Equi noct i al

PARAMETER KNEW SHE WAS bei ng foll owed. They had been behind her for days,

al ways

far enough behind that they couldn't get a permanent fix on her, but never so
far that she could | ose them She was in danger, but now was not the tine to
worry about it.

Now was one of the big noments in her life. She proposed to savor it to the
full

and refused to be distracted by the hunters. She was giving birth to

qui ntupl et s.

Uni, Duo, Tri, Quad... Hopelessly trite. Doc, Happy, Sneezy, G unpy—o, there
were seven of those. Army, Navy, Marine, Airforce, Coastguard? That was a
pent agon, for an interesting pun. But who wanted to be call ed Coastguard?
What

was a Coastguard, anyway?

She put the naming ordeal out of her mind. It wasn't inportant; they would

pi ck

their own nanes when the time came. She just thought it might be nice with
five

to have something to tag themwith, if only for bookkeepi ng purposes.

"They just got another sighting," she thought, but it wasn't her own thought.
I't

was the voi ce of Equi nox. Equi nox was Paraneter's conpani on, her environment,
her space suit, her alter ego; her Synb. She |ooked in the direction she had
conme from

She | ooked back on the nobst spectacul ar scene in the solar system She was
230, 000 kil oneters fromthe center of Saturn, according to the figures
floating

in the upper left corner of her field of vision. To one side of her was the
yel l ow bul k of the giant planet, and all around her was a golden line that

bi sected the universe. She was inside the second and brightest of the Rings.
But Saturn and the Rings was not all she saw. About ten degrees away from
Sat urn

and in the plane of the Rings was a hazy thing like the bell of a trunpet. It
was transparent. The wi de end of the bell was facing her. Wthin this shape
wer e

four lines of red that were sharp and well-defined far away but becane fuzzy
as

they neared her. These were the hunters. Al around her, but concentrated in
t he

pl ane of the Rings, were slowy noving lines of all colors, each with an

arr ow

at one end, each shifting perspective in a dazzling 3-D ballet.

None of it—the lines, the bells, the "hunters,"” even Saturn itself—aone of it
was any nore real than the image in a picture tube. Sone of it was even | ess
real than that. The shifting lines, for instance, were vector representations
of

the [ arge chunks of rock and ice within radar range of Equi nox.

The bell was closer than it had been for days. That was bad news, because the
space-time event it represented was the approach of the hunters and their
possi bl e I ocations projected fromthe tinme of the last fix. The fuzzy part
was

al nost touching her. That neant they could be very close indeed, though it
wasn't too likely. They were probably back in the stem where the projection

| ooked al nost solid, and al nbst certainly within the four lines that were
their

nost probable location. But it was still too close.

"Since they know where we are, let's get a fix on them" Paraneter decided,
and



as she thought it the bell disappeared, to be replaced by four red points

t hat

grew tails even as she wat ched.

"Too close. Way too close."” Now they had two fixes on her: one of their own,
and

t he one she had given them by bouncing a signal off them Fromthis, their
Synbs

could plot a course; therefore, it was time to alter it.

She couldn't afford to change course in the usual way, by bouncing off a
rock.

The hunters were cl ose enough that they would detect the change in the rock's
velocity and get a better idea of where she was. It was time for thrusters,
t hough she could ill afford the wasted nass.

"Whi ch way?" she asked.

"l suggest you nove out of the plane. They won't expect that yet. They don't
know you're in |abor."

"That's pretty dangerous. There's nothing to hide in out there."

Equi nox considered it. "If they get any closer, you'll have to do sonething
at

| east that drastic, with | ess chance of success. But | only advise."

"Sure. Al right, do it, my green pasture.”

The worl d around her jerked, and all the colored |lines started novi ng down
around her, bending as their relative velocity changed. There was a gentle
pressure at the small of her back

"Keep an eye on them |'m going back to the business of giving birth. How are
t hey doi ng, by the way?"

"No sweat. One of the girls is in the tube right nowyou can feel her—=

"You can tell nme that three times..."

"—and she's a little puzzled by the pressure. But she's taking it well. She
tells you not to worry, she'll be all right."

"Can | talk to her yet?"

"Not for another few hours. Be patient."

"Right. It shouldn't be |ong now. "

And that was very true. She felt the wave of sensation as her uterus
contracted

agai n. She | ooked down at herself, absently expecting to see the first head
com ng out. But she could no | onger see that far; her belly stuck out.
Not hi ng that Parameter saw was real; all was illusion. Her head was
conpletely

encl osed in the thick, opaque substance of Equinox, and all the sensory data
she

recei ved was through the direct connection from Equi nox's senses into her own
brain. Mich of this information was edited and enbellished in ways that nade
it

easier for Paraneter to interpret.

So it was that when she | ooked down at herself she saw not the dark-green
surface of Equinox, but her own brown skin. She had asked for that illusion
| ong

ago, when it had becone a matter of some inportance to her to believe she
still

had her own body. The illusion was flaw ess. She could see the fingerprints
on

her hand, the nole on her knee, the color of her nipples, the sentinental
scar

on her forearm all illumnated by the soft diffusion of light fromthe

Ri ngs.

But if she tried to touch herself, her hand woul d be stopped while still a
good

di stance fromwhat she saw as the surface of her body. Equinox was invisible
to



her, but she was certainly there.

She watched as the contraction caused her stomach to withe and flow |ike
putty.

This was nore like it. She remenbered her other deliveries, before she
married

Equi nox. One had been "natural" and it hadn't worked all that well. She
didn't

regret it, but it had been painful, not sonething she would want to repeat.
The

ot her had been under anesthetic, and no fun at all. She nmight as well not
have

bot hered; there had been no pain, no pleasure, no sensation. It was |ike
readi ng

about it in the newspaper. But this one, her third birth, was different. It
was

i ntense, so intense she had difficulty concentrating on eluding the hunters.
But

there was no pain. All she felt was a series of waves of pleasure-pain that
didn't hurt, and could be related to no other sensation humans had ever

experi enced.

One of the lines ahead seened to point alnost directly at her. It was a thick
red line, neaning it was seventy percent ice and about a mllion kilograns in
mass. The vector was short. It was nmoving slowy enough that rendezvous woul d
be

easy.

She took the opportunity and altered course slightly with the sure instinct
she

had devel oped. The Iine swung, foreshortened even nore, then flashed brighter
and began to pulse. This was the collision warning from Equi nox's plotting
sector.

When the rock was cl ose enough to see as an object rather than a simul ated
projection, she rotated until her legs pointed at it. She soaked up the shock
of

the I andi ng, then began to scuttle over the surface in a manner quite

astoni shing, and with a speed not to be believed. She nmoved with the
coordi nat ed

conplexity of a spider, all four linmbs grasping at the rock and ice.

To an observer, she was a conical sight. She |ooked Iike a barbell with arns
and

I egs and a bulge at the top that just mght be a head. There were no creases
or

sharp |ines anywhere on the outer surface of Equinox; all was gentle curves,
absol utely featurel ess except for short claws on the hands and feet. At the
ends

of her legs were graspi ng appendages nore |ike oversized hands than feet. And
her |l egs bent the wong way. Her knees were hinged to bend away from each

ot her.

But she swarmed over the rock with effortless ease, not even hanpered by her
pregnancy, though the | abor "pains" were getting intense.

When she was where she wanted to be, she pushed off with both hands and peds,
rising rapidly. She was now on a course about ninety degrees away from her
pursuers. She hoped they woul d not be expecting this. Now she had to rely on
t he

screening effect of the billions of tiny rocks and ice crystals around her
For

t he next few hours she would be vulnerable if they beanmed in her direction
but

she didn't think it likely they would. Their Synmbs would be plotting a course
for her al nmbst opposite to the one she was actually taking. If she had

conti nued



that way they would certainly have caught her |ater when she was burdened
with

five infants. Now was the tine for audacity.

Havi ng done that, she put the matter out of her mnd again, and none too
soon.

The first baby had arrived.

The head was just energing as she pushed off the rock. She savored the
del i ci ous

agony as the head forced its way through her body, struggling to reach the
air.

It would never reach it. There was no air out here, just another wonb that
Equi nox had prepared, a wonb the baby would live in for the rest of its life.
No

first breath for Paraneter's children; no breath at all

The babies were not full-term Each had been grow ng only seven nonths and
woul d

not be able to survive wi thout extensive care. But Equi nox was the world's
best

i ncubat or. She had counsel ed, and Parameter had agreed, that it would be best
to

birth themwhile they were still snmall and get them out where Equi nhox coul d
keep

a cl oser eye on them

Par amet er nmoved her strangely articul ated |legs, bringing the hand-1ike peds
up

to the baby. She pressed slowy and felt the peds sink in as Equi nox absorbed
the outer covering. Then she felt the head with her own nerve endi ngs. She
ran

her long fingers over the wet ball. There was another contraction and the
baby

was out. She was holding it in her peds. She couldn't see much of it, and
suddenly she wanted to.

"This is one of the girls, right?"

"Yes. And so are two, three, and five. Navy, Marine, and Coastguard, if you
want

to get nore personal.”

"Those were just tags," she laughed. "I didn't even like them™

"Until you think of something else, they'll do."

"They won't want them "

"Perhaps not. Anyway, |'mthinking of shifting the boy around to fifth

posi tion.

There's a little tangling of the cords.”

"What ever you want. I'd like to see her. "Arny,' | nmean."

"Do you want a picture, or should I nove her?"

"Move her." She knew it was only a semantic qui bble as to whether she woul d
actually "see" her child. The projection Equinox could provide would I ook

j ust

as real, hanging in space. But she wanted the picture to coincide with the
f eel

she was getting of the baby agai nst her skin.

By undul ating the inner surface of her body, Equinox was able to nove the

i nf ant

around the curve of Parameter's belly until she was visible. She was wet, but
there was no bl ood; Equi nox had al ready absorbed it all.

"I want to touch her with ny hands," Parameter thought.

"Go ahead. But don't forget there's another coming in a few mnutes."

"Hold it up. | want to enjoy this one first."

She put her hands on the invisible surface of Equinox and they sank in unti
she

was holding the child. It stirred and opened its nmouth, but no sound cane.



There
seened to be no trauma invol ved for the brand-new human bei ng; she noved her

arms and |l egs slowy but seened content to lie still for the nost part.
Conpar ed

to nost human children, she hadn't really been born at all. Paraneter tried
to

interest her in a nipple, but she didn't want it. She was the prettiest thing
Par amet er had ever seen.

"Let's get the next one out," she said. "This is so extravagant | still can't
believe it. Five!"

She drifted into a wonderful haze as the others arrived, each as pretty as

t he

| ast. Soon she was covered with tiny bodies, each still tied to an unbilicus.
The cords would be left in place until Equi nox had finished her childbirth
and

had five sem aut onombus baby Synbs to receive the children. Until then, the
children were still a part of her. It was a feeling Parameter |oved; she
woul d

never be closer to her children

"Can you hear themyet?" Equi nox asked.

"No, not yet."

"You'll have to wait a while longer for mnd contact. |'mtuning out. Are you
all right? | shouldn't be |onger than about two hours.™"

"Don't worry about nme. I'lIl be fine. In fact, |'ve never been happier." She

stopped verbalizing and let a wave of intense |ove flood over her; |ove for
her
invisible mate. It was answered by such an outpouring of affection that

Parameter was in tears. "I |love you, earthnother," she said.

