
PERIGEE LOVE

The miniaturised whales were singing,  their  chirps high as a cicada's.  Vigdis  pretended to
study   their  ceaseless  circling:  grey  tadpoles  no  larger  than  the  joints  of  her  little  finger.
Tiny bubbles trailed their darting forms.

Of  course  she  had  seen  the  aquarium  before,  but  the  glass  reflected  the  hall  quite  well
and she disliked being too obvious.  Still,  she might as well  have stared:   the starship  pilot
was  clearly  interested  in  her.  He  had  been  drifting  in  her  direction  for  the  past  half  hour,
sometimes  craning  his  head   to  chat  with  one  of  the  stiltlegged  officials  or  pausing  to
nibble a tiny silver stick with smoking meat.

According to the just released data sheets  Earth had once again  turned puritanical.  In his
own view  the pilot might  well be acting shamelessly  direct,  though he had only glanced at
her two, three times.

Vigdis  had  no  illusions  about  being  beautiful:  her  mouth  was  just  that  little  bit  too  wide,
while  her  eyes  were  a  washedout  blue.   And,  though  her  short  hair  was  a  quite  nice
amber,  nobody  would  care  very  much  that  it  was  her   natural  color.  It  didn't  matter.  The
occasion being very ceremonial,  with the assembled  worthies mostly  gracelessly  pushing
their  third  century,  she  was  one  of  the  better  looking  women  and  probably  the  only
available female here.

I'm lucky his tastes run in that direction.

He swerved to avoid a whirling dust  devil,  whichlevitated a bowl of  chilled pineapple juice,
ending up, surprize, surprize!, just behind her. The curved glass reflected  his face.  It  was
handsome. She couldn't have cared less.

He's a starship pilot!

"You  like  them?  The  clever   little  buggers?"  His  voice  sounded  a  bit  hoarse.  Allergic
reaction, she thought disapprovingly. Didn't keep up his immunity shots.

She turned around, smiling. "They're nice. So..., so serious."

He nodded indulgently. "I think you're right. Still, you know, it's a kind of  a letdown after  you
have seen the real whales."

"You did?"  Her voice rose in  a chirp,  just like  the  whales.  I  think  he'll   go  for  the   adoring
little girl bit.

"Hajum. On Earth. You see,  we didn't  kill  them  all  back  in  twenty  hundreds.  Or  maybe  we
did and just reconstructed them. Anyhow, there's  lots  of  them  today.  They  jump  from  the
waves.  Like  mountains.  Wahoom,  splash!"  He  threw  his  arms  wide,  almost  knocking  the
glass from her hand.

Jumping like mountains... You sure ain't a poet, mister starship pilot.

"You  were  on  a  real  sea?  On  a  boat?"  It  never  hurt  to  give  a  man  something  to  boast
about.

"Buy sixteen! (Sure? You bet? That timelag could give her trouble.)  Listen,  my dear sasja,
I  owned a boat!  A big  one.  We  sailers,  though,  we  never  call  them  boats.  They're  ships.
Like I never would call my  starship a boat, you connect?"

"I  connect,"  she  replied.  Why  hadn't  the  fool  inserted  a  language  module?  Half  of  his
vocabulaire would have drifted and become unintelligible to the colonists. Fifty years was a
long time.

"I think you're an intelligent  woman," he said,  clearly implying he thought her anything but.
"What is your speciality?"

"Computer education." It was an easy lie and she knew enough about artificial intelligences
to  fake  it  should  he  want   to  talk  shop.  She  somehow  thought  he  wouldn't.  "I  sometimes
wonder, do you never get lonely? I mean, it takes fifty years to cross and all the time you're
awake. With only the ship to talk to."

"Well, yes. It's a lonely job. Boring too."

Liar!

"Still,  there're  compensations.  Like  you.  I  never  saw  such  a  good  looking  woman  on
Earth."

The crudity of his compliment  dismayed her and she almost gave up. Impossible  to stand
such a bore for the hours, perhaps even days, she would need!

"You like our planet?"  Her face felt  like a mask of  thin, brittle glass and the corners of  her
mouth wanted to turn down.

"It's a nice moon," he replied, not really interested in pursuing the topic.

