was too late to doubt the wisdom or
otherwise of that moment of anger. He smiled,
briefly amused that she might think he had been
upset by what Sajan had revealed, angered by her
method rather than her intent. She would learn
eventually. | will not lie down to be walked over, he
promised her silently. Because others saw fit to play
god with my life, that does not give you the right. |
am not your toy, nor a pawn to prove your power.
Push me too hard and it will become very clear. Did
you think | was angry today? You have never seen
me angry, Commander.

He took a deep breath. In ten years he had never
lost his temper any further tha n he had with Rallya,
and that only rarely. How then did he know that he
could, and that it was something for others to fear?
Nothing but skills and impersonal knowledge
survived identity -wipe; it could not be personal
memory that told him. More wishful th inking? Or a
near-human race-memory? He shrugged. Another
thing he would never know, and he could not fret
over every one of those, or even over any of them. If
he did, he would spend his life in a bottle of jack.

A whisper of air blowing across his damp skin
told him the riser was in use. He sat up as Joshim
stepped out, smiling a greeting which Rafe
returned.

fiSorry to keep you waiting.0 Joshim moved aside
for Elanis. fivyou two know each other.0



fives, it a reunion.0Elanis looked around avidly.
fdn impressed. It makes Avannya look tiny,
doesnd it, Rafe?0he commented.

fiThe changing room is through here.0 Joshim
steered him in the right direction and out of sight.
Rafe got to his feet and moved to prepare one of the
dry-web positions; Joshim would want a calibration
sequence first. He had just finished when Elanis
reappeared.

fiThe Webmaster said youie to do a calibration
sequencepthe junior announced.

fiThe Webmaster asked if youll do a calibration
sequence, please)Joshim called out.

Elanis glared as he removed his webbands. fAre
you a real First this time, or is it still brevet? 0 he
asked more quietly.

fDoes it make a difference® Rafe asked mildly.
fAnd whichever it is, you still ought to check those
contacts before you use themo

fl assumed you hadd He made a perfunctory
check. iYou havend changed much, have youd

fiThat& reassuring to know.0 You cannot like
everyone you web with, Rafe told himself strictly,
starting the calibration sequence. You only need to
trust them. It was unf ortunate that Elanis did not
inspire trust either.

Elanisdperformance in the web had not improved
in the near-year since Rafe had last worked with
him. It took Joshim less than an hour to reach an
assessment of his abilities, and only five minutes to
tell it to him afterwards. Rafe lingered out of
hearing until Joshim had finished, and Elanis had
dressed hastily and departed. He had enough
experience of Elanisd character to know that he
would blame Rafe for Joshim&opinion, just as he
had blamed Rafe for every unfavourable opinion of



him since Rafe had been promoted into the Third&
berth that Elanis had expected to get; Rafe had no
intention of being the target for his immediate
spite.

The Webmaster was taking a leisurely shower
when Rafe finally went through to the shower-
room.

fWas he the Webmaste® lover on Avannya ?0 he
asked, moving aside for Rafe.

fiNo.0 Rafe grinned maliciously. fAlthough he
wanted to be, for the privileges he thought it would
get him. He wasnd anybody®& lover, not for very
long. Things he learned across the pillow were all
around the web-room the following day. 0

fiyou speak from experience®

fiNo. Observation. That& another of the things he
has against meo

Joshim laughed. fl suspect he® planning his way
into my bed. Any advice on how to avoid it?0

Rafe took the tie out of his hair and shook the
curls down. A suspect hedl be lucky to make it
through the cabin door. 0

fifrue. Although it isn @ so difficult for the right
person.o

Rafe stepped into the spray to give himself time
to think. There had been enough warning of this in
the speculative looks that Joshim had been giving
him since he joined the ship. He ought to have a
response prepared; what he had was a hollowness
between heart and groin, both of which were
responding without words. He was not a virgin;
there had been nights of curiosity and comfort with
other webbers, but always single nights, sharing
nothing except the hours of pleasure. There had
never been any commitment, no exchange of pasts
and promise of futures, because Rafe had no past



that he dared to offer. But with Joshim, who
already knew? The prospect unexpectedly
frightened him.

fils this such a surprise, Rafe®d Joshim set his
hands lightly on Rafe& shoulders and bent forward
to kiss him. Rafe had a moment of déja vu that
shook him as much as his physical reactiond green
eyes beneath black hair, parted lips bending to kiss
him. He trembled. Joshim released him at once and
stepped back.

fiSorry, Rafe. It hou g@ht é

Rafe took his hands and pulled him back under
the spray, standing on tiptoe with his hands on
Joshim®& hips to reach his mouth. They kissed,
broke apart for breath and kissed again as fiercely.
Joshim called a halt at last, holding Rafe firmly at
arm®& length with one hand and switching off the
spray with the other.

fDry, dressed, and down to my cabin? As
Webmaster, | have to set a good example, and what
will happen in this shower if we don @ leave it soon
is not something | want the juniors to emulate

* k %

Rafe was a playful lover, his lips laughing as often
as kissing and in as many ways, but now he was
lying beside Joshim in the prolonged, easy silence
that had followed their first loving, his face against
Joshim®& shoulder, one leg bent oer Joshim&
thigh. Joshim traced a mischievous finger along his
back. Rafe sighed in unabashed pleasure and
turned his head just enough to nip the lobe of
Joshim®& ear. Joshim moved without haste until he
could see Rafé& face and stroke the fine sheen of
silky grey hair on his belly that merged into the



diamond of brown curls at his groin. Rafe gasped
and rolled onto his back, reaching urgently for
Joshim. Joshim held his wrists gently and ran his
tongue up the sensitive under-surface of each arm
before releasing them and setting his tongue to
trace descending circles through the grey down of
Rafe® belly. Rafe moaned in eager anticipation and
Joshim paused to look up at his face.

fDid you say something?he teased.

Rafe said something that showed scant espect
for Joshim& rank. Joshim tutted and settled
himself lower between Rafe® thighs. Playful and
delightfully noisy, he amended as Rafe answered to
his lips and tongue. The final yell would have
woken the whole ship were it not for the
soundproofing of the cabins.

He lay with his head on Rafe® thighs afterwards,
listening to his breathing move into the even
cadence of sleep. Rafe had a rare gift for knowing
when words were needed, and when silence was
right; he was a comfortable person to be silent with,
and if he fell asleep without words, it was because
he trusted Joshim to know what might have been
said.

He had a gift too for enjoying himself, for
drawing every drop of pleasure out of a moment
before moving to the next. Joshim smiled at the
memory. There had been no haste when they closed
the cabin door behind them. A slow undressing,
each savouring the initial revelation of the other &
body outside the discipline of the web, exploring
with the eyes before they touched. A gentle
embrace, kissing with none of their earlier urgency,
moving to the bed, searching for the words and the
caresses that brought response, building a language



to be shared between them: AiThis?0 fiveso fANd
this?0fOh, please, yesb

Joshim slipped off the bed, careful not to disturb
the sleeper, and said his evening prayers in front of
the Arura in the niche behind his desk. Late, but
then they often were, and he could not believe in a
deity who required stopwatch accuracy, any more
than he really believed in a deity who would hear
his prayers. Prayer was a reaffirmation of belief; the
Arura was a visible symbol of that belief; a deity, or
thousands of them, were only other symbols,
necessary because his mind was too limited to
comprehend the reality behind them. How many
reincarnations would it take before he progressed
beyond the need for those particular symbols? He
stroked the curves of the Arura, thinking that he
would keep one even when he no longer needed it,
amused by his sudden, unusual introspection.
There is a reason for every question, but not
necessarily an answer, he reminded himself as he
lay down beside Rafe to sleep.

* % %

A face. A succession of faces, or were they all the
same face? They flashed in and out of focus,
mouthing snatches of speech that were sounds,not
words. Rafe tried desperately to cling to one of
them, any one of them, to hear what was said, to see
the face clearly. The effort drove the dream away
and he was lying in the dark with nothing left.

A dim light came on, making him blink, and
there was a face looking down on him. He struggled
to put a name to it, knowing that he knew one, not
knowing what it was. He squeezed his eyes shut and
swore in frustration.



fRafe?

The voice triggered memory. Joshim. Rafe
opened his eyes again and tried his evn voice.
fiSorry. Nightmare.d He sat up and rested his chin
on his knees.Did | wake you?0

fivesolt was not a complaint. Joshim put his arm
across Rafé shoulders and squeezed briefly.fTell
me?0

Rafe shrugged. A wish | could. There isnd
anything to tell. Nothing |I can remember, 0 he
added sardonically.

fAYour father?6Joshim guessed.

firThe Commander told you?0

fiShe mentioned it.0

fifhere no proof that he is my father. Or
anything else to me. And if you@® asked me before |
went to sleep, | would have said it didn® bother me
at all.6 Rafe smiled with difficulty. fObviously, |
would have been wrong. Something must have
triggered that nightmare. 0

fHow often do you have them?

fiNot often, now. 0 Rafe sighed.fimmediately after
| was wiped, they cameevery night. Now, it& once
or twice a year, with the occasional bad patcho He
rubbed his cheek against the hand on his shoulder.
fiYou®e honoured. Youde only the second person
who®& ever been woken by oned

fOh? What sort of company am | in?0

fOne of Avannya & juniors. She was in the web
when we hit the EMP-mine.0

fl @n sorry. Was she special to you®

fWe only spent the one night together. She was a
nice kid, though.0 Rafe shook his head in
remembered grief. fAbout Churi& age, and as
plump. Working her way through every cabin in the
ship, the way they do when they&e just got their



webs. Making up for lost time as an apprentice and
eager to find out about the fringe benefits of their
new nervous system. Hell, the way | probably
behaved when | first got my web.0

fiChuri been in your bed yet?0 Joshim teased
deliberately.

fiNo.0 Rafe accepted the diversion gratefully,
determined to enlarge on it. fHe thinks the
Commander is in possession, or will be soon.
Magred has better powers of observation. She was
backing you.0He turned to face Joshim completely,
slipping one arm around his waist and tracing the
linked circles of the tattoo on his left breast with the
fingers of the other hand. fReady to go back to
sleep®

fiyou have another idea®

Rafe grinned mischievously and straddled
Joshim. i do,0he promised deep in his throat. flLie
there and 1@ show you.0



Conversation at the office of
Councillor  Danriya Lady Carher

fiThe agent is in place, with explicit instructions to
cover every conti ngency. If all goes well, the problem
will be solved by the end of the year. 0

fiYyou said that last year too. o}

fiThis time the matter will be handled by the agent in
person. He is in no doubt about the consequences of
another failure. 0

227/5043
ARAMAS ZON E, OLD EMPIRE

Rallya dropped into the seat that Elanis had just
vacated in front of the web-monitor, perfectly
aware that he had only risen to collect a cup of
alcad. The monitor showed no unusual activity, just
two web-teams in the last hour of another
uneventful shift. Vidar was nominally in the key -
position, with Rafe as second, but they had
switched roles for this shift. Good practice for both
teams, and halfway to the convoy® destination
without incident, everybody needed a little variety
to keep them sharp.

