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Dedication

“The job of parenthood is too much to expect of feebleminded
men and women.”
–The Human Betterment League, 1950

This book was inspired by the North Carolina Eugenics
Board atrocities. May its victims and victims’ families �nd
respite and solace.
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Chapter 1
The Interview of Brett Hu�man

“And you thought this was a good idea why?” The interrogator
sat with her legs crossed, tablet and stylus at the ready, waiting
for a response. Cameras and microphones hung from the
ceiling just behind her, recording anything her organic mind
might miss.

A man in a prison jumpsuit slouched even further in his
chair, rear end nearly falling o� the front edge. A few more
hairs graced his chin than the top of his head, but the middle-
aged white man scowled and wrinkled his brow all the more
anyway. He crossed his arms and managed to jangle the steel
cu�s on his wrists in an even more annoying manner than
before, making the interrogator wince. “I ain’t tellin’ you
nothin.’ guv’ment ain’t ne’er done nothin’ good for me - not
now, not ever.” He leaned to his left and spat on the �oor.

The interrogator put her tablet onto the small side table
next to her chair, taking care not to disturb the small orchid
that sat there. “Mr. Hu�man, do you know where you are?”

“Not too good, no.” He took a deep breath. “Some basement
‘bove the Mason Dixon line, I’d reckon. Smell of Yankee
cowardice gives that away.”
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“Well, you’re wrong.” She clicked the screen of the tablet
and brought up something other than a notepad, sifting
through images that �ashed di�erent colors in the dark room
until landing on something brown. “This is an image of the
facility, Mr. Hu�man.”

He took the tablet from her delicate �ngers and consid-
ered the barren desert landscape for a few seconds. “It’s a
wasteland. Prob’ly Massachusetts.”

The interrogator refused to take the tablet back when he
pro�ered it, instead leaving her hand hanging just o� her
knee. “I suppose your guess is. . . inconsequential. While you
may be able to escape this facility, you would be dead long
before you could reach either water or another person. Even if
you managed to get out, the only thing you could do is return,
because no one here is going to risk going after you.” Her
�ngers twitched and her eyes squinted as she �nally leaned
forward and plucked the tablet from Mr. Hu�man’s grasp.
“You won’t leave this place, ever, but you can make it more
comfortable. Now tell me - why did you pick up that box?”

He lifted sad, thoughtful eyes. “If I tell you, will I git me
some chaw?”

“What?”
“Some chaw.” He mimicked taking something from his

pocket and lining his lower lip with it. “You know, chewin’
tabaccy.”

She shook her head with a vigorous no. “This is a govern-
ment facility, Mr. Hu�man, and tobacco is banned throughout
most of the country. No, you will not-”

“Then you git nothin’ out of me.”
She squinted and tapped the screen of her tablet. “If that

bribe will work, I will put in a request you be blindfolded
and taken somewhere to enjoy a bit of tobacco.” She held
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up the tablet and showed him how easily she could submit
the request. “All you have to do is tell me why you and Mrs.
Hu�man picked up that box, and I will press this little button.”

His hands �exed, his blue eyes twinkled, and his jaw tight-
ened. Mr. Hu�man held out as long as he could, but at last
his resolve wavered. “I suppose it ain’t no big deal to tell you
that. Don’t let Janie or Dani know I squealed, y’hear?”

The interrogator smiled and reopened her notes on the
tablet. “Not a word from me, Mr. Hu�man. Not a word.”

It’s a mite hard to remember that time. Me and Janie were
cookin’ meth in this scheme to get capital and start one of
them marijuana farms, and now that I come to think of it, that
sounds like a purty bad idea. We were 26, though, so give us
a lil’ slack.

So we was walkin’ down the road, enjoyin’ the summertime
and poppin’ the jewelweed pods. I was probably shirtless, and
Janie’s calloused feet were tough enough to go barefoot in
the gravel. The Southern air �lled my lungs with freshness
and vigor, and the scent of an afternoon thunderstorm heavy
on the horizon.

Janie lifted her head �rst and turned to look behind us.
“Y’hear that?”

Spry, young, and manly, I listened close. The roar of a
mighty diesel echoed up the holler. “That shouldn’t be trav-
elin’ on this road. Too twisty turny for a big truck.” I craned
my neck and tried to look around the trees that stood in my
way, only to gather a little peek of the chrome shinin’ o� the
bumpers. “Goin’ awful fast, too.”
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“Who you think it is?” Janie asked. Her bare feet squished
through some of the mud in the ditch as she reached for
a nice, juicy pod. It exploded at a touch, seeds �ung ever’
which-a-way.

I shrugged. “They wreck, I ain’t helpin’ ‘em. Their own
stupid fault drivin’ like that.”

I got a little skeered that the truck was barrelin’ too fast
down the road. I was only wearin’ a pair of �ip �ops and
some socks with holes in ‘em, though, so I followed Janie
into the mushy ditch and waited. The truck was just a �yin’ -
�yin,’ I tell ya - down that there road. My eyes nearly bugged
outta my poor skull when I saw it in its full glory, black paint
job dusty from the gravel, the grill like bared teeth ready to
gobble us up. The driver honked the horn, not slowin’ despite
us bein’ just o� the edge of the road.

The truck was as wide as the entire road, so I grabbed Janie
and pushed her into the jewelweed. It was soft, save for the
briars and some of the ‘luminum cans ‘neath the weeds, but I
layed atop her to protect her beautiful hide.

I heard the truck smooshin’ the gravel, felt a few of the
rocks pelt my backside as it went by. The doors on the back of
the truck rattled loose, openin’ and closin’ with every bump
and pit in the road. Just as the gravel dust kicked up enough
that I coughed and had to squint to see through it, something
launched from the back of the trailer and rolled down the
embankment on the other side of the road.

Janie spat up at me and pushed me ‘way as she struggled
to get up. “What the hell, Brett? That truck was gonna miss
us, you didn’t -”

“Hey, lookit here. Right here.” I pointed to where the gravel
had pelted me, a couple spots on my back where blood �owed
out like a reg’lar fountain of bravery. “See that? I protected
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you real good, Janie. Real good.”
She swooned. Her eyes got all big and purty, starin’ at

me with love and mushy feelings. “Oh, Brett, my strong and
beautiful prince, I will never leave you nor forsake you. Love
is like a red, red rose, you’re the best.”

She was skinnier ‘n a rail at the time, so I swept her o�
her feet. “Never fear, dear Janie mine! One day, I’ll get you
out of this holler, and we’ll have a real house. A real house
with an actual foundation, and we’ll �ll it with trophies -
eight pointers, even! I certainly won’t get us abducted in
the middle of the night and locked up in a desert facility in
Massachusetts!” I walked her into the road and gently placed
her down.

The rumble of the truck’s engine died down in the distance.
I half expected the fool driver to get himself - or herself, ahem,
knowing you government types - kilt, but I ne’er heard ‘bout
no wreck later.

“Well, nothin’ for it,” I said to Janie. I held her hand tight and
wandered over to the other side of the road. “I saw somethin’
come out the back of that truck. You think it coulda been
valuable?”

Janie followed me willingly, then shrugged. “I dunno.
Coulda been haulin’ trash.” She poked her head over the
brush, helpin’ me look down in the holler.

The bank was already littered with tires and other junk
people found worthwhile to toss out but were too lazy to get
their butts over to the dump for. Nothin’ moved down in the
little holler, save for the tiny creek that dribbled down the
hill.

Janie, who’s good at spottin’ stu�, pointed to a wooden box.
“That looks new. I ain’t seen a wood box that big afore, I don’t
think. And lookit - there’s red paint on the sides.”
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I agreed and let go of her hand. “I’mma go check it out.”
“I’mma go with you.”
Now, you gotta ‘member this happened back before old

man Potter got drunk and ran that school bus o� the bank, so
there weren’t no rails up yet. Janie and I weren’t high at all,
hadn’t smoked even a lick of the wacky weed, so we carefully
went down that holler. It was slippery on all them leaves,
but we used some roots that stuck out of the hill to scramble
down on hands and knees until we made it to the box.

It was a purty big box, but you prob’ly know. You prob’ly
packed it. The red paint on the side said, “PROPURTY OF
THE US GUVMENT,” and in smaller letters, “DON’T OPIN -
TOP SEECRIT.” It coulda said other stu�, but I don’t ‘member.

“Wanna open it?” Janie asked.
I was already ahead of her. I whipped out my Case knife

from its sheath in my back pocket and started pryin’ some of
the loose boards o� from their nails. “Ain’t no cell service out
here. We ort’ta make sure it ain’t a bomb gonna blow us all
to hell, you know.”

“Would you know what to do if it were a bomb?”
I ripped the board away and tossed it to the side. “Yeah. Save

it for when the South rises again or for the zombie apocalypse,
whichever comes �rst.” With the locking board gone, it wasn’t
hard to pry open the top of the crate. “Don’t be silly, Janie,
you know we cain’t trust the Man. This’s gotta be checked.”

The box was �lled with foam, so I slashed my knife right
through it, careful not to swipe into wires or summat that’d
cause it to get radioactive or explode or turn us into Muslims
or release anthrax. After the foam I found a layer of hay, so I
raised a brow.

Janie, though, she got interested at that. She bent down
next to me and stuck her lil’ hand deep into the box, takin’
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out the straw. “It’s fragile, that’s for sure,” she mentioned.
Eventually her hand hit somethin’ solid, so she pulled the
hay out from around the object in the center of the crate and
eased it out.

Both of us stared at it, mouths agape, the purtiest thing you
e’er did see. For a while we just turned it around, amazed at
how beautiful it was. We weren’t high.

The egg was blue, robin’s egg blue, and hefty. It was a big
ol’ egg about the size of a basketball, not egg-sized like... like
those little diddle eggs you used to get in the store before they
slaughtered all the chickens. Little dots of teal speckled the
sides. Janie held it up to the sky, the light of the sun shinin’
just enough through the shell that we could see what was
inside.

I near ‘bout keeled over my heart beat so hard. I could see
the shape of wings forming, each of the �nger-like spikes that
bat wings have curled up inside the little dragon’s egg. Its
head curled onto its stomach, and I couldn’t see a tail, but
certainly this was a dragon egg.

Janie spoke �rst. “It’s just like in the movies,” she said,
“’Cept I ne’er thought I’d get to be a dragon tamer.”

I realized just how long we took to get to this point, so I
stuck my hand in my back pocket and �shed around for my
lighter. I felt the giant hole in my pocket, so I gave up and
reached into Janie’s pocket for her lighter instead. “You ain’t
gonna be a dragon tamer if the Yanks �nd out what you did.
Here - put that egg down, it ain’t gonna hatch for a while yet.”

I �icked the top o� the lighter - gasoline and fuel hadn’t
been banned yet, you know - and lit some of the hay on �re.
It started o� in a great con�agration, and the foam that had
lined the box burned hotter ‘n blue blazes.

Janie stood next to me, dragon’s egg still cradled in her
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arms, not a care in the world about destroyin’ the evidence.
“We’re gonna keep it, right?”

“Damn straight,” I answered with a nod. I placed my brawny,
thick arm over Janie’s slender, womanly shoulder. “Think
about what the guv’ment could do with a dragon. It’d be a
waste of our tax dollars to let this thing fall back in them
Yanks’ grimy hands.”

“Yes, it would most def’nitely be a waste of the tax dollars
that we have def’nitely paid and not skipped out on even once.
We are so glad we’re not high right now,” Janie con�rmed.

We watched the blaze until we realized it was getting out
of control, then we scrambled up the hill with our dragon
egg and went back home before the �re department could get
called.

The interrogator lifted a brow. “You kept the contents of
the box because you were high and thought you’d found a
dragon’s egg.”

Mr. Hu�man gu�awed and rolled his eyes. “I thought I’d
‘splicitly told you we weren’t high.”

She just wrote something down on her notepad. “Sure,
Mr. Hu�man. I’ll make a note of that. But surely you also
understand that the explanation doesn’t ring true - you must
realize that we all know now that you hadn’t found a dragon’s
egg. What happened when Dani hatched?”

Brett Hu�man crossed his arms. “Where’s my chaw? Chaw
�rst, then I’ll tell you.”

“I have all the power here, Mr. Hu�man. Finish your story.
Tell me how you kept the egg and what you did when Dani
hatched.”
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He squinted. “Then you’ll let me have a bit of chaw?”
“Without a doubt, Mr. Hu�man.”
“And I want some peanuts and Pepsi.” With deep serious-

ness, he pointed directly at her face. “Copenhagen, Lance,
and Pepsi in a glass bottle. Got it?”

The interrogator put her hand to her face, repressing a
chuckle. “I understand this is serious to you, Mr. Hu�man.
Surely you realize there’s no more peanuts in existence,
though? I will get you your dip, a Pepsi, and some potato
chips if you agree to talk.”

He gave a nod and sat a bit straighter, his back pressed
against the back of the chair. “As long as you act in good faith,
so will I.”

We brought the egg back to the trailer and kicked all the
dogs outta our bedroom. We opened the bottom drawer of our
plastic dresser and stu�ed it full of clean shirts and underwear,
makin’ sure the egg were sittin’ in the plushest place you e’er
did see.

Janie’s parents had raised chickens while she grew up, so
she knew the thing needed to be warm. We unhooked the
meth setup from the propane and drove to town to get a space
heater, then stuck it in the room. Even with the dogs outta
the room, the heat started makin’ all the shit stink to high
heaven, so we cleaned that place up. While our lil’ egg grew
in the underwear drawer, Janie and I slept in the livin’ room
on the couch.

Well, turns out we didn’t have enough money for another
propane tank to cook the meth, so Janie went to town and
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got a job �xin’ the Bojangles’ robots. I started workin’ for
the Mexicans buildin’ a piece of the school down the road,
plannin’ just to do it as long as I needed to get a new propane
tank, but it weren’t that bad. It felt a bit healthier, too, not
to be cookin’ meth or havin’ drug pushers breathin’ down
my back. About then’s when we started to backslide on our
cookin.’

Every night, Janie and me’d turn the egg. The swelterin’
summer soon turned into a nice, cool fall, and we cranked
that space heater up to keep the room nice and cozy. Soon we
was con�icted ‘bout whether or not to sleep in the bedroom,
considerin’ how cold it got outside, but we decided it better
to keep it real, real hot in there instead.

One propane tank turned into two, then three, then four.
Eventually it got so hard to keep up the gas that I near ‘bout
considered admittin’ where we was parked and hookin’ into
electricity. I moved on with the Mexicans to the next job, and
Janie was good enough at her job that they wanted her to
become a specialist in the Bojangles’ Biscuit Bots.

At last the egg started hatchin’ in November of ‘72. It was
the middle of the night when I felt Janie’s lil’ hand shakin’ me
to wake up, and I stirred just the slightest amount.

“Y’hear that?” I ‘member her asking. I blinked my eyes a
couple times, seein’ her eyes sparkle in the dark and the dogs
pantin’ in the background.

I listened close for a minute, mostly just hearin’ a dog
scratchin’ at the bedroom door and the whir of the space
heater in the background. But then, sure ‘nu�, I got an earful
of the eggshell crackin’ away. My eyes lit up and I scrambled,
hands picking myself up from the �oor where I was sleepin.’
Some of the carpet came up in my hand, makin’ me fall, but
my clever mind followed what Janie asked. “The egg.”
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She nodded and helped me up. “C’mon - let’s go watch!”
I shoved the dog out of the way and opened the door behind

her. I turned on the overhead lights, disappointed to �nd most
of the bulbs had burnt out and it’d be dim in the room at best.
The ceilin’ fan attached started wigglin’ the light every which-
a-way, too, since a couple of the blades had been whacked o�
by my cousin Jim, who’d owned the trailer afore we did.

Janie didn’t pause a lick when she went over to the drawer.
She picked up the Coleman lantern and revved it up. “It’s
hatchin’!” she cried out. “Brett, lookit! We’re about to have a
baby!”

I squeezed her so hard that she prob’ly near ‘bout burst.
I’d waited and waited for this moment, and �nally it was
happening. The cracks formed around the egg in a random
pattern, much as you would expect from a dragon or a bird.

“I love you, Janie.” I gave her a kiss.
Then a spike poked out of the egg. Janie gasped and sat

back. “Brett, what was that?”
More spikes poked out, goop from the egg splurting out

everywhere. I heard screaming, just like a child, come from
the egg, and my heart began to hurt. “It needs help!” I said.

“No - you cain’t! You never want to help something out of
its egg, ever!”

At about that moment, the creature succeeded at pushing
enough of the eggshell away that I could see it was a spider
the size of a basketball, screechin’ like a newborn and all the
black legs wigglin’ crazy.

Janie just put her hands up to her face and screamed. “Get
the gun!” I shouted, pushin’ her back.

She froze, though, so I had to scramble out of the room. I
fought through the dogs to get out the bedroom door and �nd
the gun stu�ed under the couch cushions. A couple of shells
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popped into the double barrel twelve gauge and I was ready
to �ght the monster.

I came back into the bedroom to �nd that Janie’s mood had
changed. I pointed the gun at the dresser, but she was in the
way. “Janie,” I said, “Janie, get out of the way.”

She turned her head to look at me and kept her �ngers in
the dresser drawer. “Brett,” she said, “Brett. . . it’s cryin.’ It’s
cryin,’ and I don’t know how to �x it.”

“A shotgun to the head, that’s what! We shoulda known the
damn Yanks couldn’t do anything good - this ain’t a dragon,
honey, it’s a gol-dern spider!”

The spider’s legs wiggled in the drawer, and the egg contin-
ued to crack more. I listened to it cry, saw it wasn’t harming
Janie in the least. I didn’t understand how Janie brought her-
self to touch the thing, not at the time, but I heard the same
cry she did.

It was a human cry.
“It’s a baby,” Janie said. “It’s. . . it’s not a dragon, but it’s just

a baby. . . ”
I put the gun down to my side. “We cain’t keep a spider,

Janie. Spiders eat blood.”
She brushed a �nger over the spider, fearless, then used a

shirt to wipe away some of the grime from its legs. Though
it didn’t seem to know what she was doin,’ it reached up to
her. “I don’t know what to do,” she said. “Get it some instant
breakfast or somethin.’" She reached deeper into the drawer,
picking up the baby spider and cradling it in her arms. “It’s
our baby, Brett.”

And so I did what she asked, goin’ to the kitchen and �xin’
our baby spider a protein shake. That did good ‘nu� ‘til we
went to the vet and got some formula the next day.
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“And what then?” the interrogator asked. “What did the
vet say?”

Brett pointed to the ground. “Chaw �rst. You get my chips
and Pepsi out here, or I will shut my mouth tighter than a
snappin’ turtle in a lightnin’ storm.”

The interrogator stood from her chair. “Your chips and
Pepsi are on their way. Tell me what the vet said, Mr. Hu�-
man.”

He turned up his nose at the interrogator and swiveled his
head to watch the door. In the middle of the door was a slot
that could be opened from the outside, a small table hanging
from the door just underneath. An exit sign glowed a faint
red in the dim room and re�ected faintly o� the metal walls.
Lights hung from the ceiling, most of them o� during the
interrogation.

The interrogator cleared her throat and put a hand to Brett’s
shoulder. “How did Mrs. Hu�man decide to keep the spider
so quickly? How did you decide what to do with it next?”

The slot on the door opened, and a hand placed an open
glass bottle with a bag of chips next to it. Brett looked up to
the interrogator, who let go of his shoulder and nodded to the
gift with knowing eyes.

He stood from the chair, exaggerating the pain with which
he stood, then hobbled over to the door. The interrogator
noticed the thick skin on his �ngers, the layers of sunburn
that had built up the scabs and markings on the back of his
neck. The man reached a shaking hand down to the chips and
ripped open the top.

“Mr. Hu�man, are you going to talk?”
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He took a swig and coughed. “Oh hell no. Ain’t givin’ you
nothin.’" He took another sip and chewed some of the peanuts
that came out with the drink. “I asked for Pepsi, and sure
‘nu� you got me a Coke. Good faith my ass.” He sat down
next to the door. “Take me back to my cell. ‘Less I get what I
ask for, you ain’t gettin’ nothin’ else outta me.”

The interrogator let her shoulders drop. “You’ve done well
today, I suppose, and I’ll have plenty of time to talk with you
later.” She tapped a few buttons on her tablet. “I’ll grant your
request. You’ll have to learn to trust me better, Mr. Hu�man.”

He laughed openly and tossed the empty bottle to the side.
“Trust you? A colored Yank woman from the guv’ment who’s
got me in jail for no reason at all?” He giggled and stood,
o�ering his bonds as a means of control. “Sorry, ma’am, but
there’s no way I’ll ever trust you.”

She put her hands behind her back as the door opened, a
couple large guards taking hold of Mr. Hu�man’s shoulders
and dragged him out of the room.
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Chapter 2
The Interview of Janie Hu�man

A woman with a long, blonde braid yanked at the chains that
held her to the chair. She spat at the interrogator, falling short
only by a couple inches. “Let me outta this chair, you cow’rd!”

The interrogator remained calm and wrote something on
her tablet. “It’s not my intention for you to get hurt, Mrs.
Hu�man, but �ghting against those cu�s can’t be good for
your wrists.”

She tugged once again, scraping against her already raw
wounds. “You let my daughter go, you piece of garbage! You
don’t wanna know the words I got for people like you!”

The interrogator’s gaze snapped away from her tablet and
up towards Janie instead. She remained quiet for a moment. “I
just want to have a nice chat with you. Brett Hu�man already
cooperated with us, and he’s enjoying the bene�ts.”

Janie spat a second ball that made its way to the interroga-
tor’s leg. “Eat shit and die.”

After removing a handkerchief from her breast pocket, the
interrogator wiped the saliva from her pants. She turned her
wrist to check the time. “I’m going to leave you alone with
your thoughts here for a little while. I’ve got all the time in
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the world to get you to talk.”
“Say that in thirty years, you old coot,” Janie prodded.
The interrogator stood from her chair, closed her tablet, and

walked away. As she got closer to the door, Janie screeched
louder and fought harder against her bonds.

She turned o� the lights.
The door shut.

The interrogator sat down in the comfortable, faux-leather
chair. Across a mahogany desk, in an even more comfortable
looking faux-leather chair, sat a cheerful old man whose hair
still glinted blonde in places between all the gray.

The old man unwrapped a scone. “Oh, it’s so good you
could join me this morning. Would you like a scone? My wife
made them. Whole wheat.” His voice was sweet, the accent
a comforting, nearly standard American. He reached in his
canvas lunch sack and withdrew another package in waxed
brown paper.

The interrogator took it, peeling o� the corner and smelling
the rich pats of butter that had gone into making this treat.
“This is too much. I couldn’t-”

“Oh, Mara loves making these things. Now that we got
grandkids visiting us, it’s just around the clock for her with
baking. Stop by when we get cheese rations - her funeral
potatoes are. . . to die for.” He snickered at his pun, pushed his
glasses up his nose, and chewed another piece.

The interrogator looked to a photo frame on the old man’s
desk. It was a picture of him and his wife, four (four!) children,
and a smattering of six grandchildren. “Your kids were obvi-
ously born before the Family Planning Acts were in place.”
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He nodded and smiled. “Oh, yes. Couldn’t have got away
with four otherwise.” He patted the top of the picture and
began to say something, then resisted the urge to brag about
his enormous family. “Anyway, it’s so very good of you to
come visit. It’s not your job to answer to me, after all.”

“But we still have to work in close quarters, Dr. Smith, and
we do so with the same goal: protect the country.”

He smiled. “Of course.” He coughed and opened a drawer
on his desk before rummaging through for a tablet. “You
don’t have to call me Dr. Smith - we don’t believe in a true
hierarchy here, and ‘Dr. Smith’ makes me feel like I have too
much power. Call me Dallin.”

“Yes, Dallin.” The interrogator cleared her throat and
opened up her tablet. “You said you were interested in some
information from our prisoners. As you know, it’s my job
to determine which - if any - of the captives pose a threat
to national security. I conduct exit interviews and collect
sworn a�davits stating that they will never speak about the
specimen again.”

He smiled and opened a thermos full of cold water. “Yes,
good work you’re doing. It’s such a shame we had to imprison
all those unfortunate souls. Yes siree, you’re doing God’s work
here. Water?”

She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m going to drink
this co�ee as long as I’m on the base and can wallow in the
luxury.” Dallin frowned as she sipped the hot brew. “But
that’s enough about me, Dr. Smi - uh, Dallin. You’re the head
scientist here, of course, but I’m curious as to what you do.
Chimera research is highly illegal.”

He smiled. “That’s sweet of you. ‘Highly illegal’ isn’t usu-
ally the term I hear for it!” He chewed through a bit more
scone. “I know, I’ve thought about all that ‘crime against
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humanity’ mess, but it came down to the fact that I needed
to keep my job and feed my family. Being head scientist, at
this point in my life, is mostly just due to me being the oldest.
None of us really see me as being in charge, except for me
having these nice chairs and fancy desk.”

“So what do you do?”
“Well, before the Fifth Geneva Convention and the end of

the Chimera Wars, I researched growth cues and embryonic
patterning. I started my work back in the 40’s at the Rocky
Mountain Labs, �guring out how to make creatures grow
limbs or features in a controlled manner. At �rst I did it on
ordinary orb weaver spiders, and that was just so delightful
and fun. Some of the poor things didn’t turn out too happy,
but it was good science. I’d kill them humanely even though
spiders usually don’t require such careful disposal. In the
late �fties, the NIH revealed some of the other pieces of the
project and I realized my work was at the middle of all of
it. Then they transferred me here, revealed my grants were
actually with the CIA, and. . . well, the rest is history! Without
my research on the orb weavers, none of the other pieces
could have been placed into the same organism.”

The interrogator swallowed. “Your work was the key that
allowed all the other genetic research come together.”

Dallin poured himself a cup. “Yup. That was my job in
all this beautiful mess. Now that we’re all settled, I suppose
we should get down to a little bit of business.” He dabbed
a cloth napkin to his chin and corners of his lips. “As you
know, this facility is the last one to contain the American
chimeras, and we’re currently very limited in scope. We
are only allowed to work with the specimens we’ve already
created, and we’ve technically been barred from producing
any additional creatures. In a cruel twist of fate, if I want to
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secure more funding for the project, I’m almost required to
produce more specimens.”

The interrogator palmed her thermos of co�ee and turned
the lid. “Based on my brie�ng, there are hundreds of chimeras
in the basement cells. Why do you need more subjects?”

“Because all of ours are male,” Dallin answered sweetly.
“Our chimeras were designed to be a self-su�cient, reproduc-
ing species. They’re not even close to the same thing as those
pitiful creatures the War was fought over. The problem is that
we’ve never successfully produced a female. I need to know
how those silly rednecks managed to get something we’ve
never been able to produce ourselves.”

The interrogator lifted a brow. “Forgive me for sounding
stupid, but shouldn’t that be an easy �x? Shouldn’t you al-
ready know which of your chromosomes are X and which are
Y?”

Dallin chuckled and shook his head paternalistically. “I
suppose a lay person would think that. But no! Sex deter-
mination isn’t always so straightforward as chromosomes.
Alligators, for instance, have their biological sex determined
by the temperature of their nest. Birds have an entirely di�er-
ent chromosomal system from us mammals.”

“Really?” the interrogator asked. She backed away from
the desk. “I’ve never heard of this.”

Dallin smiled. “It took me a while to absorb, too. Not
something my parents had me learn at Temple, that’s for
sure!”

“Even assuming what you say is true, you designed these
creatures. How do you not know how they work? Can’t
you just do a genetic analysis or something? Surely you’re
approved to do that.”

He nodded. “Oh, we know already know everything about
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her little genome. We have her entire sequence down to the
very last LEU element, transcriptional patterns, methylation,
and average histone organization. We know exactly how
her body is working. The problem is that the trigger is non-
natural, and we don’t know what it is.”

“This doesn’t sound believable. How did you create some-
thing you don’t understand?”

“It’s much easier to do that than you think.” He pulled
down a holographic screen and moved around some of the
complicated letters and numbers. “See this? We know these
are the genes controlling sex because the promotors have
the White�eld signature.” A couple gene sequences lit up.
“He wasn’t supposed to put in a non-transcriptional sequence
so dumb, you know. You see it, right? See how it encodes
tryptophan, histidine, isoleucine, threonine -”

The interrogator pointed to the genes. “So why can’t you
just �gure it out from there?”

Dallin leaned on the table. “We don’t know what the tran-
scribed proteins mean. These genes haven’t been phenotyp-
ically characterized. They’re not familiar and don’t line up
clearly with any sex triggers on any of the genomic databases.
No species has these sequences save for the chimeras, so the
trigger was entirely fabricated from scratch by Dr. White�eld.”

“Then ask Dr. White�eld about it. Force him to talk.”
“Dr. White�eld was �red in ‘68. He’s since went to �nd

spirituality in the Colorado mountains and hasn’t been heard
from since ‘76 - assumed dead, I’m afraid to say. Until the
Convention in ‘81, it didn’t matter whether or not we could
make females. Males could serve as super soldiers just �ne,
and we didn’t need to have them reproduce sexually.” He
moved to his own tablet, sitting on his desk, and then brought
up new information on the hologram. “His notes are unhelp-
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ful, as well. Dr. White�eld was a brilliant scientist, but his
notebooks were just shopping lists, co�ee stains, and strings
of numbers that no one - including him, in all likelihood -
understands.”

“This is ridiculous. Don’t you have people check your
work?”

“We do now. At the time, this research was mostly an aca-
demic endeavor, and the restrictions were more. . . lax. Sadly,
we know more about Dr. White�eld’s work from old req-
uisition records and communications than from what he’s
written about it himself. His last notebook entry was from
two months before he got �red, and it reads,” Dallin brought
up a holo-copy record that appeared to be written in red
crayon, “Ran out of funding.”

The interrogator ate a bite of the scone and chewed thought-
fully. “Alright. What I’m gathering here is that something
awful happened to your records, and you don’t know how to
produce a female chimera. These rednecks found one, and-”

“Or made one,” Dallin interrupted.
“Or made one, and you need me to do. . .what?”
“I need you to �gure out how they did it.” Dallin pointed

a �nger to his mahogany desk. “I’m thrilled that we have
one female specimen, but if we don’t know how they got a
female in the �rst place, it’s useless. We’re already working
to fertilize Specimen 803 to create the next generation of
chimeras, but without more knowledge, she cannot be the
genetic Eve for an entirely human-fabricated species. It’d be
great if we could just get the info out of the prisoners and not
have to waste so many Gen 3 specimens trying to �gure it
out.”

The interrogator turned her tablet so that Dallin could see
it. “I’ve already talked with a Mr. Brett Hu�man, the male
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that worked to keep specimen 803 in his home. He’s useless -
beyond useless - because he’s just a big, fat, racist idiot who
doesn’t understand what he’s done. The man is a total loon.
The female is in the interrogation room right now, and she’s
refusing to talk. I don’t think either of them are going to give
you speci�c information about temperature or chromosomes
or what have you.”

“I just need all the information they have about her. What
did they do to the egg? Was she female at birth, or was the
change enacted later? We have no idea how this works.”

The interrogator stood. “I’ll send you copies of any con-
versations I have that might be relevant. I’m talking to their
veterinarian soon, so maybe you’ll get your answers from
that.”

“Sounds perfect. I would love to see her medical records, if
you have them.”

“We took everything from the vet’s house and former of-
�ces. I should be able to retrieve them for you.”

“Excellent.” He reached into his lunch bag and took out
another wrapped baked good. “Popped amaranth granola
with just a touch of pecan. For the road.”

Her eyes widened. “This is precious, I shouldn’t-”
“Don’t you dare worry! I’m old, and I’ve had plenty of

pecans in my life. Now you take that with you and enjoy it.”
The interrogator gave a salute. “Yes, Dr. Smith.”
He lifted a �nger and, with a smile, corrected, “Dallin!”
“Yes, Dallin.”

The interrogator took the last bite of her granola bar and
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savored it before returning to the interrogation room. She
turned on the light, illuminating a bloody and distraught Janie
Hu�man still in her chair. “Did you have time to reconsider
what you’ve done?”

Janie growled.
The interrogator walked deeper into the room and leaned

on the back of her chair. The single lightbulb overhead lit her
face dimly. “I was just speaking with the head of science at
this facility. He’s in charge of specimen 803 - the thing you
call your ‘daughter.’"

“Then he can go to hell.”
The interrogator leaned forward, her weight placed more

heavily on the chair. “What I was trying to get across was
that I know what’s going to happen to your spider. If you talk
to me, I will help her.”

Janie jerked against her chains, reopening a wound and
causing a few trails of blood to drip a little faster. “I’ll kill you
all if you lay a single hand on her!”

“I’m not doing anything. But Mrs. Hu�man, you can help.
The scientists just want to know how you were able to obtain
a female chimera - something they themselves can’t do. If
you tell me what I need to know, I can limit any pain she may
feel. They can’t help her without better information.”

“You ain’t helpin’ her either way.” Janie grimaced. “She was
�ne at home. Ever’thing was goin’ well till you’ns showed
up.”

“They’re going to force her to reproduce if you don’t talk.
There’s no extent at which they’ll stop, either. If you don’t tell
me how they got a female, they’re just going to keep impreg-
nating her over and over until they �gure it out themselves.”

“Go straight to hell!”
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“Fine.” The interrogator let go of the chair. “I’ve tried being
nice, and I still want to help you, Mrs. Hu�man, but you’re
obviously being non-cooperative. I’ll bring you pictures of
your ‘grandkids’ when they come along - we’ve got the time,
and it’s not like you’re ever going to be released from this
prison.” The interrogator used her tablet to call for guards to
take Janie away.

“You’ll pay for this!” Janie shouted. “If I have to wait ‘til
I die, I’ll see you su�er! I’ll see your entrails pulled out and
boiled in hell!”

A couple guards, dressed in mechanical strength enhancers,
entered the room. They marched to the chair, clutched Janie
by the wrists, and unlatched her from the chair. Though Janie
kicked, screamed, and bit at them, the metal o�cers remained
unharmed beneath their protective clothing.

When Janie was �nally removed, the interrogator returned
to her seat. She called for a cleaning crew and the next pris-
oner.
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Chapter 3
The Interview of Dr. Worthington

“Dr. Worthington,” the interrogator read from her tablet, “I
see here that you have been the Hu�mans’ veterinarian
for. . . twenty years?”

The doctor nodded. “Give or take.” She moved the thick
glasses back up her wrinkled face and smoothed what re-
mained of her gray-blue hair back. “What do you want from
me? I wasn’t given any warning before your goons grabbed
me from my sleep.”

The interrogator breathed easily and relaxed in her chair.
“You seem an intelligent person. I’m certain you’ve expected
your role as Dani Hu�man’s physician would end this way.”

Dr. Worthington let out the briefest chuckle and looked
down her nose at the interrogator. “I did, yes, but I had been
beginning to think I’d die before you found me. Took you
long enough to �gure out you’d lost her.” She leaned forward
weakly, elderly hands not constrained by the chains as Janie
Hu�man’s had been. “I’m getting old, and I don’t want to die
here, kid. Now what exactly do you want from me?”

“Oh, very intelligent,” the interrogator added. “What we
need from you, for now, is simple. Tell us what you did when
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the Hu�mans �rst brought Dani in to your practice. What
did you �nd? What did you prescribe?”

“I likely didn’t see anything your scientists can’t �nd out
on their own, not on the �rst day alone. But I’ll play - I’ll tell
you what happened.”

The Hu�mans were the type of people I prayed would bring
their dogs in for shots or neutering. They were backwoods
folks - deep, deep backwoods - and that often meant their
dogs ran around half feral, spurting out litters. Half the pups
would die of parvo and most of the rest be drowned in a
gunny sack to hide them from the government. At the same
time, even if the Hu�mans or those of their ilk lugged their
pets in to see me, they rarely brought any money. Sometimes
the government would subsidize the sterilizations, sometimes
they wouldn’t. Most work done on those animals was gratis,
performed with the hopes that I’d at least prevent something
worse from happening down the line.

So when I heard that the Hu�mans were coming in with
a truckload, I sighed with relief at the same time that the
muscles just next to my wallet clenched. I heard the baying of
their hound mutts long before I saw Janie Hu�man through
the front window as she got out of the truck, something
swaddled in a white towel in her arms. Brett Hu�man hopped
down from their old truck soon after, his face white as a sheet
and his steps uncertain.

I gulped. They didn’t pay any attention to the dogs howl-
ing in the back - not when they scrabbled at the sides of the
truck, not when the biggest dogs jumped out and ran wild,
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and certainly not when the littlest dogs cried to escape. What-
ever was in the blanket, I thought, had to be deathly ill and
concerning the Hu�mans deeply.

The bell on the door dinged as they rushed in and ignored
the lady manning the front desk. They looked through to the
back, �nding me easily while Janie held tight the bundle in
her arms. “Dr. Worthington!” Janie shouted. Tears ran down
her face, and Brett wrung his hands a few feet behind her. “Dr.
Worthington, you’ve gotta help us. Please, please help.”

This was only �fteen years ago, mind. I was already old,
my husband already retired, �ddling in his woodshop and
coasting out on our nest egg. I put my hands in my pockets
and resolved not to give out something for free that I would
regret later. I tried to keep my feet planted where they were,
but I’m afraid my voice may have betrayed my resolve by
handing out tones of concern. “What’s wrong, Janie?”

Her lips quivered. “My baby,” she said, “My baby - I don’t
know what to feed it. I hatched it from an egg, Dr. Worthing-
ton, but I didn’t plan it out at all. You gotta help me.”

I raised a brow, curious what she had brought in that was
the size of a loaf of bread but had hatched from an egg. I was
foolish enough to reach forward to the blanket and take a
corner. “May I see? Is it a girl or a boy? Dog? Cat?”

Janie shook her head, tears �owing down. “I don’t know
what to do. I’m scared I’m gonna kill it, Doc.”

The moment I tugged on the corner of the blanket, I heard
a screech like that of an infant. I let go of the blanket im-
mediately and took a step back. “Is that a human baby in
there!?”

Brett reached forward, taking my forearm in his meaty
hands. “It’s not what you think,” he assured. His hands twirled
around at the blanket, a �nger pointing. “Show ‘er, Janie.”
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Janie clutched the swaddled creature even closer and gave
me a desperate frown. “You won’t take it away, will you?”
she asked. “I ‘member what you did to Roy, takin’ him away
when he got sick.”

I sighed. “If you pay for services rendered, I won’t have to
hold it as collateral. If you care for this creature more, I won’t
have to get it seized from you.”

“I’ll care for it,” Janie said. “I’ll give you all the rest of my
dogs if I can keep just this lil’ one. I’ll keep my job, stop
smokin’ weed, whatever it takes.” She put her hand on top of
the bundle.

I settled myself down and nodded. I’d take these people’s
dogs - that wasn’t a hard o�er to argue - but I had a sinking
feeling down deep in the pit of my stomach that they’d stolen
someone else’s child. There’s no way these two had passed
parental tests, no way they hadn’t been sterilized a decade
ago. I put my hand back on the corner of the blanket and
tugged it with more vigor this time. “I’ll help the baby out.
Here, let me look-”

I screamed and nearly had a stroke when the black legs and
fangs stuck out from the white blanket, the spider screaming
like a small child. I even jumped back when it �ailed helplessly,
and I had thought I’d seen everything already, being a vet
for thirty-some odd years. I pointed at the creature in Janie’s
hands. “What are you doing with that?”

“It came from an egg I found in the holler,” Janie answered.
She handed the screaming pile of towels over to me, hands
gentle. “At �rst I thought it was a dragon, but it didn’t turn
out that way. It’s cryin,’ though, and I can’t make it stop. It
won’t eat bugs, and it poops everywhere. Help me out, doc,
and I’ll give you the next paycheck - no, next two paychecks -
I get. Please.”
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I nodded and reached out my hands to take the child with
all the gentleness Janie seemed to be insisting. The spider
continued to scream for reasons unknown, the sounds it made
breaking my heart despite the terrifying appearance. “Do you
have a fecal sample?” I asked.

Brett nodded and held up a canvas grocery bag. “The thing
won’t stop poopin,’ Doc. We got you covered.”

“Then you go give that to the technician. Tell her to run a
metabolite scan and bring me the results.” I nodded to Janie
next, ushering her to the wooden door covered in bite and
claw marks from the years of business I’d had in this building.
She followed into the exam room, her face paling as I placed
the spider in its towel on the steel exam table. It didn’t seem
to like the cold table either, but at the time I didn’t realize
exactly what I had my hands on.

Instead I unwrapped the thing and, while I gloved my hands
in nitrile, looked brie�y over its body, �nding that it had no
distinguishing marks that would let me know what species it
was. It lacked the bulbous pedipalps, so I suspected instantly
the creature was female. Even though I’d seen tarantulas
and camel spiders before, I’d never heard of a spider this size.
“When did you say you hatched this thing?” I asked, hoping
it was close to dying.

“This mornin,’ real early,” she said. A hand reached up to
her face to wipe some mucous from her nose. “I fed it bugs,
but it didn’t eat ‘em. All I got down it was a vanilla protein
shake.”

“Good lord,” I muttered, or perhaps something equally as
disdainful. I put my gloved hand up to its body and turned it
on its back, and at that moment I felt something I shouldn’t
have. I readjusted my hand despite the frighteningly big fang
on its mouth, then took a better hold of its abdomen. There
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was a heartbeat, distinctive as if it had valves, within. With
one hand I held the spider down, and with the other I removed
my stethoscope and placed it in my ears.