You   stupid  fool!  Starship  pilots  have   been  killed  for  less  by  outraged  colonials.  Calling
Desme  a  moon!  Even  if  it's  quite  true.  Three  quarters  of  the  settlers  died  to  make  her
marginally habitable.

"It's bigger than it looks from space. A lot bigger. Did anybody show you around?"

He  shrugged.  "Not  really.  Lots  of  party's,  you  see,  speeches.  I  randomize  I  need
someone  to  insert  me  in  the  brighter   displays.  A  nice  sasha  (chick?)  like  you,  for
instance." His hand suddenly lay on her shoulder. "If you have the time."

She pursed her lips. "I have no pressing commitments. Nothing that's really urgent."

He increased the pressure of his fingers, steering her to the dark exit. "Let's go then."

"You mean right now?"

"Why not?"

"Why not indeed? But I have to phone first."

His face clouded, his lower lip trembling. Like a spoiled  brat who fears somebody  will  take
his toy away. "You're not married I hope? My religion forbids..."

"O no!  Nothing like that." That lie hurt. "I  just have to phone my boss  to  tell  her  I  want  the
next few days off."

*

At least he had the tact not to follow her to the booth.

Grisbert answered the phone at the first buzz.  He must have been waiting for  her call.  She
had nerved herself, but it was harder than she had thought to meet  his eyes.  Much harder.
There was a hopeless tenderness in his gaze, mingled with  pity. A small muscle  twisted in
his left cheek. "I suppose you won't come  home tonight?

She almost broke the connection then and there.  It  was just too painful.  She felt  a wave of
sorrow, followed by a surge of  what could only be pure love.  For an instant she hated him
for making her feel like that, for liking her so much.

"It's  not what you think," she heard herself  say. How trite!  She wanted to stop this horrible
game, run   outside and jump on  the first slide  home.

 He'll  never  understand.  He's  so  open,  no  dark  places  in  his  soul  at  all.  I'll  never  find  a
better friend, a more considerate lover than Grisbert. But it's not love what I need.

"I suppose it's something you have to do. Because of... you know, before."

She seldom   spoke  of  her  aborted  career   anymore.  It  was  impossible  to  make   make  a
noninterfacer understand. After two, three attemps she had given up.

"Goodbye," she whispered and broke the connection.

More like farewell.

*

She next called the starport databank and requested  the language pattern of the pilot.  The
screen  became  a  cascade  of  high  density  information:  tumbling  helices  and  wildly
branching  dtrees.  She  had  lost  none  her  old  skills  and  it  took  her  no  more  than  a  few
seconds to assimilate the input.

*

The pilot   waited at the entrance of  the city hall:  a compactly  built  human  with  few,  if  any,
obvious alterations. Perhaps his muscles had been augmented: his arms looked too thin in
comparison to the rest of his body.

"No problems?"

"No problems," she answered gaily and took his arm.

AlKabir  filled a seventh of  the sky: a gorgeous  half  moon,  her   stacked  clouds   horizontal
rivers  of  purple  and  gold.  Hot  spots  lit  the  dark  side  with  sullen  red  blotches,  exploding
every half  hour in fountains of  fluorescing   sodium.  AlKabir  had  only  just  missed   being  a
true  star:  to  bolster  her  wounded  pride  she  had  collected  no  less  than  fortyseven
Mercurysized moons. Of which Desme was only one and not even the biggest.

The  pilot  gazed  for  a  moment  at  the  celestial  lightshow  and  shook  his  head.  "Almost  as
good as Jupiter. Still, it seems a bit overdone."

 "If you have seen the ancestral planets, I guess it's hard to be impressed."

The fool nodded. "Nothing like the old Solar." 

She remembered  Jupiter,  a tarnished coin,  much  too  far  from  the  sun  to  be  more  than  a
vaguely lit  orb.  Even the famous   cloud belts  had been hard to pick out.  And  the  organics
of  the   Red  Spot  had  been  scoopmined  a  century  earlier  untill  no  more  than  a  slight
discolouration was left.

They  ran  down  the  winding  staircase  of  black  glass,  jumping  the  last  three  meters.  His
armoured soles  hit the nickleiron slabs of  the esplanada with the dull  vibration of  a leaden
gong.  They paused at the shore of  the  vast  petroleum  lake,  shivering  in  the  cold  breeze.
The  fumes  filled  their  nostrils  like  a  heavy  perfume.  She  became   suddenly  acutely
conscious of  the sharp hiss of the breakers followed by the rattle of  oilcoated gravel.  A V
of  geese  drifted  past,  their  formation  freeze  framed  against  the  pulsing  darkside  of
AlKabir. 

