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Bl oodchi | d
by Octavia E. Butler

My last night of childhood began with a visit hone. T Gatoi's sister had given us two sterile
eggs. T Gatoi gave one to ny nother, brother, and sisters. She insisted that | eat the other one
alone. It didn't matter. There was still enough to | eave everyone feeling good. Al npbst everyone.
My not her woul dn't take any. She sat, watching everyone drifting and dream ng w thout her. Mbst of
the tine she watched ne.

I lay against T Gatoi's long, velvet underside, sipping fromny egg now and then, wondering why ny
nmot her deni ed herself such a harm ess pleasure. Less of her hair would be gray if she indul ged now
and then. The eggs prolonged life, prolonged vigor. My father, who had never refused one in his
life, had lived nore than twice as |ong as he should have. And toward the end of his |ife, when he
shoul d have been sl owi ng down, he had married ny nother and fathered four children

But ny nother seenmed content to age before she had to. | saw her turn away as several of T Gatoi's
| inbs secured ne closer. T Gatoi |iked our body heat and took advantage of it whenever she coul d.
Wen | was little and at hone nore, ny nother used to try to tell me how to behave with T Gato -
how to be respectful and al ways obedi ent because T Gatoi was the Tlic governnent official in
charge of the Preserve, and thus the nost inportant of her kind to deal directly with Terrans. It
was an honor, ny nother said, that such a person had chosen to conme into the famly. My nother was
at her nost formal and severe when she was |ying.

I had no idea why she was |ying, or even what she was |ying about. It was an honor to have T Gatoi
inthe famly, but it was hardly a novelty. T Gatoi and my nother had been friends all nmy nmother's
life, and T'Gatoi was not interested in being honored in the house she consi dered her second hone.
She sinply cane in, clinbed onto one of her special couches, and called ne over to keep her warm
It was inpossible to be formal with her while |ying against her and hearing her conplain as usual
that | was too skinny.

"You' re better,"she said this time, probing me with six or seven of her |inbs."You' re gaining
wei ght finally. Thinness is dangerous."The probing changed subtly, becane a series of caresses.

"He's still too thin,"nmy nother said sharply.

T Gatoi lifted her head and perhaps a neter of her body off the couch as though she were sitting
up. She | ooked at ny nother, and my nother, her face lined and ol d | ooking, turned away.

"Lien, | would like you to have what's left of Gan's egg."
"The eggs are for the children, "ny nother said.
"They are for the famly. Please take it."

Unwi I lingly obedient, ny nother took it fromme and put it to her nouth. There were only a few
drops left in the now shrunken, elastic shell, but she squeezed them out, swallowed them and
after a few nonments sone of the Iines of tension began to snooth from her face.

"I't's good, "she whispered."Sonetinmes | forget how good it is.
"You should take nmore,"T Gato' said. Wiy are you such a hurry to be ol d?"
My not her said not hing.

"I like being able to cone here,"T Gatoi said."This place is a refuge because of you, yet you
won't take care of yourself"

T Gatoi was hounded on the outside. Her people wanted nore of us made available. Only she and her
political faction stood between us and the hordes who did not understand why there was a Preserve -
why any Terran could not be courted, paid, drafted, in sonme way nade available to them O they
did understand, but in their desperation, they did not care. She parceled us out to the desperate
and sold us to the rich and powerful for their political support. Thus, we were necessities,

status synbol s, and an independent people. She oversaw the joining of fam lies, putting an end to
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the final remants of the earlier systemof breaking up Terran fanmilies to suit inpatient Tlic. |
had |lived outside with her. | had seen the desperate eagerness in the way sone peopl e | ooked at
me. It was a little frightening to know that only she stood between us and that desperation that
could so easily swallow us. My nother woul d | ook at her sonetines and say to ne,"Take care of
her."And | woul d renmenber that she too had been outside, had seen

Now T' Gat oi used four of her linmbs to push me away fromher onto the floor."Go on, Gan, "she
said."Sit down there with your sisters and enjoy not being sober. You had nost of the egg. Lien
come warm ne. "

"Not hi ng can buy him from ne."Sober, she would not have permtted herself to refer to such things.
"Not hi ng, " T' Gatoi agreed, hunoring her.
"Did you think I would sell himfor eggs? For long life? My son?"

"Not for anything,"T Gatoi said, stroking nmy nother's shoul ders, toying with her |ong, graying
hair.