The small screen to one side of the webmonitor
showed a massscan of the convoy, the cargoships
as fat, lumbering blips and the patrolships as
smaller blips tied to the speed of the cargoships by
invisible chains. The cargoships were complacent;
Noromi spent his whole time exhorting them to
make better speed, without results. Having passed
safely through the system& major jump point, the
obvious place for an Outsider attack, the cargoship
Threes had given a collective sigh of relief and
dropped their speed, to settle happily around the



optimum of their mass -speed cost curves for the
run down to the settlements on the inner planets.

Only Sajan, aboard Tariya, was showing any
sense, and in her position at the back end of the
convoy, she was handi@apped in her attempts to
gain speed by the ships in front, who wailed to
Noromi whenever Tariya ran up to their tails. In
Noromi & place, Rallya would have used Sajan to
force the others to increase speed, instead of giving
her a warning about convoy formation whenever
the wails became too loud. In fact, she had offered
Bhattya & services to perform the same function; a
patrolship creeping inexorably up your rear end
was a powerful incentive to accelerate. The hell with
Noromi & veto; if things did not impr ove soon, she
would do it anyway.

The view on the small screen altered as Rafe
focused on the large cluster of asteroids in the
trojan point of one of the system®& gas giants,
altered again to scan to the limits of Bhattya &
sensors. He learned well, Ralja thought
approvingly. Aware of the obvious, but not
concentrating on it to the exclusion of other
possibilities. The asteroids would make a good
hiding place for one or two raiders. Noromi was
aware of that and had positioned both of the other
patrolships to cover it. Bhattya, above the plane
that held asteroids and convoy, was equally well
placed to meet an attack from the asteroids or from
the three other sectors within her reach.

Rallya narrowed her eyes as she calculated how
well placed they were. They had gradually moved
out from the position she had left them in at the
end of her shift, three hours ago. Accident, or Rafe
thinking ahead? The latter, she conceded



grudgingly. As she watched, he continued to flick
between the long range scan and the agtroids.

fiRafe showing off again® Elanis said quietly
from behind her seat. He had learned not to make
such comments for everyone to heard Joshim had
reduced him to incoherence with a few well-chosen
words the first time that he did so & but he
continued to make them to Rallya in private, taking
her sparring with Rafe as encouragement.

fAiTrying to emulate his father, 0 Rallya suggested.
Rafe had not mentioned Sajan® information since
that day, made no attempt to discover what Rallya
knew. It would be inte resting to see how he reacted
to this pestilent aristo apparently knowing more
than he did, and she could rely on Elanis to use
what she told him.

fiHis father? 0 Elanis rose to the bait beautifully.

fiSome aristo in the New Empire. Commander
Buhklir. Sajan, aboard Tariya , knew him before she
came across the Zoned Rallya smiled happily. fDid
you know he was an aristo tood

fiHe® never mentioned his past0 Elanis said
stiffly. fiNo doubt he® anunacknowledged sono

fiAsk him,0 Rallya suggested. fif he is, that®
another advantage he has over you. Looks, skill,
intelligence and he isn@ an aristo. What more could
anybody ask for?

Elanis fell silent, lacking the wit to respond in
any way that would not be insubordinate. Rallya
had not yet forgiven Joshim for moving Churi from
her team into Rafe& and replacing him with a lazy
lump of bone and blubber; the first opening that
Elanis gave her, he would be offBhattya . Joshim
had filed a request to transfer him the day after he
arrived, but Rallya would not rely upon the
goodwill of some assignment clerk. She would push



him into insubordination sooner or later; he did not
have Rafes fine judgement of where the line lay.
She grinned, admitting to herself that the line for
Rafe was not in the same place as it was for
everybody else. She had not had so much fun with
her clothes on in years, and she would not hamper
Rafe with rules.

Rafe®@ main view had changed again, picking out
a lone asteroid above andto one side of the convoy.
Rallya stiffened as he tightened the focus and
switched to a large scale masscontour chart. Yes,
that discrepancy could be a raider, well hidden and
waiting to pick off the tail -end ship of the convoy
with a tight tractor -beam before a preset jump; that
was how she would do it in their place.

As she pushed herself out of her seat, the primary
alert sounded and she swore. No time to get into
the web; Vidar would have to handle it alone. No,
not Vidar, Rafe. The teams could not switch roles
now, not without wasting seconds that would let the
raider escape. As she sat down again, still cursing,
Rafe started the tight turn that would take Bhattya
after the raider.

Joshim displaced Lilimya from the seat beside
Rallya, blatantly disr egarding the alert; he had not
been in the web-room when it sounded, should
have stayed where he was. The raider was moving
away from the asteroid, trying to get out of its mass
shadow in order to jump. A beautiful ship, built for
speed and stealth. Rallyacursed the historians, for
their failure to identify the source of such a ship,
and the diplomats, for their repeated failure to
make peaceful contact. If they could do their jobs
properly, there would be no need for this.

Rafe had calculated the turn beautifully, second-
guessing the direction that the raider would choose



to escape. The only questions were the timing and
the range of the raider® weapons. Rafe did not have
the shields up, could not put them up before the
turn was complete without risking the loss of the
steering vanes. If they completed their turn before
they were within the raider & range, and if the
raider was unable to jump before they were within
Bhattya r angeé Rallya ran
head and came up with a question mark.

fif Rafe snaps one of the vanes, Vidar will be
furious,0 she remarked for the benefit of her
audience. Rasil tittered until Fadir hushed him.

They were coming out of the turn now, the vanes
that had been flattened against the hull
straightening, restori ng the spherical symmetry of
the drive field. Vidar & team were easing into
control of more and more functions, careful not to
disturb the working of Rafe® team but relieving
them of background tasks and allowing them to
concentrate on weapons, shields aml timing. Rallya
sustained the effort necessary not to hold her
breath until Rafe raised the shields.

He did it later than she would have done,
perhaps making his own balance between the slight
loss of speed and the increased safety, and perhaps
catching the first signs of the raider preparing to
fire: the temperature increases along their hull, the
minor adjustments in orientation. When the raider
did fire, he resisted the temptation to fire back
immediately, letting the shields take the battering
they were designed to take, using the time to
decrease the range. Yes, Rallya urged. They must
stop firing and lower their shields before they jump.
Wait for that moment, when there is nothing to
confuse your aim, neither their fire nor the
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backwash of your own, and nothing to protect them
except the favour of their gods.

He waited, as if he could hear her, and at the
moment that the raider prepared to jump, he fired.
One shot, as if he would do it neatly or not at all. A
square hit, and where there had been a slning hull,
there was a spreading mess of metal. Fadir gave a
whoop of triumph.

fiFadir, go calculate how many crew that ship
could carry.0 Rallya snarled the order without
taking her attention from the screens. Rafe had
switched again to long range scan.Emperors, as if
he had done this hundreds of times before, Rallya
thought disbelievingly. He should have been
reacting like Fadir, exulting in his victory, not
immediately wary of another attack. How in hell
was he managing to do everything so right?

fil 8 take my team up,0 Joshim decided, standing
up. iWe can be ready to relieve them as soon as
Rafe gives the signalo

Rallya grunted agreement. Adl bleep Jualla and
her team, send them up to0.0 The messager alarm
was flashing insistently. iCongratulations from our
Convoy Commander and his grateful chargeso she
predicted. iWonderful how fast they &e all started
to move now.o

fRafe down? Rallya asked Vidar as he entered the
rest-room.

fives. In the webroom, drinking alcad. 0 Vidar
chuckled. Aldn surprised you werend out there to
jump on him as soon as he came downo

fWhy should | want to do that? 0

fl cand imagine. He didn & do a thing wrong, but
that doesnd usually stop you.0 Vidar was in a high
good humour.



Rallya ignored the jibe, knowing when Vidar was
teasing. fAnd now he® basking in applause from
everyone who knows no bettershe predicted.

Vidar shook his head. fiHe stopped that just as
soon as it started. Asked Churi how many people
he@ helped to kill today. Everybody else took the
hint. Except Elanis. He accused Rafe of being an
Outie sympathizer. Got most upset when Rafe
reminded him that his family had been Outies three
generations ago. Called Rafe an upstart chance
child whose only talent was for bending his back in
the Webmaster® bed0 Vidar had obviously relished
the confrontation, was repeating it word for word.

fiSo you put him on a charge®d Rallya said
hopefully.

Vidar shook his head. iwWasné necessaryphe said
gleefully. fRafe apologized for beating him into
Joshim®& bed and wished him better luck with you.
Elanis was laughed out of the webroom.o

Rallya grinned broadly. Awith his tail tucked
firmly between his legs and likely to stay there.0

She stretched gently, reflecting that the seats in
the rest-room got lower every time that she sat in
one, and more difficult to get up from. So Rafe was
sharing Joshim®& bed, was he? That took a lot of
doing. Joshim was too good a Webmaster to have a
string of casual liaisons in the web-room, the way
that Vidar did; nor did he do what a lot of
Webmasters did, regularly taking every member of
the web-room to bed as part of the process of
monitoring their physical and emotional states. In
fact, to Rallya® certain knowledge, Joshim had only
shared a bed aboardBhattya with herself or with
Vidar, and that infrequently. Although she had
often teased him about it, she had to admit that it
saved a lot of trouble in the web-room; his



judgement had never been questioned on the
grounds of pique or favouritism, and in eight years
nobody had brought a problem to herself or to
Vidar that should have been taken to Joshim first.

fiJust as well you didnd put Elanis on a charge 0
she told Vidar. fHe@ have yelled favouritism so
loud they@ hear it in Imperial. 0 She frowned
suddenly. fiDid you know about Joshim and Rafe?0

fiNo.O

fWhich makes it the only pairing aboard this ship
that you havend known about since the day it
happened,0 Rallya concluded.

fiTrue, but neither of them is the sort to post the
news on the notice board.0

fiThat doesn@ usually inconvenience you too
much.0 Rallya pressed her lips together. fif you
didn @ know, how did Elanis?0

fiLucky guess? Maybe Rafe makes a habit of it

fiDond be stupid,0 Rallya said irritably. Af you
don@ know Rafe well enough to know that isnd
true, you should know Joshim well enough to know
hedl recognize somebody like thato

fl&ve never known him when he was in lovep
Vidar pointed out. fiHe could be as stupid as the
rest of us in that state.0

fiSpeak for yourself. And if he is in love, youal
better start worrying. Rafe will be ready for a
Commander& berth within a few years. Any guesses
what Joshim will do then? 0

Vidar whistled. fiwWe could lose him.o

fWe probably will, 6 Rallya said gloomily. There
were not many established Threes who would
consider an Oath-breaker as Commander, but the
Guild might give a new ship to an established
Webmaster with a reputation like Joshim & and a
new Commander with Rallya@ r ecommendat i on



She would give Rafe that recommendation, she
admitted; he was too good for her to withhold it.
And if she did withhold it, they would still lose
Joshim. Hell & teeth though: if Rafe thought that his
relationship with Joshim would win him any
concessions from Rallya while he was aboard this
ship, he was going to get a nasty shock

* % %

It was not hard to guess who was knocking at his
cabin door, Rafe thought wearily; he was only
surprised it had taken her so long to arrive.

fiCome in, ma@m,0 he called, turning to face the
door but not standing to greet her.