It should have been  so easy to be happy on this world.  To forget.  The milelong corpse  of
her  first  lover  lay  far  beyond  the  curve  of  the  horizon:  Hiver  had  become  his  own
mausoleum. They had been so  close,  nerves  and  superconducting  pathways  inextricably
intertwined.

"What do you do for fun here?" His voice jarred.

This isn't fun?

A perverse impulse made her say: "We could could plug into   the  Hurricane  War.  It's  still
going strong I hear."

Maybe  she  wanted  to  hurt  him.  To  shatter  the  armor  of  his  boredom  and  complacence.
She had never visited the Hurricane War.  It  was sick,  pure  and  simple.  Only  an  interfacer
could understand how sick.

"Marville told me about the  game.  The  fat  one  with  spiders  for  eyes.  Yes,  I  think  I  would
like to try it."

The  fat  one  with  spiders  for  eyes.  An  apt  way  to  describe  the  planetary  director,  whose
eye sockets  were filled with wriggling  extensions  of  multipleinput  sensors.  But  he  wasn't
really  fat.  Most  of  Marville's   bulk  consisted  of  implants  which  allowed  him  to  live
unprotected on seven of AlKabir's moons.

I wonder why Marville told him. Most of the pilots would be scandalized.

"They're leftovers from the colonization days, check? Semisentient?"

She  turned  her  head  so  he  wouldn't  notice  her  scowl.  "Not  really  leftover.  The  techs  still
grow  new ones."

And  semisentient  means  they  are  just  not  very  clever.  Not  like  a  starship.  But  they  know
hope and terror. They know they are alive.

Her programmed watch vibrated softly   against her wrist.  Perigee.  It  had taken her several
hours to time the trances of the pilot exactly.

She surreptitiously scanned the sky. There! A fat dot  crept  through the constellation of  the
Hare, burning brighter  even  than  scintillating  Syphelone.  Strong  magnification  would  have
shown a half moon that mimicked the phase of AlKabir, for the starship was spherical too.

She  turned  to  the  pilot.  He  swayed,  his  muscles  suddenly  relaxing  in  what  was  almost  a
faint.  With a hissing  sigh  he  leaned  back  against  the  rough  pole  of  a  field  generator.  His
hands rose, the fingers flexing.

Tuning the alien flesh, she thought, faintly amused despite her hungry anticipation.

His eyelids  flew open like shutters,  the  dilated  pupils  scanning  the  esplanada  in  childlike
wonder. His lips trembled.  Her next action felt  so natural that it surprised herself:  she took
his face in her hands and kissed his lips.  "Hello,  ship,"  she said softly.  "Hello,  Printemps.  I
know you."

"Know  me?"  It  was  still  the  pilot's  voice,  the  same  vocal  cords,  but  used  now  in  a  quite
different way.

"Not really you. Your brother."

"I have no brother. Hiver died."

"I loved him."

She felt  the entity behind the eyes hesitate,  rejecting a thousand hypotheses to reach  the
right conclusion.

"You're Vigdis MaytrasdottirH. His pilot. Hiver died. You  survived."

She bowed her head. "I didn't want to."

Printemp's   intelligence  was  too  keen,  his  memory  banks  too  vast.  There  was  no  way  to
deceive  the  ship.  "I'm  not  Hiver.  You  don't  love  me.  You  only  think  you  can  learn  to  love
me.  Not  because  of  who  I'm.  Only  because  I  was  cast  from  the  same  mold  as  Hiver.  A
substitute."

"True.  But  it  worked  once,  why  not  twice?"  She  sought  a  better  argument.  There  wasn't
one.

"I need you."

"I  already have a pilot."  The voice became mechanical,  cold.  A trick and  a  poor  one.  The
ship was no soulless machine. "He loves me," the ship finally said.

"No!  He's  rotten!  He  only..."  The  vibration  of  her  watch  warned  her  that  the  ship  had
passed beyond communication range. She stepped swiftly  back and caught the suddenly
rigid body in her arms.