I would like to have touched ny nmother, shared that noment with her. She would take nmy hand if |
touched her now. Freed by the egg and the sting, she would snmile and perhaps say things |ong held

in. But tonorrow, she would renenber all this as a humiliation. I did not want to be part of a
remenbered hum liation. Best just be still and know she | oved nme under all the duty and pride and
pai n.

"Xuan Hoa, take off her shoes,"T Gatoi said."In a little while I'll sting her again and she can
sl eep.”

My ol der sister obeyed, swaying drunkenly as she stood up. Wen she had finished, she sat down
besi de ne and took nmy hand. We had al ways been a unit, she and |

My not her put the back of her head against T Gatoi's underside and tried fromthat inpossible
angle to look up into the broad, round face."You' re going to sting ne agai n?"

"Yes, Lien."
"I'"ll sleep until tonorrow noon."
"CGood. You need it. Wen did you sleep |last?"

My not her made a wordl ess sound of annoyance."l shoul d have stepped on you when you were snal
enough, "she nuttered.

It was an old joke between them They had grown up together, sort of, though T Gatoi had not, in
my nother's lifetine, been snmall enough for any Terran to step on. She was nearly three tine ny
not her's present age, yet would still be young when ny nother died of age. But T Gatoi and ny
not her had met as T Gatoi was conming into a period of rapid developrment - a kind of Tlic

adol escence. My nother was only a child, but for a while they devel oped at the sane rate and had
no better friends than each ot her.

T Gatoi had even introduced ny nother to the nan who becane ny father. My parents, pleased with
each other in spite of their different ages, married as T' Gatoi was going into her famly's
busi ness - politics. She and ny nother saw each other |ess. But sonetinme before ny ol der sister
was born, my nother pronised T Gatoi one of her children. She would have to give one of us to
soneone, and she preferred T Gatoi to sone stranger

Years passed. T Gatoi traveled and increased her influence. The Preserve was hers by the tinme she
came back to my nmother to collect what she probably saw as her just reward for her hard work. My
ol der sister took an instant liking to her and wanted to be chosen, but ny nother was just coni ng

totermwith ne and T' Gatoi |iked the idea of choosing an infant and watching and taking part in
all the phases of developnent. I'mtold | was first caged within T'Gatoi's many |linbs only three
m nutes after my birth. A few days later, | was given ny first taste of egg. | tell Terrans that

when they ask whether | was ever afraid of her. And | tell it to Tlic when T Gatoi suggests a
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young Terran child for them and they, anxious and ignorant, demand an adol escent. Even ny brother
who had somehow grown up to fear and distrust the Tlic could probably have gone snobothly into one
of their famlies if he had been adopted early enough. Sonmetines, | think for his sake he should

have been. | |ooked at him stretched out on the floor across the room his eyes open, but glazed
as he dreaned his egg dream No matter what he felt toward the Tlic, he always denanded his share
of egg.

"Lien, can you stand up?"T Gatoi asked suddenly.

"Stand?"my nother said."l thought | was going to sleep."

"Later. Sonething sounds wong outside."The cage was abruptly gone.
"What ?"

"Up, Lien!"

My not her recogni zed her tone and got up just in tine to avoid being dunped on the floor. T Gato
whi pped her three neters of body off her couch, toward the door, and out at full speed. She had

bones - ribs, a long spine, a skull, four sets of |linb bones per segnent. But when she noved t hat
way, twi sting, hurling herself into controlled falls, |anding running, she seened not only
bonel ess, but aquatic - something swiming through the air as though it were water. | |oved

wat chi ng her nove

I left nmy sister and started to follow her out the door, though |I wasn't very steady on ny own
feet. It would have been better to sit and dream better yet to find a girl and share a waki ng
dreamwi th her. Back when the Tlic saw us as not nmuch nore than convenient, big, warm bl ooded

ani mal s, they would pen several of us together, nale and fenale, and feed us only eggs. That way
they coul d be sure of getting another generation of us no matter how we tried to hold out. W were
lucky that didn't go on long. A few generations of it and we woul d have been little nore than
conveni ent, big animals.

"Hol d the door open, Gan,"T Gatoi said."And tell the famly to stay back."
"What is it?"l asked.

"N Tlic."

| shrank back agai nst the door."Here? Al one?"

"He was trying to reach a call box, | suppose."She carried the man past me, unconscious, fol ded
like a coat over sone of her |inbs. He | ooked young - my brother's age perhaps - and he was
thi nner than he shoul d have been. What T Gatoi woul d have cal |l ed dangerously thin.

"Gan, go to the call box,"she said. She put the man on the floor and began stripping off his
cl ot hi ng.

| did not npve.