She halted just inside the door and stood with
her hands on her hips, surveying the room.
fiPleased with yourself2 she challenged.

fiShould | be?0

She picked up the reck nearest to her on the desk,
looked at the label, tossed it back.iYou didn@ make
many mistakes today.0

What would you say, maam, if | told you that |
made no mistakes at all? That everything | did was
the right thing, at the right time, for the right
reasons? And that it was all there in my memory:
juggling speed against safety, judging the moment
to raise the shields, the moment to fire. Even my
web remembered the sensation of being in control
of a ship& web during combat!

Rafe controlled another wave of nausea. He was
not really remembering those things; it was the
identity -wipe playing tricks with him again. He had
witnessed another person in a similar situation;
was not allowed to remember that person; could
only recall what he had seen as though it was



something he had done himself. They had
explained it to him when he was still asking for
explanations, in the early days. Maybe if he had
asked them, they would have explained why he
could remember how it felt. And why it made him
sick to think about it.

He realized that Rallya was watching him closely,
as if she could see his thoughts written on his face.

fiDid you come to tell me about the mistakes | did
make?0he asked with an effort.

fiNo.0 She tried the edge of the bed and sat down.
fiThere were things that | might have done
differently, but the result is what matters. 0 She
looked at him measuringly. fWill you be able to do
it again? Or do you not like the thought that you
killed twenty people today?0

fiThe time to worry is when | stop not liking it.

fiDid Buhklir teach you that? o

Rafe stomach lurched another warning. fi
worked it out for myself. 6 He jammed his hands in
his tunic pockets. Was that all you came to ask,
ma@m?0

fiNo.0 Rallya stood up and crossed the room to
look down at him. fAYoude shaking,0 she remarked,
lifting his chin with a single finger. fReaction to
combat? Or to thinking about your father?0

Rafe pulled away.fiNone of your business0

fiNone of your business, maam.0 She replaced
her hand under his chin, turning his face up to the
light. fAnd if it& reaction to combat, it is my
businesso

fif you dond let go of me, | shall be sick over you.
Ma&@m.o

fiNonsensed She released him anyway.iYoude
got too much pride, and the self-control to support
it. 0



And | have been sick so many times since
escaping from the web-room that my stomach is
empty, Rafe thought ruefully; the only thi ng | have
left in it is the urge to be sick. fiThere was
something else you wanted to asko he prompted.

fl came for your thoughts about that raider, 0 she
said, taking the empty chair. fDid you notice
anything that isn & on record?0

fiTheir cannon range.o Rafe seized the change of
subject. fiThe estimates Iwe seen were twenty
percent too low.0

Rallya nodded agreement. iiMust have been a
third of their mass just powering those cannon, 0
she commented. fAnd if they were intending to
carry another ship through jump with them, they @
need another third for the tractors. Not a lot left for
drive, is there? Either they had no margin for error,
or they came from somewhere just one or two
jumps away.0

fiThey may not have intended to hold the ship
with tractors durin g jump,0 Rafe speculated. fif
they cast a wide enough jumpfield, they could
carry it through in their wake. That would have
allowed them to get away with half the power for
their tractors. 0

fiTheya@ have to be hellishly confident about their
jump capabilities. Get that stunt wrong and you
lose yourself for good.0

fiThe F&air used it regularly,0 Rafe pointed out.
fiTook a lot of ships before the cargoships learned to
flick their own jump -field on to turn the jump wild.
That stopped the raids within half a year. For the
F&air, dying in battle is a lucky death: their gods
carry them straight to heaven; but if they get lost
during jump, their gods can@ ever find them and
theyde condemned to hell.0 He balled his fists in his



pockets, forcing fingernails into palms, a futile
effort to drive away the vivid images of the interior
of a F&air warship, of a meal shared with a F&air
war-leader. Impossible. Imagination, not memory,
he told himself desperately.

fiUseless set of gods thefye gotd Rallya
commented. Al doubt our Outsiders share the same
ones, but the thought about the wild jumps is worth
passing on. Buhklir had you taught well.6 She
raised both eyebrows. fiDid you know that you turn
a fetching shade of grey whenever | mention his
name?0

filn glad you find it amusing, ma&@m,0 Rafe
managed.

finteresting, not amusing, 0she corrected him. fis
it part of the conditioning that goes with identity -
wipe?0

Rafe shrugged.fl presume so, ma@am, although |
havend experienced it before.0

fiYou havend had any knowledge about your past
before,0 she pointed out. AAnd it has to be
something that operates very infrequently, or you @
be useless as a webbed.She rose to her feet.fiyoudl
better get some sleep. You look like death, and
youde due back in the web in five hours.0 She
grinned. fid send Joshim down, shall I? In his
capacity as ship® surgeon, of course. The shape
youde in, youdl have no other use for him.o

* % %

finto bed with you, 6 Joshim said firmly, as soon as
a ash-coloured Rafe closed the doorbehind him.

Rafe gave him a tight smile. iwhat for? We both
know | won @ sleep. Or only long enough to wake up
yelling.o



fiBed,0 Joshim repeated. AiThis is your Webmaster
speaking.0 He gave Rafe a gentle push in the right
direction. fis it just nausea?0

fwhat did the Commander say?0

fiThat | should come and hold your hand while
you threw up.0Joshim frowned. fAre you fit to web
your next shift?o

fif 1 dn not, the Commander has got a lot to do
with it, 0 Rafe said sourly.

fl was assuming that.0 Joshim put both hands on
Rafe® shoulders and pushed him down to sit on the
bed. AiWhat else is wrong beside the nausead

fit& quite enough on its own,0 Rafe admitted,
resting his head against Joshim& forearm. fiYoud
think they could come up with some more dignified
way of reinforcing the identity -wipe,0 he
complained. fAt least they had the sense to put a
delay mechanism in. If this had hit me during
c 0 mb aHeéhivered.

fWas that the trigger?6 Joshim asked, alarmed.

fiYespRafe said miserably.

Joshim took a deep breath. Rallya had attributed
it to her reference to Buhklir. If it had been the
encounter with the raider, the experience of being

in the web during combat é

Bhattya as a sphere of debris spreading in the wake
of the convoy because of a lapse in Raf®
concentration or in his web control. As Webmaster,
Joshim thought unhappily, he might have to bar

Rafe from the web for this. As Rafe® | over é

had to be a secondary consideration, he chided
himself.

fAll right, 0 he told Rafe steadily. fiLie down. |dl
go and fetch my drug-pack. Wedl get rid of your
sickness and then wdll talk. 0

He |

t hat



He stopped on his way, to ask Jualla to switch
shifts with Rafe: four more hours to solve this. She
agreed readily, and offered to ask her team and
Rafe® if they were willing to make the change
permanent. Elanis& news was travelling fast,
Joshim thought wryly. Jualla had been in the web
during the argument in the web -room, but she had
already heard about it. A permanent change would
put Joshim and Rafe on the same shift pattern, give
them more time out of the web together. He
thanked Jualla and gave her permission to ask.

Am ampoule broken under his nostrils gave Rafe
relief from his symptoms. As he regained his
normal colour, Joshim wi shed there was as easy a
cure for their cause.

fiJualla has swapped shifts with you,0 he said,
sitting down across the room from the bed. If he sat
beside Rafe, it would be harder to maintain the
separation between Webmaster and lover, too great
a temptation to take Rafe in his arms and comfort
him. He already knew that comfort was not enough;
he had comforted Rafe every time that he woke
from a nightmare, and the nightmares still
continued. He had to offer something more specific
than comfort: a solution, or an attempt at a
solution. It was his responsibility, both as a
Webmaster and as somebody who cared very much
about Rafe.

fWhen did this start? 0he asked.fiExactly.0

Rafe grimaced. il was fine until | disengaged.
Then | was almost sick in the shub.0

fivyoude sure it isnd just the stress of combat?®
Joshim asked hopefully.

fln sure.0 Rafe sat up and characteristically
hugged his knees. fivoude worried about allowing
me in the web againo



fivyesp Joshim admitted. AWhile there® a chance
that this will happen again, IGn worried about
allowing you in the web.o

fThere® always that chanced Rafe said heavily.

fiNot if we find a way to prevent it,0 Joshim
pointed out.

fWwhat? You cand give me any drugs to suppress
the sickness while 16n in the web. If you did, the
conditioning would only express itself another
way.o

fiThen we work on the cause and not the
symptoms,0Joshim said calmly.