Sure enough, there it was. A four-valve heartbeat. I no-
ticed now that the creature was generating heat, that it was
breathing with lungs, that it wasn’t an ordinary spider at all.
I eyed Janie while she shivered on the other side of the exam
table, and after a few moments listening and con�rming that
I wasn’t �nally going insane, I took the stethoscope out of
my ears. “What is this?” I asked. “This isn’t a spider, and you
haven’t been forthcoming-”

Janie burst into tears. “I found the egg in the holler back in
June, and I kept it warm and cozy since then. I listened to it
wigglin’ at night, and I. . . this is mine, Dr. Worthington, and
you cain’t take it away. Is it gonna live?”

I hu�ed. “I’ve never seen anything like this. She’s. . . she’s
not a true spider, not as far as I can tell.” I brushed my gloved
hand against the creature’s stomach, and it began to settle
down from the crying.

Bare-handed, Janie reached out and stroked one of its legs. I
saw the lack of fear in her eyes, the love she had for this poor,
pitiful monstrosity. She cooed at the baby girl and slowly
picked her up.

I gripped my hand into a �st and gritted my teeth. “I don’t
know what she is. She’s bigger than the biggest spider ever
recorded, and there’s no telling how big she will get or how
long she will live. If you decide to keep her, it will be your
responsibility to care for her, and I genuinely don’t believe
you will.”

Janie nodded enthusiastically. “I will, Doc, I will!”
“My God,” I said, “What is wrong with you? Worse - what

is wrong with me?! You have a truck full of starving dogs,
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and you expect me to believe that you’ve got the ability to
care for an exotic animal? A spider will never love you, and
something this big might one day turn around and kill you.
You can’t possibly care for this thing.”

Janie picked the poor thing up. “You say she’s a lil’ girl,
Doc?”

“Yes, but that’s not the-”
“Then I’ll call her Daenerys Charlotte, because I thought

she was gonna be a dragon, but she turned out to be a baby. . . a
little baby girl.” She wiped her eyes and reached for her wallet,
taking out a debit card that I was certain she’d not owned the
last time I’d seen her. “I’ll care for her. I’ll do it.”

I held my breath and my �sts for a few seconds and consid-
ered my husband at home, how I’d planned on working �ve
more years before I’d join him in true decrepity. “Alright,” I
said. “I’m taking your dogs, and you better bring her in every
month with her visits paid. She’s too dangerous to toy around
with, and I will have her seized as soon as things even start
to look bad. Understood?”

“Yes, Doc! Oh, thank you so much!”
I groaned and turned around to my computer. The fecal

sample was coming through, giving a nice analysis of the
protein shake’s suitability as food on the screen. I looked at
the analysis, saw what she had eaten and what she hadn’t.
“I can’t tell if your Daenerys is going to be healthy or not -
whatever she is, it’s nothing I’ve ever seen before. I don’t
even know which Phylum she should be classi�ed into. If you
want my advice on what to feed her, though, get down to the
store and buy her some baby formula. If she seems sickly or
doesn’t eat it, come back and I’ll take another look. For now,”
I bent over the baby spider clinging to its mother’s shoulder,
“Nothing is obviously wrong. Make an appointment at the
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front desk for two weeks from now and pay up.”
Janie nodded and wrapped the towel back around her baby.

“Thank you, Doc. Thank you so much.”
I stepped out of the room after her and watched as she and

Brett actually paid for the visit. I instructed the vet techs to
collect the horde of dogs, and eventually they left.

At the time, I didn’t actually expect them to come back, and
I wasn’t very concerned over the life of the spider.

“So you knew, from the �rst day, that she was a female
spider?” the interrogator asked.

Dr. Worthington sleepily answered, “Were you not certain?
I mean, I knew the government could be lax, but I didn’t-”

“Just answer me yes or no.” The interrogator tapped her pen
a single time on the table next to her, the loud crash moving
the orchid sitting on it. “Was she female on the day she was
born?”

Dr. Worthington lifted a brow. “Yes. . . but I don’t understand
why that’s important. You should know what she is based o�
my story - she’s some kind of experiment, a chimera if I’m
right. I would think the fact that she’s a genetic monstrosity
would be more concerning to you.”

The interrogator’s eyes narrowed, pointed at the old
woman. “When did you decide to believe that Dani Hu�-
man was a genetic monstrosity?”

“You know when,” Dr. Worthington scowled. “June 18th,
2081. She was eight at the time, and if it weren’t for the war
and the Accords, I would have just seen what Janie saw - a
little girl.”
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“A little girl? You saw a giant spider as a little girl?” The
interrogator stood. “Either way, you failed to report what you
knew to be a chimera.”

“And what would have happened to me, to her, had I done
so? Dani is an intelligent girl, and she’d become a �ne young
woman if allowed.” Dr. Worthington shook her head. “I’ll
cooperate now. There’s no reason not to, especially when I
might give information that may bring her comfort. However,
I am glad that I gave her a few more years of freedom. I just
hope that you realize what you’ve done by capturing her and
us is wrong.” She stood from her chair, wobbly as she held
onto the arms. “Now. . . get me my walker. I’ll be needing it to
get back to my cell.”

The interrogator nodded and grabbed the neoprene sleeve
over the walker’s bar. “Yes. Of course.” She scooted the walker
over to the elderly woman and escorted her out.
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Chapter 4
The Interview of Stacy Ellington

“So, Stacy Ellington,” the interrogator said, “Welcome. I hope
we can help you today.”

The light in the room was bright today, and the bloody
interrogation chair had been switched for a soft lounge chaise.
A girl of about �fteen, her hair long, black, and smooth, lay
haphazardly on the chair. “Where am I s’posed to be? What
you want? You some sorta shrink?”

The interrogator sat primly with her tablet on her lap.
“You’ve been taken to a facility in northern Nevada. My job
is to make sure you’ll keep national security in mind once
you’re released, then ensure you have legal protections for
your entire life afterward. As long as you seem to be of rea-
sonable mind, I’ll place your name on the �rst list of people
to go home.”

The girl cleaned out some dirt from beneath her nails. “Yeah,
sure, whatever.”

“I would have thought you’d take this situation more seri-
ously. We had you abducted in the middle of the night and
taken to a secret facility across the country.”

“My best friend’s a 300 pound spider. I ain’t scared of
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nothin.’" She stopped messing with her �ngers. “I’m also sure
Dani’s what this whole disaster is about, and you cain’t get
me to betray her, national security or not.”

The interrogator smiled sweetly. “I’d not expect you to
betray your best friend. Though. . . your ‘relationship’ is inter-
esting. What is it like being the best friend to a non-human?”

“Pretty normal? I mean, you oughtta know she’s basically
a girl like me, save for the body the Lord found it worthy to
put her in. We still like baking and hiking and volleyball. She
tells me about her crushes, and I tell her about mine.”

“Crushes?” the interrogator asked. “Tell me about that.
Does this ‘Dani’ believe you’re her best friend back?”

Stacy rolled her eyes. “Dani’s a real girl, and you’re just
bullshitting me. Gah, you are a hippy-dip shrink.”

“Ok. We’ll take that route, then - Dani is real. What can
you tell me about her? Have the two of you ever shared a
crush?”

“Oh, yeah,” Stacy snickered. “Let me tell you ‘bout Brad
Roten.”

So, you gotta understand. We’d literally just gotten into
high school, and we’d never seen Brad before. Our mid-
dle school was full of weirdos who pick their noses and eat
boogers. Gross.

Then we graduated to high school and met all the other
kids in the county. Brad’s a junior right now, but he is like a
god among men, an Adonis who can shoot a basketball with
the skill of a master. His eyes are just so deep, the pools of
blue mesmerizing.
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That alone should give you an idea of his genetic value. The
teachers don’t tell you this, but I’m certain blue or green eyes
gives you points on the ‘beauty’ test at the end of the year.
His athletic skills are nearly Olympic, and I’m sure his scores
are fantastic. Maybe his academics su�er, but I’m willing to
bet he and I would make a great match. I’m sure he’s a 3, and
my scores will probably rank me 3 too.

Anyway, we got to high school, and volleyball is a fall sport.
This absolute dreamboat was trying to workout when it was
our turn to hit the weights, and Coach Jones had to shoo him
o�.

“But Coach,” he whined, “I need to stay in shape. Think of
how much is ridin’ on this year’s season.” His strong jowls
and masculine curve of his face made his request seem so
reasonable. His blonde locks fell around his face with perfect
rebelliousness. Oh, man, if I was a boy, I wouldn’t have gotten
away with the dirty thoughts I had. Let me tell you-

“That’s not necessary,” the interrogator interrupted.
Stacy lifted a brow. “You’re a crappy shrink.”
“Maybe. But that’s not what we’re here about. We’re here

to talk about Dani, about your shared experiences as young
women. Isn’t that right?”

“Gah, ugh, �ne. But I give you like an ‘F’ in psychology or
whatever.”
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Coach Jones was taller, but that young, bullishly beautiful
stallion will inevitably catch up and surpass the old man.
The Coach crossed his arms. “We have the weight room on
Tuesdays until 5. If you want to, you can work out after.”

He �ipped his hair back again, placing the lovely curls
behind his adorable little ear. “But the soccer team has the
room at 5.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to wait, won’t you?” Coach Jones
put a fatherly hand to his shoulder. “Look, be a good sport.
Everyone has to share this equipment, and it’s just not your
turn. Join another fall sport, if you want to use this room after
school.”

As the deity left, I hung the bar back on the rack and turned
my head to Dani, who was spotting me. I pushed out a breath
and mimicked my heart pumping with my hands. “Oh my
God. Did you just see that hunk of phenotypic delight?”

Dani nodded. “My fangs are dribbling.”
“That’s not all that’s dribbling.” I got up from the bench

to trade spots with her. “I’m gonna tell my mom about him.
What was his name?”

At the time, neither me nor Dani knew. She shrugged and
scooted into place beneath the bar.

I adjusted the weights - she’s way bigger than me, you
know, so she can handle like a lot of heaviness. Also, she
sometimes cheats by using some extra legs to push, and that
pisses me o� but whatever.

Dani pushed the bar up like it was nothin.’ “You think he’s
got fetishes or anythin’?”

“Girl, I ain’t lettin’ him have fetishes in my head canon. I’m
gonna chase that guy and I’m gonna get him.”

“Not if’n I catch him in my web �rst.”
“That’s gross. And you don’t spin webs-”
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“Not yet, anyway. What if I just ain’t big enough?”
“You’re big already.”
“You callin’ me fat?”
“Yeah, bitch.”
Dani did her �nal rep. “That’s goin’ too far, Stacy. You

bitch.” She sat up and turned on her butt part.
I picked up the end of the bench and pushed the steel rungs

such that the back tilted at the right angle. Dani took some
of the weights o� either end of the bar, adjusting for the next
set.

“I’ll prove to you that I’m serious about this guy, and you
cain’t have him.” As I took the clamp o� my end of the bar, I
shouted, “Coach, who was that guy what just came in here?”

Coach, who was just trustin’ us to do our workout and
payin’ attention to his phone or somethin,’ looked up. “What?”

“That boy,” I shouted. “The blonde one.”
One of the older girls on the team, one who’d probably not

made varsity as quick as me and Dani had, laughed. “You
don’t know Brad Roten? You are sad.”

“He goin’ out with anyone?” I asked.
“Uh, chya, that bitch Sarah C.”
Coach perked up from his phone. “No cursing. That’s two

laps you owe me before you leave today.”
She hu�ed and threw me the evil eye. “Whatever.”
As soon as I was back on the bench and ready to lift, the

coach’s eyes returned to his phone. I did a couple reps, just
as the workout required, and placed it back on the rack. “You
actually have a crush on him, though?” I asked Dani.

“Who wouldn’t?”
I growled while we switched spots. “Sarah C. Whoever that

is.”
“Probably an upper classman.”
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“We’re gonna have to take her down a notch.”
“How’re we gonna do that? If she’s upperclassman, she’s

�nished her exams. The government’s already made their
decisions. Them dating means the parents approve of the
match, and it’s gonna be hard for you to weasel your way in.
Same for me. ‘Sides, he may be an asshole.”

Coach Jones grumbled from the background. “Dani! What
did I just hear come out of your mouth?”

“2 laps, Coach,” she answered.
I grimaced even when he went back to his phone. “Crap.

He’s listening to us now.”
“I reckon that means we cain’t plan murderin’ Sarah C.

anymore,” Dani kidded. “It’ll be �ne. You got his name, you
can tell your parents and see if they can pull out some stops.
Then you can come over to my house this weekend and we’ll
watch horror movies like all of Saturday night.”

“At that point, we probably started arguing ‘bout what we
would watch.”

The interrogator wrote something down. “You indicated
that Dani was stronger than you. Was she stronger than the
males at your school? What about these ‘dribbling fangs’ you
talked about?”

“Oh my god, you heard nothing I said,” Stacy complained.
“You are like the worst.”

“Is Dani dangerous?”
“Why do you only care about Dani?”
The interrogator put down her tablet brie�y. “Ok. I under-

stand - I wasn’t listening to your needs. Here. Let me ask
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you something di�erent: how do you feel about having a best
friend who’s a monster?”

Stacy languished deeper on the beige leather couch. “Ugh,
�ne, if you’re sooooo interested, I’ll tell you about her.”

I ain’t sure ‘xactly when this happened, but it was sometime
in middle school, 6th grade, ‘cause it was just after Pastor
Hinkley got banned from school property for bein’ mean to
Dani. Not that I’m complainin’ - the man’s literally the worst.
Fuh - er, screw him. Sorry.

We were just sittin’ in her room, playin’ a board game on
her computer. We had the hologram shinin’ on the �oor, and
it was my turn to roll the dice. I picked them up and rolled,
then moved my token in the direction I wanted. As I moved
into new rooms, the computer invented tiles.

“Ooh, I ain’t seen that room ‘afore,” Dani said. “What’s the
omen do? Roll low.”

“They keep addin’ new rooms and stu� all the time. This
might be from the latest update.” The haunt counter was
pretty high, so I was sure I’d roll low enough to screw this
whole thing up. What was worse? I had collected the Lucky
Magnum - I remember for sure, since it’s the best item - and I
could lose it if I did a crap job with these dice. I picked the
cubes up, blew on the weightless holograms for luck, and
tossed them back down to the board.

Also, the computer cheats like a biii - er, something lame.
I rolled all snake eyes, like stupid unlucky, and the computer

screeched out the haunt sounds. The room lights darkened,
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and giant tarantulas came out of the shadowy corners of the
room.

My heartbeat began to hasten at their dripping fangs, and I
held my breath at the clicking, inhuman movement of their
hairy legs.

“Wow, lame,” Dani said. “Want to restart?”
I shook my head and looked to her. She wasn’t the same as

these holographic foes - her exoskeleton is smooth, dark, and
extremely hard - but God it was close. I gulped. “Sure.”

Dani looked at me with her compound eyes. I suddenly
realized what I shared the room with, and I had a feeling that
I’d not experienced in years. It’d been a long time since I’d
thought about what she looked like, since I’d let my natural
human phobias take over. And I was pretty sure she knew
what I had done, that she felt my betrayal.

I hit the restart button. The mansion we’d built squeezed
back down into a single, tiny room, and the spidrous haunt
disappeared. The lights returned to normal, and Dani sat on
six of her eight legs like she normally did. Her fangs curled
in, and her poisonous saliva circulated more cleanly into her
mouth.

“I’m sorry,” I managed to squeak out. “I didn’t mean to.”
She pulled back ever so slightly.
I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to cry, wanted to run

home, but I knew doing that would just make things worse.
She’d think I was still scared of her, not that I was scared of
myself and my thoughts.

Dani, however, wasn’t going to just sit there and take it
personally. She’s not the type to let crap comments get to her.
I mean, she’s had to deal with racist crap for her whole life,
so she needs to be able to take it on the chin a bit better than
the average person.
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She pu�ed up. “You know what haunt they should make?
What’s really scary?”

I rubbed the tears outta my eyes. “What?”
“Some ancient Yankee hag abducts you in the middle of

the night and takes you to the desert where she forces you to
drag on and on about boring nothing bullshit!”

“Yeah!” I shouted. “Then to win the haunt you have to kick
that bitch in the face and snork the whole place!”

So then we summoned holographic guns and-

“This is becoming fabrication,” the interrogator said.
“Snork? What does that even mean?”

Stacy waved the interrogator o� and rolled her eyes.
“You’re old. You wouldn’t understand, so don’t even try.” The
interrogator wrote something down in her tablet and waited,
quiet. The silence went on for quite some time, until Stacy
�nally said, “So, we done here or what? You gonna let me
go?”

“I’m not sure. We’ll need many sessions of work before
I can release you. Your parents are starting to get worried
about you seeing fabricated spiders and spending so much
time with a sterile couple.”

Stacy stood up. “Whatever. I’m so done here, and you’re
not clever enough to make me think I’m crazy and that Dani
isn’t real.” She stretched her arms up and yawned. “So, you
takin’ me back to my cell, or am I gonna have to snork the
whole facility?”

“No snorking for today.”
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“Ew, stop saying it. You’re making me reconsider my plan
just by the way it kind of gurgles from your mouth.” Stacy
walked to the door. “Hey, you think you can give me a clock
in my room? It’s hard to tell how long I’ve been here, and the
lights never turn o�.”

“Hopefully you’ll just get released soon,” the interrogator
said. “If you’re ready to talk, just tell your guards. They’ll let
me know, and I’ll try to �t you into my schedule as soon as
I can. In the meantime, we’ll see if you stay safe outside a
padded room. Sound good?”

“Yeah, sure.”
Stacy Ellington left with her guards, and the interrogator

ordered the chaise lounge be switched back for a cleaned
interrogation chair.
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Chapter 5
Initial Report to Agent Ivanov

The interrogator clutched her tablet tight. She gave a salute
as she entered the oak-paneled room. “Agent Ivanov?”

Ivanov saluted back weakly, giving her permission to enter
and remain at ease. He pointed to a chair on the other side of
his barren desk and waited for her to relax in its cushioning.
“I’ve been looking over your work. A bit distracted, as of late?”

She nodded. “Our mission was to take the statements from
all the witnesses and force silence on all those who seemed
amenable. I’ve a list of about twenty candidates for release
here,” she shoved her tablet forward and clicked ‘send’ to share
the list with him, “If you’d like to look over my decisions.”

He took the tablet and scanned over her suggestions. “Yes.
Looks in order - should be easy enough for me to go through.
But I see here you’ve been wasting time with people like Dr.
Worthington and Stacy Ellington. When we picked them up
we never expected to release them, so why run them through
questioning?”

The interrogator nodded. “I spoke with the head scientist
earlier. He indicated that his venture could bene�t from the
information I gathered.”
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“And you agreed to spend your time on his job?”
The interrogator waited a moment, looked away from

Ivanov a short time, then said, “I was unaware he wasn’t
to be helped. His request sounded reasonable, and I still think
it possible I could come across the information he wants.”

Ivanov grunted and scooted closer to the table. “You work
for me, not him. We may all be paid by the CIA right now,
but his type and our type don’t fall under the same authority.”

“I don’t see how helping him could possibly lead to harm.”
“It wouldn’t, as long as you kept doing your job.”
“I am doing my job. The interviews I conducted with the

Hu�mans, Dr. Worthington, and Stacy Ellington were all done
after my obligatory work had been completed.”

Agent Ivanov groaned and �ipped through her report. “Fine.
Your reports show you’ve been diligent enough, but even so,
I just don’t want you going down that rabbit hole. Dr. Smith
is a madman.”

The interrogator smiled and leaned regally into the cush-
ioned chair. “Oh, I gathered that. Fiendish Dr. Kim seemed
more ethical a scientist than Dr. Smith, and I - I mean, God
killed her for crimes against humanity.”

“Well, seeing as classi�ed documents indicate it was you
who blew up the chimera labs and killed Dr. Kim, I’ll have to
take your word for it.” He cleared his throat. “Dr. Smith seems
nice enough to me, though. The research he’s got hiding
downstairs is his business. I’m sure he’s ignored protocol and
has been cloning as many little monsters as he can with what
time and money we can give him. Everything he’s made since
the Convention treaty was signed is a threat to our nation’s
existence. But his specimen 803 - the one that got away and
was raised by lunatic white trash - is his key to becoming
more than an obscure scientist that has been squirreled away
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by his government. Make him actually deserve his funding,
Agent. Don’t do his job for him when your own job is so
massive and important.”

The interrogator didn’t move. “With all respect, Agent
Ivanov, I would like it to be logged that I disagree with
you. The Convention treaty states that the sheer existence of
chimeras is proof of a crime against humanity. Mere evidence
that research into chimeras existed is enough to warrant a
new war. Do you remember the last war? Were you there
when the North Koreans sent their monkey men against us?”

“I wasn’t on the ground at the time, unlike you.” Ivanov
kept his nose up and his lips pursed. “I hear the bloodshed
was fantastic.”

“I wouldn’t use the word ‘fantastic’ to describe what I saw.
Be glad you didn’t have to go through it.” The interrogator
shook her head. “But things are di�erent now. With birthrates
declining as planned, no nation has the manpower to support
a war -”

“But they do have the �repower. Nukes.”
The interrogator’s face contorted at the interruption. “What

I was about to say was that no nation has the manpower to
support a war except, perhaps, us. I’ve seen a couple videos of
specimen 803 playing volleyball. I’ve seen statistics from Dr.
Smith about her capabilities, her nearly bulletproof hide, her
ability to control the males, everything. If Dr. Smith’s work
succeeds and he can create a self-su�cient species, we’ve
won any war that could come our way. No nation could
summon an army to �ght his monsters. Nuclear weapons
assures mutual destruction, but many may believe Dr. Smith’s
monsters could provide American superiority for generations
to come.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch, but ok. Plenty of people would
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probably believe it, and that’s really all that matters.” Agent
Ivanov’s lips moved, and his eyes glanced over the interroga-
tor’s list. “Everything was after hours, you say?”

The interrogator nodded. “Yes sir. In addition, all my work
towards Dr. Smith’s answers have brought up names and
information that will become important later. Coach Jones,
Reverend Hinkley, and Brad Roten have all come into this
story unexpectedly.”

Ivanov nodded. “So you’re saying a�davits with a single
source aren’t going to be enough to keep the witnesses in
line.”

“In a way,” the interrogator answered. “This Reverend Hink-
ley, especially, seems to be more highly involved than I’d orig-
inally expected. I’ve recently received a shipment of Pepsi -
don’t ask - and wanted to speak with Brett Hu�man again
tomorrow. I’ll ask him about the good Pastor and at least try
to get my story straight before speaking with the Reverend
himself the following morning as I’d already planned.”

Agent Ivanov nodded. “I think I’m going to hold o� on
giving the �nal ok for release until after you’ve done a few
more interviews. If any of these people seem like they’re more
closely involved than they claimed, it’ll be easier to keep them
here than to arrest them a second time.”

The interrogator nodded.
“Anything else, Agent?”
“In fact,” the interrogator said, swallowing nervously after,

“I have one concern. Though Dr. Smith hasn’t hinted to it, the
stories from several of my interviewees has led me to believe
the American chimeras aren’t like the North Korean ones. It
seems these aren’t animals, but sentient creatures. I hate to
admit, Agent Ivanov, but that concerns me.”

Ivanov chuckled and waved the interrogator o�. “Then I’d
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ask Dr. Smith to show you some of his creations. I’ve been
here several times, and I can assure you that I’ve seen nothing
human in any of his little monsters.”

The interrogator raised a brow.
“Humans have ascribed anthropomorphic traits to dogs,

monkeys, and, hell, even automobiles. Specimen 803 is intelli-
gent enough, but I guarantee a little more investigation will
reveal these people are giving their pet too much credit.”

“But the end of year exams - what about those? Her records
indicate she’s passed like a human would.”

“Cheating, obviously. Ask a teacher about it.” He folded
her records into his tablet and put his hands on his desk, the
usual sign that he was ready to be �nished with the meeting.
“Thank you for your work. I’ll be back in a few days; report
to me after your work is done on Wednesday, and I’ll release
anyone you con�rm. Sound good?”

“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Dismissed.”
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Chapter 6
Second Interview of Brett Hu�man

The interrogator waited with crossed knees while Brett Hu�-
man chugged down some Pepsi - honest to goodness Pepsi,
not Coke - from the slender-necked glass bottle. She tapped
her �nger impatiently on her tablet.

“What you want now?” Brett asked. “I thought I tole yeh
ever’thin useful last time.”

“I don’t think you understand my purpose here,” the inter-
rogator said. “The government can’t a�ord for the existence
of American chimeras to hit the news. My job is to �gure out
who is too much of a risk to release and who can be trusted
and let go. You’re obviously never going to be released, Mr.
Hu�man, but what you say could lead to a quicker escape for
a lot of people. People like Stacy Ellington. Do you under-
stand?”

He drew a bunch of Pepsi into his mouth and swallowed it
down. “Means Dani’s ne’er gonna be released neither, is she?”
He chewed on some potato chips. “You can screw over my
life, put me in a cell all alone. But you cain’t ‘spect to destroy
my daughter’s life and get away with it.”

“All you’re doing here is hurting other people. Most of your
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friends, family, and even some of your enemies are trapped
in a cage just like yours. I’m o�ering you a chance, today, to
help someone you probably like go free.” The interrogator’s
chin lifted up primly. “Daenerys has a friend, Stacy Ellington.
I �nd it cruel to imprison a girl with such potential, especially
when she did nothing wrong. All she did, according to my
other sources, was try to be nice to Daenerys when no one
else would. Your statements will probably help me get her
out of this facility and back home.”

“Why don’t yeh just talk with her?”
“I will, but the information I need is best gotten from the

mouth of an adult. A youth’s words aren’t worth much to my
superiors. With Janie Hu�man refusing to talk, you’re my
best source of information.” She removed her stylus from its
holder. “Tell me what Stacy did on June 18th, 2081.”

Summer break don’t mean jack diddly anymore. Even so,
the Fifth Geneva Convention ended on the 18th of June that
year, and most schools let out on the 19th. Loved ones who had
been �ghting in the wars were coming home, and a national
day of mourning was declared.

I suppose that kind of response is what you get when most
of the poor sots returning from the front are the �nal kids
and grandkids of people who’d been sterilized. It was the last
generation of expendables, so a war was inevitable, really.

’Cause my close relatives hadn’t had a kid since my little
brother was born back in ‘53, I didn’t know none of our sol-
diers comin’ back from the front. I ‘preciated their sacri�ce to
keep me free, but that’s ‘bout as far as it went. I also ‘preciated
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that Janie, who’s just this absolute computer whiz, got outta
bein’ old-fart-drafted on account of her �nishin’ up school. So
I was s’prised when Dani asked if she could go to Fayetteville
and see the �rst wave of soldiers comin’ back.

I put down my Coke - I didn’t have Pepsi then, prob’ly
‘cause of a sale - and squinted at ‘er real good. “Why’d yeh
wanna do that for?”

“Stacy’s aunt is comin’ back in the �rst wave, Daddy. She
asked me if I wanted to come with her to Fayetteville tomor-
row - she’s got passes to enter, and her Mama already said
yes.”

I sucked in my gut and held my breath. Stacy probably
hadn’t realized what Dani was, not yet. I wasn’t sure about
Dani, myself. “You sure you got her Mama’s permission?” I
asked.

“Yeah.”
“I’m gonna have to give ‘er a call, without you spyin’ on me,

and make sure she knows what she said yes to. Then we’re
gonna have to wait ‘til yer Mama comes home to �gger this
out.” I stood from the couch and headed over to my bedroom.
She follered me, and I reckon she might’ve put an ear against
the door to listen, but she’s normally too well-behaved for
any of that mess.

I hope she weren’t listenin.’ It would shatter her little heart,
and I needed to break the day’s news to her more. . . personally.

I �icked the computer switch on the wall. “Computer, I
need to call Victoria Ellington. She ‘vailable?”

“Calling Victoria Ellington,” the computer answered cheer-
fully. A scanner from the wall stuck out and took account of
my shape. It weren’t long before Victoria showed up in my
bedroom, at least in holographic relief. Her face was bright
with a smile, and her slick hair was curled so very stylishly.
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“Oh, Brett. It’s so good of you to call. Wonderful news
today, yes?” She sat in a chair the computer failed to replicate
on my end.

“Yes’m, real good news,” I said. I cleared my throat. “I
don’t wanna bother yeh, Victoria, ‘specially since your sister’s
comin’ back from the front tomorrow. But Dani says you’ve
got ‘er a pass into the military base at Fayetteville, and she
wants to go with yeh.”

Victoria nodded. “Yes! Oh, it’ll be a once in a lifetime event.
I gave Stacy the opportunity to choose one friend from her
class to go with us, and I never expected anyone other than
Dani to be her choice.”

I nodded. “I get all that, and I. . . I ‘gree that Dani and Stacy’d
bene�t from seein’ the �rst wave of soldiers come back from
the war. I just wanted to make sure you’d actually given per-
mission, that it wasn’t just summat Dani and Stacy’d cooked
up.”

Victoria’s light mood dampened slightly. “Stacy and Dani
aren’t the types to lie, especially not about parental permis-
sions.”

“Yeh cain’t tell me yeh don’t see why this might be a horrible
idea though, right?” I gulped. “No o�ense, but. . . after today,
you gotta see what Dani is. She don’t know ‘bout the chimeras
yet, and I don’t know what yeh’ve tole Stacy, but I just cain’t
see bringin’ my daughter to a military base as a good idea.”

Victoria’s brows pinched so �ercely that I began to question
my resolve. “What?”

“It makes sense,” I said. “We’ve run genetic tests, metabolic,
everything, on Dani. It was all to help us �gger out how to
keep her healthy, of course, but it lines up too well with what
they’ve said on the news.” I coughed and fought back tears.
“She’s human in the brain, but her genes run the gamut of
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everything we know and several things we don’t. That’s what
those poor bastards the Koreans made were like - genetic
chimeras.”

“But Dani’s an American chimera.”
“America agreed to the Convention, though, which means

they don’t recognize Dani as a person! They’re not gonna
accept her as equal to me, or you, or Stacy.” ‘Bout this point I
sat down on the bed and gripped the post on the footboard.
I gripped it tight enough that I could focus on the pain in
my �ngers more than the pain in my heart. “Any nation that
researches chimeras, from here on out, will be obliterated by
all the rest. Warshington cain’t ‘ford to have Dani show her
face. I’m. . . I’m ‘fraid they’ll do somethin’ awful if they catch
‘er.”

Victoria looked to her feet and intertwined her �ngers. “I
understand your fear. I. . . I’d thought of that, myself. But you
do realize what you’re beginning to do? You can’t put Dani
in jail for nothing. You have to be the best father you can.”

“Which means not lettin’ the Yanks get her!”
“It means not letting the. . . the ‘Yanks’ force you to keep

her imprisoned!” Victoria’s face lit brightly with anger. “If
you keep her locked up in your house, you’re just doing their
work for them. Don’t punish her just because she wasn’t born
the same as her friends.”

“It’s not punishment. It’s protection!”
I’ve never seen her so enraged before or since. She stood

from her chair and formed �sts that shook with anger. “In
olden days, fathers would imprison their daughters to keep
them from being raped. Are you that kind of father? Are you
the kind of father that would hamper his daughter for the fear
of something that isn’t even under his control?”
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I gulped. I. . .was I that kinda Dad? Had I done an evil to
Dani that no one else would even dream of committing?

Victoria seemed to settle, prob’ly ‘cause my thoughts get
writ all over my face. She reached out a holographic hand and
comforted me. “I know you’re trying to do right by Dani, and
I know you do this because you love her. But you’ve got to
think - this experience is something she’ll never forget, and
you’re just saying no because of what she is.” She released
her hand. “We’ll have blankets and equipment to hide her if
need be. Our family will be traveling in our own car, if you’re
worried about my sister having PTSD and becoming upset at
Dani.”

I remained quiet for what was prob’ly a longer time than
was reasonable, but Victoria stayed on the phone. “I. . . If Dani
wants to go, we’ll get her packed and ready tonight. What
time you comin’ to pick ‘er up in the mornin’?”

“Six.”
“Alright. . . she’ll be ready.”
“Good. Have a good night, Brett.”
“See ya, Victoria.”
The computer cut o� the signal, and I just stood there,

wonderin’ if I’d done right. What would I do if they took
away my lil’ girl? How could I ever forgive myself? Had I let
Victoria talk me into summat insane?

I lay back in my bed and watched my ceilin’ fan turn.
I thought back to that trailer where Dani was born, how
ever’thin was old, dirty, and broken. ‘Til she come along, nei-
ther me nor Janie thought there’d be much reason to change
it.

I wiped my eyes. It wasn’t because I was cryin’ or confused
or anything - they were just itchy. Spring allergies were tearin’
me apart that year.
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Eventually I got up from the bed and carried my sorry hind-
end back to the livin’ room. Dani was sittin’ on the sofa, legs
wigglin’ with excitement while she waited for the news to
come on. I ran my eyes over her black carapace, over the
multi-faceted eyes, and down her long legs. My heart sank
when I thought back to when she hatched from the egg and I
had. . . I had. . .

“Dani,” I started, then scooted into the place of the sofa just
next to ‘er. “Dani, you know Daddy loves you, right?”

She leaned onto me and hooked two legs around my neck.
“Oh, please, please let me go with Stacy. I’ll be good! I’ll wash
the dishes!”

“I wasn’t going to say you couldn’t go, but-”
She hopped up and down, no more of my words mattering.

“Thank you, Daddy! Thank you!” She hopped from the couch
and ran in circles. “What am I going to wear? Ooh, what
avatar should I use on the phone? This is so exciting!”

“Now, hold yer horses there, Dani,” I said. I stood and
grabbed her by the large, curving abdomen, realizing after
just how unafraid I was of this 80-pound spider. “Dani, I. . . I’m
lettin’ yeh go ‘cause I don’t want yeh to be gypped just ‘cause
yer Mama and Daddy’s poor. I don’t want yeh to have any
less than the other kids in yer class. But I’m ‘fraid, too, ‘cause
y’er not just any kid. You unnerstand that, right?”

Her excitement died down signi�cantly. “What are you
sayin,’ Daddy?”

I didn’t cry when I sat down and held her tight. Not a single
tear was shed. “Somethin’ happened today, sweetie.”

“Yeah. The war ended.”
“And the war was about summat called chimeras.” I turned

her head to look at me and placed a hand under her chin.
“Dani, I. . . I think you’re a chimera. That means if the govern-
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ment �nds you, they’ll take you away from me and Mommy,
and I. . . I don’t want that, Dani. You understand?”

She was quiet.
“Stacy wants to take you to a military base tomorrow.

They’ll have cameras, and they’ll be watchin.’ I’m skeered
they’ll �nd you.”

Dani pulled away from me. “You don’t want me to go with
Stacy tomorrow, do you?”

“I’d be lyin’ if’n I said I did. But I’m not gonna treat you
like a father from the Bible treated his daughters. I’m not
gonna lock you ‘way. But please, Dani, you gotta be careful.
Please, keep quiet, and keep yer eyes peeled. The Yanks -
er, the guv’ment’s there, and they ain’t gonna love you near
‘nough to let you live a happy life. You promise me you’ll be
good tomorrow, right?”

Dani shook. “Yes, Daddy. I’ll be real good. I won’t take my
clothes o� or nothin.’"

I let her go. “Good. Now �gger out what y’er gonna wear
tomorrow. Mommy’ll be home soon, and she’ll check it to
make sure it matches.”

She scurried o� on her eight legs and went to her room. I
noticed how much she had to struggle to stand on rear legs
and open the door, yet with what happy vigor she rushed. The
world wasn’t built for her, and I’d done nothin’ to help. Now
the damn world was out to get her. The damn Yanks’d never
done nothin’ right, far as I was concerned. They hated ‘er
‘cause of what she was, how she was born. It was unfair. No
nation should be able to do that to any of its people, especially
not mine.

I shambled over to the window, right aside the front door,
and moved my �ag just a tad bit so I could look down the road
for Janie’s car. She wasn’t nowhere to be seen, so I sighed and
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let the �ag cover the window again.
I grunted and tore the damn �ag down. I ripped that sucker

in half and bent the tension rod over my knee.

The interrogator lifted a brow. “Did she go? Obviously she
wasn’t noticed or captured.”

He sco�ed and took down the last of his Pepsi. “Yeah, Dani
got into the base, watched the soldiers parade back in, and
came home safe and sound - and you Yanks didn’t catch ‘er.”

The interrogator leaned forward. “Did Janie agree with you
tearing down the �ag?”

“Why don’t yeh shut up? Stop overanalyzing this crap, you
colored Yank!” He hu�ed angrily and dropped the glass bottle
to the �oor beside him. “I love my daughter, and I was skeered.
Judgin’ by what’s happened to me since that news column
came out, I was right to be skeered. I was right to be angry!
Where is Dani? What did you do to her?!”

The interrogator stood. “Dani is perfectly safe. The doctors
here wouldn’t want to see her harmed even the least bit. I
can-”

“If she’s here, she’s in prison. I did ever’thin’ I could to
keep ‘er free, Yank, even up to lettin’ her outta my control.
So I know what y’er a doin’ cain’t be ‘unharmed.’"

The interrogator nodded. “I understand your concern, but
please be assured that our doctors are the best for her kind
of chimera. She’s in good hands.” She tapped the end of her
stylus on her tablet. “There was a name you mentioned that
I’ve heard before, and I’m curious as to why it’s come up twice
now. Reverend Hinkley - who is he? What did he do?”
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At her question, Brett Hu�man’s visage fell. “He was awful
to my sweet daughter. He’s the one who tried to get ‘er kicked
o�a the volleyball team, get ‘er shoved outta school. Hell, I’d
not be s’prised if’n he was the one what wrote that article in
the Observer that got yer ‘tention. If there’s anyone I’d like
to strangle more than you, it’s that punk.”

The interrogator nodded. “So he’s an enemy of Dani’s?”
A pinched nose and furrowed brow gave the interrogator

answer enough.
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Hu�man. You’ve been very

helpful.”
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Chapter 7
Interview of Reverend Hinkley

The interrogator crossed her legs and placed her tablet on
them, screen out and taut. “Of course, it’s very regrettable
we had to do this, but evidence shows you may not be that
closely connected to the issue at hand. If all goes well and you
cooperate, I may be able to have you released from custody
very soon.”

The man she spoke with gripped tight the arms of his chair,
his hands unchained. “I don’t rightly know, ma’am, what I’m
even here for. Even though I’m a sinner, I don’t believe I’ve
done anything to deserve this.” He held out his hand, palm
up, voice smooth as silk and wielding the accent with power.
“But whatever I’ve done, my transgressions will be washed
away by the blood of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Do
you know how that’s gonna work, ma’am?”

She blinked her eyes. “No, not really.”
The man’s blue eyes brightened, his bald head sparkled in

the dim lighting of the deeply interior room. “My God will
look at this undeserved su�ering, and He will enact justice
upon those who transgress against the innocent. You can
escape your Hellbound fate, miss, if you’ll put your heart and

64 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

trust in the Almighty!”
The interrogator put her stylus to the tablet. “Prayer is good

and e�ective, sir, but your repayment of the government’s
perceived hostilities isn’t bound to happen in this life if you
don’t listen to me. If you would just settle down and answer
a few of my questions, you may become the �rst person to be
released from my custody.”

The Reverend’s religious bubble seemed to burst. The light
showed him to be somewhere between 50 and 60 years old,
a bit tubby and balding, rather than an ageless messenger.
He moved his lips around, wetting his mouth. “Paul su�ered
unfairly in a Roman prison. I will choose torture over unrigh-
teousness.”

“Of course, Reverend. I wouldn’t dream of forcing sin upon
you. All I want is your opinion on the person or thing you
know as Dani Hu�man.”

Reverend Hinkley’s bold and bright eyes bored into the
interrogator’s. He gulped. “You mean. . . you mean this is all
HER fault? I just have to tell you what I know about the
demon and you’ll let me go?”

“Yes,” the interrogator said brightly. “I will submit request
for your release. It will require time to process, and you will
need to be patient, but release for you will be inevitable. God
is looking over your fate, Reverend, and would never leave
one of his �ock untended. Like you said, even Saint Paul went
to prison; it’s up to you if your stay will be as fruitful.”

Hinkley smiled. “You may have already talked with Brett
or Janie, but let me set your story straight.”
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May the Lord help us all, us tiny sinners! I have done too
little to combat the e�ects of Satan and sin upon this old,
broken world. I didn’t listen to His demands to stop the beast
when I could, and now it is far too late! I love poor Janie and
Brett, but I should have done more �fteen years ago when
their souls were not so black. At this stage, their rescue will
require one more powerful than I to bring them from the
brink of Hell. Listen and assuage my broken heart.

I was a young preacher, but I was on �re for the Lord. I had
been an associate pastor at Cornerstone Southern Baptist for
�ve years before moving on to Sword of the Lord Church as
the head pastor where I’ve been ever since.

The Hu�mans are a. . . distinctive family, and not just the
demon-lovers you’re interested in. Half are kind, loyal follow-
ers of Christ, and half are deep, deep backwoods people, the
kind you’d wish would come to worship with you but tend to
just milk a little bit of money and e�ort out of you when they
feel like it. Like the rest of the Hu�mans, Brett and Janie’s
names are written in our church’s books out of respect for
their saintly cousins who attend regularly. Are their names
written in the Lamb’s Book of Life? Well. . . I can’t claim to
know the mind and ways of God perfectly, but I know how
I’d judge it.

At one point I began to hear chatter amongst the old ladies
of the church. It was whispered that Janie and Brett had a
child, a child they’d kept hidden away in their little hovel
of a trailer for three years. I was surprised, at the time, that
something so wonderful had happened and yet was being
spoken of as gossip rather than celebration.