After a nmonent, she |ooked up at nme, her sudden stillness a sign of deep inpatience.

"Send Qui,"l told her."I"lIl stay here. Maybe | can hel p."

She let her linbs begin to nove again, lifting the man and pulling his shirt over his head."You
don't want to see this,"she said."It will be hard. | can't help this man the way his Tlic could."
"I know. But send Qui. He won't want to be of any help here. I'mat least willing to try."

She | ooked at my brother - older, bigger, stronger, certainly nore able to help her here. He was
sitting up now, braced against the wall, staring at the man on the floor w th undi sgui sed fear and
revul sion. Even she could see that he woul d be usel ess.

"Qui, go!"she said
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He didn't argue. He stood up, swayed briefly, then steadied, frightened sober

"This man's nanme is Bram Lonas, "she told him reading fromthe man's arnband. | fingered ny own
arnmband i n synpathy."He needs T Khotgif Teh. Do you hear?"

"Bram Lomas, T Khotgif Teh,"ny brother said."l'm going."He edged around Lomas and ran out the
door.

Lomas began to regain consciousness. He only mpaned at first and clutched spasnodically at a pair
of T"Gatoi's linbs. My younger sister, finally awake from her egg dream cane close to | ook at
him wuntil my nother pulled her back

T Gatoi removed the nan's shoes, then his pants, all the while leaving himtwo of her linbs to
grip. Except for the final few, all her linbs were equally dexterous."l want no argunment from you
this time, Gan,"she said.

| straightened."What shall | do?"

"CGo out and slaughter an aninmal that is at |east half your size."

"Slaughter? But |'ve never -

She knocked me across the room Her tall was an efficient weapon whet her she exposed the sting or
not .

| got up, feeling stupid for having ignored her warning, and went into the kitchen. Maybe | coul d
kill sonmething with a knife or an ax. My nother raised a few Terran animals for the table and
several thousand |local ones for their fur. T Gatoi would probably prefer sonmething local. An
achti, perhaps. Some of those were the right size, though they had about three tinmes as many teeth
as | did and a real love of using them M nother, Hoa, and Qui could kill themwth knives. | had
never killed one at all, had never slaughtered any aninmal. | had spent nobst of ny tinme with

T Gatoi while ny brother and sisters were learning the fanm |y business. T Gatoi had been right.
shoul d have been the one to go to the call box. At least | could do that.

| went to the corner cabinet where ny nother kept her |arge house and garden tools. At the back of
the cabinet there was a pipe that carried off waste water fromthe kitchen - except that it didn't
anynore. My father had rerouted the waste water bel ow before | was born. Now the pipe could be
turned so that one half slid around the other and a rifle could be stored inside. This wasn't our
only gun, but it was our nost easily accessible one. | would have to use it to shoot one of the

bi ggest of the achti. Then T Gatoi woul d probably confiscate it. Firearns were illegal in the
Preserve. There had been incidents right after the Preserve was established - Terrans shooting
Tlic, shooting N Tlic. This was before the Joining of fanilies began, before everyone had a
personal stake in keeping the peace. No one had shot a Tlic in nmy lifetime or ny nother's, but the
law still stood - for our protection, we were told. There were stories of whole Terran fanilies

wi ped out in reprisal back during the assassinations.

I went out to the cages and shot the biggest achti | could find. It was a handsone breedi ng nmal e,
and nmy nother would not be pleased to see ne bring it in. But it was the right size, and I was in
a hurry.

| put the achti's long, warm body over ny shoulder - glad that sonme of the weight |'d gained was
nmuscle - and took it to the kitchen. There, | put the gun back in its hiding place. If T Gato
noti ced the achti's wounds and demanded the gun, | would give it to her. Qtherwise, let it stay
where ny father wanted it.

| turned to take the achti to her, then hesitated. For several seconds, | stood in front of the

cl osed door wondering why | was suddenly afraid. | knew what was going to happen. | hadn't seen it
before but T Gatoi had shown ne di agrans and draw ngs. She had nade! sure | knew the truth as soon
as | was old enough to understand it.

Yet | did not want to go into that room | wasted a little time choosing a knife fromthe carved,
wooden box in which ny nother kept them T Gatoi might want one, | told nyself, for the tough
heavily furred hide of the achti.
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"Gan!"T Gatoi called, her voice harsh with urgency.