Rafe laughed harshly.fiwhat are you going to do?
Undo the conditioning? Restore my memory? Hell,
Joshim, if it were possible, do you think 1@ have
waited this long?0His voice was rising.

fiHave you ever tried?

fiNo.0 Rafe let out a long sigh. A wouldn & know
how to start. Or what damage it might do.o He
looked away, looked back again.fiSorry | shouted.
|&n just scared.0

fWhat are you scared ofd

fiHaving my mind messed around anymore.
Losing my web. Losing you. Finding out who | used
to be. It& a comprehensive list, isnd it?0

fWhy shouldnd it be? And | don@ have a definite
answer, Rafe, only an idea that might work, if you
want to try it. 0

fWhat is it?0

fAn Aruranist technique. You know that we
believe in reincarnation?0 Rafe nodded. fAt&
important to us, remembering as many of our
previous lives as we can, so that we dod waste the
current one covering old ground. | could teach you
the methods we use to remembero



fWorking on the theory that, if they work across
multiple reincarnations, they might work across
identity -wipe?d Rafe asked doubtfully.

fil G not promising, 6 Joshim warned.

fl know you@e not. And | not saying | believe
i n r ei nc ar noaRafe oshrugged jerkilg.
fiHow many do you remember?0

fiThree. That isnd many. There® a woman in
Jasan who remembers twenty-eight.0

fiAnd you remember them all clearly?0

fiNo. The first one is hazy, just snatches of detail.
One day Id improve it. 0 Joshim laughed softly.
fAlthough | &e been saying that for years. | suspect
I remember enough not to want to remember any
more. | dona like her very much. o

fiHer?0

fives. | was a woman last time too. A priestes in
a temple outside the Empires. Saluddkamai. The
Hand of the Goddess is on the Earthp he
translated.

fiwith my luck, 1& end up with a complete
memory of a previous life as a night-soil porter on
Rasasara, and nothing else) Rafe muttered. fiYou
know wedl be violating our Oaths if we do this?0

fivyeso Joshim wondered exactly when he had
realized. At the time he had first wondered whether
the recall techniques would work for Rafe, he
decided, and that had been nights ago, watching
Rafe fall into the uneasy sleep that followed yet
another nightmare. It was suddenly absurd that he
was planning to break his Oath while sitting as far
as he could from the man for whom he would do so.
He went to Rafe® side and took his hands.

fif it works, you cand& go bad to being who you
were,0 he warned.



fiNot without getting us both wiped, 0 Rafe agreed
grimly. fAnd | don & want to go back. All | want is to
be able to live comfortably inside my own head.0 He
squeezed Joshin® hands hard. fiYoude crazy to
even think about this, 0 he said fiercely. Al wona let
you involve yourself.0

fit& too late to stop meo Joshim traced Rafe®
cheekbone with a kiss. AAnd | dond let anybody
make my choices for meo

fl wond let you break your Oath for me,0 Rafe
insisted. fEmperors, Joshim, | may be called an
Oath-breaker but | havend broken my Oath yet and
I never will! 6

fWould it be Oath-breaking?0 Joshim queried.
fiYoude not the person you were ten years ago. Even
if you remember who you were, you wond be that
person. You¥e no intention of bolting back across
the Disputed Zone. What harm will it do if you
remember who you were?

Rafe shook his head firmly. i don& know,
Joshi m, but é | f w e di d
know again what was Oathbreaking and what
wasnd? If 1@ sworn false allegiance to the Old
Emperor ten years ago, then contrived to cross the
Disputed Zone again, would that have been Oath
breaking? Or would it have been all right, because
nobody knew l@ sworn falsely, because no harm
had been done?

fANnd if we can justify this to ourselves, what will
we be able to justify next? And how could we object
if the Guild changed its interpretation of the Oath it
swore to us? If the Emperors changed their
interpretation of the Oaths they &e sworn to the
Guild? Those Oaths are too important, Joshim. If
we break our Oaths, we car@ hold them to theirs.
And if we cand hold them to theirs, they @l plunge

t his,



the Twin Empires into full -scale war. We have to
keep our Oaths, Joshim. We haveri any choice.0

Joshim took Rafe®& hands in his again, raised
each one in turn to kiss it. The vehemence of Rafé&
reaction had shaken him, left him ashamed of the
ease with which he had proposed that they break
their Oaths.

fWwhen you put it like that, we dond& have any
choice, do wed he agreedreluctantly. fit shouldn &
have been necessary for you to convince me of it

fiConvince you? | was convincing myselfp Rafe
said bitterly. fHell, Joshim, do you think | dn not
tempted? Do you think | don & dream about waking
up one morning and knowing who | am? But if |
break my Oath now, | might as well have broken it
ten years ago and spared myself all thisb He made
an angry gesture. AYoud better bar me from the
web. 1Gn a danger to everybody else in it, and thats
Oath-breaking as well.0

fiStop taking the Webmaster® decisions for him,0
Joshim said, deliberately lightly. fiYou can stay in
the web on two conditions. One: you dond take the
key-position. Two: you disengage if you suspect
your conditioning is beginning to operate. Agreed?0

fiAgreed.0 There was only dull resignation in
Rafe® voice. il @ better get some sleep. Can | have a
sleeper®

fldl get you one.0

There was nothing else he could offer Rafe at the
moment, Joshim realized, watching him take the
drug. A few hours of unbroken sleep, and Rafe®
place in the web, and Joshim was not certain that
he had made that decision solely as a Webmaster.
This was why you never involved yourself in the
web-room, he reminded himself: you always
doubted your own ability to make decisions about



the people you love, rightly doubted it. He ruffled
the sleeping head fondly. It was too late to pull back
now, even if he had wanted to.



From the Gazetteer of the Old Empire,
revised 5030

Jalset& World (Aramas Zone) : a lightly settled
agricultural world, sole sou rce of the recreational drug
blissdream; a typical frontier backwater, with no
features of physical, biological, or cultural interest.
Passage can be obtained on cargoships departing from
Aramas station.
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ARAMAS ZONE, OLD EMPIRE

Rallya breathed in the spice-ridden air of Jalset®
World and gagged.

fHow the hell does anybody live in this?0 she
demanded.

Lilimya grinned. fThe dirtsiders will probably tell
you they couldnd live anywhere else, maam.o

Rallya shaded her eyes to watchBhattya & shuttle
lift off with the returning liberty party, then turned
to address the party that had come down with her.

fivyoudve got ten hours,0 she reminded them. ff
you can find anything to do with them down here &
you could spit from one side of this town to the
other. Keep out of trouble, and if you cand keep out
of trouble, dond& bring it back to the ship. The
Webmaster has better things to do with his time
than treat the local variety of sexbug & ask Rafe if
you dond believe med She glanced around the
inattentive faces: they had heard it all before, even
Fadir, and were impatient to be on their way. fiGo
on, vanish,0 she urged them. fAAnybody who isnd
back here in good time for the shuttle will forfeit
their next ten liberties. 0



The town was overflowing with liberty parties,
the dirtsiders making the most of the influx of fresh
money by doubling their normal prices. Rallya took
a desultory look through one of the small shops:
nothing she had not seen before on maybe a
hundred other worlds. Sixty years, two or three
different worlds every year. Yes, call it a hundred,
and none of them in any way memorable. Friends
on half a dozen of them, retired webbers who had
found a world they liked, or claimed to like. Ex -
friends. Once they were forced to retire, there was
always the loss of everything they had had in
common, the unspoken jealousy in the look they
gave her webbands: why has she still got her web?
And always her relief at the end of a visit, the
escape from a reminder of her inevitable future.

She shook herself irritably, stood with hands on
hips in the middle of the main street and glared
along it. The best cure for morbid thoughts was a
drink, and at least this dirtball did not have
restrictive drinking laws. For the hundredth time,
she wondered why she had bothered to accompany
a liberty party, and answered herself: it was simply
good sense to have one of the Three on hand if
anybody got into real trouble. Not that anybody
from Bhattya would dare get into real trouble, but
there was always a first time.

She chose one of the quieter bars, found that she
could eat there too and ordered a meal. The food
tasted heavily of the local spices but was better than
she had expected. From her seat on the veranda,
she could see all the adiity along the main street.
She ordered another beer d also better than she
expectedd and lifted her feet onto the rail around
the veranda. With another nine hours to kill, there
was no need to hurry anywhere.



One of the dirtsiders drifted over to join her,
wanting to know if the tales about webbers were
true without actually saying as much. A nice
looking lad, about a third of Rallya& age. She
considered accepting his offer, to fill an hour or so,
then decided against it. He would find somebody to
tumble with: there were enough webbers in town.
Maybe Lilimya: she was renowned for being
generous to the curious. Rallya told him she was old
enough to be his grandmother and pointed him in
the direction of the most brightly lit bar, amusing
herself by being gentle with him. There were plenty
of dirtsiders she had dismissed hot-faced with the
guestion: does your mother know youde out?

fExcuse me, mdm. Have you seen Captain
Sajan?®

Hajolir, Rallya remembered with an effort,
Sajan& Third. She had met him briefly back on
Aramas station. A tall man, tall enough to give her a
pain in the neck and the sun in her eyes if she
looked up at him.

fiDidn & know she was dirtside,0 she answered.

fiShe came down with the rest of us eleven hours
ago, but we were due to eturn an hour ago and she
hasnd turned up for the shuttle. 6

fls that unusual?06

fives, maam. Very.0

fiMight she be sleeping off a drunk? Or too busy
in the local joy-house to notice the time?0 Rallya
suggested the two most common reasons for
overstaying a liberty, although Sajan had not
seemed that irresponsible a woman.

fWe&e checked the joyhouse. She hasi@ been
there. And wedie checking all the bars now,0 Hajolir
said. AiThe last time anybody saw her was eight



hours ago. That was in one of the shopson the
north edge of town, looking at cloth. 0

Rallya frowned. AShopkeeper see her leave®

fiShe says so. And tha® the respectable side of
town, the dirtsiders tell me. 0

Hajolir had obviously run out of ideas, was
hoping for guidance. Rallya swore and dropped her
feet to the ground.

fif she turns up drunk, or tumbling, Hajolir, I &
have your ears to make my next wristbands. And
hers to make the neckband,0 she threatened. fiThis
is not how | planned to spend my liberty. Go find
every webber able to stand, including the ones who
are currently horizontal. | want them here within
thirty minutes. Refer any arguments to me.0 She
glanced at the position of the sun. iWe&e two hours
left of good light 6 wedl sweep the town. Every
street, every alleyway, everypublic building. 6 She
watched him dash off, relieved that the
responsibility for finding Sajan was no longer his.
fiHell, if my liberty is going to be ruined, so is
everybody els&s,0she muttered angrily.

Thirty minutes later there was a crowd of
webbers blocking the main street and an irate
leader of the local peaceforce complaining that
Rallya was not going through the right channels.
Rallya spared him enough time to inform him that
Sajan was a webber; bat the right channels were
the webbers waiting for instructions; and that he
could either shut up and keep out of the way, or
make some constructive suggestions about what
might have happened to Sajan in his town. He
made a few more noises of protest, then suggested
that they start their sweep on the west side of town,
which was not quite as respectable as the rest.