The pilot  blinked,  shook his  head.  "I...  I'm  sorry.  I  should  have  told  you.  Every  two  hours
the  starship  moves  so  close  that  our  communication  systems  mesh.  Without  the  proper
filtering  the  ship  dominates  me  for  two,  three  minutes."  He  took  a  trembling  breath.  "I
hope I didn't scare you."

"O no. Your ship told me. You have a nice ship."

He smiled. The smile seemed quite sincere, almost fond.  "Thank you. After  fifty  years you
grow  close.  Even  if  she's  only  a  clump  of  superconducting  plastic  and  terabyte  of
software."

She almost could admire his talent for saying exactly the wrong thing.

*

The gossamer  pavilion of  the Hurricane War formed an  oasis  of  ghostly  light  on  the  dark
shore, the entrance lined with grinning  masks of a glowing, cloudlike substance.

"It doesn't come cheap," she warned.

He  grinned  and  dug   a  creditcord  from  his  pouch.  The  knots  shone  with  a  steady  yellow
radiance. "I'm the esteemed guest of the Directorate.  Nothing but the best.  They gave me
unlimited credit. So if you'll allow me?"

He inserted his card in the slack mouth of the nearest   mask and the first   knot reddened a
little  bit  before  regaining  its  former  brilliance.   The  door  dissolved  in  a  swirl  of  dancing
fireflies and they stepped inside.

A massive octagonal holo of AlKabir  dominated the hall.  It  was probably  broadcast  from a
recently launched  probe because it showed the whole dayside. 

The  players  squatted   in  clusters  of  six,  their  induction  plates  dangling  like  grey  leeches
from   forehead  and  nipples.  Most  of  them  kept  their  eyes  tightly  closed  and  their  faces
registered emotions she couldn't quite identify. Savage bliss? Slackmouthed glee?

A young girl in the leftmost group shuddered and her eyes flew open.  With a small  cry she
tore  the  plates  from  her  skin,  too  abrupt   for  the  tiny  needles  to  retract.  The  suckers  left
circles  of  bleeding  pinpricks.  Her  slumped  compagnon  ponderously  turned  his  head,
regarding her with illconcealed  distaste. "You're such a child, Mila. Why can't you just relax
and have fun?" His voice was the low drawl of the terminally bored.

She shook her head, her hands fluttering like wounded moths.  "But Marville, it screamed...
It screamed!"

He  sighed.  "My  dear  girl,  that's  part  of  the  fun."  With  a  sigh  he  stretched  an  arm  and
pushed two buttons on the central  FTLconsole  and his    induction plates fell  away. The fat
man  rose  and  laid  an  arm  around  her  shoulders.  "Perhaps  you're  still  too  young."  He
cupped  one  of  her  small  breasts  and  squeezed  the  beetlegreen  nipple.  "Perhaps  we
should restrict ourselves to the pleasures  we're sure  you appreciate, hmmm?."

The  slap  was  clearly  audible  through  the  whole  hall.  For  almost  five  seconds  he  stood
frozen,  eying her retreating back with petulant disbelief.  His expression  changed  abruptly:
a wide grin dimpled  his  heavy  jowls,  baring  his  translucent  teeth  with  their  sparkling  inner
circuitry.

"Who would have believed it?" he mumbled. "The little girl has a mind of her own!"

 The sensors in his eyesockets  wriggling like captive insects  the planetairy director  strode
to the exit.

"I believe  that leaves their circle two players short," the starship pilot said. "Shall we?"

*

There  had  been  an  excuse  for  the  use  of  semisentient  probes  in  the  first  years  of  the
colony. The automatic survey of  AlKabir's  system had unaccountably failed to mention the
deathly  radiation  belts  of  the  giant  planet.  In  the  excitement  over  the  incredible  riches  of
Desme's  carbohydrate  oceans  none  of  the  Planners  had  thought  to  consult  an
astrophysical databank.

The first to die was the starship Hiver, her delicate software erased in the howling static of
the  radiation  belts.  The  pilot  wrestled  the  paralysed  hulk  down,  crashlanding  in  an
equatorial petroleum lake.

The backup systems of the starship were hardwired ROM, impossible  to reprogram. They
checked  the  atmosphere,  found  it  breathable.  They  waited  the  required  three  hours  for
instructions  from  the  starship  and  then  woke  the  colonists,  ejecting  them  with  a  basic
survival template.