I swall owed. | had not imagined a single noving of the feet could be so difficult. | realized
was trenmbling and that shamed nme. Shane inpelled me through the door

| put the achti down near T Gatoi and saw that Lomas was unconsci ous again. She, Lonmas, and | were
alone in the room- ny nother and sisters probably sent out so they would not have to watch. |
envi ed them

But ny nother canme back into the roomas T CGatoi seized the achti. lIgnoring the knife | offered
her, she extended claws from several of her linmbs and slit the achti fromthroat to anus. She
| ooked at ne, her yellow eyes intent."Hold this man's shoul ders, Gan."

| stared at Lonas in panic, realizing that | did not want to touch him l|et alone hold him This
woul d not be like shooting an animal. Not as quick, not as merciful, and, | hoped, not as final
but there was nothing I wanted |less than to be part of it.

My not her canme forward."Gan, you hold his right side,"she said."lI'll hold his left."And if he cane
to, he would throw her off wi thout realizing he had done it. She was a tiny worman. She often
wonder ed al oud how she had produced, as she said, such"huge"children

"Never mind,"l told her, taking the man's shoulders."l'Il do it."She hovered nearby.
"Don't worry,"l said."l won't shane you. You don't have to stay and watch."

She | ooked at me uncertainly, then touched ny face in a rare caress. Finally, she went back to her
bedr oom

T Gatoi lowered her head in relief"Thank you, Gan,"she said with courtesy nore Terran than
Tlic."That one ... she is always finding new ways for me to make her suffer."”

Lomas began to groan and nake choked sounds. | had hoped he woul d stay unconscious. T Gatoi put
her face near his so that he focused on her

"1"ve stung you as nmuch as | dare for now, "she told him"Wen this is over, I'll sting you to
sl eep and you won't hurt anynore."

"Pl ease, "the man begged. Wit

"There's no nore time, Bram 1'Ill sting you as soon as it s over. Wen T Khotgif!"arrives she'l
give you eggs to help you heal. It will be over soon."

"T" Khotgi f!"the man shouted, straining agai nst nmy hands.

"Soon, Bram"T Gatoi glanced at ne, then placed a claw against his abdomen slightly to the right
of the mddle, just belowthe left rib. There was novenent on the right side - tiny, seemngly
random pul sations noving his brown flesh, creating a concavity here, a convexity there, over and
until | could see the rhythmof it and knew where the next pul se would be.

Lonmas's entire body stiffened under T Gatoi's claw, though she nerely rested it against himas she
wound the rear section of her body around his |legs. He might break ny grip, but he would not break
hers. He wept hel plessly as she used his pants to tie his hands, then pushed his hands above his
head so that | could kneel on the cloth between themand pin themin place. She rolled up his
shirt and gave it to himto bite down on.

And she opened him

Hi s body convulsed with the first cut. He alnbst tore hinself away fromne. The sound he made

I had never heard such sounds cone from anything human. T Gatoi seened to pay no attention as
she | engt hened and deepened the cut, now and then pausing to lick away bl ood. H s bl ood vessels
contracted, reacting to the chemstry of her saliva, and the bl eedi ng sl owed.

| felt as though | were helping her torture him hel ping her consune him | knew | would vomt
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soon, didn't know why | hadn't already. | couldn't possibly last until she was finished.

She found the first grub. It was fat and deep red with his blood - both inside and out. It had
already eaten its own egg case but apparently had not yet begun to eat its host. At this stage, it
woul d eat any flesh except its nother's. Let alone, it would have gone on excreting the poisons
that had both sickened and alerted Lomas. Eventually it would have begun to eat. By the tinme it
ate its way out of Lonmas's flesh, Lomas would be dead or dying - and unable to take revenge on the
thing that was killing him There was always a grace period between the tinme the host sickened and
the tine the grubs began to eat him

T CGatoi picked up the withing grub carefully and | ooked at it, sonmehow ignoring the terrible
groans of the man

Abruptly, the nman | ost consciousness.

"CGood, "T' Gatoi | ooked down at him"l wi sh you Terrans could do that at will."She felt nothing. And
the thing she held ..

It was |inbless and bonel ess at this stage, perhaps fifteen centineters long and two thick, blind
and sliny with blood. It was Iike a large worm T Gatoi put it into the belly of the achti, and it
began at once to burrow. It would stay there and eat as long as there was anything to eat.

Probi ng through Lonas's flesh, she found two nore, one of themsnaller and nore vigorous."A
mal e! "she said happily. He would be dead before | would. He would be through his netanorphosis and
screwi ng everything that would hold still before his sisters even had |linbs. He was the only one
to make a serious effort to bite T' Gatoi as she placed himin the achti.