It was forty minutes before Lilimya & group found
Sajan® body. She had been dragged to the end of an
alley and covered with the refuse from the eating-
house that backed onto it from the main street. She
had been stabbed once in the back, the knife
nowhere close by, and robbed of everything she had
been carrying. Naturally, nobody in the eating-
house had seen anything or heard anything.
Natural ly, the leader of the peaceforce was aghast
that a webber had been murdered, would make
every effort to bring the killer to justice. Rallya cut
through his platitudes, told him curtly that the
other members of Sajan® Three would be in touch
to make arrangements for disposal of the body and
left him to mouth his apologies to Hajolir, who had
no choice but to stay.

Back in the bar, she bought herself a drink of
Jalset®& firewater, then one for Lilimya, who
wandered up with Fadir in tow and no inclination
to drift on. The main street was full of webbers in
angry groups. Rallya watched them carefully, alert
for any sign that they might vent their anger on
local people or property. It would not be the first
time it happened.

fiLilimya, go back to the shuttleground and call
Commander Noromi, 0 she ordered. iiTell him that |
said to cancel all liberty throughout the convoy and
recall existing liberty parties at once. Fadir, you
stay here, in case | need a runner. Or are you too
drunk to run? 0

fiNo, ma@m,0 he saidindignantly.

fiGood. What are you waiting for, Lilimya? o

fiONn my way, ma@am!o

Rallya watched her go. fFifteen minutes, then
wedl spread the good newsp she told Fadir
absently. AiDo you want a beer®d



fiNo, thank you, ma@m.o

fiHave one anyway. It might stop you fidgeting.o
She bought the beer from a anxiouslooking owner.
fiDon& worry, 6 she told him drily. fAYours is the
safest bar on the street, with me in it.0 It did not
seem to reassure him.

fiDo you think there will be trouble, ma @m?0
Fadir asked nervously.

fiThere already has beeng Rallya reminded him.
fEmperors, if you&e got enough sense to stay out of
dark alleys with strangers 8 and I6n assuming you
haved then Sajan should have known better too!0

It was not only the waste of it that angered
Rallya, it was the stupidity. Sajan was a veteran,
with as much experience as the party of webbers
who had found her body all taken together. It was
sheer negligence to let a dirtsider kill her so easily.

fit didn @ look as if she@ put up a fight, did it,
ma@m?0 Fadir ventured.

Rallya looked at him sharply; she had not
realized he had seen the body. It explained why he
was so pale.fDifficult to put up a fight when you &e
been stabbed in the backp she commented.

Fadir flushed. fivyes, maa m, kut é

fiGo on. I&e nothing better to do with my ears
than listen to you.o

fWouldn@ she have known better than to let
somebody come up behind her like that?

Rallya shrugged. fives. If she had been sober. If
she hadnd been distracted by somebody else. If she
hadné@ been with somebody she thought she could
trust. 0 She finished her drink, gestured at Fadir®
untouched beer. fiif you want that, drink up before
we round everybody up and get them out of hereo

She watched him drink, realizing that for Fadir,
Jalset® World would be memorable, the place he



had seen his first dead body. It was faintly annoying
that she could not remember where she had had the
same experience, and that she suspected she would
forget about Jalset& World as easily.

fiYoudve done all right today, Fadir,0 she told him
roughly. fiDon& spoil it by growing roots in that
seato



Conversation at Peace -force Headquarters,
Jalset & World

fivou know it has to be another webber, and | know it

has to be another webber, but we al never get the
Convoy Com mander to agree. According to him, there
isnd a single member of the Guild who @ give another

webber a bloody nose, let alone stab one in the back.
Their precious Oath doesn G allowit. 0

fiwhy are we wasting our time worrying about it? If
the murderer is aboard one of the ships, that & the
Guild & problem, not ours. 0

fiWe have to arrest somebody, to keep the Guild
happy. Especially now, with this damned Outsider
trouble. I f they decide® to stop the

fiThey can G. Half the Imperial Court uses
blissd ream. 0

fiThey @ find something to replace it quickly enough,
and if they didn @, the Guild wouldn & care. Listen, we
didn G arrest Chalir until the day after the webber was
killed, did we? ©

fiNo. 0

fiTalk to him. Persuade him to confess to killing the
webber as well as his partner, and concoct a believable
story to pass on to the Convoy Commander. o}

fiwhat do | offer Chalir? 0

fiwhatever it takes. 0

254/5043
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Joshim hid a smile as Churi ran out of words and
resorted to enthusiastic but imprecise gestures to
complete his answer.

fiYoudve worked hard at that since your last
assessmentphe said instead.

fives, sir. Although | didna really understand it
until Rafe explained about compound feedback.
Once | understood that, the rest was simple. Well,



easier0 Churi corrected himself. At wasnd that
Rafe® explanation was better than yours0 he
added, belatedly remembering the two hours that
Joshim had spent explaining the same subject to
him. Alt just made more sense to meo

Joshim did smile at that. fiHave you explored the
mathematics of it yet?0he asked.

fiNo, sir. Rafe said | should concentrate on
getting the ideas right first. 0

fWwhen youde ready to try the maths, tell me and
I8l start you off. Or ask Rafe, if you want.o

fldl do that, sir. 0

Churi had moved forward to the edge of his seat
in nervous anticipation of Joshim & verdict. A
Webmaster® assessment was always an ordddor a
junior in training, and particularly so when they
had done badly in their last assessment, as Churi
had. A consistently poor performance could cost a
junior their berth aboard Bhattya, or in an extreme
case their web. A webber had to have an instirctive
understanding of the way the web worked, of its
possibilities and limitations, of the consequences of
their actions within it. Without that instinct, they
might think when there was no time to think, or act
when action was the worst choice they could make.
Few webbers were born with the instinct, but all of
them had to acquire it or lose their place in the web,
and Joshim was the final judge aboard Bhattya of
who had it and who did not.

fiyouve made good progress this quarter year)
Joshim said encouragingly. fEspecially since youve
learned that there are no shortcuts.o

Churi relaxed visibly. fAYes, sir. | think it&
because Rafe has helped me a lot, particularly when
wede in the web.o



Rafe had plenty of time to spare in the web,
Joshim thought unhappily as Churi left, time he
would not have if he were allowed to take the key
position again. That decision would have to be
reviewed soon, before Rafé@ brevet promotion was
made substantive; no ship could have a Firstd or
any senior 8 barred from the key-position. And
without any new evidence, Joshim did not know
how he could reverse his decision.

It did not help that Rafe would not discuss the
matter. He had referred to it once & obliquely &
since Joshim had imposed the restriction, when he
asked for permission to fit some training sessions
into their shared web-shift, the training sessions
which had helped Churi so much. The irony was
that it took a high degree of web-skill to combine
the number two position in the web with a teaching
role without disturbing the work of the active team.
By giving permission, Joshim was showing a rare
level of confidence in Rafe, and deflecting questions
from the rest of the web-room about the restriction
placed upon him. Which was probably one reason
why Rafe had suggested it.

Saluéd&amai would never have had this problem,
Joshim thought ruefully. She would have followed
her gut feeling, certain that it was the voice of her
Goddess prompting her; no conflicts for her
between duty and desire. A direct link to a deity was
an advantage best appreciated when it had been
lost; prayers, to which the answers were unclear or
unrecognized, were a poor substitute which so far
had produced no solution to Joshim& dilemma. Or
if they had, it was not the solution that Joshim
hoped for and so he had not seen it. That was
another problem with prayers: it was permissible to
pray for what you wanted, but what you got was



what the gods wanted, and there was no guarantee
that the two would coincide. And if the gods had no
interest in your problem, you got nothing, not even
an indication that it was yours alone to deal with.

The door alert sounded, reminding Joshim of
another problem, one which had been wished on
him by the assignment clerks and 6 as far as he
knew & not by any higher authority. Elanis was
punctual to the second, not out of simple good
manners but from his policy of investing the exact
minimum of effort necessary to escape criticism
from his seniors. He had been given ample time to
realize that it was not an approach that would be
tolerated aboard Bhattya ; he had failed to change
it, so now he was due for a warning. Unless he
produced an acceptable explanation, Joshim
reminded himself scrupulously.

fiyou wanted to see me, sird Elanis bowed as he
stepped through the door.

fiYes. Sit down, pleased Formality was the right
note for this interview; Elanis would respect
nothing else.

fiThank you.o Elanis sat back in the chair, either
not nervous or hiding it well.

fl talk to every new member of the web-room
after they&e had some time to settle in, about their
work and their adjustment to a new ship. Most
Webmasters do, so youl have been through similar
interviews before.o

fivyes, siro

fAre you satisfied with your work in the web?0
Elanis®& chance to make his excuses, if & had any.

fiYes, sir, quite satisfied.0

fiyoude not aware that there have been
complaints about it? 0



fiNo, sir. May | ask who has complained, and on
what grounds?0

fiSeveral members of the webroom have
expressed doubts about your commitment, both in
the web and out of it. | believe that they discussed
the problem with you before coming to me because
they were unhappy with your response.o

Elanis shrugged. fildn not accustomed to being
criticized by juniors with less experience than me.o

fiThey may have less experience, but theywe
entitled to an opinion about your performance, and
to more respect from you than they received0
Joshim said sharply. fiTheir opinion is shared by
the two seniors who web with you regularly, and
confirmed by my own observations. Your work is
not satisfactory.o

filn what respect?0

fiYoude lazy, youde inconsiderate, and you
overestimate yourself,0 Joshim told him bluntly.
fiYou expose the rest of your webshift to needless
risk.o

fiMy previous Webmasters had no complaints,0
Elanis said stiffly.

fl can see that from your record.0 See it, but not
understand it, Joshim added silently. fBhattya &
requirements are more stringent than the
requirements of a surveyship or a passenger carrier.
If you feel unable to meet them, you should
consider a transfer to a less demanding bertho

fils this a formal warning? o

fiveso Joshim had not intended to make it
formal, but it was plain that an informal warning
would have no effect. iYou have the right to enter a
defence into your record, if you wish.o

fif a formal warning goes into my record, | shall
certainly enter a defence0 Elanis said calmly.



fAlthough it would be better for both of us if
neither entry were made. And for Rafe.0

fin the face of statements from every member of
Bhattya & web-room who has complained about
you, an accusation of undue influence is not going
to be much of a defence for you, or a problem for
Rafe and meo Joshim said softly. fivou have the
right to know that | will be entering an account of
this conversation in your record, in support of my
existing request for your transfer out of my web-
room. | am also giving you formal warning that, if
there is no lasting improvement in your work
starting with your next web -shift, you will be barred
from my web for wilful negligence.0

fiyou would certainly regret that,0 Elanis said
smoothly. fl have friends who would make sure
that you did. 0

fiYou could be pillow-friend to the entire Guild
Council without gaining enough influence to get a
Webmaster removed from their ship, 6 Joshim said
scornfully.

fEnter that warning in my record, or bar me from
the web, and youdl never be anything but the
Webmaster of a passedover patrolship,0 Elanis
sneered. fiNo Guildhall berth when your web starts
to fail you. No future at all. 0

fiTthe warning stands,0 Joshim told him icily.
fiyou may enter your defence when you wish. |
suggest you also submit a request for a voluntary
move, if you do not want your record sullied with a
compulsory transfer. And if your work does not
improve immediately, the charge of wilful
negligence will also be entered and you will be
barred from the web.0

fiYou will regret this,0 Elanis promised.

fiYyou may go nowo



So that was the explanation for Elanis®
blameless record, Joshim thought angrily as the
door closed. Influence, or the threat of it. Rafe had
suggested as much when he commented on
Avannya & failure to get rid of the lazy aristo. How
close to retirement from the web had Avannya &
Webmaster been, and how intent on getting a
Guildhall berth? Close enough to worry about
Elanis® threats, probably, and close enough to
dread a future outside the Guild.

