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Alivel

Sill dive

Alive. .. agan.

Awakening was hard, as dways. The ultimate disgppoint-ment. It was astruggle to takein
enough air to drive off nightmare sensations of asphyxiation. Lilith 1yapo lay gasping, shaking with the
force of her effort. Her heart beat too fast, too loud. She curled around it, fetal, helpless. Circulation
began to return to her arms and legsin flumes of minute, exquidte pains.

When her body calmed and became reconciled to reanimation, she looked around. The room
seemed dimly lit, though she had never Awakened to dimness before. She corrected her thinking. The
room did not only seem dim, it was dim. At an earlier Awakening, she had decided that reality was
whatever happened, whatever she perceived. It had occurred to her—how many times?—that she might
be insane or drugged, physicaly ill or injured. None of that mattered. It could not matter while shewas
confined thisway, kept helpless, alone, and ignorant.

She sat up, swayed dizzily, then turned to look at the rest of the room.

The walls were light-colored—white or gray, perhaps. The bed was what it had aways been: a
solid platform that gave dightly to the touch and that seemed to grow from the floor. There was, across
the room, a doorway that probably led to a bathroom. She was usually given abathroom. Twice she had
not been, and in her windowless, doorless cubicle, she had been forced smply to choose acorner.

She went to the doorway, peered through the uniform dimness, and satisfied hersdf that she did,
indeed, have a bathroom. This one had not only atoilet and asink, but ashower. Luxury.

What else did she have?

Very little. There was another platform perhaps afoot higher than the bed. It could have been
used as atable, though there was no chair. And there were things on it. She saw thefood first. It was the
usud lumpy cered or stew, of no recognizable flavor, contained in an edible bowl that would disintegrate
if sheemptied it and did not et it.

And there was something beside the bowl. Unable to seeit clearly, shetouched it.

Cloth! A folded mound of clothing. She snatched it up, dropped it in her eagerness, picked it up
again and began putting it on. A light-colored, thigh-length jacket and apair of long, loose pants both
made of some cool, exquisitely soft materia that made her think of silk, though for no reason she could
have stated, she did not think thiswas silk. The jacket adhered to itself and stayed closed when she
closed it, but opened readily enough when she pulled the two front panels apart. The way they came
gpart reminded her of Vel cro, though there was none to be seen. The pants closed in the same way. She
had not been alowed clothing from her first Awakening until now. She had pleaded for it, but her captors
had ignored her. Dressed now, she felt more secure than she had at any other timein her captivity, it was
afase security she knew, but she had learned to savor any pleasure, any supplement to her self-esteem
that she could glean.

Opening and closing her jacket, her hand touched the long scar across her abdomen. She had
acquired it somehow between her second and third Awakenings, had examined it fearfully, wondering
what had been done to her. What had she lost or gained, and why? And what €lse might be done?

She did not own hersaf any longer. Even her flesh could be cut and stitched without her consent
or knowledge.

It enraged her during later Awakenings that there had been moments when she actudly felt
grateful to her mutilators for |etting her deep through whatever they bad done to her—and for doing it
well enough to pare her pain or disability later.

She rubbed the scar, tracing its outline. Finally she sat on the bed and ate her bland med,
finishing the bowl aswell, more for achange of texture than to satisfy any residua hunger. Then she
began the oldest and most futile of her activities: asearch for some crack, some sound of hollowness,



some indication of away out of her prison.

She had donethis a every Awakening. At her first Awakening, she had caled out during her
search. Receiving no answer, she had shouted, then cried, then cursed until her voice was gone. She bad
pounded thewalls until her bands bled and became grotesquely swollen.

There had not been awhisper of response. Her captors spoke when they were ready and not
before. They did not show themsalves at dl. She remained sedled in her cubicle and their voices cameto
her from above like the light. There were no visible speakers of any kind, just as there was no single spot
from which light originated. The entire ceiling seemed to be a speaker and alight—and perhgpsa
ventilator sncethe air remained fresh. Sheimagined hersdlf to bein alarge box, likearat in acage.
Perhaps people stood above her looking down through one-way glass or through some video
arrangement.

Why?

There was no answer. She had asked her captors when they began, findly, to talk to her. They
had refused to tell her. They bad asked her questions. Simple ones at fird.

How old was she?

Twenty-six, shethought silently. Was she il only twenty-six? How Long had they held her
captive? They would not say.

Had she been married?

Y es, but he was gone, long gone, beyond their reach, beyond their prison.

Had she had children?

Oh god. One child, long gone with hisfather. One son. Gone. If there were an
afterworld, what a crowded place it must be now.

Had she had siblings? That was the word they used. Sblings.

Two brothersand asister, probably dead along with therest of her family. A mother,
long dead, afather, probably dead, various aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, and neph-ews... probably
dead.

What work had she done?

None. Her son and her hushand had been her work for afew brief years. After the auto
accident that killed them, she had gone back to college, there to decide what ese she might do with her
life

Did she remember the war?

Insane question. Could anyone who had lived through the war forget it? A handful of
people tried to commit humanicide. They had nearly succeeded. She had, through sheer luck, managed
to survive—only to be captured by heaven knew who and imprisoned. She had offered to answer their
ques-tionsif they let her out of her cubical. They refused.

She offered to trade her answersfor theirs. Who were they? Why did they hold her?
Where was she? Answer for answer. Again, they refused.

So she refused them, gave them no answers, ignored the tests, physical and menta, that
they tried to put her through. She did not know what they would do to her. She wasterrified that she
would be hurt, punished. But shefdt she had to risk bargaining, try to gain something, and her only
currency was cooperation.

They neither punished her nor bargained. They smply ceased to talk to her.

Food continued to appear mysterioudy when she napped. Water ill flowed from the
bathroom faucets. Thelight still shone. But beyond that, there was nothing, no one, no sound unless she
made it, no object with which to amuse herself. There were only her bed and table platforms. These
would not come up from the floor, no matter how she abused them. Stains quickly faded and vanished
from their surfaces. She spent hours vainly trying to solve the problem of how she might destroy them.
Thiswas one of the activities that helped keep her rdlatively sane. Another was trying to reach the celling.
Nothing she could stand on put her within legping distance of it. Experimentaly, she threw abowl of
food—her best available weapon—at it. The food spattered againg it, telling her it was solid, not some
kind of projection or mirror trick. But it might not be asthick asthewalls. It might even be glass or thin



pladtic.

She never found ouit.

She worked out awhole series of physical exercises and would have done them daily if
she had had any way of distinguishing one day from the next or day from night. Asit was, shedid them
after each of her longer naps.

She dept alot and was grateful to her body for responding to her aternating moods of
fear and boredom by dozing frequently. The smdll, painless awvakenings from these naps eventualy began
to disappoint her as much as had the grester Awakening.

The greater Awakening from what? Drugged deep? What el se could it be? She had not
been injured in the war; had not requested or needed medical care. Y et here shewas.

She sang songs and remembered books she had read, movies and television shows she
had seen, family stories she had heard, bits of her own life that had seemed so ordinary while she was
freeto live it. She made up stories and argued both sdes of questions she had once been passionate
about, anything!

More time passed. She held out, did not speak directly to her captors except to curse
them. She offered no coopera-tion. There were moments when she did not know why sheresisted. What
would she be giving up if she answered her captors questions? What did she have to lose beyond
misery, isolation, and sllence? Y et she held out.

There came atime when she could not stop talking to herself, when it seemed that every
thought that occurred to her must be spoken aoud. She would make desperate efforts to be quiet but
somehow the words began to spill from her again. She thought she would lose her sanity; had dready
begun to loseit. She beganto cry.

Eventudly, as she sat on the floor rocking, thinking about losing her mind, and perhaps
talking about it too, something was introduced into the room—some gas, perhaps. Shefell backward and
drifted into what she had cometo think of as her second long deep.

At her next Awakening, whether it came hours, days, or yearslater, her captors began
talking to her again, asking her the same questions as though they had not asked them before. Thistime
she answered. She lied when she wanted to but she dways responded. There had been hedling in the
long deep. She Awoke with no particular inclination to speak her thoughts aloud or cry or sit on the floor
and rock backward and forward, but her memory was unimpaired. She remembered all too well the long
period of silence and isolation. Even an unseen inquisitor was preferable.

The questions became more complex, actualy became conversations during later
Awakenings. Once, they put achild in with her—asmall boy with long, straight black hair and
smoky-brown skin, paler than her own. He did not speak English and he wasterrified of her. He was
only about five years old—alittle older than Ayre, her own son. Awakening beside her in this strange
place was probably the most frightening thing the little boy had ever experienced.

He spent many of hisfirst hourswith her either hiding in the bathroom or pressed into the
corner farthest from her. It took her along time to convince him that she was not dangerous. Then she
began teaching him English—and he began teaching her whatever language he spoke. Sharad was his
name. She sang songsto him and be learned them instantly. He sang them back to her in dmost
accentless English. He did not understand why she did not do the same when he sang her his songs.

She did eventudly learn the songs. She enjoyed the exercise. Anything new was treasure.

Sharad was a blessing even when he wet the bed they shared or became impatient because she
failed to understand him quickly enough. He was not much like Ayre in gppear-ance or temperament, but
she could touch him. She could not remember when she had last touched someone. She had not realized
how much she had missed it. She worried about him and wondered bow to protect him. Who knew what
their captors had done to him—or what they would do? But she bad no more power than he did. At her
next Awakening, he was gone. Experiment completed.

She begged them to let him come back, but they refused. They said he waswith hismother. She
did not believe them. Sheimagined Sharad locked donein hisown small cubicle, hissharp, retentive
mind dulling astime passed.



Unconcerned, her captors began a complex new series of questions and exercises.
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What would they do thistime? Ask more questions? Give her another companion? She barely
cared.

She sat on the bed, dressed, waiting, tired in a deep, emptied way that had nothing to do
with physical weariness. Sooner or later, someone would speak to her.

She had along wait. She had lain down and was amost adeep when a voice spoke her name.

“Lilith?” Theusud, quiet, androgynous voice.

She drew adeep, weary breath. “What?" she asked. But as she spoke, sherealized the voice
bad not come from above as it always had before. She sat up quickly and looked around. In one corner
she found the shadowy figure of aman, thin and long-haired.

Was he the reason for the clothing, then? He seemed to be wearing asimilar outfit. Something to
take off when the two of them got to know each other better? Good god.

“I think,” she said softly, “that you might bethe last straw.”

“I’m not hereto hurt you,” he said.

“No. Of courseyou're not.”

“I’'m hereto take you outside?

Now she stood up, staring hard a him, wishing for more light. Was he making ajoke? Laughing
at her?

“Outsdeto what?’

“Education. Work. The beginning of anew life”

Shetook a step closer to him, then stopped. He scared her somehow. She could not make
hersdf gpproach him. “ Something iswrong,” she said. “Who are you?’

Hemoved dightly. “Andwhat am |7’

She jumped because that was what she had amost said.

“I’'mnot aman,” hesad. “I’m not ahuman being.”

She moved back against the bed, but did not sit down. “Tell me what you are.”

“I'm hereto tell you. . . and ‘ show you. Will you look a me now?’

Since shewaslooking at him—it—shefrowned. “The light—""

“Itwill change when you'reready.”

“You're. . . what? From some other world?’

“From anumber of other worlds. Y ou' re one of the few English speakers who never considered
that she might be in the hands of extraterrestrids.”

“I did congder it,” Lilith whispered. “ Along with the possibility that | might bein prison, inan
insane asylum, in the hands of the FBI, the CIA, or the KGB. The other possibilities seemed marginally
lessridiculous.”

The creature said nothing. It stood utterly il inits corner, and she knew from her many
Awakeningsthat it would not speak to her again until she did what it wished— until she said shewas
ready to look at it, then, in brighter light, took the obligatory look. These things, whatever they were,
wereincredibly good a waiting. She made this one wait for several minutes, and not only wasit silent, it
never moved amuscle. Discipline or physiology?

Shewas not afraid. She had gotten over being frightened by “ugly” faces|ong before her capture.
The unknown frightened her. The cage she wasin frightened her. She preferred becoming accustomed to
any number of ugly facesto remaining in her cage.

“All right,” shesad. “ Show me”

The lights brightened as she had supposed they would, and what had seemed to be atall, dender
man was gill humanoid, but it had no nose—no bulge, no nogtrils—just flat, gray skin. It wasgray al



over—pae gray skin, darker gray hair on its head that grew down around its eyes and earsand at its
throat. There was so much hair across the eyes that she wondered how the creature could see. The long,
profuse ear hair seemed to grow out of the ears aswell as around them. Above, it joined the eye hair,
and below and behind, it joined the head hair. Theidand of throat hair seemed to move dightly, and it
occurred to her that that might be where the creature bresthed—akind of natural tracheostomy.

Lilith glanced at the humanoid body, wondering how humanlikeit redly was. “I don’t mean any
offense,” shesaid, “but are you mae or femae?’

“It'swrong to assume that | must be asex you're familiar with,” it said, “but asit happens, I'm
mde”

Good. “It” could become “he”’ again. Less awkward.

“Y ou should notice” he said, “that what you probably seeashair isn't hair a al. | have no hair.
Theredity seemsto bother humans.”

“What?’

“Come closer and look.”

She did not want to be any closer to him. She had not known what held her back before. Now
shewas certain it was hisdienness, hisdifference, hisliteral unearthliness. She found hersdf il unableto
take even one more step toward him.

“Oh god,” she whispered. And the hair—the whatever--it-was---moved. Some of it ssemed to
blow toward her asthough in awind—though there was no stirring of air in the room.

She frowned, strained to see, to understand. Then, abruptly, she did understand. She backed
away, scrambled around the bed and to the far wall. When she could go no farther, she stood against the
wall, garing a him.

Medusa

Some of the“hair” writhed independently, anest of snakes startled, drivenin al directions.

Revolted, she turned her face to the wall.

“They're not separate animas,” he said. “They’ re sen-sory organs. They’ re no more dangerous
than your nose or eyes. It'snatura for them to move in response to my wishes or emotions or to outsde
stimuli. We have them on our bodies aswell. We need them in the same way you need your ears, nose,
and eyes”

“But. . .* Shefaced him again, disbelieving. Why should he need such things—tentacles—-to
supplement his senses?

“When you can,” he said, “come closer and look at me. I’ ve had humans believe they saw human
sensory organs on my head—and then get angry with me when they redlized they were wrong.”

“I can't,” she whispered, though now she wanted to. Could she have been so wrong, so
deceived by her own eyes?

“Youwill,” hesaid. “My sensory organs aren’t danger-ousto you. You'll have to get used to
them.”

“No!”

Thetentacleswere dagtic. At her shout, some of them lengthened, stretching toward her. She
imagined big, dowly writhing, dying night crawlers sretched dong the Sdewalk after arain. Sheimagined
small, tentacled sea dugs— nudibranchs—grown impossibly to human size and shape, and, obscendly,
sounding more like ahuman being than some humans. Y et she needed to hear him speak. Silent, hewas

utterly dien.
She swallowed. “Listen, don't go quiet on me. Talk!”
“y e
“Why do you speak English so well, anyway?Y ou should &t least have an unusud

“People like you taught me. | speak several human languages. | began learning very young.”

“How many other humans do you have here? And where s here?’

“Thisismy home. Y ouwould cal it aship—avast one compared to the ones your people have
built. What it truly isdoesn’'t trandate. You'll be understood if you cal it aship. It'sin orbit around your



Earth, somewhat beyond the orbit of Earth’ smoon. Asfor how many humans are here: dl of you who
survived your war. We collected as many aswe could. Theoneswedidn’t find intime died of injury,
disease, hunger, radiation, cold. . . . We found them later.”

She believed him. Humanity in its attempt to destroy itsdlf had made the world unlivable. She had
been certain she would die even though she had survived the bombing without a scratch. She had
consdered her surviva amisfortune—a promise of amore lingering desth. And now...?

“Isthere anything left on Earth?” she whispered. "Anything dive, | mean.”

“Oh, yes. Time and our efforts have been restoring it.” That stopped her. She managed to look at
him for amoment without being distracted by the dowly writhing tentacles. “ Restoring it? Why?”

“For use. You'll go back there eventudly.”

“You'll send me back? And the other humans?’

“Ves”

“Why?

“That you will cometo understand little by little.”

Shefrowned. “All right, I'll gart now. Tdl me.”

His head tentacles wavered. Individudly, they did look more like big worms than small snakes.
Long and dender or short and thick as. . . . Aswhat? As hismood changed? As his attention shifted?
Shelooked away.

“No!” hesaid sharply. “I'll only talk to you, Lilith, if you look & me.”

She made afist of one hand and deliberately dug her nailsinto her pam until they al but broke
the skin. With the pain of that to distract her, she faced him. “What' s your name?’ she asked.

“Kadtediinjdahyald Kahguyaht g Dinso.”

She stared at him, then sighed, and shook her head.

“Jdahya” hesaid. “That part isme. Therestismy family and other things”

She repested the shorter name, trying to pronounce it exactly as he had, to get the unfamiliar
ghost j sound just right. “ Jdahya,” she said, “1 want to know the price of your people’ shelp. What do
you want of us?’

“Not more than you can give—but more than you can understand here, now. More than words
will be ableto help you understand at first. There are things you must see and hear outside.”

“Tdl me something now, whether | understand it or not.”

Histentaclesrippled. “1 can only say that your people have something we value. Y ou may begin
to know how much we vaueit when | tell you that by your way of measuring time, it has been severd
million years since we dared to interfere in another people' s act of self-destruction. Many of us disputed
thewisdom of doing it thistime. We thought.. . that there had been a consensus among you, that you had
agreedtodie”

“No species would do that!”

“Yes. Some have. And afew of those who have have taken whole ships of our people with
them. We velearned. Mass suicide isone of thefew thingswe usudly let done.”

“Do you understand now what happened to us?’