Pal er worns oozed to visibility in Lomas's flesh. | closed ny eyes. It was worse than finding
sonet hing dead, rotting, and filled with tiny animal grubs. And it was far worse than any draw ng
or di agram

"Ah, there are nore,"T Gatoi said, plucking out two long, thick grubs. You may have to kil
anot her animal, Gan. Everything lives inside you Terrans."

I had been told all ny life that this was a good and necessary thing Tlic and Terran did together -
a kind of birth. | had believed it until now | knew birth was pai nful and bl oody, no matter what.
But this was sonething el se, something worse. And | wasn't ready to see it. Maybe | never would

be. Yet | couldn't not see it. Cosing ny eyes didn't help

T Gatoi found a grub still eating its egg case. The remains of the case were still wired into a

bl ood vessel by their own little tube or hook or whatever. That was the way the grubs were
anchored and the way they fed. They took only blood until they were ready to energe. Then they ate
their stretched, elastic egg cases. Then they ate their hosts.

T Gatoi bit away the egg case, |icked away the blood. Did she Iike the taste? Did chil dhood habits
die hard - or not die at all?

The whol e procedure was wong, alien. I wouldn't have thought anythi ng about her could seem alien
to nme.
"One nore, | think,"she said."Perhaps two. A good fanmily. In a host animal these days, we woul d be

happy to find one or two alive."She glanced at ne."Go outside, Gan, and enpty your stomach. Go now
while the man i s unconscious."

| staggered out, barely made it. Beneath the tree just beyond the front door, | vomted unti
there was nothing left to bring up. Finally, | stood shaking, tears stream ng down ny face. | did
not know why | was crying, but I could not stop. I went further fromthe house to avoid being

seen. Every tinme | closed ny eyes | saw red worns crawl i ng over redder human fl esh.

There was a car coming toward the house. Since Terrans were forbidden notorized vehicles except
for certain farmequi pnent, | knew this nust be Lomas's Tlic with Qui and perhaps a Terran doctor
I wiped ny face on ny shirt, struggled for control
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"Gan,"Qui called as the car stopped."Wat happened?"He crawl ed out of the low, round, Tlic-
conveni ent car door. Another Terran crawl ed out the other side and went into the house without
speaking to nme. The doctor. Wth his help and a few eggs, Lomas m ght make it.

"T Khotgi f Teh?"l said.

The Tlic driver surged out of her car, reared up half her length before ne. She was pal er and
smal ler than T Gatoi - probably born fromthe body of an animal. Tlic from Terran bodies were
al ways larger as well as nore nunerous.

"Si x young,"l told her."Maybe seven, all alive. At |east one nale."

"Lomas?"she said harshly. | liked her for the question and the concern in her voice when she asked
it. The last coherent thing he had said was her nane.

"He's alive,"l said.
She surged away to the house without another word.

"She's been sick,"ny brother said, watching her go."Wen | called, |I could hear people telling her
she wasn't well enough to go out even for this."

| said nothing. | had extended courtesy to the Tlic. Now |l didn't want to talk to anyone. | hoped
he would go in - out of curiosity if nothing el se.

"Finally found out nore than you wanted to know, eh?"

| | ooked at him

"Don't give ne one of her |ooks,"he said."You re not her. You' re just her property."
One of her looks. Had | picked up even an ability to initate her expressions?
"What' d you do, puke?"He sniffed the air."So now you know what you're in for."

I wal ked away fromhim He and | had been cl ose when we were kids. He would let ne foll ow him
around when | was home, and sonmetines T Gatoi would let me bring himalong when she took me into
the city. But sonething had happened when he reached adol escence. | never knew what. He began
keeping out of T'Gatoi's way. Then he began running away - until he realized there was
no"away."Not in the Preserve. Certainly not outside. After that he concentrated on getting his
share of every egg that canme into the house and on | ooking out for ne in a way that nade ne al
but hate him- a way that clearly said, as long as | was all right, he was safe fromthe Tlic.

"How was it, really?"he demanded, follow ng ne.
"I killed an achti. The young ate it."
"You didn't run out of the house and puke because they ate an achti."

"I had ... never seen a person cut open before."That was true, and enough for himto know. |
couldn't talk about the other. Not with him

"Oh,"he said. He glanced at nme as though he wanted to say nore, but he kept quiet.

We wal ked, not really headed anywhere. Toward the back, toward the cages, toward the fields.
"Did he say anything?"Qui asked."Lomas, | mean."

Who el se woul d he nean?"He said T Khotgif.""