"And you, sunshine."

"I hope it'll be as good for you as it was for ne."

"I wish |l could share it with you. But back to business. | really think we've
shaken the hunters. There's been no signal fromthemfor an hour, and their
projected path is well away fromus. | think we'll be safe, at least for a
few

hours."

"I hope so. But don't worry about ne. I'Il get along while you' re away. |'m
not

scared of the dark."

"I know. It won't be for long. See you later."

Parameter felt her nmate slipping away. For a nmoment she was afraid, but not
of

the dark. She was afraid of the |oneliness. Equinox woul d be unavailable to
her

for the time it took to give birth to her children, and that meant she woul d
be

cut off fromthe outside. That didn't matter, but the absence of Equinox from
Parameter's mind was a little frightening. It recalled an unpl easant incident
in

her past.

But as the lights faded she realized she was not alone. Cut off from sight,
sound, snell, and taste by the shutdown of Equinox's interpretative

facul ties,

she still had touch, and that was enough

She floated in total darkness and felt the sharp tingle as a mouth found a
ni ppl e and began to suck. Inperceptibly, she drifted into sleep

She awoke to a vague feeling of disconfort. It was small and naggi ng, and
i mpossible to ignore. She felt in her mnd for Equinox, and couldn't find
her .

So she was still in the process of giving birth.



But the feeling persisted. She felt helpless in the dark, then she realized
it

wasn't totally dark. There was a faint pinkness, |ike |ooking into closed
eyelids. She could not account for it. Then she knew what was wong, and it
was

wor se than she could have imagi ned. The babi es were gone.

She felt over her body with increasing panic, but they were nowhere to be

f ound.

Bef ore her panic overwhel ned her, she tried to think of what could have
happened

that woul d have separated them and all she could cone up with was the
hunt er s.

But why woul d they take the babies? Then she |l ost control; there was nothing
she

could do in the darkness wi thout Equinox to create the universe for her

She was drawn back to rationality by a thought so black she could hardly
credit

it. In tornent, she opened her eyes.

She coul d see.

She was floating in the center of a room hollowed out of bare rock. There was
anot her person in the room or rather another symbiote; all she could see was
t he dark-green, curved form of the Synb.

"Equi nox!" she yelled, and heard herself. In a dream she | ooked down at her
body and felt the bare reality of it. She touched herself; there was no

resi stance. She was alone. Half of her was gone.

Her m nd was dissolving; She watched it go, and knew it to be preferable to
facing life w thout Equi nox. She said good-bye to the |ast shreds of reality,
roll ed her eyes up into her head, and swal |l owed her tongue.

The figure |l ooked like a cartoon of a human drawn by a three-year-old, one
who

was confused about sex. The broad shoul ders and bullish neck were |udicrously
like the build of a weightlifter, and the narrow ng wai st and bul bous ass were
a

nmoron's idea of a well-built woman. He was green, and featurel ess except for
an

oval opening where his nouth should have been

"Just why do you want to become a Ringer?" The sound issued fromthe hole in
hi s

"face."

Par amet er si ghed and | eaned back in her chair. The operation at Titan was
anything but efficient. She had spent three days tal king to people who had
been

no help at all and finally found this man, who seened to have the authority
to

give her a Synb. Her patience—never very |ong—was at an end.

"I should nmake a tape," she said. "You're the fourth bastard who's asked ne

t hat

t oday. "

"Neverthel ess, | nust have your answer. And why don't you keep the smart
remar ks

to yourself? | don't need them For two cents I'd wal k out of here and forget
about you."

"Why don't you? | don't think you can even get out of that chair, nuch |ess
wal k

out of here. | never expected anything like this. |I thought you Consers
want ed

new peopl e, so why are you giving ne such a runaround? | mght get up and
wal k

out nyself. You people aren't the only Ringers."



He proved her wrong by rising fromthe chair. He was awkward but steady, and,
even nmore interesting, there was sonmething in his hand that could only be a
gun.

She was amazed. He was sitting in a bare room and had been enpty-handed.
Suddenly there was this gun, out of nowhere.

"I'f you mean that you're thinking of going over to the Engineers, it's ny
duty

to bl ow your brains out. You have ten seconds to explain yourself.'
no

trace of anger. The gun never wavered.

She swal | owed hard, keeping very still.

"Uh, no, that's not what | neant."

The gun dropped slightly.

"It was a foolish remark," she said, her ears burning with shame and anger

There was

"1 m
commtted to the Conservationists."”
The gun vani shed into the Synb he was wearing. It could still be in his hand

for

all she could tell.

"Now you can answer my question.”

Keepi ng her anger rigidly in check, she started her story. She was quite good
at

it by now, and had it condensed nicely. She recited it in a singsong tone

t hat

the interrogator didn't seemto notice.

"I am seventy-seven Earth years old, | was born on Mercury, the Helios
Encl ave,
the child of an extrenely weal thy energy nagnate. | grew up in the rigid,

confining atnosphere that has always existed in Mercury, and | hated it. When
I

turned twel ve, my nother gave ne twenty percent of her fortune and said she
hoped 1'd use it wisely. Luckily for ne, I was an adult and beyond her reach
because | di sappoi nted her badly.

"I bought passage on the first ship | eaving the planet, which happened to be
going to Mars. For the next sixty years | devoted nyself to experiencing
everyt hing the human organi sm can experience and still survive.

"I't would be tedious and overlong to tell you everything | did, but so you
won' t

think I'mhiding something, | can give you a random sanpl e.

"Drugs: | tried themall. Sone only once. Gthers for years at a tine. | had
to

have ny personality rebuilt three times and lost a ot of menory in the
process.

"Sex: with two, three, four partners; seven partners; thirty partners; three
hundred partners. All-week orgies. Men, wonen, girls, boys. Infants.

El ephant s.

Pyt hons. Corpses. | changed sex so nany times |I'mnot sure if | grew up as a
mal e or a femnale.

"I killed a man. | got away with it. | killed a wonan and got away again. |
got

caught the third time and spent seven years in rehabilitation

"I traveled. | went to the Belt, to Luna, to the nobons of Saturn, Uranus,
Neptune. | went to Pluto, and beyond with a hol ehunter

"I tried surgery. | joined up with a pair-cult and was connected for a year
to

anot her woman as a Sianmese twin. | tried out weird new organs and sex systens.

I

tried on extra |inbs.

"A few years ago | joined a passivity cult. They believed all action was
nmeani ngl ess, and denonstrated it by having their arnms and | egs anputated and



relying on the nercy of random strangers to feed them and keep them ali ve.

| ay

for nmonths in the public square beneath Coprates. Sonetimes | went hungry and
thirsty. Sonmetimes | stewed in nmy own filth; then soneone woul d cl ean nme up,
usually with a stern lecture to quit this way of |life and go straight.

didn't

care.
"But the second tinme a dog used me for a urinal, | gave it up. | asked
soneone

to carry ne to a doctor, and wal ked out a changed wonan. | decided | had done

everything and had better start |ooking for an el aborate and origi nal sui cide.
I

was so bored, so jaded, that breathing seened |ike too much of a bother

"Then | thought of two places |I'd never been: the sun and the Rings. The sun
is

the fancy suicide | told you about. The only way to get to the Rings is in a
Synmb. | tend to synpathize with you people over the Engineers. So here | am"
She settled back in her chair. She was not optimstic about being allowed to
join the Conservationist Church, and was al ready planning ways to get over to
the Engineers. If there was ever an unprepossessing story, it was hers, and
she

knew it. These Consers were supposed to be dedi cated people, and she knew she
couldn't present a very convincing line. In point of fact, she didn't give
any

t hought at all to the Grand Design of the Engineers. Wiy should she care if a
band of religious fanatics were trying to paint one of Saturn's Rings?

"The next to the last statement was a lie," the man inforned her

"Right," she spat. "You self-righteous bastards. It's the customin polite
soci ety to inform soneone when they' re undergoing a |lie-detector test. Even
ask

their consent." She got up to go.

"Pl ease sit down, Paraneter." She hesitated, then did so.

"It's time some false inpressions were cleared up. First, this is not '"polite
society,' this is war. Religious war, which is the dirtiest kind. W do what
we

have to in the interest of security. The sole purpose of this interview was
to

determne if your story was true. W don't care what you have done, as |ong
as

you haven't been consorting with our eneny. Have you?"

"No. "

"That is a true statement. Now for the other nm stake. W are not

sel f-righteous

bastards. W're pragmatists. And we're not religious fanatics, not really,

t hough we all conme to believe deeply in what we're doing out here. And that
brings us to the third m stake. The primary reasons we're out here have
little

to do with defeating the Engineers. We're all out here for our own persona
reasons, too."

"And what are they?"

"They're personal. Each of us had a different reason for comi ng. You are out
here to satisfy the last dregs of a jaded appetite; that's a comon reason
You

have sone surprises comng up, but you'll stay. You'll have to. You won't be
able to bear leaving. And you'll like it. You might even help us fight the
Engi neers. "

She | ooked at himwi th suspicion

"We don't care why you're out here. Your story doesn't inpress ne one way or
t he

other. You probably expected condemmation or contenpt. Don't flatter



your sel f.

As long as you're not here to help paint Ring Beta red, we don't care."
"Then when do | get a Synb?"

"As soon as you can undergo a bit of surgery." For the first tine he unbent a
little. The corners of the slit that covered his mouth bent up in a silly
attenpt at a smile. "I nust confess that | was interested by one thing you
sai d.

How do you have sex with an el ephant ?"

Parameter kept a perfectly straight face.

"You don't have sex with an el ephant. The best you can do is have sex at an
el ephant . "

The Synb was a soft-1ooking greenish lunp in the center of the room Wth the
best will in the world, Parameter could not see that it resenbl ed anything so
much as a pile of green cow manure. It was smaller than she had expected, but
that was because it had no occupant. She was about to renedy that.

She stunped over to it and | ooked down dubiously. She had no choice but to
wal k

awkwar dl y; her legs were no longer built for wal king. They had been
surgically

altered so that the best she could do was a grotesque bow egged prancing,
stepping high so her long fingers would clear the floor. She was now ideally
suited for a weightless existence. In a gravitational field, she was cl unsy
beyond bel i ef.

The man who had interviewed her, whom she now knew by the nane of Bushwacker
was the only other occupant of the room He handl ed hinself better than she
di d,

but only slightly. He was itching to get back to the Rings; this base duty
galled him Gavity was for poor flatfoots.

"Just touch it, that's all?" she said. Now that it had cone to it, she was
havi ng second t houghts.

"That's right. The Synmb will do the rest. It won't be easy. You'll have

bet ween

si x weeks and three nonths of sensory deprivation while the personality

devel ops. You'd go crazy in two days, but you won't be alone. Al you'll have
to

hang on to will be the mind of the Synb. And it'Il be a baby, hard to get

al ong

with. You'll grow up together."

She took a deep breath, wondering why she was so reluctant. She had done

t hi ngs

easily that were nmuch nore repul sive than this. Perhaps it was the dawni ng
realization that this would be rmuch nore than a sinple lark. It could last a
[ ong time.