“I"'m aware of what happened. It's... diento me. Frighteningly dien.”

“Yes. | sort of fed that way myself, even though they’ re my people. It was. . . beyond insanity.”

“Some of the people we picked up had been hiding degp underground. They had created much
of the destruction.”

“And they're dill dive?’

“Some of them are.”

“And you plan to send them back to Earth?’

“No."

“What?’

“Theones dtill dive are very old now. We ve used them dowly, learned biology, language,
culture from them. We Awakened them afew at atime and et them live their lives herein different parts
of the ship whileyou dept.”



“Sept. . . Jdahya, how long have | dept?’

He waked across the room to the table platform, put one many-fingered hand on it, and boosted
himsalf up. Legs drawn againgt his body, he walked easily on his hands to the center of the platform. The
whole series of movements was so fluid and natural, yet so dien thet it fascinated her.

Abruptly she realized he was severd feet closer to her. Shelegped away. Then, feding utterly
foolish, shetried to come back. He had folded himself compactly into an uncomfortable-looking sested
position. Heignored her sud-den move—except for his head tentacles which al swept toward her as
though in awind. He seemed to watch as she inched back to the bed. Could abeing with sensory
tentacles instead of eyeswatch?

When she had come as close to him as she could, she stopped and sat on thefloor. It was all she
could do to stay where she was. She drew her knees up against her chest and bugged them to her tightly.

“| don’'t understand why I’'m so. . . afraid of you,” she whispered. “ Of the way you look, | mean.
You'renot that different. There are—or were—life forms on Earth that looked alittle like you.”

He said nothing.

Shelooked a him sharply, fearing he had falen into one of hislong silences. “Isit something
you'redoing?’ she demanded, “something | don’t know about?’

“I’'m hereto teach you to be comfortable with us,” be said. “ Y ou're doing very well.”

Shedid not fed shewasdoing well a dl. “What have others done?’

“Severd havetried tokill me”

She swallowed. It amazed her that they had been able to bring themsalves to touch him. “What
did you do to them?’

“For trying to kill me?’

“No, before—to incite them.”

“No more than I’m doing to you now.”

“I don’'t understand.” She made hersdf stare at him. “ Can you really see?’

“Veywdl.”

“Colors? Depth?’

“Ves”

Y et it was true that he had no eyes. She could see now that there were only dark patcheswhere
tentacles grew thickly. The same with the sdes of his head where ears should have been. And there were
openings at histhroat. And the tentacles around them didn’t look as dark asthe others. Murkily
tranducent, pae gray worms.

“Infact,” he said, “you should be aware that | can see wherever | have tentacles—and | can see
whether | seem to notice or not. | can’'t not see.”

That sounded like a horrible existence—not to be able to close one' s eyes, sink into the private
darkness behind one’ sown eydids. “Don’'t you deep?’

“Y es. But not theway you do.”

She shifted suddenly from the subject of his deeping to her own. “Y ou never told me how long
you kept me adeep.”

“About. . . two hundred and fifty of your years.”

Thiswas more than she could assmilate at once. She said nothing for so long that he broke the
dlence

“ Something went wrong when you were first Awakened. | heard about it from severa people.
Someone handled you badly—underestimated you. Y ou are like usin some ways, but you were thought
to be like your military people hidden underground. They refused to talk to ustoo. At first. Y ou were | eft
adeep for about fifty years after that first mistake.”

She crept to the bed, worms or no worms, and leaned againgt the end of it. “ I’ d dways thought
my Awakenings might be years apart, but | didn't redly bdieveit.”

“Y ou were like your world. Y ou needed time to heal. And we needed time to learn more about
your kind.” He paused. “We didn’t know what to think when some of your people killed themsalves.
Some of us believed it was be-cause they had been left out of the mass suicide—that they smply wanted



to finish the dying. Others said it was because we kept them isolated. We began putting two or more
together, and many injured or killed one another. Isolation cost fewer lives.”

These last words touched amemory in her. “Jdahya?’ she said.

The tentacles down the sides of his face wavered, looked for amoment like dark, muttonchop
whiskers.

“At one point alittle boy was put in with me. His name was Sharad. What happened to him?’

He said nothing for amoment, then al his tentacles stretched themsel ves upward. Someone
gpoke to him from above in the usua way and in avoice much like hisown, but thistimein aforeign
language, choppy and fast.

“My relativewill find out,” hetold her. “ Sharad isadmost certainly well, though he may not bea
child any longer.”

“You've let children grow up and grow old?’

“A few, yes. But they’ ve lived among us. We haven't isolated them.”

“Y ou shouldn’'t have isolated any of us unless your purpose wasto drive usinsane. Y ou dmost
succeeded with me more than once. Humans need one another.”

Histentacleswrithed repulsively. “Weknow. | wouldn't have cared to endure as much solitude
asyou have. But we had no skill at grouping humansin waysthat suited them.”

“But Sharad and I—"

“He may have had parents, Lilith.”

Someone spoke from above, in English thistime. “ The boy has parents and asister. He' sadeep
with them, and he' still very young.” Therewas apause. “Lilith, what lan-guage did he spesk?’

“I don't know,” Lilith said. * Either he wastoo young to tell me or hetried and | didn’t
understand. | think he must have been East Indian, though—if that means anything to you.”

“Othersknow. | was only curious.”

“You'resurehe sdl right?’

“He swdl.”

Shefet reassured a that and immediately questioned the emotion. Why should one more
anonymous voice telling her everything was fine reassure her?

“Can | seehim?’ she asked.

“Jdahya?’ thevoice sad.

Jdahyaturned toward her. “Y ou'll be able to see him when you can wak among us without
panic. Thisisyour last isolation room. When you're reedy, I’ll take you outside.”
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Jdahyawould not leave her. As much as she had hated her solitary confinement, shelonged to be
rid of him. Hefell slent for awhile and she wondered whether he might be deeping—to the degree that
he did deep. She lay down herself, wondering whether she could relax enough to deep with him there. It
would be like going to deep knowing there was a rattlesnake in the room, knowing she could wake up
andfinditin her bed.

She could not fal adeep facing him. Y et she could not keep her back to him long. Each time she
dozed, shewould jolt awake and look to seeif he had come closer. This exhausted her, but she could
not stop doing it. Worse, each time she moved, his tentacles moved, Sraightening lazily in her direction as
though he were deeping with his eyes open—as he no doubt was.

Painfully tired, head aching, ssomach queasy, she climbed down from her bed and lay alongsdeit
on the floor. She could not see him now, no matter how she turned. She could see only the platform
beside her and the walls. He was no longer part of her world.

“No, Lilith,” he said as she closed her eyes.

She pretended not to hear him.

“Lieonthebed,” he said, “or on thefloor over here. Not over there”

Shelay rigid, Sllent.

“If you stay whereyou are, I'll take the bed.”

That would put him just above her—too close, looming over her, Medusaleering down.

She got up and dl but fell acrossthe bed, damning him, and, to her humiliation, crying alittle.
Eventually she dept. Her body had smply had enough.

She awoke abruptly, twisting around to look at him. He was ill on the platform, his position
hardly atered. When his head tentacles swept in her direction she got up and ran into the bathroom. He
let her hide therefor awnhile, let her wash and be done and wallow in self-pity and salf-contempt. She
could not remember ever having been so continualy afraid, so out of control of her emotions. Jdahya had
done nothing, yet she cowered.

When he called her, she took adeep breath and stepped out of the bathroom. “ Thisisn't
working,” she said misera-bly. “Just put me down on Earth with other humans. | can’t do this”

Heignored her.

After atime she spoke again on adifferent subject. “1 have ascar,” she said, touching her
abdomen. “I didn’t have it when | was on Earth. What did your people do to me?’

“You had agrowth,” hesaid. “A cancer. Wegot rid of it. Otherwise, it would have killed you.”

She went cold. Her mother had died of cancer. Two of her aunts had had it and her grandmother
had been operated on three timesfor it. They were dl dead now, killed by someone else' sinsanity. But
the family “tradition” was gpparently continuing.

“What did | lose dong with the cancer?’ she asked softly.

“Nothing.”

“Not afew feet of intestine? My ovaries? My uterus?’

“Nothing. My relative tended you. Y ou lost nothing you would want to keep.”

“Y our reative isthe one who... performed surgery on me?’

“Yes. With interest and care. There was a human physi-cian with us, but by then shewasold,
dying. She only watched and commented on what my relaive did.”

“How would he know enough to do anything for me? Human anatomy must be totally different
fromyours.”

“My relativeisnot mae—or femae. The namefor itssex isooloi. It understood your body
becauseit isooloi. On your world there were vast numbers of dead and dying humansto study. Our
ooloi came to understand what could be normal or abnorma, possible or impossible for the human body.



The ooloi who went to the planet taught those who stayed here. My relative has studied your people for
much of itslife”

“How do ooloi study?” Sheimagined dying humans caged and every groan and contortion
closdly observed. Sheimagined dissections of living subjects aswel as dead ones. Sheimagined
treatable diseases being dlowed to run their gridy coursesin order for ooloi to learn.

“They observe. They have specid organsfor their kind of observation. My relative examined
you, observed afew of your normal body cells, compared them with what it had learned from other
humans most like you, and said you had not only a cancer, but atalent for cancer.”

“I wouldn't call it atalent. A curse, maybe. But how could your relative know about that from
just. . . observing.”

“Maybe perceiving would be abetter word,” he said. “There’ s much more involved than sight.
It knows every-thing that can be learned about you from your genes. And by now, it knows your medical
history and agreat deal about the way you think. It has taken part in testing you.”

“Hasit? | may not be ableto forgiveit for that. But listen, | don’t understand how it could cut out
acancer without. . . well, without doing damage to whichever organ it was growing on.”

“My relative didn’t cut out your cancer. It wouldn't have cut you at dl, but it wanted to examine
the cancer directly with al its senses. It had never persondly examined one before. When it had finished,
it induced your body to reabsorb the cancer.

“It. . . induced my body to reabsorb. . . cancer?’

“Yes. My rdative gave your body akind of chemical command.”

“Isthat how you cure cancer among yourselves?’

“Wedon't get them.”

Lilithsghed. “I wishwedidn’t. They’ ve created enough hdl in my family.”

“They won't be harming you anymore. My relative saysthey’ re beautiful, but smpleto prevent.”

“Beautiful?’

“It percaivesthings differently sometimes. Here sfood, Lilith. Are you hungry?’

She stepped toward him, reaching out to take the bowl, then redlized what she was doing. She
froze, but managed not to scramble backward. After afew seconds, she inched toward him. She could
not do it quickly—snatch and run. She could hardly doit at al. Sheforced hersdf forward dowly,
dowly.

Teeth clenched, she managed to take the bowl. Her hand shook so badly that she spilled half the
stew. She withdrew to the bed. After awhile shewas able to eat what was |eft, then finish the bowl. It
was not enough. Shewas still hungry, but she did not complain. She was not up to taking another bowl
from hishand. Daisy hand. PAm in the center, many fingersdl the way around. The fingers had bonesin
them, at least; they weren't tentacles. And there were only two hands, two feet. He could have been so
much uglier than he was, so much less. . . human. Why couldn’t she just accept him? All he seemed to be
asking was that she not panic at the sght of him or otherslike him. Why couldn’t she do that?

Shetried to imagine hersaf surrounded by beingslike him and was dmost overwhelmed by
panic. Asthough she had suddenly devel oped a phobia—something she had never before experienced.
But what she felt was like what she had heard others describe. A true xenophobia—and apparently she
wasnot doneinit.

She sghed, redized shewas Hill tired aswell as il hungry. She rubbed ahand over her face. If
thiswere what a phobiawas like, it was something to be gotten rid of as quickly as possible. Shelooked
at Jdahya. “What do your people call themselves?’ she asked. “ Tell me about them.”

“We are Oankdi.”

“QOankai. Sounds like aword in some Earth language.”

“It may be, but with different meaning.”

“What does it mean in your language?’

“Severd things. Tradersfor one.”

“You aretraders?’

“Ves”



“What do you trade?’

“Oursdlves”

“You mean. . . each other? Saves?’

“No. We' ve never done that.”

“What, then?’

“Oursdves”

“I don’'t understand.”

He said nothing, seemed to wrap silence around himself and settle into it. She knew he would not
answe.

She sighed. “Y ou seem too human sometimes. If | weren't looking at you, I’ d assume you were
aman.”

“Y ou have assumed that. My family gave me to the human doctor so that | could learn to do this
work. She cameto ustoo old to bear children of her own, but she could teach.”

“I thought you said shewas dying.”

“Shedid die eventudly. She was ahundred and thirteen years old and had been awake among us
off and on for fifty years. She waslike afourth parent to my siblings and me. It was hard to watch her
age and die. Y our people contain incredible potentid, but they die without using much of it.”

“I've heard humans say that.” She frowned. “ Couldn’t your ooloi have helped her live longer—if
she wanted to live longer than ahundred and thirteen years, that is.”

“They did help her. They gave her forty years she would not have had, and when they could no
longer help her hedl, they took away her pain, if she had been younger when we found her, we could
have given her much moretime.”

Lilith followed that thought to its obvious conclusion. “I’m twenty-six,” she said.

“Older,” hetold her. “Y ou’ ve aged whenever we' ve kept you awake. About two years
dtogether.”

She had no sense of being two years older, of being, suddenly, twenty-eight because he said she
was. Two years of solitary confinement. What could they possibly give her in return for that? She stared
ahim.

His tentacles seemed to solidify into a second skin—dark patches on hisface and neck, adark,
smooth-looking mass on his head. “Barring accident,” he said, “you'’ Il live much longer than ahundred
and thirteen years. And for most of your life, you'll be biologicaly quite young. Y our children will live
longer tll.”

Helooked remarkably human now. Wasit only the tentacles that gave him that sea-dug
appearance? His color-ing hadn’t changed. The fact that he had no eyes, nose, or ears still disturbed her,
but not as much.

“Jdahya, stay that way,” shetold him. “Let me come close and look at you. . . if | can.”

The tentacles moved like weirdly rippling skin, then resolidified. “Come,” he said.

Shewas able to approach him hesitantly. Even viewed from only a couple of feet away, the
tentacleslooked like asmooth second skin. “Do you mind if.. .“ She stopped and began again. “I mean...
may | touch you?’

"y es"

It was easier to do than she had expected. His skin was cool and amost too smooth to be rea
flesh—samooth the way her fingernails were and perbaps as tough as afingernail.

“Isit hard for you to stay like this?’ she asked.

“Not hard. Unnaturd. A muffling of the senses”

“Why did you do it—before | asked you to, | mean.”

“It'san expression of pleasure or amusement.”

“Y ou were pleased aminute ago?’

“With you. Y ou wanted your time back—the time we' ve taken from you. Y ou didn’'t want to
die”

She gtared at him, shocked that he had read her so clearly. And he must have known of humans



who did want to die even after hearing promises of long life, health, and lasting youth. Why? Maybe
they’ d heard the part she hadn’t been told about yet: the reason for al this. The price.

“Sofar,” shesad, “only boredom and isolation have driven meto want to die.”

“Those are past. And you' ve never tried to kill yourself, even then.”

“Your desreto liveis stronger than you redize.”

She sighed. “You'regoing to test that, aren’t you? That’ swhy you haven't told me yet what your
people want of us.”

“Yes” he admitted, darming her.

“Tdl me”

Slence

“If you knew anything at al about the human imagina-tion, you’ d know you were doing exactly
thewrong thing,” she said.

“Onceyou're ableto leave thisroom with me, I'll answer your questions,” hetold her.

She stared a him for severd seconds. “Let’ swork on that, then,” she said grimly. “Relax from
your unnatura position and let’ s see what happens.”

He hesitated, then let histentacles flow free. The gro-tesque sea-d ug appearance resumed and
she could not stop hersdf from stumbling away from him in panic and revul-sion. She caught hersdlf
before she had gonefar.

“God, I'm so tired of this,” she muttered. “Why can’t | stop it?’

“When the doctor first cameto our household,” he said, “some of my family found her so
disturbing that they left home for awhile. That's unheard-of behavior among us.”

“Didyou leave?’

He went smooth again briefly. “1 had not yet been born. By thetime | wasborn, dl my relatives
had come home. And | think their fear was stronger than yoursis now. They had never before seen so
much life and so much death in one being. It hurt some of them to touch her.”

“Y ou mean... because shewas Sck?’

“Even when shewaswell. It was her genetic structure that disturbed them. | can’t explain that to
you. You'll never senseit aswe do.” He stepped toward her and reached for her hand. She gaveit to
him amogt reflexively with only an instant’ s hesitation when his tentacles al flowed forward toward her.
She looked away and stood giffly where she was, her hand held loosely in his many fingers.”

“Good,” hesad, rleasing her. “Thisroom will be nothing more than amemory for you soon.”



Eleven medlsater he took her outside.

She had no idea how long she was in wanting, then consuming, those € even meals. Jdahyawould
not tell her, and he would not be hurried. He showed no impatience or annoyance when she urged him to
take her out. He smply fdl slent. He ssemed dmost to turn himself off when she made demands or
asked questions he did not intend to answer. Her family had called her stubborn during her life before the
war, but he was beyond stubborn.

Eventually he began to move around the room. He had been till for so long—had seemed dmost
part of the furniture—that she was startled when he suddenly got up and went into the bathroom. She
stayed where she was on the bed, wondering whether he used a bathroom for the same purposes she
did. She made no effort to find out. Sometime later when he came back into the room, she found herself
much less disturbed by him. He brought her something that so surprised and delighted her that she took it
from his hand without thought or hesitation: A banana, fully ripe, large, ydlow, firm, very swest.

She ate it dowly, wanting to gulp it, not daring to. It was literaly the best food she had tasted in
two hundred and fifty years. Who knew when there would be another—if there would be another. She
ate even the white, inner skin.