I poked around into the rumors, but the most I could deter-
mine was that the child was malformed. I expected it to be
a side e�ect of the drugs, and perhaps the child was another
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reminder that we shouldn’t let the poor continue breeding
like they had. I didn’t imagine anything like the truth.

One old lady, a Mrs. Wilcox who is sadly no longer with us,
trundled up to me with her walker on Easter morning before
service. I could hear by the way she hu�ed her oxygen lines
that she was upset, not to mention her shaking hands and
angry eyes. Her tone accusatory despite her weak voice, Mrs.
Wilcox pointed her �nger at me and said, “Shame, shame on
you, Preacher Hinkley!”

My face and voice calmed, likely only due to in�uence from
the Lord, and I answered, “Blessings, Mrs. Wilcox. What
seems to be the problem?”

“It’s them Hu�mans, them backwoods, meth-cookin’ ones.
They’s comin’ down from the parkin’ lot, monster ‘child’ in
tow, ‘spectin handouts n’ salvation.” I raised an eye at the
peculiar stress she put on child when she poked me in the
chest with a bony �nger.

“Our Lord demands we treat everyone with love and kind-
ness, Mrs. Wilcox! Even if we are taken advantage of by the
Hu�mans, we must bring the gospel to their poor baby.” I
took her arm and rubbed it gently, noting the jeweled rings
sitting loosely on her thin, sick �ngers. “What happened to
make you so mad at-”

“We don’t have time to sit around n’ chat, Preacher,” she
said. Frantic, her hair sliding out of her bun, she tried to pull
me to the exit. “You’ve got to stop them from de�lin’ this
land! It’s your job to keep God’s house clean and pure!”

I must have tarried too long, because I failed to heed Mrs.
Wilcox’s warnings. I heard the rare sound of a squeaking child
asking a nonsense question, the door to the foyer opening
while the Hu�mans entered. I heard gasps, screams, fainting
of the weak-hearted as soon as the beast clawed its way the
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room.
I held back from screaming. Never before or since had I truly

felt the raw and magni�cent power of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ coursing through my veins, but God showed up
prepared for battle on that day. I did as He asked and refrained
from using any of that power for myself, but instead I pointed
at the beast - like a big, black spider from the depths of Hell
- and cried out, “What dare you bring to sully the house of
God?!”

They stopped in their tracks, Janie holding the beast’s long,
black claw as if it were a small child’s hand. Her mind muddled
by the devil, she pointed to me and chanted in some foreign
language. The spell �zzled in the sight of God, but everyone
saw, everyone can con�rm what happened.

“Get back from here, Satan!” I shouted. Thunder rumbled
behind me, true sign to the monster and the two delusional
humans it fed o� of. They stopped in their tracks, unable to
come closer to the altar where my Bible was sitting.

Satan wasn’t �nished with me, though. He commanded his
creature to attack, so it reared back on its hind four legs and
began to spew poison from its fangs. The belly of the beast
was just as dark, just as heavily armored as the top, but none
of the iridescence shimmered there.

Great gobs of necrotic juice, purple and green and thick,
spurted towards my head. I ducked, just in the nick of time,
but the poison began to melt the altar behind me.

Just then, I held up my hand. Only God could have done
what happened next, because I don’t have the power nor the
strength. All my praise goes to him. I quoted second Samuel
as I said, “For Thou art my lamp, O Lord; and the Lord will
lighten my darkness!”

The lights in the church became bright, and they shone
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down on the demon and her slaves with divine light. “Begone,
devil’s spawn!” I shouted. “Begone, and never come back!
Get back from me, Satan!”

The spider shriveled, and Janie and Brett knelt to it. They
cooed and comforted it like it was a baby, made kisses at it
as if it were their child. I remember Janie’s eyes alight like
�ames, her heart dark and heavy when she screeched at me
like a banshee, “What are you sayin’? We’re sorry we skipped
out on church all these years, but you shouldn’t punish Dani
for it!”

“It is you who invited a demon into their homes! It is you,
Mrs. and Mr. Hu�man, who are even now attempting to usher
evil into God’s sacred house!” I could feel the power within
me, and I knew at that moment beyond the shadow of a doubt
that God was with me. I had no fear - why would I, after all,
if evil could not harm me?

Evil, however, wanted so badly to rip apart my precious
soul. Janie picked up the monster and held it to her chest,
letting it suck power from her soul. It hissed at me when she
held it tight, fangs reaching out to curse at me.

Brett’s face was angry, his teeth bared hatefully at me.
“That’s our daughter you’re callin’ a demon. Now you gone
and hurt her feelin’s, and you are lucky you’re a man of God
or else I’d knock yer lights out.” He rolled up his sleeves.
“Janie and I just wanted to have her grow up in the ways of
the Lord, and you were s’posed to help.”

“Help? I’m giving you a chance, demon-lover, to help your-
self. I will permit you to leave now. Otherwise,” I held up my
hand, �nding that it was radiant with divine power, “I’ll have
to knock your lights on.” The congregation, what few of them
had appeared early for worship, all stared at my hands, their
gaze impossible to remove from the holy aura.
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Brett stood in front of a tearful Janie and screeching spider.
“You’re gonna regret this. Our girl’s gonna grow up to be
important or somethin,’ and you’re gonna regret bein’ a-”

I regret that I can’t really bear to repeat his next words.
They weren’t very kind, and the Lord probably cringes that I
even let them sink into my thoughts.

“Then leave!” I said.
“We will!” Brett shouted back. “We can do church ourselves.

Ain’t like you’re the only one that can read!”
Janie grabbed hold of his shirtsleeve. “Let’s get outta here,

Brett. Obviously we ain’t welcome here, no matter what Jesus
said about Church.” She scowled at me when she left, still
holding the beast in her arms. As she left the sanctuary, the
spider’s legs crept over Janie’s shoulders, its eyes peeking at
me before it cursed me with a �ick of its claw.

Upon their exit, the lights returned to normal, and I under-
stood now how the devil had hooked into their souls. They
worshipped the idea of children, something people of their
type can’t have anymore, and Satan o�ered what they wanted.
They literally couldn’t see the monster that I saw.

I should have tried harder to open their eyes, but at that
point my faith waned. I sent them out, and they surely never
came back. I only saw them again when I went to some of the
local middle school’s volleyball games to support the church’s
youth. There are so many things I failed at concerning that
monster, things I will regret for the rest of my life. God bless
America.

The interrogator placed her stylus back down. “So you
consider her a menace.”
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“Absolutely. She needs to be put down before God will
restore blessings and oil back on this nation.” The Reverend
sat back in his chair, lips curled up smugly.

“Thank you, Reverend, for your honesty. I must ask, though,
if she ever did anything evil in your sight. Who was her
volleyball coach in middle school? Was there a responsible
adult protecting the normal ladies at school?”

He looked to his feet. “Coach Jones was in charge, but
everyone knew he was smitten with her athleticism. Just
another of Satan’s tools. There’s no telling how many poor
young people’s souls were lost to her at that school. The
school board didn’t listen to me when I tried to tell them that
she was a demon, and my marches around the school were
eventually barred.” He shook his head. “I suppose I should
have told you this wasn’t the �rst time I’ve been in prison on
account of that monster. It’s a shame, what she’s done to me.
A real shame.”

“Yes, Reverend,” the interrogator said. “But thank you none
the less for your help. You’re obviously not the kind of person
we need to hold here.”

A smile and brief nod from Hinkley. “Thank you, ma’am.
Thank you. May God have mercy on your soul.”

She stood and ushered Reverend Hinkley to the door, en-
couraging him to walk out into the waiting hands of the
guards.
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Chapter 8
Report On the American Chimeras

The interrogator looked up at the lights in the ceiling. “It’s
bright in here,” she said, voice mu�ed by an N95 dust mask.

Dallin Smith smiled and, with considerable e�ort, pulled
his leg up to put the cloth bootie around his foot. He tied o�
the cotton drawstring around his ankles. “Well, it might have
been darker in the past. Settings change when you get older.”
He grunted and allowed the clean booties to touch the �oor.
“Wash your hands before you put on your gloves. You just got
done covering your shoes, after all.”

“But I dipped the shoes in antiseptic.”
“Only the bottom, though!” Dallin wagged a �nger and

moved to the small sink. He pumped the handsoap a couple
times and lathered beneath the warm water. “You can’t be
too careful. We treat this like any veterinary research facility,
and you’ve got to follow the rules if you want a tour!” He
chuckled and used his elbows to turn o� the �ow of water,
then dried using an autoclaved towel.

The interrogator followed suit, using her own elbows to
turn on the water. “I suppose your house, your rules.” Once
her hands were washed, she chose a new, clean towel to dry
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o� with, then slipped on a pair of cotton then viscose gloves.
“I’m ready.”

Dallin stepped over to a clean table and picked up a small,
aluminum box, which was slipped wordlessly into a pocket
on his lab coat. With a nod at the camera, a light on the door
turned green. A buzzer sounded, a lock clicked, and the door
swung open.

The interrogator walked into the much dimmer hallway,
following Dallin where he led. “It looks just like where my
prisoners are being kept.”

“Well,” Dallin said, “The prisoners are actually stored in a
section of the facility we’d shut down about �ve years ago
- oh, golly, has it been that long?” He shook his head and
pointed onward. “So yes, the cells are the same.”

“Is that why there’s a trough of �owing water instead of a
toilet? Why there’s a giant gerbil dribbler instead of a sink?”

“No. The trough was actually where the specimens drank -
the dribbler was added because we didn’t know how to get
plumbing for a sink into the rooms quickly enough. I’ve heard
from the contractors that work is being done for some of your
assuredly permanent residents, so things should be improving
shortly.”

One of the doors thudded and shook on its hinges. The
interrogator jumped back. “And these cells will hold?”

“Ever since we removed the windows, we’ve had no prob-
lems with escape. Trust me - your humans won’t get out.” He
pointed at a door and stopped just outside. “Ah, number 951.
He’s a calm boy, will let you give him a belly rub if he’s in a
good mood. This is our �rst stop.” He typed in his door code
to the lock. “Now, you are ready for this, yes? Two hundred
pound spider, you know. Not for the faint of heart.”

The interrogator nodded. “I’m prepared. I read through
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the manual of a board game to access a simulation - hint I
got from one of my interviewees - and I think I’ve prepared
myself.”

“Sounds good!”
Dallin �ung open the door and lifted up his hands when

he entered. “951, guess who’s here to see you! A new friend!”
Light spilled out into the hallway from the small cell.

The interrogator crept to the threshold while Dallin made
his way in. The old man reached a �nger to the giant spider’s
chin and scratched. “That’s good, huh boy?”

The interrogator took a step inside. Her feet crunched upon
sterilized bedding, and her face pinched with distaste at the
smell.

Dallin waved her in. “Oh, come on in! He’s a good boy.
Come on - put your hand here. Right here.”

The interrogator shook her head and failed to enter further
as directed. “That’s right below its mouth. What if it bites
me?”

“Well, he’s been well trained not to. And in the case he
does bite, if we get you out of here within a few minutes, the
poison won’t kill you.”

The spider moved only a bit, and the interrogator jumped
away. “Does it talk?”

Dallin spurted a laugh. “No. What ever gave you that idea?”
“The prisoners say specimen 803 talks.”
“Well, she can, but I’d have to say she doesn’t do it much.

Haven’t heard more than a few requests out of her.” He cleared
his throat. “Here, I’ll show you what the males are capable of.
951, speak.”

951’s thoracic cavity expanded with a breath, then it began
to scream. The voice cracked, like a teenage boy afraid for its
life, and the screeching abruptly stopped after.
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Dallin reached in a pocket and took out a treat - a cube of
beet sugar - and fed it to the creature. “Good boy.”

“It. . . it sounded human.”
“They have human voice boxes and tongues. If they were

intelligent enough, they would be physically capable of speak-
ing most human languages. Mandarin Chinese would be hard,
what with all the tongue-near-lip action, and the tonality.
Why, this reminds me of when I was in college, and they had
jet fuel for a study abroad in-”

“So specimen 803 is more intelligent than these males?” the
interrogator interrupted. She gripped the door’s opening with
one hand but put her other foot within the room’s boundaries.
“What are these creatures capable of?”

“They’re physical wonders, designed to be better at war
than anything the computer engineers could dream of, even
back when there was in�nite plastic and oil.” Dallin pulled
out another chocolate chip. “Roll over.”

Specimen 951 curled the legs on one side of its body inward,
then pushed such that it lay on its back. Dallin rewarded him
with a sugar cube, then set to rubbing his belly with curious,
gloved hands.

“So they’re strong?”
“Very.” The spider kicked its legs and licked its fangs in

response to the good scratching. “They could easily rip me
or you in two. Some of the specimens we’ve sacri�ced could
withstand more than 2,000 kilos of weight on their backs be-
fore their legs failed. All this is made possible, of course, by
Dr. Kwolek’s work on their fantastic exoskeletons.” He tapped
the hard crust of the spider. “Bulletproof. Made of a modi�ed
spider’s silk that adds strength to its already immense tough-
ness. We lose a little ductility, but it’s still one of the most
valuable materials known. Unfortunately, it’s also why we
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couldn’t give them functioning spinnerets - too much energy
already expended on exoskeleton upkeep.”

The interrogator shied away.
“There’s loads of internal goodies in there. We call these

chimeras gen 2, but we had gen 1-point. . . thousands. Why,
I could tell you about all the issues we had with getting a
working immune system in such a conglomeration of genes,
but I don’t want to bore you.” Dallin allowed the spider back
up, then patted it on the slender abdomen. “Anything else?”

“Mostly. . . these seem like nothing more than dogs. Giant,
expensive, dangerous dogs.”

Dallin shrugged. “I’d say they were something more similar
to monkeys. Our scientists and aides and robots pay atten-
tion to them around the clock, training them, feeding them,
deciding which are too dangerous to keep. You know.” He
motioned for the interrogator to leave, then followed her out
and closed the door behind himself. “Alright - head to that
door. Change your outer glove with one of those just next to
the door.

The interrogator peeled the crinkly plastic o� and dropped
it in a cleaning bin. Next to the door was a box of clean gloves,
from which the interrogator took a small pair. She slipped
them on over her cotton under layer. “I’m ready.”

Dallin pointed to a sign at the top of the threshold: 642.
“642’s our oldest - unfortunate for him.”

While Dallin typed in a key code to the door handle, the
interrogator asked, “642 - that number’s smaller than the
female specimen’s. Does that mean he’s older?”

“Yes, but not by much. They were probably cloned up the
same year.”

“What happened to numbers 1 through 641, then?”
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Dallin stopped short of pushing the handle to open the door.
“Sexual dimorphism in spiders, especially tarantulas and our
chimeras, isn’t very kind to males.” He lifted the aluminum
box a couple inches. “You don’t have to come along, you
know, but 642 is special to me. The aides said it’s time.”

The interrogator took a few seconds to respond, “642 is
dying, then?”

“It doesn’t know it, but yes.” He let the handle return to
locked position.

The interrogator gulped. “Then how much longer do you
expect 803 has to live?”

“Oh, 20, thirty years. Maybe more. We don’t know. We
haven’t had a female before.” He typed the code in once more.
“You should probably stay at the door this time, even if you
aren’t scared.”

The interrogator nodded. “Well. . . I am scared.”
“Don’t be. 642 was a good boy too. Well. . . is, for a little

while.”
Dallin cracked the door open. The lights in this cell were

dimmer than the ones in 951’s cell, a bit redder in temperature.
The interrogator bit her lip and held her breath.

Dallin put his hand into his pocket and withdrew the alu-
minum box he’d taken from the gowning room, then slowly
opened the door. He closed it partway and looked back at the
interrogator. “Just peek around the corner. The bright light
might spook him, and that would be a painful way to go.”

She nodded in agreement and held just to the edge.
Inside was the spider. On its back was a huge gash, and a

second spider seemed to be erupting from the opening in the
exoskeleton.

At Dallin’s approach, the thing jerked, but it didn’t seem
capable of moving. “Poor thing. Just like we expected - stuck
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in its ultimate molt. They have to shed their skin every so
often, you know, if they want to grow. Even when they’re
done growing, like poor 642 here, they need to continue molt-
ing to perform self-repair and keep their vitals up. So when a
mature male has to molt - pop! That’s it. The end.”

642 shivered as Dallin approached.
“Does it know what’s happening?”
“It knows its pedipalps are stuck. It’s afraid, since a predator

might be coming while it’s still weak.” Dallin opened the
aluminum box and withdrew a glass syringe. “Shh, it’ll be
alright. It won’t hurt. Sleep, now.”

He stuck the end of the syringe at the top of the thorax and
emptied the contents.

The interrogator closed the door a little more while Dallin
rubbed the injection site. “Can’t you save it?”

He shook his head. “Afraid not. We’ve tried to remove the
pedipalps before, but doing it before the molt begins doesn’t
work; by the time they’re this mature, the exoskeleton is too
hard. Removing them when they’re young seems to send
them into a kind of. . . starvation mode. It doesn’t quite make
sense.”

The spider soon calmed, its breathing more even. It stopped
thrashing about in attempt to escape its own skeleton.

“I. . . I almost feel sorry for it,” the interrogator said.
“I do feel sorry for him,” Dallin admitted. He replaced the

syringe in the aluminum box and placed it in a biohazard
bin. “This creature was happy for sixteen years, though. He
had plenty of food, the best medical care it could ask for, and
plenty of human friends. I. . . I hate putting them down.” His
eyes blinked quickly.

The interrogator’s �ngers gripped the door more tightly,
and she fought back tears to match those that dripped down
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Dallin’s face. “You like your creations.”
“Yes.” He sni�ed. “They may be soldiers, may be perfect

killing machines, but they’re also loyal, trainable creatures.
They can count, and they can almost trick you into think-
ing they’re sentient, at times. I’ve spoken with monkey re-
searchers before, and they claim similar feeling to their wards.
But. . . it’s di�erent. I made these chimeras. They’re. . . in a way,
they’re my adopted children. My brain children.”

The interrogator stuck her head in a little further. “So what
the two hillbillies did, how they decided to adopt specimen
803 - it’s not something you’d �nd crazy?”

Dallin didn’t respond. The interrogator waited longer, but
the old scientist said nothing.

At last, he places a viscose-encased hand over the eight eyes
of the spider and pulled the lids down. He looked to his wrist,
and the computer shimmered a holographic watch into place.
“Time of death: 20:06, March 16th, 2087.” He coughed. “Well,
that’s about all I think I’m ready to show you today. Ready
to get out of this heavy garb? Mara’s packed me something
fantastic - with all these Southerners around, she was inspired
to make biscuits. Want to try one?”

The interrogator looked once more at the dead spider. The
dead, 200-lb, chimeric spider. “I don’t know if I can, right
now.”

“Nonsense! Come along. We’ll warm it up in the microwave
�rst and eat it with apple butter. . . ”
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Chapter 9
Interview of Janie Hu�man -
Second Attempt

The bandages on Janie’s wrists didn’t stop her from struggling
against her chains. She growled at the interrogator. “What
the hell you want now?”

The interrogator bounced her leg up and down. “You know,
Mrs. Hu�man, I’m just going to be blunt with you.” She leaned
forward, tablet held precariously between her hands. “I have
two missions here: one, o�cial, the other. . . somewhat more
personal. My o�cial mission is to interview as many people
who have come into contact with your adopted daughter,
specimen 803, and ensure they will be quiet after we release
them. You know what happens if word about the American
chimeras reaches the public, or even if it falls into the wrong
hands.”

Janie’s lips snarled.
“War. War happens, Mrs. Hu�man. I hope you understand

the gravity of another chimera war.”
“And why should I care ‘bout that?” She yanked against the

chains and spat at the interrogator. “You and yer guv’ment
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done took away ever’thin I ever cared about. My daughter
is gone, my husband is gone, and my job is probably gone.
What else am I s’pose to care about?”

The interrogator hu�ed and leaned back in her chair. “I
got o� track, Mrs. Hu�man. Like I said, I want to be up front
with you. I have a secondary mission that I believe you could
help me with. Already, Mr. Hu�man’s testimonies are being
analyzed. I would like to hear your side of the story, listen
to why you decided to keep the egg and then the specimen
when it hatched.”

“Helpin’ you ain’t on my priority list. I’d sooner drink
battery acid than help any of y’all.”

The interrogator pounded her chair’s arm. “Then help the
specimen, damn it. Don’t you realize that you may hold the
key? That your information might help Dani?”

“I ain’t ne’er had reason to trust the guv’ment. Don’t see
why bein’ abducted and tossed in secret prison changes that.”

“Do you know what’s happening to Dani?”
“I reckon they’re torturin’ her. Dissectin’ or somethin.’ At

least imprisoning.” She pulled on the chain such that one of
her bandages fell loose. “There’s only one thing that’ll get me
to talk: you could set me loose. Git me a gun, or hell, a knife -
I’d skin your Yankee asses six ways from Sunday.”

The interrogator let slip a tiny smile. “I admire your tenac-
ity, but you’re not going to get that as a reward.” She cleared
her throat. “I looked over the logs of our last ‘chat’ before you
were brought in today, and I had hinted last time at specimen
803’s fate. I said I’d bring your ‘grandchildren’ when they
came along, and I wasn’t joking. They will literally impreg-
nate her until either she dies or they get what they want out of
her. If you talk to me, you might shorten or end that torture.”

“I cain’t even tell if’n you’re speakin’ the truth.”
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“I don’t care if you believe me. I have all the time in the
world to wait for proof, which will come soon enough. It’s
no skin o� my back if you never talk, either. The scientists
will eventually �nd what they want or program something
new into those chimera genes. All I want from you is to talk,
to have a nice, calm conversation.”

“You lie!” Janie screeched. She kicked at the bonds on her
feet and failed to gain momentum against the short chains.
“Brett was right. . . you cain’t trust a Yank.”

The interrogator waited quietly while Janie’s breath rattled
around. Eventually the cold, dark room hushed again, silent
save for the even breaths of the two women inside.

“Like I said,” the interrogator began again, “I just want a
nice talk. You’ll never be released - that much I’m certain of -
but you do have information that can help your child. Dani.
You’re letting her su�er every moment you push back against
me.”

Janie gritted her teeth. “Then what do you want, exactly?
What are you trying to �nd out?”

“Just tell me about when you �rst found the egg.”
“No, not your bullshit cover story. What are you actually

trying to �nd out? What are you trying to fool me into an-
swering?”

The interrogator swallowed. “They don’t know how you
got a female specimen. There’s something weird about her
genetics that mean her biological sex wasn’t determined at
conception, but by some event that happened later. The sci-
entists think you did something with the egg that made her
be female.”

Janie’s face blanched, and she sat back. Her chains relaxed
for the �rst time since the interview began. Her cheeks sagged
without the tightness of anger and showed the beginnings of

82 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

wrinkles. “Don’t they have Dani’s mother to help them with
that? Her biological mama, anyway?”

The interrogator shook her head. “No. Dani was the eight
hundred and third created specimen of her generation. They
had no mothers, no fathers. They were simply generated by
scientists.”

“Then why would I tell you? Why would I help y’all make
more creations like Dani, just to see them su�er?”

“To ensure that your daughter doesn’t su�er. I will �ght
for Dani, assuming you help me in this one way.”

Janie gritted her teeth. “No.”
“No?” The interrogator lifted a brow quizzically. “You won’t

help the �esh of your own �esh?”
“Why would I?” Janie asked. “There’s no guarantee your

boss or your scientists’d ever listen to your beggin.’ Dani may
be forced to su�er anyway, but her pain’d be even greater
‘cause she’d know her daughters were being tortured too.”

A tear fell down Janie’s cheek.
The interrogator bit her lower lip.
“I. . . ” Janie’s hands formed �sts. “I know what it’s like to

watch your daughter tortured. Your scientists can call it what
they like - fertilization, impregnation, insemination, whatever
- but I know what they’re doing. I know it’s the same thing as
rape.”

“Is it, though?”
“Even thinking that question quali�es you for the Devil’s

hell,” Janie growled. She coughed up mucous and spat it onto
the interrogator’s pants. “I ain’t gonna tell you nothin.’ I don’t
believe you’d ever help Dani, not on purpose anyway. So I
ain’t ever gonna help you. I hope you su�er before you die. I
hope you get a nice brain tumor or somethin.’"

83 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

The interrogator’s face darkened. She stood, gripping her
tablet tight with shaking hands. “I’m not getting what I want
out of Brett, and it appears no one else has access to the
information. So there’s only one thing left I have to bargain
with: my power to release or retain.”

“You already said you ain’t gonna release me.”
“Yesterday, I spoke with your idiot husband. I found out he

hates a certain Reverend Hinkley due to some sort of incident
with your so-called daughter. I spoke with the good Reverend
this morning, and I’ve decided he’s worthy of release.” She
showed the list on her tablet to Mrs. Hu�man.

Janie’s eyes widened. Her hands shook in their chains.
“What about that, Janie? What do you think about me

releasing Reverend Hinkley?”
“You’re going to hell!”
“Am I? You raised the demon, Mrs. Hu�man. I’m just letting

a preacher out of prison.” She closed the tablet into its stylus
then stu�ed it into her pocket. “So tell me what I want to
know. Tell me how you got Dani to be female, and I’ll keep
him in for as long as I can.”

“If you release him, it will be the biggest mistake of your
career.”

“Why? Give me a good reason. Better, give me information
about your daughter. Keep this man you hate in jail. Make
him su�er, just as you would have me su�er.”

Janie screamed into the darkness of the small room.
“Stop it!” the interrogator shouted.
“I’m making you su�er!” Janie wailed. “I hope your

eardrums break into as many pieces as you’ve crumbled my
heart!”

Janie continued to screech. The interrogator opened her
tablet and used it to call in the guards, who came in with a
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gag and restraints to cart her o�.

Agent Ivanov scrolled through the interrogator’s list. “Ex-
cellent. . . there’s �fty names on this list. Excellent work, given
you’ve only had these people for about a week.”

The interrogator bowed her head. “Thank you. I gave it my
best e�ort.”

“Obviously not, seeing as you’ve also managed to spend
time on Dr. Smith’s frivolous nonsense. But I’ll cut you some
slack.” He signed the page with his �nger and closed out of
the document without another look. “Did you �nd out what
the good doctor wanted?”

The interrogator shook her head no. “Unfortunately, I think
it’s locked in the brain of Mrs. Janie Hu�man, and she’s utterly
convinced that she shouldn’t speak with me. Until I get some
leverage from another interviewee, I don’t think I’ll be able
to �nd what Dr. Smith is looking for.”

Ivanov chuckled. “I told you it was worthless to do Dr.
Smith’s bidding.” He smoothed his graying hair back and
regained his usual, static composure. “But that’s neither here
nor there. I’m getting on a plane back to Washington in the
morning, and I doubt I come back here in person for several
months. Is there anything we need to work out now, before I
take o�?”

“Just a few things. I’m curious if I’ll be reassigned once the
initial push is done and everyone who can be released has
been released. This place. . . ” She shook her head. “It gives me
the creeps. I had Dr. Smith give me a tour of the veterinary
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facilities, and I saw one of his creations die. The basement
has this awful aura about it.”

Ivanov looked over his bifocals. “It’s �lled with giant spi-
ders. It’s supposed to feel that way.”

“I supposed you’re right.” She nodded her head and cleared
her throat. “Either way, I’d like to request a di�erent job when
this one’s done. I don’t like it here.”

“No one does. It’s a pretty crappy post, all things considered.
Though. . . I’m told by some of the aides here it’s not so bad
if you get in good with the scientists. Not sure why.” He
tapped his �ngers on the table. “So, uh, I’m not sure what’s
going to happen when you’re done here. If, as the capture of
specimen 803 indicates, the chimera project is turning into
a success, this post may become more important. Having an
agent stationed here would potentially be necessary.”

“I’d request it be someone else, then. My specialty isn’t in
this scienti�c gobbledy gook.”

“Not very many agents’ specialty is.” He cleared his throat.
“I’ll look into it. For now, though, is there anything you need
in the near future? Questions?”

“The prisoners being released - when’s that going to be
accomplished? That Reverend Hinkley, there, needs to be
released as soon as possible. I think his release can be used as
leverage in some of the future interrogations.”

“They’ll probably be put on the same plane as me. Wash-
ington’s a whole lot closer to their home than this hell-hole,
after all, and the government is sending me something much
bigger than I expected. Only so much jet fuel made per year,
so they don’t want to burn it on unnecessary �ights.”

“Was taking them all the way out here necessary, though?”
the interrogator asked.

“Government works in mysterious ways. They had to act
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fast in response to that newspaper article, and I guess someone
just made this decision on a whim. It didn’t turn out terribly,
and now the permanent prisoners are already where they’ll
live out the rest of their lives. We were always going to have
to bring Dani and her parents here.” He stood and motioned
to the door. “Well, it’s getting late, and I need to get to bed
now if I want to start adjusting to Eastern time. So easy to
lose track of what time it is when underground, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” the interrogator answered. “I hope you have
a pleasant trip back, and thank you for releasing all these
innocents so quickly.”

“My pleasure. It was your work that made it possible,
though, so I should be thanking you.” He o�ered her a �rm
handshake of approval. “You’ve been doing a great job here.
See you in a few months.”
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Chapter 10
Interview of Coach Robert Jones

The interrogator wrote something on her tablet. “I’ve heard a
lot about you, Mr. Jones.”

The coach had been red-headed in some past era, but now
what little remained was graying. His smile was kind, his
long face and big mouth comforting in a dumb sort of way.
“You have? Hopefully only good things.” His smile died down.
“I’ve been in that cell, alone, for what seems like days now.
The lights never go o�, and I can’t tell what time it is. What’s
going on? I’ve only seen the faces of guards, soldiers judging
by the uniforms. The loneliness is harrowing, ma’am.”

“Don’t worry. It won’t last much longer. Just be patient.
You aren’t one of my main concerns, and you can still say
enough to get yourself out of here. Understood?”

He nodded. “I mean, sure. But who am I supposed to snitch
on? I don’t usually �ddle with anything illegal. I don’t even
speed, normally. Bad for the environment.”

“I understand that, Mr. Jones. You don’t even really need to
snitch. I just need a little information on a certain event that
you were involved with. In 2085, a Reverend Hinkley was
barred from attending girls’ volleyball games at your middle

88 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

school. A year later, records show, he was further banned
from protesting the presence of one Daenerys Hu�man from
playing-”

“This is about Dani, isn’t it?” Coach Jones asked. He
snapped his �ngers and shook his head. “I should have �gured
that out! Everything makes so much more sense now.”

The interrogator sighed. “Yes. This is about Dani. I already
know a lot about your involvement with her and your value
as a coach while she was in middle school. I just need you to
tell me about the events in 2085 and 2086 surrounding Dani
Hu�man and Reverend Hinkley. We’ll have a few more chats
to talk over some other events, but I need to know about the
Reverend sooner rather than later.”

“I mean. . . I guess I don’t see why not. But. . . um. . . I don’t
really want to tell you all of it.”

“Why not? What could possibly-”
“I haven’t told anybody the full truth. Only me and Dani

know the whole story, and I agreed not to tell anyone else.
The other girl or girls involved didn’t bring their concerns to
me, and I didn’t think it necessary.”

“I think you should tell me the truth.”
“I don’t want to name names.”
“If you name names, it could help those girls get out of this

prison. All of them are here, and none of them are more likely
than you to be released early.”

“Who should I vouch for, then? None of her teammates
deserve imprisonment.” His face dimmed after he thought for
just a second. “What did you learn about Reverend Hinkley?
Who told you about his involvement?”

The interrogator tapped her stylus on the arm of her chair.
“It doesn’t matter. What I want is your end of the story.”
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“It does matter,” Coach Jones argued. “I know Dani’s po-
sition on this, but she and I aren’t the only ones involved. I
can’t break their con�dence.”

“Stacy,” the interrogator answered. “Stacy told me her story.
Besides that, you don’t have the right to keep secrets. This is
a legal proceeding.”

Coach Jones nodded. “Alright - if Stacy told you her secret,
I’ll tell you most of the story.”

Churches have gotten more powerful in recent years. There
wasn’t really another organization that supported and en-
forced sexual purity in teens, the main time purity matters.
You don’t want young girls getting pregnant before steril-
ization and mandatory birth control are applied. You don’t
want your sons losing their chance at creating a more viable
o�spring by wasting it while he’s young. You don’t want a
mandatory abortion just because one of the parents isn’t scor-
ing well on the tests. Reverend Hinkely was very adamant
about it, and so he prospered when the Third Great Awak-
ening started. His church donated to the county’s athletic
program, and he o�ered to give prayers before the games -
which almost all the parents approved of and wanted. The
prayers took place in the locker room since schools can’t
outwardly show favoritism toward any faith or lack thereof.

After the �rst locker room prayer Dani was subjected to,
she pleaded with me not to let him come back. She was dis-
traught, lashing out with random and impossible accusations.
I promised to talk to the preacher about his prayers before
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the next home game, and that at least got her o� my case for
the time being.

And so I did as I promised.
While the girls were changing and we were waiting outside

the locker room, I put a hand to Pastor Hinkley’s shoulder.
“Thanks for coming out today, Reverend. I know a lot of the
parents appreciate what you do.”

He chuckled goodheartedly. His eyes were kind, and the
wrinkles around them �lled with the wisdom of a man of
God. “I do what I can. We don’t have too many young people
anymore, so we gotta do everything we can to protect ‘em.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “There’s. . . there’s one young person,
though, who I think you need to consider more this time.
Remember how you called Dani Hu�man a demon last time?”

His brows pinched. “The spider?”
“Yeah,” I answered. A pit formed in my stomach when I

thought about how I’d agreed with him that she wasn’t human,
but it was a clear way to identify the girl. “You said some
pretty hurtful things about her last time, and she complained.
So, uh, don’t do that this time. Not good for team cohesion.”

“Oh.” He blinked a few times. “I see what you mean. You
do want to win, after all, eh? You do want these little girls to
run their hearts out, glisten with sweat.”

I clapped him on the back. “So we’re good, right?”
“Yessir. Crystal clear.”
A girl opened the door to signal that they were ready, so

me and the reverend stepped inside. I tried to ignore as much
of my surroundings in the sacred space as I could, then made
my way to a little bench against the back wall. I bowed my
head and closed my eyes like I was supposed to, like all the
girls on the team did. My bench allowed me to sit back from
the team, not counting myself among their number because
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- I mean, look at me, I’m basically a middle aged man. I was
more like a father �gure to them.

Just like Reverend Hinkley should have been.
I heard his footsteps pace outside the team’s huddle. “Oh

dear Father God, our beloved creator in heaven, bless these
virgin girls as they prepare for their contest. Keep their bodies
�t and beautiful.”

I bit my lip. The words were a little crass, but sexual purity
was a big deal, especially when one was only permitted a few
kids - if any - by the government. It was, after all, what had
allowed his church to �ourish. He had to focus on it.

“And, dear God, let’s pray that none of them or their op-
ponents get hurt. They’ve worked so hard, God, to keep
themselves healthy and active through sport. A broken bone
or a physical problem now could ruin them come end of the
year, so keep them safe.” I heard his hand pass from girl’s
head to girl’s head, mussing their hair and laying a blessing
upon each of them.

“Let’s not forget about their souls, dear Lord, dear Father.
You know better than I that there is a demon in our midst,
a demon worse than any other I’ve seen. You know how it
tried to destroy my church, and it’s up to you to protect these
girls’ souls and bodies.”

I gritted my teeth. He’d promised not to do this, and yet
here he was. I’d have to be stern with him later.

He stopped near Dani and Stacy. “I want to pray for this
one’s soul and purity, especially. She’s done things that appall
you, and yet you still love her. You want to give her the best
of all your gifts, despite what she’s done. Let each of these
girls realize how beautiful they are, inside and out, and thus
turn away the devil from their lives.”

He moved on.
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“The devil works among us, making us do terrible things.
Let us turn toward your holiness, your purity, and copy it in
our own lives. Games and physical activity were blessings
given by you, God. Let us run for the prize and �ght for the
win, but let us be graceful and beautiful even if we lose. In
your son’s precious name we pray, Amen.”

In order to get everyone’s attention o� his weird prayer,
I lifted my head and clapped my hands. “Alright, everyone,
let’s go out there and make this the best game yet!”

“The game went well, as expected, and Dani was excellent.
You wouldn’t believe the amount of �oor that girl can cover
- unbeatable skill, her. She and Stacy would probably make
a fantastic beach volleyball team. Dani’s got this incredibly
wide ground coverage and low center of gravity. Forget the
bump-set-spike protocol - she can do a bump-set in one fell
swoop, and it’s nearly impossible to put the ball in a part of
the court she can’t reach. If we could get her entered into an
Olympic trial setting, why-”

“Mr. Jones,” the interrogator interrupted, “You’re getting
o� topic. I will believe your expertise with sport, but that’s
not what I’m trying to discover right now.”

He nodded repeatedly. “Ok. But trust me, she’s fantastic
at volleyball. It’s a shame the Olympic committee wouldn’t
permit a chimera player.”
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Dani approached me after practice a couple days later.
“Coach,” she said, “I need to talk with you again. You can’t let
Pastor Hinkley back here.”

I crossed my arms. “Is this more hearsay?”
“Can I talk to you in your o�ce?”
I didn’t have an excuse to get out quick today. I was sup-

posed to walk the dog when I got home, but that wasn’t a
pressing matter. I looked to my watch, wished that these kids
weren’t so needy, and caved. “Fine. But this better be the last
time you accuse someone without evidence, Dani.” I picked
up my bag, put my whistle in the outer pocket, and stu�ed
my water bottle in the mesh net. I waved for Dani to follow
me to my o�ce, just across from the boys’ locker room, and
she did so.

I left the door cracked behind me after Dani entered. “Dani,
I know Pastor Hinkley was mean. I didn’t think you were the
kind of person to make up stories to get back at someone.”

“I ain’t made anythin’ up.” She removed her phone from a
pocket in her backpack. “A couple weeks ago, Stacy told me
Pastor Hinkley grabbed her butt and stuck his hand in her
pants. You didn’t believe me, but I believed her. So I set up
my phone camera in the locker room; I put it in a locker and
set it to take a video. I was right.”

She sorted through some �les on her phone and input a com-
plicated password before showing me a video. Very clearly,
Pastor Hinkley had forced his way between the wall and Stacy.
I saw his hand go to her bottom. I saw Stacy’s reaction, saw
him continue to assault her - assault her in a room where my
head was bowed and eyes were closed, just a few yards away!

I gasped and tossed the phone to my desk. I couldn’t breathe
for a few seconds - the look of pain and shock on Stacy’s face
was killing me. I’d let it happen - I hadn’t listened when Dani
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warned me, and Stacy’d had to pay for it. I shook my head.
“Dani, is this. . . this can’t be real, can it?”

“It is-”
“But how?”
Dani nodded and put the phone back in her backpack. “It’s

real ‘cause Hinkley’s doin’ this stu�. You cain’t let him come
back.”

I nodded and closed Dani’s backpack, ushering her to zip it
closed. “Does Stacy know what you did?”

“No. She’s too embarrassed about the whole thing. So I
took matters into my own hands.”

I rubbed my face with a hand and held my breath.
Dani crept forward on her tapping legs. “Should we go to

the cops?”
“I. . . I don’t think so,” I said. “I don’t know the laws about

these things, but you may have just made porn with a minor,
or you could have made non-consensual revenge images. Ei-
ther of those could get you in trouble, and I don’t know if you
can bring charges such as these against Reverend Hinkley
without Stacy’s consent.”

Dani threw the bag back over her shoulders and strapped
it between two of her legs. “You’re going to ban him from the
locker room though, right?”

“I have to. I. . .Oh, God, I let this happen. This is my fault.”
“It’s Hinkley’s fault, Coach. You sure we cain’t get ‘im

arrested or somethin’?”
I shook my head. “I’m not sure. I’ll look into it. Don’t

let anyone else see those images, for Stacy’s sake if not for
anyone else.”

“If it’s me you’re worried about, Coach, don’t. I can take
the fall for Stacy, if it helps her out.”

“No, you shouldn’t need to do that.”
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“But if I hafta, I will. I know what I am, and I prob’ly
won’t make it through my whole life without getting arrested.
Getting arrested for Stacy’s sake ain’t a bad way to go.”

I reached out and hugged her. “God bless you, you little
demon.”

She hugged me back.

The interrogator stuck out her lip. “I take it you discovered
it was useless to go to the police?”

“The video was fairly explicit. It didn’t take long for me to
realize that Dani’s secretive image-taking method would put
her in jail. Filming girls inside a middle-school locker room
is highly illegal. The other teachers didn’t want to hear about
the proof, and it was all I could muster to get Hinkley barred
from school property. Having him arrested would have hurt
more people than it helped.”

“But Dani was willing to go to jail. Shouldn’t you have
turned her, and thus Reverend Hinkley, in at that time?”

“I tried to do what was right, Ma’am,” Coach Jones said. “I
tried to do what was right by Stacy, and I think I protected
her from further encroachment. I couldn’t think of a good
way to protect other girls, girls who met him when he wasn’t
at my school. Dani never really forgave me for that, and I
guess I don’t blame her.”

The interrogator closed her tablet. “Fine. Get out.”
“I can vouch for the rest of the team-”
“Get out. I’ve got all I need from you for now.”
Coach Jones swallowed down whatever he was going to say,

then lifted his long form up from the chair. “Alright. But if
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you want proof, Dani said she gave the video �les to someone
who helped her with the idea. I don’t know who that is, but I
assume you’ve got them here. I assume you and your soldiers
con�scated everyone’s belongings, so you probably have the
proof.”

The interrogator walked him to the door. “I’ll have my
assistants look for them.”