"Here goes." She lifted her |eg and touched one of her ped-fingers to the

bl ob.

It stuck. The Synmb slowly began stirring.

The Synb was... warnf? No, at first she thought so, but it would be nore
accurate

to say it was no tenperature at all. It was thirty-seven degrees: bl ood
tenmperature. It oozed up her leg, spreading itself thinner as it came. In a
short time it was inching up her neck

"I nhal e," Bushwacker advised. "It'll help a little."

She did so, just as the Synb noved over her chin. It noved over her nouth and
nose, then her eyes.

There was a nonent of near-panic when part of her brain told her she nust take
a

breath, and she dutifully tried to. Nothing happened, and she wanted to
scream

But it was all right. She didn't need to breathe. Wen she opened her nouth



t he

Synb fl owed down her throat and trachea. Soon her lungs were filled with the
interface tissue whose function it was to put oxygen in her blood and renove
carbon dioxide. It filled her nasal passages, slithered up the eustachian

t ube

to her inner ear. At that point she | ost her balance and fell to the floor
O

she thought she did; she could no | onger be sure. She had felt no inpact. A
wave

of dizziness swept over her; she wondered what a Synmb woul d do about
vom ti ng.

But it didn't happen, and she suspected it never woul d.

It was a shock, even though she had expected it, when the Synmb entered her
anus

and vagina. Not a bad shock. Rather a thrill, actually. It filled the spaces
in

her uterus, wound into the urethra to fill the bladder, then up the ureter to
mngle with the kidneys. Meanwhile another tendril had filled the | arge and
smal |l intestine, consuming the nutrients it found there, and joined with the

tendril coming fromher rmouth. Wen it was done, she was threaded |like the
eye

of a serpentine needle, and was revealed to any that could see as a

t opol ogi cal

exanpl e of a torus.

The silence closed in. It was absolutely quiet for a period of tine she was
power| ess to neasure, but couldn't have been | onger than five m nutes.

The obvi ous place where the human brain is accessible without violating any
solid nenbranes is al ongside the eyeball and through the supraorbita

f or amen.

But the Symb would not be able to get a very substantial tendril through in

t he

tight confines of the eye. So the genetic engineers, elaborating on the basic
design for oxygen breathers received over the Ophiuchi Hotline, had given the
Synb the capability of forcing an entry through the top of the skull

Parameter felt a twinge of pain as a two-centineter hole was eaten in the top
of

her head. But it subsided as the Symb began to feel out the proper places to
make connections. The Synb was still a mindless thing, but was gui ded
infallibly

by the carefully designed instinct built into it.

Suddenly she was surrounded by fear; childish, inconsolable fear that
frightened

her out of her wits but did not cone fromher mind. She fought it, but it
only

becane nore insistent. In the end, she abandoned herself to it and cried |like
a

baby. She became an infant, sloughing off her seventy-odd years there in the
i mpal pabl e darkness |ike they had never happened.

There was not hi ng; nothing but two very |ost voices, crying in the void.

There had been a debate raging for centuries as to whether the Synbiotic
Space- Envi ronment Organisms were really a formof artificial intelligence.
(O

alien intelligence, depending on your definition.) The people who lived in
t hem

wer e unani mously of the opinion that they were. But the other side—who were
nostly psychol ogi st s—poi nted out that the people who actually lived in them
wer e

in the worst possible place to judge. Whatever one's opinion on the subject,
it



was based on personal prejudice, because there could be no objective facts.
The Synbs were genetically tailored organi sms that could provide a conplete,
sel f-contai ned environnent for a single human being in space. They thrived on
human waste products: urine, feces, heat, and carbon di oxi de.

They cont ai ned several chlorophyll-like enzynes and coul d acconplish

phot osynt hesis utilizing the human's body heat, though at a | ow efficiency.
For

the rest of the energy needs of the pair, the Synmb could use sunlight. They
wer e

very good at storing energy in chem cal conpounds that could be broken down

| ater at need. Together with a human, a Synmb nade a sel f-contained heat

engi ne.

They were a cl osed ecol ogy, neither host nor parasite: a synbiosis.

To the human being, the Synmb was a green pasture, a running brook, a fruit
tree,

an ocean to swmin. To the Synb, the human was rich soil, sunshine, gentle
rain, fertilizer, a pollinating bee. It was an ideal team Wthout the other
each was at the mercy of el aborate mechanical aids to survive. Humans were
adapted to an environment that no | onger existed for their use in a natura
state; wherever humans |lived since the occupation of the Earth, they had to
make

their own environnent. Now the Synbs were to provide that environnent free of
char ge.

But it hadn't worked that way.

The Synbs were nore conplicated than they | ooked. Hunans were used to taking
fromtheir surroundi ngs, bending or breaking themuntil they fit human needs.
The Synbs required nmore of humanity; they made it necessary to give.

When inside a Synb, a human was cut off entirely fromthe external universe.
The

human conponent of the synbiosis had to rely on the Synmb's faculties. And the
sensory data were received in an unusual way.

The Synb extended a connection directly into the human brain and fed data
into

it. In the process, it had to get tied up in the brain in such a way that it
could be difficult to say where human left off and Synmb began. The Synb
reorgani zed certain portions of the human brain, freeing its trenendous
potential for conputation and integration, and using those abilities to
translate the sensory data into pictures, sounds, tastes, snells, and

t ouches,

going directly through the sensorium In the process, a nmind was generated.
The Synb had no brain of its own, it nerely was able to utilize the human
brain

on a tine-sharing basis, and utilize it better than its original owner had
been

able to. So it would seeminpossible that it could have a mind of its own.
But

every Ringer in the systemwould swear it had. And that was the crux of the
debate: Was it actually an i ndependent m nd, parasitically using the human
brain

as its vehicle for sentient thought, or was it nerely schi zophrenia, induced
by

i sol ati on and projection?

It was inpossible to decide. Wthout a human inside it, there is nothing nore
hel pl ess than a Synb. Wthout the human brain in conbination with the genetic
i nformati on and enzymatically coded procedures, the Symb can do no nore than
lie

there inert like the green turd it so closely resenbles. It has only

rudi ment ary

nmuscul ature, and doesn't even use that when alone. There is no good anal ogy
for



a Synb wi thout a human; nothing else is so dependent on anything el se.

Once conbined with a human, the pair is transformed, becom ng rmuch nore than
t he

sum of its parts. The human is protected agai nst the harshest environment

i magi nabl e. The livable range with a Synmb extends fromjust outside the orbit
of

Earth (radiation linmt) to the orbit of Neptune (sunlight limt). The pair

f eed

each other, water each other, and respirate each other. The human brain is
converted into a supercomputer. The Synb has radi o and radar sender and
receiver

organs, in addition to sensors for radiation and the el ectromagnetic spectrum
from one thousand to sixteen thousand angstrons. The system can gai n mass by
i ngesting rock and ice and the Synmb can retain the valuabl e minerals and

wat er

and discard the rest. About all the pair cannot do is change velocity w thout
a

chunk of rock to push against. But it is a small matter to carry a rocket
thruster instead of the whol e apparatus of a space suit. In the R ngs, they
didn't even do that. The Synb coul d manuf acture enough gas for attitude
control

For major velocity changes, the Ringers carried small bottles of conpressed

gas.
So why weren't all humans in space installed in Synbs?

The reason was that the Synmbs needed nore than nost people were willing to
gi ve.

It wasn't a sinple matter of putting it on when you needed it and taking it
of f

| ater. When you took off your Synmb, the Synb ceased to exist.

It was probably the heavi est obligation a human ever had to face. Once mated
with a Synmb, you were mated for life. There had never been a closer

rel ationship; the Synb lived inside your mnd, was with you even when you

sl ept,

nmovi ng i ndependently through your dreams. Conpared with that, Siamese tw ns
wer e

utter strangers who pass in the night.

It was true that all the hunans who had ever tried it swore they hadn't even
been alive before they joined their Synmb. It |ooked attractive in sone ways,
but

for nobst people the inmagined liabilities outweighed the gains. Few people are
able to make a comitnent they know will be pernmanent, not when pernmanent
coul d

mean five or six hundred years.

After an initial rush of popularity the Synb craze had di ed down. Now all the
Synbs in the systemwere in the R ngs, where they had rmade possible a nomadic
exi stence never before known.

Ringers are loners by definition. Humans neet at long intervals, mate if they
are of a mind to, and go their separate ways. R ngers sel dom see the sane

per son

twice in a lifetine.

They are | oners who are never al one.

"Are you there?"

2729277
"I can sense you. W have to do sonething. | can't stand this darkness, can
you?

Li sten: Let there be light!"

2729277

"Ch, you're hopel ess. Wiy don't you get [ost?"
Sorrow. Deep and chil dish sorrow Paranmeter was drawn into it, cursing



her sel f

and the infantile thing she was caught with. She tried for the thousandth
tine

to thrash her legs, to |l et someone out there know she wanted out. But she had
| ost her legs. She could no longer tell if she was noving them

From the depths of the Symb's sorrow, she drew herself up and tried to stand
away fromit. It was no use. Wth a nental sob, she was swall owed up again
and

was no |longer able to distinguish herself fromthe infant alien

Her chest was rising and falling. There was an unpl easant snell in her
nostrils.

She opened her eyes.

She was still in the sane room but now there was a respirator clanped to her

face, forcing air in and out of her lungs. She rolled her eyes and saw the
grot esque shape of the other person in the roomwth her. It floated, bandy
| egs

drawn up, hands and peds cl asped toget her

A hole formed in the front of the blank face.

"Feel i ng any better?"

She screaned and screanmed until she thankfully faded back into her dream
wor | d.

"You're getting it. Keep trying. No, that's the wong direction; whatever you
were doing just then, do the opposite."

It was tentative; Paraneter hadn't the foggiest idea of what opposite was,
because she hadn't the foggi est idea of what the little Synb was doing in the
first place. But it was progress. There was |ight. Faint, wavering,

tentative;

but 1ight.

The undefined |uminance flickered |ike a candle, shinmered, blew out. But she
felt good. Not half as good as the Synb felt; she was fl ooded by a proud
feeling

of acconplishment that was not her own. But, she reflected, what does it
matter

if it's my own or not? It was getting to where she no | onger cared to haggle
about whether it was she who felt sonething or the Synb. If they both had to
experience it, what difference did it make?

"That was good. We're getting there. You and nme, kid. W'll go places. W'l
get

out of this nmess yet."

Go? Fear. Go? Sorrow. Go? Anger?

The enotions were coning | abeled with words now, and they were extending in
range.

"Anger ? Anger, did you say? Wiat's this? O course, | want to get out of

her e,

why do you think we're going through this? It ain't easy, kid. | don't
remenber

anything so hard to get a grip on since | tried to control my al pha waves,
years

ago. Now wait a mnute..

Fear, fear, fear. "Don't do that, kid, you scare

ne.

Wait. | didn't nmean it..." Fear, fear |loneliness, fear, FEAR "Stop! Stop
you're scaring me to death, you're..." Paraneter was shivering, beconing a
child

agai n.

Bl ack, endl ess fear. Parameter slipped away fromher mnd; fused with the
ot her
m nd; chi ded hersel f; consol ed herself; conforted herself; | oved herself.