Hewould not tell her where it had come from or how be had gotten it. He would not get her
another. He did evict her from the bed for awhile. He stretched out flat on it and lay utterly till, looked
dead. Shedid a series of exercises on the floor, deliberately tired herself as much as she could, then took
his place on the platform until he got up and let her have the bed.

When she awoke, he took hisjacket off and let her see the tufts of sensory tentacles scattered
over hisbody. To her surprise, she got used to these quickly. They were merdly ugly. And they made him
look even more like amisplaced sea creature.

“Can you breathe underwater?’ she asked him.

“Yes”

“I thought your throat orificeslooked as though they could double asgills. Are you more
comfortable underwater?’

“I enjoy it, but no morethan | enjoy air.”

“Alir. .. oxygen?’

“I need oxygen, yes, though not as much of it asyou do.” Her mind drifted back to histentacles
and another poss-ble smilarity to some sea dugs. “Can you sting with any of your tentacles?’

“With al of them.”

She drew back, though she was not close to him. “Why didn’t you tell me?’

“I wouldn’'t have stung you.”

Unless she had attacked him. “ So that’ s what happened to the humans who tried to kill you.”

“No, Lilith. I'm not interested in killing your people. I've been trained all my lifeto keep them
dive”

“What did you do to them, then?’

“Stopped them. I’'m stronger than you probably think.”

“But. . . if you had stung them?’

“They would have died. Only the ooloi can sting without killing. One group of my ancestors
subdued prey by sting-ing it. Their sting began the digestive process even before they began to eat. And
they stung enemieswho tried to eat them. Not a comfortable existence.”

“It doesn’t sound that bad.”

“They didn’t livelong, those ancestors. Some things were immune to their poison.”

“Maybe humansare.”

He answered her softly. “No, Lilith, you're not.”



Sometime later he brought her an orange. Out of curiosi-ty, she broke the fruit and offered to
shareit with him. He accepted a piece of it from her hand and sat down beside her to eat it. When they
were both finished, he turned to face her—a courtesy, she realized, since he had o little face— and
seemed to examine her closely. Some of histentacles actudly touched her. When they did, she jumped.
Then sheredlized she was not being hurt and kept still. She did not like his nearness, but it no longer
terrified her. After... however many daysit had been, she felt none of the old panic; only relief a
somehow having findly shed it.

“WEell goout now,” he said. “My family will be relieved to see us. And you—you have agreat
ded tolearn.”
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She made him wait until she had washed the orange juice from her hands. Then he walked over
to one of the walls and touched it with some of hislonger head tentacles.

A dark spot appeared on the wall where he made contact. It became a degpening, widening
indentation, then a hole through which Lilith could see color and light—green, red, orange, yelow.

There had been little color in her world since her capture. Her own skin, her blood—uwithin the
palewalls of her prison, that was al. Everything else was some shade of white or gray. Even her food
had been colorless until the banana. Now, here was color and what appeared to be sunlight. Therewas
space. Vast space.

The holein thewal widened asthough it were flesh rippling asde, dowly writhing. She was both
fascinated and repdlled.

“Isit dive?’ sheasked.

“Yes” hesad.

She had besten it, kicked it, clawed it, tried to biteit. It had been smooth, tough, impenetrable,
but dightly giving like the bed and table. It had fdlt like plastic, cool beneath her hands.

“What isit?" she asked.

“Flesh. Morelike minethan like yours. Different from mine, too, though. It's... the ship.”

“You'rekidding. Your shipisdive?’

“Yes. Comeout.” Theholein thewal had grown large enough for them to step through. He
ducked his head and took the necessary step. She started to follow him, then stopped. There was so
much space out there. The colors she had seen were thin, hairlike leaves and round, coconut-sized fruit,
gpparently in different stages of development. All hung from great branches that overshadowed the new
exit. Beyond them was a broad, open field with scattered trees— impossibly huge trees—distant hills,
and abright, sunlessivory sky. There was enough strangeness to the trees and the sky to stop her from
imagining that she was on Earth. There were people moving around in the distance, and there were black,
German shepherd-sized animalsthat were too far away for her to see them clearly—though eveninthe
distance the animal's seemed to have too many legs. Six? Ten? The creatures seemed to be grazing.

“Lilith, comeout,” Jdahyasad.

Shetook astep backward, away from dl the dlien vastness. Theisolation room that she had
hated for so long suddenly seemed safe and comforting.

“Back into your cage, Lilith?’ Jdahya asked softly.

She stared at him through the hole, redlized at once that he was trying to provoke her, make her
overcome her fear. It would not have worked if he had not been so right. She was retreating into her
cage—like azoo animal that had been shut up for so long that the cage had become home.

She made herself step up to the opening, and then, teeth clenched, step through.

Outside, she stood beside him and drew along, shudder-ing breath. She turned her head, looked
at the room, then turned away quickly, resisting an impulse to flee back to it. He took her band and led
her away.

When she looked back a second time, the hole was closing and she could see that what she had
come out of was actualy ahuge tree. Her room could not have taken more than atiny fraction of its
interior. Thetree had grown from what appeared to be ordinary, pale-brown, sandy soil. Itslower limbs
were heavily laden with fruit. Therest of it looked almost ordinary except for itssize. Thetrunk was
bigger around than some office buildings she remembered. And it seemed to touch theivory sky. How
tall wasit? How much of it served asabuilding?

“Was everything ingde that room aive?’ she asked.

“Everything except some of the visble plumbing fix-tures” Jdahyasaid. “Even thefood you ate
was produced from the fruit of one of the branches growing outside. It was designed to meet your



nutritional needs.”

“And to taste like cotton and paste,” she muttered. “1 hope | won't haveto eat any more of that
Suff.”

“Youwon't. But it’ skept you very hedthy. Y our diet in particular encouraged your body not to
grow cancers while your genetic inclination to grow them was corrected.”

“It has been corrected, then?’

“Y es. Correcting genes have been inserted into your cells, and your cells have accepted and
replicated them. Now you won't grow cancers by accident.”

That, she thought, was an odd qualification, but shelet it pass for the moment. “When will you send
me back to Earth?’ she asked.

“Y ou couldn’t survive there now—especidly not alone.”

“Y ou haven't sent any of us back yet?’

“Y our group will bethefirg.”

“Oh.” Thishad not occurred to her—that she and others like her would be guinea pigstrying to
survive on an Earth that must have greetly changed. “How isit there now?’

“Wild. Forests, mountains, deserts, plains, great oceans. It’sarich world, clean of dangerous
radiation in most places. The greatest diversity of animd lifeisin the seas, but there are anumber of small
animdsthriving on land: insects, worms, amphibians, reptiles, smal mammas. There sno doubt your
people can livethere”

“When?’

“That will not be hurried. Y ou have avery long life ahead of you, Lilith. And you have work to
do here”

“Y ou said something about that once before. What work?”

“You'll livewith my family for awhile—live as one of usasmuch aspossble. We Il teach you
your work.”

“But what work?’

“You'll Awaken asmdl group of humans, al English-spesking, and help them learn to dedl with
us. You'll teach them the surviva skillswe teach you. Y our peoplewill al be from what you would cal
civilized societies. Now they’ |l haveto learnto livein forests, build their own shelters, and raise their own
food al without machines or outside hdp.”

“Will you forbid us machines?’ she asked uncertainly.

“Of course not. But we won't give them to you ether. W€ Il give you hand tools, smple
equipment, and food until you begin to make the things you need and grow your own crops. We ve
aready armed you againgt the deadlier microorganisms. Beyond that, you'll have to fend for
yourselves— avoiding poisonous plants and animals and creating what you need.”

“How can you teach usto survive on our own world? How can you know enough about it or
about us?’

“How can we not? W€ ve helped your world restore itself. We' ve studied your bodies, your
thinking, your litera-ture, your historical records, your many cultures. . . . We know more of what you're
capable of than you do.”

Or they thought they did. If they redlly had had two hundred and fifty yearsto study, maybe they
wereright. “You veinoculated us against diseases?’ she asked to be sure she had understood.

"No."

“But you said—"

“WE ve strengthened your immune system, increased your resstance to disease in generd.”

“How? Something else done to our genes?’

He said nothing. Shelet the silence lengthen until she was certain he would not answer. Thiswas
one more thing they had done to her body without her consent and suppos-edly for her own good. “We
used to treat animalsthat way,” she muttered bitterly.

“What?" hesaid.

“We did things to them—inocul ations, surgery, isolation— al for their own good. We wanted



them healthy and protected—sometimes so we could eat them later.”

Histentacles did not flatten to his body, but she got the impression he was laughing at her.
“Doesn't it frighten you to say thingslike that to me?’ he asked.

“No,” shesaid. “It scares me to have people doing thingsto me that | don’t understand.”

“Y ou’ ve been given hedth. The coloi have seento it that you'll have achanceto live on your
Eath—not justtodieonit.”

Hewould not say any more on the subject. She looked around at the huge trees, some with great
branching multi-ple trunks and foliage like long, green hair. Some of the hair seemed to move, though
there was no wind. She sighed. Thetrees, too, then—tentacled like the people. Long, den-der, green
tentacles.

“Jdahya?’

His own tentacles swept toward her in away she ill found disconcerting, though it was only his
way of giving her hisattention or sgnding her that she had it.

“I"'mwilling to learn what you haveto teach me,” shesaid, “but | don't think I’ m the right teacher
for others. There were so many humans who dready knew how to live in the wilderness—so many who
could probably teach you alittle more. Those are the ones you ought to be talking to.”

“We have taked to them. They will have to be especialy careful because some of the thingsthey
‘know’ aren't true anymore. There are new plants—mutations of old ones and additions we' ve made.
Some things that used to be edible are letha now. Some things are deadly only if they aren’t prepared
properly. Some of the animal lifeisn’'t as harmless asit gpparently oncewas. Y our Earth is till your
Earth, but between the efforts of your people to destroy it and oursto restoreit, it has changed.”

She nodded, wondering why she could absorb hiswords so easily. Perhaps because she had
known even before her capture that the world she had known was dead. She had aready absorbed that
loss to the degree that she could.

“Theremust beruins” she said softly.

“There were. We ve destroyed many of them.”

She saized hisarm without thinking. “Y ou destroyed them? There were things | eft and you
destroyed them?’

“You'll beginagain. W€ ll put you in areas that are clean of radioactivity and history. Y ou will
become something other than you were.”

“And you think destroying what was I eft of our cultureswill make us better?’

“No. Only different.” She redlized suddenly that she wasfacing him, grasping hisarminagrip
that should have been painful to him. It was painful to her. Shelet go of him and hisarm swung to hisside
in the oddly dead way in which his limlbs seemed to move when he was not using them for a specific
purpose.

“You werewrong,” she said. She could not sustain her anger. She could not look at his
tentacled, alien face and sustain anger—but she had to say the words. “Y ou destroyed what wasn't
yours,” shesaid. “Y ou completed an insane act.”

“You aredill dive” besad.

Shewaked besde him, silently ungrateful. Knee-high tufts of thick, fleshy leaves or tentacles
grew from the soil. He stepped carefully to avoid them—which made her want to kick them. Only the
fact that her feet were bare stopped her. Then she saw, to her disgugt, that the leaves twisted or
contracted out of the way if she stepped near one—like plants made up of snake-sized night crawlers.
They seemed to be rooted to the ground. Did that make them plants?

“What are those things?’ she asked, gesturing toward one with afoot.

“Part of the ship. They can be induced to produce aliquid we and our animas enjoy. It wouldn’t
be good for you.”

“Arethey plant or anima?’

“They aren't separate from the ship.”

“Wdl, isthe ship plant or anima?’

“Both, and more.”



Whatever that meant. “Isit intelligent?’

“It can be. That part of it is dormant now. But even so, the ship can be chemically induced to
perform more func-tions than you would have the patience to listen to. it does agreat deal on itsown
without monitoring. Andit. . . Hefdl slent for amoment, histentacles smooth againgt his body. Then he
continued, “The human doctor used to say it loved us. Thereisan affinity, but it’s biologicd—astrong,
symbiatic relationship. We serve the ship’sneeds and it serves ours. It would die without us and we
would be planetbound without it. For us, that would eventualy mean death.”

“Wheredid you get it?’

“Wegrew it.”

“You. .. or your ancestors?’

"My ancestors grew thisone. I'm helping to grow another.”

“Now?Why?’

“WEe ll divide here. We re like mature asexua animadsin that way, but we divide into three: Dinso
to stay on Earth until it isready to leave generations from now; Toaht to leave in this ship; and Akja to
leavein the new ship.”

Lilith looked at him. “ Some of you will go to Earth with us?’

“I will, and my family and others. All Dinso.”

“Why?

“Thisis how we grow—how we ve dways grown. We' | take the knowledge of shipgrowing
with us so that our descendants will be able to leave when the time comes. We couldn’t survive asa
people if we were dways confined to one ship or oneworld.”

“Will you take. . . seeds or something?’

“WEe |l take the necessary materias.”

“And those who leave—Toaht and Akja—you' |l never seethem again?’

"l won't. At sometimein the distant future, agroup of my descendants might meet agroup of
theirs. | hopethat will happen. Both will have divided many times. They’ll have acquired much to give
one another.”

“They probably won't even know one another. They’ Il remember thisdivison as mythology if
they remember it at dl.”

“No, they’ Il recognize one another. Memory of adivi-son ispassed on biologicaly. | remember
every onethat hastaken placein my family snce weleft the homeworld.”

“Do you remember your homeworld itself?1 mean, could you get back to it if you wanted to?’

“Go back?’ Histentacles smoothed again. “No, Lilith, that’ s the one direction that’ s closed to us.
Thisis our homeworld now.” He gestured around them from what seemed to be aglowing ivory sky to
what seemed to be brown soil.

There were many more of the huge trees around them now, and she could see peoplegoingin
and out of the trunks—naked, gray Oankali, tentacled al over, some with two arms, some, darmingly,
with four, but none with anything she recognized as sexua organs. Perhaps some of the tentaclesand
extraarms served a sexud function.

She examined every cluster of Oankali for humans, but saw none. At least none of the Oankali
came near her or seemed to pay any attention to her. Some of them, she noticed with a shudder, had
tentacles covering every inch of their heads dl around. Others had tentaclesin odd, irregular patches.
None had quite Jdahya' s humanlike arrangement— tentacles placed to resemble eyes, ears, hair. Had
Jdahya swork with humans been suggested by the chance arrange-ment of his head tentacles or had he
been dtered surgicdly or in some other way to make him seem more human?

“Thisistheway | have always|ooked,” he said when she asked, and he would not say any more
on the subject.

Minutes |ater they passed near atree and she reached out to touch its smooth, dightly giving
bark—Ilike thewalls of her isolation room, but darker-colored. “ These treesare al buildings, aren't
they?’ she asked.

“These structures are not trees,” hetold her. “They’re part of the ship. They support its shape,



provide necessities for us—food, oxygen, waste digposdl, trangport conduits, storage and living space,
work areas, many things.”

They passed very near apair of Oankali who stood so close together their head tentacles writhed
and tangled together. She could see their bodiesin clear detail. Like the others she had seen, these were
naked. Jdahya had probably worn clothing only as a courtesy to her. For that she was grateful.

The growing number of people they passed near began to disturb her, and she caught herself
drawing closer to Jdahya as though for protection. Surprised and embarrassed, she made hersaf move
away from him. He gpparently noticed.

“Lilith?” hesaid very quietly.

“What?’

Slence

“I'mal right,” shesaid. “It'sjust. . . S0 many people, and so strangeto me.”

“Normdly, we don't wear anything.”

“I’d guessed that.”

“You'll befreeto wear clothing or not asyou like.”

“I'll wear it!” She hesitated. “ Are there any other humans Awake where you' re taking me?’

“None.”

She hugged hersdf tightly, arms across her chest. Moreisolation.

To her surprise, he extended his hand. To her greater surprise, shetook it and was grateful.

“Why can’t you go back to your homeworld?” sheasked. “It. . . ftill exists, doesn’t it?’

He seemed to think for amoment. “Weleft it so long ago. . . | doubt that it does till exist.”

“Why did you leave?’

“It wasawomb. Thetime had comefor usto be born.” She smiled sadly. “ There were humans
who thought that way—right up to the moment the missiles were fired. People who believed space was
our dedtiny. | believed it mysdf.”

“I' know—though from what the ooloi have told me, your people could not have fulfilled that
destiny. Their own bodies handicapped them.”

“Their... our bodies? What do you mean? WEe' ve been into space. There’ s nothing about our
bodies that prevented—"

“Your bodies arefataly flawed. The ooloi perceived thisat once. At first it was very hard for
them to touch you. Then you became an obsession with them. Now it’ s hard for them to let you aone.”

“What are you talking about!”

“Y ou have amismatched pair of genetic characterigtics. Either aone would have been useful,
would have d the surviva of your species. But the two together are lethal. It was only amatter of time
before they destroyed you.”

She shook her head. “If you' re saying we were genetical-ly programmed to do what we did,
blow ourseves up.—’

“No. Y our peopl€e s situation was more like your own with the cancer my relative cured. The
cancer was small. The human doctor said you would probably have recovered and been well even if
humans had discovered it and re-moved it &t that Stage. Y ou might have lived the rest of your life free of
it, though she said she would have wanted you checked regularly.”

“With my family history, shewouldn’t have had to tell methet last.”

“Yes. But what if you hadn’t recognized the sgnificance of your family history? What if we or the
humans hadn’t discovered the cancer.”

“It was mdignant, | assume.”

“Of course”

“Then | supposeit would eventudly havekilled me.”

“Yes, it would have. And your people werein asimilar position. If they had been able to
perceive and solve their problem, they might have been able to avoid destruction. Of course, they too
would have to remember to reexamine themsdves periodicaly.”

“But what was the problem? Y ou said we had two incompatible characteristics. What were



they?’