“Dani didn’t do anything wrong, ma’am. It was the system
that failed Stacy, and it’s the system that’s failing us all. If you
could �nd a way to work around it, please, do what’s right.
Do what you can to help us.”

“I’ll do what I can.” She shoved Coach Jones out the door
and slammed it behind him.
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Chapter 11
Interview of Sophia Rogers

A guard dragged in a woman with auburn hair and a sweet
demeanor, then slammed the door shut after her.

The interrogator looked up from her tablet and pointed the
end of her stylus to the chair across from her. “Have a seat,
Mrs. Sophia Rogers.”

Mrs. Rogers didn’t immediately take a seat. Instead, she
shrank away from the darkened lights in the ceiling and
searched the rafters as if looking for monsters. At last, she
gasped and turned her gaze to the interrogator. “Where am
I?”

A comforting grin formed on the interrogator’s face.
“You’re in a government facility, northern Nevada. Please,
there’s no need to be frightened; you’re not in trouble.”

“Then why am I here? Why did I get yanked from my house
in the middle of the night?” She took a brave step closer to
the interrogator. “What did you do with my wife?”

“Your wife is �ne. She’s been released and sent home,
like. . . like some of your other friends.” She urged once more
for Mrs. Rogers to sit. “I just need to ask you a few questions.
The sooner I get through all the formalities, the sooner you’ll
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get to go home. I promise.”
Mrs. Rogers at last nodded and gulped, then found her way

over to the well-lit chair. She gulped. “I’m so lonely. I want
to go home.”

“Don’t worry - you’ll be among the second batch of people
to get out of here. I just need you to answer a few simple
questions, and then you’ll just have to wait for the powers
that be to �nish the paperwork. Sound good?”

Mrs. Rogers shed a tear, but she nodded yes.
“That’s good. You were Dani Hu�man’s kindergarten

teacher - could you tell me more about that? Tell me why -
or even how - she was allowed into school?”

“Yes, ma’am. . . ”

Most children go to preschool. That’s the way it is anymore
- almost every genetically eligible family needs two incomes,
and good ones at that, to be approved for parental license in
the �rst place. Since Kindergarten teachers do home visits
prior to school admission, I was surprised to �nd a name that
hadn’t been on the preschool’s list. I expected her to belong to
an obscenely rich family who could a�ord to keep one parent
at home.

As I drove deeper into the woods, though, I soon realized
I was wrong. Either these parents were extremely reclusive
rich people, or they were. . . gulp. . .

Brett and Janie Hu�man.
Their house was tucked away in a holler, a small valley that

runs up the side of the mountain and is often accompanied by
a creek. It was a tiny thing, and the outside was decorated in
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what one could classify as ‘white trash chic.’ Their yard had
a sink and a toilet �lled with pansies and Easter lilies, and a
confederate �ag hung in one of their windows.

I gulped. This was an accident child.
Unfortunately, accident children still got social security

numbers, and public school teachers still had to accommodate
for them. I tried to remind myself that it would be ok, that
I could handle a kid from the lower classes. I walked up the
front porch - wooden - and knocked on the door.

Brett, his hair slicked back and his face freshly shaven,
stuck his head out the door. “Y-you the teacher lady, miss
ma’am? Mrs. Rogers, ma’am?” He wrung his hands nervously
and dripped with nervous sweat.

I grumbled politely and wiped my shoes o� on their door-
mat. The inside of the house looked tidy enough, even if it
were very small. I o�ered the gru� looking character my hand.
“Yes. You are Brett Hu�man, I presume? Daenerys Hu�man’s
father?”

“Yes, ma’am. Oh - please, sorry to leave you outside like
that. Come in - you want some water? Sweet tea?”

I walked in through the open door and kept my bag close
to my side. “I’m just here to meet Daenerys and her parents
before she comes to school next year. You know, get her
comfortable. Is she around?”

“Yeah, she’s crawlin’ ‘round here somewhere. Janie - my
wife, Dani’s mom - is prob’ly makin’ sure she’s wearin’ clothes.
Ain’t much of one for clothes, that girl.”

“Some children aren’t. Usually being with other children
helps. I take it she hasn’t been around many others her age,
since she has no preschool records.”

Though I hadn’t asked for it, Mr. Hu�man got some ice
out of the freezer and poured three glasses full of a deep, rich
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tea. He handed me one of them, sat down with his own, and
left the third on a coaster. “Preschool and stu� is privatized
nonsense. Janie just took ‘er to work �xin’ Bojangles robots
‘stead of rottin’ ‘er brain with Yankee propaganda. Fact, Dani
gets to see interestin’ stu� like when Janie has to use thermite
to rescue people stuck in the robots. Public school ain’t like
preschool; by law you’ve gotta take ‘er, and we gotta send
‘er.”

Thermite? Rescue poor schmucks stuck inside a biscuit
robot? “Is something wrong with Daenerys? Is there a reason
you don’t want to send her to-”

A door �ung open and a giant spider ran out.
“Teacher! You gon’ be my teacher?”
I screamed, horri�ed, and backed up on the couch.
I’m not sure what Dani did next - I was busy trying to

claw my eyes out or something like that - but I don’t think
her actions were important. I don’t think she did anything
exciting.

When I calmed down, I noticed that she was sitting prettily
on the sofa next to me. Her mother, who’d also come out of
the little bedroom, sat in a recliner. “Now Dani, what did we
say about meetin’ new people?”

“Not to be so excited, Mommy.”
“Now ‘pologize to this nice lady.” This ‘Mommy’ person

reached to the third glass of tea and took a swig.
My heart was pounding. My head was still spinning from

hyperventilation, and I assume I was shaking.
The spider, however, rubbed a couple of its creepy-crawly

legs together and tilted its many eyes to the �oor. “I’m sorry
I ran up on you so fast, Mrs. Rogers. I’m just really excited
to go to school. Want to see me do the ABC? I can count
everything. I can draw you a horse!”
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I stammered, unable to respond. This thing was. . . speaking?
At the time, I hadn’t heard of the chimeras. I didn’t know if
she were a monster, an alien, or something else. I just knew
that I was scared.

Janie put her sweet tea back down. “That was very good,
Dani. Now, Mrs. Rogers - we’re very pleased you’ve come
‘round to visit us ‘n make sure our Dani’s gonna do good at
school. I reckon you know our main worry, by now.”

Janie looked pretty clean cut. She was well-built, and her
blonde hair was put up in a neat braid. “How. . .what is she?
How did you get her a social security number?!”

“I’m a spider girl!” Dani said excitedly. “A B C D E F G-”
“Gettin’ the card was easy,” Brett spoke up, drowning out

the alphabet song that was ongoing in the background. “I
asked my Mexican boss how he got all those illegals in, and
he gave me the name of his immigration lawyer. Paid that
man and got ‘er a social security card in no time.”

I shook o� the casual racism in Brett’s statement. “I can’t
do this. I can’t allow a giant spider into my classroom. Is she
safe? Even if she won’t hurt another student, what are my
other kids going to think?” I stood and grabbed my bag. “The
other parents aren’t going to stand for this, and I guarantee
they’re able to pay to �ght your. . . your pet getting into a
classroom with their children!”

The little spider suddenly stopped singing her alphabet,
stopping somewhere around Q or R. Her legs skittered around
on the sofa. “I’ll be good at making friends. I already got it
planned.” Her voice quivered, as if uncertain. “My best friend
is going to be nice. We’ll play baseball and soccer together,
and we’ll eat lunch at the same table at school. Don’t worry!
I have it all planned.”

I sobbed, scared of the creature sitting on the sofa near me.
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I stumbled to my feet and tried to leave, but my legs were
about as stable as jelly. I fell. “This isn’t happening - this isn’t
real. It’s a dream, a nightmare!”

While I cried, the spider curled up tight on her sofa and
bawled as well. Janie moved over to sit with the scary thing,
and she cooed parentally and hugged it tight.

“Why is teacher being mean to me, Mommy?”
“’Cause she don’t know you, sweetie,” Janie answered.
“And she’s a damn Yank,” Brett added. He picked up my tea

and swished the glass, showing o� how little I’d consumed.
Janie turned Dani’s face back to her. “We told you time and

time again that you’re very, very di�erent. We love you, and
a lot of people will love you, Dani, but people just don’t like
di�erent. ‘Member how long it took Mamaw and Papaw to
learn to like you? To play hide and go seek?”

The spider nodded.
“When you go to school, it’s going to be like that. Teacher’s

prob’ly right - the other kids’ll be real scared of you. And you
know why?”

“Because. . . because I’m special. I’m a spider girl.”
Janie nodded. “But Mommy and Daddy will always love

you, no matter what, no matter if teacher never understands.”
She turned her gaze to look at me. “You’re gonna let ‘er into
your class, Mrs. Rogers. We got ‘er registered, she’s had every
vaccine you could think of and then some, I’m headin’ o� to
college myself this fall, and she wants to go to school too. I’ll
do ever’thin in my power to help make it easier, but you’re
gonna do what you’re supposed to. That clear?”

“M-monster!” I waggled my �nger at Dani. “That’s not a
child!”

“My God, woman, are you blind? Deaf?” Brett asked. He
o�ered me a hand and picked me up from the ground. “If it
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wasn’t for the fact that we need yeh, I’d kick yer sorry ass out
of here. Poor Dani’s been excited ‘bout yeh comin’ to visit for
near ‘bout three weeks, and yeh just roll ‘round on our �oor,
discriminatin’ ‘gainst her.”

I breathed heavily, thinking about the confederate �ag in
their window. I thought about the racist comments I’d already
heard Brett say. He thought I was the one being discrimina-
tory? That blatantly racist asshole thought I was the one in
the wrong?

Something clicked in my brain. I didn’t know exactly how
to handle it at the time, so I handed over the welcome packet
and goodie bag to Brett. “Here. I can’t handle this right now.
I’ll call you back and reschedule a time to meet. Give me some
time to process all this, that’s all.”

Before they had opportunity to protest or say another word,
I hugged my purse tight to my chest and ran out of there.

The interrogator looked up from her pad. “So you allowed
Dani Hu�man to attend kindergarten because you felt in-
sulted. You felt your values were being questioned, so you
worked to prove Mr. and Mrs. Hu�man wrong.”

Mrs. Rogers crumpled up on her chair. “I felt like I was evil
enough for the KKK to call me bad. Even that day, when I
talked to my wife and thought about what I’d done, I couldn’t
blame poor Dani. The mind inside that spider’s body wasn’t
an animal, and I had treated it as if it were. My wife suggested
I make sure Dani was physically safe for other children to be
around before making a �nal decision. When I was able to
prove to myself that Dani had about as much strength and a
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lot more self control than a normal �ve year old, I resolved
to integrate her into my classroom successfully.” She cleared
her throat. “That’s why I made my �rst unit be about. . . bugs
and spiders.”

“And most of the kids accepted it?”
“Most. Once Stacy Ellington decided it was ok, everyone

else fell into line.”
The interrogator nodded her head. “Stacy Ellington. . . she’s

still best friends with Dani.” She cleared her throat. “One
more thing - you said something about a �ag in the window.
Could you tell me about that again?”

“The confederate �ag?”
“Yes. That one.”
“Well. . . ” Mrs. Rogers wiped her nose. “The �ag was a

battle �ag. It was the popular one, the. . . umm. . . sorry, ma’am,
but the racist one. I don’t want to be o�ensive or anything,
seeing as you’re. . . a. . . um. . . person of color.”

“And you’re sure that was what was in the window?”
“Yes. But please, don’t hold it against Dani. I was scared

when I went to see her, and you’ll be scared too, especially
now that she’s even bigger. Don’t think she’s racist. Don’t
think she’ll hate people of color just because of her parents’
�ag.”

The interrogator wrote something down on her tablet. She
stood and motioned for Mrs. Rogers to get up as well. “Thank
you for your time. I’ll let the powers that be know how helpful
you’ve been.”

“Don’t make me go back to that cell,” Mrs. Rogers begged.
“It’s so lonely.”

“You’ll only be there a little while longer.” The interrogator
showed her to the door. “Once again, thank you so much for
your help.”
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Chapter 12
Request for Additional Evidence

The interrogator entered the laboratory, startling Dallin Smith
enough that he turned a dial further than he’d wanted. “Oh,
golly gee willikers, you scared me!” He removed an old earbud
from his ear and placed it in a lab coat pocket.

The interrogator closed the door quietly behind her. “Sorry
to interrupt your work, Dr. Smith. I’ve conducted several
interviews today, and I decided to bring you a few more tran-
scripts concerning specimen 803. I don’t think you’ll get much
out of them, but perhaps I missed something.” She opened
her tablet and sent the data.

Dr. Smith turned his attention back to his holographic
screens and turned his dials once more. “Thank you so much
for all your help. I really appreciate it, you know, but you don’t
need to come see me in person. Sweet of you, but unnecessary.
And call me Dallin.”

The interrogator folded her tablet into her stylus and
stowed it in a pocket. “I probably wouldn’t have, normally,
but. . .Dr. Smi - er, Dallin, I have a request that you can help
me with.”

“Well, seeing how much you’ve brought me, I can’t help
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but be in your debt! Dr. Worthington’s notes alone have been
an absolute trove. She didn’t do everything like I would have,
but her treatments for cranial expansion problems? Sheer
genius. I know exactly the genes we’ll need to update for that.
Working on �nding the best sperm candidates to CRISPR-up!”

“Yes, Dallin.”
The good doctor summoned another screen and turned

it such that the interrogator could see the output from the
microscope’s camera. Tiny sperm cells �itted around on the
slide, in and out of the �eld of view. “Look there. That one’s
a strong little bug. Let me capture. . . ”

A mechanical tube inserted into the picture and plucked
out one of the �itting creatures. A vacuum sound, clicks of
mechanisms and micro�uidic chambers, and whirring motors
sounded from behind a curtained area of the room. Dallin
patted the top of his desk. “I’ll have to go through a few more,
but I have time to take a break. Plenty more specimens to
collect from, after all.” He stood from his spinny chair and
walked around to approach the interrogator more closely.
“What can I do for you? Would you like a banana?”

The interrogator’s eyes opened widely. “What?”
“You don’t know?” Dallin put a fatherly hand on the back

of her shoulders and pointed her to a room labeled ‘gowning.’
“Then you have to come this way. Oh, it’s very exciting. Put on
those booties and the breathing mask - can’t have you messing
up the atmosphere in there.” He opened a door, entered, and
pointed to a set of protective gear in a cubby.

Following the doctor’s motions, the interrogator placed
the autoclaved linens over her shoes and the gas mask over
her face. A hairnet went over her kinky hair, and a freshly
steamed coat over her body. Finally, the doctor gave her a
pair of cotton gloves to go underneath some ancient neoprene.
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“What are we doing?”
Dr. Smith placed the gas mask over his own face, but his

eyes still showed the wrinkles of a smile behind his goggles.
“This facility hasn’t been a human prison for very long. Why,
you’ve seen how closely the cells of your prisoners match the
cages of our males. This facility has mostly been about genetic
research, and that includes this.” He put his own gloved hand
on the door handle, waiting for the computer to give him the
green light to push.

The interrogator gasped when she saw the tree inside,
heavy with bunches of long, green fruits. The greenhouse
room was lit by LEDs with a natural wavelength temperature
to them. The air was clear and clean, heavy with humidity
the rest of the desert facility was devoid of.

Dallin walked to a nearby table and opened a bin. “This
plant is a giant waste of the nation’s resources put toward
bringing back bananas. Scientists from Purdue and Urbana-
Champagne came up with this tree, but not even it can with-
stand the current environmental challenges of our planet. I
was told to plant it anyway, and they haven’t cut o� our
extra water yet, so. . . here we are! And, what’s more, they
weren’t merely working on the Cavendish - they decided to
go big or go home.” He took a couple yellow fruits, fruits that
looked like fat �ngers, out of the green container. “This is
Gros Michel.”

The interrogator accepted one of his fruity gifts and stared
at it. She shook her head. “What do I do with it?”

“Why, bring it outside! To the hallway! Then we’ll eat
them, of course.”

Hurriedly, Dallin brought her back to the gowning room
where all the used cloth was placed in one bin and the neo-
prene gloves in another. The interrogator held the precious
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fruit delicately in her hands and followed Dallin’s instructions
outside, into the hallway.

She pinched the fruit by the bottom and held it up for
examination. It was short, yellow, and not like the ones she’d
seen in pictures, but it was certainly a banana.

“Go on. Eat it.”
The interrogator’s hands shook. “Eat it?”
“Sure. What else are we going to do with it? There’s no

research going on with the tree. No point in saving the ripe
ones. In fact, most of us get completely sick of bananas and
banana bread by the end of the fruiting season. You enjoy
this.”

The interrogator gulped and pulled on the stem. She peeled
it down the sides. “You’re sure it’s ok?”

“Oh yeah.”
The fruit inside was a pastel yellow, soft, unmarred by

disease or bruising. The interrogator took a bite and chewed
it, relishing in the delight. She leaned against the wall and
chewed the fruit slowly.

Dallin leaned forward, eyeing her. “Are you ok?”
“This. . . this is the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.”
“You’re acting like you’ve never eaten one before.”
“I haven’t, not that I can remember. I was probably around

10 when they went completely extinct.”
Dallin’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s. . . oh my, I. . . I hadn’t

realized. I’m sorry”
The interrogator took another bite and closed her eyes. “No.

Don’t be sorry.” Her hands shivered. “You’re saving this for
when the world can handle it again. That’s. . . that’s amazing.”

“Oh. Ok!” He easily unpeeled his fruit and took a bite of it.
“So, what was it you wanted? I am so sorry for getting you
o� on such a tangent. And those sperm are probably dead by
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now. . . well, still have a couple hundred more samples to sort,
so nothing lost!”

The interrogator’s eyes returned to her banana as she
peeled down a bit more of the skin. She chewed what was
in her mouth and blinked wistfully at the couple bites that
remained.

Dr. Smith remained quiet for a moment, then cleared his
throat. “Well?” He waited a little longer. “You said you had
something to ask from me. I’m glad you liked the banana, but
I’m pretty sure that’s not what you came to see me about.”

Her attention shifted, the usual serious glare returning to
her face. “Oh. . . oh, yes.” She stood, carefully ensuring her
banana didn’t fall. “I’ve uncovered some rather disturbing
information regarding specimen 803. I need to speak with
her.”

Dallin shook his head and leaned against the wall. After
attempting to sit, his knees cracked and he altered his course.
“Well, that’s certainly. . . something. It’s not easy to just let you
in there. You’ll need training, and there’s the potential you’ll
need a size of suit we don’t have. Just give me the questions,
and I’ll send along her answers.”

The interrogator �nished the banana and folded the peel
into her palm. “No, I need to be there. I need to see her, hear
her answers myself. Part of interrogation is being able to take
advantage of a moment of weakness when it comes along,
and I can’t trust you to do that. I have time to go through
training, though. There’s no indication my job will end as
long as her parents and Stacy Ellington live.”

Dallin turned his face away from her. “It’s rough. It’s like
BSL 5 - except you’re the incredibly contagious disease and
she’s the. . . the thing that can get the disease. You’ll need
approvals from my boss and the CIA and the NIH’s IBC, and
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you’ll have to get on the BUA, and-”
“I can do all that,” the interrogator assured. She stood from

the �oor and winced when she put a hand to her left knee. “I
got you those notes from Dr. Worthington and convinced my
superiors to let you have a copy of the relevant interrogations.
If you help me gain access to Dani, I’ll consider us more than
even, Dallin.”

Dallin sighed, shifted the glasses on his face, and crossed
his arms. “I didn’t ask you that as a form of payment. I just
wanted us to work together.”

“And that’s why I’m asking you to help me get access to
Dani.” The interrogator took a step closer to him. “If you’ve
examined Dani, you know as well as I do that she’s perfectly
capable of talking. You know that she can think, that she isn’t
the same as those males you showed me. None of the testi-
monies I’ve heard about her could be possible if she weren’t
at least of moderate intelligence. So why can’t I interview
her? What would she tell me?”

“It’s. . . It’s not that I don’t want you to talk with her, it’s just
that. . . oh, it’ll just be such a bureaucratic pain.” He threw his
hands in the air, the banana pointing upward with surrender.
“But you know, you’re right. We work in the same building,
and this is for the good of the nation. I’ll start the edocs and
send you the parts you’ll need to �ll out. Let me know when
you get the online trainings done, and we’ll begin the Tyvek
training in person.”

The interrogator nodded and o�ered a hand to shake.
“Thank you, Dr. Smith. Er, Dallin.”

Dallin gave a warm shake in return. “I really hope you get
what you want from her.”
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The chair �lled with a holographic projection of Agent
Ivanov. His false image looked up from a tablet in his hands.
“This call was unexpected.”

“Agent Ivanov,” the interrogator said. “Sorry to bother you
just when you’ve arrived back in Washington, but something
has come up.” She cleared her throat. “I have evidence that one
of the prisoners we previously released, Reverend Hinkley,
has molested children. I’d like to arrest him a second time.”

Agent Ivanov’s face fell, and his eyes blinked while he
pursed his lips. “Where did this come from?”

“I don’t have proof, but the volleyball coach claims photo-
graphic evidence exists.”

“But we already released him. What will the others think?
They may start to believe their a�davits and the government’s
word is worthless.”

“Just tell the truth. He has been arrested for being a pe-
dophile.”

Agent Ivanov hu�ed and squeezed his tablet. “This isn’t
going to be that easy.”

“But it’s the right thing to do.”
“I suppose.” He typed something in to his tablet screen.

“There. I’ve started an investigation into the issue. I’ll let you
know when he’s been taken back into custody. If you get the
photographic proof, let me know. Send me all the information
you have on the case in the meantime.”

The interrogator released a held breath. “Thank you, Agent
Ivanov.”

Agent Ivanov nodded. “You owe me one for this. But I’m
going to ask you to stop investigating these people’s personal
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lives on your own time. No more interrogations for the good
of Dr. Dallin Smith or his research. Understood?”

She saluted. “Yes, sir. I’ll �nd the evidence against Reverent
Hinkley, and then I will turn my full attention to the exit
interviews and subsequent release of innocents.”

“You do that.” He put the tablet down. “Anything else while
you have me on the line?”

“No, sir. Everything else seems to be going �ne.”
“Goodbye, then.”
“Goodbye, Agent Ivanov.”
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Chapter 13
Second Interview of Dr.
Worthington

Dr. Worthington’s eyes blinked a few times when her cell
unexpectedly opened. “Lord, you nearly gave me a stroke.
I didn’t expect visitors at this hour - assuming time’s still
ticking out there.” She reached out a withered, old hand.
“Help me sit up.”

The interrogator let the door shut and lock behind her, then
walked over to the feeble old woman. She o�ered a hand and
picked Dr. Worthington up from the soft trap. “Would you
like me to place a pillow behind you? For your back?”

“That would be nice.” She groaned with relief when she
leaned back against the feather-�lled cotton. “Oh, Lord, some-
times I wonder if it wouldn’t have been better to have just
died when my husband did.”

The interrogator took a seat on the foot of Dr. Worthing-
ton’s bed. Her nose twitched as she sni�ed the room. “Why?”

“Should be obvious. The world’s going to hell in a handbas-
ket, and nothing I or my friends or even my generation did
can stop it.” She coughed a bit after she breathed in. “Now. I’m
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glad you’ve come to visit an old woman in her death cham-
bers, but I’m sure you’re looking for something else out of me.”
The doctor leaned forward a bit, then back when she realized
it was hard to hold the position. “And why haven’t you taken
me to the interrogation room this time? Why visit?”

The interrogator looked to her own feet and intertwined
her �ngers. “Records indicate you’re not in the best of health,
and our living conditions aren’t improving that. The guards
suggested I come here to question you today.”

“Hmph. Now I know you’re lying.”
“Will my lying change anything?”
“Depends.”
“I’ve learned from Dr. Smith, the resident scientist here

and foremost expert on Chimeras such as Dani Hu�man,
that your medical notes have been invaluable. He told me
something about, uh, ‘cranial treatments’ that you’ve done. I
was wondering if you could tell me more about those.”

Dr. Worthington closed her eyes a moment. “I know what
you’re talking about. I couldn’t tell you exact formulations,
and most of the medical documentation’s already in my logs.
I don’t think there’s anything more de�nitive I can tell you.”

The interrogator’s face turned directly to Dr. Worthington.
She placed a dark hand on top of Dr. Worthington’s pale white.
“I was allowed to see the male chimeras. They’re little more
than animals, but the stories I’ve heard from Dani’s parents,
friends, and teachers have all indicated she’s more than a
pet or a killing machine. I’m on the training docket to visit
with Dani eventually, but I need assurance, doctor. I need
assurance that I shouldn’t be afraid, that what’s inside her
exoskeleton is something human.”

Though hidden beneath mounds of wrinkles, Dr. Worthing-
ton beamed a gummy smile. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to
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play psychological games with me. You’re wilier than you
want people to think. I’m too old for your crap, though.” She
clutched the interrogator’s hand. “So listen, and listen well,
because Dani deserves better than what you’ve given her. She
deserves better than what you’ve given me.”

Spiders go through something called a molt. It’s like grow-
ing pains, like how your very bones hurt when you’re actively
getting bigger, but more violent, explosive, and energetically
expensive.

During her �rst few months of life, Dani molted several
times. Given the rates I saw her growing, I decided the little
girl was going to live at least as long as a tarantula, probably
longer, and reach a size I couldn’t predict. I charted her as
accurately as I could, tried to maintain constant interaction
with the Hu�mans, and still my predictions seemed entirely
guesswork.

Toward the end of her �rst year, the Hu�mans called me
with concerns about her molt. Ever since a few days after she’d
shed her previous exoskeleton, she’d been holding her head
with her claws and keeping her eyes closed. They theorized
that she had a headache. I had them bring her in.

“Dada?” she asked.
I’d heard it a few times. I’d heard her say Mama, Daddy,

and a few other things. I knew that she was progressing like
a human baby more than a spider or even a monkey.

“Was Janie sick today?” I asked.
He shook his head. “’Mergency at work. You wouldn’t

b’lieve how many folks think Bojangles robots got money in
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‘em - I mean, how long’s it been since people’d carry cash?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. A while.”
“And yet they think it’s a smart idea to crawl up the cookin’

hole to �nd money. So Janie’s gone downtown to cut sommun
outta the box.”

“That’s insane. Though, I suppose I should be proud of her
- and you, really - for holding a job for a year. Didn’t expect
it, to tell you the truth.” I stroked the spider’s smooth back
and wondered if she’d ever develop urticating hairs (hint: she
didn’t). When I touched the top of her head, she’d grimace
and �ail her eight legs. “Brett. . . I know I’ve said it before, but
I’m still not sure what she is. I don’t-”

“She’s a little girl,” Brett said. He pointed at her and waggled
his thick, calloused �nger. “Ain’t you ‘eard what she just said?
That’s my name. Dada. And here - lookit - came in the mail
recently.” He fumbled in his phone until he pulled up a copy
of an o�cial document. “See? Social security card. Bona-�de
human.”

“Oh good lord.”
“It’s even legal an’ everthin’. Had some illegals help me

�gger it out, though.”
I put a palm to my forehead. “Whatever. I don’t know

what’s going on with your legal situation, and I don’t rightly
care. Do you want to pay for an MRI?”

“You think it’ll hep ‘er, doc?”
“I’ve got no better idea. Her head’s hurting, and I’d see a

break in the exoskeleton if that were the problem.”
He nodded. “Then yeah. I got the cash, so I reckon we

ort’ta �gger this out. Whadda I do?”
I swaddled the blanket around her a little. “Pick her up and

follow me.”
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MRI machines are amazing now. They’re incredibly inex-
pensive. When I just started out in veterinary medicine, it
took a room full of scientists and equipment just to run one,
so most animal MRIs were done at veterinary schools or some
of the biggest, most expensive hospitals. Now even po-dunk
country doctors like me could just have one in a back room. I
shu�ed down the hallway and opened the door to the room,
then instructed Brett to sit her in the ring opening.

I’d never had a patient so. . . patient before. Calm. Trainable.
At that moment, I felt insanely jealous of doctors practicing
on humans. They had such an unfair advantage.

Brett helped hold her still while I operated the machine,
and in about �fteen minutes I had an image before me. He
picked her up at my direction and brought her over to the
screen. While he bounced her in e�ort to make her happy, I
pointed at the place on the screen I wanted him to look.

“The problem is obvious,” I said. “If you look here, you’ll
see that the brain is growing about as you’d want in a human
of her age. The problem is that the exoskeleton is growing
for a spider of her weight - and that doesn’t match up.”

Brett sucked in a breath and held it.
“I told you before that I don’t know what she is, but. . . you’re

right, in a way. I think her mind is human, or at least human
enough. Her cranial cavity isn’t growing correctly given her
brain size.”

“Can we. . . is there anything we can do?”
I nodded. “Yeah. There are things we can try.”
I actually didn’t have a clue. It was at this point, when I

realized I was trying not to let them know I couldn’t save
their daughter, that I stopped being jealous of doctors that
worked on humans. Oh, hell, that would be the worst.

Brett nodded. “What we gonna do?”
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“I have to do a couple more studies,” I said. “We’re going to
need to run some metabolic and hormonal tests, and it’s. . . it’s
going to be a lot of them. We don’t know what she is, so I’m
going to have to run the gamut. After we �gure out what
growth hormones she produces, I should be able to order a
cocktail to inject near her brain immediately after she sheds
her next exoskeleton. It’ll force the soft, new �esh to grow
more than normal. If we do this every time she molts, we
should be able to control it.”

Brett held his little spider close. “Any side e�ects?”
“I don’t know.” I leaned forward, putting a lot more weight

on my arms than I can manage now. “Everything we do with
Dani is uncharted territory. The only way I could make better
decisions is if we knew what she was - but that would require
me asking for help from an agency. Is that what you want?”

He shook his head. “No. Keep this quiet. I git the sneakin’
‘spicion that Uncle Sam won’t take kindly to us raisin’ this
little girl. Not that I think the guv’ment’s involved or anythin,’
since we de�nitely didn’t just steal her. Nothin’ classi�ed or
anything, not that we know of.”

I moved some of the images into Dani’s electronic folders.
This was the �rst time I knew for sure that Dani was supposed
to be government property. I looked at some of the wrinkles
and liver spots on my hands. I didn’t have that long left to live,
not the way the environment was falling apart and disposable
plastics were disappearing. A lifetime of excess and luxury
was catching up to me.
And to Dani.
My wrinkles and spots and failing health made me part

of the generation that had made Janie and Brett sterile, that
had failed to stop the temperatures from rising. I can blame
my parents and grandparents as much as I want, but they’re
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long dead now and there’s no point. Assuming time goes on,
you’ll understand one day. Your generation will do things to
irreparably change the lives of those younger than you, and
they won’t like your decisions no matter what they are, no
matter if they’re all that stands between the planet and total
destruction.

“I’ll help you. It’s going to be expensive, but I’ll put you on
a payment plan. There’s no point in making you pay for a
child’s medical care when no one else on the planet has to.” I
typed into the records system a few notes and made another
appointment. “Bring her back in a couple weeks and we’ll
do the complete workup. I’ll formulate the �rst therapy, and
we’ll try it. If we don’t, well. . . I fear the alternative is worse
than the possible side e�ects from the treatments.”

Brett nodded. “How can I thank you, Dr. Worthington?”
“Keep your job. Do right by this girl you’ve adopted. No

one else with kids is going to slack o�.”
“I’m not sure I wanna go to college.”
I let my shoulders down. “That’s up to you. But one of you

should try - they have scholarships just for sterilized people.”
He wrinkled his nose. “Yeah.” Dani wrapped a few legs

around his neck. “I’ll see you in a couple weeks then, Doc.”
I nodded and saw him o�.
He paid his bill in full.

“So when you go to see Dani, you’ll notice her cephalotho-
rax is a bit distended on one end. That’s from the injections
and the extra growth of her exoskeleton.”
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The interrogator chuckled. “I’d say it’s more an ‘if’ than a
‘when.’"

“You’re the only person I know of that can travel from
our prisons to hers. You have to make sure it’s a when. I
don’t know your Dr. Smith, but he has to be cruel if he’s used
biosafety and science as an excuse to keep Dani from her
friends and parents. Even if it’s only a few times, I need you
to assure Dani that we’re all thinking about her.”

The interrogator let go of Dr. Worthington’s hand. “You
think she’s Brett and Janie’s actual child, don’t you?”

“Yes.”
“That’s ludicrous. And why would you support that? You

know what they were. You knew they were poor lunatics, the
exact kind of people the government wouldn’t want raising a
child.”

Dr. Worthington leaned in close to the interrogator. “I had
two children. They each had two children. All of it with no
oversight, no chance of involuntary sterilization. I lived a life
you can’t even imagine, a life �lled with sugar and beef and
butter and wine.” She pointed to the door. “But I know what
votes I had to cast. My generation knew that sterilization
would be unpopular, but it had to happen or none of us would
be here now. So hate us and hate our hypocrisy for as long
as you want, but none of that will change my past. None of
that will change the fact that you are su�ering for choices
you couldn’t have made. None of that will change the fact
that Dani exists and is here now, imprisoned.”

The interrogator stood, her face dour. “I do what I have to
do. If I were to treat this specimen like an accident child as
you do, this country would be lost.” She crossed her arms. “So
I’ll do what I have to. I’ll deal with the mess your generation
left this world in.”
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“Help me back down?”
The interrogator turned away from Dr. Worthington and

left.
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Chapter 14
Third Interview of Brett Hu�man

“What in tarnation?!”
The interrogator unfolded a canvas and aluminum chair

then plopped it next to the cell door. She sat down and un-
folded her tablet from its stylus. “I need information. Infor-
mation I don’t have time to ready the interrogation chamber
for.”

Brett hurriedly stepped into his trousers and hopped around.
“Well, you could’a tole a man you were comin’ to visit afore
you caught ‘im with his pants down!”

“You could wear clothing instead.”
“I ain’t gonna wear pants in my own room.”
“Fine.” She cleared her throat. “I’ve seen Dani’s grades.

I know she’s somehow rated for a two child future despite
being a chimera. How did you swing that?”

He tightened the drawstring at the top of his jumpsuit and
sat to pulling the overshirt around his shoulders. “I reckon
she’s got more brains than me. Maybe more than her mama -
er, Janie, you know - but I’m a bit too dull to tell. She passed
them tests, all I can tell yeh.”

“You didn’t rig them?”
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“No. Wouldn’t know how anyway.”
“Her teachers could have cheated for her.”
“I don’t reckon that’s what happened.”
“Then prove it. Tell me something that will assure me

Dani’s. . . safe. Prove to me that she’s both intelligent and
moral.”

Janie pointed to the holographic note. “Now, you know
what we said earlier. Not gettin’ the score you want don’t
mean you’re bad.”

“Yeah,” Dani said. She rubbed her claws in excitement then
reared back onto four legs. I remember her cute little pink
dress, the one my mother had made special for the summer.
It had white polka dots and Minnie Mouse on the print.

Janie gave me our secret look. We’d been married long ‘nu�
that I could ‘bout read her mind. She was worried.

Hell, I was ‘bout to piss myself I was so worried. Janie
couldn’tve been much better o�.

The end of year tests. When I was in school, leastwise up
‘till it mattered, the tests just determined if you passed to the
next grade. I’d scoot by on the minimum and look for’ard
to �shin’ in the summers. There weren’t no fat-measurin’
contests nor beauty pageants nor physical �tness tests. Janie
might’ve failed the phenotypic tests just ‘cause she ain’t never
learned to swim. The tests were real hard back when they
was �rst cuttin’ out people’s testicles and ovaries. Had to get
rid of a slew of undesirables, ya know.

Anyway, the scores came in the mail. “Open the letter,
Mama.” She hopped up and down, just shy of bein’ able to
touch the hologram.
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So Janie tapped the note, and the airy envelope opened. On
the inside of the envelope was the scoring rubric and what
the state had given for each category.

Dani tugged a claw at the bottom of the letter and pulled it
to her height so she could see it. “2!” she cried out. “I got a 2!”

I looked at Janie. A two? Our daughter?
A tear came to my eyes. I couldn’t be more proud of her,

couldn’t wish greater success. At the same time, my heart
sank - how would getting a tentative two-child rating help a
creature so clearly inhuman?

We knew she was a Chimera. The news had broke just a
couple weeks afore her �rst exam results came in. So who
was she going to breed with? How would we break her heart?

Well, of course we decided not to break her heart right then.
Janie pointed to a number. “Janie, look at this! You did so

well on your physical aptitude test - that’s a very high score!”
I looked over her shoulder. “Wow. . . holy mackerel, sweetie,

that’s perfect in every subcategory. When’d you learn to
swim?”

“Basketball camp,” she answered, “And the internet.”
I whistled. “Lord have mercy, child. I’m gonna have to see

that. You teach me how to swim?”
She nodded. “Yeah!”
Just so it’s clear, the swimmin’ lessons didn’t go too well.

Ain’t gonna suggest learnin’ to swim from an 8-legged person
to no one.

Janie shook her head incredulously. “It’s. . . this is amazing.
Reading, writing, math, science, history are all very good!
You’ve done so well, Dani!”

“I think this calls for ice cream!” I decided.
“Yes! Absolutely. You want ice cream, Dani?”
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The little girl pulled the paper down and kept perusing it.
Her ecstatic demeanor crashed when she pointed out a single
number. “I got a zero in this one.”

I blinked and looked at what she pointed out. “Aw, that one
ain’t worth jack diddly.”

She dropped the hologram and left it �oating in midair.
Janie o�ered her a hand. “The rubric ain’t fair for you on

that one, sweetie.”
Dani clutched her claw tight. “Am I ugly, Mama?”
“No!” Janie denied. “Look at this sub-rubric - ear size.

Sweetcakes, your ears don’t look nothin’ like Mama’s or
Daddy’s. They’re on your face, kinda like dolphin ears ‘cept
tuned to work in air rather than water.”

“And nose,” I said. “You say you smell with your legs. How
they gonna compare your legs with my nose?”

Dani’s legs curled in. “How do I get a nose like yours?
Ears?” She reached up and caressed my legs, then held tight
to the pants on my outer thigh. “Do I get to grow up to be
human, eventually? Is that going to happen?”

I shook my head. “No. You’re a chimera, and we love you
for who you are.”

“But that makes me ugly.”
“Sweetheart, no,” Janie insisted. “This is a stupid paper. See

this bit?”
Dani nodded, saying that yes, she understood that Janie’s

�nger pointed to ‘Morality.’
Janie ran her �nger down the list. “You are just. You are

kind. You are smart. You are way ahead of the curve on
altruism, which means niceness. This section right here says
you’re gorgeous.”

“Then why is this section called ‘beauty’?”
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“’Cause the guv’ments �lled with darned idiots,” I answered.
I leaned onto the co�ee table and looked into our daughter’s
eyes. “This pisses me right o�. So I’m just gonna tell yeh how
the world works and get it over with. So siddown.”

Dani crawled onto the bed, and Janie gave a wary look at
me. “What’re you doin,’ Brett?”

“What shoulda been done afore now.” I fell onto the bed,
next to Dani, and smoothed out the blanket in front of me.
“Now, Dani, you ‘member a couple weeks ago when the war
ended? How I told you I thought you was a chimera?”

She nodded her cephalothorax. That’s a fancy word, ain’t
it? Cephalothorax. Learned that one from Dr. Worthington.

“Well,” I continued, scratchin my chin, “Bein’ a chimera
means you’re a whole genetic soup of a whole bunch of things.
It’s why you’re a ‘spider girl,’ why you hafta get those head
treatments so yer brain will �t into yer exoskeleton. And you
know what? Someone made you that way.”

“I knew that.”
“I ain’t talkin’ ‘bout God,” I refuted, holding out a hand.

“I’m talkin’ ‘bout some guv’ment scientist. Some little weasel
nerd in Connecticut or summat awful like that thought, ‘Hey,
you know what, let’s put a little girl into a spider’s body. Ain’t
nothin’ wrong with that.’ And so that dirty carpetbagger come
up with some way to put you in that body.”

Janie held onto the bedpost. “Brett, that’s enough.”
“I ain’t �nished, though,” I said. “We fount yeh, Dani, over in

the holler near the blackberry bushes. Up above Miss Sarah’s
cow pasture.” My lips quivered. “We fount yer egg and took
yeh home. And you ‘ventully hatched, and Dani, we loved
you then like we love you now. And I want the best for yeh.
The absolute best.”

Dani wiggled her little pedipalps. I remember seeing the
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fangs on her jaws. I remember at that moment wanting to
just squeeze her and stop the pain she was gonna feel.

I coughed. “You’ve learnt in school how babies are made.
They’ve tole yeh the end of year tests determine your pheno-
typical �tness, and your phenotypic �tness determines how
many babies the guv’ment’s gonna let you have when you
grow up.” I leaned forward. “Mama and Daddy weren’t ‘lowed
no babies.”

“What?” She skittered around on the bed. “None?
Then. . . then. . . am I adopted?”

Janie took hold of Dani’s front leg, right round the �exible
part she used as a hand. “You’ve gone too far, Brett.”

Dani’s gaze �xed on Janie. “Is it true? Did you
just. . . just. . .�nd me down with all the other trash in the
holler?”

“You’re not trash, Dani.” Janie said. “Dani, you got a two
child rating. Do you know how rare that is? Don’t you realize
how many other kids got ones, or zeros? Because most of
them did.”