Joshim called Elanis® record onto his screen and
started to word the new entry. The record of their
conversation had to be made at once, while his
memory of it was still fresh, and to defer the
warning, even for a few hours, would be seen by
Elanis as a sign of weakness. He was determined
that the arrogant junior would not have the
pleasure of even a few seconds mistaken triumph.

One thing influence could not achieve was the
alteration of a webber® record; once made,
Joshim®& entry would haunt Elanis until he retired.
It would not stop him getting a berth as a junior;
only a judgement that he was totally unfit to web
could do that. However, it would make it diff icult
for him to get a prime berth and impossible to gain
promotion to senior. Unless, of course, he set his
friends to work on the problem, but if he had
enough influence to get himself a senior& berth, he
would already have done so. It was doubtful that
there was enough influence anywhere in the Twin
Empires to get Elanis promoted to senior, Joshim
decided cynically.

The door alert sounded again, quickly followed
by Vidar& head around the door, his red hair still
damp from his shift in the web.

fiBusy?



Joshim shook his head. iiJust let me finish this. 0
He added his identity-code and stored the record,
remembering to grant temporary access to Elanis
so that he could enter his defence.

fiA good morning, from the way Churi is grinning
from ear to ear,0 Vidar commented, dropping into
the empty chair and putting his feet up on Joshim &
desk.

fiHe did well, and so did Magred.o

fiBut not Elanis?0

fHave a look at his record.0

fl ¥e been watching you update ito

Joshim was not surprised. An observer from
outside Bhattya & web-room might be fooled by
Vidar& pretense to be interested only in sex and
ship systems, but there was nothing that went on in
the web-room that he did not make his business.
And nothing that he and Rallya would not bet on.

fWho won?0he asked.

Vidar laughed. fil did. Rallya said youdl think you
had to be gentle with him because Rafe doesi like
him. Idn looking forward to collecting when she
comes back from the escort Commander$
conference 0

Joshim grunted irritably. fiShe deserves to dse if
she doesréi know me better than that. 0

fiTrue.o Vidar dropped his feet off the desk. fit& a
pity you didn & make a reck of the interview.o

fivyou think 18 need one? Joshim asked in
surprise.

fl@ be happier if you had one o

fiElanis probably thinks bedding one member of
the Guild Council once counts as influence®Joshim
said drily.

fiYou arend worried? 0



fiHowever much influence he® got, In safe until
| retire from the web. Or until the other members of
Bhattya & Three throw me out,0 Joshim teased.

fwhich | woné@ do, and Rallya won& do, and
Rallya®& successor woid do,0 Vidar prophesied
slyly.

fiRallya will be with us for years yet.0

fiHow many years? | may be Captain and not
Webmaster, but | can tell when somebody& reflexes
are slowing. She isnd the webber she was ten years
ago, Joshim.0

fiNone of us ared

fiBut youde thinking ahead to Rallya®&
replacement,o Vidar guessed.fiwhy else were you so
choosy about our new First? Youal never been so
difficult to please before.o

fiPure lust?0Joshim suggested.

Vidar made a rude noise.fiThat came later.0

Joshim knew that Vidar would press until he got
the answer he was certain was there.fiThe thought
of Rallya& retirement did cross my mind. | haven &
discussed it with her though, 6 he warned.

fiSo how long®

fiFive yearso Joshim said reluctantly. Vidar had
the information and the experience to work it out
for himself. irthat® my best guess. | caG be more
accurate without doing a full recalibration. 0

fAnd you cand do that without telling her why,
and the resultant explosion would breach the hull, 6
Vidar said sympathetically. fiHave you heard the
rumours that she wond get a station post?

fiYes, before | joined Bhattya . Rumours that she
wond get a station post, that Bhattya is down on
somebody& hate-list, that nobody from Bhattya &
Three has ever risen highero Joshim shrugged. fAlf
it& true, she must have made some powerful



enemies. Forty years is a long time to keep a
vendetta going.0

fWould Rallya make any other kind of enemy?0
Vidar said in amusement.

fiwell, if 1 damned already, it& one more
reason not to be scared of Elanisd Joshim frowned,
remembering something the junior had said. fiHe&
certainly heard the rumours. Called Bhattya a
passedover patrolship. 0

Vidar stroked his moustache with one finger
thoughtfully. fwWe could beo he remarked. fiOnly
one assignment to the Disputed Zone in forty
years? Never assigned to the Imperial Zone? With
our reputation, we could expect a few of the
prestige assignments to come our wayo

Joshim raised his eyebrows. iDo you want to
fight in the Disputed Zone?0 he challenged. fiOr to
do ceremonial escort duty for the Old Emperor&
favourite aristos?0

fiNo more than you do. Which is why | approve of
your choice of Rallya®& replacement.0 Vidar smiled
widely. fiNobody is going to give an Oath-breaker
any prestige assignments. Just the hard and
necessary jobs, the ones we get now.

fiyoude making a lot of assumptions,0 Joshim
warned.

fJustified assumptions, 0 Vidar said smugly. fiYou
can@ convince me that you dond want Rafe as our
next Commander. I&e no objections, and hell never
get a better offer. The only question is whether
Elanis can stop the Council from ratifying his
promotion to Commander. 0

Joshim scowled. iHe didnd threaten Rafe, not
after the initial accusation of undue influence. o

fiDoesnd know how vulnerable Rafe is,0 Vidar
suggestedd f he fonds out é



fiThe Council has never refused to ratify a
promotion into a Three, 0 Joshim pointed out. fBlue
hell would break out if they did. The autonomy of
each Three is one of the foundations of the Guild.
Nobody is going to jeopardize that for the sake of
Elanis® spite. And if Elanis has any influence worth
having, what& he doing aboard a passedover
patrolship anyway?0

il wonder if Rallya made the same sort of
misjudgement when she made her enemiesp Vidar
commented.

fiKnowing Rallya, she knew exactly what she was
doing and went ahead out of sheer stubbornnesso

Vidar put his head back and laughed. fiMaybe.
Going to ask her adviceabout protecting your back,
and Rafe®?0

fwithout mentioning that | én worried about
Rafe® promotion to Commander?0

fiDifficult, © Vidar conceded. iDoes Rafe know
youdve got his career planned for him?20

fWe havend discussed it.0

fiHe® no fool. Hedl have guessedd Vidar
predicted.

fHis brevet rank has to be made substantive
before anything else can happen¢ Joshim said
heavily.

fiElanis wond have time to prevent that,0 Vidar
objected. fiThe approval will be ready by the time
we get back to Aramas. All it will need is our
signatures.o

fiTrue.o

Vidar looked quizzically at Joshim. AiWhat& the
problem?0

Joshim sighed. fiThe problem is, | don& know if
there is a problem.o



fiBut you think there may be. Any connection
with swapping Rafe® web-shift and keeping him
out of the key-position? ¢ Vidar asked shrewdly.

fiYeso Joshim hesitated, knowing he had to ask
but not wanting to hear the wrong answer, which
was why he had not asked before.ATell me, when
you were in the web with him while we were in
combat with that raider, did you notice anything
0dd?0

fAbout Rafe® performance? Apart from the fact
that he handled himself like a veteran, no.o

fiNo sign that his concentration was disturbed?0

Vidar shook his head. fiNot a thing, and | was
watching him damned closely. It& not too
comforting, going into combat with somebody in
the key-position who& never been in combat
before.0 He frowned. fHad he been in combat
before?0

fit & possibled Joshim said cautiously. fAfter he
came out of the shub, he was as siclas a first-timer
through jump. It might have been caused by the
conditioning that goes with identity -wipe.0

fWhatever it was didnd hit him until he came out
of the web,0Vidar said positively. fl was monitoring
him so closely | was almost inside him. Emperors, |
was monitoring him so closely | probably was
inside him, 0he said sheepishly.

Joshim tutted automatic disapproval. Shadowing
somebody in the web so closely that you
experienced everything they felt and did was
dangerous. At best, it could damagetheir control.
At worst, with the potential that it introduced for
circular feedback, it could cause permanent burn-
out of both webbers involved.

fl dond think he registered that | was doing it, 0
Vidar volunteered. fiAnd 1dn not good enough to



shadow perfectly. If 1 didn @ disturb him, nothing
else would.0

fl hope not.0 Joshim chewed his lip. Vidar®
comments were encouraging, but they were not
conclusive.

fif he were any other First who@ never been in a
patrolship before, you@ be watching him carefully
but youd let him take the key-position, 0 Vidar said
reasonably. fiEspecially when he®& sharing a web
shift with you. There & nobody better qualified to
take control if anything does go wrong. And he®
one of the best webbers in Bhattya & web-room.
Almost as good as you or Rallya. H& wasted as a
permanent number two. 0

Al know, 0 Joshim acknowledged. Rafes skill in
the web was a delight. He did not have Rallyas
innate talent, which made her such a poor teacher
and a demanding key because she suipnsciously

expected others to find webbing as easy as she did.

Rafe® skill was learned, and polished carefully and
continually; he knew how to pass it on, and how to
use it to get the best from others. It was rare to find
that in somebody with only ten years experience,
and a crime to waste it,

fiYou wonda get an definite answer by keeping him
out of the key-position, 0 Vidar pointed out. fYoudl
always be wondering.0

fiSo | should let him take the key-position and
wait for him to fold in the middle o f combat?0
Joshim argued. iJust to get a definite answer?