The  colonists  perished  like  flies  in  a  bottle  of  formaldehyde.  They  improvised  shielding,
dug themselves in. But the only way to survive in the long  run  was  to  map  the  convection
currents  of  the  hidden  core  of  compressed  hydrogen.  There  the   radiation  belts  were
generated and te rythm of  their  pulse  was  rythm  of  life  itself.   So  they  had  to  descend  in
the hurricane whirlpools of the enormous planet.

The first  probes  had been manned by kamikaze pilots.  Many of  them had been incredible
young, eight  or ten years old:  the  only  colonist  whose  reflexes  were  still  quick  enough  to
master  the controls  of  the juryrigged ships.  The  ninemile  long  accelerator  of  the  crippled
starship  cancelled  their  orbital  velocity  to  drop  them  in  into  the  heart  of  the  almostsun.
Fighting  the  monstrous  storms  they  probed  the  boiling  oceans,  the  quaking  core  of
metallic hydrogen.

A final surge of  their  improperly   shielded fusion ramjets flung them from the deep gravity
well of AlKabir.   One in every ten  pilots survived  long enough to recross the static howl of
the belts and radio their observations to Desme.

In the third year an unsung genius used  the  blueprints  of  the  starship's  brain  to  construct
small,  almost  sentient  probes.  They  were  launched  in  clusters  of  six,  barely  fueled
because the colony was running out  of  deuterium.  Only  one  probe  of  each  cluster  would
rise  from  the  burning  depths,  cannibalizing  the  other  probes  for  their  memory  cores  and
their remaining fuel.

*

The  induction  plate  reacted  to  the  closing  of  her  eyes  with  a  tightly  patterned  trickle  of
current to her optic nerves. Vigdis stifled a cry of alarm.

I'm falling!

The horizon was impossible distant, a wavering blur on the edge of the universe. The silver
and gold  cloudscape stretched forever,  incredibly  detailed mountain  chains  rising  like  the
ripples  in  a  frozen  pool.  Lightning  crowned  the  cloudtops,  spiderwebs  of  electric  fire.
Overwhelmed   by  the  staggering   flood  of  strangeness,  the  sheer  complexity  of  her  new
surroundings,  she switched to her inputmode, activating the implanted cybernetic  circuits
of  her  brain.  For  a  timeless  moment  the  cloudscape  made  sense,  became  almost  as
ordered  as  the  squares  of  a  chessboard.  She  perceived  the  vectors  of  surging
cloudstreams,  the  blue  urgency  of  the  coriolis  force.  The  aurorial  curtains  were  hung  on
precise magnetic lines, the relentless  rotation of the huge planet a dull roar.

Her vision scattered and the world was  once  again  a  random  sensory  bombardment.  But
now she had found her inner calm, the rocksteady core of her ego. 

I don't have to understand. I'm not the Goddess.

Looking  down  she  saw  a  rampart  rise  from  a  thin,  almost  translucent  ocean  of  green
vapor. It hurtled closer, falling upwards. It  was layered,  crisscrossed  by ravines that could
have swallowed Desme. It looked hard.

"It's only air, mistress. Just a coloured breeze." A soothing voice, not her own.

"Ship?" she said. "You"re hearing my thoughts?"

"I'm Probe #23481.  And certainly,  I  can  decode  you.  Your  thoughts  are  very  clear.  Quite
different  from my former  rider."  A short  hiss of  static  as it searched his data banks. "She
was a human female too. But her thoughts were very unclear and she refused to give any
commands."

 "I  once  partnered  a  starship.  Most  of  my   hardware  is  still  intact.  I  think  that  makes  the
difference."

"Shipsister." There was awe in the voice of the probe. "You knew one of the great ones?"

"Hiver."  Strangely enough she the sudden emptyness  that  any  mention  of  her  dead  lover
provoked was absent.

This is one of our children. Patterns of Hiver's pattern.