Qui shuddered."If she had done that to nme, she'd be the last person |I'd call for."

"You'd call for her. Her sting would ease your pain without killing the grubs in you

"You think 1'd care if they died?"
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No. O course he wouldn't. Whuld 1?

"Shit!"He drew a deep breath."l've seen what they do. You think this thing with Lomas was bad? It
was not hi ng."

| didn't argue. He didn't know what he was tal ki ng about.
"l saw them eat a man, "he said.

| turned to face him"You're lying!"

"I saw themeat a man."He paused."lt was when | was little. | had been to the Hartmund house and
was on my way horme. Hal fway here, | saw a nan and a Tlic and the man was N Tlic. The ground was
hilly. I was able to hide fromthem and watch. The Tlic wouldn't open the nan because she had

nothing to feed the grubs. The man couldn't go any further and there were no houses around. He was
in so nmuch pain, he told her to kill him He begged her to kill him Finally, she did. She cut his
throat. One swi pe of one claw. | saw the grubs eat their way out, then burrow in again, stil
eating."

H s words nade ne see Lonmas's flesh again, parasitized, crawing."Wiy didn't you tell nme that?"I
whi sper ed.

He | ooked startled as though he'd forgotten I was listening."l don't know. "
"You started to run away not long after that, didn't you?"
"Yeah. Stupid. Running inside the Preserve. Running in a cage."

| shook ny head, said what | should have said to himlong ago."She woul dn't take you, Qui. You
don't have to worry."

"She would . . . if anything happened to you."
"No. She'd take Xuan Hoa. Hoa . . . wants it."She wouldn't if she had stayed to watch Lonms.
"They don't take women, "he said with contenpt.

"They do sonetines."l glanced at him Actually, they prefer wonen. You should be around them when
they tal k anong thensel ves. They say wonen have nore body fat to protect the grubs. But they
usual ly take nen to | eave the wonen free to bear their own young."

"To provide the next generation of host animals,"he said, switching fromcontenpt to bitterness.

"It's nmore than that!"l countered. Was it?
"I'f it were going to happen to nme, |I'd want to believe it was nore, too.
"It is nore!"l felt like a kid. Stupid argunent.

"Did you think so while T Gatoi was picking wornms out of that guy's guts?"
"I't's not supposed to happen that way."

"Sure it is. You weren't supposed to see it, that's all. And his Tlic was supposed to do it. She
coul d sting himunconscious and the operation wouldn't have been as painful. But she'd still open
him pick out the grubs, and if she missed even one, it would poison himand eat himfromthe

i nside out."

There was actually a tine when ny nother told nme to show respect for Qui because he was ny ol der
brother. | wal ked away, hating him In his way, he was gloating. He was safe and | wasn't. | could
have hit him but | didn't think | would be able to stand it when he refused to hit back, when he
| ooked at ne with contenpt and pity.

He wouldn't let ne get away. Longer |egged, he swung ahead of nme and nade ne feel as though | were
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following him
"I'"'msorry, "he said.
| strode on, sick and furious.
"Look, it probably won't be that bad with you. T Gatoi |ikes you. She'll be careful."
| turned back toward the house, alnbst running from him

"Has she done it to you yet?"he asked, keeping up easily."l nean, you're about the right age for
i npl antation. Has she -"

I hit him | didn't know | was going to do it, but | think | neant to kill him If he hadn't been
bi gger and stronger, | think I would have.

He tried to hold ne off, but in the end, had to defend hinself. He only hit me a couple of tinmes.
That was plenty. | don't renenmber going down, but when | cane to, he was gone. It was worth the
pain to be rid of him

I got up and wal ked slowy toward the house. The back was dark. No one was in the kitchen. W
not her and sisters were sleeping in their bedrooms - or pretending to.

Once | was in the kitchen, | could hear voices - Tlic and Terran fromthe next room | couldn't
make out what they were saying - didn't want to make it out.

| sat down at ny nother's table, waiting for quiet. The table was snmooth and worn, heavy and wel |
crafted. My father had nmade it for her just before he died. | renenbered hangi ng around underf oot
when he built it. He didn't mind. Now | sat leaning onit, mssing him | could have talked to
him He had done it three tinmes in his long Iife. Three clutches of eggs, three tines being opened
up and sewed up. How had he done it? How did anyone do it?

| got up, took the rifle fromits hiding place, and sat down again with it. It needed cl eaning,
oi l'ing.

All 1 did was load it.
" &n?ll

She made a lot of little clicking sounds when she wal ked on bare floor, each Iinmb clicking in
succession as it touched down. Waves of little clicks.