"Here, take sonme water, it'll make you feel better."

" Ggggwway .

"What ?"

"GCoway. OGnay. CGoaway. GO A WAY!"

"You'll have to drink some water first. I won't go away until you do."

"Go 'way. Murder. Murder'r."

Paraneter was at a | oss.

"Why, why won't you do it? For ne. Do it for Parameter."

Negat i on

"You mean 'no.' Were do you get those fancy words?"

Your menory. No. WIIl not do it.

Par amet er si ghed, but she had acquired patience, infinite patience. And

somet hing el se, something that was very like love. At least it was a profound
admration for this spunky kid. But she was still scared, because the Symb
was

beginning to win her over and it was only with increasing desperation that
she

hung onto her idea of getting the child to open the outside world so she
coul d

tell someone she wanted out.

And the desperation only made matters worse. She couldn't conceal it fromthe
Synb, and the act of experiencing comrunicated it in all its raw, naked panic.
"Listen to me. We've got to get off this merry-go-round. How can we talk
somet hing over intelligently if | keep conmmunicating my fear to you, which
makes

you scared, which scares nme, which nakes you pani cky, which scares ne nore,
which... now stop that!"

Not my fault. Love, |love. You need ne. You are inconplete without nme. | need
conmitrent before I'll cooperate.

"But | can't. Can't you see | have to be nme? | can't be you. And it's you
who' s

i nconpl ete w thout ne, not the way you said."

Wong. Both inconplete without the other. It's too late for you. You are no

| onger you. You are nme, | amyou

"I won't believe that. W've been here for centuries, for eons. If | haven't
accepted you yet, | never will. | want to be free, in time to see the sun
burn

out."

Wong. Here for two nonths. The sun is still burning.

"Aha! Tricked you, didn't 1? You can see out, you're further along than you
told

me. Why did you trick me like that? Wiy didn't you tell ne you knew what tine
it

was? |'ve been aching to know that. Wiy didn't you tell ne?"

You didn't ask

"What kind of answer is that?"

An honest one.

Paramet er si mered. She knew it was honest. She knew she was bel aboring the
child, who couldn't tell a lie any nore than she could. But she clung to her
anger with the sinking feeling that it was all she had |l eft of herself.

You hurt nme. You are angry. |'ve done nothing to you. Wiy do you hate ne?
Why ?

?2???? 1 love you. I'mafraid you'll |eave ne.

“I... I love you. | love you, godhelpme, | really do. But that's not nme. No!
It's something else. | don't know what yet, but I'Il hang on. Hang on to it

Hang on to it."
Where are you?

Par anet er ?
"I"'mhere. Go away."



"Go away."

"You have to eat sonething. Please, try this. It's good for you. Really it
is.

Try it."

"Eat!" She turned in the air with sudden cranps of hunger and revul sion. She
retched up stale air and thin fluid. "Get away fromnme. Don't touch ne.

Equi nox!

Equi nox! "

The figure touched her with its hand. The hand was hard and col d.

"Your breasts," he said. "They' ve been oozing mlk. |I was wondering..."

"Gone. Al gone."

Par anet er.

"What is it? Are you ready to try again with that picture?”

No. No need. You can go.

" Huh?"

You can go. | can't keep you. You think you are self-sufficient; maybe you're
right. You can go.

Par amet er was conf used.

"Why? Wiy so sudden?”

|'ve been | ooking into some of the concepts in your menory. Freedom
Sel f-deterni nati on. | ndependence. You are free to go.

"You know what | think, what | really think about those concepts, too.

Unpr oven

at best. Fantasies at worst."

You are cynical. | recognize that they may indeed be real, so you should be
free. I am detaining you against your will. This is contrary to nost ethica

codes, including the ones you accept nore than any others. You are free to go.
It was an awkward nmoment. It hurt nore than she woul d have thought possible.
And

she was unsure of whose hurt she was feeling. Not that it mattered.

What was she saying? Here was what m ght be her one and only chance, and she
was

acknow edgi ng what the kid had said all along, that they were already fused.
And

the kid had heard it, like she heard everything.

Yes, | heard it. It doesn't matter. | can hear your doubts about many things.
I

can feel your uncertainty. It will be with you al ways.

"Yes. | guess it will. But you. | can't feel nmuch fromyou. Not that | can

di sti ngui sh. "

You feel ny death.

"No, no. It isn't that bad. They'll give you another human. You'll get al ong.

Sure you will."

Per haps. Despair. Disbelief.

Paraneter kicked herself in the nmental butt, told herself that if she didn't
get

out now, she never woul d.

"Ckay. Let ne out."

Fade. A gradual wi thdrawal that was painful and slow as the tendril began to
di sengage. And Paraneter felt her nmind being drawn in two.

It would always be like that. It would never get any better

"Vait, kid. Vait!"

The w t hdrawal conti nued.

"Listen to me. Really! No kidding, | really want to discuss this with you.
Don' t

go."

It's for the best. You'll get along.

"No! No nmore than you will. I'Il die."



No you won't. It's like you said; if you don't get out now, you never wll.

You'll... all right... bye..

"No! You don't understand. | don't want to go anynore. |'mafraid. Don't
| eave

me like this. You can't |eave ne."

Hesi tation

"Listen to me. Listen. Feel ne. Love. Love. Comm tnent, pure and honest
conmi tment -f orever-and-ever-till-death-us-do-part. Feel ne."

"I feel you. W are one."

She had eaten, only to bring it back up. But her jailer was persistent. He
was

not going to let her die.

"Wuld it be any better if you got inside with ne?"

"No. | can't. I'mhalf gone. It would be no good. Were is Equi nox?"

"I told you I don't know. And | don't know where your children are. But you
won't believe nme."

"That's right. |I don't believe you. Murderer."

She |istened groggily as he expl ained how she canme to be in this roomwth
hi m

She didn't believe him not for a nminute.

He said he had found her by follow ng a radi o beacon signaling froma point
out side the plane of the Rings. He had found a pseudosynb there; a sinplified
Synb created by budding a normal one without first going through the

conj ugati on

process. A pseudo can only do what any other plant can do: that is, ingest
carbon di oxi de and gi ve out oxygen fromits inner surface. It cannot contract
into contact with a human body. It remains in the spherical configuration. A
human can stay alive in a pseudosynb, but will soon die of thirst.

Par amet er had been inside the pseudo, bruised and bleeding fromthe top of
her

head and from her genitals. But she had been alive. Even nore renmarkable, she
had lived the five days it had taken to get her to the Conser energency
station.

The Consers didn't maintain many of the stations. The ones they had were

wi del y

separ at ed.

"You were robbed by Engineers," he said. "There's no other explanation. How

| ong

have you been in the Rings?"

After the third repeat of the question, Paranmeter muttered, "Five years."

"I thought so. A new one. That's why you don't believe ne. You don't know
nmuch

about Engi neers, do you? You can't understand why they would take your Synb
and

| eave you alive, with a beacon to guide help to you. It doesn't nake sense,
ri ght?"

"I... no, | don't know. | can't understand. They should have killed ne. Wat
they did was nore cruel."

No enmotion could be read on the man's "face," but he was optimstic for the
first time that she might pull through. At |east she was talking, if fitfully.
"You shoul d have | earned nore. |1've been fighting for a century, and | stil
don't know all 1'd like to know. They robbed you for your children, don't you
see? To raise them as Engineers. That's what the real battle is about:
popul ati on. The side that can produce the nost offspring is the one that
gai ns

t he advant age. "

"l don't want to talk."

"I understand. WII| you just |isten?"

He took her lack of response to mean she woul d.



"You' ve just been drifting through your life. It's easy to do out here; we
al |

just drift fromtine to tine. Wen you think about the Engineers at all, it's
just a question of evading them That isn't too hard. Considering the cubic
kil ometers out here, the hunted al ways has the advantage over the hunter
There

are so many places to hide; so nany ways to dodge.

"But you've drifted into a rough nei ghborhood. The Engi neers have concentrated
a

ot of people in this sector. Maybe you' ve noticed the high percentage of red
rocks. They hunt in teans, which is not sonething we Consers have ever done.
W're too | oose a group to get together rmuch, and we all know our real fight
doesn't begin for another thousand years.

"We are the |oosest arnmy in the history of humanity. We're volunteers on both
sides, and on our side, we don't require that individuals do anything at al
to

conbat the Engineers. So you don't know anythi ng about them beyond the fact
that they've vowed to paint Ring Beta red within twenty-five thousand years."
He at last got a rise out of her.

"I know a little nore than that. | know they are foll owers of Ri ngpainter the
Great. | know he lived al most two hundred years ago. | know he founded the
Church of Cosnic Engi neering."

"You read all that in a book. Do you know that Ringpainter is still alive? Do

you know how they plan to paint the Ring? Do you know what they do to Consers
t hey catch?"

He was selective in his interpretations. This tine he took her silence to
nmean

she didn't know.

"He is alive. Only he's a she now. Her 'Population Edict' of fifty years ago
decreed that each Engi neer shall spend ninety percent of her tine as a
fenal e,

and bear three children every year. If they really do that, we haven't got a
chance. The Rings would be solid Engineers in a few centuries."

She was slightly interested for the first tinme in weeks.

"I didn't know it was such a long-term project."

"The | ongest ever undertaken by humans. At the present rate of coloring, it
woul d take three mllion years to paint the entire Ring. But the rate is
accel erating."

He waited, trying to draw her out again, but she | apsed back into
listlessness.

He went on

"The one aspect of their religion you don't seemto know about is their ban
on

killing. They won't take a human or Synb life."

That got her attention

"Equi nox! Where..." she started shaki ng again.

"She's al nost certainly alive."

"How coul d they keep her alive?"

"You're forgetting your children. Five of them"

The last thing anyone said to Parameter for two years was, "Take this, you

m ght

want to use it. Just press it to a red rock and forget about it. It lasts
forever."

She took the object, a thin tube with a yellow bulb on each end. It was a
Bact eri ophage Applicator, filled with the tailored DNA that attacked and

br oke

down the deposits of red dust left by the Engineers' Ringvirus. Touching the
end

of it to a coated rock would begin a chain reaction that would end only when



al |

the surface of the rock was restored to its original color

Par amet er absently touched it to her side, where it sank without a trace in
t he

tough integunent of Equinox's outer hide. Then she shoved out the airlock and
into fairyland.

"I never saw anything like this, Equinox," she said.

"No, you certainly haven't." The Synb had only Parameter's experiences to

dr aw

on.

"Where should we go? What's that |line around the sky? Which way is it to the
Ri ng?"

Affectionate laughter. "Silly planteater. W're in the Ring. That's why it
stretches all around us. Al except over in that direction. The sun is behind
that part of the Ring, so the particles are illumnated primarily fromthe
ot her

side. You can see it faintly, by reflected light."

"Where did you learn all that?"

"From your head. The facts are there, and the deductive powers. You just
never

t hought about it."

"I"'mgoing to start thinking a lot nmore. This is alnmost frightening.

r epeat :

Where do we go from here?"

"Anywhere at all, as long as it's away fromthis awful place. | don't think I
want to come back to the Ri ngmarket for about a decade.™

"Now, now," Parameter chided her. "Surely we'll have to go back before that.

Aren't you feeling the least bit poetic?"