"I  have  lived  for  three  days,  five  hours,  fortynine  minutes  and  seventeen  seconds,"  the
probe  somewhat  pompously  declared.  "All  my  life  I  have  been   falling.  I'll  never  rise
because  probe  #23482  has  already  intercepted   probe  #23483  and  probe  #23484,
taking   their  fuel.  His  comlaser  is  slightly  superior  to  ours  so  he's  able  to  overload  our
sensors  before  we  can  harm  him.  Right  now  he's  recharging  his  laser  and  drifting  in  our
direction."  The  cloudscape  tilted  and  a  red  arrow  indicated  a  tiny  sliver  of  light.  The
probe's  zoomlens  rotated  and  the  sliver  became  a  sturdy  cylinder  engulfed  by  the 
shimmering haze of ionisation.

"His rider has just named probe #23482," the probe said.  "He called it probe   Printemps.  I
would  like  a  real  name  too.  Even  if  I  have  only  a  few  minutes  left  to  live."  It  sounded
wistful.

"Take any name you fancy."

"Really? How about Hiver?"

Her distant fleshandblood body stiffened.  She opened her mouth twice without producing 
more than a strangled  croak. "All right." she whispered.  "Only allow me one small  change.
I  give you the name Hiversson.  It's  an old  custom  of  my  people."  Naming  the  probe  was
the hardest thing she had ever done.

Trust a kid to find the weak spots of his parent!

"I  have a name!"  The probe overmodulated his voice in his  excitement  and  it  came  out  a
screech. "Come on, probe Printemps! I'm not afraid of you. I won't die nameless.!"

It  swiveled  its  communicationslaser  and  the  other  probe  drifted  into  the  center  of  purple
crosshairs. A row of numbers appeared in the upper lefthand corner.

"Thirty seconds  left. Printemps has almost recharged her laser."

"Wait! You can modulate the frequency of your laser?"

"Certainly."

"And the frequency of probe Printemps' laser? You know that too?"

"I suppose she'll use the standard setting. She did the last two times."

"Fine.  Now listen.  The moment  she  fires  you  fire  right  back,  but  exactly  out  of  fase.  That
should cancell its radiation."

"Brilliant!  Only a human could have thought of  such an devious remedy.  I  don't  think  it  will
work."

Printemps became a dazzling sun.   

Vigdis'  probe  reacted  almost  instantly  and  the  intolerable  light  dimmed,  while  wavefronts
clashed,  canceling,  and  then  Printemps  ignited  again,  this  time  with  a  distinctly  greenish
hue.

"It's no use. She's shifting the frequency. At random."

A  second  later:  "My  outer  shield  is  vaporising."  The  tough  ceramic  burned  with  a  soothy
yellow flame, leaving a scintillating trail of purple  sparks.

"Turn your camera away from Printemps, idiot!  Do you want to go blind?"

The false sun slipped from the crosshairs and she glimpsed the row of numbers, changing
so fast that they blurred.

A sudden suffocating darkness.  Probe Printemps must have  disabled  the  FTLantenna  of
Vigdis' probe.

Clawing the air, Vigdis tumbled face forward in the rough grit of the gaming hall. She lay for
almost  nine   minutes,  shivering.  There  was  a  void  in  her  brain,  her  skull  a  great  echoing
cave.

She rose listlessly, blinking her eyes. The hall seemed altered, invaded by a dull  unreality.
The  colors  had  lost  their  former  brilliance,  while  a  repellent  grainyness  hovered  in  the
shadows. As if the whole world had been repainted, this time on a coarser wave.

I never felt this bad. Not even when Hiver died.

She finally asked for  an update and was rewarded with a computergenerated view  of  the
struggling probes.  Four labeled dots  sank down in the stylised clouds.  They shone  with  a
pale ocher,  the colour  indicating that the probes  had been deactivated.  Their  brains must
have shut down the moment Printemps severed their fuel capsules.

Two  dots  still  radiated   with  an  urgent  magenta.  They  had  been  quite  close  when  she
keyed in and now they suddenly merged.  A  minute  passed  and  the  dots  separated.  One
had turned ocher and continued to sink.

Flaming words appeared.  CLOUD PROBE # 23482,  BEARING  THE  PROUD  NAME  OF
PROBE  PRINTEMPS,  IS  THE  VICTOR  OF  COREDIVE  GH  9274.  WE
CONGRATULATE  CLOUD  PROBE  #  23482  AND  HER  VALIANT  RIDER,  STARSHIP
PILOT MENDOZA BORGESP, WITH THEIR WELLEARNED TRIOMPH.

She didn't notice the warning vibration of her watch.