She came to the table, raised the front half of her body above it, and surged onto it. Sonetines
she noved so snoothly she seened to flow |like water itself She coiled herself into a small hill in
the mddle of the table and | ooked at ne.

"That was bad, "she said softly."You should not have seen it. It need not be that way."
"I know. "

"T Khotgif - Ch'Khotgif now - she will die of her disease. She will not live to raise her
children. But her sister will provide for them and for Bram Lonas."Sterile sister. One fertile
female in every lot. One to keep the family going. That sister owed Lonas nore than she could ever

repay.
"He'll live then?"

"Yes. "

"I wonder if he would do it again."”

"No one would ask himto do that again."”

I looked into the yell ow eyes, wondering how much I saw and understood there, and how nmuch | only
i magi ned. "No one ever asks us,"l said."You never asked ne."
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She moved her head slightly."What's the matter with your face?"

"Not hi ng. Not hing inportant."Human eyes probably woul dn't have noticed the swelling in the
darkness. The only light was fromone of the noons, shining through a wi ndow across the room

"Did you use the rifle to shoot the achti ?"
"Yes."
"And do you nean to use it to shoot ne?"

| stared at her, outlined in the noonlight - coiled, graceful body."Wat does Terran bl ood taste
like to you?"

She sai d not hi ng.
"What are you?"l whispered."Wiat are we to you?"

She lay still, rested her head on her topnost coil."You know ne as no ot her does, "she said
softly."You nust decide."

"That's what happened to ny face,"l told her
"\What ?"

"Qui goaded ne into deciding to do sonething. It didn't turn out very well."l noved the gun
slightly, brought the barrel up diagonally under nmy own chin."At least it was a decision | nade."

"As this will be."
"Ask ne, Gatoi."
"For nmy children's lives?"

She woul d say sonething |ike that. She knew how to mani pul ate people, Terran and Tlic. But not
this tinme.

"I don't want to be a host animal,"l said."Not even yours."

It took her a long tine to answer."W use al nbst no host aninals these days, "she said."You know
that."

"You use us."

"W do. W wait long years for you and teach you and join our fanmlies to yours."She noved
restlessly.”"You know you aren't aninmals to us."

| stared at her, saying nothing.

"The ani mal s we once used began killing nost of our eggs after inplantation |ong before your
ancestors arrived, "she said softly."You know these things, Gan. Because your people arrived, we
are relearning what it nmeans to be a healthy, thriving people. And your ancestors, fleeing from
their homeworld, fromtheir own kind who would have killed or enslaved them- they survived

because of us. W saw them as peopl e and gave themthe Preserve when they still tried to kill us
as worms."
At the word"worns, "l junped. | couldn't help it, and she couldn't help noticing it.

"l see,"she said quietly."Wuld you really rather die than bear ny young, Gn?"
| didn't answer.

"Shall | go to Xuan Hoa?"
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"Yes! "Hoa wanted it. Let her have it. She hadn't had to watch Lomas. She'd be proud.... Not
terrified.

T Gatoi flowed off the table onto the floor, startling ne al nost too nuch

"1"I'l sleep in Hoa's roomtonight,"she said. And sonetine tonight or in the norning, I'll tell
her . "

This was going too fast. My sister Hoa had had al nost as nuch to do with raising nme as nmy not her.
I was still close to her - not like Qui. She could want T Gatoi and still |ove ne.

"Vait! Gatoi!l"

She | ooked back, then raised nearly half her length off the floor and turned to face ne."These are
adult things, Gan. This is ny life, ny famly!"

"But she's ... ny sister."
"I have done what you demanded. | have asked you!"
"But -"

"It will be easier for Hoa. She has al ways expected to carry other lives inside her."
Human |ives. Human young who shoul d soneday drink at her breasts, not at her veins.

| shook ny head."Don't do it to her, Gatoi."l was not Qui. It seened | could beconme him though
with no effort at all. | could nake Xuan Hoa ny shield. Wuld it be easier to know that red worns
were growing in her flesh instead of nine?

"Don't do it to Hoa,"l repeated.

She stared at me, utterly still.

| 1 ooked away, then back at her."Do it to ne."

I lowered the gun frommy throat and she | eaned forward to take it.
"No,"l told her.

"I't's the |l aw, "she sai d.

"Leave it for the famly. One of themmght use it to save ny |life soneday."

She grasped the rifle barrel, but | wouldn't let go. | was pulled into a standing position over
her .