“Youns are both missin’ the point.” I pounded a �st on the
bed. “The point is that the guv’ment made you real special,
Dani, and your Mama and me are lucky to have you. Blessed,
in fact. But the stupid guv’ment ain’t �ggered out how to
judge the beauty of a spider girl, ‘cause they ain’t e’er gonna
love you like Mama and Daddy can. The guv’ment made you,
prob’ly spent a whole lotta money to do it, and they put so
much time into makin’ you that they ain’t updated their test
to ‘count for you bein’ a spider girl. They just ‘spected plain
human girls and plain human boys, and that’s why their test
sucks. ‘Cause they’re idiots. . . spend all that money to make
you and not give you a fair test. . . stupid.”

Dani shook.
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Janie held her tight. “Your classmates love you. Your friend
Stacy loves you.” She rubbed Dani’s head. “And yeah, you’re
adopted. That’s how come you got the most rotten parents in
the world.”

Dani pushed Janie away. “What? Mommy, I love you.
You’re the best!”

“Am I?” Janie asked. She pulled some �les out of the com-
puter and brought an old letter, marked by its old �le exten-
sion. “This paper here says I’s never �t to be a mommy. I took
the same test you took, and the state told me I failed. Failed.
I got a big ol’ zero, and they cut me open and took out my
ovaries. I got low scores in ev’ry subject, ‘cludin’ beauty. You
beat me on near ‘bout ever’thin, Dani. And you know what?”
She reached out to take my right hand, then kept her other
hand on Dani’s cephalothorax (gotta use my fancy words
when I can). Janie squeezed my hand tight. “I found you, and
I think my raisin’ you’s showed that test what’s what. I think
I’ve been a good mommy, and I hope you agree.” She shed a
tear. “I don’t know what I’d do if I had to believe my score
was right.”

“Mr. Hu�man?”
Brett Hu�man’s face was in his hands. When he looked

back up at the interrogator, the sheen of leftover tears glim-
mered in the overhead light. “I got o� track. Just tryin’ to
‘member what happened next.”

The interrogator put a hand to her chin. “I don’t see how
that story proves that Dani’s a person. It doesn’t even have
to be true.”
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Brett’s brows furrowed. “How can you just sit there, look at
me, and tell me I’m lyin’? What the hell kind of reason might
I have for lyin’?” He stood from his bed and pointed to the
door. “Dani’s a person ‘cause she’s got feelin’s. If she’d gotten
straight zeros on that test, she’d still be a person ‘cause she’d
have feelin’s and a way to tell us ‘bout em. She has hopes and
dreams and y’all just crushed ‘em into tiny pieces with your
stupid tests. So get out of here - let me sit here with my pants
o� in peace.”

The interrogator crossed her arms. “No.”
“Then what you want?!” he asked. “You rurned my life,

and I mighta arreddy give yeh summat to use ‘gainst me or
Janie or Dani. I am pow’rless here. So you git outta here, or
I’ll �nd some way to make yeh git out.”

“Last time I spoke with you, you told me a story about
tearing down a �ag.” She swallowed. “Since then, I talked
with someone who told me something surprising: that �ag
wasn’t an American �ag.”

“Git out.”
“It was a Confederate �ag.”
“Heritage, not hate.”
“Is that what you taught your chimera? Did you teach your

stolen weapon of war that �ag wasn’t about hate?”
He gritted his teeth. “I wouldn’t ‘spect you to unnerstand.”
“What, because I’m black?”
“’Cause y’er hateful! You destroyed everything and every-

one I love! Git outta my cell.”
“No,” the interrogator said. “You love Dani, and it’s obvious

a whole bunch of other people love her too. But Brett, she’s a
spider. A freaking 200 pound spider.”

“300.”
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“300 pound, then,” the interrogator said. “A 300 pound spi-
der that you’ve obviously taught to distrust the government.
I’m going to talk with her soon, and I’m. . . I. . . ”

Brett sighed and sat back down on his cot. “Y’er scared.”
“No. I’m not scared.”
The room fell quiet, only the lapping of the water in the

trough echoing o� the walls. The lights burned bright in the
ceiling, undying LED’s shimmering in concert.

“I’m leaving,” the interrogator said.
“I never taught ‘er to be racist, if you were wonderin’ ‘bout

that.”
The interrogator didn’t wait around to listen to more. She

closed the door tight behind her.
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Chapter 15
Second Interview of Stacy Ellington

Stacy cleaned something out from under her nails and shifted
around on the long chaise lounge. “Gah, I wish you’d stop
pretending like you were a shrink. Everyone knows you’re
trying to get something else out of me.”

The interrogator wrote something on her tablet. “Like
what?”

“Something about Dani. That’s for sure.”
“It is. Dani is, after all, exactly what I’m here to talk

about.” She put the tablet down on her lap and leaned forward
earnestly. “This �gment was created by you for a reason. Per-
haps it was due to some sort of trauma? An event that may
have precipitated the need for comfort?”

Stacy rolled her eyes. “I remember playing basketball with
her in kindergarten. It’s not like anything bad had happened
at that point.”

“Your memory has been vastly altered. Your mind is hiding
the truth, even in what you perceive as your past. I’m here to
help you dig through your thoughts and �nd the truth.”

“So if I just tell you something bad, you’ll stop hounding
me with this bullshit?”
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The interrogator sighed. “Well, since I wasn’t hired to help
clean up your language, yes. After I �gure out the source of
your false memories, we can begin the real work. We can
start the healing process.” She cleared her throat. “So, is there
something you want to tell me about? It could have happened
recently, it could have happened a couple years ago. Middle
school, maybe?”

Stacy put her cleaned �nger up to her chin. “I think I know
what you’re goin’ for.”

Dani and I both lived in the upper reach of the holler. It
was always us, �rst on the bus in the morning, last o� in the
evening.

This story was a ‘�rst on in the morning’ sort of situation.
The sky was dark and cloudy like usual that deep in January.
The cold of the mountain night had left the grass frosted over,
and some of the leaves shimmered as if it had snowed.

Have you ever seen snow? I’ve seen it a couple times. I
could move up north when I grow up - it snows there more
often, and I think I’d like that. I’d have to put up with Yanks
like you, though, so jury’s still out.

Anyway, Dani was sitting in the back when I got on the
bus. “Mr. Potter,” I said to the driver. “You doin’ ok?”

He mumbled something under his breath. “Git in yer seat.
Shut up.”

I hurried on to the back of the bus, looking over my shoulder
at Mr. Potter. Something was wrong - his eyes were pu�y,
his hair was unkempt. Even sterilized folks like him usually
kept themselves well if they wanted to do anything more
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than barely survive. I made my way to my seat, across the
aisle from Dani, and plopped my bag in the spot next to the
window.

Dani’s hand - er, claw, whatever - scratched at the seat
in front of her. “You do that crap Mrs. Ellerson assigned
last night? That was a dumb homework. Find all the prime
numbers up to a thousand without the internet or a calculator?
I was up for hours!”

I rolled my eyes. “Duh, just do the �rst hundred and use
the internet for the rest. Do you really think Mrs. Ellerson is
going to check our work? No way.”

“So you cheated?”
“Yeah. I didn’t see how I’d �nish it if I played it straight.”
“Well. . . I guess that’s right. I didn’t �nish it. Oh, man,

now my scores are going to go down, and my reliability will
decrease. Gah!”

I held onto the seat while we went around a curve. “It just
wasn’t worth doing that assignment, you know.”

“Have you cheated on other things? I don’t want to do my
homework if I don’t have to.”

“Oh hell no.” I pulled away from her and crossed my arms.
“I got caught cheating o� you when we were in like �rst grade
or something. That still takes points o� my scores in the End
of Year evaluations, and it’s not worth the risk. I don’t cheat
much at all, and this is only the second time ever -”

We both gripped our seats and screamed bloody murder.
. . . Ok, I might not have stopped at that point in my sentence,

I get it, but just roll with me here. Just think of it as nice �avor
text for your report or whatever.

Anyway, we screamed and held onto our seats. Even though
I gripped tight to the fake-ass leather seat in front of me, my
�ngers couldn’t hold my weight when the bus rolled over.
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And over.
A claw gripped onto my wrist. “Stacy!”
“I swear I’ll never cheat again!” I screamed. “Dani!”
And Dani, who’s so crazy strong, pulled me to her seat. The

width of her body allowed and the eight legs allowed her to
hold onto the seat better than I ever could. She shoved me
under her, so I gripped the metal rod under the seat and held
on for dear life.

The ceiling crushed down. Broken glass churned in the
spinning bus. Dani held both of us tight to her seat, the space
between her and me getting ever smaller. My breath was
compressed. I stopped screaming.

And then, suddenly, the bus stopped rolling and remained
still on its side. I took a few moments, waiting to make sure
the horri�c spinning was over, then pulled myself out from
under Dani. “Dani - Dani, oh my god, are you ok?”

Dani struggled, but she �nally pulled a couple stuck claws
out from between the bus seats and fell across the aisle to-
ward where I had been sitting. She crumpled into herself and
shivered. “What just happened!?”

“I think we rolled o� a cli�!”
“I’m scared.” She felt around in her hoodie pocket and

pulled out her tablet. “I’m calling Mom and Dad.”
I shook my head, now feeling a little bit of blood trickling

o� my nose. I noticed my head hurt, and my glove came back
wet when I touched my forehead. I must have hit it against
something in all the crazy twirling.

You can see the scar - right here, look - still. I have to cover
that with crazy makeup, and it still gives me point deductions
for symmetry. I mean, I totally beat the pants o� Dani in the
beauty category, but you can’t accumulate too many points.
You literally can’t.
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Anyway, I felt a little dizzy. I put my leg against something
hard and “down,” and started crawling to the emergency door
in the back. All the running lights were o�, and I smelled
something burning. The lithium batteries’ casings had proba-
bly cracked. I coughed in the light smoke and put my hands
against the emergency exit handle.

The door banged against its casing. The hard, composite
shell of the bus had crunched and twisted such that the door
was stuck. I kicked at it a couple times.

Dani crawled out of her seat. “Mr. Potter? Mr. Potter, you
ok?” she shouted. I noticed her legs squirm around on the
sideways chairs, pulling her up from the polymeric side of
the bus.

Water from the shallow creek started seeping in through
the windows. “Dani!” I shouted. “Dani - we have to get out
of here! There’s water and cracked batteries!” I kicked at the
door again, budging it a few centimeters.

You hear that, hag? I can use the metric system. Suck it.
Dani ripped the driver’s seat apart and manhandled the

unconscious Mr. Potter out. She slung him over her thorax,
held onto him with a couple of her legs, and started crawling
back. “Get that door open, Stacy!”

“I’m tryin’!” I kicked again, and blood from my head
dripped into my eye. At last, I kicked the window in the
bottom of the door out. “I got it!”

I bent down and crawled through the opening. The cold
of the morning bit into my bare hands, and the cut on my
forehead stung with the temperature. The smell of lithium
�re was even stronger out here.

“Stacy!” I heard behind me. “Stacy - help me get him out of
here.”

Though dizzy, I turned around and took Mr. Potter’s jacket.
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I remember the smell of his breath, like how my parents’
breath smelled after a couple glasses of wine, but more intense.

Dani fed him out through the little hole in the door, squeez-
ing him out like pasta from an extruder. I pulled the limp
spaghetti man out from the hole. I felt crappy when his feet
went into the creek, but that wasn’t a big deal - �ames spurted
from the bottom of the bus as more of the lithium became
exposed to air.

“God, he’s heavy!” I cried as I dragged him. I could hardly
see - my eyes were clouding up from loss of blood and all the
exertion.

Dani pushed at the door. “Just get him away from here,
Stacy! Run!”

My arms gave out after I got Mr. Potter a few yards further
away. “God, Dani, help me.”

“Get out of here, Stacy!”
I stumbled a couple feet, then fell to the ground. It smelled

of leaf litter and frost.
“Stacy!”
Smoke and a ceramic “crack” woke me back up. I grabbed

onto the �annel shoulders of Mr. Potter and kept going. I
couldn’t let Dani down.
Dani.
I fell back down and looked up to the bus. Spider’s legs

stuck out the hole from which Mr. Potter had been extruded,
but Dani was still in there. “Dani!” I screamed. I tripped over
Mr. Potter and tried to make my way back to her. “Dani!”

She was stuck behind the door. The little hole through
which I’d crawled was big enough for a human to shimmy
through, but her body shape was too di�erent from ours. Her
legs moved back in and pushed against the door. The metal
bent a few more centimeters than I had been able to achieve,
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but it wasn’t going to be enough. Even if she rolled the entire
door up, her round abdomen was going to be a di�cult piece
to �t.

She poked her head out of the opening she’d created. “Don’t
you come closer! Get away from here - get up to the road and
�ag down Mama and Daddy!”

“No! Dani, let me help!”
I screamed when the lithium batteries exploded and cracked.

More �res started, which opened even more battery compart-
ments. I could feel the intense heat even from where I sat
next to Mr. Potter.

“Go git Mama and Daddy - they’ll have bolt cutters or
somethin’ to get me out! Hurry!”

What. . . what else could I have done? I crawled up the hill,
using roots and small trees to pull myself. I don’t know how
long it took me, but it felt like forever. Had her parents already
driven by? Had I failed?

I reached the gravel road. A couple drops of blood drained
from my forehead. I remember crying, unable to do anything
other than lay just o� the side of the road and wait.

I saw the headlights of a couple bicycles and waved my
hands maddeningly. “Help!” I screamed, not caring even if
this was some crazy murder rapist. “Help!”

Dani’s parents pulled over to the side of the road, tossing
their bikes down. Janie came over to me and took out some
cotton bandages from her bag. “Oh, Stacy, are you ok?”

Brett looked over the edge of the embankment. “Holy shit.”
He grabbed some tools from his saddlebags and slid down the
hill faster than I’ve ever seen the man hustle.

I pointed down the hill. “She’s stuck,” I managed to get out.
“Brett’s going to go get her.”
“Fire.”
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“It’ll be ok.”
Janie held my head to her lap. I don’t remember much after

that - it didn’t take too much longer before I passed out.

“And you know what pisses me o� most about this whole
thing?”

The interrogator, her head resting in her palm, asked,
“What?”

“Mrs. Ellerson did check the math we did for that home-
work. And literally everyone except Dani got points o� for
cheating, and Dani got points o� for not �nishing, so literally
everyone was screwed. It was such garbage.”

The interrogator blinked her eyes a couple times. “You
nearly died and all you can say about it is you got points o�
your homework.”

Stacy’s eyes opened widely. “Uh, chyah?”
“No. No, that’s not the point of this story.” The interrogator

pointed to her tablet. “How did Dani get out?”
“Does it matter if she’s actually just a �gment of my imagi-

nation?”
The interrogator paused.
“That’s right. You just got caught. Dani’s real, and you’re

trying to get some kind of dirt on her.”
“I’m just trying to �nd out how to help you, Stacy.” She

leaned forward. “You obviously imagined Dani. You got Mr.
Potter out all by yourself.”

Stacy leaned back. “You don’t give up easy, do you?” She
rolled her eyes. “Well, Janie - Dani’s mom - works with Bo-
jangle’s robots. Sometimes people get stuck in the machines
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because they’re stupid and decide to crawl in. So she has a few
cases of thermite at all times. Dani said they used it to burn
the hinges o� the back door, and Dani was able to bend the
composite up enough to get out. After her next molt, which
came sooner than anyone had planned, the crummy burns on
her exoskeleton went away. The plating came back good as
new.”

“And what about Mr. Potter?”
Stacy shrugged. “I guess he lived, but he lost his job. He

was old enough to retire, but he didn’t have any savings.
They. . .Mom and Dad didn’t tell me how he died, but I bet I
know. There wasn’t much left for him on this Earth, after all.”
She swallowed. “His wife had died of cancer a few months
before the crash. He had no kids. He had no job, didn’t own
his house - it was just all gone. All gone.” She put a hand to
her mouth. “I didn’t save him, not really.”

The interrogator swallowed. “Well. . . that wasn’t the story
I expected from you. I was expecting you to talk about Rev-
erend Hinkley.”

Stacy’s face blanched. “Why?”
“Because of what he did to you.”
“Nothing happened.”
“That’s not what I heard.”
“Who told you?” Stacy stood from her lounge chair. She

formed �sts with her hands and gritted her teeth. “The only
person I ever talked to about Hinkley was Dani. Don’t you
fucking dare try to pretend she’s my imagination ever again.”
Stacy stomped toward the door.

“You weren’t dismissed, Stacy Ellington!”
“Fuck you!” She grabbed the door handle and tried it re-

peatedly. “Let me the fuck out!”
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The interrogator signed o� on her tablet, and the guards
took Stacy away.
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Chapter 16
CLASSIFIED - Interview of Dani
Hu�man

“You ready?”
The interrogator’s voice was mu�ed by a Tyvek suit, but

her signal traveled through cyberspace, was recorded in the
facility’s computer, and was �nally redirected back into the
speakers in Dallin’s Tyvek suit. “She could bend composite
material when she was in �fth grade. This suit isn’t enough
to keep me safe.”

Dallin hu�ed as he �ddled with his keycard through the
suit’s crunchy exterior. “We’ll have eyes and ears on you at
all times. Besides, she has mostly been quiet and reserved
since she’s been here. If she �ips out at you, it’d be the �rst
time she did much of anything without being forced.” He
�nally found the key card and pushed his leg up against the
identi�er. “She’s lazy, you know.”

“Yeah. Volleyball player. Lazy.”
The light above the door blinked from red to green. “Well,

there you are. If you want to enter, have at it. An alarm will
buzz in an hour, at which time you’ll have to leave if you’re
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not already done. We don’t want to risk any sort of sweat
penetration out from your suit, do we?” He reached to the
door and pulled on the handle. “Good luck. You’ll be �ne, but
I don’t know if you’ll learn what you wanted.”

The interrogator entered the door and held up her hands as
if in surrender. A �ne mist of ethanol sprayed over her while
she slowly paced down the hallway, timing herself exactly
as in training. When she reached the other side of the short
hallway, she reached her now wet glove to the door and pulled
open the handle. She entered the dark room.

The room was larger than the usual cells for the males.
The �oor appeared to have been covered by the cedar chips
and shavings at one point, but the shavings were now piled
against a wall. The light was fairly dim and mostly red, so the
interrogator had to squint in order to read the note that was
taped to the wall above the wood chips:

“STOP MESSING UP MY ROOM!!!”
The interrogator gulped. “Daenerys Charlotte Hu�man?”

she asked, her voice squeaking slightly.
Legs skittered on the �oor somewhere in the room. The

sounds echoed, making the origin point mysterious.
“Is that you, Daenerys?” The interrogator took a defensive

stance, hands out. “Show yourself.”
A leg waved from behind the cot in the middle of the room.

“I don’t want to.”
The interrogator took a wary step closer to the bed and

the dangerous leg atop it. “I’m investigating your case, Miss
Hu�man. I need to ask you a few questions, just have a little
chat.”

“Please, no,” the voice pleaded. The voice was high pitched
and smooth with youth. “They took away all my clothes. I
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don’t. . . I don’t want you to see me naked, even if you think
I’m just some animal.”

The interrogator stopped. “That’s ok. I’m. . . I don’t need to
see you in order to talk. I just need you to be loud enough
for me to hear you through this suit.” She cleared her throat.
“I’ve been talking with your friends. Your family. Almost all of
them are currently jailed in this facility, and it’s not a pretty
sight.”

The spider peeked over the bed, showing a couple claws
and a few eyes. “Almost all?”

“It’s my job to �nd out what your acquaintances know,
get them to sign agreements not to disclose any information
about your existence, and determine who is safe enough to
release back into their previous environment. It’s slow work,
especially considering just how many people I have to vet.”
She reached into a pocket on her suit and unrolled the clear
plastic. Inside was her tablet, protected by a thick sheet of
vinyl. “I wanted to talk with you because I thought you could
speed up the process immensely, assuming you tell the truth.”

“Why would I lie?”
The interrogator showed the screen to Dani even though

she was too far away to read anything. “I have here a list of
people currently in holding cells upstairs. If I put this on your
bed, could you read these names? Perhaps mark which ones
aren’t very familiar to you?”

She waited a minute. “How will that help you?”
“I can question those people more quickly than I can ques-

tion people who are heavily involved with you. For instance,
I questioned your kindergarten teacher thinking she may be
far enough removed from you to have been an easy pass - but
no. She still knew quite a bit about where you were, what
you’d accomplished. She seemed interested in you. So I have
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to keep questioning her.” She cleared her throat. “Though
Dr. Worthington’s situation with you is complicated, I had
initially thought she would cooperate. Instead, she’s gone as
far as refusing to sign the a�davits for release. Complicating
factors keep cropping up. If I can speak with the people who
don’t have much stake in your wellbeing - er, success - I can
see them released more quickly. I can get this job done faster.”

Dani reached a claw up to her bed and patted the surface.
“Put the tablet here. I’ll look over yer list and do what I can.”

The interrogator’s hands shook while she approached the
bed. As soon as the tablet was on the bed’s surface, she backed
away. “Thank you. Thank you for your help.”

“I never reckoned I’d make it this long without being cap-
tured. I didn’t think anyone’d be jailed on account of me,
though.” She snuck a claw up to the cot’s soft surface and felt
around for the plastic-wrapped tablet. The claw pulled the
tablet across the bed and down the other side. The sound of
a computer scrolling blipped up from Dani’s side of the bed.
“Brad Roten? You arrested him?”

The interrogator intertwined her hands behind her back.
“Yes. He was a student at your high school. I take it you knew
him well?”

The spider on the other side of the bed let out a dreamy
sigh. “Every girl knew Brad Roten well. He probably didn’t
even know I existed, though - he’s rich, gorgeous, and just all
around amazin.’ Stacy’s got a huge crush on ‘im, though, so I
ain’t even tried to get to know him better.”

“Well, whatever your choice, the list had radial options
next to each name. Choose how well you think the individual
knows you, and I’ll be out of your way soon.”

“Who’re you, ma’am?” the spider asked. The tablet contin-
ued to click and chirp as she worked. “I ain’t heard accent
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like yours afore - ain’t quite as Yank as the scientists.”
The interrogator smiled and relaxed some of her muscles.

“I’m originally from Atlanta, but I’ve lived in DC and worked
for ‘the man’ for about thirty years. No one’s pointed out my
accent in years - I didn’t realize I still had one.”

“It’s in yer ‘I’s. ‘Sides, might just be ‘cause my ears are in my
damn cheeks and I just hear you di�erent. Stupid scientists
chose to do that to me, you know.”

The sound of Dani making her way through the long list
was only accompanied by the lapping of water in the back of
the room. The interrogator looked around, her eyes resting
a long time on a gerbil dribbler on the wall. Her Tyvek suit
crunched while she made her way over to it and ran a hand
down the side. She cleared her throat and moved on from the
water source, her path never getting closer to the cot or the
room’s occupant.

“Well. . . um. . .Thanks for your help, anyway. I. . . ” She
released her hands’ grip. “I don’t plan on returning here after
this, but I will be seeing your parents again. Stacy Ellington,
Dr. Worthington, Brad Roten. Everybody on that list. I can’t
promise to get a message out, but if there’s anything you want
to tell any of them, now may be your last opportunity. If I
approve of the message, I can try to relay it for you.”

The spider clicked more buttons. “Daddy’s probably ok
right now, but I do want him to know I love him. Tell Mama I
love her too, once she calms down. . . if she calms down.”

“You know Janie Hu�man is hotheaded, then?”
“Who don’t know that?” Dani chuckled. “I want you to tell

Mama I’ll be �ne. I got this under control.”
The interrogator paused a moment, then �nally released a

held breath. “You do?”
“Is there somethin’ else you’d rather tell Mama?”
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The interrogator took a step back.
“Don’t act all s’prised. You ort’ta know a chimera is prop-

erty of the state, that I don’t actually own my body. Even
human rights don’t mean nothin’ down here, ma’am.”

“How do you want me to interpret that double negative?”
The spider laughed.
The interrogator backed away a few steps when she saw

the white blanket wrapped around Dani’s body jiggle above
the cot’s height. “I assume you aren’t treated well, then?”

“I’m healthy. Well fed. Isolated, though.” She sighed. “The
�rst couple days, I was scared, often drugged. It’s ketamines
- I learned that from Dr. Worthington a long time ago - and
they thought they needed ‘em to control me. They treated me
like a dog, fed me sugar cubes when I would ‘sit’ or ‘roll over’
or dumb crap like that. I didn’t understand at �rst, and I still
don’t get why they. . . ”

“They what?”
“You just tell Mama I’m ok, y’hear? Whatever happens

to me, ain’t nothing anyone can do about it. Best you just
know I’ve got great medical care, adequate food and water,
and puzzles that increase in di�culty after I solve ‘em.”

The interrogator cleared her throat. “Janie Hu�man has
already been made aware of the scientists’ plans to breed you.”

“That’s awful.”
“Is it? She’s been sterilized. I’m sure she wants grandkids.”
“No she don’t!” Dani argued. “Have you seen the spider

boys?”
“Yes. They seemed perfectly docile.”
“They’re animals. Animals. What kind of husband is that?

What kind of son? That’s. . . I don’t want that, even discount-
ing that I’m not ready!”

“So you’ve met them too?”
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Dani growled. Her claw clacked more violently against the
tablet. “I tried talkin’ to one when they �rst brought it in.
It didn’t respond, just got in this rapey frenzy like. . . like an
animal. I was drugged, didn’t know what to do - so I fought
back. I ripped its cephalo - er, head - clean o�.” A couple
whimpers. “I didn’t mean to kill it - I didn’t!”

The interrogator put her hands out before her. “No, no -
shh. . . it’s ok. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Evidently I did, though. When I wasn’t drugged, I �ggered
out how to stare ‘em down. They couldn’t do anything long
as I did that. So no - I didn’t need to kill that �rst one.” The
tablet was tossed back onto the bed. “Have you ever killed a
dog, ma’am?”

The interrogator shook her head no.
“It ain’t fun.”
“You were defending yourself.”
“But it still sucked, you know?” Dani put a claw to the top

of the bed and pulled herself up. Many eyes peeked out from
underneath a white hood made out of blankets and sheets.

The interrogator gasped.
Dani crouched down. “Oh. You’re afraid of me.”
“No, I-”
“It’s ok. I went through your list - you might as well just

take it and get outta here.”
The interrogator hu�ed, broadened her stance, and

marched toward the bed. “Alright. I’m scared. I admit it.”
She reached down and took the tablet before scrolling brie�y
through the list. “I can hear your voice, your reasoning, your
emotions, and that’s ok. But your shape was chosen on pur-
pose, you know - fear is an incredible weapon.”

“I ain’t ever wanted to be a weapon,” Dani said. She scooted
further down, trying to keep out of the line of sight of the
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interrogator. “Sometimes, when I start thinkin’ bout how
I’m this scary ‘thing,’ I wanna cry. I look at this room, its
darkness, and think ‘bout how I’m s’posed to be the mother
of all these mindless soldiers. Weapons. And I cry, ‘cause
even if they don’t make me kill nothin’ else, I don’t know if
my animal sons will be able to stop themselves. The North
Korean chimeras couldn’t, and they were just monkey-men.”

The interrogator clutched her tablet as Dani began to sob.
“I’m sixteen. I just wanted to drive, to play hard on the

varsity team, apply to college - God knows I just wanted to
be Dani, not some Eve for a bunch of monsters!”

“It’ll be ok-”
“Yeah. Says the person who worked for ‘the man’ for thirty

years.”
“I. . . I. . . ” The interrogator looked to her feet. “Ok. Well. . . ”
“Get on with it. You’re no better to talk with than the

scientists, so don’t �atter yourself.”
“I have another question. It’s not for my job, not really. It’s

more a side project.” The interrogator sat down on the cot,
forcing Dani to collapse in on herself under the blanket. “I
heard from Coach Jones that you have or had a video impli-
cating a certain Reverend Hinkley as a child molester. Do you
still have that video? Do you know where it is?”

The body beneath the blankets appeared to relax, and eight
eyes peeked out from under the covers. “Why?”

“I did something bad. I released Hinkley before listening to
Coach Jones’s testimony - and now I know that was wrong. I
talked with my superior, and I am certain I can get Hinkley
back if I can �nd that video you made. I want at least one
good thing to come from all this.”

“Don’t you mean two good things?”
“Two?”
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“Yeah. Punishing Hinkley and preventing the next chimera
war. Saving the world, y’know.”

The interrogator bobbed her head. “I suppose one could
look at it that way. Either way, I need to know where that
video is. I don’t want Hinkley to get away with what he’s
done.”

Dani lifted her face just above the cot’s level. For a few
moments, the interrogator remained tense, sweaty, but sat
still on the bed. At last the spider said, “Dr. Worthington gave
me the idea to record him. I gave her a copy because we didn’t
assume she’d be arrested as soon as ‘the man’ knew about me.
She planned to go to the police with the video, even if it got
her arrested.” Dani gulped. “She said she was old and didn’t
have too many more years to lose.”

“So your parents don’t know about it?”
“No. Just me and Coach Jones. Dr. Worthington refused to

watch, as far as I know. Stacy don’t know what I did, either.”
The interrogator nodded. “Thank you for your honesty,

Dani.”
“Can I ask somethin’ of you, ma’am?”
“You can ask, but I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to answer.”
“You came in through the sterilization room. I’ve seen in

through the door a few times, so I know what’s in there. I
know there’s a little table just inside the door, and on that
table is about a dozen syringes full of just enough ketamines
to knock me clean out.” Dani put a couple claws on the bed
and put them together in prayerful, begging form. “I need
you to get about three or four of them, then come back in
here and inject them in me.”

The interrogator stood. “Why would I do that? And even
if I would - how? Your exoskeleton is touted as the toughest
thing there is!”
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“You need to kill me,” Dani answered. “Think ‘bout it - I’m
miserable, naked, and alone. The scientists want me to have
sex with animals, and even if I can keep resistin’ them, I bet
they come up with something else. Arti�cial insemination or
something. I don’t want that. I don’t want to get pregnant,
don’t want to have babies. I want to keep my body. I have no
free will right now.”

“But that’s not good-”
Dani shot up from her side of the cot and wrapped a claw

around the interrogator’s arm.
The interrogator screamed and fell to her knees.
“See? I’m a monster! Even before they brought me here,

kids would laugh and call me Shelob! Do you think the
guv’ments of any other country would agree I need to ex-
ist? Could you really believe they’d not make good on the
promises in the Accords just ‘cause the research is old?” Dani
pulled back the white sheet hood, revealing most of her
cephalothorax. An odd portion of her head was distended,
lumpy, and irregular. “They made me such that my head
wasn’t the right size. Dr. Worthington did her best, but I still
get headaches a lot. The world don’t need more of me or
those awful male versions of me. I need to be killed.” She let
go of the interrogator.

The interrogator held her wrist and backed away.
“Time’s runnin’ out. They’re prob’ly already �oodin’ the

chambers with those gasses that make me dizzy. But I’m
more valuable than you, right now, ‘cause I’m the Eve for a
thousand monsters or whatever. They won’t kill me even if
I was to start rippin’ you to pieces like that male. I reckon
we’ve got ‘bout �ve minutes afore they storm in. So go back
in the sterilization room, grab those syringes, and put them
here.” Dani opened her mouth and pointed to the inside of
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her cheeks. “There’s no exoskeleton protecting me there.
The gasses make me dizzy, and the ketamines put me out
completely. Please, just do it. Four doses should be enough to
kill me.”

The door handle jiggled, but the interrogator didn’t move.
She sat, paralyzed, on the �oor just next to the cot.

“What? we should’a had more time!”
“They were just on the other side of the door. They probably

knew I’d mess this up,” the interrogator answered.
“Fuck,” Dani shouted. “Fuck!”
Several scientists and aides dressed in Tyvek suits came

in. They held riot shields and spiked maces in their hands.
They held their shields up in formation, not leaving a gap,
and scurried forward to the interrogator. They put her behind
the shields, then shoved her body between the pairs of legs.
Aides in the back dragged her to her feet and tossed her back
into the sterilization room.

“Get out of here. Dr. Smith will show you where to put the
suit back up.” The aide closed the door, cutting o� access to
Dani.

The interrogator put a hand to her heart. When her breath-
ing slowed, she took the remaining six doses of ketamines
from their box and exited toward Dallin.
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Chapter 17
Interview of Brad Roten

“Where am I?”
The interrogator pointed to the chaise lounge in the inter-

rogation room and crossed her legs. “I’m sorry you’ve been
locked in a cell for more than a week. Sit down - you might
be going home soon.”

The blonde boy, an older high school student, warily
stepped over to the lounge chair. He rubbed his arms and
looked to the ceiling where only a few of the plentiful lights
were on. “Am I dead?”

“No. You’re in a special facility in northern Nevada. We just
need to ask you a few questions, then we can start sending
you home. Sit.” She opened up her tablet.

The boy sat on the chair and started to kick his feet up,
then thought better of it. “Should I take o� my shoes �rst?”

“The chair is cleaned after every visitor. It doesn’t matter,
as long as you’re comfortable.”

He looked to the door, squeezed his feet out of the canvas
sneakers, and put sock feet up on the chair. “Just in case
you’re lying to me.”

“Of course.” The interrogator looked to her tablet once
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more. “So, Brad Roten. I have your name here on a shortlist
of candidates that are likely eligible for release. In order to do
that, though, I need you to answer my questions truthfully
and sign a few papers. Do you think you can do that for me?”

He shrugged. “I guess.”
“I need you to tell me everything you know about Daenerys

Hu�man.”
He squinted his eyes, pursed his lips, and put a �nger to

his chin. After a nod, he answered, “Ok. I think I know the
answer to this question.”

I am Brad J. Roten, and this is my story.
Once upon a time, the lights were shining bright. I could

smell the scent of rain wafting up the hills. The rari�ed air
in the mountainous terrain gave me - the home team hero -
a massive advantage. The away team, even though they did
have a few coloreds, wasn’t used to such thin air. The coloreds
were from the city, and their advantage was growing up in
a rough place where they had to �ght o� drug dealers with
their bare hands. They grow up fast, down there.

I put my hand to the �eld. It was colder here than o� the
mountain, too, and the grass was di�erent. The grass was my
friend.

An even closer friend was the ball. Oblong, leather, brown,
white laces on one side. I spoke sweetly into her ear, “I need
you to de�ate for me, baby.”

She said nothing back - she was a ball - but I knew what
she was going to do. She tasted of dirt and plastic, which
surprised me because she was supposed to be made out of
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leather, but no matter. She was my friend, and a second lick
wasn’t going to change that.

My friend, Sunshine, patted me on the ass. His �ngers were
long, thin, gentle. “We gon’ show them who’s boss this time,
Roten?”

I grunted in a manly fashion. “We have no other choice.
This is war, Sunny.” I kicked at the ground and peeked around
the wall - the cheerleaders were starting to pile up and hold
the sign we’d rip through to signal our entry. “This �eld was
built on the blood and the sweat of our ancestors! They fought
o� our rivals, our enemies, and built a tradition which we
can’t fail! We’ll send these city slickers back to their ghettos
and their penthouses and defend the honor of our land!”

The whole team cheered for my speech. It was an awesome
speech, if I do say so myself.

We stormed onto the �eld, our faces lit by those Friday
night lights that made the �eld so bright. I waved my helmet
around and felt the jealousy of all the boys with lower fertility
scores. Few, if any, of the sterilized boys made it onto the
varsity team, for obvious reasons. But they had me to �ght
for them. The girls had me to defend their honor.

The enemy had me to fear.
We performed our warmups and got into formation. I put

my hands between the legs of the center and received the ball
from him. I tossed it perfectly to my receiver, handed it o�
without hitch to our running back. After a good ten-minute
drive down the �eld, my ball found its mark and ended up in
the hands of Sunshine, who made the touchdown. It was the
only score either of our teams made that night.

At the end of the game, I shook hands with their colored
captain and went back to the locker room to wash up.

I was in a towel when Sunshine came up to me. “Damn,
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Roten, how you do that? You threw that ball so well. I’m
jealous of your obvious skills.”

I dried o� my towel. “Easy. I’m genotypically perfect. Nec-
essary for the continuation of the human race. Of course I’m
good at tossing a pigskin.”

“Oh, wow,” Sunshine said. “You know, I bet every girl out
there wants a piece of you.”

“Basically,” I answered. “Sometimes, I wonder if I couldn’t
just marry three girls with scores of 3, get each pregnant once,
then ditch all of them and enjoy the rest of my life while a piss-
poor 2-score man raises my spawn.” I sipped some Gatorade,
purple �avor, and swept my bangs to the side. “That’d satisfy
all of them, right?”

“You know it!” Sunshine answered. “It’s great that your
parents were able to get that genetic test approved.”

“Yeah. Cost an arm and a leg, but made sure the phenotypic
tests wouldn’t determine my fate.” I �exed my arms then,
which you can see a sample of now. See? See that muscle?
It’d be bigger if you had given me food to keep up with MY
DIET or given me access to a WEIGHT ROOM, but goddamn
it. It’s bigger than yours will ever be. Bigger than anyone else
at my school’s.

Also, look at this leg. Let me roll up this pantsleg. . . wait for
it. . .There you go. Isn’t it amazing? Perfect amount of hair.
Perfect balance. I like it better than the other leg because the
calf is a little more de�ned.

Anyway, I put my clothes back on, was taken out for steak
by the mayor, and got to ride as a hometown hero on the �oat
for homecoming the next day. I kissed my girlfriend - what
was her name again? Brad? - and had a great time.

The end.
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The interrogator blinked. “That had nothing to do with the
question I asked.”

“Didn’t you ask about the game?”
She shook her head. “No. . . I asked about Daenerys Hu�man.

Dani.”
“Who?”
She sighed. “The giant spider that goes to your high school.”
“Ohh,” he said, snapping his �ngers. “I get it. I know what

you’re asking about.”

I was in the bathroom one day just before class. I whipped
my comb out of my pocket and smoothed back the rebellious
locks near my forehead. I winked an eye at my re�ection and
walked out.

“Brad Roten!” I heard a high pitched, horny squeal call. I
looked over my shoulder at the girl coming out of the bath-
room. She was cute enough. I could tell by the way her breasts
were small and her shapeliness undeveloped that she’d been
sterilized - a good night on the town.

I clicked my �ngers. “How’s it goin,’ little girl?”
“Your genes are fortunate they got to live in your body.”
I kissed my biceps. “Want to take a little ride?”
“You bet -”
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“Wait, hold on,” the interrogator interrupted. “Does Dani
come into this story?”

Brad put a �nger up to his lips and thoughtfully tapped it.
“Uh. . .Maybe?”

The interrogator shook her head and held out a hand. “Wait,
wait. . . how many children did the state approve you for?”

“Three.”
“Three?”
“Yeah. Three.”
“Can you even count that high?”
“You shouldn’t make fun of me. My dad could hire people to

make sure you’re sterilized. Retroactively, even, considering
you look to be an old hag.”

The interrogator held her nose high. “Fine. You’re moneyed,
and you were able to pay o� an approved geneticist to get
your three baby approval. I still can’t let you out of this facility
until you tell me what you know about the giant spider that
went to your school, then promise never to talk about her
again.”

“That makes no sense, though.”
“Why not?”
He blinked back a couple tears, forcing the liquid back into

the ducts. “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to talk
about me. I mean, a giant spider? Come on. No one cares
about her.”

The interrogator smiled. “Then tell me about it. Tell me
how much better you are than her, with direct comparisons.”

“No problem!”
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So, I’m way, way hotter than this spider. I have beautiful
locks of blond, and she’s bald. I play football, and I guess she’s
some kind of athletic freak.

In fact, I remember this one time, maybe the �rst time I saw
her. I was on the �eld at the time, radiant night lights beaming
down holy incandescence upon my brow. I happened to look
into the stands while the defense was going out onto the �eld.

There she was - a beautiful, black haired beauty. A small
scar went across her forehead, but she had plenty of points
from other places. Slender waist, quickly blossoming boobs,
childbearing hips. A bit younger than me and probably con-
cerned with purity enough that I couldn’t touch her.

Then, it hit me. Like a bag of bricks, my stomach fell into
the pit of my stomach.
Not all girls are cheerleaders.
How could this be?! There was clearly a girl in the stands,

watching the game. How had I not noticed this pool of beau-
ties before?! There was more �sh in the sea, and I hadn’t been
doing my due diligence. I would need to expand my search
for the best mate to cheat on. My girlfriend at the time would
have to wait and see if she was the best later.

Oh, also, that beautiful girl in the stands was cheering next
to a giant spider. I remember that, because the beautiful girl
seemed to talk to the animal like it was a person.

Anyway, I took o� my helmet. Sweat rolled down my nose
like blood from a warrior’s face. I was dripping with manly
power, and I-

“And that’s all you know about Daenerys Hu�man?”
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“You still want to talk about her? Come on. Get over it.
Look me in the eye and tell me I’m not more important.”

The interrogator brought up a document on h er tablet.
“Sign this. Right here.”

“Please. Tell me.”
“Sign your name or I’ll throw you back in that cell, alone,

for another month. I don’t have time to wait for your lolly-
gagging.”

Brad Roten’s bottom lip wiggled. “You’re wrong. She’s not
that important.”

“Could you just sign your name, please?”
He crossed his arms, hu�ed, and looked to the side. “I

can’t believe you. You know, my dad hires a bunch of people
like you, and you have the gall to think some spider is more
important than me? Why, I could crush that spider with my
little �nger.”

The interrogator closed the tablet and stood. “Fine. If that’s
the way you want it, I’ll be perfectly happy to leave you in
a cell for a month. A year. Until your parents �nally realize
you’re gone.”

His eyes popped back open. “Why are you doing this to
me?”