Jdahyamade a rustling noise that could have been asigh, but that did not seem to come from his
mouth or throat. “ Y ou areintelligent,” he said. “That’ s the newer of the two characteristics, and the one
you might have put to work to save yoursaves. Y ou are potentialy one of the most intelligent species
we' ve found, though your focusis differ-ent from ours. Still, you had agood start in the life sciences, and
evenin genetics”

“What' s the second characteristic?’

“You are hierarchicd. That’ sthe older and more entrenched characteristic. We saw it in your
closest animd relatives and in your mogt distant ones. It saterredtrial characterigtic. When human
intdligence served it ingtead of guiding it, when human intdlligence did not even acknowledgeit asa
problem, but took prideinit or did not noticeit at dl. . .“ Therattling sounded again. “That waslike
ignoring cancer. | think your people did not redlize what a dangerous thing they were doing.”

“I don’t think most of usthought of it asagenetic problem. | didn’t. I'm not sure| do now.” Her
feet had begun to hurt from walking so long on the uneven ground. She wanted to end both thewak and
the conversation. The conversation made her uncomfortable. Jdahya sounded... dmost plausible.

“Yes” hesad, “intelligence does enable you to deny facts you didike. But your denia doesn't
matter. A cancer growing in someon€e s body will go on growing in spite of denia. And acomplex
combination of genesthat work together to make you intelligent aswell as hierarchica will till handicap
you whether you acknowledge it or not.”

“I just don’'t believeit’ sthat smple. Just abad gene or two.”

“Itisn't ample, and it isn't agene or two. It's many--the result of atangled combination of
factorsthat only beginswith genes.” He stopped, let his head tentacles drift toward arough circle of
huge trees. The tentacles seemed to point. “My family livesthere,” he said.

Shestood ill, now truly frightened.

“No one will touch you without your consent,” he said. “And Il stay with you for aslong asyou
like”

Shewas comforted by hiswords and ashamed of needing comfort. How had she become so
dependent on him? She shook her head. The answer was obvious. He wanted her dependent. That was
the reason for her continued isolation from her own kind. She was to be dependent on an Oankali—
dependent and trusting. To hdll with that!

“Tell mewhat you want of me,” she demanded abruptly, “and what you want of my people.”

Histentacles sivung to examine her. “1’ vetold you agreeat dedl.”

“Tell methe price, Jdahya. What do you want? What will your people take from usin return for
having saved us?’

All histentacles seemed to hang limp, giving him an dmaost comica droop. Lilith found no humor
init. “You'll live)” hesaid. “Y our peoplewill live. You'll have your world again. We dready have much
of what we want of you. Y our cancer in particular.”

“What?’

“Theooloi areintensdly interested init. It suggests abilities we have never been able to trade for
successtully before.”

“Abilities? From cancer?’

“Yes. Theooloi see great potentid init. So the trade has dready been useful.”

“You' rewelcometo it. But before when | asked, you said you trade.. . yourselves.”

“Y es. We trade the essence of ourselves. Our genetic material for yours.”

Lilith frowned, then shook her head. “How? | mean, you couldn’t be talking about
interbreeding.”

“Of coursenot.” Histentacles smoothed. “We do what you would cal genetic
engineering. We know you had begun to do it yoursalves alittle, but it'sforeign to you. Wedo it
naturally. We must doit. It renews us, enables usto survive as an evolving speciesinstead of speciaizing
our-selvesinto extinction or stagnation.”

“Weadl doit naturally to some degree,” she said warily. “ Sexua reproduction—"



“Theooloi doit for us. They have specia organsfor it. They can do it for you too—make sure of
agood, viable gene mix. It ispart of our reproduction, but it's much more ddliberate than what any
mated pair of humans have man-aged so far.

“WEe re not hierarchical, you see. We never were. But we are powerfully acquisitive. We acquire
new life—seek it, investigate it, manipulaeit, sort it, useit. We carry the drive to do thisinaminuscule
cdl within acell—atiny organdle within every cdl of our bodies. Do you under-stand me?’

“| understand your words. Y our meaning, though.. . it' sasdiento measyou are.”

“That' sthe way we perceived your hierarchica drivesat first.” He paused. “ One of the meanings
of Oankdi isgene trader. Another isthat organelle—the essence of oursalves, the origin of ourselves.
Because of that organelle, the ooloi can perceive DNA and manipulateit precisdly.”

“And they dothis. . . ingdether bodies?’

“Ves”

“And now they’ re doing something with cancer cellsinsde their bodies?’

“Experimenting, yes”

“That sounds. . . along way from safe.”

“They're like children now, talking and talking about possibilities.”

“What possibilities?”

“Regeneration of lost limbs. Controlled malegbility. Fu-ture Oankdi may be much lessfrightening
to potential trade partnersif they’ re able to reshape themsalves and look more like the partners before
the trade. Even increased longevity, though compared to what you' re used to, we' re very long-lived

“All thet from cancer.”

“Perhaps. We listen to the ooloi when they stop talking so much. That’s when we find out what
our next generartionswill belike.”

“You leave dl that to them? They decide?’

“They show usthe tested possibilities. We dl decide.”

Hetried to lead her into hisfamily’ swoods, but she held back. “ There’' s something | need to
understand now,” shesaid. “You cdl it atrade. Y ou’ ve taken something you vaue from us and you're
giving us back our world. Isthat it? Do you have dl you want from us?’

“You know itisn't,” hesaid softly. “Y ou’ ve guessed that much.”

Shewaited, garing a him.

“Y our people will change. Y our young will be more like us and ours morelike you. Y our
hierarchical tendencies will be modified and if we learn to regenerate limbs and reshape our bodies, we'll
share those abilitieswith you. That' s part of the trade. We re overduefor it.”

“It is crossbreeding, then, no matter what you cal it.”

“It' swhat | saidit was. A trade. The ooloi will make changesin your reproductive cells before
conception and they’Il control conception.”

“How?"

“Theooloi will explain that when the time comes.”

She spoke quickly, trying to blot out thoughts of more surgery or some sort of sex with the
damned ooloi. “What will you make of us? What will our children be?’

“Different, as| said. Not quitelikeyou. A littlelikeus.”

Shethought of her son—how like her he had been, how like hisfather. Then she thought of
grotesgue, Medusa children. “No!” she said. “No. | don’t care what you do with what you' ve aready
learned—how you apply it to yourselves—but leave us out of it. Just let us go. If we have the problem
you think we do, let uswork it out as human beings.”

“We are committed to the trade,” he said, softly implacable.

“No! You'll finish what the war began. In afew generations—"

“One generation.”

“No!”

He wrapped the many fingers of one hand around her arm. “Can you hold your breath, Lilith?



Canyou hold it by an act of will until you die?’

“Hold my—7?’

“We are as committed to the trade as your body isto breathing. We were overdue for it when
we found you. Now it will be done—to the rebirth of your people and mine.”

“No!” she shouted. “A rebirth for us can only happen if you let usadone! Let usbegin again on
our own.”

Slence
Shepulled at her arm, and after amoment he let her go. She got the impression he was watching
her very closdly.

“I think | wish your people had left me on Earth,” she whispered. “If thisiswhat they found me
for, | wishthey'd left me.” Medusa children. Snakesfor hair. Nests of night crawlersfor eyesand ears.

He sat down on the bare ground, and after aminute of surprise, she sat opposite him, not
knowing why, sSmply following hismovement.

“I can't unfind you,” hesaid. “You're here. But thereis... athing | can do. Itis. . .deeply wrong
of meto offer it. | will never offer it again.”

“What?" she asked barely caring. She wastired from the walk, overwhelmed by what he had
told her. It made no sense. Good god, no wonder he couldn’'t go home—even if hishome till existed.
Whatever his people had been like when they |eft it, they must be very different by now—the children of
thelast surviving human beingswould be different.

“Lilith?" hesad.

Sheraised her head, stared at him.

“Touch me herenow,” he said, gesturing toward his head tentacles, “and I’ ll Sing you. You'll
die—very quickly and without pain.”

She swallowed.

“If youwant it,” hesaid.

It was agift hewas offering. Not athrest.

“Why?" she whispered. He would not answer.

She stared at his head tentacles. Sheraised her hand, let it reach toward him amost asthough it
had its own will, its own intent. No more Awakenings. No more questions. No more impossible answvers.
Nothing.

Nothing.

He never moved. Even histentacles were utterly still. Her hand hovered, wanting to fal amid the
tough, flexible, letha organs. It hovered, amost brushing one by accident.

Shejerked her hand away, clutched it to her. “Oh god,” she whispered. “Why didn’t | do it?
Why can't | doit?’

He stood up and waited uncomplaining for several min-utes until she dragged hersdf to her fedt.

“You'll meet my mates and one of my children now,” he said. “Then rest and food, Lilith.”

She looked at him, longing for a human expression. “Would you have doneit?’ she asked.

“Yes” hesad.

“Why?

“For you.”



FAMILY



Seep.

She barely remembered being presented to three of Jdahya srelatives, then guided off and given
abed. Seep. Then asmdl, confused awakening.

Now food and forgetting.

Food and pleasure so sharp and sweet it cleared every-thing else from her mind. There were
whole bananas, dishes of diced pineapple, wholefigs, shelled nuts of severd kinds, bread and honey, a
vegetable stew filled with corn, peppers, tomatoes, potatoes, onions, mushrooms, herbs, and spices.

Where had al thisbeen, Lilith wondered. Surely they could have given her alittle of thisinstead
of keeping her for so long on adiet that made eating achore. Could it al have been for her health? Or
had there been some other purpose--something to do with their damned gene trade?

When she had eaten some of everything, savored each new taste lovingly, she began to pay
attention to the four Oankali who were with her in the small, bare room. They were Jdahyaand hiswife
ld Kahguyaht g Dinso. And there was Jdahya s ooloi mate K ahguyaht--Ahtrekahguyahtkadl |l
Jdahyatediin g Dinso. Finaly there wasthe family’sooloi child Nikanj--Kaanikanj oo
Jdahyatediinkahguyaht g Dinso.

Thefour sat atop familiar, featurel ess platforms esting Earth foods from their several smal dishes
asthough they had been born to such adiet.

Therewas acentrd platform with more of everything on it, and the Oankali took turnsfilling one
another’ s dishes. One of them could not, it seemed, get up and fill only one dish. Otherswere
immediately handed forward, even to Lilith. Shefilled Jdahya swith hot stew and returned it to him,
wondering when he had eaten last—apart from the orange they had shared.

“Did you eat while we werein that isolation room?’ she asked him.

“I had eaten before | went in,” he said. “1 used very little energy while | wasthereso | didn’t
need any morefood.”

“How long were you there?’

“Six days, your time.”

She sat down on her platform and stared at him. “That long?’

“Six days,” he repested.

“Y our body has drifted away from your world’ s twenty--four-hour day,” the ooloi Kahguyaht
sad. That happensto al your people. Y our day lengthens dightly and you lose track of how much time
has passed.”

CBUt—"

“How long did it ssem to you?’

“A few days. . . | don't know. Fewer than six.”

“You see?’ the ooloi asked softly.

She frowned at it. It was naked as were the others except for Jdahya. Thisdid not bother her
even at close quarters as much as she had feared it might. But she did not like the oolai. It was smug and
it tended to treat her condescendingly. It was adso one of the creatures scheduled to bring about the
destruction of what was left of humanity. And in spite of Jdahya s claim that the Oankai were not
hierarchica, the ooloi seemed to be the head of the house. Everyone deferred to it.

It was dmost exactly Lilith'ssze—dightly larger than Jdahyaand consderably smaller than the
female Tediin. And it had four arms. Or two arms and two arm-sized tentacles. The big tentacles, gray
and rough, reminded her of eephants trunks—except that she could not recal ever being disgusted by
the trunk of an eephant. At least the child did not have them yet—though Jdahya had assured her that it
wasan ooloi child. Looking at Kahguyaht, she took pleasure in the knowledge that the Oankali



themselves used the neuter pronoun in referring to the ooloi. Some things deserved to be called “it.”

Sheturned her attention back to the food. “How can you eat dl this?’ she asked. “I couldn’t eat
your foods, could |7

“What do you think you' ve eaten each time we ve Awakened you?’ the ooloi asked.

“I don’'t know,” she said coldly. “No one would tell mewhat it was.”

Kahguyaht missed or ignored the anger in her voice. “It was one of our foods—dightly atered to
meet your specid needs,” it said.

Thought of her “specia needs’ made her redlize that this might be Jdehya s“ rdlative’” who had
cured her cancer. She had somehow not thought of this until now. She got up and filled one of her smdll
bowlswith nuts—roasted, but not salted—and wondered wearily whether she had to be grateful to
Kahguyaht. Automatically shefilled with the same nuts, the bowl Tediin had thrust forward at her.

“Isany of our food poison to you?’ she asked flatly.

“No,” Kahguyaht answered. “We have adjusted to the foods of your world.”

“Areany of yours poison to me?’

“Yes. A great ded of it. Y ou shouldn't eat anything unfamiliar that you find here.”

“That doesn’'t make sense. Why should you be able to come from so far away—another world,
another star system— and eat our food?’

“Haven't we had timeto learn to eat your food?’ the ooloi asked.

“What?’

It did not repesat the question.

“Look,” shesaid, “how can you learn to eat something that’s poison to you?’

“By studying teachersto whom it isn't poison. By studying your people, Lilith. Y our bodies.”

“I don’'t understand.”

“Then accept the evidence of your eyes. We can eat anything you can. It's enough for you to
understand that.”

Patronizing bastard, she thought. But she said only, “Doesthat mean that you can learn to eat
anything at dl? That you can't be poisoned?’

“No. | didn’t mean that.”

Shewaited, chewing nuts, thinking. When the ocoloi did not continue, she looked at it.

It was focused on her, head tentacles pointing. “ The very old can be poisoned,” it said. “Their
reactions are dowed. They might not be able to recognize an unexpected deadly substance and
remember how to neutrdizeit in time. The serioudy injured can be poisoned. Their bodies are
distract-ed, busy with saf-repair. And the children can be poisoned if they have not yet learned to
protect themsalves.”

“Y ou mean. . . just about anything might poison you if you weren’t somehow prepared for it,
ready to protect yourselves againgt it?’

“Not just anything. Very few things, redly. Things we were especidly vulnerable to before we | eft
our origina homeworld.”

“Likewhat?’

“Why do you ask, Lilith? What would you do if | told you? Poison a child?’

She chewed and swallowed severd peanuts, dl the while staring at the ooloi, making no effort to
conced her didike. “You invited meto ask,” she said.

“No. That isn't what | wasdoing.”

“Doyouredly imaginel’d hurt achild?’

“No. You just haven't learned yet not to ask dangerous questions.”

“Why did you tell me as much asyou did?’

The ooloi relaxed its tentacles “ Because we know you, Lilith. And, within reason, we want you
to know us.”



2

The ooloi took her to see Sharad. She would have preferred to have Jdahya take her, but when
Kahguyaht volunteered, Jdahya leaned toward her and asked very softly, “ Shall | go?’

She did not imegine that she was intended to miss the unspoken message of the gesture—that
Jdahya was indulgring a child. Lilith was tempted to accept the child’ s role and ask him to come adong.
But he deserved a vacaion from her—and she from him. Maybe he wanted to spend some time with
the big, slent Tediin. How, she wondered, did these people manage their sex lives, anyway? How did
the oolai fit in? Were its two arm-sized tentacles sexud organs? Kahguyaht had not used them in
egting—had kept them ether coiled againd its body, under its true arms or draped over its shoulders.

Shewas not afraid of it, ugly asit was. So far it had inspired only disgust, anger, and didikein
her. How had Jdahya connected himself with such a creature?

Kahguyaht led her through threewalls, opening al of them by touching them with one of itslarge
tentacles. Finally they emerged into awide, downward-doping, well-lighted corridor. Large numbers of
Oankali waked or rode flat, dow, whed-less conveyances that apparently floated afraction of aninch
above the floor. There were no collisions, no near-misses, yet Lilith saw no order to the traffic. People
walked or drove wherever they could find an opening and apparently depended on others not to hit
them. Some of the vehicles were loaded with unrecogni zabl e freight—transparent

beachbd|-szed blue spheresfilled with some liquid, two-foot-long centipede-like animas
stacked in rectangular cages, gresat trays of oblong, green shapes about six feet long and three feet thick.
Theselast writhed dowly, blindly.

“What are those?’ she asked the ooloi.

It ignored her except to take her arm and guide her where traffic was heavy. Sheredized
abruptly that it was guiding her with thetip of one of itslarge tentacles.

“What do you call these?’ she asked, touching the one wrapped around her arm. Like the
smaller onesit was cool and as hard as her fingernails, but clearly very flexible.

“You can cal them sensory arms;” it told her.

“What arethey for?’

Slence

“Look, | thought | was supposed to belearning. | can't learn without asking questions and getting
answers”

“You'll get them eventualy—as you need them.”

In anger she pulled loose from the ooloi’ s grip. It was surprisingly easy to do. The ooloi did not
touch her again, did not seem to notice that twice it dmost lost her, made no effort to help her when they
passed through a crowd and she redlized she could not tell one adult ooloi from another.

“Kahguyaht!” shesaid sharply.

“Here.” 1t was beside her, no doubt watching, probably laughing a her confusion. Fedling
manipulated, she grasped one of itstrue arms and stayed close to it until they had come into a corridor
that was amost empty. From there they entered a corridor that was empty. Kahguyaht ran one sensory
arm dong thewall for severa feet, then stopped, and flattened the tip of the arm againgt thewall.

An opening appeared where the arm had touched and Lilith expected to be led into one more
corridor or room. Instead the wall seemed to form a sphincter and pass something. Therewaseven a
sour smell to enhance the image. One of the big semitrangparent green oblongs did into view, wet and
desk.

“It' saplant,” the ooloi volunteered. “We goreit whereit can be given the kind of light it thrives
best under.”

Why couldn’t it have said that before, she wondered.