"Leave it here!"l repeated."If we're not your animals, if these are adult things, accept the risk
There is risk, Gatoi, in dealing with a partner."

It was clearly hard for her to let go of the rifle. A shudder went through her and she nade a

hi ssi ng sound of distress. It occurred to ne that she was afraid. She was ol d enough to have seen
what guns could do to people. Now her young and this gun would be together in the sane house. She
did not know about the other guns. In this dispute, they did not natter

"I will inplant the first egg tonight,"she said as | put the gun away."Do you hear, Gan?"

Wy el se had | been given a whole egg to eat while the rest of the famly was left to share one?
Wiy el se had ny nother kept |ooking at ne as though | were going away from her, goi ng where she
could not follow? Did T Gatoi imagine | hadn't known?

"I hear."
"Now! "I et her push me out of the kitchen, then wal ked ahead of her toward ny bedroom The sudden
urgency in her voice sounded real."You would have done it to Hoa tonight!"l accused.
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"I must do it to soneone tonight."
| stopped in spite of her urgency and stood in her way."Don't you care who?"

She flowed around me and into ny bedroom | found her waiting on the couch we shared. There was
nothing in Hoa's roomthat she could have used. She would have done it to Hoa on the floor. The
t hought of her doing it to Hoa at all disturbed nme in a different way now, and | was suddenly

angry.

Yet | undressed and | ay down beside her. | knew what to do, what to expect. | had been told all ny
life. | felt the familiar sting, narcotic, mldly pleasant. Then the blind probing of her

ovi positor. The puncture was painless, easy. So easy going in. She undul ated sl ow y agai nst ne,

her muscles forcing the egg fromher body into mine. I held on to a pair of her linbs until |
renenbered Lonmas hol ding her that way. Then | |et go, noved inadvertently, and hurt her. She gave
a low cry of pain and | expected to be caged at once within her Iinmbs. Wen | wasn't, | held on to

her again, feeling oddly ashaned.

"I"msorry,"l whispered.

She rubbed my shoul ders with four of her Iinbs.
"Do you care?"l asked."Do you care that it's me?"

She did not answer for sone tinme. Finally,"You were the one meking the choices tonight, Gan.
made nine | ong ago."

"Whul d you have gone to Hoa?"

"Yes. How could | put nmy children into the care of one who hates then®?"
"It wasn't ... hate.”

"I know what it was."

"I was afraid."

Si | ence.

"I still am"l could adnit it to her here, now

"But you cane to ne ... to save Hoa."

"Yes."l | eaned ny forehead agai nst her. She was cool velvet, deceptively soft."And to keep you for
myself,"l said. It was so. | didn't understand it, but it was so.

She nmade a soft hum of contentnent."l couldn't believe I had made such a nistake with you, "she
said."l chose you. | believed you had grown to choose ne."

"l had, but . . ."

"Lomas. "

"Yes. "

"l had never known a Terran to see a birth and take it well. Qi has seen one, hasn't he?"
"Yes. "

"Terrans shoul d be protected from seeing."

| didn't like the sound of that - and | doubted that it was possible."Not protected, "l
sai d. "Shown. Shown when we're young kids, and shown nore than once. Gatoi, no Terran ever sees a
birth that goes right. All we seeis NTlic - pain and terror and maybe death."
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She | ooked down at nme."It is a private thing. It has always been a private thing."

Her tone kept ne frominsisting - that and the know edge that if she changed her mnd, | mght be
the first public example. But | had planted the thought in her nmind. Chances were it would grow,
and eventually. she would experiment.

"You won't see it again,"she said."l don't want you thinking any nore about shooting ne."

The smal |l anmpbunt of fluid that came into me with her egg relaxed me as conpletely as a sterile egg
woul d have, so that | could renenber the rifle in ny hands and ny feelings of fear and revul sion

anger and despair. | could renenber the feelings without reviving them | could tal k about them
"I wouldn't have shot you,"l said. Not you."She had been taken fromny father's flesh when he was
ny age.

"You coul d have, "she i nsi sted.
"Not you."She stood between us and her own people, protecting, interweaving.
"Whul d you have destroyed yoursel f?"

I moved carefully, unconfortable."l could have done that. | nearly did. That's Qui's “away.'
wonder if he knows."

"What ?"

| did not answer.

"You will live now"

"Yes."Take care other, ny nother used to say. Yes.

"I'"m heal thy and young, "she said.”"l won't |eave you as Lomas was left - alone, N Tlic. I'Il |ake
care of you

© 1995 Cctavia E. Butler
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