Vidar tugged at his earring. fivoude not
restricting Rallya, and you know that now
deterioration has started, there® always a chance
that her web will fail without warning during
combat. If youde worried about Rafe, shouldnd you
be equally worried about Rallya?0 he countered.

but é



fiThe chance of sudden web failure in Rallya®
current condition is negligible. 0

fiyou cand be sure of that until you do a full
recalibration. 0

fif there had been any major change, Rallya
would have mentioned it. She may be wilful , but
she isnd irresponsible. 6

Vidar conceded the truth of that with a gesture
that made his collection of gold bracelets clink
together. Al still think you &e wrong about Rafe,0 he
insisted. fiEven if there is a risk, wouldnd it have
been greatest the first time he was in combat? He
survived that, and he® aware of the danger now. It
can only get safero

fiNot if the conditioning is set to get stronger if
it& ignored.0

fif they wanted him to keep out of combat, they
would have conditioned him against taking a berth
on a patrolship, not faffed around making him a
liability in the web if he did. 6 Vidar shook his head
in mock despair. iYou cand even be sure it was the
conditioning that made him sick. When | was a
junior, we had a Commander of ten yearsdstanding
who still threw up every time he came out of the
web after combat. Nobody dreamed of barring him
from the key-position. 0

When he was exasperated, Vidar had a lot in
common with Rallya, Joshim realized fondly. But
not so much that he thought he could make the
Webmaster®& decisions for him, thank the gods.

fil @ decide one way or the other before we start
on the in-bound run, he promised.

fiNo, you wond. You might change your mind and
let him back into the key-position, but you won &
make a decision0



fWould you explain to me the difference between
making a decision and changing my mind?0

fif you change your mind, it will be for the wrong
reasons and you worh be able to stop worrying
about it. I f yoou make a deci si

@it wild.l be for tdhbehappy ght r e
with it? 0 Joshim concluded. AwWell, if that® the
difference, 1&n not in a position to make a decision.
Only to change my mind.o

Vidar shook his head firmly. fiYou shouldn try
so hard to be the perfect Webmasterp he said, not
unsympathetically.

fiMaybe not.0 Joshim twisted his ring around his
finger. At would be simpler if 1 were just his
Webmaster. Loving dkeapthas wel |
two things separate.0

fiDond try, 0 Vidar said crisply. fit doesné& work.
You cand be a Webmaster without being influenced
by your personal feelings. Your instincts about
people are as accurate as any measurement of their
performance that you can make.0

fiEven if | care about somebody so much that |
dare not trust my judgement about him? 0

fivyour judgement about Rafe is fine. What®
wrong is your judgement about yourself. You think
that youde being objective about Rafe, but you
arend. Youde letting your fear of being biased in his
favour push you too far in the opposite direction,
into a choice you know is wrong.0 Vidar leaned
forward. fAdmit it, Joshim. If you really believed
that he was an unacceptable risk in combat, he
wouldn @ be in the web at all, would he?

Joshim hesitated. fAProbably not,0 he conceded at
last.

fiSo why didna you ban him from the web?06 Vidar
insisted.



Joshim glared across his desk.fBecause it wasri
necessaryp he admitted. fAnd because | didnd want
to,0he added defiantly.

fif it was necessary, would youhave done it

fives. | would.o

That answer, unexpectedly easy, freed a tangle of
doubts. Making it and knowing it to be true, Joshim
could look clearly at the decision he had made
about Rafe and recognize that it had been a
mistake. Not just for all the reasons that Vidar had
argued, but also for the simpler and more
important reason that he had not made it as
Webmaster, as he had deceived himself that he had.
He had made it as Rafés lover, swayed by Rafé&
distress and by his own guilt about the Oath-
Breaking that he had proposed into doing
something & anything & to ease the tension
between them. Something that made him feel that
he had not abandoned his duty as Webmaster, so
long as he did not examine it too closely.

No wonder the gods had not responded to his
prayers: he had been asking for a solution to the
wrong problem, to a problem that only existed in
his head. Or had they responded, by whispering in
Vidar& ear? Joshim smiled at the thought of the
reaction he would get if he asked Vidar whether he
had received any divine guidance recently.

fiAt least 1n not the only fool involved, 0 he
realized ruefully. fiRafe would have argued the ears
off any other Webmaster over this, but he hasnd
said a word about it to me.0

Vidar sat back contentedly. fiToo honourable to
take advantage of his position in your bed? he
teased.

fANnd in my affections,d Joshim corrected good-
naturedly.



Too honourable to risk talking me into another
form of Oath-breaking, letting him in the key -
position against my better judgement, he added
privately. That was not a subject he could discuss
with Vidar, in spite of the friendship they shared,
but it was something he had to discuss with Rafe,
now that Vidar had bullied him into seeing sense.

fiThanks, Vidar,0he said quietly.

fiBuy me a drink when wede dirtside.0 Vidar
grinned. iBring Rafe along. He can buy me one
t00.0

* % %

fAh, Rafe.0 Noromi welcomed him to Meremir &
web-room with a curt nod. ARallya not with you?0

fiShe® outside, talking with Commander Erelna,
Sir.0

fExpects us all to wait for her, | supposep
Noromi complained. fFind her difficult to work
with, do you?0

fiNot particularly, sir. 0

fiNot likely to say if you did, in your position. 0
Noromi  chuckled  knowingly. fiOught to
congratulate you on your success agmst that
raider. Mostly the result of luck, of course, but still
a creditable effort. 0He patted Rafe® shoulder.

Rafe contrived a brief smile and moved out of
easy range of another pat.fl don& underestimate
the value of luck, sir.0

fiDon&@ overestimate it either,06 Noromi warned.
fit& no substitute for hard work and thorough
planning. 0

fiNo, sir, but it & often the thing that makes the
hard work worthwhile. 6



fRallya told you that, | suppose?0 Noromi shook
his head disapprovingly. fiTake my advice, Rafe
Dond believe everything she tells you. Just because
she relies on luck doesrt mean you can do the
same. Hard work and proper training, that & what it
takes to get anywhereo

fl couldn@& hope for better training than | @n
receiving from Commander Rallya,0 Rafe said
bluntly. The clumsiness of the approach was an
insult and the envy behind it irritated him. At least
she knows the difference between luck and skillphe
added unkindly.

fiOne fluke success doesti make you a
Commander,0 Noromi said, offended. fivou@ do
well to remember that instead of aping Rallya®&
arrogance.0

There were worse things to ape, Rafe decided as
Noromi stalked off. Like a pedestrian Commander
who could not make an direct approach to a First
that he wanted to poach from another ship. Noromi
should never have been given overall responsibility
for the convoy; Rafe had learned that from the
conference at Aramas. It was a formula for missed
opportunities, for slavish adherence to the tactics
that Noromi had personally proven successful. He
was not incompetent, Rafe conceded honestly, but
he lacked initiative.

Rallya was the obvious candidate for Convoy
Commander, which was one reason why Noromi
was jealous of her, but she would have refused the
job if it had been offered, and her reputation was so
formidable that Commander Maisa would not dare
order her to take it. Rallya would refuse
Commander Maisa® job if it were offered, Rafe
decided as she entered the webroom and paused to
greet Noromi. Too much routine work involved and



too many people to deal with who were not
webbers, people who had to be coaxed instead of
bullied.

fiNoromi informs me that you Ge impertinent, 0
Rallya announced as she joined Rafe.

fl expect so, maam. I&n surprised that he® so
eager for me to join Meremir .0

fiBlinded by your more obvious attractions, 0 she
said scornfully. AOr hasnd heard about your
dubious past yet. How does it feel to be in demand
for once?0

fit& your reflected glory that makes the
difference,0 Rafe retaliated.

Rallya laughed. fiSit down and bask in it,0 she
advised, relaxing into the nearest seat and closing
her eyes.fiWake me up when the farce is overd

Noromi & uninspired plans for the in-bound run,
a reprise of the out-bound run but in the opposite
direction, aroused Rafe® old intolerance of a task
performed barely adequately. It had been wise to
keep all the patrolships with the convoy when the
cargoships were heavily loaded and unable to move
fast, but now that they were capable of some speed,
it was wasteful to repeat the tactic. Even Bhattya &
limited roving commission was only confirmed by
Noromi as a bow to the inevitable.

Rallya sat throughout with closed eyes, as if
intolerably bored with the proceedings. Clearly, she
had no more intention of arguing with Noromi than
had either of the other Commanders present, but at
least they had the excuse of lack of seniority. Wake
me up, she had decreed; in a flood of devilment,
Rafe resolved to do exactly that.

fAny questions?0 Noromi asked ritually at the
end of his presentation.



fives, sirpRafe said, violating the convention that
the Commandersdshadows never spoke.

Noromi was disconcerted, but signalled for Rafe
to continue.

fil dn not quite sure what the point of it all is, sir, 0
Rafe said. Peripherally, he saw Rallya sit further
down in her seat. No support from her then, but no
interference either.

fiThe point?0 Noromi repeated. AThe point is
obvious.0 He moved to cancel the displays he had
created.

fiNot to me, sir,0Rafe said imperturbably.

fiThe point, 0 Noromi said acidly, fis to deliver the
cargoships safely to Aramas station. | would have
thought that was obvious to a half-wit. 0

fl see, sir. Is that all, sir?0

fAII? Isnd that enough?0

fArend our orders to ensure safe delivery of the
convoy and to gather intelligence about the
Outsiders?0

Noromi choked. AYoude impertinent, dhe accused
repetitively.

fiProbably, sir,0 Rafe agreed cheerfully. fiYou
haven& answered my question.0

Noromi looked around for support, received
none from Rallya or from the other Commanders,
and was forced to fall back on his own resources to
regain control of the meeting.

fiBefore you reach command rank, which is
extremely unlikely on the basis of today& dismal
showing, you will realize that orders are rarely
meant to be interpreted literally, 0 he told Rafe
sententiously. fUntil then, your best course of
action is to remain silent and learn from your
betters.o

fiThen youd explain your interpretation, sir? 0



Noromi sought inspiration from the bulkhead
above him, and received it.

fiPerhaps youll like to explain yours,0 he
suggested maliciously. fiAnd the way it should be
put it into practice. ® He made a grandiloquent
gesture of invitation. AThe meeting is yours.0

AiThank you, sir,0Rafe said happily.

fiSome people never larn,0 Rallya commented,
opening her eyes for the first time.

Rafe wiped Noromi& displays, leaving only the
plot of the direct route back to Aramas. Turning to
face his audience, he wondered for a moment
whether he was about to make a fool of himself. It
was a familiar uncertainty and he grinned, the grin
which always persuaded his audience of his
confidence. An internal alarm flickered and he
muted it hastily, helped by the blatant expectation
of his coming failure on Noromi & face.