The green oblong writhed very- dowly as the others had while the ooloi probed it with both



sensory arms. After atime, the ooloi paid attention only to one end. That end, it massaged with its
SeNsory arms.

Lilith saw that the plant was beginning to open, and suddenly she knew what was happening.

“Sharad isintha thing, isn't he?’

“Comehere”

She went over to whereit had sat on the floor at the now-open end of the oblong. Sharad’ s head
was just becom-ing visible. The hair that she recaled as dull black now glistened, wet and plastered to
his head. The eyes were closed and the look on the face peaceful—as though the boy were in anormal
deep. Kahguyaht had stopped the opening of the plant at the base of the boy’ sthroat, but she could see
enough to know Sharad was only alittle older than he had been when they had shared an isolation room.
He looked hedlthy and well.

“Will you wake him?” she asked.

“No.” Kahguyaht touched the brown face with a sensory arm. “We won't be Awakening these
peoplefor awhile. The human who will be guiding and training them has not yet begun hisown training.”

She would have pleaded with it if she had not had two years of dedling with the Oankali to tell
her just how little good pleading did. Here was the one human being she had seen in those two years, in
two hundred and fifty years. And she could not talk to him, could not make him know she waswith him.

Shetouched his cheek, found it wet, dimy, cool. “Areyou sure he' sdl right?’

“He' sfine” The ooloi touched the plant whereit had drawn aside and it began dowly to close
around Sharad again. She watched the face until it was completely covered. The plant closed seamlesdy
around the small head.

“Before we found these plants,” Kahguyaht said, “they used to capture living animals and keep
them divefor along while, using their carbon dioxide and supplying them with oxygen while dowly
digesting nonessentid parts of

their bodies: limbs, skin, sensory organs. The plants even passed some of their own substance
through their prey to nourish the prey and keep it alive aslong as possible. And the plants were enriched
by the prey’ swaste products. They gave avery, very long death.

Lilith swalowed. “ Did the prey fed what was being doneto it?’

“No. That would have hastened degth. Theprey . .. dept.” Lilith stared at the green oblong,
writhing dowly like an obscendly fat caterpillar. “How does Sharad breathe?”’

“The plant supplieshim with anided mix of gasses.”

“Not just oxygen?’

“No. It suitsits care to hisneeds. It still benefits from the carbon dioxide he exhales and from his
rare waste products. It floatsin abath of nutrients and water. These and the light supply therest of its
needs”

Lilith touched the plant, found it firm and coal. It yielded dightly under her fingers. Its surface was
lightly coated with dime. She watched with amazement as her fingers sank more deeply into it and it
began to engulf them. She was not frightened until she tried to pull awvay and discovered it would not let
go—and pulling back hurt sharply.

“Wait,” Kahguyaht said. With asensory arm, it touched the plant near her hand. At once, shefdlt
the plant begin to let go. When she was ableto raise her hand, she found it numb, but otherwise
unharmed. Fedling returned to the hand dowly. The print of it was till clear on the surface of the plant
when Kahguyaht first rubbed its own hands with its sensory arms, then opened the wall and pushed the
plant back throughtit.

“Sharad isvery smdl,” it sad when the plant was gone “ The plant could have takenyouin as
wdl.”

She shuddered. “1 wasin one..wasn't |7’

Kahguyaht ignored the question. But of course she had been in one of the plants—had spent
most of thelast two and ahaf centurieswithin what was basicaly a carnivorous plant. And the thing had
taken good care of her, kept her young and well.

“How did you make them stop eating people?’ she asked.



“We dtered them genetically—changed some of their requirements, enabled them to respond to
certain chemicd stimuli from us”

Shelooked at the ooloi. “I1t’ sone thing to do that to a plant. It'sanother to do it to intelligent,
sdf-aware beings.”

“We do what wedo, Lilith.”

“Y ou could kill us. Y ou could make mules of our children— sterile mongters”

“No,” it said. “Therewasno lifeat dl on your Earth when our ancestors left our origina
homeworld, and in dl that time we' ve never done such athing.”

“Youwouldn't tell meif you had,” she said bitterly.

It took her back through the crowded corridors to what she had cometo think of as Jdahya's
gpartment. Thereit turned her over to the child, Nikan.

“It will answer your questions and take you through the walls when necessary,” Kahguyaht said.
“Itishalf again your age and very knowledgeable about things other than humans. Y ou will teach it about
your people and it will teach you about the Oankali.”

Half again her age, three-quarters her size, and till growing. She wished it were not an ooloi
child. Shewished it were not achild at all. How could Kahguyaht first accuse her of wanting to poison
children, then leave her in the care of its own child?

At least Nikanj did not look like an ooloi yet.

“Y ou do spesk English, don't you?" she asked when Kahguyaht had opened awall and |eft the
room. The room was the one they had eaten in, empty now except for Lilith and the child. The leftover
food and the dishes had been removed and she had not seen Jdahya or Tediin since her return.

“Yes,” thechild said. “But... not much. Y ou teach.”

Lilith sghed. Neither the child nor Tediin had said aword to her beyond greeting, though both
had occasionally spok-en in fast, choppy Oankali to Jdahya or Kahguyaht. She had wondered why.
Now she knew.

“I'll teechwhat | can,” shesaid. “I teach. Y ou teach.”

“Ves”

“Good. Outsde?’

“Y ou want meto go outsde with you?’

It seemed to think for amoment. “Yes,” it said findl

“WI,,Iy?l

The child opened its mouth, then closed it again, head tentacles writhing. Confuson? Vocabulary
problem?

“It'sdl right,” Lilith said. “We can go outsdeif you like”

Its tentacles smoothed flat againgt its body briefly, then it took her hand and would have opened
thewall and led her out but she stopped it.

“Can you show me how to make it open?’ she asked. The child hesitated, then took one of her
hands and brushed it over the forest of itslong head tentacles, leaving the hand dightly wet. Then it
touched her fingersto thewall, and the wall began to open.

More programmed reaction to chemical stimuli. No spe-cial areasto press, no specia series of
pressures. Just achemical the Oankali manufactured within their bodies. Shewould go on being a
prisoner, forced to stay wherever they chose to leave her. She would not be permitted even theillusion of
freedom.

The child stopped her once they were outside. It struggled through afew more words. “ Others,”
it said, then hesitat-ed. “ Others see you? Others not see human...never.”

Lilith frowned, certain she was being asked a question. The child’ srisng inflection seemed to
indicate questioning if she could depend on such clues from an Oankali. “ Are you asking me whether you
can show me off to your friends?’ she asked.

The child turned itsface to her. “ Show you...off?’

“It means...to put me on display—take me out to be seen.”

“Ah. Yes. | show you off?’



“All right,” she said smiling.

“I talk...more human soon. Y ou say...if | speak bad.”

“Badly,” she corrected.

“If | spesk badly?’

“Ves”

Therewasalong silence. “ Also, goodly?’ it asked.

“No, not goodly. Well.”

“Waell.” The child seemed to taste theword. “1 speak well soon,” it said.



3

Nikanj’ s friends poked and prodded her exposed flesh and tried to persuade her through Nikanj
to take off her clothing. None of them spoke English. None seemed in the least childlike, though Nikan
sad al were children. She got the feding some would have enjoyed dissecting her. They spoke aoud
very little, but there was much touching of tentaclesto flesh or tentacles to other tentacles. When they
saw that she would not strip, no more questions were addressed to her. She wasfirst amused, then
annoyed, then angered by thelr attitude. She was nothing more than an unusud animd to them, Nikanj’s
new pet.

Abruptly she turned away from them. She had had enough of being shown off. She moved away
from apair of children who were reaching to investigate her hair, and spoke Nikan)’ s name sharply.

Nikanj disentangled itslong head tentacles from those of another child and came back to her. If it
had not responded to its name, she would not have known it. She was going to haveto learn to tell
people apart. Memorize the various head-tentacl e patterns, perhaps.

“I want to go back,” she said.

“Why?" it asked.

She sighed, decided to tell as much of the truth as she thought it could understand. Best to find
out now just how far the truth would get her. “1 don't likethis,” she said. “I don’t want to be shown off
anymoreto people | can't eventak to.”

It touched her arm tentetively. “You . . . anger?’

“I'mangry, yes. | need to be by mysdf for awhile.”

It thought about that. “We go back,” it said findly.

Some of the children were apparently unhappy about her leaving. They clustered around her and
spoke aoud to Nikanj, but Nikanj said afew words and they |et her pass.

She discovered she was trembling and took deep breathsto relax herself. How was a pet
supposed to fed ? How did zoo animasfed?

If the child would just take her somewhere and leave her for awhile. If it would give her alittle
more of what she had thought she would never want again: Solitude.

Nikanj touched her forehead with afew head tentacles, as though sampling her sweet. She
jerked her head away, not wanting to be sampled anymore by anyone.

Nikanj opened awall into the family apartment and led her into aroom that was atwin of the
isolation room she thought she had left behind. “Rest here,” it told her. “Seep.”

There was even abathroom, and on the familiar table platform, there was a clean set of clothing.
And replacing Jdahyawas Nikan]. She could not get rid of it. It had been told to stay with her, and it
meant to Stay. Its tentacles settled into ugly irregular lumps when she shouted at it, but it stayed.

Defeated, she hid for awhilein the bathroom. Sherinsed her old clothing, though no foreign
matter stuck to it—not dirt, not sweat, not grease or water. It never stayed wet for more than afew
minutes. Some Oankdi synthetic.

Then she wanted to deep again. She was used to deeping whenever shefelt tired, and not used
to waking long distances or meeting new people. Surprising how quickly the Oankai had become
peopleto her. But then, who else was there?

She crawled into the bed and turned her back to Nikanj, who had taken Jdahya's place on the
table platform. Who ese would there be for her if the Oankai had their way— and no doubt they were
used to having their way. Modifying carnivorous plants.. . . What had they modified to get their ship?
And what useful tools would they modify human beingsinto? Did they know yet, or werethey planning
more experiments? Did they care? How would they make their changes? Or had they made them
aready—done alittle extratampering with her while they took care of her tumor? Had she ever had a



tumor? Her family history led her to believe she had. They probably had not lied about that. Maybe they
had not lied about anything. Why should they bother to lie? They owned the Earth and dl that was | eft of
the human species.

How wasit that she had not been able to take what Jdahya offered?

Shedept, finaly. Thelight never changed, but she was used to that. She awoke onceto find that
Nikanj had come onto the bed with her and lay down. Her first impulse wasto push the child away in
revulsion or get up hersaf. Her second, which she followed, wearily indifferent, was to go back to deep.
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It becameirrationaly important to her to do two things:

Firg, to talk to another human being. Any human would do, but she hoped for one who had been
Awake longer than she had, one who knew more than she had managed to learn.

Second, she wanted to catch an Oankali inalie. Any Oankdi. Any lie.

But she saw no sign of other humans. And the closest she came to catching the Oankali lying was
to catch them in haf-truths—-though they were honest even about this. They fredy admitted that they
would tell her only part of what she wanted to know. Beyond this, the Oankali seemed to tell the truth as
they percelved it, dways. Thisleft her with an almost intolerable sense of hopelessnessand
hel plessness— as though catching them in lieswould make them vulnera-ble. Asthough it would make
the thing they intended to do lessredl, easier to deny.

Only Nikanj gave her any pleasure, any forgetfulness. The ooloi child seemed to have been given
to her asmuch as she had been given toiit. It rarely | eft her, seemed to like her—though what “liking” a
human might mean to an Oankali, she did not know. She had not even figured out Oankali emotiond ties
to one another. But Jdahya had cared enough for her to offer to do something he believed was utterly
wrong. What might Nikanj do for her eventualy?

Inavery red sense, shewas an experimental animal. Not apet. What could Nikanj do for an
experimental animal? Protest tearfully (?) when she was sacrificed at the end of the experiment?

But, no, it was not that kind of experiment. She was intended to live and reproduce, not to die.
Experimenta animd, parent to domestic animas? Or . . . nearly extinct animd, part of a captive breeding
program? Human biolo-gists had done that before the war—used afew captive members of an
endangered animal speciesto breed more for the wild population. Was that what she was headed for?
Forced artificial insemination. Surrogate motherhood? Fer-tility drugs and forced “ donations’ of eggs?
Implantation of unrelated fertilized eggs. Remova of children from mothersat birth . . . Humans had done
these things to captive breeders— all for ahigher good, of course.

Thiswas what she needed to talk to another human about.

Only ahuman could reassure her—or at least understand her fear. But there was only Nikan;.
She spent dll her time teaching it and learning what she could fromiit. It kept her as busy as shewould
permit. It needed |less deep than she did, and when she was not adeep, it expected her to be learning or
teaching. It wanted not only language, but culture, biology, history, her own lifegtory . . . . Whatever she
knew, it expected to learn.

Thiswasalittlelike having Sharad with her again. But Nikanj was much more demanding—more
likean adult in its persstence. No doubt she and Sharad had been given their time together so that the
Oankai could see how she behaved with aforeign child of her own species—achild she had to share
quarterswith and teach.

Like Sharad, Nikanj had an eidetic memory. Perhaps all Oankali did. Anything Nikanj saw or
heard once, it remem-bered, whether it understood or not. And it was bright and surprisingly quick to
understand. She became ashamed of her own plodding downess and haphazard memory.

She had dwaysfound it easer to learn when she could write thingsdown. In dl her time with the
Oankdi, though, she had never seen any of them read or write anything.

“Do you keep any records outside your own memories?’ she asked Nikanj when she had
worked with it long enough to become frustrated and angry. “ Do you ever read or write?’

“Y ou have not taught me those words,” it said.

“Communication by symbolic marks. . . She looked around for something she could mark, but
they werein their bedroom and there was nothing that would retain amark long enough for her to write
words—even if she had had something to write with. “Let’ sgo outsde,” shesaid. “I'll show you.”



It opened awall and led her out. Outside, beneath the branches of the pseudotree that contained
their living quar-ters, she kndlt on the ground and began to write with her finger in what seemed to be
loose, sandy soil. She wrote her name, then experimented with different possible spellings of Nikanj's
name. Necange didn’t look right—nor did Nekahnge.

Nickahnge was closer. She listened in her mind to Nikanj saying its name, then wrote Nikan;.
That felt right, and sheliked the way it looked.

“That' s about what your name would look like written down,” she said. “I can write the words
you teach me and study them until | know them. That way | wouldn’t have to ask you things over and
over. But | need something to write with—and on. Thin sheets of paper would be best.” She was not
sureit knew what paper was, but it did not ask. “If you don’t have paper, | could use thin sheets of
plastic or even cloth if you can make something that will mark them. Someink or dye—something that
will make aclear mark. Do you understand?’

“Y ou can do what you' re doing with your fingers,” it told her.

“That’s not enough. | need to be able to keep my writing. . . to studly it. | need—"

She stopped in midsentence, blinked at it. “ Thisisn't anything dangerous,” she said. “ Some of
your people must have seen our books, tapes, disks, films—our records of history, medicine, language,
science, dl kinds of things. | just want to make my own records of your language.”

“I know about the... records your people kept. | didn’t know what they were called in English,
but I" ve seen them. We' ve saved many of them and learned to use them to know humans better. | don’t
understand them, but othersdo.”

“May | ssethem?’

“No. None of your people are permitted to see them.”

HWI,,Iy?l

It did not answer.

“Nikanj?’

Slence

“Then. .. a least let me make my own recordsto help melearn your language. We humans
need to do such thingsto help us remember.”

“No.”

Shefrowned. “Buit . . . what do you mean, ‘no’? Wedo.”

“| cannot give you such things. Not to write or to read.”

“Why!”

“Itisnot alowed. The people have decided that it should not be dlowed.”

“That does't answer anything. What wastheir reason?’ Silence again. It let its sensory tentacles
droop. Thismadeit look smaler—like afurry animd that had gotten wet.

“It can’t be that you don’t have—or can’'t make—writing materials,” she said.

“We can make anything your people could,” it said. “ Though we would not want to make most
of ther things.”

“Thisissuchasmplething . . .“ Sheshook her head. “Have you been told not to tell me why?’

It refused to answer. Did that mean not telling her wasits own idea, its own childish exercise of
power? Why shouldn’t the Oankali do such things as readily as humans did?

After atime, it said, “Come back in. I’ll teach you more of our history.” It knew she liked stories
of the long, multispecies Oankali history, and the stories helped her Oankai vocabulary. But shewasin
no mood to be coopera-tive now. She sat down on the ground and leaned back against the pseudotree.
After amoment, Nikanj sat down opposite her and began to speak.

“Six divisons ago, on awhite-sun water world, welived in great shalow oceans,” it said. “We
were many-bodied and spoke with body lights and color patterns among ourself and among ourselves. . .

Shelet it go on, not questioning when she did not understand, not wanting to care. The idea of
Oankdi blend-ing with a species of intelligent, schooling, fishlike crea-tures was fascinating, but she was
too angry to giveit her full attention. Writing materids. Such smdl things, and yet they were denied to
her. Such small thingd



When Nikanj went into the apartment to get food for them both, she got up and walked away.
She wandered, freer than she ever had before through the parklike area outside the living quarters—the
pseudotrees. Oankali saw her, but seemed to pay no more than momentary attention to her. She had
become absorbed in looking around when abruptly Nikanj was beside her.

“You must stay withme,” it said in atone that reminded her of ahuman mother spesking to her
five-year-old. That, she thought, was about right for her rank initsfamily.

After that incident she dipped away whenever she could. Either she would be stopped, punished,
and/or confined, or shewould not be.

She was not. Nikan] seemed to get used to her wander-ing. Abruptly, it ceased to show up at
her elbow minutes after she had escaped it. It seemed willing to give her an occasiona hour or two out of
its Sght. She began to take food with her, saving easily portable items from her meals—ahighly seasoned
rice dish wrapped in an edible, high-protein envelope, nuts, fruit or quatasayasha, a sharp, cheesdike
Oankali food that Kahguyaht had said was safe. Nikanj had acknowledged its acceptance of her
wandering by advising her to bury any uneaten food she did not want. * Feed it to the ship” wasthe way it
put the suggestion.