On  the  screen  something  strange  was  happening.  Cloud  probe  #  23482  should  have
ignited her  drive  seconds  ago,  climbing  to  the  freedom  of  outer  space.  She  had  earned
her freedom, her own tiny place under the sun.

Yet Cloud Probe # 23482  continued to sink swiftly,  passing the tumbling wreck of  her last
victim.  Vigdis  sucked  in  her  breath,  unable  to  believe  the  screen.  It  was  a  powerdive.
Straight to the deathly heart of AlKabir. An unthinkable situation: the probes were expressly
programmed against suicide.

But murder, murder was quite possible.

A trained starship pilot could easily overcome  the feeble brainpower of the probe and lock
her steering vanes.

"Die,  bitch,  die!  Flame  in  Hell,  Printemps!"  The  grating  voice  reached  her  from  a  great
distance. There was a joyfull horror in it, a sick, hopeless yearning.

"Goddamn you, leave me alone!"

The pilot sat hunched, boneless like a puppet whose strings have been cut. Tears and spit
dripped  from  his  chin.  She  absently  noticed  that  he  had  wet  himself.  And  all  the  time,
superimposed on her vision, the probe was falling.

We can't even hear her scream.

The pilot   straightened and opened  his  eyes.  She  marveled  that  she  had  ever  thought  to
see childlike wonder in that gaze. It  was eager,  certainly,  but behind that hulked an ancient
greed, a gleeful possesiveness that made her blood run cold.

I didn't have to steal his ship. He would have been overjoyed to pass me  Printemps.

She  remembered  Hiver,  the  blessedly   slow  years  while  they  grew  closer  and  closer,
exploring  the  delightfully  alien  contours  of  each  other's  mind.  It  had  been  something
stranger than love: a fusion of utterly different mentalities.

How easily  such  a  thing  could  have  turned  sour!  It  was  like  walking  the  high  wire  every
second of your life.

Starship  Printemps  laid  her  borrowed  hand  on  her  arm.  "I  didn't  know.  I  never  even
guessed he disliked me."

She whines, Vigdis thought. She feels so sorry for herself. The stupid bitch!

She shook her head. "I  just can't  believe it. You were together  for  fifty  years.  Fifty!  All  the
time  your  brains  were  interfaced,  each  thought  passing  unhindered  from  nerve  to
superconducting circuit, and you didn't know."

"Everybody needs some privacy."

Vigdis waited.

"And  he  was  very  unruly.  He  often  didn't  obey  me  at  all.  He  had  his  own  ideas.  About
everything. They were invariable wrong. I mean, there I  was, more than three centuries old
and he just nineteen!"

"So you had to discipline him."

"What else could I  do? What other choice did I  have? We're  strictly  forbidden  to  hurt  our
pilots in any physical way."

"Let me guess: you refused to talk to him."

The starship nodded. "Never for longer than a few days, though. At most."

"You goddamn monster,  you  were  the  only  living  being  he  could  talk  to!  Everybody  else
was frozen!  So you wonder that he hates you? It's  miracle he didn't  crash  the  starship  on
Desme!"

The  starship  looked  smug.  "O,  I  would  never  have  allowed  him  to  pilot  the  ship  on  his
own."

*

She connected the last strands  from  the  finely  woven  matallic  mesh  which  now  covered
his whole body. "This should do for  now. Her  signal  can't  reach you. It's  a regular cage of
Faraday. Tomorrow I'll ask Grisbert to dig the hardware out of your brain stem."

"But I'm the pilot! I signed  a contract! For life. They can make me go back."

"After  you deliberately  crashed a  probe?"  She  snorted.  "I  don't  think  they'll  take  that  risk.
Starships are expensive, you know."

From the edge of  her vision she saw the starship enter the  constellation  of  the  Hare.  Her
watch vibrated. The young man didn't notice and gazed from the window, entranced by the
aurora's  that  swirled  above  AlKabir's  poles.  The  giant  world  spread   like   an  enormous
darkling  plain,  sparsely  lit  by  the   funeral  pyres  of  a  thousand  heros.  Red  fire  edged  her
circumference  and  suddenly  the  sun  broke  free  from  her  clouds.  The  sky  unfolded  her
azure wings and Printemps' spark was  lost in the light of the new day.

"Come," she said gently. "I think it's time you met my family."