She stood tall over the young man on the chaise lounge.
“Because, in this room, and in this facility, it’s not you that’s
the most important. It’s not Daenerys Hu�man. It’s not the
goddamn President. It’s me. You answer my questions and do
what I say, Mr. Roten, or I will keep you locked away from
now until eternity. Is that understood?”

He gulped. “You’re a mean colored lady.”
“Sign the document.”
He took the tablet, opened it, and skimmed the document

before whisking the stylus over the surface. “There. That
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make you happy?”
She snatched it out of his grasp. “No. But it’ll satisfy legal

requirements.” She examined the signature and closed the
document. “You’ll be leaving on the next convoy out.”

“All right!” He stood from the lounge chair. “Smell ya
later!”
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Chapter 18
Requisition of Electronic Evidence

Dr. Worthington stumbled in, most of her weight on her
walker, and the door slammed shut. Her eyes scanned the
room and landed on the interrogator. “I take it you’ve had
time to think on what I said?”

The interrogator stepped out of the shadows and leaned
against some of the boxes that were piled throughout the
large warehouse room. “I’ve had time, but I haven’t given
your weak defense of your generation much thought. Your
argument about ‘saving the world’ has been made a million
times - I don’t need to go through it yet again.”

Dr. Worthington’s face remained grim. She pushed her
walker in a couple more steps and gestured to the room. “This
isn’t the interrogation room. What do you want from me
now?”

“This, my good doctor, is the evidence room. Everything
your homes, o�ces, or other places of residence contained
was boxed, catalogued, and brought here. Some people - like
the Hu�mans themselves - have nothing remaining to their
names. Some people, like Brad Roten,” the interrogator al-
lowed herself to smile for a brief moment, “Only lost access
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to information containing devices, books, or objects.”
Dr. Worthington smiled cheekily at the interrogator. “I

suppose you want me to give you passwords into my system.
Were the ones I already gave not good enough? I’m a veteri-
narian, so my documents aren’t as tightly guarded as those
for human patients.”

“I don’t know if it’s hidden among your medical records or
not. What I do know is that your digital documents have been
hoarded for a good seventy years, and you have �le types that
can only be read by specialized government computers. Your
home computer has things no one recognizes anymore.”

“And you expect me to?” Dr. Worthington sco�ed. “Half
that stu� is probably things my husband left. Anime, technical
documents, weird Muppet porn. Hell if I know.”

“I’m looking for a video �le given to you by Dani. A video
concerning a child molester at her volleyball games.”

Dr. Worthington held her breath. Her jaw wiggled and her
wrinkled lips pursed.

“Where is it?”
“What are you going to use it for? Are you going to prose-

cute? Seek justice?”
“I had the perpetrator released from this facility on acci-

dent. I found out after the fact that he had conducted illegal
activities against a young student’s will. This video will as-
sure his return - and punishment, seeing as I need no court to
convict him. All I require is permission from my superiors.”
The interrogator gestured down an alley between stacks of
boxes. “Even if you don’t help me, I’ll have my tech personnel
�nd it. The sooner I get my hands on the �le, though, the
sooner I can recapture and more likely I can hold him without
any legal proceedings.”

Dr. Worthington followed. “Are you going to wipe it o�
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my drive? I don’t know if a backup exists. Hell, if the drive’s
corrupted over the years, I might not be able to help you
anyway.”

“If we can �nd it, I’ll make multiple copies. I’ll even give
you a needlestick version you can take with you back to your
cell. How does that sound?”

“I have no computer to read it in my cell.”
“But you’ll know it’s real. You’ll know it exists. I can’t

guarantee anything better for you, and I may be sticking my
neck out as it is.” The interrogator scanned a box with her
tablet, opened it, and showed a set of neatly organized drives
of various ages, sizes, and inputs. “Which one are we going
to need? How many adaptor modems will we require?”

Dr. Worthington shook her head and pulled out a set of
three identical drives. “Nothing. It should be on one of these -
sorry for not labeling them better.”

The interrogator tapped a few buttons on her tablet. “All
of them are loaded. Here - �nd the �le for me.” She handed
the tablet over to the doctor.

While Dr. Worthington shu�ed through �les and looked
into folders, she said, “You’re all about information. Finding
answers to questions. I’m going to tell you some things I
believe you’d want to know, whether you were aware of it or
not.”

It was January of 2086. My husband Al had just died.
It never snows anymore, not really, and the pathetic dusting

we had on the day he was cremated just made me want to cry
all the more. The stupid, crazy, adorable man had wanted his
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ashes to be buried in a musty, old roasted peanut tin, and the
Lord in all his power decided it was going to snow that day.

My daughter patted me on the back. “It’s time, Mom.”
I looked to her face, realized how many wrinkles she’d

accumulated, and realized that even my own child was old.
I’d created something that was just fated to die, probably only
20 or 30 years after me, depending on if the world lasted. She
was right - she was fucking right - but I didn’t want to let go.
Al was just a crazy nut tin full of ashes, and. . . where did that
leave me? He’d gone ahead of me, left me alone.

So I cried. I hugged the tin to my chest and refused to leave
my seat until both my kids picked me up and forced me out.
They tucked me into the car, a middle seat, and piled in on
either side of me. Their spouses were in the back, and Al’s
favorite grandchild drove us to the cemetery.

Stop looking at me like that. Favorites are inevitable.
We got out of the car. The cold bit into my ankles and I

wished for better socks, socks like I could have worn back
when I was young and my circulation was better. Back when
they had nearly in�nite materials to choose from. I walked
through this “snow” to the hole in the ground where the
preacher was.

I took a moment to look around at the crowd that had gath-
ered. During the funeral at the church, where the preacher
gave the sermon and I stumbled through my garbage eulogy
that should have been better, I had been too distraught to look
at who had come.

There were many faces, far too many to count. People from
all over the world had come to celebrate Al. People of every
color, nationality, language group - they were there! People
from his old work, people from jobs he’d completed in dozens
of countries. Everyone knew Al, and almost all of those people
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liked or admired him. He’d kept up with hundreds of contacts
over the years.

And almost all of them were old.
Dying.
Many with genetic lines now extinguished.
And yet here they were.
Words were said, things were done, and I somehow forced

my chilled �ngers to place the nut tin into the hole. They
covered it, said some more words, and I fell to my knees next
to the hole. I didn’t care if my old bones never got me back
up.

Bereaved guests o�ering condolences whispered in my ear.
Some of the spouses of dead people understood, but they
couldn’t help. There was nothing anyone could do for me
now. Those whispers and sympathies given were sometimes
memorable, but I don’t suppose you care about most of them.

Dani, as you probably suspected, was in that line. She
folded her claw and thumb-like appendage over my shoulder.
She said, “I didn’t know Mr. Worthington very well, but if
you even loved him half as much as you do me, then he was
a lucky guy.” She gave me a hug, and I felt the looseness of
her exoskeleton near a molt. “If you ever need a place to put
some extra love, I’ll come down to your o�ce!”

I didn’t smile at the time. Even now, it’s hard to feel that
pure, innocent desire quite the way Dani intended it.

Dani walked away. I took the opportunity to look around,
both at the line waiting for their attempt to console the be-
reaving ancient and the straggling few walking down the hill
to the parking lot. There were only a handful of children,
and we were a well-o� family who had known plenty of well-
to-do families. The old crones and fogies like me and Al far
outnumbered the young. I had two great-grandchildren and
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hopes for a couple more, so my legacy would continue. Al’s
legacy would continue.

“But so many legacies would die. There is no reversing
what we did back in the 60’s, no going back to the world
as it was before. I realized that when I die, I’ll do so with
hope. Hope for the future.” She pulled up a �le and circled it
rather than opening to examine the video. “For the majority
of people who walk the Earth today, though, that’s a dead
hope. When Al died, it hit me that I am the past. The past is
a �ne thing to let die, because it will always be sitting there,
waiting in memories and writings and pictures. Even those
people and things and thoughts that are forgotten still had
opportunity to exist.”

“Don’t tell me you had remorse. I won’t believe you.”
“I don’t regret what I voted, no. I still believe sterilization

was necessary for the good of the human race. But you see it,
don’t you? You see that it’s ok to feel pain for the future? To
mourn futures you know will never happen?”

The interrogator took the tablet back from Dr. Worthington
and started copying the video �le. “This sounds like philo-
sophical idiocy.”

“I told you the story of when I �rst met Dani. When Brett
and Janie brought that girl to my o�ce the �rst time, I saw
what the government wanted me to see. I saw poor people
both incapable and unworthy of procreating. But I was wrong.
After Dani patted my back and tried to cheer me up on that
hill, I realized that Brett and Janie had every right to claim
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her as a daughter. They were refusing to watch their futures
die.”

“I don’t feel sorry for you.”
“You shouldn’t. I’m asking you to feel sorry for Dani. For

the Hu�mans. Empathize with their distress, with their deci-
sion to adopt something that was so very inhuman.”

The interrogator removed a syringe from her pocket and
pressed a few buttons on the tablet. “I will do what is right.”

“Then give me the needlestick. I promise I’m better at
implanting needlestick drives than you are.”

The interrogator handed over the syringe. “Fine.”
Dr. Worthington stabbed the needle into her arm and in-

jected the drive. She winced when she pulled it back out of
her arm, then handed it back to the interrogator.

As the interrogator closed the needle into a cardboard box,
she asked, “So, if your husband’s death was so important to
you concerning Dani’s health and safety, why did you work
on her for all those years? 10? 12?”

“I didn’t need the push you need now. I fall in love with
animals easily, and that’s what I saw when Dani and I �rst
met. But you, like most people, aren’t going to give her that
kind of bene�t of the doubt.”

“It’s not her that’s the problem,” the interrogator said. “I
spoke with her, as is obvious given that I knew you had the
�les I was looking for. She’s human. Intelligent. And I know,
from all my interrogations, that so many people love her. It’s
obvious. The problem is that her mere existence puts our
nation at stake.”

Dr. Worthington’s eyes narrowed. “When you go to sleep
tonight, I want you to think about what you just said. Think
real hard.”
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“Why?” the interrogator asked. “I’m not willing to kill
everyone in America for some experiment.”

“And that’s your decision to make. But I want you to feel
bad while you make it, just like I felt bad when I voted for
the sterilization plan.” Dr. Worthington started scooting her
walker away. “Are you coming? I’m getting tired, especially
of trying to make you see the light.”

“Yes. Of course, doctor.” She put the needle, drives, and
tablet into her pocket.
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Chapter 19
Interview of Janie Hu�man - Third
Attempt

The lights in the interrogation room were dim. Janie Hu�-
man sat, cu�ed tightly, in a steel chair when the interrogator
waltzed in. Their gazes met each other.

The interrogator moved �rst. She focused on her own
chair and took her seat, unfolded her tablet onto her lap, and
breathed deeply.

Janie clenched her �sts and tensed. “What do you want
now?”

The interrogator smiled. “I wouldn’t be so adversarial if
I were you. I brought you here as a favor. You may never
see another person or animal as long as you live.” Her eyes
squinted. “I’ve got all the information I need to quickly free
the innocents trapped in this facility. If you’re not nice to me,
I can make the decision to let you rot in that cell, alone, until
you die.”

Janie spat onto the �oor. “Then do it. Put me in the cage.
Least then I can ‘magine you’re alone, too.”

“There’s still. . . well, there’s still one matter I’d like to attend
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to, and you have a lot to gain from working with me.” The
interrogator stood to pace. “You already know that I had been
trying to discover what made Dani female. My boss told me
to give up on that, and I mostly had, but Dr. Smith, the head
scientist here, got me access to Dani. It’s only been a couple
days since, but her information has increased the speed at
which I progress by an astounding rate. I feel indebted to the
man, seeing as I might actually get out of this hell-hole within
the next couple months. So I’ll ask you one last time - tell me
about when you found the egg. Tell me the conditions you
kept it in. I need anything you can tell me.”

“Like I tole you afore, I ain’t got no reason to help you. Rot
in hell.”

“Oh, but there you’re wrong. You do have a reason to help
me.” The interrogator reached in her pocket and withdrew
an old hard drive. “Yesterday, I got video proof that a cer-
tain Reverend Hinkley deserves to be arrested, and not just
because you hate him. There’s a bit of a problem with the
evidence though, see. . . the problem is that I don’t have to
give it to my superior. If you help me out, though, I’ll have
him arrested. I’ll bring you proof that you exacted some petty
revenge against the man.”

Janie’s jaw shook from anger. Through clenched, hateful
teeth, she asked, “What did he do?”

“I’ll answer that question if you answer mine. You work
with me, and I’ll give you plenty of reward.”

“Tell me what he did now. As up front payment.”
“No. I tell you what I will do, though: I have a message

from Dani. I told her I’d try to relay it, so you get it for free.
She says to tell you she loves you, though she requested I say
it after you ‘calmed down.’ I thought she’d rather me get it
out now anyway. She’s safe, has good medical care, but is
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lonely.”
Janie’s face softened a bit. Her hands relaxed.
“Tell me about the egg. Tell me about how you brought

Dani into this world. If you do, I’ll let you know what Hinkley
did, and I’ll talk with you one more time to show you video
of his arrest and return to the facility. If you say nothing, I
put you back in your cell, and it will never open again.”

Janie grunted. “I need one more promise.” She swallowed.
“I want you to tell Dani to stay hopeful. Tell her that Mama
loves her, that we’ll get through this. Tell her I miss her, but
that I’m thinkin’ and prayin’ for her.”

The interrogator sat back in her chair. “If that’s what’ll seal
the deal, sure. I can do that. I’ll bring proof and any response
from Dani next time I see you.”

Janie nodded. “Listen up, then.”

I was layin’ down on a blanket. The grass beneath it was
thinner than what I remembered from when I was little, but
it’s hard for me to tell whether it’s nostalgia or environmental
decay. Either way, I reached my arm around Dani’s middle. I
pointed up to the sky, and she moved her eyes to follow it.

“That’s the big dipper,” I said. “Way back, long time ago,
they’d keep a big spoon next to the sink or the water barrel
and they’d take a swig from it when they was thirsty. They
thought that constellation looked like the big spoon.”

She squinted her eyes the way she does when she doesn’t
quite believe you. She pursed her mouth, wiggled her che-
licerae, and stared at the constellation. “I don’t see a spoon in
the sky.”
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“It’s like a connect the dot,” I answered. I hugged her close
and, pointing from her face, traced the outline of the dipper.
“See?”

“I guess.” She rolled onto her back, forcing me to remove
my arm from around her.

I gave her a few moments to breathe, then asked, “Somethin’
wrong, chickadee?”

She nodded.
“Somethin’ from school?”
“Grammy,” she said. “When I was visitin’ Grammy, she

started tryin’ to make me learn to knife �ght.”
“I tole and tole her not to do that!”
“But what if she’s right?” Dani asked. Her eyes turned to

stare at me. “She says the Yanks are gonna come down here
and get me. She says I gotta be ready to defend myself and
my land, or they’ll. . . they’ll cut me open. Kill me to get my
insides.”

I ran my �ngertips over her side, touching the smooth
exoskeleton, noticing the warmth emitted from her body. It
was heat like none of the bugs that chirped and wiggled in the
background could generate. Though I couldn’t feel it through
her hard carapace, I knew blood pulsed ‘neath the skin. “Are
you afraid?”

She nodded. “It’s gonna happen, ain’t it?”
“I dunno.”
“Am I gonna have to kill people?”
I put my hand around her and pulled her tight. “No. For

the love of God, no.” I squeezed her to me. “You saw the war.
You know what chimeras were built for. Well, Grammy does
too, and she. . . well, she loves you, sweetie. She saw what the
Korean chimeras could do, and she knows that you’re even
more impressive. No one’s seen another chimera like you, so
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she’s assumin’ the Yanks won’t either. She’s assumin’ you’ll
want to �ght ‘em o� when they �gger you out.”

“Why? Will they really wanna cut me apart?”
“I cain’t tell you what they want. But Grammy’s right that

they prob’ly won’t like you runnin’ round loose out here.”
“So should I learn to knife �ght?”
I buried my head into the corner between her brain encase-

ment and the rest of her cephalothorax. “Let’s ‘magine you do
learn to knife �ght. Even if the Yanks get through Mama and
Daddy and anyone else that’ll defend you to the death, you’re
just one person. You �ght, but they’ll keep comin.’ They got
the money, so they got the people to throw away tryin’ to
get you. ‘Ventually, they’ll win, and there ain’t nothin’ you
or I can do to stop it. So the question ain’t really whether or
not it’ll save you - the question is will you have fun mowin’
down as many Yanks as you can. And, if not, then you gotta
ask yerself if you’ll have fun learnin’ to knife �ght.”

She shivered. “I know I like volleyball.”
“Then do that. Forgit ‘bout this knife �ghting crap.” I let go

of her a little and tilted her head up so she could see me better.
“Daddy was worried ‘bout you last year when the war ended
and we �ggered out what you were. And we’re still scared,
because we know that the danger ain’t over. And yeah, it
looks bad, but that’s why you gotta have as much fun as you
can now.”

“But what will happen when they get me?”
“You’ll respond with honor. You will hold your head high

and know that you ain’t done nothin’ wrong, and you will
realize that it’s the Yanks in the wrong. And you will do
whatever it takes to survive, ‘cause I’ll want to see you again,
to free you.”

Dani curled up into herself. “I’m scared, Mama.”
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“I know. So we’ll prepare. We’ll go see Dr. Worthington,
and hopefully she can help us learn mindfulness and stu�.
And you’ll be able to handle it, ok?”

She nodded. “Tell me ‘bout the animals. Tell me ‘bout cows,
how they looked and how they used to live here.”

And so I did. I told her about animals, about fur and fuzz,
and she lazily nodded o� to bed before I took her into the tent
for the night.

The interrogator swallowed a lump in her throat. “That
was. . . that was a sweet story, but about as relevant as some
of the stu� Brad Roten told me.”

“I told Dani to be calm, to keep her mind soothed.” Janie’s
brows folded once more. “But I swear upon all that is holy,
I will cut your fucking head o� if I got out of these chains!
She’s my daughter! You, out of all people, ort’taknow what
that means! You ort’ta understand what it means to have the
option of children wrenched from you.”

The interrogator sco�ed. “I’m not sure I catch your drift.”
“You think I deserved to be sterilized?” He breath hu�ed in

and out angrily. “You one of those high-falutin’ coloreds think
I must be absolute trash to be white and sterile? That you
didn’t deserve it when they cut you open, but I did deserve
it?”

The interrogator lifted her chin. She laughed nervously.
“I’m a high ranking investigator in the CIA. Why would you
think that I’m sterilized?”

“’Cause you’re black. Blacks ain’t good at passin’ the test.”
Janie looked up at the interrogator with an innocent face.
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The interrogator stood from her chair and formed �sts. She
pointed at Janie with an accusatory �nger. “That was out of
line.”

Janie’s muscles tensed back up. “I just stated facts!”
“Facts? Saying that people of color aren’t as smart? As

beautiful? As athletic? Somehow phenotypically inferior?”
The interrogator shoved the tablet away and folded it into
her pen. “I’ve had enough of you hillbillies and your racism.
I’ve been called everything from ‘colored’ to ‘negro’ and way,
way worse. You and your own damn husband had a rebel
�ag in your front window! And you expect me to help you
and your monster pet?” She put her hands over Janie’s wrists
and leaned close to her face. “Not on your life, you miserable,
childless waste of air.”

Janie bit at the interrogator’s face but was too slow to meet
her �esh. “I used to feel sorry for you people. I mean, you’re
uglier than spiders, by the rubric. And you ain’t nice atall,
you evil fucking bitch! No wonder coloreds get cut up just as
much as us ‘white trash’!”

“I have only done my duty!”
“Yeah, to the damn Yanks that cut out your ovaries!”
“You idiot, I passed the test!” the interrogator screamed.

Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession as she waited for
a rebuttal that never came. “I passed the test. You can’t tell
me I didn’t deserve to pass, especially not when you failed so
badly.”

Janie scowled. “Doesn’t mean you ain’t sterile. Blackies go
under the knife.”

“No.” The interrogator shook her head. “No, I don’t have to
deal with this. . . this outright racism. This hate speech.” She
clapped her hands. “Guards! Guards!”
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“Go rot in hell, you childless, sterilized negro! You goddamn
Yank!”

“If you expected Hinkley to be arrested, you can consider
your testimony proof of his innocence. You blew it, Janie
Hu�man. You should have just remained a useless pothead
- you would have at least been successful at that! The tests
proved you weren’t �t to be a mother!”

As the guards stormed in and roughly accosted Janie from
her chair, the interrogator left the room. Janie’s screams and
�ailing couldn’t stop her.

177 269



Chapter 20
Interview of Addison Wells

The woman in the interrogation chair leaned forward a little
bit. She cleared her throat. “Ma’am? Everything ok, ma’am?”

The interrogator swallowed, nodded, and wiped her nose.
“Yes. Yes, I’m �ne. I just. . . let’s get started.” She cleared her
throat and adjusted the way she sat. “I am here to interview
people who may have been involved with Daenerys Hu�man,
determine how much they know about her, and �ll out release
paperwork with appropriate clients. Do you understand?”

The woman nodded. “The giant spider? The one that’s
friends with my niece?”

“Your niece?”
“Yeah. Stacy Ellington. She’s my sister’s kid.”
The interrogator �ipped through some �les on her tablet.

“You are Addison Wells? My notes indicate that you had no
relationship with the subject.”

She nodded. “Yeah, that’s me. Victoria Ellington’s maiden
name was Wells. Most people call me by my middle name,
Jennifer. Or sometimes Jen. Or, if you’re Stacy and Dani,
Antigen.” She chuckled. “You know? Like ‘Auntie Jen’? It’s
clever. Classy.”
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The interrogator sighed. “Well. . . �ne. Tell me what you
know about Dani, how often you saw her. Tell me how you
met.”

Auntie Jen smiled. “Sure thing.”

Let’s get this straight: war is hell. I’m convinced that when
all us shitty people die, we’re going to be thrown into Verdun
or Stalingrad or My Lai or Pyongyang as punishment.

I can tell you, without doubt, that Pyongyang was the worst
place anyone could have been at the time of the battle. I was
there, in three di�erent places - where my body was, and
where each of my two drones were. If I wasn’t �ghting, my
drones were. My cranial implant fed into information from all
over the battle�eld and couldn’t be turned o� by anyone but
my superior. It was bloodbath and artillery �re at all times.
The tactics at the time weren’t prepared to �ght monsters that
wouldn’t die from a few shots. We weren’t ready to deal with
soldiers who had to watch their siblings in arms ripped apart,
raped, and eaten in front of broken down drone cameras.

I watched an ape-man literally fuck my boyfriend’s throat
after beheading him. I couldn’t turn my drone’s eyes away. It
was broken. . . I couldn’t move.

Combined arms could do nothing against the cyber-
psychological shithole.

It was hell.

179 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

The interrogator cleared her throat. “I understand. You
don’t have to go any further into it if you don’t want - I was
there. I know why it was so awful.”

“You?” Jen sco�ed. “I have a hard time believing that.
You’ve got to be 15, 20 years older than me.”

“I was there.” The interrogator put her hand to the back
of her neck and lifted up the mounds of curls that covered
her skin. A square of skin was bare, no follicles for hair.
Deep, old scars wound their way around a few places near
her neckbones.

Jen stood from her chair to get a better look. “Shit. Shit,
that’s the Mel76 model, if I’m right.”

“The reason you can’t tell for sure is because they had to
remove the old M3 �rst. With all the scar tissue from that
upgrade, I was unable to move up to the new Mel83 model
when they changed all the interfaces again. So here I am, out
of rotation.”

Jen looked the interrogator up and down. “What branch
did you serve with? Unit?”

The interrogator said nothing.
Jen’s eyes widened. “You’re still serving.”
“I just don’t need the whole damn war recapped. I saw

plenty of death, and the fact that I’m still living indicates I
dealt my fair share of it too.” She bit her lip, then divulged, “I
was at the Pyongyang gulag. The one where they kept the
mothers of the monkey men.”

“Holy shit,” Jen responded. “You made it out of that mess?
I don’t know anyone else who lived through that. It was
supposed to be the biggest bloodbath-”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I did my duty, and I’m done
with that now.” The interrogator cleared her throat and re-
turned her attention to her tablet. “Please, proceed. Tell me
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about when you returned, how you know Dani. Don’t talk
about the ape men, please.”

When the war was over and I was sent back home, I was
on all sorts of watch lists. Likely to go full-on PTSD nutjob,
likely to be suicidal. They didn’t think I’d ask to be sterilized,
but they should have expected something like that out of us.
They should have known we’d be crazy in ways no one else
had been before.

Anyway, I came back home. I was discharged honorably at
the base in Fayetteville, my duty ful�lled. I didn’t want them
to watch me so closely, didn’t want them to take me away
when I was so close to regaining my freedom. I sucked it up,
held in the �ashes of gore and terror, and just hoped to get
home. I didn’t know, didn’t care, what I would do after. My
body was intact, so there was at least that.

I saw Mom, Dad, and Victoria waiting for me when I came
out. There was a whole slew of people, waiting for beloved
family members to come back, waving American �ags in
celebration of victory and the terms of the convention. The
�ags reminded me of the cookies in our MREs, of the choking
levels of patriotism I’d had to endure while simultaneously
watching my friends get brutally slaughtered. I just cried,
hugged my parents, and told them how much I loved them. I
remember the scent of lavender on mom’s hair, the musk of
dad’s cologne. Victoria was fresh as a daisy. “Take me home,”
I asked.

“Oh, yes, sweetie. You want to stop at Mickey D’s? Get
a burger?” Mom asked. Something about her cheerful tone
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made me cringe - she didn’t understand what I needed.
I nodded anyway. “Sure.”
She held me at arm’s length. “You ok, sweetie? Did you get

opportunity to say goodbye to your friends in the army?”
I forced myself to smile, then picked up my bag. “I’m �ne.

Just happy tears.” I marched toward Stacy and the exit, hoping
not to get sent back. I marched fast enough that Mom, Dad,
and Victoria couldn’t catch up. I bent down and picked up
my favorite little girl, then twirled her in a circle while she
waved her sickeningly red, white, and blue �ag.

“Antigen!” she cried out, her child-voice so high pitched
and deafening.

’Auntie Jen,’ she was trying to say, but I felt worse. It made
me feel like a disease to hear that. I heard the screams of my
friends. I saw the ape men in my mind.

“Antigen, welcome home!” She pulled back from my face
after giving me a kiss on the cheek.

“You going to take me to McDonald’s? Eat some nice black
beans?” I asked. I focused on good, American food, hoping to
get the thoughts of the war away from me.

She nodded. “Yeah. Black bean patty and fries.” She scram-
bled down, getting out of my grasp and back on the ground.
“I brought my friend, too!”

“You did?”
“Uh-huh.” She held my wrist with one hand and pointed

with the end of the �ag in her other hand. “This is Dani, my
friend from basketball. Oh, and school.”

At the other side of her �ag was a monster.
My mind �ashed to images of ape men ripping people apart.

I remembered grabbing my boyfriend and pulling him back,
then suddenly hearing Stacy’s voice, “Stop! You’re hurting
me!”
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My therapist says the PTSD hadn’t fully sunk into me at
that point, that I hadn’t been away from battle long enough
to truly show symptoms - but I had been scared.

I shook my head and let Stacy go. “What is that thing?!”
“Dani! My friend. She’s a spider girl, and like really good

at basketball.”
I rubbed my eyes. The spider waved a small American

�ag. Stacy admitted that this was a monster, a real monster.
“What. . . does it talk?”

The spider’s lips upturned, its fangs and feelers wiggling
in a strange, happy manner. “Of course I do! I’m a spider girl,
duh.” She stood up on her rear sets of legs and waved her
arms. “Thank you for your service!”

I knew what she was. I didn’t have to wait any longer
to understand what I was seeing. An American Chimera,
something even more frightening and advanced than the ape
men unleashed by the North Koreans. I laughed - couldn’t
control myself, couldn’t stop - and dropped the du�e I carried.
Everything I fought for, su�ered for, wished I had died for,
was useless. They’d made me �ght to destroy an army that
lived and died entirely in pain, made me �ght so a treaty
would be signed.

And they’d already broken the treaty.
Fuck them. Fuck them to death.
Dani and Stacy ran up to me and held me from the ground

as I laughed. “Antigen, what’s wrong?” Stacy asked. It wasn’t
long before Victoria tried picking me up, but I didn’t stop
laughing.

“I can’t believe it,” I said, “It was all for nothing. I accom-
plished nothing.”

Victoria grabbed my upper arm more tightly. “What? You
kept us safe. You are a hero, Jen.” She ushered me towards the
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car, away from the fragile ears of the children. “Those two
girls are very proud of you and your accomplishments.”

“One of them is a chimera,” I said. “The world can’t take
another war like that, especially not with the US as the de-
fenders.”

“How do you know she’s a chimera, hm? You fought noth-
ing like her, and she’s a sweet girl, anyway.”

“Chinese won’t care. Russians won’t care. Hell, even the
goddamn Limeys won’t care. We’re dead, just fucking dead!”

“Jen, please! The children!”
I pushed her o� me. “Will it matter if they’re all just des-

tined to die?” I hu�ed, breath heaving up and down in my
chest. “I fought against an atrocity in a foreign war only to
come back and �nd out that we did the same damn thing I
fought to stop.” I opened the car door and got in. “Nothing
matters, Vic.”

Victoria’s brows furrowed, and she formed tight �sts. “I
understand things have been hard for you, so I’m going to
just let that go and tell you to get in the car. Mom and Dad
will want to talk with you, and I’ll bring Dani and Stacy along
with me and Jim.” She opened the door and showed me a
hand in. “Get in. I expected more of you - I expected someone
who’s been to war to appreciate being greeted by her fellow
Americans, even if they do look like spiders.”

“You speak as if she’s human.”
“She’s Stacy’s friend. And I’m sorry if she’s bringing up

memories of the war, or if she’s making your sacri�ce feel
empty, but Jen - oh, Jen, she’s a little girl, and she just wanted
to welcome you home.”

“Tch,” I snarled. “Kids get whatever they want because their
useless parents defend them. I hate that about children.”
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“And that’s the way it was for two years. I ended up going
to therapy, got put on a truckload of medicines, and have been
hospitalized three times for psychiatric episodes.” Jen’s eyes
welled with water. “And, you know, I see what Vic meant
about Dani. She’s a pretty ordinary girl, down in there, and
just as nice as they come. But I see what she is, I know what
they did.”

The interrogator lifted a brow. “What did they do? Is
something wrong with her?”

“There’s headaches, other things. She’s athletically skilled,
so her parents have had a pretty easy time covering up how
many health issues she’s developed. She’s developed ulcers,
had thyroid issues, and has to take a bunch of weird vitamins
to account for nutritional problems. Whoever made her was
a genius for getting her together in the �rst place, but they’re
evil for letting it happen.”

“You don’t think she deserves to live?”
“I don’t think she should have been created. I’m ambiva-

lent about whether she should die now or not.” Jen blinked
her eyes, forcing a tear to run down her cheek. “Honestly,
I’m ambivalent whether we should all die or not. Someone
obviously made, probably still makes, something that lives
in pain. How could we let that happen? Why would a good
universe allow that to happen? We’re no better than the damn
ape men, not really, so who’s to judge that the human race is
worth saving?”

The interrogator crossed her legs. “Several international
votes are working towards the goal of keeping humanity safe.
We’ve all made many terrible sacri�ces, and it’d be terrible to
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let your service - or mine, for that matter - be in vain.”
“Weren’t you listening?” Jen asked. “It’s already in vain.”
After an uncomfortable moment’s wait, the interrogator

uncrossed her legs. “It is my job to interview everyone in-
volved with Dani Hu�man and determine if you’re ready to
be released. I have to admit that I’m unsure about your case,
due to your self-destructive behavior.”

“Hmph. So you’d let me go if I weren’t a loon?”
“I’d be more certain you wouldn’t disclose classi�ed infor-

mation in e�ort to harm the world, if you weren’t a ‘loon.’"
Jen released her �sts. “What did you do during the war that

put such a stick up your ass?”
“The war doesn’t de�ne who I am anymore.”
“It doesn’t?” Jen asked. “I take it back. I’m not the loon

here.”
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Chapter 21
Second Report to Agent Ivanov

“Excellent work, agent,” Ivanov’s hologram said. He put down
the tablet containing the interrogator’s report. “You’ve really
picked up the pace recently.”

“Yes, sir.” The interrogator bowed her head and cleared her
throat. “I was kindly allowed by Dr. Smith to see specimen
803. Her information has proved extremely invaluable, and
the most innocent have already been released. I should be
able to �nish the interviews of those minimally involved by
the next call.”

“I can see that. I think it’s time we start talking about
what’s next for you when you’re done here.” Ivanov typed
something into his own tablet, which triggered a document to
upload onto the interrogator’s. “As you astutely recognized
when you �rst got here, the discovery of a female chimera has
reinvigorated interest in Dr. Smith’s research here at head-
quarters.”

“Does that. . . does that mean you want me to return to
questioning the prisoners about how they triggered Dani to
hatch as a female?”

“No. It does mean, however, that we need to station a semi-
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permanent agent or rotation of agents at the lab. We think
you, with your experience, would be the best choice.”

The interrogator shook her head. “I’d rather not, sir.”
“And why not?”
She swallowed. “You’ve seen my record in full, sir. I served

in the Chimera Wars, and I’d rather not continue participating
in the creation and upkeep of our own stock of atrocities.”

“You were intelligence in the war, not a drone soldier.”
“How does that make my request any less valid?”
Ivanov smiled. “It’s not the same. You weren’t psycho-

logically wrecked like some of those poor kids, and you’re
hands down the most knowledgeable agent when it comes to
chimeras of any sort.”

“I don’t believe this research is right. It’s immoral, a crime
against humanity, just like the accords said. It’d be best, in
my opinion, if this place were wiped from the map.”

“This isn’t Pyongyang. You can’t just blow up the labs, and
you can’t just erase American ideas o� the map.”

“I didn’t just blow up the labs. I took all the hard drives I
could.” The interrogator pu�ed her chest. “I didn’t like what
the North Koreans did then, and now that I know more about
what’s gone on in Nevada, I don’t like what I see here. I
request you station me somewhere other than here once the
interviews are complete.”

“Request denied. There’s no one better for the job. We’ll
get someone else, someone younger, to take rotation with
you. Surely there’s incentives to working there - they’ve got
to have hobbies in Nevada, right?”

The interrogator pursed her lips.
Ivanov waved away her concerns. “Don’t worry. You’re

going to be done with these interviews soon, you and Dr.
Smith will kill o� interviewees that aren’t useful and can’t

188 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

be released, then you’ll come back to DC for a while. O�cial
stationing won’t need to happen until the next budget cycle
begins.”

“Understood.” She stood from her chair. “Agent Ivanov, I
do have, uh, one more question. I sent you the video proof
from Dr. Worthington’s drives. It’s undeniable that Hinkley
molested a child, and he could be hiding other crimes, maybe
even continuing them. Are you going to send an agent to
arrest him again?”

Ivanov’s cool demeanor melted. The corners of his lips
sank to form a tight frown while his hologram tapped the top
of his desk. “Look, I didn’t expect you to �nd that �le. I agree
that the man’s a criminal, but my hands are tied. We can’t
just arrest him now, immediately after we released him.”

“Why not? You don’t have to bring him back here immedi-
ately. He’s not going to be that expensive to transport.”

“Imagine what other people would think. If you were also
abducted and released, wouldn’t you start to question the
value of your a�davits? If we arrest any of them, even on
credible charges like the one you’ve made, someone is going
to crack, and that could encourage the lot of them to break
the news internationally.” He leaned forward. “If you are so
worried about the last war, imagine one in which we are the
bad guys. The North Koreans were up against the entirety of
civilized might, of which we are a major player. Hell, everyone
donated to the cause. And, yet, it took us a year and a half
before the production of the Korean Chimeras was halted
- with many thanks to your services - and the government
capitulated. If we’re the bad guys? If America is caught doing
these dastardly things? Well, we have the resources to make a
thousand times the number of chimeras. We have the bombs,
the soldiers, and the hardware not just to keep our borders
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safe, but to make o�ensive strikes all over the globe. When
we decide to go total war, we can show them real war. But the
foreigners won’t let it go, I can guarantee. It’ll be an evenly
matched war, at least for a while, but in the end we’ll all su�er.”
He pinched his brow. “The climate may never be recti�able
after we �nish the war.”

“That sounds awful.”
“So you understand why I can’t arrest Hinkley?”
She bit her lip and looked away from the hologram.
“It still bothers you, huh?”
“It bothers me that you lied and said you’d look into it.

Open an investigation.”
“I did look into it. It just didn’t take very long for me to

realize what a terrible idea it’d be. You have to admit that
it’s obvious, right? That the risk we’d be making is just too
high?”

“He could just be arrested for child molestation.”
“Total war is too big a risk.”
“You’re letting an evil man get by without punishment.”
“Someone will eventually bring him to justice.”
“He’s old! He could die before then, probably will!”
Ivanov pounded a �st on his desk. “That’s enough, agent!’

He stood from where he sat. ‘’You will be assigned to this
post after you get rid of the useless captives, and you’ll have
plenty of time then to help Dr. Smith with his quest to make
more female chimeras.“

The interrogator paused, looking all around the room. “Al-
right. Yes, sir.”

“I can’t believe it,” Ivanov said with a shake of his head,
“You came in gung-ho, supportive of our e�orts, ready to make
more chimeras and keep our country safe. What happened to
you? Is there something you haven’t put in your reports?”

190 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

“No, sir.”
“Then why the change of heart?”
The interrogator lifted her chin. “The female chimera suf-

fers. Specimen 803 understands her pain, sir, and that’s some-
thing not even the North Koreans did to their chimeras. It’s
absolutely cruel. No more of them should be created.”

Ivanov signed some papers. “Health issues can be improved
in subsequent generations of the bugs. You’ll learn to accept it
like the scientists do.” He pointed to the door. “Unless there’s
something else you want to complain about, I think we’re
done here.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Chapter 22
Third Interview of Stacy Ellington

The interrogator tapped her tablet with stylus. Her eyes
looked into the face of Stacy Ellington, pensive without be-
traying her intent.

“What?” Stacy held her wrists and wrung them. “We both
know you’re not a shrink. What you want?”

Nothing changed. The interrogator blinked once, twice, but
kept tapping the tablet with her stylus in rhythmic fashion.
She clutched at something under her jacket, something solid.

The pace of Stacy’s breathing increased. “Is something
going wrong? You haven’t acted like this before. I’m not
going to die, am I? You’re not going to kill me?”

The interrogator released the object beneath her jacket.
“Your fate hasn’t been decided.”

“Is that what I’m here for? You, like, my judge now or
somethin’?”

“Perhaps.” The interrogator pressed a button on her tablet,
shutting the mechanism down. “You’re young. Hopeful. Not
yet cynical and disillusioned enough with the world to be
displeased by the garbage people older than you left behind.”

Stacy rolled her eyes. “Please. You talk as if people my age
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don’t realize hags like you killed all the animals. ‘Save the
environment by killing all the cows?’ My ass.”

“Cows aren’t truly natural animals. They’re not part of a
healthy ecosystem-”

“Yeah, but where are the bu�alo then? Where are the
wolves, huh?”

“They’ve been gone for longer than you’ve been alive.”
“Because you didn’t save them. We’ll inherit the mess you

left, all because you didn’t save the animals!”
The interrogator breathed in as if to refute Stacy’s comment,

but then thought better of it. “Several years back, there was a
war. The Chimera War. Have you learned about it yet?”

“That was like seven years ago. I remember it happening,
dillweed. That’s not history.”

“Tell me how you feel about that war. How would you feel
if it were to happen again, right as you are about to �ower
into your draftable age?”

Stacy pulled back. “I’m not gonna stop bein’ Dani’s friend!
I know the Accords don’t want her alive, but you can’t make
me betray her!”

“That’s not what I requested. I want you to tell me what
you, a �ne young woman with a brain surely ripe for use as a
drone soldier, think about war.”

Stacy gulped and looked around her. The interrogation
room only o�ered her shadows and steel, nowhere to run.
“Alright. I reckon it won’t change anything.”

I don’t know if you’ve talked to my aunt or even if she was
abducted by you Yanks, but Antigen was in the Chimera War.
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I don’t remember her from before the war, not really, but mom
says she didn’t used to be such a beeyotch. She says Antigen
is disturbed by PTSD and other acceptable mental problems
brought on from being a drone soldier, but Antigen’s been
mean since the day we went and got her from Fayetteville. O�
and on they sent her to a hospital where she was supposed to
get better, but it never really helped.

Once, she had to stay with me and my family when Gramma
got a hip replacement and Grampa didn’t have the chops
anymore to take care of both her needs and Antigen’s. So
Antigen sat on our couch in the den all day with the lights
o�. She closed the blinds and pulled the curtains, then taped
scads of aluminum foil around the edges. If I’d done that,
Mom would’ve whooped my butt for putting tape directly on
the walls!

I didn’t know if mom wanted me to say hi to Antigen or
not. It was always a risk to do too much or too little. After I
got home from practice, I peeked into her room and knocked
on the wall where I’d entered. “Antigen?” I asked.

Her eyes opened, the whites visible in the darkness whereas
her face was not. That scared me, you know, since we’re white
- our faces are easy to see in mild darkness. What had she
done? Anyway, I was weak, so I screamed and jumped back.

“You scared?” Antigen asked. I saw the shadows in her
room change, and she jumped up from where she sat. “Why
should you be scared? I know your secrets. They don’t believe
me, but I know what you’re hiding.”

“What?” I asked. My voice wavered more than I wish it
would’ve.