The Ri ngmarket was the clearinghouse for the wildly variant and irresistibly
beautiful art that was the byproduct of living a solitary life in the R ngs.
Art

br okers, rmnusicnongers, poetry sellers, editors, noodmusic vendors... all the
peopl e who made a living by standing between the artist and the audi ence and
raking off a profit as works of art passed through their hands; they al

gat hered at the Ri ngmarket bazaar and bought exquisite works for the

equi val ent

of pretty-col ored beads. The Ringers had no need of nobney. Al exchanges were
straight barter: a fresh gas bottle for a synphony that woul d crash through

t he

mnd with uni que rhythnms and harnonies. A handful of the mineral pellets the
Ri ngers needed every decade to supply trace elenents that were rare in the

Ri ngs

could buy a painting that would bring mllions back in civilization. It was a
specul ati ve business. No one could know whi ch of the thousands of works woul d
catch the public taste at high tide and run away with it. Al the buyers knew
was that for unknown reasons the art of the R ngs had consistently captured

t he

hi ghest prices and the wildest reviews. It was different. It was froma whol e
new vi ewpoi nt .

"I can't feel poetic back there. Besides, didn't you know that when we start
to

create, it will be nusic?"

"I didn't know that. How do you know?"

"Because there's a song in my heart. Of-key. Let's get out of here."

They left the netallic sphere of the market and soon it was only a bl ue

vect or

line, pointed away from them

They spent two years just getting used to their environnent. The wonder never
wore off. When they nmet others, they avoided them Neither was ready for
conpani onshi p; they had all they needed.



She was sinking, and glad of it. Every day w t hout Equi nox was torture. She
had

cone to hate her jailer, even if his story was true. He was keepi ng her

alive,

whi ch was the cruelest thing he could do. But even her hatred was a weak and
fitful thing

She stared into the imagi nary di stance and sel dom noticed his com ngs and

goi ngs.

Then one day there were two of them She noted it dispassionately, watched as
t hey enbraced each ot her and began to flow. So the other person was a femal e;
they were going to mate. She turned away and didn't see, as the two Synbs

nmer ged

in their conjugation process and slowy expanded into a featurel ess green
sphere

wi t hi n which the hunmans woul d couple silently and then part, probably forever.
But sonet hi ng nagged at her, and she | ooked back. A bulge was fornming on the
side of the sphere that was facing her. It grew outward and began to form
anot her, smaller sphere. A pink line formed the boundary between the two

gl obes.

She | ooked away again, unable to retain an interest as the Symbs gave birth.
But

somet hi ng was still nagging.

"Paraneter."

The man (or was it the wonan?) was floating beside her, holding the baby Synb.
She froze. Her eyes filled with horror

"You're out of your mind."

"Maybe. | can't force it on you. But it's here. |I'mgoing now, and you'l
never
see ne again. You can live or die, whichever you choose. |I've done all | can."

It was a warmday in the Upper Half. But then it was al ways a warm day,

t hough

sone were warmer than others.

Ri ngography is an easy subject to learn. There are the R ngs: Al pha, Beta,
and

the thin Gamma. The divisions are called Cassini and Encke, each having been
created by the gravitational tug-of-war between Saturn and the | arger noons
for

possession of the particles that make up the Rings. Beyond that, there is
only

the Upper Half and the Lower Half, above and bel ow t he plane, and | nspace and
Qut space. The Ringers never visited Inspace because it included the intense
Van

Al len-type radiation belts that circle Saturn. Qutspace was far fromthe
travel ed parts of the Rings, but was a nice place to visit because the Rings
were all in one part of the sky fromthat vantage point. An odd experience
for

children, accustoned frombirth to see the sky cut in half by the Rings.
Parameter was in the Upper Half to feed on the sunlight that was so nmuch nore
powerful there than in the R ngs. Equinox was in her extended configuration
The

pair | ooked like a gauzy parabolic dish, two hundred neters across. The dish
was

transparent, with veins that made it |l ook like a spider web. The illusion was
hei ght ened by the small figure spread-eagled in the center of it, like a fly.
The fly was Paraneter.

It was delicious to float there. She | ooked directly at the sun, which was
bright even this far away and woul d have burned her eyes quickly if she had
been



really looking at it. But she saw only a projection. Equinox's visual senses
were not nearly as delicate as hunman eyes.

The front of her body was bathed in radiance. It was highly sensual, but in a
new way. It was the mindless joy of a flower unfolding to the sun that

Par amet er

experi enced, not the hotter aninal passions she was used to. Energy coursed

t hrough her body and out into the |ight-gathering sheets that Equinox had

ext ended. Her mind was di sconnected nore conpletely than she woul d have
bel i eved

possi bl e. Her thoughts came hours apart, and were concerned w th sluggish
veget abl e pl easures. She saw herself as naked, exposed to the light and the
wind, floating in the center of a silver circle of life. She could feel the
wi nd

on her body in this airless place and wondered vacantly how Equi nox coul d be
so

utterly convincing in the webs of illusion she spun

There was a sudden gust.

"Parameter. \Wake up, ny darling."

" Hrmm "

"There's a stormcoming up. W've got to furl the sails and head into port."
Parameter felt other gusts as she swamthrough the warmwaters back to

al ert ness.

"How far are we fromthe R ng?"

"We're all right. We can be there in ten mnutes if |I tack for a bit and then
use a few seconds of thrust."

In her extended configuration, Equinox was a noderately efficient solar sail.
By

controlling the angle she presented to the inconming sunlight she could slowy
alter velocity. Al Paranmeter had to do was push off above or bel ow the Rings
in

a shallow arc. Equinox could bring themback into the Rings in a few days,
usi ng

sol ar pressure. But the stormwas a danger they had always to keep in mnd

It was the solar wind that Equinox felt, a cloud of particles thrust out from
the sun by stornms beneath the surface. Her radiation sensors had detected the
first speed-of-light gusts of it, and the dangerous stuff would not be far
behi nd.

Radi ati on was the chief danger of life in the Rings. The outer surface of a
Synb

was proof against rmuch of the radiation the synbiotic pair would encounter in
space. What got through was not enough to worry about, certainly never enough
to

cause sickness. But stray high-energy particles could cause nutations of the
€gg

and spermcells of the humans.

The intensity of the wind was increasing as they furled their sails and
appl i ed

the gas thrusters.

"Did we get noving in tinme?" Paraneter asked.

"There's a good margin. But we can't avoid getting a little hard stuff. Don't
worry about it."

"What about children? If | want to have sonme later, couldn't that be a

pr obl en?"

"Naturally. But you'll never give birth to a nutation. I'lIl be able to see
any

deviations in the first few weeks and abort it and not even have to tell you."
"But you would tell me, wouldn't you?"

"I'f you want me to. But it isn't inportant. No nore than the daily control
exert over any of your other bodily processes."

"I'f you say so."



"I say so. Don't worry; | said. You just handle the nmotor control and |eave
t he

busy work to ne. Things don't seemquite real to me unless they' re on the
nol ecul ar |evel ."

Paramet er trusted Equinox utterly. So nmuch so that when the really hard wi nd
began buffeting them she didn't worry for a second. She spread her arms to
it,

enbraced it. It was strange that the "wind" didn't blow her around like a

| eaf .

She woul d have liked that. Al she really nissed was her hair stream ng
around

her shoul ders. She no | onger had any hair at all. It got in the way of the
seal

between the two of them

As soon as she thought it, long black hair whipped out behind her, curling
into

her face and tickling her eyes. She could see it and feel it against her
ski n,

but she couldn't touch it. That didn't surprise her, because it wasn't there.
"Thank you," she | aughed. And then she | aughed even harder as she | ooked down
at

hersel f. She was covered with hair; long, flowi ng hair that grew as she

wat ched

it.

They reentered the Ring, preceded by a twisting, imaginary train of hair a
kil oreter | ong.

Three days later she was still staring at the floating ball.

On the fifth day her hand twitched toward it.

"No. No. Equi nox. \Were are you?"

The Synb was in its dormant state. Only an infant Synb coul d exist without a
human to feed and water it; once it had becone attached to a human, it would
die

very quickly without one. But in dormancy, they could live for weeks at a | ow
energy level. It only needed the touch of her hand to be triggered into
action.

The hunger was eating its way through her body; she ignored it conpletely. It
had becone a fact of life, sonething she clutched to her to forget about the
real hunger that was in her brain. She would never be forced to accept the
Synb

fromhunger. It didn't even enter the question

On the ninth day her hand began movi ng. She watched it, crying for Equinox to
stop the novenment, to give her strength.

She touched it.

"I think it's tine we tried out the new uterus."”

"I think you're right."

"If that thing out there is a male, we'll do it." Equinox had in her conplex
of

capabilities the knack of producing a nodule within her body that could take
a

cloned cell and nurture it until it grewinto a conplete organ; any organ she
wi shed. She had done that with one of Paraneter's cells. She renoved it,

cl oned

it, and let it growinto a new uterus. Paraneter's old one had run out of
eggs

| ong ago and was usel ess for procreation, but the new one was brimmng with
life.

She had operated on her mate, taking out the old one and putting in the new
I't



had been pai nl ess and qui ck; Parameter had not even felt it.

Now they were ready to have a seed planted in it. "Male," came the voice of
t he

other figure. Before, Paraneter would have answered by saying, "Solitude,"
and

he woul d have gone on his way.

Now she said, "Ferale."

"W derness," he introduced hinself.

"Paraneter."

The mating ritual over, they fell silent as they drifted cl oser. She had
conputed it well, if alittle fast. They hit and clung together with al
their

linbs. Slowy the Synbs nelted into each other

A sensation of pleasure canme over Paraneter. "Wat is it?"

"What do you think? It's heaven. Did you think that because we're sexless, we
woul dn't get any pl easure out of conjugation?"

"I guess | hadn't thought about it. It's... different. Not bad at all. But
nothing |i ke an orgasm™

"Stick around. We're just getting started." There was a monent of insecurity
as

Equi nox wi t hdrew her connections, |leaving only the one into her brain. She
shuddered as an unfaniliar feeling passed over her, then realized she was
hol di ng her breath. She had to start respirating again. Her chest crackled as
she brought |ong-unused rmuscles into play, but once the reflex was started
she

was able to forget about it and | et her hindbrain handle the chore.

The inner surface started to phosphoresce, and she made out a shadowy figure
floating in front of her. The light got brighter until it reached the |evel
of

bri ght moonlight. She could see hi m now

"Hello," she said. He seened surprised she wanted to talk, but grinned at her
"Hell 0. You nust be new "

"How di d you know?"

"I't shows. You want to talk. You probably expect me to go through an

el aborat e

ritual.” And with that he reached for her and pulled her toward him

"Hold on there," she said. "I'd like to know you a little better first."
He sighed, but let her go. "I'msorry. You don't know yet. Al right, what
woul d

you like to know about ne?"

She | ooked himover. He was small, slightly smaller than her. He was
conpletely

hairl ess, as was she. There didn't seemto be any way to guess his age; al

t he

proper clues were mssing. G ow ng out of the top of his head was a snaky
unbi | i cus.

She di scovered there was really little to ask him but having made a point of
it, she threwin a token question.
"How ol d are you?"

"dd enough. Fourteen."