His ideas took shape as he transferred them to
the displays, his uncertainty and the nagging of his
conditioning fading as he did so. He laid down the
simple elements first, the measures to ensure the
safety of the convoy. The aim of the Outsiders was
to steal ships, not destroy them, so group the
cargoships in a fast, tight formation. Their
combined mass shadow would be protection
against a ship being snatched without warning in
the wake of a raider& jump; a tractor beam would
have to be used to drag them free first.

The patrolships were at their slowest and most
vulnerable in a turn, so keep them at the rear of the
convoy, poised to run down on a raider
approaching from any direction. The raider & need
to use a tractor beam would grant the time the
patrolships required.



The cargoships were lightly armed but not
shielded, so order them not to open fire unless fired
upon, nor to attempt to block a raider & escape
route. Under no circumstances were they to break
formation or reduce speed without permission.

The patrolships were not to fire upon a raider
unless a cargoship would otherwise be lost. A
damaged patrolship was a greater danger to the
convoy®& safety than a fleeing raider. If a raider was
about to jump alone, let it go. If possible, ride on its
wake, take a full spectrum sensor recording of its
arrival point and jump back at once through the
same hole before it faded. Themanoeuvre was not
compulsory, Rafe stressed drily; it was an option
open to a ship with the right team in the web. It
would be useful to know where the raiders jumped
to, but not at the risk of losing a patrolship.

The point of greatest danger would be the jump
from the Jalset system into the Aramas system; two
patrolships would go ahead to secure the arrival
point. But they would not travel with t he convoy.
Once the cargoships were taking their share of the
responsibility for their own safety, two patrolships
would form an adequate escort from Jalset®& world
to the departure point. The other two would be free
to carry out the second part of their orders: to
gather intelligence about the Outsiders.

The Jalset systen® nearest neighbour was an
uninhabited binary system. Uninhabited, and with
the multiplicity of major jump points that any
binary system had; an ideal system for the raiders
to route through. Two patrolships would leave
within a planetary day to seed that system with
recording drones, set to monitor jump flares, before
jumping on to Aramas. The drones would be
collected during the next convoy® turnaround. If



the raiders were passing that way, the recordings
would reveal it, the first pointer for the diplomats
and the historians to the origin of the Outsiders. If
the records were blank, then the drones could be
reused in another system.

It would have been too insulting to Noromi to ask
for questions at the end of the presentation, too
likely to undo any good that had been done.
Instead, Rafe gave the audience a hesitant,
expecting-to-be-corrected look and waited for their
reaction. Equally tactfully & or, on Rallya®& part,
maliciously & the other Commanders waited for
Noromi to speak first.

fiThere®& a lot you haveri considered,0 he said
grudgingly. fHow would you persuade the
cargoships to agree to their share, for example®

fit would have to be explained to them by the
right person,0 Rafe told him. ASomebody they
already trust with their safety. 0

fiHe means, not by an upstart First,0 Rallya said
helpfully. Her face was expressionless but Rafe
suspected she was enjoying herself.

fl should think not, 6 Noromi grunted. He stood
up and studied the displays closely.fiYour manners
leave a lot to be desired, young manQ he
pronounced, fbut you&e done quite well for a first
attempt. The idea about jumping after the raiders is
too risky, of course. The kind of crazy idea we all
have when webe young. But there are elements of
this we may be able to used

* % %

Rallya glared at the list on her screen: texts from
her library that Rafe had accessed since joining
Bhattya, and not one of them dealt with convoy



tactics. Wherever he had learnt the basis of today&
performance, it had not been there.

It was not, she reflected irritably, that he had
come up with anything of startling originality. The
organisation of a convoy with a limited escort was
standard enough, and the seeding of the binary
system with recording drones was an obvious use of
a spare patrolship or two. The interest lay in the
way he had put it together, jumping from the fact
that the raiders had never destroyed a cargoship to
the conclusion that the convoy would be as safe
with tw o escorts as it was with four, and using that
to create the spare patrolships that Maisa
perpetually lacked.

And it had taken real skill, she credited him
jealously, to trap Noromi into allowing him to
speak. It was not a ploy that would work twice, but
as she had remarked to Joshim in another context,
once was usually enough. It was certainly more
success than Rallya had had in years with Noromi,
who spent more energy in avoiding her opinions
than he did in forming his own.

Inevitably, Rafe® plan had suvived Noromi &
review unscathed, and Noromi was disgustingly
pleased with it. By the time the convoy returned to
Aramas station, it would have become Noromi&
plan and Rafe& name would not be mentioned in
his report to Maisa. Rallya grinned wickedly, sorry
that she would not be there when the rumour about
Rafe® Oath-breaking reached Noromi.

It would be instructive to learn where that
rumour had started. Rallya had had it from Erelna,
Commander of Corir, just before the conference.
Erelna had had it from a junior in her web-room,
who had had it from an unknown junior from a
cargoship during shared liberty time. There would



be no tracing it back to its source, even if there was
time to try before Bhattya left orbit.

It would also be instructive to learn i f Rafe knew
about it yet. He had chosen an opportune time to
display his talent. Had that been luck, or the
knowledge that he needed to shine? When the
rumour reached Bhattya & web-room, if it had not
done so already, he would need every scrap of good
will that he could muster. Emperors knew, seeding
an uninhabited system with drones was only
marginally less boring than convoy escort duty, but
to arrive at that viewpoint took forty years of
experience. Most of Bhattya & web-room would be
delighted with the news, and impressed to learn
that Rafe was responsible.

Well timed or not, there was something that
bothered her about Rafe®& performance at the
conference, Rallya realized. Not the cynical asides
to his audience, about the Courts urgent need for
blissdream or the overwhelming gratitude that they
might earn from the diplomats if things went well;
every patrolship Commander shared that cynicism
about the results of their work. Nor the smoothness
with which he had presented a plan which there
had been no time, no reason, to think through
beforehand; Rallya had had plenty of examples of
him thinking on his feet.

No, it was the sheer confidence with which he
had led them through his ideas. Rallya could
recognize fake confidence and she could recognize
the real thing. This had been real, somebody sure of
what they were saying, accustomed to being
listened to and heeded. It was the understated
confidence that only came with experience; as she
had thought when he destroyed the raider, she was
seeing more than raw talent in Rafe. It was an



intriguing conundrum: how much could a junior
with maybe a year® experience have learned, even
from the most expert of teachers? And, since the
answer was less than Rafe knew, how much
experience had he had when they identity-wiped
him?

Damn Sajan for getting herself killed before
Rallya could ask her again about Buhklir. About
how young he had looked when she knew him, and
how young he might have looked ten years ago.
Young enough to be taken for a junior just
gualified? And was he so committed to the New
Empire that he would make the choice that Rafe
had made? If a Commander was identity-wiped,
they would have to start again as a junior; in that
situation, Rafe® youthful appearance could make a
mistake about his age inevitable.

How old would Buhklir be now? Fifteen years
ago, he had become the youngest Commander ever,
so Sajan had claimed, or the youngest Commander
in the New Empire. He might have been forty then,
the same age as Rallya when she reached command
level, but certainly no younger. That made him
fifty -five now. Rallya scowled in disappointment. At
fifty -five a web& growth was invariably complete,
but at thirty it would still be maturing. Joshim
would not have missed a discrepancy like that
between Rafegs age and the state of his web. But
everything fitted except the arithmetic, so damn
Sajan again for getting herself killed; her timing
could not have been worse.

Or better, Rallya thought suspiciously. If Rafe
were Buhklir, how would his conditioning react to a
prolonged encounter with somebody he knew in his
previous life? The brief meeting at Aramas had
shaken him badly, and Sajan would have sought



him out again, on Jalset® World or at Aramas, to
reminisce about the New Empire and to add him to
her collection of aristos, or near-aristos. Even if
Rafe were only Buhklir& son, would identity -wipe
survive such a direct counter-stimulus? And what
would be the result if he did regain his memory?
Who would have an interest in ensuring that he did
not?

Nobody, if the identity -wipe had been applied for
Oath-breaking; if memory returned, it would be
wiped again, with nobody a loser except Rafe. What
if the identity -wipe had not been the result of Oath-
breaking, but to hide something in Rafe®& past? In
those circumstances there would certainly be
people interested in preventing a return of memory,
Rallya thought grimly, people at the highest level in
the Guild. Identity -wipe was so serious a step that it
had to be sanctioned at Council level; to impose it
on a webber for any reason except Oathbreaking
was a betrayal of every Oath the Council members
had taken. Discovery would destroy those
implicated.

But, if it was vital to conceal something that Rafe
knew, why run the risk of discovery by keeping him
alive, even identity-wiped? Simpler and safer to kill
him: no need to involve a psych-surgeon to perform
the identity -wipe, no need to keep him under
constant observation. The observer® identity was
clear: Elanis, first on Avannya and now on
Bhattya . Clear too that his instructions included
murder if necessary; Rallya herself had told him
that Sajan recognized Rafe, and Sajan had died at
the first opportunity. Which brought Rallya full
circle: if they were prepared to kill to keep the
secret, why was Rafe still alive?



And, when Elanis had all the influence necessary
to keep his berth on Avannya indefinitely, why had
he left it so suddenly, just before an accident which
should have led to the death of every webbe
aboard? Accident? Rallya snorted derisively.
Nothing that happened around Rafe was an
accident. Somebody had tried to Kkill him,
somebody with more influence that Elanis®
controllers. Somebody willing to sacrifice an entire
web-room to be sure that he died. Rallya swore
bitterly. Avannya, then Sajan. Bhattya next? There
was a good reason to keep Elanis aboard, in spite of
Joshim®& protests. Whoever wanted Rafe dead did
not consider Elanis expendable; his presence was
protection of a kind, his departure a warning of
imminent danger. Unless there was a reassessment
of priorities and Elanis became expendable, but a
patrolship & an alerted patrolship with Rallya
aboard & was not the easy target thatAvannya had
been.

New Empire Guild politics, ten years ago? Rallya
could not remember what had been going on,
doubted that she had ever known. No reason to
suppose it was any more attractive than Old Empire
Guild politics, and she had a surfeit of that thirty -
five years ago. Buhklir would have been a likely
candidate for the Guild Council, Sajan had
suggested. Was he in favour of partition, or against
it? Whatever view he held, neither faction would
have been forced to go to such extreme lengths to
prevent his election. And if the reason lay only in
the New Empire, how had help like Elanis been
enlisted on this side of the Disputed Zone?

There were too many linkages missing to make
sense of it yet, but too many elements of the picture
present to doubt that there was a secret to be