Antigen crawled on all fours across the couch and peered
over the arm. “I saw you with her yesterday. Your friend.
The doctors won’t believe me, but what do they know? They
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think I’m crazy. But you know I’m not crazy, don’t you?”
“Are you talking about Dani?”
“The spider,” Antigen said. “The Chimera we created. You

know it’s real? Right? Right? I’ve seen you with her. You can
tell me the truth.”

The air in the room smelled weird, so I pulled away from
the door. “You’re scaring me, Antigen. Are you ok?”

“I’ve never been so alive,” Antigen said. “I know what we
need to do. I need your help, kid - the war isn’t over, you see?
It’s just a trick. It’s just a trick, and the damn Gooks are out
there, in�ltrating us. We’ve got to kill her, see.”

I shook my head. “No, you’re in America. America! The
war is over!”

Antigen leapt from the couch and grabbed me by the collar.
“The war is never over! Don’t you see what they’re doing?!
The �endish Dr. Kim has got to you, has she?!” She shoved
me into the far wall in the hallway where light from the door
shone on her face. Dried blood cracked from her face, her
pupils were di�erent sizes.

“I don’t know a Dr. Kim! Stop, Auntie! Please, stop! You’re
high or something!”

“I’m the only one who understands, kid. There’s a Chimera
out there, and we’ve got to kill it. Kill it before it can kill us
all.” She pulled a shiv made from a sharpened toothbrush out
from a pocket. “You know what you have to do.”

I shook my head. “Dani’s my friend.”
“It has to end.” She shoved the toothbrush into my hand,

releasing my collar where a smattering of blood - both of the
wet and dry variety - stained it. “Take it. You’re the only one
who can stop this.”

I nodded and grabbed the toothbrush tight. “Ok, Auntie.
I’ve got the. . . thing. Is that all you want?”
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“Bring me her head when you’re done. Damn Gooks.” Anti-
gen stood up, breathing beleagueredly. She stumbled back to
the living room and the couch where she lay down on it.

With her gone, I was able to tell that my heart was beating
a million miles an hour. I took the toothbrush - also bloody all
around the handle, carved with God knows what to a pointed
end - and fuhhh, er freaking ran out the front door. I called
Mom, not knowing what I should do otherwise, to get help.

Cops came in about 15 minutes, and an ambulance arrived
a little later.

“She’d found some way to get drugs. I don’t know what
kind. But the cops took her in, sent her to the VA where the
shrinks tried to help her. She was gone a long time.” Stacy
wiped her face, beat back tears with her eyelids. “Oh God. Oh,
God, I don’t know what’s happened to Antigen on accounta
me. Dani is real - you know it, I know it, but her doctors
didn’t. What did they make her su�er? What did they do to
her? What if I’d just let it go and never called Mom about
that?”

The interrogator clenched a �st. “It’s not your fault. Your
Auntie Jen is here, in a cell. I’m not a psychologist, but I think
she should be able to get over some of her issues, especially
when we reveal that she’s been right all this time.”

A tear rolled out of Stacy’s eye and ran down her cheek.
“We’re not gettin’ out of here, ever, are we?”

“No,” the interrogator answered. She reached to a lower
shelf of her side table and removed a box of clean handker-
chiefs. While handing the box to Stacy, she paused, but just
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for a moment, before giving her the box. “You and Auntie
Jen aren’t going to leave this facility for the rest of your lives.
What happens to you is more dependent on politics than any
sort of behavior on your parts.”

Stacy rubbed her eyes with a handkerchief, then squinted
her eyes angrily. “Then why ask all these questions? What
do you want from me?” She tossed the handkerchief to the
ground. “You’ve got Dani under lock and key. You got her
parents, me, Antigen, God knows who else. Why can’t I see
Mom or Dad? What did I do wrong?!”

The interrogator closed her tablet. “This isn’t about wrong
or right. It’s about what’s convenient.” She stood, o�ering a
hand to Stacy. “Come along. Our time today is up.”

The door to Dr. Worthington’s room opened. At the in�ux
of light, Dr. Worthington turned her head and squinted her
eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t have any more data you’d want.” Her
voice crackled like it hadn’t been used in days, like her breath
had been rattling through a dry throat.

The interrogator shu�ed up to Dr. Worthington’s bed and
sat at the foot of it. She reached out, held the old woman’s
crepey, thin hand, and squeezed tight. “I know you can’t give
me anything else. You’re 97 years old and falling apart. It’s
why I put you at the top of the list for euthanasia, now that
my job here is wrapping up.” She grasped at the blankets
beneath her. “I’ve done things like this before, but. . . I feel
awful, Dr. Worthington.”

“Ah. If you feel bad, you’re doing something right.”
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“What?” the interrogator asked. “You want me to feel bad,
forever? You told me to feel bad about what’s happening
to Dani, to Stacy. Aren’t you going to tell me how to make
that stop? Aren’t you going to help me stop this awful train
wreck?”

Dr. Worthington chuckled. “No.” She laid her head back
down on the pillow, closed her eyes. “You’re in a hard place.
You know what you have to do in order to keep the country
and the world safe, but lord help your soul if you don’t feel
bad doing it.”

“You’re a despicable old crone, you know that?”
A light smile accompanied Dr. Worthington’s chuckle.

“Well, you’re here to make me a miserable dead crone. Now,
what did you bring to kill me? Drugs? A gun? Just going to
withhold the blood thinners?”

The interrogator stood from the bed. “I’m going to do
what’s right, Doctor. Nothing can change that decision.”

“I wasn’t trying to change your mind.”
“Why? Are you afraid of what would happen if you did

change my mind?”
“Oh, child,” Dr. Worthington chided, “There’s no use in my

being afraid. No value. If I die, it’s not going to harm much
of anyone - even my children wouldn’t have lost much, not
really. I mean, how many years do I have left? You’re putting
more weight and importance on getting my love and approval
than you should, is what you’re doing.”

“I hate that I can’t despise you.”
“Boo-hoo.”
The interrogator took a gun from her pocket. She checked

the chamber, checked the safety. “Dr. Smith wouldn’t give me
the drugs to make this less painful. I have to start reducing
the mouths to feed - I’m sorry, Doctor.”
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Dr. Worthington didn’t tremble. “Don’t worry. Just tell
whoever I saved that they’re welcome.”

199 269



Chapter 23
Fourth Interview of Brett Hu�man

Brett rubbed his wrists. “Why ain’t I chained this time?”
“Things have changed.” The interrogator leaned comfort-

ably back in her chair. “It took more than a month, but all the
easily released subjects have been sent back home. Anyone
who had little to do with Dani is back where they should
be. They’re quiet, normal, and safely monitored by the gov-
ernment. The information I need from you no longer has
anything to do with helping those people.”

He put his hands back down to the armrests, despite the
lack of chains. “So why would I say anything to you? You
ain’t nice, and you ain’t give me nothin’ but Coke or pain.”

The interrogator smiled. “No, I suppose not. But I’m going
to Washington, D.C. in about a week’s time, and I might not
return for a few months after. I know you like to talk, Mr.
Hu�man, so I decided to invite you into the chamber and
chat.” She leaned forward. “You won’t see anyone else for at
least a couple weeks. You know how talkative the meal-bots
are.”

“Ain’t this considered cruel and unus’al punishment?” he
asked. “I ain’t done nothin’ to deserve bein’ locked in solitary
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for months on end!”
“True. The thing is, Mr. Hu�man, no one cares about your

plight, and anyone who decides to care will be locked away
the same as you. Your freedom is the requisite sacri�ce for
the freedom of all Americans, understand?”

“No, I don’t understand. This ain’t right, and it ain’t fair.”
“Tell that to Uncle Sam.” The interrogator pointed to the

door. “If you don’t want to sit around and chat, you’re free to
go back to your cell. I’m o�ering this as a brief respite from
your torture. Nothing more.”

Brett tapped his �ngers. “What you want to know, then?”
“I’m interested in a story Stacy told me. She said that Old

Man Potter ran a bus o� a cli�, but she passed out before
you and Janie Hu�man successfully freed Dani from the bus.”
She reached to a small box on the bottom shelf of her table,
then pulled a chilled Pepsi from it. “Tell me, Mr. Hu�man,
what happened after Stacy passed out from blood loss. Tell
me what you did, what Janie did, and what Dani did, in as
much detail as you can.”

He nodded. “Alright. I don’t see how you could do summat
evil with that story.”

At the time, I weren’t ‘ware that Stacy’d passed out. Her
face was bloody as hell, but she was out of the �re and safe
enough.

My beloved daughter was still stuck. The bus’s alarms
blared, screaming out that the thing was on �re. Despite the
loud noise, I could still hear Dani’s screams for help.
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I hustled down the hill, crowbar in hand, and made my way
down to the bus. Old Man Potter lay unconscious and drunk
in the creek, but Stacy’d gotten him clear of the blazing heat.
I shielded my face from the lithium �re as I made my way
around the bus.

“Dani!” I shouted. “Dani, are you alright!”
“Help!” she screamed. Her legs stuck out the broken back

window, waving for help. “Daddy, help me!”
I looked over the back of the bus. The door was right

crushed, no way I could open it wide enough for my girl to
get out. As much as it pains me to admit, Dani was stronger
than me - even at the time - so I handed her the crowbar.
“Here, baby - see if you can crack ‘er open. I’m gonna get
Mama, see if’n we cain’t get the hinges o� this door.”

Over the crackling of the �re and bursts of o�gas from the
broken battery casings, I shouted up the holler, “Janie! Janie,
bring your kit!”

“What?” she shouted.
“The Bojangle’s kit! Dani’s stuck!”
Janie grabbed her kit and slid down the embankment. She

steadied herself with a hand, and I caught her at the bottom,
but she still managed to get a cut from a stob or summat on
her leg. She tossed the kit on the ground and looked at the
bus. It didn’t take her long to �sh out a can from her kit. “Git
Dani away from the door.”

“Why?”
“The composite shell is the same stu� that coats the Bo-

jangles’ machines. It’s hard to break, but thermite can burn
through it. It’s hotter ‘n hell here, and I’m ‘fraid the reaction
might start afore I get the powder in place.”

While she opened her canister and screwed on a spout, I
went back up to the door. “Dani,” I said. “Dani, Mama’s gonna
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try gettin’ you out with the robot kit. She’s breakin’ out the
thermite, so you best back up if’n it’s safe enough.”

She nodded. “It’s hot in here, Daddy.”
I knew it was. The bottom of the bus burned a white hot.

Sparks and smoke exploded from the batteries, the wires, and
the pipes running down its length.

“Can you do that for Daddy?”
She scurried o�, deeper into the bus. I bit my �nger when I

heard her coughing, ‘cause there was nothin’ I could do but
su�er and wait.

Janie secured the canister and came over. She poured the
two powders down the spout and onto the door. She poured
the powder such that it ate through the ceramic and cut the
door in half and ate away the bottom hinge. It didn’t take
too long, thankfully, ‘cause the canister got too hot and the
thermite started burning through. Janie’s still got the scars
on her hands to show what she did that mornin.’

She screamed from the pain, but managed to eke out, “Dani!
Dani, push the door! I cut the top, so you gotta push it open
now!”

Dani put the crowbar in the crack between the door and
the bus, and she got it to pop o� its threshold. She crawled
out, just getting her big ol’ bottom out.

I hugged her when she was free. Her clothes had holes
in them, and her carapace felt �aky from where she’d been
burned. A human wouldn’t have fared so well.

Though she was still awake and stronger than me or Janie,
I pointed up the hill. “Stacy’s up there - head on up. We’ll get
Mr. Potter up to safety.”

Dani nodded. She did as I asked, and I sent Janie after her.
I dragged Mr. Potter as best I could, but I ended up just takin’
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him further downhill to get ‘im out of the way of the lithium
�ames.

We stayed ‘til the �re department was called, then went to
town with the ambulance that came to get Stacy.

“So Janie knew how to get her out of that box?”
“Yup. Give ‘er the right tools, and I reckon she could �x

‘bout anything.” He grumbled. “If we’re s’posed to stay im-
prisoned for life, why cain’t we at least see each other?”

“It’s not within the plan.”
“Will it ever be within the plan?”
The interrogator shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to

wait and see.”
Brett nodded and slumped in his chair with resignation.

“What’s gonna happen now?”
“I know that I’ll go to D.C. There, I’ll wait for budget up-

dates and reassignment to this facility. With the discovery
of a female chimera, it’s likely new security forces and agent
presence will be required. As the agent most well-versed with
the American and Korean chimeras, I will likely be assigned
to that role. At that time, I will return, and we’ll see what has
been decided.”

“I guess.” Brett slapped the tops of his legs. “Don’t reckon I
could convince you to let me stay out, could I?”

“No.” The interrogator popped open the glass bottle of Pepsi
and handed it over. “I’ll send you back to your cell once you
�nish that.”

He took it and enjoyed a sip. “Then I’m gonna make this
sucker last.”
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The interrogator entered the dimly lit cell.
Janie shot up from her bed, �sts formed. “What you think

you’re doin’ here, in my cell?” She marched over to the inter-
rogator and threw a punch.

Despite carrying a bag on her shoulder, the interrogator
smoothly took Janie’s �st and used her momentum to drive
the poor woman into the door. “I’m here because I want to
be.” She pulled Janie’s arm behind her and held it sti� against
her back. “No guards are here to save you, so I suggest you
do as I say.”

Janie fought against the interrogator’s instructions. She
struggled, tried to kick and elbow, but the interrogator still
managed to throw her into the cot against the wall. “I ain’t
ever doin’ anything for you! I was happy to rot here as long
as I didn’t have to see your ugly face!”

The interrogator put a knee to Janie’s back. “I’m sure you
were. But you’re not in charge here, see? I am. And I get to
do what I want.”

“Then what do you want, bitch?”
“In a week’s time, I’m leaving for Washington for at least

a month. Maybe more. I’m seeing all the prisoners before I
leave, just so you have some human contact while I’m gone.”

“Better I be alone than see you!” She snapped her teeth at
the interrogator’s wrists, missing.

“That’s not how your husband felt.” The interrogator, with
one hand free, lowered the pack on her shoulder to the edge
of the bed. “He was lonely, wanted any form of company he
could get - even if it were me.”
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Janie growled. “Stop trying to make me jealous. We’re both
sterile - and I doubt he’d waste any motivations for sex on
you.”

“But he tells me things. Many things,” the interrogator
continued. She withdrew an unlabeled canister from her pack
and placed it on the bed in front of Janie. “He told me about
how you used thermite on the hinges of a bus door to get
Dani out and save her. She was trapped inside a composite
and steel box, but you knew how to break that open.” She
shook Janie forcefully and put weight on her. “You still know
how to do that?”

Janie nodded. “I fucking know how to do my job!”
“You’re a dangerous little thing, you know.” The interroga-

tor pulled Janie back, ensuring she couldn’t yet make it to the
canister. “In Brett’s tale, you used the thermite on the hinges.
The hinges, you understand?”

“I understand!”
“And you waited until an emergency to use it. You didn’t

waste it on something stupid. You waited until the bus’s alarm
was screaming, telling you that Dani was in trouble. Didn’t
you?”

Janie stopped struggling. “What are you getting at? Is. . . Is
Dani in trouble-”

“Don’t question me!” the interrogator shouted. She pressed
a hand into Janie’s back, making her squeal. “The computers
always watch and �ag anything out of the ordinary. I am vis-
iting everyone out of kindness and courtesy, and that includes
you. Fighting back won’t help anyone.” She released some of
the pressure, then waited a second. “When you rescued Dani
from the bus, you used thermite to get her out. You used it
on the hinges. Then you went uphill, right?”

Janie nodded. “Uphill. Yeah, uphill.”
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“It was a hard climb, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
The interrogator reached back into her bag and withdrew

two syringes with capped needles. “Old Man Potter and Stacy
were unconscious, weren’t they?”

“Yeah.”
“Imagine what they would have seen had they been awake.

It would have been painful. It’s probably well and good they
were asleep.” She withdrew a key fob and tossed it into the
pile. “It would have been nice if you’d had a van ready to take
Dani to the hospital, wouldn’t it?”

Janie nodded, blinked. “A van. A van, uphill, past uncon-
scious people.”

“I hope you enjoyed this story. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
“And you never acted unless there was an alarm, correct?

You didn’t act without reason or signal?”
“At the alarm, I used thermite on the hinges to open the bus.

I went up the hill, found a couple people unconscious, and
wished for a van with which to get to safety.” Janie nodded.
“I. . .why are you giving-”

“Do you understand?” the interrogator asked.
Janie squealed as the interrogator pushed her arm into an

even more painful position. “I understand, I do! Agh, you’re
hurting me!”

The interrogator let go, picked up her empty bag, and
backed away from the bed. “If you know what’s good for
you, you’ll think about what I said today.” She took out her
key card, showed it to Janie, and used it to open the door.

After she left, Janie put the canister, two syringes, and key
fob between her thin mattress and the top of her cot.
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The computer, after detailed voice and video analysis,
�agged the video of the encounter for potential weekly review
by humans.
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Chapter 24
Request for Additional Evidence

Dallin waved to the interrogator. “Oh, what a pleasant sur-
prise!” He smiled, lifted a �nger, and reached below his desk.
“I saved you a few bananas. I remembered how much you
liked it last time, and I just couldn’t deprive you of it once I
picked a few bunches.”

The interrogator reached over the desk and took one. She
held it before her, and her lip trembled.

“Oh, come now. It’s not that precious.”
She took hold of the stem and peeled the fruit. “It is,” she

said. “Your tree is one of a kind. None like it will ever exist
again. It needs to be protected, tended, and loved.”

“Many one-of-a-kind species are gone, though. Seeing the
very end of the banana won’t be such a travesty, not when
there’s been so many other problems.” He pulled out a tin
wrapped in waxed canvas. “Mara also made some banana
bread. I wanted you to try some before you went back to D.C.”

The interrogator nodded. “Thank you, Dallin.”
“Oh, not a problem. Not a problem at all. I’m glad I can

share this bounty.” He looked to either side, put a hand up to
his mouth, and whispered, “There’s some cinnamon in that.
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We only get cinnamon every few years, but Mara’s kept the
last harvest in the freezer. She ground some up for this batch
of banana bread - extra special.” He leaned back. “I don’t
always give cinnamon out, you know.”

“You don’t?”
“No. Last time I gave it to someone who didn’t work here,

it was a disaster.”
“Why don’t you tell me about it?” the interrogator cooed.

She ate some of the banana Dallin had given her.
A smile from the old scientist showed the desire he had to

talk. “Ok,” Dallin caved, “But I’d rather you not go spreading
this around everywhere. We don’t have the supply needed to
help the world.”

My memory’s slightly fuzzy. It was twenty - no, twenty-
�ve, more like it - years ago, just following Temple.

Mara was cooking, so I let Elder Thorpe in to my house. I
smiled, ushered him to the couch in the living room where my
youngest and his �ancé - now wife - waited. “Elder Thorpe!
Come in, make yourself comfortable.” His wife led in a six
year old, a four year old, and a two year old.

Elder Thorpe was younger than me, which made his title
awkward but not unexpected. About thirty, his hair still bril-
liantly blonde, his body still in good shape, Thorpe eased him-
self into his chair. He removed a pair of those black sneakers
fashionable in the 60’s, then asked, “How are things, Dallin?”

I poured a glass of water from a carafe and handed it to
Thorpe, then poured a glass for his wife. “I can’t complain.
I have four beautiful kids and three grandkids, blessings all.
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Wonderful temple service today, too.” Then I opened it - a
box of cookies. “Snickerdoodle? Real cinammon. We grow a
few trees at the lab. Hopefully one of them will be drought
resistant.”

Elder Thorpe took a cookie while his wife split a cookie
into pieces for their children. Didn’t want to ruin their dinner,
I suppose.

We chatted a bit, just small talk, a few deep things of God
and a few things about my youngest son’s recent return from
mission and imminent marriage. Things that are old news,
now.

Eventually, my son began playing with Elder Thorpe’s
young children. Thorpe’s wife left his side in a manner I
found suspicious. She was quiet, gave him a stare when she
got up.

When she was gone, I asked, “Is something wrong,
Thorpe?”

“You heard about congress’s decisions last week?” he asked.
“Do you believe what happened? Can you believe the strin-
gency of the sterilization tests?”

I shook my head. “No. I was shocked.”
“I believe we should expect the Second Coming at any

moment.” He grunted and gestured to the children playing
on the �oor. “Their freedom is going to be limited. Your
grandchildren’s, too, if we don’t take things into our own
hands.”

“Oh, I don’t think secession’s a good idea.”
“Some people like the thought.”
“Not me,” I said. “Nope. We’re doing �ne where we are.”
“But will our children?” Elder Thorpe asked. “The pheno-

typic test hasn’t been made yet, but some automatic no-go
disease states have been established. Family history of cystic
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�brosis, sickle cell anemia, early onset high blood pressure,
diabetes - the list goes on - puts one on the list for required
sterilization.”

I remember wishing I could run away.
“I was thinking,” Elder Thorpe leaned closer to me, “You

work for the NIH, don’t you?”
I gulped. Even then, I knew I worked for the CIA, but I

couldn’t say that openly. So I choked and answered, “Yes. I
work for the NIH.”

“And you’re a geneticist?”
“Yes.” I couldn’t deny that - it was common knowledge in

the Temple.
“An approved geneticist?”
I remained silent. Of course I was an approved geneticist.
“You may be the savior of our temple.”
I shook my head. “I’m afraid that’s not how it works-”
“Then how does it work?” Elder Thorpe asked. “You just

sign the papers and everyone in our temple can be exempt
from the rules-”

“Listen,” I said. I’m afraid I raised my voice more than I
should have, but I was getting worried. “First, no matter what
papers I sign, I can only get up to three approved children.
Anything more than that, and you’re in deep doo doo.” I held
up two �ngers. “Second, I can’t just sign papers. I have to
have o�cial genetic readouts of an entire genome. No matter
how good the rest of the genes are, I have to ensure a supply
of genetically cleansed gamete stocks are available. I need to
prove this stock is viable, and I need to show which genes need
to be passed on to the next generation. It’s not a cheap process
for me to conduct, even if you entirely discount paying me.”

“How much would it cost, then?” Elder Thorpe asked. He
pointed to his grandchildren. “One child. How much would
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genetic testing and gamete cleansing cost for one child?”
I stammered and hugged my knees. “I. . . I couldn’t see less

than $50,000, and that’s assuming I never see a penny for
myself and can use the equipment at the government lab
without getting caught.” I swallowed. I needed to use that
equipment for my own children, not for Thorpe’s or some
other higher up.

“50 grand!?”
“I’m afraid I can’t do it for less.” I bit my lip. He might

see through me, know I was using most of my good graces
and - please, please don’t tell anyone - borrowed government
equipment for my own use.

At last he groaned. “How much for doing it legally?”
I sighed. “I can buy enough equipment with 175 grand. I

could do all four children for that about as easily as I could
do one child.”

“All four?”
“If you don’t already have one in the oven, I can’t believe

you aren’t planning to before the December cuto�.”
The elder swallowed. “She doesn’t want another.”
“I can’t do it for less.”
“This feels like a scam.”
“Trust me,” I said, “This will be the cheapest deal you’ll ever

see. Ever. No one else in their right mind would even o�er it.”
He held a cookie in his hand. “What if I just told everyone

you had cinnamon at your lab?”
I shrugged. “What about it?”
“Protestors would come. They’d insist your lab be burned

down and the water redistributed to the poor. They don’t even
take showers in L.A. anymore, and you’re growing cinnamon
trees?” Thorpe squinted his eyes. “You’d lose your job.”
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It was at this point I realized he could be right. Protestors
would show up at what they thought was an NIH lab in the
middle of nowhere. Best case scenario, they’d just be arrested
and thrown to rot in prison. Worst case? Well, you work for
them. You know the worst case.

“How much do you have to pay for it?” I asked.
“Twenty thousand.”
“I can’t even do my own kids for that much,” I said. “There’s

no way, no way.”
Thorpe sighed. “That’s too bad, Dallin.”
“It’s the way it is. I’m sorry.”
He stood. “Honey!” he shouted. “Honey, I’m not feeling

well. Let’s go home.”
“But the children are-”
“The children aren’t feeling well either.” He picked up

another cooking. “Come along. Don’t be contrary.”
Mara walked in as Thorpe and his brood walked out. She

lifted an eyebrow, noted the half-full can of cookies, and asked,
“What happened? I had a good dinner cooking. We’ll have
altogether too much leftovers.”

My heart sank. “It’s nothing. Elder Thorpe just got a little
sick, is all.” I patted her on the back. “I better call that in to
work. Need to keep that sort of thing recorded just in case.”

She let me go, and I opened my computer to look for some
phone numbers.

“Luckily,” Dallin said as he ate a slice of cinnamon-laced
banana bread, “The CIA has plenty of operatives available
when things leak or get out of hand.”
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“You called your boss and told them about Elder Thorpe’s
extortion?”

“Yup.” He swallowed the bread. “I sure hope he’s ok. No
one ever heard about him again after that.”

The interrogator frowned. “That should have been ex-
pected.”

“Oh, true. You plan on eating some of your bread?”
The interrogator lifted the waxed canvas wrapped over the

tin in front of her. “Yes. I’m sure it’ll be a new and exciting
adventure. I’ve had a lot of �rsts since I got here - many of
which I can attribute to you, Dallin - and I guess I’ll just have
to add cinnamon to the list.”

“Always glad to be of service.” He blushed.
“I’m afraid, however, that I must intrude upon your hos-

pitality once more. I have every indication I’ll be back in
this facility once the new budget has been approved, but that
leaves me with six days to set up everything for my return.”
She sighed. “I anticipate being assigned to �sh information
from the Hu�mans and the others still imprisoned here in
order to help you. I expect I will update the agents of the CIA
as to your progress with the Chimeras. I don’t have much
time to prepare for all that.”

Dallin smiled. “You really think they’re going to increase
our funding?”

“I have every indication from the higher ups that your fund-
ing is going to increase signi�cantly. And, because my own
wellbeing and career will ride on your funding, I have vested
interest to make sure I prepare for my return adequately.” She
leaned over the table. “I’ve convinced a zip code’s worth of
people to divulge their greatest secrets in the past month. I’ve
convinced them to do things they wouldn’t normally do, and
I’ve �nagled my way into their hearts. I think I have enough
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information from Dani’s family that I might convince her to
be more amenable to your research. I doubt I convince her
to let you impregnate her, but I might make it so that she’ll
listen. She might help you in other ways.”

“And you think you can do this?”
“I do,” the interrogator answered. “I know her parents. I

have access to everything they’ve ever owned. I can convey
messages from her parents, whatever we want them to say.”
She cleared her throat. “If I get information from her, as well,
I might gain some leverage against her parents. I believe her
mother knows more about how they made her female, and
that could be invaluable.”

Dallin nodded. “You want to see her before you leave?”
“The sooner the better,” the interrogator said. “Tomorrow

or the next day would be best. The rest of the time I have will
be spent on �nal reports.”

Dallin opened his holographic computer screen. “I’m sure
we can work something out.”
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Chapter 25
CLASSIFIED - Second Interview of
Dani Hu�man

The interrogator pulled the Tyvek suit over her shoes. She
zipped it closed, and a guard behind the windows started the
fans. The suit in�ated.

“Pressure is holding. Everything seems ok. Reversing fans-”
“Are you sure?” the interrogator asked. “I can hear some

whistling. I think there’s a leak. Can you come check?”
The guard behind the window looked over some numbers.

“Everything’s holding �ne. You’re within parameters.”
“I’d still feel more comfortable if you came to make sure.”

She wrung her hands. “It’s only my second time going in here,
and last time Dallin helped me. I’m. . . I’m scared.”

The guard let out a hu�, then leaned to the mic. “Ok. open
the door and I’ll be there in a second.”

While he walked around to the door, the interrogator
opened the zipper on the front of her suit. She reached be-
neath her jacket, into an internal pocket, and withdrew a
syringe. She uncapped it and held it close to her chest.

The door clicked open and the guard washed his hands.
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“Alright. Let’s see if we can’t �gure this out.”
“Yes,” the interrogator agreed. “Lets.”
She stuck the needle in his jugular and pushed the syringe.
The guard whacked her hand and tried to �ght back, but

his motor control had evaporated. The interrogator helped
him to the �oor while he blinked his eyes rolled back into his
head. He drooled, mumbled incoherently, and sti�ened into
a paralysis before becoming still. The well-placed injection
knocked him out within a half a minute.

The interrogator fell to her knees and reached for the
guard’s key card. She took his physical keys, the gun in
his holster, and a knife from his pocket. “You’ll be ok. I didn’t
take you down with a bullet.” She turned him so he lay in the
recovery position.

She took o� her Tyvek helmet and, using the guard’s key
card, opened the door to the sanitation hallway. She left
her hands by her side as the ethanol sprayers detected her
entry and doused her. She ran down the hallway, passing
the now-empty table that had once held syringes �lled with
ketamines. She took the stolen card and shoved it between
the door and the threshold. The lock, built to keep animals in
rather than thieves out, popped open as she pulled it over the
locked section of the mechanism. The interrogator pushed
the handle down, then opened the door.

A giant spider sat on a cot. As soon as she saw her guest at
the entry, she pulled a blanket up and over her abdomen in
attempt to cover herself.

“Don’t worry with that,” the interrogator said. “Get up. It’s
time to leave.”

Dani let the blanket fall a little. “What?”
“I knocked out the guard at the computer. We have about

�ve minutes before the computer has enough data to trip
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the alarm. If we’re not at least up to level B5 by then, the
doors will shut and we won’t be able to escape.” The ethanol
still sprayed behind the interrogator. “If all works well, your
mother will be waiting in the getaway car.”

The spider dropped the blanket. “How do I know you’re
telling the truth?”

“Come with me and I’ll tell you on the way.”
As Dani stood, the interrogator’s knees melted. She held

onto the threshold, kept herself up, and closed her eyes.
“Something wrong?” Dani asked.
“I’m afraid,” the interrogator said.
“Don’t worry. I’m not just a spider - I won’t bite you-”
“I’m not afraid of spiders.” She breathed heavily. “I’m afraid

of chimeras.” She turned away from Dani’s room and jogged
down the hall, trying to forget what scurried behind her. After
her pace and breathing steadied, she said, “You’ve been stored
on level B6. B5 contains the males - do you still have mind
control over them?”

“Yeah. But I don’t like ‘em.”
The interrogator led Dani out through the prep room. The

guard she had previously injected seized violently, but she
walked by and out the door, teenage mutant just behind her.
She used the man’s knife to cut o� her Tyvek suit, stepped
out of the booties, and pointed to the long hallway.

“A couple of guards are placed at the bottom of the stairs.
Ten more, probably the ones that stormed your cell last time I
visited, wait in a break room on level B5 in case of emergency.
I have three - er, probably more like six - ketamine doses left
and. . . ” The interrogator checked the magazine on the stolen
pistol. “Ten rounds in this pistol.”

“What’re we gonna do then?”
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“As long as the alarm hasn’t been triggered, hopefully
stealth.” She hid the gun beneath her jacket and looked at her
watch. “Three minutes left. Follow me. Don’t show yourself
unless I order you to.”

“I’m scared,” Dani whined.
“Me too. It’s not an ‘if’ we get caught, it’s a ‘when.’ They

might �nd you valuable enough to save, but me? I’m dead.
No doubt.”

“Then why you helpin’ me?” Dani asked. “You jus’ tryin’
to get me in trouble?”

“I’m trying to do the right thing. It’s what I’ve always done,
and I plan on dying for the cause of righteousness.”

“So breaking a chimera out of jail is the right thing to do?”
“It’s not the �rst time I’ve done it. Contrary to popular

belief, God wasn’t working alone when �endish Dr. Kim was
eaten by her own monsters.” She put one hand on the knob
to the exit and lifted another to silence Dani. “I’m going in.
Don’t say anything or enter unless you have to.”

Dani hushed and held a claw up to her mouth.
The interrogator held herself straight and stable, then

turned the knob. She exited the B6 �oor into the stairwell.
A guard, snacking on an oatmeal and yeast snack cake,

looked up from her meal. Her dark face, similar in tone to
that of the interrogator’s, smiled. “You back early.” She pulled
the wrapper up and around the snack, then placed it in a
pocket.

The interrogator shook her head. “Tyvek suit had a hole
in it. Only other one they had in operation was needed for
veterinary work, so they told me to try again later.”

The guard removed a computer from her bag. “You ready
to sign out?” She smiled at the interrogator.

“Yeah, just let me �nd my card. . . here we are-”
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The interrogator withdrew the gun from her jacket and
pistol whipped the guard in the face. She pushed down on
the guard’s helmet and kicked out her legs, dropping her to
the �oor.

The second guard went for his gun. “What the fuck-”
The interrogator pointed her pistol at the second guard.

“Touch your comm and you die.” She kicked the guard on the
ground and stood on her neck. “I’ll kill her for good measure,
too.”

The guard shook his head and lifted his hands. “What’s
going on here?”

“On the ground. Nice and easy.”
He nodded. “The computer’s going to see this, you know.”
“The computer’s betrayal is within the parameters of my

plan.” She took out one of the ketamine syringes and stuck it
in the female guard’s neck. She depressed the syringe halfway,
then pulled the needle back out. She removed the gun from
the female guard’s holster, all the time keeping her aim trained
on the male guard.

Once the female guard started mumbling about how good
life felt, the interrogator walked over to the male guard. She
pointed the gun down at the man. “Sadly, I have far more
bullets than I have drugs right now.”

“But you - you used one on her!”
She pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced the man’s head,

and blood spewed out onto the �oor next to the brains and
other �esh. “Dani!” she shouted. “Dani, come on!”

The door opened, and the interrogator launched to the
stairs. She didn’t look back, didn’t look at the frightening
chimera.

“My God!” Dani shouted. “You killed him! Did you mean
to kill him?”
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“At the top of the landing there will be a door. I’ll use my
badge to get us in to B5, then shoot the two guards waiting
just inside. Then I’ll head to the break room where the guards
wait. If I get there before the alarm sounds, I might be able to
close them o� from their guns.”

“I don’t want anyone else to die! Oh my God, Gramma said
this would happen - I don’t want to kill anyone! I’m not a
weapon!”

“That’s why I’m doing this for you. Wait just inside the
door at B5. When the alarm sounds, I’ll �nish o� the guards
one way or another. I have �ve doses left, which means I’ll
have to use seven more bullets on this level.”

“Don’t kill people! Please, not in my name!”
The interrogator grumbled. “Fine. I won’t kill anyone.” She

put away the gun and took out two syringes, one in each
hand. She uncapped the one that hadn’t been used. “But I’m
depending on you now. Wait here - I’ll motion for you to
follow through the window.” She thrust her thigh up so her
pocket touched the pad that read her key card, and the door
unlocked.

The interrogator entered level B5. Two guards stood at the
entry to a long hallway. They looked up at the unexpected
entry.

One, a man in his late twenties, raised a brow. “Can I help
you?”

The interrogator marched up to him, stabbed him in the
neck with the half-empty syringe, and plunged the top down
and let go of the syringe.

The second guard pulled his gun. “Drop it!” he shouted.
“Drop it!”

She held up her hands and took a step closer. “I have two
guns in my belt. Here, take them.” She took another step.

222 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

“Stay back - I’m warning you-”
“It’s going to be ok. Just take the guns from my belt.”
After another step without altercation, the interrogator

grabbed the end of his ri�e-grip gun and shoved it past her.
The man was too late to pull the trigger as the interrogator
shoved the syringe into the man’s neck and pushed. Some-
thing slightly more than half the contents entered his neck.

She reached down to his pockets and grabbed his key card.
She touched it to the keypad and unlocked the door to the
males’ cages. “Dani!” she shouted. “Dani, get in here.”

The spider cracked the door to B5 open.
The interrogator closed her eyes and supported herself by

leaning against a wall. “Behind me is the door to the males’
cages. I need you to go in, open the door to as many cages
as you can, and incite the males to attack everything except
you. Understood?”

She shook her head. “That’s terrible-”
“They’re animals. When the alarm starts in a few seconds,

your mother will attempt to escape and �nd the getaway
vehicle. We need the guards to respond to a crisis - any crisis
- other than your escape. Can you do this?”

The spider whimpered. “Yes.”
“Good. I’m going to hold o� the guards from the break

room. If they kill me, just get upstairs as fast as you can. Find
your mother, and drive west to Reno. Understood?”

“Yes.”
“Then go. Release at least twenty males, then meet me in

the break room.”
Dani took the door from the interrogator and entered the

veterinary area.
The interrogator released the door. She marched over to

the wall where the riot shields were and picked one up, then
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fastened a gas mask over her face and eyes. She grinned and
took a canister of tear gas and two stun batons from behind
the protective equipment.

Red lights �ashed.
The alarm blared.
The interrogator pulled the pin on the tear gas canister and

walked over to the break room door. She threw the can inside,
then closed the door behind her and threw her weight onto it.

Through the coughing and crying, the guards in the break
room managed to put together a team to batter the door.
Though the interrogator held fast as best she could, the people
on the other side were bigger. They pushed the door open at
last and poured out, choking.

The interrogator activated a stun baton. She whacked one
of the guards with the electric prod and held him down with
it. When she could smell the Kevlar burning into his �esh,
she moved to another person and repeated the process with
her.

“Bet you wish you’d stayed in the tear gas, huh?”
She put the baton back in her jacket and pulled out her gun.

She sized up her enemies, chose the biggest, and �red.
Pop. Pop. Pop.
Three down. The rest seemed harder to choose.
Pop. Pop.
She placed the gun back in her belt and withdrew the empti-

est syringe. Into the throat of the smallest guard, she pumped
the ketamines, then split the remainder between the two
guards still choking from the gas.

She checked the number of bullets left in her chamber,
opened the break room door, and allowed some of the tear
gas to escape. She kicked a bullet-ridden corpse as she waited.
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“You might not realize it yet,” she said, “But you were one of
the lucky ones.”

The emergency guards on B5 were down. Other o�cers
patrolled the facility, but the most potentially dangerous had
been neutralized. The biggest threat to the interrogator’s
escape were the doors, which the computer may have locked,
and the tower guards outside.

A screech sounded from the cages. The door jangled and
clanged, something big behind it trying to escape. Claws
scratched at the metal doors, hinges squealed at the weight
battering against it. With each beating against the door, the
strain worked against the hinges. A steel screw popped out
of the door.

The interrogator closed the door to the break room as the
male chimeras swarmed out.

The squealed, screamed, voices like cracking wails of
teenage boys hoping to see the sun for the �rst time. Several
made their way over to the bodies on the �oor and, in their
hormone-induced rage, ripped the bodies of the guards to
pieces, living or dead. The interrogator held the door still
while blood seeped under the door and soaked into her boots.

The scurrying and ripping outside stopped as quickly as it
had begun. “Stop that! Stop - oh my God, oh my God! What
have I done?”

“Dani!?” the interrogator yelled, hoping her voice carried
through the door. “Dani, send them away.”

“I killed them! I killed the guards,” she wailed.
“You didn’t kill them. Now listen to me,” the interrogator

said. “If we play our cards right, it’s a straight shot from here
to the exit. As long as we can get to the van, we’ll be safe.
I’ve packed the back with food, water, and solar panels to
recharge the van.” She cracked the door open slightly, but
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jerked it closed again when she saw the team of spiders just
outside. “Send your boys up the stairs in front of us and let a
couple follow.”

“But they’ll kill people,”
“If the scientists at this facility have any sense, they won’t

get in the way. You don’t �ght twenty bulletproof super
soldiers with a handful of half-trained aides and a few CIA
agents.” She gulped. “Send your boys on. We need to drive a
long ways.”

The male spiders scurried, exiting into the stairwell as Dani
held the door for them. The interrogator, eyes closed and gas
mask still on, exited the break room and felt along the wall.
She made it to the door.

“Something wrong with your eyes?” Dani asked.
“I do better when I can hear your voice and imagine a

human.”
“Is it about your fear of chimeras?”
“Close enough.” The interrogator exited into the stairwell

and, a gun in one hand and the stair railing in the other, fol-
lowed the angry scurrying and clacks of the males’ footsteps
in front of her.
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The interrogator held still when she ran into the back of the
line of males. She opened her eyes, glanced to the �nal door,
and melted against the steel rails leading down into the dry
depths of the Nevada dungeon. Dani followed her closely,
and a smattering of three males after.

“What next?” Dani asked. Her voice wavered, the usual
tender chipper tones hidden beneath a veneer of fear.

The interrogator swallowed. “There’s a trap door. It opens
into the warden’s o�ce of what used to be a prison.”

“Used to be?”
“There’s not enough prisoners left to spend the money

keeping them close to one of these labs. You can’t just make
people disappear without questions anymore, so there’s not
really a point.” She pointed. “I need someone to open that
door.”
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Dani squinted her eyes and stared at the male at the head
of the line. It reached up and, after fumbling with the latch,
at last knocked it out of the way and pushed the trap door
out of the way. The two males below it hefted the �rst one
up and out of the hole, then the rest clambered up in e�ort to
scramble out of the facility.

Sunlight �ooded in through the door, baking the shaft that
was usually lit by single bulbs in cages spaced throughout the
stairwell. The interrogator pulled herself up from where she
had melted and, eyes closed once more, made her way to the
ladder at the end of the stairs.

“You know, I still don’t understand how they got Dr. Wor-
thington down here,” the interrogator said. “No way she
walked in, that’s for sure.”

She pulled herself out from the shaft and blinked to adjust
to the sunlight beaming in through the warden’s window. The
males had dispersed from the small room, their noises and
screeches of delight echoing down the hall. The interrogator
shied as the trailing males screamed like their companions
and delightfully plunged into the adventure of escaping the
facility.