"All right, let's do it your way.
accommodate his entry.

To her pleasant surprise, it lasted longer than the thirty seconds she had
expected. He was an acconplished | over; he seenmed to know all the right
noves.

She was warnmi ng deliciously when she heard himin her head.

"Now you know," he said, and her head was filled with his |aughter
Everything before that, good as it was, had been just a warmup

She touched himand shifted in space to

Paramet er and the baby Synb how ed with pain.



"I didn't want you," she cried, hurling waves of rejection at the child and
at

herself. "Al'l | want is Equinox."

That went on for an endless tine. The stars burnt out around them The gal axy
turned like a whirligig. The universe contracted; exploded; contracted again.
Expl oded. Contracted and gave it up as a waste of time. Tinme ended as al
events

cane to an end. The two of them floated, how ing at each other

W derness drifted away agai nst the swirling background of stars. He didn't
| ook

back, and neither did Paraneter. They knew each other too well to need
good- byes. They mi ght never neet again, but that didn't matter either
because

each carried all they needed of the other

"In alife full of cheap thrills, | never had anything like that."

Equi nox seened absorbed. She quietly acknow edged that it had, indeed, been
superduper, but there was sonething el se. There was a new know edge.

"I"'d like to try something," she said.

" Shoot . "

Parameter's body was suddenly caressed by a thousand tiny, wet tongues. They
searched out every cranny, all at the same tinme. They were hot, at |least a
t housand billion degrees, but they didn't burn; they soothed.

"Where were you keeping that?" Parameter quavered when it stopped. "And why
did

you st op?"

"I just learned it. | was watching while | was experiencing. | picked up a
few

tricks."

"You' ve got nore?"

"Sure. | didn't want to start out with the intense ones until | saw how you
liked that one. | thought it was very nice. You shuddered beautifully; the
del ta

waves were fascinating."

Parameter broke up with |l aughter. "Don't give ne that clinical stuff. You
l'i ked

it so much you scared yourself."

"That comes as close as you can cone to describing nmy reaction. But | was
serious about having things | think we'll like even better. | can conbi ne
sensations in a novel way. Did you appreciate the subtle way the 'heat’

bl ended

into the sensation of feathers with an electric current through then®"

"I't sounds hi deous when you say it in words. But that was what it was, al
right. Electric feathers. But pain had nothing to do with it."

Equi nox considered it. "I'mnot sure about that. | was deep into the

pai n-sensation center of you. But | was tickling it in a new way, the sane
way

W derness tickled you. There is something |I'mdiscovering. It has to do with
the reality of pain. Al you experience is nore a function of your brain than
of

your nerve endings. Pain is no exception. What | do is connect the two
centers—pai n and pl easure—and route them through ot her sensorium pat hways,
resulting in..."

" Equi nox. "

"Make | ove to nme."

She was in the center of the sun, every atom of her body fusing in heat so
hot

it was icy. She swamto the surface, taking her time through the plastic
waves



of ionized gas, where she grew until she could hold the whole sputtering bal
in

her hand and rub it around her body. It flicked and fumed and snoked,
gigantic

prom nences responding to her will, weathing her in fire and snoke that bit
and

tickled. Flares snaked into her, reanmi ng nerves with needl e-sharp pins of gas
that were soft as a kiss. She was swal |l owed whol e by sonething pink that had
no

nane, and slid down the slippery innards to splash in a pool of

sweet -snel i ng

sul fur.

It nelted her; she nelted it. Equinox was there; she picked her up and hurled
her and herself in a wave of water, a gigantic wave that was gi gatons of
pent - up

energy, rearing itself into a towering breaker a thousand kil onmeters high
She

crashed on a beach of rubbery skin, which becanme a forest of snakes that
squeezed her until the top of her head blew off and tiny fl owers showered
around

her, all of them Equi nox.

She was drawn back together fromthe far corners of the solar system and put
into a formthat called itself "Paranmeter"” but would answer to anything at
all.

Then she was rising on a rocket that thrust deep into her vagina, into
recesses

that weren't even there but felt like mrrors that showed her own face. She
was

a fusion warhead of sensation; prined to bl ow Sparks whi pped around her, and
each was a kiss of electric feathers. She was reaching orbital velocity;

sol ar

escape velocity; the speed of light. She turned herself inside out and
cont ai ned

t he universe. The speed of |light was a craw slower than any snail; she
transcended it.

There was an expl osion; an inplosion. She drew away from hersel f and fel
into

herself, and the fragnents of her body drifted down to the beach, where she
and

Equi nox gathered them and put themin a pile of quivering parts, each smaller
than an atom

It was a long job. They took their tinmne.

"Next time," Paranmeter suggested, "try to work in sonme el ephants.”

Soneone had invented a clock. It ticked.

Par amet er woke up.

"Did you do that?"

No answer.

"Shut the dam thing off."

The ticking stopped. She rolled over and went back to sleep. Around her, a
trillion years passed

It was no good; she couldn't sleep. "Are you there?" Yes.

"What do you think we ought to do?" Despair. W' ve |ost Equi nox. "You never
knew

her."

Part of her will always be with you. Enough to hurt you. We will always hurt.
"I want to live again."

Live with hurt?

"If there's no other way. Cone on. Let's start. Try to nake a light. Cone on



you can do it. | can't tell you how, you have to do that yourself. | |ove
you.

Blend with ne, wash me cl ean, w pe out the nmenory."

| mpossi bl e. We cannot alter ourselves. | want Equinox.

"Dam you, you never knew her."

Know her as good as you. Better. In a way, | am Equinox. But in another way,

I

can never be.

"Don't talk in riddles. Merge with ne.”

Cannot. You do not |ove ne yet.

"You want to sleep on it another few thousand years?"

Yes. You are nuch nicer when you are asl eep

"I's that an insult?"

No. You have |loved ne in your sleep. You have talked to nme, you have taught
e,

given me | ove and gui dance, grown ne up to an adult. But you still think I'm
Equinox. I"'mnot. | am ne.

"Wio is that?"

No name. | will have a nane when you start really talking to ne.

"Go to sleep. You confuse ne."
Love. Affection. Rockabye, rockabye, rockabye.

"You have a nane yet?"
"Yes. My name is Solstice."
Parameter cried, |oud and |Iong, and washed herself clean in her own tears.

It took themfour years to work their way around to Ri ngnmarket. They traded a
song, one that had taken three years to produce, a sweet-sad dirge that
sonehow

rang with hope, orchestrated for three lutes and synthesizer; traded it and a
prom se of four nore over the next century to a tinpan alleycat for an

el ephant

gun. Then they went out on a trail that was four years cold to stalk the
nenory

of those |ong-ago pachyder m days.

In the way that an earlier generation of hunmans had known the shape of a
hill,

the placenent of trees and flowers on it, the snmell and feel of it; and

anot her

generation could renmenber at a gl ance what a street corner |ooked |ike; or
still

anot her the details of a stretch of corridor beneath the surface of the noon;
in

t hat same way, Paraneter knew rocks. She would know the rock she had pushed
of f

fromon that final day just before Equinox was taken from her, the rock she
now

knew t o have been an Engi neer way-station. She knew where it had been going
on

t hat day, and how fast, and for how | ong. She knew where it woul d be now, and
t hat was where she and Sol stice were headed. The nei ghborhood woul d be
different, but she could find that rock

They found it, in only three years of search. She knew it instantly, knew
every

crevice and pit on the side she had | anded on. The door was on the other

si de.

They picked a likely rock a few kil oneters away and settled down for a long
wai t .

Seventy-six times Saturn turned bel ow them while they used the tel escopic

si ght



of the gun to survey the traffic at the station. By the end of that tine,

t hey

knew the routine of the place better than the residents did. When the tine
came

for action they had worked over each detail until it was alnmost a reflex.

A figure cane out of the rock and started off in the proper direction.

Par amet er

squi nted down the barrel of the gun and drew a bead. The range was extrene,
but

she had no doubt of a hit. The reason for her confidence was the |ong red

i magi nary line that she saw growing fromthe end of the barrel. It
represented

the distance the bullet would travel in one-thousandth of a second. The
figure

she was shooting at also had a line extending in front of it, not nearly so
long. Al she had to do was bring the ends of the two |ines together and
squeeze

the trigger.

It went as planned. The gun was firing stunbullets, tiny harnonic generators
that woul d knock out the pair for six hours. The outer hide of a Synb was

pr oof

agai nst the kinetic energy contained in nost projectiles, natural or
artificial

She didn't dare use a beam stunner because the Engineers in the station would
detect it.

They set out in pursuit of the unconscious pair. There was no hurry; the

| onger

it took to rendezvous, the farther they would be from danger

It took five hours to reach them Once in contact, Solstice took over. She
had

assured Paraneter that it would be possible to fuse with an unconsci ous Synb,
and she was right. Soon Paraneter was floating in the dark cavity with the
Engi neer, a female. She put the barrel of the gun under the other's chin and
wai t ed.

"I don't knowif | can do it, Solstice," she said.

"It won't be sonething you'll ever be proud of, but you know t he reasons as
wel |

as |. Just keep thinking of Equinox."

"I wonder if that's a good idea? |I'd rather do sonething for her that | would
be

proud of."

"Want to back out? We can still get away. But if she wakes up and sees us, it
could get awkward if we let her live."

"I know. | have to do it. | just don't like it."

The Engi neer was stirring. Paraneter tightened her grip on the rifle.

She opened her eyes, |ooked around, and seened to be listening. Solstice was
keeping the other Synmb fromcalling for help.

"I won't give you any trouble,"” the woman said. "But is it asking too much to
allownme a few mnutes for nmy death ritual ?"

"You can have that and nore if you're a fast talker. | don't want to kil

you,

but I confess | think I'Il have to. | want to tell you sonme things, and to do
it, I'll need your cooperation. If you don't cooperate, | can take what

need

fromyou anyway. What |'mhoping is that there'll be sone way you can show ne
that will make your death unnecessary. WIIl you open your nmind to ne?"

A light came into the wonan's eyes, then was veiled. Paraneter was instantly
suspi ci ous.

"Don't be nervous," the Engineer said, "I'll do as you ask. It was just
somet hing of a surprise." She rel axed, and Paraneter eased herself into the



ar s
of Sol stice, who took over as go-between.
They had a | ot staked on the outcome of this mutual revel ation

It canme in a rush, the inpal pable weight of the religious fervor and

dedi cati on.

And above it all, the Geat Cause, the project that would go on |long after
everyone now alive was dead. The audacity of it! The vision of Humanity the
nover, the controller, the artist; the Engineer. The universe would

acknow edge

the sway of Humanity when it gazed at the wonder that was being wought in
t he

Ri ngs of Saturn

Ri ngpai nter the G eat was a U opian on a grand scale. He had been bitterly
di sappointed in the manner in which humanity had i nvaded the sol ar system He
thought in terns of terrafornmng and of shifting planets in their courses.
What

he saw was burrows in rock.

So he preached, and spoke of Dyson spheres and space arks, of turning stars
on

and off at will, of renodeling galaxies. To himand his followers, the

uni ver se

was an inmrensely conplex toy that they could do beautiful things with. They
wanted to unscrew a bl ack hol e and see what made it tick. They wanted to
unshi f t

the red shift. They believed in continuous creation, because the big bang
inplied an end to all their efforts.