She would fashion her extrajacket into abag and put her lunch into it, then wander alone, egting
and thinking. There was no real comfort in being done with her thoughts, her memoaries, but somehow the
illuson of freedom lessened her despair.

Other Oankali tried to talk with her sometimes, but she could not understand enough of their
language to hold a conversation. Sometimes even when they spoke dowly, she would not recognize
words she should have known and did know moments after the encounter had ended. Most of thetime
she wound up resorting to gestures—which did not work very well—and feding impenetrably stupid.
The only certain communication she managed wasin enligting help from strangers when shewaslogt.

Nikanj had told her that if she could not find her way “home” she wasto go to the nearest adult
and say her name with new Oankali additions: Dhokad tediinjdahyalilith eka Kahguyaht g Dinso. The
Dho used as prefix indicated an adopted non-Oankali. Kaal wasakinship group name. Then Tediin's
and Jdahya s names with Jdahya s last because he had brought her into the family. Eka meant child. A
child so young it literdly had no sex—as very young Oankali did not. Lilith had accepted this designation
hopefully. Surdly sexless children were not used in breeding experiments. Then there was Kahguyaht's
name. It was her third “parent,” after al. Findly there was the trade status name. The Dinso group was
staying on Earth, changing itself by taking part of humanity’ s genetic heritage, preading its own geneslike
adisease among unwilling humans... Dinso. It wasn't asurname. It was aterrible promise, athreat.

Yet if she said thislong name—all of it—people immedi-ately understood not only who she was
but where she should be, and they pointed her toward “home.” Shewas not particularly grateful to them.

On one of these solitary walks, she heard two Oankali use one of their wordsfor
humans--kai zidi--and she dowed down to listen. She assumed the two were talking about her. She often
supposed people she wa ked among were discussing her as though she were an unusua animd. These
two confirmed her fearswhen they fell silent a her gpproach and continued their conversation silently
with mutual touch-ing of head tentacles. She had al but forgotten thisincident when, severa walks|ater,
she heard another group of peoplein the same area speaking again of akaizid—amaethey cdled
Fukumoto.

Again everyonefel slent at her gpproach. She had tried to freeze and listen, just hidden by the
trunk of one of the great pseudotrees, but the moment she stopped there, con-versation went silent
among the Oankali. Their hearing, when they chose to focus their attention on it, was acute. Nikanj had
complained early onin her stay about the loudness of her heartbedt.

Shewalked on, ashamed in spite of hersdlf of having been caught eavesdropping. There was no
sense to such afeding. She was a captive. What courtesy did a captive owe beyond what was necessary
for self-preservation?

And where was Fukumoto?

She replayed in her mind what she remembered of the fragments she had heard. Fukumoto had
something to do with the Tig kinship group—aso a Dinso people. She knew vagudly wherether area



was, though she had never been there.

Why had peoplein Kaal been discussing ahuman in Tig? What had Fukumoto done? And how
could shereach him?

Shewould go to Tig. Shewould do her wandering there if she could—if Nikanj did not appear
to stop her. It till did that occasiondly, letting her know that it could follow her anywhere, approach her
anywhere, and seem to appear from nowhere. Maybe it liked to see her jump.

She began to walk toward Tigj. She might manage to see the man today if he happened to be
outs de—addicted to wandering as shewas. And if she saw him, he might spesk English. If he spoke
English, his Oankali jailers might not prevent him from speaking to her. If the two of them spoke together,
he might prove asignorant as shewas. And if he were not ignorant, if they met and spoke and all went
well, the Oankai might decide to punish her. Solitary confine-ment again? Suspended animation? Or just
closer confine-ment with Nikanj and itsfamily? If they did elther of thefirst two shewould smply be
relieved of aresponghility she did not want and could not possibly handle. If they did the third, what
difference would it redly make? What difference balanced against the chance to see and speak with one
of her own kind again, findly?

Noneat dl.

She never considered going back to Nikanj and asking it or itsfamily to let her meet Fukumoto.
They had madeit clear to her that she was not to have contact with humans or human artifacts.

Thewalk to Tigj was longer than she had expected. She had not yet learned to judge distances
aboard the ship. The horizon, when it was not obscured by pseudotrees and hill-like entrances to other
levels, seemed Startlingly close. But how close, she could not have said.

At least no one stopped her. Oankai she passed seemed to assume that she belonged wherever
she happened to be. Unless Nikanj appeared, she would be able to wander in Tig for aslong as she
liked.

She reached Tig and began her search. The pseudotreesin Tig were yellow-brown rather than
the gray-brown of Kaal, and their bark looked rougher—more like what she expected of tree bark. Y et
people opened them in the way to come and go. She peered through the openings they made when she
got the chance. Thistrip, she felt, would be worthwhile if she could just catch a glimpse of Fukumoto—
of any human Awake and aware. Anyoneat all.

She had not redlized until she actualy began looking how important it was for her to find
someone. The Oankai had removed her so completely from her own people—only to tell her they
planned to use her asa Judas goat. And they had doneit al so softly, without brutdity, and with patience
and gentleness so corrosive of any resolve on her part.

She walked and looked until she wastoo tired to contin-ue. Finaly, discouraged and more
disappointed than even she thought reasonable, she sat down against a pseudotree and ate the two
oranges she had saved from the lunch she had eaten earlier in Kaal.

Her search, she admitted finally, had been ridiculous. She could have stayed in Kadl,
daydreamed about meeting an-other human, and gotten more satisfaction from it. She could not even be
certain how much of Tig she had covered. There were no signs that she could read. Oankai did not use
such things. Their kinship group areas were clearly scent-marked. Each time they opened awall, they
enhanced the loca scent markers—or they identified them-saves as visitors, members of adifferent
kinship group. Ooloi could changetheir scent, and did when they left home to mate. Mades and femades
kept the scents they were born with and never lived outside their kinship area. Lilith could not read scent
signs. Asfar as she was concerned Oankali had no odor at al.

That was better, she supposed, than their having afoul odor and forcing her to endureit. But it
left her bereft of Sgnpodts.

She sighed and decided to go back to Kaal—if she could find her way back. She looked
around, confirmed her suspicionsthat she was aready disoriented, lost. She would have to ask someone
to am her toward Kadl.

She got up, moved away from the pseudotree she had been leaning againgt, and scratched a
shallow holein the soil—it actualy was soil, Nikanj had told her. She buried her orange pedings,



knowing they would be gone within aday, broken down by tendrils of the ship’sown living matter.

Or that was what was supposed to happen.

As she shook out her extrajacket and brushed hersdlf off, the ground around the buried pedings
began to darken. The color change recaptured her attention and she watched as the soil dowly became
mud and turned the same orange that the pedlings had been. Thiswas an effect she had never seen
before.

The soil began to smdll, to stink in away she found hard to connect with oranges. It was
probably the smell that drew the Oankai. She looked up and found two of them standing near her, their
head tentacles swept toward her in apoint.

One of them spoke to her, and she tried hard to under-stand the words—did understand some
of them, but not fast enough or completely enough to catch the sense of what was being said.

The orange spot on the ground began to bubble and grow. Lilith stepped away fromit. “What's
happening?’ she asked. “ Do either of you speak English?’

Thelarger of the two Oankai—L.ilith thought this one was fema e—spoke in alanguage neither
Oankdi nor En-glish. This confused her at first. Then she redlized the language sounded like Japanese.

“Fukumoto-san?” she asked hopefully.

There was another burst of what must have been Japanese, and she shook her head. “I don't
understand,” she said in Oankali. Those words she had learned quickly through repetition. The only
Japanese words that came quickly to mind were stock phrases from atrip she had made years before to
Japan: Konichiwa, arigato gozaimaso, sayonara.

Other Oankali had gathered to watch the bubbling ground. The orange mass had grown to be
about three feet across and dmost perfectly circular. It had touched one of the fleshy, tentacled
pseudoplants and the pseudoplant darkened and lashed about as though in agony. Seeing its violent
twigting Lilith forgot that it was not an individua organism. She focused on the fact thet it was live and
she had probably caused it pain. She had not merely caused an interesting effect, she had caused harm.

She made hersdf speak in dow, careful Oankdli. “1 can’t changethis,” she said, wanting to say
that she couldn’t repair the damage. “Will you help?’

An ooloi stepped up, touched the orange mud with one of its sensory arms, held thearm till in
the mud for several seconds. The bubbling dowed, then stopped. By the time the ooloi withdrew, the
bright orange coloring was aso beginning to fade to normd.

The ooloi said something to a big femae and she answered, gesturing toward Lilith with her head
tentacles.

Lilith frowned suspicioudy & the oolai. “Kahguyaht?’ she asked, feding foolish. But the pattern
of thisooloi’ s head tentacles was the same as Kahguyaht's.

The ooloi pointed its head tentacles toward her. “How have you managed,” it asked her, “to
remain so promising and yet o ignorant?’

Kahguyatt.

“What are you doing here?’ she demanded.

Silence. It shifted its attention to the healing ground, seemed to examine it once more, then said
something loudly to the gathered people. Most of them went smooth and began to disperse. She
suspected it had made ajoke at her expense.

“So you findly found something to poison,” it said to her.

She shook her heed. “I just buried afew orange pedlings. Nikanj told meto bury my leavings.”

“Bury anything you likein Kaa. When you leave Kaal, and you want to throw something away,
giveittoan ooloi. And don't leave Kaa again until you' re able to speak to people. Why are you here?’

Now sherefused to answer.

“Fukumoto-san died recently,” it said. “No doubt that’ s why you heard talk of him. Y ou did hear
people talking about him, didn’t you?’

After amoment she nodded.

“Hewas one hundred and twenty years old. He spoke no English.”

“He was human,” shewhispered.



“Helived here awvake for dmost sixty years. | don’t think he saw another human more than

twice”

She stepped closer to Kahguyaht, studying it. “And it doesn’t occur to you that that was a
crudty?’

“He adjusted very well.”

“But fill—"

“Can you find your way home, Lilith?’
“We re an adaptable species,” she said, refusng to be stopped, “but it's wrong to inflict suffering
just because your vicim can endure it.”

“Learn our language. When you have, one of uswill introduce you to someonewho, like
Fukumoto, has chosen to live and die among usinstead of returning to Earth.”

“Y ou mean Fukumoto chose—"

“Y ou know amost nothing,” it said. “Come on. I’ll take you home—and speak to Nikanj about
you.”

That made her speak up quickly. “Nikanj didn’'t know where | was going. It might be tracking
meright now.”

“No, itisn't. | was. Comeon.”
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Kahguyaht took her beneath a hill onto alower level. Thereit ordered her onto asmall,
dow-moving flat vehicle. The transport never moved faster than she could have run, but it got them home
surprisingly quickly, no doubt taking a more direct route than she had.

Kahguyaht would not speak to her during the trip. She got theimpression it was angry, but she
didn't redly care. She only hoped it wasn't too angry with Nikanj. She had accepted the possibility that
she might be punished some-how for her Tig trip, but she had not intended to make trouble for Nikan;.

Once they were home, Kahguyaht took Nikanj into the mom she and Nikanj shared, leaving her
inwhat she had cometo think of asthe dining room. Jdahya and Tediin were there, eating Oankali food
thistime, the products of plants that would have been deadly to her.

She sat down silently and after awhile, Jdahya brought her nuts, fruit, and some Oankai food
that had a vaguely meaty taste and texture, though it was actually aplant product.

“Just how much troubleam | in?” she asked as he handed her her dishes.

He smoothed histentacles. “Not so much, Lilith.”

Shefrowned. “1 got the impression Kahguyaht was angry.”

Now the smooth tentacles became irregular, raised knots. “ That was not exactly anger. It is
concerned about Nikan;.”

“Because| wentto Tig?’

“No.” Hislumps became larger, uglier. “Because thisisahard time for it—and for you. Nikanj
has|eft you for it to sumble over.”

“What?’

Tediin said something in rapid, incomprehensible Oankali, and Jdahya answered her. The two of
them spoke together for afew minutes. Then Tediin spokein English to Lilith.

“Kahguyaht must teach... same-sex child. Y ou see?”’

“And I’'m part of thelesson,” Lilith answered bitterly.

“Nikanj or Kahguyaht,” Tediin said softly.

Lilith frowned, looked to Jdahyafor an explanation.

“She meansif you and Nikanj weren't supposed to be teaching each other, you would be
learning from Kahguyaht.”

Lilith shuddered. “ Good god,” she whispered. And sec-onds later. “Why couldn’t it be you?’

“Ooloi generdly handle the teaching of new species”

“Why?If | haveto betaught, I’ d rather you did it.”

His head tentacles smoothed.

“Y ou like him or Kahguyaht?’ Tediin asked. Her unprac-ticed English, acquired just from hearing
others speak was much better than Lilith’s Oankali.

“No offense” Lilith said, “but | prefer Jdahya.”

“Good,” Tediin sad, her own head smooth, though Lilith did not understand why. “Y ou like him
or Nikanj?

Lilith opened her mouth, then hesitated. Jdahya had left her completely to Nikanj for so
long—deliberately, no doubt. And Nikany. . . Nikanj was gpped ing—yprobably be-cause it was a child.
It was no more responsible for the thing that was to happen to the remnants of humanity than shewas. It
was smply doing—or trying to do—what the adults around it said should be done. Fellow victim?

No, not avictim. Just achild, appeding in spite of itsalf. And sheliked it in spite of hersdlf.

“You see?’ Tediin asked, smooth al over now.

“| see” Shetook adeep breath. | see that everyoneincluding Nikanj wants meto prefer
Nikanj. Wdll youwin. | do.” Sheturned to Jdahya. Y ou people are manipulative as hell, aren’t you?’



Jdahya concentrated on egting.

“Was| that much of aburden?’ she asked him.

Hedid not answer.

“Will you help meto beless of aburdenin oneway, a least”?’

He aimed some of histentaclesat her. “What do you want?’

“Writing materias. Paper. Pencils or pens—whatever you' ve got.”

“No.”

There was no give behind the refusa. He was part of the family conspiracy to keep her
ignorant—while trying as hard as they could to educate her. Insane.

She spread both hands before her, shaking her head. “ Why?”

“Ask Nikanj.”

“I havel Itwon't tell me”

“Perhapsit will now. Have you finished egting?’

“I"ve had enough—in more ways than one.”

“Comeon. I'll openthewal for you.”

She unfolded hersdf from her platform and followed him to thewall.

“Nikanj can help you remember without writing,” he told her as he touched the wall with severa
head tentacles.

“How?"

“Ait”

She stepped through the hole as soon as it was large enough, and found hersdlf intruding on the
two ooloi who refused to notice her beyond the automatic sweep of some of their head tentacles. They
were talking—arguing—in very fast Oankali. She was, no doubt, the reason for their dispute.

Shelooked back, hoping to step back through the wall and leave them. Let one of them tell her
later what had been decided. She didn’t imagine it would be anything she would be eager to hear. But the
wall had sedled itsdf—abnormdly quickly.

Nikanj seemed to be holding its own, at least. At one point, it beckoned to her with asharp
movement of head tentacles. She moved to stand beside it, willing to offer whatever moral support she
could againgt Kahguyaht.

Kahguyaht stopped whatever it had been saying and faced her. “Y ou haven't understood us at
dl, haveyou?’ it asked in English.

“No,” she admitted.

“Do you understand me now?’ it asked in dow Oankali.

“Y s

Kahguyaht turned its attention back to Nikanj and spoke rapidly. Straining to understand, Lilith
thought it said some-thing closeto, “Wdll, at least we know she' s capable of learning.”

“I"'m capable of learning even faster with paper and pencil,” she said. “But with or without them,
I’m capable of telling you what | think of you in any one of three human languages”

Kahguyaht said nothing for several seconds. Findly it turned, opened awall, and | eft the room.

When the wall had closed, Nikanj lay down on the bed and crossed its arms over its chest,
hugging itsdif.

“Areyou dl right?’ she asked.

“What are the other two languages?’ it asked softly.

She managed aamile. “ Spanish and German. | used to speek alittle German. | still know afew
obscenities”

“Youare. .. not fluent?’

“l amin Spanish.”

“But why not in German?’

“Becauseit’ sbeen years since I’ ve studied it or spoken it—years before the war, | mean. We
humans. . . if wedon't use alanguage, weforget it.”

“No. Youdon't.”



She looked at itstightly contracted body tentacles and decided it did not look happy. It redly
was concerned over her failureto learn quickly and retain everything. “ Are you going to let me have
writing materials?’ she asked.

“No. It will be done our way. Not yours.”

“It ought to be done the way that works. But what the hell. Y ou want to spend two or three
times aslong teaching me, you go right ahead.”

“l don't.”

She shrugged, not caring whether it missed the gesture or failed to understand it.

“Ooan was upset with me, Lilith, not with you.”

“But because of me. Because I’ m not learning fast enough.”

“No. Because. . . because I’m not teaching you asit thinks | should. It fearsfor me.”

“Fears...?Why?’

“Comehere. St here. | will tdl you.”

After atime, she shrugged again and went to Sit besideit.

“I'm growing up,” it told her. “ Ooan wants me to hurry with you so that you can be given your
work and | can mate.”

“Youmean. . .thefaster | learn, the sooner you mate?’

“Yes. Until | have taught you, shown that | can teach you, | won’t be considered ready to mate.”

Thereit was. Shewas not just its experimenta animal. She was, in some way she did not fully
understand, its final exam. She sighed and shook her head. “Did you ask for me Nikanj, or did we just
get dumped on one another?’

It said nothing. It doubled one of its arms backward in away natura toit, but ill sartling to
Lilith, and rubbed its armpit. Shetilted her head to one sSide to examine the place it was rubbing.