Paraneter and Sol stice reeled under the force of it; the conviction that this
adm ttedly synmbolic act could get humanity nmoving in the direction

Ri ngpai nt er

want ed. He had an idea that there were beings out there keeping score, and
t hey

could be inpressed by the Grand Gesture. \Wen they saw what a pretty thing
Ri ng

Bet a had becone, they would step in and give the forces of Ring-painter a
hand.

The wonman they had captured, whose nanme they | earned was Rosy-Red-Ri ng 3351
was

convinced of the truth of these ideas. She had devoted her life to the
furtherance of the Design. But they saw her faith waver as she behel d what
t hey

had to show her. She cringed away fromthe shrunken, hardened, protectively
encased menory of the days after the theft of Equinox. They held it up and
made

her look at it, peeling away the layers of forgetful ness they had protected
t hensel ves with and thrusting it at her

At last they let her go. She crouched, quivering, in the air.

"You' ve seen what we've been."

"Yes." She was sobbi ng.

"And you know what we have to do to find Equinox. You saw that in ny nind.
What

I want to know is, can this cup pass fromus? Do you know anot her way? Tel
ne

qui ck. "

"I didn't know, " she cried. "It's what we do to all the Consers we capture.
Ve

can't kill them It's against the Law. So we separate them keep the Synb,

| eave

the human to be found. W know nost of them are never found, but it's the
best



we can do. But | didn't know it was so bad. | never thought of it. | al npst
t hi nk—

"No need to think. You're right. It would be nore nerciful to kill the human.
Lon't know about the Synmb. I'lIl have to talk to Equi nox about that. At first
;anted to kill all the Engineers in the Rings, with a lot of care put into
L?Eject so they didn't die too quick. | can't do that any nore. I'mnot a
Conser. | never was. |'mnot anything but a seeker, |ooking for ny friend.

don't care if you paint the R ng; go ahead. But | have to find Equi nox, and
have to find ny children. You have to answer ny question now. Can you think of
a

way | can let you live and still do what | have to do?"

"No. There's no other way."

Par amet er sighed. "All right. Get on with your ritual."

"I"'mnot sure if | want to any nore."

"You' d probably better. Your faith has been shaken, but you m ght be right
about

t he scorekeepers. If you are, I'd hate to be the cause of you going out the

wrong way." She was already putting her distance between herself and this
worran
she woul d kill. She was beconi ng an object, sonething she was going to do

somet hi ng unpl easant to; not a person with a right to live.

Rosy- Red- Ri ng 3351 gradually cal ned as she went through the nmotions of her
aut o-extrenme unction. By the tine she had fini shed she was as composed as she
had been at the start of her ordeal

"I"ve experienced the fullness of it," she said quietly. "The Engi neers do
not

claimto know everything. We were wong about our policy of separating
symnbiotic

pairs. My only regret is that | can't tell anyone about our m stake." She

| ooked

doubtfully at Parameter, but knew it was useless. "I forgive you. | |ove you,
ny

killer. Do the deed." She presented her white neck and cl osed her eyes.
"Umm " Paraneter said. She had not heard her victims |last words; she had cut
herself off and could see only the neck. She let Solstice guide her hands.
They

found the pressure points as if by instinct, pressed hard, and it was just
like

Sol stice had said it would be. The woman was unconsci ous in seconds. Now she
nmust be kept alive for a few m nutes while Sol stice did what she had to do.
"CGot it," came Solstice's shaken thought.

"Was it hard?" Parameter had kept away fromit.

"Let's don't talk about it. I'lIl showit to you in about a decade and we can
cry

for a year. But | have it."

So the other Synb was al ready dead, and Sol stice had been with it as it died.
Parameter's job would not be nearly so hard.

She put her thunbs on the wonan's neck again, bent her ear to the chest. She
pressed, harder this tinme. Soon the heartbeat fluttered, raced briefly. There
was a convul sion, then she was dead.

"Let's get out of here."

What they had acquired was the Synb- Engi neer frequency organ. It was the one
way

the inhabitants of the Rings had of telling friend fromfoe. The radi o organs
of

the Synbs were tuned frombirth to send on a specific frequency, and the



Engi neers used one band exclusively. The Consers enpl oyed anot her, because

t hey

had a stake in identifying friends and foes, too. But Parameter no |onger
identified with either side, and now had the physical resources to back up
her

| ack of conviction. She could send on either band now, according to the needs
of

t he nmonent, and so could nove freely fromone society to the other. If

caught,

she woul d be seen as a spy by either side, but she didn't think of herself as
one.

It had been necessary to kill the Engineer pair because the organ could not
be

renoved w thout causing the death of the Synmb. The organ could be cloned, and
that was the escape Paraneter had offered the other two. But it had been
refused. So now Sol stice had two voi ces; her own, and the one fromthe other
organ whi ch she had already inplanted in herself.

In addition to the double voice, they had picked up i nformati on about the
life

of the Engineers without which it would be inpossible to function w thout

i medi at e exposure. They knew the custons and beliefs of the Engineers and
coul d

fit inwith themas long as they didn't go into sexual rapport. That could
get

sticky, but they had a dodge. The npst reliable way to avoi d intercourse was
to

be pregnant, and that was what they set out to do.

It didn't seemtoo inmportant, but his nane was Appoggi atura. They had
encountered himduring the third week after the murder. It was a risk—a small
one, but a risk all the sane. He had been easy about it. He learned all about
Parameter's deeds and plans during their intercourse and remai ned
unpert ur bed.

Fanati c dedication was rare anong Consers; the only real fanatic Paraneter
had

nmet was Bushwhacker, who had offered to shoot her at the hint of treason
Paramet er and Sol stice were aware that what they were doing was treason to

t he

Conser cause. Appoggiatura didn't seemto care, or if he did, he thought it
was

justified after what they had been through

"But have you thought about what you'll do if you find Equinox? | don't know
what you think, but it sounds |like a thorny problemto ne."

"It's thorny, all right," Solstice agreed. "To ne, especially. Don't talk to
ne

about problens until you've gone through the insecurity |I've felt when

t hi nk

about that day."

"It's nmy insecurity, too," Paraneter said. "W don't know. But we do know we

have to find her. And the children, though that isn't so strong. | only saw
t hem

for a few minutes, and they' Il be seven years old now | can't expect nuch
there."”

"I wouldn't expect rmuch from Equi nox, either," he said. "I know sonething
about

what happens to a Synb when it's separated froma human. Sonet hi ng di es;

don't

know what. But it has to start over again fromthe beginning. She'll be a
part

of one of your children now, whichever one of them she took over when she was



separated fromyou. You won't know her, and she won't know you."
"Still, we have to do this. | want to | eave you now. "

For six nonths they drifted, allowing Paraneter's body to swell to the point
that it woul d be obvious she was pregnant and not available for sex. During

t hat

time they thought.

Countl ess tines they decided they were being foolish; that to conplete their
search would be to finish their life's mission and be faced with what to do
with

t he next thousand years. But they could not just go through the notions.

Per haps

one person could do that, but it wouldn't work with two. There was al ways

t hat

alter ego telling you by her very presence that you were living a lie.

And there was Rosy-Red-Ring 3351. If they quit, her murder woul d have been
for

no purpose. That woul d have been too nuch to bear. They had her in their
nenory,

al ways cherishing her, always ashaned of what they had done. And the Synb,
whose

nane Sol stice had not yet been able to nention. One day Paraneter would have
to

go through that killing again, but closer. Solstice was, if anything, even
nor e

determ ned than Paraneter to verify the necessity of that terrible act.

So they started back to the Engineer-infested sector where so | ong ago

Equi nox

had been made a prisoner of war.

There was a nervous nonent the first time they used the stolen transnitter
organ, but it went off snmoothly. After that, they were able to nove freely in
Engi neer society. It was a strange world, steeped in ritual that woul d have
instantly confounded a novice. But they had received an instant course in
religion and fell back on the menories of Rosy-Red-Ring that were burned into
their m nds.

They took the name Earth-Revenger 9954f, a common nane attached to a random
nunber with the "f" added as a mark of status. Only Engi neers who had borne a
hundred chil dren were supposed to add the letter to their names.
Theoretically,

births were supposed to be recorded at Ringpainter Tenple, clear across the
Ri ng

fromthem where what records it was possible to keep in Ring society were
stored. But there was no danger once they had verified that their stolen
transmtter would fool the Engineers. Even in Engineer society, where social
contact was nore inportant than anong Consers, the chance of neeting the sane
person twi ce was snmall. The chance of Paraneter and Sol stice neeting the rea
Eart h- Revenger 9954f was not even worth thinking about.

The place they stayed around was the very rock she had pushed off fromon the
day of her capture, the rock from which Rosy-Red-Ring had | eft on her fina
day.

It was a conmuni cations center, a social hall, a gossip rendezvous; the neans
by

whi ch the Engineers were able to keep their cohesiveness agai nst the

form dabl e

odds of enpty space.

She took over the job of station manager, a largely informal, voluntary post
that meant you stayed in the station and | oosely coordinated the activities
there. These consisted of posting in witten forminformation that was too

i mportant to entrust to word of nouth, and generally trying to punp each

i ncom ng Engi neer for that type of information. As such, it was ideally



suited

for what she wanted to do

There was the problem of her pregnancy. Pregnant wonen needed a | ot of
sunshi ne

and rock and ice, and generally didn't take the job. She faced a | ot of
guestions about it, but got away with her story about just plain liking the
job

so much she didn't want to give it up

But the problem of getting enough sunlight was real. The |ocation of the
station

was deep enough inside the Rings by now that the incident sunlight was | ow
She

shoul d have gone above the plane to where the light wasn't scattered off so
many

rocks, but she couldn't.

She conproni sed by spending all her free tinme outside the station with

Sol stice

i n her extended configuration

The prime topic of conversation was the failure of the Pop Edict, and it was
this that led her to information about Equi nox.

Under the Edict, each Engi neer was to undergo a sex change and spend nine
years

as a female for every year as a male. Three children were to be borne each of
those years. The figures told a different story.

It was the first resistance to an Edict; unorgani zed, but still disturbing.
There was much debate about it, and nuch sol emm rededi cati on. Everyone vowed
to

bear as many children as she could, but Paraneter wondered how sincere it
was.

Her own sanpling of Engineers reveal ed that fenal es did outnunber males, but
only by three to one, not nine to one.

There were several causes discussed for it. One, and the nobst obvious, was
sinmple preference. Statistically, 90 percent of all people had a preferred
sex,

and of those, it was evenly divided as to which sex was the preferred one.
For

the target percentages to be in effect, 35 percent of the Engi neers would
have

to be living as the sex they did not prefer. The actual figures indicated

t hat

not many of them were doing so. They were remmining defiantly nale.

Then there was the |ogistical problem To gain enough useful mass to produce
one

baby, a Synb-human pair had to ingest al nost a thousand kil ograms of rock and
ice. Only atiny fraction of it was the chem cals needed to produce a baby.
Then, to convert the mass to useful form energy was required. The pair had
to

spend |l ong hours in the sunlight. After all that, there was little time for
painting the Ring, and that was what nost Engineers saw as their prine

m ssi on,

not beconi ng baby factories.

It was said that Ringpainter was in meditation, and had been for the past ten
years, trying to find a way out of the dil enma. She saw her Grand Gesture
bei ng

sl owed down to the point where it was actually in jeopardy. If, in the far
future, the Engineer birthrate didn't outstrip the Conser birthrate, it would
mean trouble. The time of the great Conser effort was yet to come. As things
now

stood, a Conser mght not even see a painted rock in three or four days; they
were too far apart. But as the number of painted rocks grew, the rate of



recol oring woul d al so grow. Then the Engi neers woul d have to depend on the
sheer

rate of repainting to overpower the negative effect of the Consers. If their
popul ati ons were nearly equal, it would be a stalemate, and only the Consers
could win a stalemate. To acconplish the G and Design, 90 percent of the rock
in

Ring Beta nmust be painted. To reach this figure, the Engi neers must outnunber
the Consers by ten to one, otherw se the nunber of painted rocks would
stabilize

bel ow the target figure. It was a crisis of the first magnitude, though no
one

alive woul d see the outcone.

In discussing this with one of the Engineers, a worman named G ori ous- Red- Ri ng
43f, the break cane. She was one of the early followers of R ngpainter, had
been

inthe Ring for two hundred years. She had birthed 389 children, and

acknow edged it was bel ow her quota. She was living proof that the goals of

Ri ngpai nter were unrealistic, but she had unshakable faith that it was the

ri ght

policy. She blanmed herself that she had not had six hundred children, and had
dedi cated herself to neeting her quota within the next century. To do that,
she

nmust bear five hundred children. Paraneter thought she was pathetic. She was
pregnant wth septuplets.

"I see these young ones coning in here with twins in their wonbs and wonder
how

they can call thensel ves Engi neers,’
one

with a single child on the way. One! Can you inmagi ne? How many do you have
t here?"

"Three. Maybe it shoul d have been nore." Paraneter tried to sound guilty
about

it.

she conplained. "Only last nonth | saw

"That's all right. Three is the right nunber. | won't ask if you had three

| ast

year.

"And the nunber of rmales | see nakes me weep. | make it 7.43 to 2.57, female
to

mal e." She | apsed into a brooding sil ence.

"I'f that wasn't bad enough," Parameter pronpted, "I understand the Conser
birthrate has equall ed ours."

"Has it?" She was concerned at this bit of news, and would have been relieved
to

learn it was totally spurious. Paraneter used that line frequently to | ead
someone into a discussion of Conser wonen in general and one Conser in
particul ar who had been captured around here several years ago while birthing
qui nts.

"But it shouldn't surprise ne,’
we' ve

taken | ately have been pregnant with three, four, even five."

This was nore like it. Parameter considered remarks that m ght draw the wonman
out .

"I recall, alnmpst ten years ago... or was it five? | get confused. There was
this Conser sone of our people took. Five children she had just borne."

Par amet er was so surprised she alnost let the opportunity slip by.

"Five?" she managed to croak. It was enough

"That's right. How long has it been since you saw one of ours give birth to
five? And those anarchists don't even have a Pop Edict to tell themto do it.
She was doing it for fun."

"Were you there when it happened? Wen they captured the woman?"

the Engi neer said. "So many of the Consers



"I heard about it later. They had the pups around here for a few days. Didn't
know what to do with them No one had heard about the créche."

"Creche?"

"You, too. The newsnongering around here has fallen down. It should have been
posted and circul ated."

"I"ll surely see that it's done if you'll tell ne about it."

"There's a creche for POWNchildren about fifty thousand kil oneters forward
from

here. That's where we're supposed to take captured Conser children for

i ndoctrination."”

They digested that, didn't like the taste of it.

"The indoctrination's pretty successful, is it?"

"Great Red Ring, | hope so. Haven't been there nyself. But we need everything
we

can get these days."

"Just where is this creche? | should post the orbital elenents around here."

The triplets were a failure. During the tenth nmonth, on the way to the

cr éche,

Sol stice notified Paranmeter that it was hopel ess; they hadn't gotten enough
energy and raw materials during their stay at the way-station. It was no

| onger

possible to hold their devel opment back, and it was too |ate to amass the
necessary mnerals to do the job.

Sol stice aborted them and reabsorbed the dead bodies. Wth the extra energy
from

the abortion, they were able to make good time to the créche. It only took

t wo

years.

The créche was deserted; an enpty shell. News traveled slowy in the Ring

I nqui ri ng around, Paraneter discovered that it had not been operating for
fifteen years. So her children had never arrived, though they had set out.
This was the time for despair, but they were beyond despair. Sonewhere on the
way to the creche they had stopped believing it was possible to do what they
were trying to do. So it wasn't a blowto find the creche deserted. Still, it
was hard to accept that their search ended here; they had been on the trai
for

ni ne years.

But the figures were uni npeachable. The volunme of R ng Beta was seventy
billion

cubic kil oneters, and any one of themcould hide a thousand children

They hung around the créche for a few weeks, questioning Engineers, trying to
find an angle that would enable themto defeat the statistics. Wthout a
known

destination for their children, there was no way out; they could be anywhere,
and that was so vast it didn't bear thinking about.

In the end they left, and didn't know where they were bound.

Three days |l ater they encountered another Conser, a nale, and mated with him
He

was synpathetic to their plight, but agreed with themthat there was no
chance

of finding their children. Solstice carefully sawto it that Paranmeter was
not

fertilized. They had had enough of pregnancy for the next century or so.

And after they left the Conser, they found thenselves falling asleep. Only

t hey

knew it wasn't sleep

Bef ore she even opened her eyes, Paraneter reached frantically for the top of
her head.



"Sol stice..."

"I"'mhere. Don't make any sudden noves. W' ve been captured. | don't know by
whom but he's arned.”

She opened her eyes. She was in a conjugation sphere and the tendril from

Sol stice was still firmy planted in her head. There was another person wth
her, a small person. He waved his gun at her and she nodded.

"Don't be alarmed,"” he said. "If you can answer a few questions you'l

pr obabl y

come out of this alive."”

"You can set your nmind at ease. | won't cause any trouble."

She realized he was a child, about eleven years old. But he seened to know
about

stunners.

"We' ve been watching you for about a week," he said. "You talked to

Engi neers,

so we naturally assuned you were one. But just now you spoke to a Conser, and
on

t he Conser frequency. | want an explanation.”

"I was originally a Conser. Recently | killed an Engi neer and stol e her
transmitter organ." She knew she couldn't think of a convincing lie quickly
enough to be safe fromhis stunner. She wasn't sure there was a convinci ng
lie

to cover her situation.

"Which side do you identify with now?"

"Neither side. | want to be independent if anyone will allow that."

He | ooked thoughtful. "That may be easier than you know. Wy did you kill the
Engi neer ?"

"I had to do it so | could nove in Engineer society, so | could hunt for ny
children and the Synb who was taken fromnme several years ago. | have been—=

"What's your nanme?"

"Paraneter, and Sol stice."

"Right. 1've got a nessage for you, Parameter. It's fromyour children
They're

all right, and | ooking for you around here. W should be able to find themin
a

few days' search.”

The children recogni zed the awkwardness of the situation. As they joined the
group conjugation, energing fromthe walls of the slowy enlarging sphere,

t hey

l[imted thenmselves to a brief kiss, then withdrewinto a tangle of small

bodi es.

Paramet er and Sol stice were so jittery they could hardly think. The five
children they could get to know, but Equi nox? Wat about her?

They got the distinct feeling that the children recogni zed Paraneter, then
realized it was possible. Equinox had been talking to themwhile still in the
wormb, urging their nminds to develop with pictures and sounds. Sone of the

pi ctures woul d have been of Paraneter

Ring children are not |ike other human children. They are born already
knowi ng

nost of what they need to survive in the Rings. Then they are able to join
with

an infant Synb and help guide its devel opment into an adult in a few weeks.
From

there, the Synb takes over for three years, teaching themand | eading themto
the places they need to go to grow up strong and healthy. For all practica
purposes they are mature at three years. They nust be; they cannot count on
being with their nother nore than the few weeks it takes themto acquire an
adult Symb. Fromthat time, they are on their own. Infant physica
short com ngs



are made up by the guidance and control of the Synb.

Paramet er | ooked at these strange children, these youngsters whose backyard
was

billions of cubic kilonmeters wi de and whose toys were stars and conets. \Wat
did

she know of thenf? They m ght as well be another species. But that shoul dn't
matter; so was Sol stice

Sol stice was al nbst hysterical. She was gripped in fear that in sonme way she
couldn't understand she was going to | ose Paraneter. She was in danger of

| osi ng

her mind. One part of her |oved Equi nox as hopel essly as Paraneter did;

anot her

part knew there was roomfor only one Synb for any one human. What if it cane
to

a choi ce? How woul d they face it?

" Equi nox?"

There was a soundl ess scream from Sol stice. "Equi nox?"

"I's that you, Equi nox?"

The answer was very faint, very far away. They could not hear it.

"It's nme. Paraneter.”

"And Sol stice. You don't know me—

| know you. You are me. | used to be you. | renenber both of you. Interesting.
But the voice didn't sound interested. It was cool

"l don't understand." No one was sure who said it.

But you do. | amgone. There is a new ne. There is a new you. It is over.
"W | ove you."

Yes. OF course you do. But there is no me left to | ove.

"We're confused."

You will get over it.

The children floated together: quietly, respectfully; waiting for their
not her

to come to grips with her newreality. At |ast she stirred.

"Maybe we'll understand it sone day," Paraneter said.

One of the girls spoke.

"Equinox is no nore, Mother," she said. "And yet she's still with us. She nade
a

choi ce when she knew we were going to be captured. She reabsorbed her
children
and fissioned into five parts. None of us got all of her, but we all got

enough. "

Par amet er shook her head and tried to nake sense out of it. The child who had
brought her here had not been willing to tell her anything, preferring to
wai t

until her children could be with her

"I don't understand how you canme to find ne."

"All it took was patience. W never reached the créeche; we were liberated on
t he

way here by Al phans. They killed all the Engi neers who were guardi ng us and
adopted us thensel ves. "

"What's an Al phan?"

"Al phans are the Ringers who live in Ring Al pha, who are neither Conser nor
Engi neer. They are renegades from both sides who have opted out of the
conflict.

They took care of us, and hel ped us when we said we wanted to find you. W
knew

where we had been going, and knew it was only a matter of time until you
showed

up here, if you were still alive. So we waited. And you got here in only nine



years. You're very resourceful.”

"Perhaps." She was | ooking at her children's |l egs. They were oddly defornmed.
And

what were those blunt instruments at the ends of then? How odd.

"Feet, Mdther," the child said. "There are surgeons in Al pha, but we could
never

afford to go there until we had found you. Now we'll go. W hope you'll go
with

us."

"Huh? Ah, | guess | should. That's across the Cassini Division, isn't it? And
there's no war there? No killing?"

"That's right. We don't care if they paint Ring Beta with stripes and pol ka
dots. They're freaks: Conser and Engi neers. W are the true R ngers."

"Sol stice?"

"Why not ?"

"W'll go with you. Say, what are your nanes?"

"Arnmy," said one of the girls.

"Navy, " said anot her.

"Marine."

"Airforce."”

"And El ephant," said the boy.