“Do you grow the sensory arms after you' ve mated or before?” she asked.

“They will come soon whether | mate or not.”

“ Should they grow in after you' re mated?’

“Mateslike them to comein afterward. Maes and females mature more quickly than ooloi. They
liketo fed that they have... how do you say? Helped their ooloi out of childhood.”

“Helped raisethem,” Lilith said, “or helped rear them.”

“Lrea?’

“The word has multiple meanings”

“Oh. Ther€ sno logic to such things.”

“There probably is, but you' d need an etymologist to explainiit. Isthere going to be trouble
between you and your mates?’

“I don't know. | hope nat. I'll go to them when | can. I'vetold them that.” It paused. “Now |
mugt tell you something.”

“What?’

“Ooan wanted me to act and say nothing... to... surprise you. | won't do that.”

“ What!"

“I must make small changes—afew smdl changes. | must help you reach your memories asyou
need them.”

“What do you mean? What isit you want to change?’

“Very smdl things. Inthe end, there will be atiny dteration in your brain chemistry.”

She touched her forehead in an unconscioudy protective gesture. “Brain chemistry?’ she
whispered.

“I would like to wait, do it when I’m mature. | could make it pleasurable for you then. It should
be pleasurable. But ooan . . . | understand what it fedls. It says| have to change you now.”

“I don’t want to be changed!”

“Y ou would deep through it the way you did when Ooan Jdahya corrected your tumor.”

“Ooan Jdahya? Jdahya s ooloi parent did that? Not Kahguyaht?’

“Yes. It was done before my parents were mated.”



“Good.” No reason a al to be grateful to Kahguyaht.

“Lilith?" Nikanj laid amany-fingered hand—a sixteen-fingered hand—on her arm. “It will belike
this A touch. Thena. .. asmal puncture. That'sdl you'll fed. When you wake up the change will be
mede.”

“1 don’t want to be changed!”

Therewasalong slence. Findly it asked, "Areyou afraid?’

“I don't have adisease! Forgetting thingsis normal for most humang! | don’t need anything done
tomy brain!”

“Would it be so bad to remember better? To remember the way Sharad did—the way | do?’

“What' sfrightening isthe idea of being tampered with.” She drew a deep bregth. “Listen, no part
of meismore definitive of who | am than my brain. | don’t want—"

“Who you are won’t be changed. I’'m not old enough to make the experience pleasant for you,
but I'’m old enough to function as an coloi inthisway. If | were unfit, others would have noticed by now.”

“If everyone s so sure you' refit, why do you have to test yourself with me?’

It refused to answer, remained silent for several minutes. When it tried to pull her down besideit,
she broke away and got up, paced around the room. Its head tentacles followed her with more than their
usual lazy sweep. They kept sharply pointed at her and eventuadly she fled to the bath-room to end the
daring.

There, she sat on the floor, arms folded, hands clutching her forearms.

What would happen now? Would Nikanj follow orders and surprise her sometime when shewas
adeep? Would it turn her over to Kahguyaht? Or would they both—please heaven—I et her alone!
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She had no idea how much time passed. She found hersdlf thinking of Sam and Ayre, her
husband and son, both taken from her before the Oankali, before the war, before she realized how easily
her life—any human life—could be destroyed.

There had been a carnival—a chegap little vacant-lot carnival with rides and games and noise and
scabby ponies. Sam had decided to take Ayre to see it while Lilith spent time with her pregnant sigter. It
had been an ordinary Saturday on abroad, dry street in bright sunshine. A young girl, just learning to
drive, had rammed head-on into Sam’s car. She had swerved to the wrong side of the road, had perhaps
somehow lost control of the car shewas driving. She' d had only alearner’ s permit and was not
supposed to drive done. She died for her mistake. Ayre died—was dead when the ambulance arrived,
though paramedicstried to revive him.

Samonly hdf died.

He had head injuries—brain damage. It took him three months to finish what the accident had
begun. Three monthsto die.

He was conscious some of the time—more or less—but he did not know anyone. His parents
camefrom New Y ork to be with him. They were Nigerians who had lived in the United Stateslong
enough for their son to be born and grow up there. Stll, they had not been pleased a his marriage to
Lilith. They had let Sam grow up as an American, but had sent him to visit their familiesin Lagoswhen
they could. They had hoped he would marry a'Y oruban girl. They had never seen their grandchild. Now
they never would.

And Sam did not know them.

Hewastheir only son, but he stared through them as he stared through Lilith, his eyes empty of
recognition, empty of him. Sometimes L ilith sat alone with him, touched him, gained the empty attention
of those eyes briefly. But the man himsdlf had dready gone. Perhaps he was with Ayre, or caught
between her and Ayre—between thisworld and the next.

Or was he aware, but isolated in some part of hismind that could not make contact with anyone
outs de—trapped in the narrowest, most absol ute solitary confinement—until, mercifully, his heart
stopped.

That was brain damage—one form of brain damage. There were other forms, many worse. She
saw them in the hospita over the months of Sam' sdying.

He was lucky to have died so quickly.

She had never dared speak that thought aloud. It had cometo her even as she wept for him. It
cameto her again now. Hewaslucky to have died so quickly.

Would she be equally lucky?

If the Oankali damaged her brain, would they have the decency to let her die—or would they
keep her dive, aprisoner, permanently locked away in that ultimate solitary confinement?

She became aware abruptly that Nikanj had come into the bathroom silently and sat down
opposite her. It had never intruded on her thisway before. She stared at it, outraged.

“Itisn't my ability to cope with your physiology that anyone questions,” it said softly. “If |
couldn’t do that, my defects would have been noticed long ago.”

“Get out of herel” she shouted. “Get away fromme!” It did not move. It continued to speak in
the same soft voice. “ Ooan says humanswon't be worth talking to for at least ageneration.” Itstentacles
writhed. “1 don’t know how to be with someone | can't talk to.”

“Brain damageign’t going to improve my conversation,” she said bitterly.

“I would rather damage my own brain than yours. | won't damage either.” It hesitated. “You
know you must accept me or ooan.”



She said nothing.

“Ooanisan adult. It can giveyou pleasure. Anditisnot as. . . asangry asit seems.”

“I’'m not looking for pleasure. | don’t even know what you' re talking about. | just want to be let
done”

“Yes. But you must trust me or let ooan surprise you when it’ stired of waiting.”

“Y ouwon't do that yoursalf—won't just spring it on me?’

“No.”

“Why not?’

“There' s something wrong with doing it that way— surprising people. It's. . . treating them as
though they aren’t people, asthough they aren’t intelligent.”

Lilith laughed hitterly. “Why should you suddenly start to worry about that?”

“Do you want meto surprise you?’

“Of course not!”

Slence

After awhile, she got up and went to the bed platform. She lay down and eventually managed to
fdl adeep.

She dreamed of Sam and awoke in acold sweat. Empty, empty eyes. Her head ached. Nikanj
had stretched out beside her asusud. It looked limp and dead. How would it be to awaken with
Kahguyaht there instead, lying beside her like agrotesque lover instead of an unhappy child? She
shuddered, fear and disgust dmost overwhelming her. Shelay il for severa minutes, caming hersalf,
forcing hersalf to make adecision, then to act on it before fear could silence her.

“Wake up!” she said harshly to Nikanj. The raw sound of her own voice startled her. “Wake up
and do whatever it isyou claim you have to do. Get it over with.”

Nikanj sat up instantly, rolled her over onto her side and pulled away the jacket she had been
deeping in to expose her back and neck. Before she could complain or change her mind, it began.

On the back of her neck, she felt the promised touch, a harder pressure, then the puncture. It
hurt more than she had expected, but the pain ended quickly. For afew seconds she drifted in painless
SEMi CONSCIOUSNESS.

Then there were confused memories, dreams, findly nothing.
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When she awoke, at ease and only mildly confused, she found herself fully clothed and aone.
Shelay 4till, wonder-ing what Nikanj had done to her. Was she changed? How? Had it finished with
her? She could not move at firgt, but by the time this penetrated her confusion, she found the paraly-sis
wearing off. She was able to use her muscles again. She sat up carefully just in time to see Nikanj coming
through awall.

Its gray skin was as smooth as polished marble as it climbed onto the bed beside her. “Y ou're so
complex,” it said, taking both her hands. It did not point its head tentacles a her in the usua way, but
placed its head close to hers and touched her with them. Then it sat back, pointing at her. It occurred to
her distantly that this behavior was unusua and should have darmed her. She frowned and tried to fedl
darmed.

“Y ou'refilled with so much life and deeth and potentia for change,” Nikanj continued. “I
understand now why some people took so long to get over their fear of your kind.”

Shefocused onit. “Maybeit' s because I'm till drugged out of my mind, but | don’t know what
you' retalking about.”

“Yes. You'll never redly know. But when I’'m mature, I'll try to show you alittle” It brought its
head close to hers again and touched her face and burrowed into her hair with its tentacles.

“What areyou doing?” she asked, till not redly disturbed.

“Making sureyou'redl right. | don't likewhat | had to do to you.”

“What did you do?| don't fed any different—except alittle high.”

“Y ou understand me.”

It dawned on her dowly that Nikanj had come to her speaking Oankali and she had responded
in kind—had responded without redlly thinking. The language seemed naturd to her, aseasy to
understand as English. She remembered dl that she had been taught, al that she had picked up on her
own. It was even easy for her to spot the gapsin her knowledge—words and expressions she knew in
English, but could not trandate into Oankali; bits of Oankai grammar that she had not redly understood;
certain Oankai words that had no English trandation, but whose meaning she had grasped.

Now she was alarmed, pleased, and frightened. . . . She stood dowly, testing her legs, finding
them ungteady, but functional. Shetried to clear the fog from her mind so that she could examine hersdlf
and trust her findings.

“I’'m glad the family decided to put the two of ustogether,” Nikanj was saying. "l didn’t want to
work with you. | tried to get out of it. | wasafraid. All I could think of was how easy it would be for me
to fail and perhaps damage you.”

“Youmean . . . you mean you weren't sure of what you were doing just now?’

“That? Of course | was sure. And your ‘just now’ took along time. Much longer than you
usudly deep.”

“But what did you mean about failing—"

“I wasafraid | could never convince you to trust me enough to let me show you what | could
do—show you that | wouldn’t hurt you. | was afraid | would make you hate me. For an ooloi to do that .
.. itwould be very bad. Worsethan | can tdll you.”

“But Kahguyaht does't think s0.”

“Ooan says humans—any new trade partner species— can't be treated the way we must treat
each other. I’ sright up to apoint. | just think it goestoo far. We were bred to work with you. We're
Dinso. We should be able to find ways through most of our differences.”

“Coercion,” shesad bitterly. “ That’ sthe way you' ve found.”

“No. Ooan would have donethat. | couldn’t have. | would have gone to Ahgjas and Dichaan
and refused to mate with them. | would have looked for mates among the Akjai sincethey’ll have no



direct contact with humans.”

It smoothed its tentacles again. “But now when | go to Ahgas and Dichaan, it will beto
mate—and you'll go with me. We'll send you to your work when you' reready. And you'll be ableto
help me through my fina metamorphosis.” It rubbed its armpit. “Will you hdp?’

She looked away fromit. “What do you want meto do?’

“Just stay with me. Therewill be times when having Ahgjas and Dichaan near mewould be
tormenting. | would be. . . sexudly stimulated, and unable to do anything about it. Very stimulated. You
can't do that to me. Y our scent, your touch is different, neutral.”

Thank god, she thought.

“It would be bad for meto be done while | change. We need others close to us, more at that
timethan a any other.”

She wondered what it would look like with its second pair of arms, what it would belike asa
mature being. More like Kahguyaht? Or maybe more like Jdahya and Tediin. How much did sex
determine personality among the Oankali? She shook her head. Stupid question. She did not know how
much sex determined personality even among human beings.

“Thearms,” shesaid, “they’re sexud organs, aren’t they?’

“No,” Nikanj told her. “They protect sexud organs. the sensory hands.”

“But. . .“ Shefrowned. “Kahguyaht doesn’t have any-thing like ahand at the end of its sensory
ams.” Infact, it had nothing &t al at the end of its sensory arms. There was only ablunt cap of hard, cool
skin—likealargecalus.

“The hand isinsde. Ooan will show you if you ask.”

“Never mind.”

It smoothed. “I’ll show you mysdf—when | have some-thing to show. Will you stay with me
whilethey grow?’

Where dsewas shegoing?“ Y es. Just make sure | know anything | might need to know about
you and them before they start.”

“Yes. I'll degp most of thetime, but till, I'1l need someone there. If you'rethere, I'll know and
I’ll bedl right. You. . . you might haveto feed me.”

“That'sdl right.” There was nothing unusua about the way Oankali ate. Not on the surface,
anyway. Severd of their front teeth were pointed, but their size was wdll within the human range. She
had, twice, on her walks, seen Oankali females extend their tongues al the way down to their throat
orifices, but normaly, the long gray tongues were kept insde the mouths and used as humans used
tongues.

Nikanj made a sound of relief—a rubbing together of body tentaclesin away that sounded like
giff paper being crumpled. “ Good,” it said. “ Mates know what we fed when they stay near us, they
know the frugtration. Some-timesthey think it'sfunny.”

Lilithwas surprised to find herself smiling. “Itis, sort of .”

“Only for the tormentors. With you there, they’ Il torment me less. But before dl that. . .“ It
stopped, aimed aloose point at her. “Before that, Il try to find an English -speaking human for you. One
asmuch like you as possible. Ooan will not stand in the way of your meeting one now.”
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A day, Lilith had decided long ago, was what her body said it was. Now it became what her
newly improved memory said it wasaswell. A day waslong activity, then long degp. And now, she
remembered every day that she had been awake. And she counted the days as Nikanj searched for an
English-speaking human for her. It went doneto interview severa. Nothing she said could induceiit to
take her dong or at least tell her about the people it had talked to.

Findly Kahguyaht found someone. Nikanj had alook, then accepted its parent’ s judgment. “It
will be one of the humanswho has chosen to stay here,” Nikanj told her.

She had expected that from what Kahguyaht had said earlier. It was still hard to believe, though.
“Isit aman or awoman?’ she asked.

“Mde. A man.”

“How. . . how could he not want to go home?’

“He sbeen here among usfor along time. He' sonly alittle older than you are, but he was
Awakened young and kept Awake. A Toaht family wanted him and he was willing to stay with them.”

Willing? What kind of choice had they given him? Proba-bly the same kind they had given her,
and he had been years younger. Only aboy, perhaps. What was he now? What had they created from
their human raw materia ?“ Take meto him,” she said.

For the second time, Lilith rode one of the flat transports through the crowded corridors. This
transport moved no faster than the first one she had ridden. Nikanj did not steer it except occasiondly to
touch one side or the other with head tentaclesto make it turn. They rode for perhaps ahaf hour before
she and Nikanj dismounted. Nikanj touched the transport with several head tentaclesto send it away.

“Won't we need it to go back?’ she asked.

“WEe I get another,” Nikanj said. “Maybe you' || want to stay here for awhile.”

Shelooked at it sharply. What was this? Step two of the captive breeding program? She glanced
around at the retreating transport. Maybe she had been too quick to agree to see this man. If he were
thoroughly enough divorced from his humanity to want to stay here, who knew what else he might be
willing to do.

“It sananimd,” Nikanj said.

“What?’

“Thethingwerode. It sananimd. A tilio. Did you know?’

“No, but I'm not surprised. How doesit move?’

“Onathinfilm of avery dippery substance.”

“Sime?”

Nikan] hesitated. “I know that word. It's. . . inadequate, but it will serve. I ve seen Earth animals
who use dimeto move. They areinefficient compared to thetilio, but | can see smilarities. We shaped
thetilio from larger, more efficient creatures.”

“It doesn't leaveadimetrail .”

“No. Thetilio hasan organ at itsrear that collects most of what it spreads. The ship takesin the
res.”

“Nikanj, do you ever build machinery? Tamper with metal and plastic instead of living things?’

“We do that when we haveto. We. . . don't likeit. There’ sno trade.”

She sghed. “Whereisthe man? What' s his name, by theway?’

“Paul Titus”

Well, that didn’t tell her anything. Nikanj took her to anearby wall and stroked it with three long
head tentacles. Thewall changed from off-white to dull red, but it did not open.

“What' swrong?’ Lilith asked.

“Nothing. Someone will open it soon. It's better not to go in if you don’t know the quarterswell.



Better to let the people who live there know you are waiting to go in.”

“Sowhat you did islike knocking,” she said, and was about to demonstrate knocking for it when
thewall began to open. There was aman on the other side, dressed only in apair of ragged shorts.

She stared at him. A human being—tall, stocky, as dark as she was, clean shaved. He looked
wrong to her a firs—aien and strange, yet familiar, compelling. He was beautiful. Even if he had been
bent and old, he would have been beautiful.

She glanced at Nikanj, saw that it had become statue-till. It pparently had no intention of
moving or speaking soon.

“Paul Titus?’ she asked.

The man opened his mouth, closed it, swallowed, nod-ded. “Yes,” he said findly.

The sound of hisvoice—deep, definitely human, definite-ly male—fed ahunger in her. “I’'m Lilith
lyapo,” she said. “Did you know we were coming or isthisa surprise to you?’

“Comein,” he said, touching the wal opening. “1 knew. And you don't know how welcome you
are” Heglanced a Nikanj. “Kaalnikanj 0o Jdahyatediinkahguyaht g Dinso, comein. Thank you for
bringing her.”

Nikanj made acomplex gesture of greeting with its head tentacles and stepped into the
room—the usual bare room. Nikanj went to a platform in a corner and folded itsdlf into agtting position
onit. Lilith chose aplatform that alowed her to Sit dmaost with her back to Nikanj. She wanted to forget
it wasthere, observing, snceit clearly did not intend to do anything but observe. She wanted to give dll
her attention to the man. He was amiracle—a human being, an adult who spoke English and |ooked
more than alittlelike one of her dead brothers.

His accent was as American as her own and her mind overflowed with questions. Where had he
lived before the war? How had he survived? Who was he beyond a name? Had he seen any other
humans? Had he— “Have you redlly decided to stay here?’ she demanded abruptly. It was not the first
guestion she had intended to ask.

The man sat cross-legged in the middle of aplatform large enough to be a serving table or abed.

“I was fourteen when they woke me up,” he said. “Everyone | knew was dead. The Oankai said
they’ d send me back to Earth eventudly if | wanted to go. But once | had been herefor awhile, | knew
thiswas where | wanted to be. There' s nothing that | care about left on Earth.”

“Everyonelost relativesand Mends,” shesaid. “Asfar as| know, I’ m the only member of my
family 4ill dive”

“I saw my father, my brother—their bodies. | don’t know what happened to my mother. | was
dying mysdlf when the Oankali found me. They tell mel was. | don’t remember, but | believe them.”

“I don’t remember their finding me either.” Shetwisted around. “Nikanj, did your people do
something to usto keep us from remembering?’

Nikanj seemed to rouseitsaf dowly. “They had to,” it said. “Humans who were dlowed to
remember their rescue became uncontrollable. Some died in spite of our care.”

Not surprising. Shetried to imagine what she had done when in the middle of the shock of
redlizing that her home, her family, her Mends, her world were al destroyed. She was confronted with a
collecting party of Oankali. She must have believed she had lost her mind. Or perhgps she did loseit for
awhile. It wasamiracle that she had not killed herself trying to escape them.

“Have you eaten?’ the man asked.

“Yes” shesad, suddenly shy.

There was along silence. “What were you before?” he asked. “1 mean, did you work?’

“I had gone back to school,” she said. “1 was mgoring in anthropology.” Shelaughed bitterly. “I
suppose | could think of this asfieldwork—but how the hell do | get out of the field?’

“Anthropology?’ he said, frowning. “Oh yeah, | remem-ber reading some stuff by Margaret
Mead before the war. So you wanted to study what? People in tribes?’

“Different people anyway. People who didn't do things the way we did them.”

“Wherewere you from?’ he asked.

“LosAngdes”



“Oh, yeah. Hollywood, Beverly Hills moviegars. . . . | dwayswanted to go there.”

Onetrip would have shattered hisillusons. “And you were from... 7*

“Denver.”

“Where were you when the war started?’

“Grand Canyon—shooting the rapids. That wasthefirst time we d ever redly done anything,
gone anywhere redlly good. We froze afterward. And my father used to say nuclear winter was nothing
but palitics”

“I wasinthe Andesin Peru,” she said, “ hiking toward Machu Picchu. | hadn't been anywhere
ether, redly. At least not Ssnce my husband—"

“Y ou were married?’

“Yes. But heand my son. . . were killed—Dbefore the war, | mean. | had gone on a study tour of
Peru. Part of going back to college. A friend talked meinto taking that trip. She went too. . . and died.”

“Yeah.” He shrugged uncomfortably. “1 was sort of looking forward to going to college mysdif.
But | had just gotten through the tenth grade when everything blew up.”

“The Oankdi must have taken alot of people out of the southern hemisphere,” she said, thinking.
“I mean we froze too, but | heard the southern freeze was spotty. A lot of people must have survived.”

Hedrifted into his own thoughts. “It'sfunny,” he said. “Y ou started out years older than me, but
I’ve been Awakefor solong. . . | guess|’m older than you are now.”

“I wonder how many people they were able to get out of the northern hemisphere—other than
the soldiers and paliti-cians whose shelters hadn’t been bombed open.” She turned to ask Nikanj and
saw that it was gone.

“Heleft acouple of minutesago,” the man said. “ They can moveredly quietly and fast when they
want to.”

“But—"

“Hey, don’t worry. He'll come back. And if he does't, | can open the walls or get food for you
if you want anything.”

“Youcan?

“Sure. They changed my body chemistry alittle when | decided to stay. Now the walls open for
mejust likethey do for them.”

“Oh.” Shewasn't sure sheliked being left with the man thisway—especidly if hewastelling the
truth. If he could open walls and she could not, she was his prisoner.

“They’ re probably watching us” she said. And she spoke in Oankadi, imitating Nikanj’ svoice:
“Now let’ sseewhat they’ Il do if they think they’ re done.”

The man laughed. “ They probably are. Not that it matters.”

“It mattersto me. I’ d rather have watcherswhere | can keep an eye on them, too.”

The laughter again. “Maybe he thought we might be kind of inhibited if he stayed around.”

She ddiberatdly ignored the implications of this. “Nikanj isn't mde,” shesad. “It'sooloi.”

“Yeah, | know. But doesn’t yours seem male to you?” She thought about that. “No. | guess|’ve
taken their word for what they are.”

“When they woke me up, | thought the ooloi acted like men and women while the males and
femaes acted like eunuchs. | never redly lost the habit of thinking of ooloi asmale or femde.”

That, Lilith thought, was afoolish way for someone who had decided to spend hislife among the
Oankali to think—akind of deliberate, persstent ignorance.

“Youwait until yoursismature,” hesaid. “You'll seewhat | mean. They change when they’ve
grown those two extrathings.” Helifted an eyebrow. “Y ou know what those things are?’

“Yes,” shesaid. He probably knew more, but she redized that she did not want to encourage
him to talk about sex; not even Oankali sex.

“Then you know they’ re not arms, no matter what they tell usto cal them. When those things
grow in, ooloi let everyone know who' sin charge. The Oankdi need alittle women’sand men’slib up
here”

Shewet her lips. “1t wants me to help it through its metamorphosis.”



“Helpit. What did you tdll it?’

“I said | would. It didn’t sound like much.”

Helaughed. “It isn't hard. Puts them in debt to you, though. Not a bad idea to have someone
powerful in debt to you. It proves you can be trusted, too. They’ Il be grateful and you'll be alot freer.
Maybe they’ll fix things so you can open your ownwalls”

“Isthat what happened with you?’

He moved restlesdy. “ Sort of.” He got up from his platform, touched dl ten fingersto the wall
behind him, and waited as the wall opened. Behind the wall was afood storage cabinet of the kind she
had often seen at home. Home? Well, what else wasit? She lived there.

He took out sandwiches, something that looked like asmall pie—that was a pie—and something
that looked like French fries.

Lilith stared at the food in surprise. She had been content with the foods the Oankai had given
her—good variety and flavor once she began staying with Nikanj’ sfamily. She had missed mesat
occasiondly, but once the Oankai made it clear they would neither kill animasfor her nor alow her to
kill them while she lived with them, she had not minded much. She had never been a particular ester, had
never thought of asking the Oankali to make the food they prepared look more like what she was used
to.

“Sometimes,” hesaid, “1 want ahamburger so bad | dream about them. Y ou know the kind with
cheese and bacon and dill picklesand—"

“What’ sin your sandwich?’ she asked.

“Fake meat. Mostly soybean, | guess. And quat.” Quatasayasha, the cheesdike Oankali
vegetable. “1 et alot of quat mysdlf,” shesaid.

“Then have some. Y ou don't really want to sit there and watch me eat, do you?’

She smiled and took the sandwich be offered. She was not hungry at all, but esting with him was
companionable and safe. Shetook afew of his French fries, too.

“Cassava,” hetold her. “Tastes like potatoes, though. I’ d never heard of cassavabeforel got it
here. Sometropica plant the Oankali areraising.”

“I know. They mean for those of uswho go back to Earth to raise it and useit. Y ou can make
flour fromit and useit like whest flour.”

He stared at her until shefrowned. “What' sthe matter?’ she asked.

His gaze did away from her and he stared downward at nothing. “Have you redlly thought about
what it will belike?’ he asked softly. “I mean. . . Stone Age! Digging in the ground with astick for roots,
maybe eating bugs, rats. Rats survived, | hear. Cattle and horses didn’t. Dogs didn’t. But rats did.”

“I know.”

“Y ou said you bad ababy.”

“My son. Dead.”

“Yeah. Wdll, I’ll bet when he was born, you were in ahospital with doctors and nursesall
around helping you and giving you shotsfor the pain. How would you liketo do it in ajungle with nothing
around but bugs and rats and people who fed sorry for you but can’t do shit to help you?’

“I had natural childbirth,” shesaid. “It wasn't any fun, but it went okay.”

“What do you mean? No painkiller?’

“None. No hospitd ether. Just something caled a birthing center—a place for pregnant women
who don't like the idea of being treated as though they were sick.”

He shook his head, smiled crookedly. “1 wonder bow many women they had to go through
before they came up with you. A lot, I'll bet. Y ou' re probably just what they want in ways| haven't even
thought of .”

Hiswords bit more deeply into her than she let him see. With al the questioning and testing she
had gone through, the two and a half years of round-the-clock observation— the Oankali must know her
in some way's better than any human being ever had. They knew how she would react to just about
everything they put her through. And they knew how to manipulate her, maneuver her into doing
whatever they wanted. Of course they knew she had had certain practica experiencesthey considered



important. If she had had an especialy difficult time giving birth—if she had had to be taken to the
hospitd in spite of her wishes, if she had needed a caesarean—they would probably have passed over
her to someone else.

“Why are you going back?” Titus asked. “Why do you want to spend your lifeliving likea
cavewoman?’

“l don't.”

His eyeswidened. “ Then why don’t you—"

“We don't have to forget what we know,” she said. She amiled to hersdlf. “I couldn’t forget if |
wanted to. We don't have to go back to the Stone Age. We' Il have alot of hard work, sure, but with
what the Oankali will teach us and what we dready know, we' ll at least have a chance.”

“They don't teach for free! They didn't save usout of kindness! It sall trade with them. You
know what you'll haveto pay down there!”

“What have you paid to stay up here?’

Slence

He ate several more bites of food. “ The price,” he said softly, “isjust the same. When they’re
finished with us there won't be any real human beings left. Not here. Not on the ground. What the bombs
darted, they’ll finish.”

“I don't believeit hasto belikethat.”

“Y eah. But then, you haven’t been Awake long.”

“Earthisabig place. Evenif partsof it are uninhabitable, it' s still adamn big place.”

Helooked at her with such open, undisguised pity that she drew back angrily. “Do you think they
don’'t know what abig placeit is?’ he asked.

“If | thought that, | wouldn't have said anything to you and whoever’ slistening. They know how |
fed.”

“And they know how to make you change your mind.”

“Not about that. Never about that.”

“Likel sad, you haven't been Awakelong.”

What bad they done to him, she wondered. Wasit just that they had kept him Awake so
long—Awake and for the most part without human companions? Awake and aware that everything he
had ever known was dead, that nothing he could have on Earth now could measure up to hisformer life.
How had that gone down with afourteen-year-old?

“If youwanted it,” he said, “they’ d let you stay here with me.”

“What, permanently?’

“Yegh”

“No.”

He put down the small piethat he had not offered to share with her and came over to her. “You
know they expect you to say no,” he said. “They brought you here so you could say it and they could be
sure al over again that they were right about you.” He stood tall and broad, too closeto her, too intense.
Sheredized unhappily that shewas afraid of him. “ Surprise them,” he continued softly. “Don’t do what
they expect—just for once. Don't let them play you like a puppet.”

He had put his hands on her shoulders. When she drew back reflexively, heheld onto herina
grip that wasdmost painful.

She sat till and stared at him. Her mother had looked at her the way shewaslooking a him
now. She had caught hersdf giving her son the same look when she thought he was doing something he
knew was wrong. How much of Tituswas till fourteen, till the boy the Oankali had avakened and
impressed and enticed and inducted into their own ranks?

Helet her go. “You could be safe here,” he said softly. “Down on Earth... how long will you live?
How long will you want to live? Even if you don't forget what you know, other people will forget. Some
of them will want to be cavemen—drag you around, put you in aharem, begat the shit out of you.” He
shook hishead. “Tdl mel’mwrong. Sit there and tell me’m wrong.”

Shelooked away from him, realizing that he was proba-bly right. What was waiting for her on



Earth? Misery? Subjugation? Death? Of course there were people who would toss aside civilized
restraint. Not at first, perhaps, but eventually—as soon as they redlized they could get away withiit.

Hetook her by the shoulders again and thistime tried awkwardly to kiss her. It waslike what
she could recall of being kissed by an eager boy. That didn’t bother her. And she caught herself
responding to himin spite of her fear. But there was more to this than grabbing afew minutes of pleasure.

“Look,” she said when hedrew back, “I’m not interest-ed in putting on ashow for the Oankali.”

“What difference do they make? It' s not like human beings were watching us.”

“Itistome”

“Lilith,” hesaid, shaking hishead, “they will always bewatching.”

“The other thing I’ m not interested in doing is giving them a human child to tamper with.”

“Y ou probably dready have.”

Surprise and sudden fear kept her silent, but her hand moved to her abdomen where her jacket
concealed her scar.

“They didn’t have enough of usfor what they call anormd trade,” he said. “Mogt of the ones
they have will be Dinso—people who want to go back to Earth. They didn’t have enough for the Toaht.
They had to make more.”

"While we dept? Somehow they—7’

“Somehow!” he hissed. “ Anyhow! They took stuff from men and women who didn’t even know
each other and put it together and made babies in women who never knew the mother or the father of
their kid—and who maybe never got to know the kid. Or maybe they grew the baby in another kind of
animd. They have animasthey can adjust to—to incubate human fetuses, asthey say. Or maybe they
don’t even worry about men and women. Maybe they just scrape some skin from one person and make
babies out of it— cloning, you know. Or maybe they use one of their prints— and don’'t ask me what a
printis. But if they’ ve got one of you, they can use it to make another you even if you' ve been dead for a
hundred years and they haven’'t got anything at al left of your body. And that’ s just the Start. They can
make peopleinways| don't even know how to talk about. Only thing they can’t do, it seems, islet us
aone. Let usdoit our ownway.”

His hands were amost gentle on her. “At least they haven't until now.” He shook her abruptly.
“Y ou know how many kids| got? They say, ‘Y our genetic material has been used in over seventy
children.” And I’ ve never even seen awoman in al thetime I’ ve been here”

He stared at her for severa seconds and she feared him and pitied him and longed to be away
from him. The first human being she had seen in years and al she could do waslong to be away from
him.

Y et it would do no good to fight him physicaly. She wastdl, had dways thought of herself as
strong, but he was much bigger—six-four, sx-five, and stocky.

“They’ ve had two hundred and fifty yearsto fool around with us,” she said. “Maybe we can’t
stop them, but we don't have to help them.”

“The hell with them.” Hetried to unfasten her jacket.

“No!” she shouted, deliberately startling him. “ Animals get treated like this. Put agtalionand a
mare together until they mate, then send them back to their owners. What do they care? They'rejust
animag”

Hetore her jacket off then fumbled with her pants. She threw her weight against him suddenly
and managed to shove him away.

He stumbled backward for severa steps, caught himsdlf, came at her again.

Screaming a him, she swung her legs over the platform she had been stting on and came down
standing on the opposite side of it. Now it was between them. He strode around it.

She sat on it again and swung her legs over, keeping it between them.

“Don’t make yoursdlf their dog!” she pleaded. "Don't do thigl”

He kept coming, too far goneto care what she said. He actually seemed to be enjoying himsdlf.
He cut her off from the bed by coming over it himsdlf. He cornered her against awall.

“How many times have they made you do this before?” she asked desperately. “Did you have a



sster back on Earth? Would you know her now? Maybe they’ ve made you do it with your sister.”

He caught her arm, jerked her to him.

“Maybe they’ ve made you do it with your mother!” she shouted.

Hefroze and she prayed she had hit anerve.

“Y our mother,” she repeated. “Y ou haven’t seen her since you were fourteen. How would you
know if they brought her to you and you—"

Hehit her.

Staggered by shock and pain, she collapsed against him and he haf pushed and haf threw her
away asthough he had found himsdf clutching something loathsome.

Shefdl hard, but was not quite unconscious when he came to stand over her.

“I never got to do it before,” he whispered. “Never once with awoman. But who knowswho
they mixed the stuff with.” He paused, stared at her where she had falen. “ They said | could do it with
you. They said you could stay hereif you wanted to. And you had to go and messit up!” He kicked her
hard. The last sound she heard before she lost consciousness was his ragged, shouted curse.
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She awoke to voices-Oankali near her, not touching her. Nikanj and one other.

“Go away now,” Nikanj was saying. “ Sheisregaining consciousness.”

“Perhaps| should stay,” the other said softly. Kahguyaht. She had thought once that al Oankali
sounded dike with their quiet androgynous voices, but now she couldn’t mis-take Kahguyaht's
deceptively gentle tones. “Y ou may need help with her,” it said.

Nikanj said nothing.

After awhile Kahguyaht rustled itstentaclesand said, “I'll leave. Y ou're growing up faster than |
thought. Per-haps she' sgood for you after dl.”

She was ableto seeit step through awall and leave. Not until it was gone did she become aware
of the aching of her own body—her jaw, her sSide, her bead, and in particular, her left arm. There was no
sharp pain, nothing sartling. Only dull, throbbing pain, especialy noticeable when she moved.

“Bedill,” Nikanj told her. “Y our body is<till healing. The pain will be gone soon.”

Sheturned her face away fromiit, ignoring the pain. Therewasalong silence. Findly it sad, “We
didn’t know.” It stopped, corrected itsdf. “1 didn’t know how the male would behave. He has never lost
control so completely before. He hasn't lost control at al for severd years.”

“Y ou cut him off from hisown kind,” she said through swallen lips. *Y ou kept him away from
women for how long? Fifteen years? More? In some ways you kept him fourteen for all those years.”

“He was content with his Oankali family until he met you.”

“What did he know?Y ou never let him see anybody elsel”

“It was't necessary. Hisfamily took care of h