She leaned against a wooden desk - old, decrepit, abandoned
for decades - to hold herself up. She reached one hand out,
felt for a wall, and eventually discovered the door. With the
male chimeras gone, she cracked open her eyes and motioned
for Dani to follow her. “Come on. It’s a straight shot to the
nearest exit, but it’s better for us to make our way to the
kitchen.”

The interrogator held her gun pointed down, turned to the
left, and ran for the door. No guards or police stood at the
metal detector or inspection station where generations of war-
dens had once entered the prison for their shifts. She hustled
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through open doors, the mechanisms no longer connected
to electricity, all hanging as still and pristine as the day the
prison had shut down. A gunshot rang out. The sound of a
stream of gun�re rattled the windows.

She crouched as she passed a window. “The males have
escaped. That’s why they’re shooting.”

Dani curled up. “What about mom, though? Wouldn’t she
have gotten out �rst?”

“Her stairwell exits in a trapdoor at what used to be the
kitchens, which is where we’re headed. That exit should be
closer to the vans, and she should be able to maintain cover
if she’s clever about it.”

“What if she ain’t clever about it?”
“I can’t help that now.”
They hurried through the jail, through hallways with win-

dows the size of �sts and past rec rooms with bars on glass-
free openings. Dust from years of storms and accumulated
grime coated the halls and gritted beneath their feet and
claws. At last the interrogator pushed the swinging door to
the kitchen, revealing the dust-ridden tables. Despite the dirty
tables, the �oor was sparkling clean, almost as if to hide the
common foot tra�c in and out of the east-end trap door.

“Look,” Dani said. The interrogator turned her head just
long enough to see Dani pointing to a place on the table where
a person had written in the dust with a �nger. “You reckon
it’s Mom?”

The interrogator released her held breath. “You would know
her handwriting better than I.” She sti�ed a laugh to a meager
chuckle. “Still, I don’t know who else would have wasted the
time to write ‘Fuck the Yanks.’"

Dani crept closer. “Really?”
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The interrogator ignored the question as she crept up to
the barred window. She bobbed her head left and right, then
squinted in the face of the bright sunlight outside. She winced
at the males playing in the sand and ine�ective gun�re, but
focused on the line of cars nearby. “I see the van I gave her
the keys for. I can’t tell if she’s inside or not.”

“I know how to �nd out,” Dani said. She reared up on her
hind four legs and spied out the window with the human
companion. She squinted her compound eyes and hummed
gently. “Which one’s the van Mom’s s’posed to be in?”

“That one. Third from the left. Number 13.”
Outside, a couple male chimeras changed direction. The

clawed up the sides of the vans, peeked inside, then climbed
to the top where the guards tried to shoot at them. When
Dani stopped humming and caught her breath, the spiders
hopped from the top of the vans and back to the ground.

“She’s there,” Dani said between breaths. “At least, some-
one’s inside the car. I ordered the males to get on top of the
van with people inside.”

The interrogator swallowed. “Is this bond telepathic or
something?”

“I thought it was supposed to be pheromones, but I don’t
know. Maybe it was the humming.”

“Well, as long as you’re right about their message, I’ll take
it.” The interrogator took out her gun. “Send the males to the
other corner of the facility, then we’ll make a run for the van.”

“Won’t you be in danger?”
“Better to get shot now than face legal punishment later.

Give your orders, then signal me when it’s time.
Dani focused on the males she could see, hummed a di�er-

ent tone, and released the order with a few heaving breaths.
“Alright. Let’s go.”
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The interrogator left the cabinet near the window and threw
open the kitchen door. Gun still in her �ngers, eyes scanning
each of the four towers, she made a mad dash to the identi�ed
van and pulled open the sliding van door. Dani, never far
behind, jumped into the open door before the interrogator
joined.

“Dani!” Janie sat up in the front seat. “Dani, thank God, my
beloved baby girl!”

Dani stuck a claw between the front seats and scrabbled to
get as much vantage as possible.

The interrogator pulled Dani out of the way. “Reunion
later! Go!” She pointed to the facility gates, secured by a
chain and a few ancient hinges. “That gate’s the weakest
point - ram through it!”

Dani sat back on the bench in the second row, and Janie
fought back tears. She pressed the button to start the car,
released the emergency break, and set o� toward the gate.

“Faster!” the interrogator shouted. “I chose an armored
vehicle - the bullets won’t matter unless they hit the windows,
and even then we might be ok.”

The screens showed the draw on the battery’s electrical
reserves as Janie put the pedal to the �oor. The van rammed
the gate, which �ew o� its hinges, and Janie stopped. The
gate fell to the ground, and Janie backed up to go around it.

“West,” the interrogator said. “Nearest water is Reno, and
they’ll know it’s our only option. Road’s there - take it. We
can’t a�ord to get lost right now.” The interrogator climbed
up between the front seats and pointed to part of the console.
“Dani, rip this out.”

“What? Like, just rip it out-”
“Yes. It’s GPS - they’ll track us. The rest of the car will

function without it.”
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A few strong claws reached up between the seats, pried
out the GPS and governor computer, then ripped it from the
console. “What do I do with it?”

The interrogator took the box from the spider and tossed it
out her window. “It’s already going to be too easy for them
to �nd us. Reno’s got the only major water supply within a
reasonable distance, so they know what road we have to take.
Our only hope is that they can’t follow us when we do go
o�-road” She leaned back in her seat. “That’s why I stole a
bunch of water from the banana tree supply and put it in the
back of the van. We’re going to need to hide, cleverly, for a
week or two.”

“What’s a banana tree?” asked Dani.
Janie interrupted the silence when the interrogator didn’t

answer. “It’s supposed to be extinct, ain’t it? You crazy Yanks,
wasting water in a desert on a banana tree. . . Speakin’ of
crazy, you sure you know how to hide? How to run from
the guv’ment?”

The interrogator nodded. “I was in the Chimera War. I was
in the force that made its way to the Pyongyang gulags. If you
wanted a safer person to be with, you couldn’t have chosen
better.”

“Alright. Let’s say I believe you ‘bout that. What’s yer
grand plan when we get to Reno?” asked Janie. She eased up
on the pedal, increased the mileage she could get from the
battery. “You good at hidin’ us for decades to come?”

“No,” the interrogator said. “I can’t hide a chimera for
that long. But I am very good at something else: espionage.
Blackmail. Leverage.” She smiled, leaned on Dani’s side, and
closed her eyes. “After Reno, we steal a new car and go to San
Francisco. I have contacts there who can help us. Wake me
when we have about twenty miles of battery left.”
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The small commuter vehicle sputtered, on the last few volts of
charge, into a parking deck in San Francisco. The western sun
hung large and orange over the horizon, and the air smelled
like that special, Bay Area combination of salt and garbage.
The interrogator drew in a breath and held it, contentment
on her face.

She put the vehicle into park, then looked into the back seat
and tapped Dani’s claw. “Dani,” she whispered. She tugged
on Janie’s hand. “Janie, Dani - wake up. We’re here.”

Janie roused �rst. She rubbed her forehead, pushed her hair
back. “Time for action, Dani. C’mon, girl.”

Dani stretched her limbs, taking up most of the room in
the car, but stopped when her dress - a couple emergency
blankets Janie had sewn together with �oss - threatened to
tear. “Whew. It’ll be good to get out and stretch.”
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The interrogator stu�ed one of her pistols into a shoulder
holster, then covered it with a shell jacket. “Just don’t be
too big about it. This is a large city, but there are eyes and
ears everywhere.” She opened the car door, stepped out, and
scanned the parking garage. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Janie and Dani opened the back doors and followed the
interrogator to a small �re-escape door. They entered the
stairwell, which smelled of sweat and piss from people who
occasionally chose to turn the landings into the bathroom,
then exited a couple �oors above. They entered a couple of
glass doors with clean-cut block letters, “BBC America.”

“Should I wait outside?” Dani asked.
“No,” the interrogator said. “Safest place for you is inside

these doors. Once they even have you on closed circuit TV,
I’ve got enough blackmail to keep you alive forever.” She
pu�ed her chest. “Just stay behind me. A week’s been enough
to get used to you, but I need to be on top of my game. I don’t
want people to realize I’m afraid of chimeras.”

The interrogator entered, followed by Dani and Janie. She
walked up to the front desk, tapped on the marble. “I’m here
to see Rebecca Crowe.”

“She’s busy. I can leave her a number-”
“Not this busy.” She pointed to Dani. “Did you not watch

us come in? I brought an American chimera with me.”
The receptionist lifted a brow and bent to see over her tall

desk. “Oh god, what a costume-”
“It’s not a costume,” the interrogator said. “That is 100%

American-made, bulletproof chimera.”
Dani waved a claw sheepishly.
Her face now white as a sheet, the receptionist sat back

down and drew her holographic computer up. She pressed
a red button, then said to the chest-up image of a woman,
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“Rebecca Crowe? This is the front desk. A huge piece of news
just showed up, and I think you might want to come down-”

Rebecca Crowe, a perfectly British woman complete with
crooked teeth and no-nonsense bun, interrupted, “What is it?
Did Brangel Lee show back up, ready to do that interview?”

“No, ma’am - it’s. . . it’s some army lady here with a giant
spider. The spider says he’s a chimera.”

“I’m not interested in the San Francisco homeless problem.”
“It’s not that - it’s a real, honest to goodness giant spider!

Look!” She turned the computer around so the Crowe could
see the guests.

Crowe’s eyes widened. “Send them upstairs. Get them into
makeup.”

The makeup artist whimpered. “You won’t eat me, will
you?”

“What? No.” Dani reached onto the makeup artist’s table
and sorted through some of her goods. “How much this stu�
cost? I ain’t never seen so many bottles and compacts afore
in my life.”

The interrogator took the bottles away from Dani and
replaced them on the table. “Just make her look real. I
don’t want anyone to think what they’re seeing is computer-
generated or part of a costume.”

“And how do I do that? She’s an actual spider-”
“Chimera,” the interrogator interrupted. “A spider is a pa-

thetic creature you or I can squish beneath our feet. Dani
is the result of billions of dollars of investment to create the
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perfect soldier, and we’re here to �ush all of that down the
drain. Can you achieve that for us?”

The makeup artist bit her lip. “You could start by taking o�
that ridiculous clothing.”

“No! I won’t go on TV without clothes. You can’t make
me.” She picked out a bright red lipstick. “How ‘bout you
just make me pretty?” She wiped the lipstick over her lips,
leaving behind a red marking reminiscent of human lips yet
obviously false. “There.”

Janie stood and examined the desk. “Here. This eye-
shadow’ll look good. Close your lids.” She powdered the
backside of the eight black eyelids, making them sparkle.
Janie’s hair, up in a fresh braid, wrapped around her head like
a crown. Her eyes were thickly lined, her lips a dark red and
cheeks a bold blush to stand out for the camera.

The makeup artist moved in, watching what Janie did. “This
is the weirdest thing I’ve ever done.”

Janie �lled her brush again. “I’ve seen this channel a couple
times afore. You should’ve had enough practice turning mon-
sters into people, you should know how to do the opposite
for Dani here.”

“Mom! Gah, stop embarrassing me.”
“What? All them leftist celebrities are monsters.” Janie

clipped the eyeshadow box closed. “Now, I cain’t claim to be
an expert, but anything else we’ve tried has been a disaster.
You’ve let her shower, and now her face is about as fancy as
it can be.” She tugged on the spider dress. “Too bad we didn’t
make it out with something better for you to wear.”

Dani rolled her eyes, just the hint of sclera showing. “Mom,
stop being this way.”

The interrogator lifted her chin. A hand waved at her from
a di�erent room, calling her. She checked they hadn’t taken
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her gun, then left the makeup artist, Dani, and Janie to argue
about colors and shimmer on their own. Her steps were quiet,
determined, as they took her to the open door.

Rebecca Crowe, impeccably dressed in a modern grey coat
with padded shoulders and slacks with creases on the front,
waited at the door. “What is this all about?” She looked the
interrogator up and down. “And who are you?”

“Who I am doesn’t matter. This,” the interrogator gestured
to Dani in the other room, “Is about a young girl with her
entire life ahead of her, but a country that wants to cut it
short. I’m here to stop that.”

“And how am I supposed to help you do that?” Crowe
crossed her arms. “What is this about?”

“I know how governments work. You, your crew, and this
station could be living o� American money for as long as
you want. You just have to play your cards like I say, then
leave the country as fast as you can until I tell you it’s safe.
Understood?”

Crowe leaned against the door frame. “Go on. Tell me how
this works.”

“You make a �lm recording Dani and her mother. Interview
them, have them play volleyball, I don’t care. Make a copy,
give it to me, then �y out of here. I take it to my government,
tell them the cost of keeping the video secret, and that’s how
we play it.”

“Alright. What do you get out of it, then? How much could
I ask from the Americans before they’d refuse me?”

“Their number’s probably higher than anything you could
reasonably imagine. A billion a year? Two billion? Both are
still cheaper than another Chimera War.” She cleared her
throat. “For my part, I will ask for Dani’s and her family’s
freedom, my own freedom, and no change in my status within
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the. . . ” she paused. “Within the military.”
Crowe nodded. “A billion a year should satisfy me and my

crew.” She held out a hand to shake. “I’ll take your deal.”
The interrogator took the o�ered hand. “I look forward to

making this work.”
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Chapter 28
BBC News Special Report 09.14.2087

Rebecca Crowe, her legs crossed, held a pad of paper on her
lap. Dani and Janie sat next to each other on her interview
couch, stage lights bright on their faces.

The newswoman, prim despite the strange company, looked
at the camera and read her lines from the teleprompter. “Hello,
and welcome to a very important BBC News Special Report.
Tonight you will see an interview with who - or what - may
be the most important person of our era. Though no gore,
cursing, or sexual content is included in this broadcast, what
you’re about to see will shock you.”

She turned her head to another camera, one that captured
her and the couch with the guests. “I’d like you to meet
Daenerys Charlotte Hu�man, who goes by Dani, and her
adoptive mother, Janie Elisabeth Hu�man. Dani, could you
tell the viewers at home why you’re on the show?”

Dani’s legs crumpled inward, and her claws pawed at the
place on her shirt next to the lapel microphone. “I - I’m a
spider girl.” She closed her eyes, glittery eyeshadow sparkling
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in the stage lights, then said, “A chimera.”
Crowe, without missing a beat, asked, “A chimera, like the

ape men created by Fiendish Dr. Kim of North Korea?”
“Oh, I hope not,” Dani replied. “I’m not like them. You see,

I can think and talk, and I have lots of friends who love me.
The ape men couldn’t do that.”

“I see. Janie - you’re the adoptive mother of Dani. You’ve
told me you named her, kept her, raised her. How did you,
a sterilized woman from humble beginnings, gain the trust
of the American government? How did you get the honor of
watching this magni�cent creature grow up?”

Janie bit her lip and shot a glance at the interrogator. “You
know, this sounds jus’ like what them MP’s and crazy folks
were askin’ me back in jail-”

“This isn’t jail,” Rebecca interrupted. She �icked a �nger,
sending a crew member into motion. “This has nothing to
do with the American government, in fact. You can leave out
any details you want, sweetie.”

Janie heaved a sigh, looked to Rebecca. “Alright. But I don’t
want her,” she pointed at the interrogator, “Gettin’ a copy of
this.”

I was sterilized in the �rst round of cuts. I failed the test
and, with me bein’ in the right age range, had to go to the
doctor and get gutted. Ovaries, gone forever. Children, gone
forever.

At �rst, it didn’t bother me. I had welfare ‘til the day I
died ‘cause I accepted my summons to the doctor, and me
an’ Brett were in love. Unlike a lotta folks, the sterilization

240 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

didn’t take that away from us. I s’pose it wasn’t somethin’
hormonal between us, but somthin’ deeper. Maybe it was the
weed. Lord, we smoked so much weed back then.

We was smokin’ when we found the egg. A guv’ment truck
barreled through the mountains where we lived, and the back
door swung open. A box landed in the holler, so me an’ Brett
went to investigate. Higher ‘n kites, we took the egg home
with the hopes to hatch a dragon.

I loved the egg. It was robin’s egg blue, shiny like a gem-
stone. The �rst few weeks we had it, I’d light up a bowl and
just look at the beautiful thing. I thought ‘bout the dragon
inside, wondered if it’d imprint itself on me like the Queen of
Dragons.

Before long, though, we ran out of propane and money.
Though I didn’t know it’d be forever, gone now were the days
I could laze about and smoke a bowl whenever I wanted. Brett
and I got jobs to pay for heating the egg. I turned it, cuddled
it, cooed at it. I loved my dragon inside, my Daenerys. My
baby.

Bret. . . Brett never knew this. I never told him. But a couple
weeks after I stopped using weed, I candled the egg again.

The thin strands we’d thought were the wing-�ngers had
thickened. I could tell they weren’t wings. I turned the egg
while I looked at it through the sunlight, felt the fragile shell.

Then it hit me like a shoe at a political rally - it wasn’t a
dragon. It took me a few more days of studyin’ to �gure it
was a spider.

Lord have mercy, I near ‘bout had a heart attack. I realized
Brett and I had gotten some crazy Yank disaster, that the box
we’d took the egg from was labeled “Top Secret” for a reason.

But I couldn’t tell him. The thing inside the egg, no matter
what it hatched to be, was my baby. Mine. The Yanks had
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taken any other baby from me, and I had taken their secret
baby from them.

And she hatched. I didn’t care that she was a spider, ‘cause
she was crying for me. Her mommy. I wiped the egg gunk
from her precious little body, cried ‘cause I didn’t know what
to feed ‘er, ‘cause I hadn’t prepared. I rocked her to sleep, held
her tight.

A couple months after we’d had her, she wrapped a couple
claws around my hand. I stroked her head - she was havin’
some awful headaches at the time ‘cause the Yanks didn’t
design her skull to be the right size - and sang to her, “Hush
little baby, don’t say a word, mama’s gonna buy you a mocking
bird. . . ”

She latched onto my �nger and sucked on it like a baby.
She de�nitely knew how to bite to make it hurt, so I knew
she’d done this out of a longing for comfort. She couldn’t
suck a tit, not with them lips, but she wanted that comfort of
a paci�er or a bottle. Something.

“If that mocking bird don’t sing, mama’s gonna buy you a
diamond ring. . . ”

I loved her from the moment we found the egg, but it’s
that moment I pick out as the time I knew she was my baby.
Mine. Not someone else’s failed dragon, not a stolen creature,
but my baby. Through thick and thin, sickness and health -
‘cause lord have mercy, there’s been a bunch of sickness - I’d
be there. And so she took my heart, ripped it right outta my
chest, and kept it for herself.

Oh, no, I ain’t bein’ literal. I’m bein’ �gurative, you limey
bitch.

I let her such on my �nger as I �nished my song. I cuddled
her in her blanket, lulled her to sleep, then took her to the
bedroom. Her black body stood out against the pink sheets
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we’d gotten her. The cloth diapers I’d made and sewed Velcro
on �t so awkwardly, but they were so cute I wanted to cry.

I spun the little mobile over her crib. It didn’t have music
- we were too poor at the time - but her eyes followed the
wood cutouts spinning. Brett had done a good job makin’ and
balancin’ the thing.

I’d get her a real room, one day. One that wasn’t shared
with us, one that had a working ceiling fan and a computer
and everything a child could want or need.

’Cause she was my baby.

“And that’s where she came from,” Janie said. “guv’ment
made her. I found her in the holler back in ‘72, then took ‘er
home. She’ll turn 17 soon, and she’s still my baby.”

“Mom, that’s so embarrassing-”
“Well, it’s true, sweetie.”
Crowe smiled. “That’s a. . . a very interesting story, Mrs.

Hu�man. How did you keep from getting caught with a
chimera for 17 years, especially after the war?”

“Easy,” Dani answered. “I just worked hard to make a lot
of friends. Like Stacy, or Dr. Worthington, or my teachers. If
you make friends with someone, they’re a lot less likely to
turn you in to the government or get you killed.”

“I’ve noticed you’re very friendly! Do you have any ideas,
Dani, why the government made you that way?”

The spider’s head shook, her eyes blinked simultaneously.
“No, not really.”

“Why did the government make you, Dani? The Ameri-
cans are powerful. Why did they need to make a chimera?
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Why didn’t they hide or destroy you when they signed the
accords?”

Dani wrung he front claws. “Well. . . I cain’t tell you for
certain, but I can say what I learned when they �rst caught
me. . . ”

I woke up in a dark room with red lights. The �oor was
covered in wood chips and straw, and a trickle of water ran
in the back.

I stumbled around. My motor control wasn’t quite right,
and it felt hard just to stay awake.

People in hazmat suits entered through a door. In my mind,
disturbed by whatever drug I was on, I thought I mighta
caught Ebola or California Measles or polio. It wasn’t ‘til later
I learned they wore the suits to keep my environment clean,
not keep themselves safe.

A man, Dr. Smith as I later found out, �ashed a light in my
eyes. He examined the pupils while he hummed, then put
the light in a pocket. “The drugs are wearing o�.” He giggled
like a schoolgirl and clapped his hands. “Oh my goodness -
a real, female specimen! I’ve not been this excited since my
last child was born. She’s such a beautiful specimen. Look at
the size on her! Almost twice the bulk of a male.”

He ran a hand down my abdomen, which I noticed was
completely naked. I pushed his hands away and tried to tell
him o�, but my words slurred around my tongue, and my
body slid in the mulch.

“Careful,” Dr. Smith told the aides in the room, “She might
not be as well trained as our males. But what a beauty. If
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she’s half as powerful as Dr. Whitehead promised, she’ll make
everything we’ve worked with before now seem like cannon
fodder.”

He walked around me, examining me like my dad might
look over a new bicycle. “Powerful legs. She could probably
rip a man in two. We’ll need to test her strength and combat
capabilities when the drugs have worn o�. For now, get 718
in here. We need to start the breeding process.”

“You think it’s a good idea to bring 718 in right now?” an
aide, a woman, asked. “She might not be receptive to him.”

“Oh, it’ll be perfectly �ne. The sooner we get this process
started, the sooner we get a new generation to raise. Bring
him in.”

The door opened again, this time allowing in a couple aides
pushing cage. Inside the cage was the biggest spider I’d ever
seen. When it notice me, it raised up on its legs and squealed.
It shook the bars of its cage, bending them slightly.

Dr. Smith waved to his aides. “Come on, folks! I can feel it
coming in the air tonight!” He slapped his legs, ordered his
aides out, then pulled a pin that held the cage door closed.

Just after he exited, the door �ew open and the male chimera
leapt after me. It tried to get behind me, to my reproductive
organs, but I turned and wouldn’t let it.

I still couldn’t talk well. Poison and drool dripped from my
mouth and burned through some of the wood chips on the
�oor. I tried to scream for help, but all I got out was some
stupid yelping and whining.

The male tried to trip me, so I pushed him away. I’m strong,
very strong, so it wasn’t hard to send him �ying. He was built
out of the same stu� I am, though, so he wasn’t damaged. He
seemed invigorated, actually, and came back after me.

245 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

I bit at him. He bit back, but our carapaces were too hard
for each other to penetrate.

With my motor control reduced, the male turned me over.
He mounted me, then started rubbing himself with his pedi-
palps.

I got desperate. With my front claws, I took his head, then
pushed against his abdomen with my back legs.

He stopped paying attention to himself as it started to hurt
more. He screamed, but I didn’t stop. I was so scared, out of
my wits, and I couldn’t control my own strength.

I couldn’t help it - it was so terrible! His head popped o�
his abdomen. Blood spewed everywhere. The legs continued
to �ail and scramble despite the creature’s death.

I dropped the head and screamed. What had I done?! I’d
killed someone - this wasn’t the way it was supposed to be!

“Where am I!?” I tried to cry out. I didn’t say that well,
didn’t say anything right, but I felt so alone. So broken.

Tears streamed down my eyes, and I huddled in a corner,
as far away from the body I’d murdered.

“The males aren’t smart, though,” Dani said. “They’re
smarter than dogs, but prob’ly not as smart as monkeys. It
wasn’t his fault, and I didn’t have to kill him - but I didn’t
know what I was doing.” She hid her eyes behind her claws.
“I don’t quite get how, but I can control the males. When I
escaped the desert facility, I did it by controlling a bunch of
the males and making them run interference. They do what I
want and give me updates I can understand, kind of like what
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I reckon the drones do for human soldiers. We’re bulletproof,
have poisonous fangs, and are scary.”

“But then why make it easy for you to make friends? Why
give you such a positive personality?”

“I don’t know,” Dani answered. “I ain’t sure they knew who
I’d be. Far as I know, I’m the only female spider chimera ever
created.”

“How many males do they have?”
“Alive right now? I dunno. But I was specimen 803, so at

least 802 males had been created at some point.” She leaned
forward. “Miss Crowe, I hate to be such a bother, but that jail
was terrible. I’d love to tell you ‘bout volleyball, maybe play
some with you or the crew. It’s been a while since I got to
stretch my legs.”

Rebecca Crowe laughed. “My! That is something to con-
sider. When we get you to Britain, we’ll take you to a court
right away. That sound good?”

“Yeah,” Dani said. “That sounds great.”
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Chapter 29
SFO Security Footage

“So this is it?” the interrogator asked. She stuck the needle
into her arm and injected the needlestick drive next to an
older drive she’d taken from Dr. Worthington’s body, overtop
a row of at least a dozen old needlestick scars. The drive sat
beneath the skin, the area raw and red from the injection. She
dabbed at the wound with a bandage. “This is all the video
footage you’ve made?”

“Yes,” Crowe responded. Her hair whipped about in the
wind generated by the airplane’s propellers. “The interviews
are there. I’ll send you a video of Dani playing volleyball, if
we make it to Britain and you give me an email address.”

“Hmph.” The interrogator dropped the needlestick into a
hard box to be autoclaved. “I have your address. I’m sure I
can get additional video if I want it. The government will, at
least.” She shook out her arm.

A door opened at the terminal. Dani and Janie walked out,
each with no luggage, just the ramshackle blanket-dress and
prison garb on their persons. They ran over the tarmac to
where the interrogator and Crowe stood.

“So this is it?” Janie asked. “We’re going out of the coun-
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try?”
Rebecca nodded. “What the American government did

to you was an atrocity. Britain will give you asylum.” She
reached out to Janie and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Thank you so much, for being so brave. What you did today
will ensure Dani has a life she can be proud of, one lived
outside the four walls of a jail cell.” She turned to Dani. “And
thank you, for also being brave. What you went through
couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t,” Dani said. “But I didn’t come up with the plan or
break myself out. It was her.” She nodded to the interrogator.
“You know, I still don’t know your name.”

The interrogator pat Dani on the head, very lightly, before
hopping back. “No point in remembering it now. If I fail at
my objective, I’ll de�nitely be killed. Better you don’t have a
name to remember me by.” She reached to her neck, removed
a necklace, and handed it to the little spider. “But here. Take
this - if anything can prove you’ve met me, this will be it.”

Dani held the thing in a claw, let the ivory-white pendant
dangle. The piece was about the size of a silver dollar and
amorphously shaped. She swung it back and forth, examined
the quality of the material, then asked, “What is it?”

“One of Fiendish Dr. Kim’s kneecaps.”
Dani dropped it. “What!?”
The interrogator cleared her throat, then pointed to the

round pendant on the ground. “That’s valuable, you know. If
you don’t believe me, you can get it checked. Her genes are
on �le, I guarantee it.” She shu�ed a bit.

Rebecca lifted a brow. “Are you certain you don’t want to
just come with us? You seem to be a rare specimen yourself,
full of Chimera War relics. I’m sure your stories would be �t
for history books.”
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“Probably.”
“But it’s classi�ed?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Shame, that.” Crowe turned and walked toward the plane.

“If you get the opportunity, call me up and ask for an interview.
I’m sure your story needs to be told, especially in the west
where people with your skin tone are dying out.”

The interrogator’s smile disappeared. “Of course. I’ll let
you know.”

“But don’t hold my breath, am I right?” Rebecca walked up
to the stairs and motioned for Dani and Janie to go up them
and enter the plane. “It’s time for us to leave, my friend, if
you don’t want to come with us.”

“No. My duty is here. I stuck with my country through
harder times in the past, and I’ll stick with her now.” She
looked to Dani, and o�ered a nervous hand. “I’m sorry I was
scared of chimeras. I still am. But you understand - the war
and all.”

Dani didn’t take the hand, but she acknowledged it with a
small tap. “Oh, I get it. Antigen is totally scared of me, even if
she never wants to say it. You didn’t get as fu-” she looked at
her mother, then changed course “-You didn’t get as screwed
up as her, but there’s a few bolts loose in that head of yours.”

“Well, thank you for helping me screw a few of them back
into place. I couldn’t have asked for a better chimera to get
to know.”

“Aww, you’re just saying that ‘cause I’m the only one.” Dani
scrambled up a couple stairs. “Come visit us if you can. I owe
you everything, you know. Literally everything.”

“I’ll visit if I can.”
Dani disappeared into the cabin.
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Janie, still at the bottom of the stairs, tapped the interroga-
tor’s shoulders. “Well, I reckon Dani’s right you did free us. I
still don’t know why, though. Ain’t nothin’ in this for you,
and neither of us would’ve made it out if you hadn’t decided
to do the jailbreak.” A tear welled in her eye, then ran down
her cheek. “You think you could get Brett out? Get him to
Britain with us?”

The interrogator swallowed. “I liked Brett better than you.
The only reason you’re here and he’s not is because you had
the know how to get out. He didn’t.”

Janie’s expression softened. “So he’s not getting out, is he?
They’re going to kill him, aren’t they?”

“Just get on the plane,” the interrogator ordered. “I gave
you what I could. Be thankful for that instead.”

Janie’s face turned into a scowl. “Don’t expect thanks from
me. You don’t get credit for solving problems I know you
helped make in the �rst place.” She turned to the plane, en-
tered the door, and walked with Dani into the back.

The engines got a little louder, and Rebecca looked at her
watch. “This is your last chance, you know,” she said. “Regu-
lations gave us a tiny window to takeo�, so I can’t hold the
plane any longer.”

“I know,” the interrogator said. She shook Crowe’s hand.
“You just prepare your bank account for that billion dollar
annuity, ok?”

Crowe bit her lip and wrung her hand from the interroga-
tor’s grasp. She hustled up a couple steps and into the plane.
Tarmac workers pushed the staircase away from the door, but
Crowe turned to look back. “You’ve been a real sport with
this, you know - so I thought it only fair to tell you not to try
too hard with the blackmail, ok?”
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The interrogator’s hair rustled in the engines’ wind. “What?
Why?”

“Look, the timing of this �ight isn’t an accident.” Crowe
bit her lip, then sighed, though the sound was lost behind
the roar of the engines. “What’s the point of an annuity that
big? Easier for your agents to just come in and kill everyone
involved. No, I took the lump sum from the BBC and Al
Jazeera. We’ll be �ying toward Asia, and when this plane’s
out of range of the American missile defense system, that
interview airs worldwide.”

The interrogator rushed to the plane. “What!? That wasn’t
the deal!” She jumped, her �ngers �nding hold on the bottom
of the plane door.

Rebecca closed the door a bit, clamping it on the interroga-
tor’s �ngers and forcing her to let go. “You could have come
with us - but dear, what did you expect? The existence of that
video made me, you, and everyone on this plane and in this
building a liability. Your crazy government thought it was
acceptable to abduct thousands of people in order to keep this
under wraps - they’re willing to do anything.”

“You’ll start a war! A war no one can win!”
She opened the door slightly to yell out, “This war was

started as soon as your crazy scientists made your chimera.
Whether I broke the story or someone else did, it was destined
to happen. Now I suggest you back up - this plane’s going to
take o�, and it won’t care if you’re in the way or not.”

Rebecca Crowe slammed the door to the plane shut.
The interrogator, holding her bleeding �ngers, looked long-

ingly at the revving engines, felt the air being sucked into the
jets, the heat from the burning fuel. She ran out of the line
of �re to where a man with lamps waved the pilot to a safe
takeo�. She put a bleeding hand up to the place on her arm
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where a needlestick drive sat under her skin, irritating and
raw.
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Chapter 30
CLASSIFIED - Amazon Warehouse
Security Footage

The interrogator put a six pack of canned beans-and-rice and a
gallon of water on the checkout counter. The warehouse was
nearly empty, mostly operated by machines packing goods
for shipping to other retailers and point-of-service delivery,
but a couple locals wandered the shelves of reusable boxes,
looking for something to buy. The shop’s robot maintenance
workers sat around, waiting for a hydraulic valve to pop or a
wire to short.

On a large TV in the break room, the BBC interview played.
The ticker scrolled horrible news on the bottom of the screen:
details about crashing stocks, American war mobilization, and
nuclear holocaust survival tips. “Nuclear apocalypse. . . hmph.
Kids’ stu�,” the interrogator pu�ed. She pulled a magazine
chip from the grimy rack and tossed it onto the checkout.
“Ready, computer.”

The computer scanned the checkout lane. “Your total comes
to $57.41. I am sorry, but I am currently unable to connect to
purchasing software at this time. Reconnecting.”
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The interrogator’s head turned back to the TV. The sound
from the set didn’t penetrate the glass walls, but she didn’t
think it had to. The DOW had dropped several thousand
points in the past hour, the dollar was weakening fast, and
the British pound was surprisingly the strongest currency
available.

The interrogator lifted a hand to the back of her neck. She
scratched at something just above the hairline.

“I’m sorry,” the computer interrupted. “I am unable to
connect to purchasing software at this time. I currently accept
cash only.”

The interrogator picked up her goods. “When was the last
time you saw cash?”

The computer didn’t understand. “Would you like to pay
with cash? Ok. Please insert cash into slot.” The machine
rumbled, ready to accept input.

The interrogator picked up the beans and water, leaving the
magazine behind on the checkout counter She went toward
the exit, goods in hand.

As she crossed the threshold out the door„ an elderly
woman sitting on a ratty stool asked, “Are you going to pay
for that?” She adjusted the way her �uorescent safety vest
sat around her waist, loosened the band.

The interrogator stopped at the door, looked at the 6-pack
of rice-and-beans in one hand, a gallon of distilled water in
the other. She lifted her head, then looked to the person who’d
stopped her. “What’s the point?”

“I mean, you can’t just steal that, ma’am-”
“Money’s going to be worthless in about three hours.

Maybe less. Your identity’s probably already stolen, and the
modern industrial complex is about to collapse. You’re stupid
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if you don’t just run back in there and take everything you
can for yourself. Haven’t you seen the news?”

The woman nodded. “The chimera, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Well,” the lady said, “You still can’t just steal it. It doesn’t

belong to you.”
The interrogator’s brows furrowed. She stood, loomed,

over the older white lady and her curly gray hair. His lips
trembled with anger. “I deserve what I want. Do you even
know what I’ve done for this country? What I’ve sacri�ced?”

The woman shook her head fearfully.
“Wrong. You do know what I’ve done, and you owe me

more than you could have ever repaid. You just didn’t realize
it was me who made it happen.” She dropped the case of beans
onto a nearby table. “Let me put things right for you.”

I graduated college in ‘67, near the top of my class. I knew
judo, aikido, and Brazilian Jiu jitsu. I could speak Spanish,
French, Korean, and Russian. I joined special forces after that,
trained hard, worked hard. I was one of the �rst soldiers to
train with the M3 drone setup, and one of the few able to
work through the pain and upgrade to the Mel76. So don’t
discount me. Don’t look at this broken old body and think
I couldn’t have been the type of person to take out Dr. Kim,
that I couldn’t have been the unnamed soldier who found and
destroyed the Pyongyang labs.

Because I did, see. I ended the war, even if you didn’t know
it was me.
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In 2073, I got a mysterious summons I couldn’t ignore. It
was from the government, and it seemed urgent but odd. I
remember meeting my �rst boss, in a sitting room in Seattle.
It was cold, damp, unhooked from any electronic surveillance.
He went through my records - the secret, paper ones, not
the electronic stu� everyone has access to. “You know why
you’re here, don’t you?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir. My country needs me, sir.”
He opened the manila folder and drew out a picture. “We

have a problem, though.” He dropped the printed photo on
the ground.

Moisture from the damp room soaked into the shiny paper,
but I could make out the image of my sister on it. She was
in bed, happy but tired. It was the picture from when she’d
almost had a stroke caused by her sickle cell disease. I held
my breath.

“You didn’t report this on your paperwork.”
I clenched my hands tight. My nails bit into my palms, and

I bled.
“Regardless of what you choose to do after we leave this

room, I can’t overlook your sister’s disease. Your former
superior o�cer couldn’t overlook this. You lied.”

“Because I don’t carry the gene,” I said. “I don’t have the
symptoms associated with being a carrier.”

“Then why didn’t you just get a genetic test and prove it?”
“I can’t a�ord an NIH veri�cation. Not on a soldier’s stipend,

sir.” I held myself still, straight. “I am one of the most �t
individuals to come through my class. My scores prove it - I
have a 3. A high, unchallengeable 3.”

The man picked up the picture and waved it in the air to
dry it. “But you have a sister with sickle cell anemia. That
puts you on the do not breed list, you understand?”
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“I understand,” I said, “But I do not agree. I’m saving the
money for NIH Gene Approval and gamete cleansing, and
I’ve refrained from reproducing while I focus on my work.
My genes are superior, and I should be allowed to reproduce
for the future of our nation.”

The man sighed. “The problem isn’t that your genes are
good or not, not anymore. The problem is you lied on all your
applications for the past decade, and we can’t just let that
go.” He handed me a slip of paper and a lighter with precious
�ammable �uid in it.

I read the preamble, gasped when I saw it was from the
CIA. I’m not supposed to let that slip - not now, not ever - but
the world is falling to crap now. As it damn well deserves.

I sparked the lighter’s �ame and burned the sheet as it
instructed. “I’m not going to let you cut out my ovaries.”

“If you don’t accept the position,” the man said, “You will
lose your food rations and spend all your savings on paying
for the rations you’ve already cheated from the government.
This is a bad situation to be in.”

The ashes fell to the damp �oor, and I handed the lighter
back, empty. I scratched the place where my M3 drone con-
nectivity suite interfaced with my brain. “The Mel76 isn’t
well tested.”

“Look,” the man said, “Everyone’s seen your record. You’re
fantastic, unbeatable. But you lied, and we can’t just sweep
that under the rug. The CIA stepped in because we can’t
a�ord to lose you.” He held out a hand to shake, to seal the
deal. I wasn’t aware at the time, but a lot of deals with the
shadowy side of governments aren’t made on paper. “Take
the Mel76 and hormone therapy. A job like this isn’t given to
just anyone, and you don’t have a better option.”

I nodded and took his hand. “I want some of my eggs frozen.
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I will have children later, you understand?”
“Yes. We can do that for you.”
And so I accepted. They took a part of my body, a part of

me, and replaced it with injections of chemicals and hormones.
It took a while to get used to, but in the end I can’t complain
about my performance. I can complain that they never froze
my eggs, but what the hell - I never married. I never had time.

And, now, the world is going to end. I won’t have to die
with the knowlege I created someone just to watch them
su�er.

“I don’t see why that’s important,” the woman said. “Every-
one su�ered back in the 60’s and 70’s while they were doing
all the �rst sterilizations. Now let me go - I’ll call the cops to
come get you if you don’t just put down your items and get
out!”

The interrogator clutched the old woman’s collar. “You
don’t think I’d sacri�ced enough, do you?” She shoved her
against the wall. “You’re working in a warehouse, doing a
job they could probably get machines to do. I’d be surprised
if you have and viable o�spring. But you’re ok with that -
and you know why? Because at least others like you, other
whites, didn’t go under the knife. At least you weren’t like my
people, of whom only the luckiest and healthiest few made it
through unscathed.”

“I wasn’t trying to be racist! What the hell are you doing!?”
“I’m making you understand, because you’re the last per-

son who’s ever going to care about what I’m saying. So pay
attention, ‘cause no one else knows what I’m going to tell you
next.”
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That’s why I went to North Korea before the war even
started. It’s how I nearly starved while I waited for opportu-
nity to move in. I was the one who eventually found Dr. Kim’s
labs near Pyongyang, and I was there during the failed assault.
I stayed after, waiting and watching with all the patience I
could.

Then, after living o� garbage, emergency rations from my-
self and o� corpses, and stolen vegetables for two weeks, some
poor Korean sot tried to escape the gulags.

I remember his face, because I watched it through one of
my drones. I could zoom in on the gaunt and boney skeleton.
Despite his youth he clearly had no teeth.

Instead of shooting him, they released an ape-man chimera.
I’d seen plenty of them before - killed my fair share, too - so I
knew what was coming. I watched, helpless through the lens
of my drone, as he ripped the head o� the man, fucked the
corpse, and started eating his entrails.

And, lucky me, the ape man wouldn’t respond to calls to
stop. It wouldn’t return to base.

A soldier, one of the well-fed humans in the DPRK, ap-
proached with a gun and a billy club. He hit the ape man on
the back and shouted, “Get back inside, you stupid animal!”

The ape men rarely talked. This time, the creature wrapped
its hand around the soldier’s little head, and he squished
it. Blood popped out between the chimera’s �ngers, and it
laughed at the feeling before tearing o� arms and legs.

Other soldiers who had been keeping watch took out their
guns and rushed the ape man. They shouted for it to go back
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inside, but it was enraged and �lled with bloodlust. One man
shot it, but this just got the animal further upset.

I didn’t wait. While the door was open behind them, I snuck
inside. My drones had already pointed out where the cameras
were, so I crept beneath its �eld of view and remained out of
sight.

The hallway inside was covered with rubble from the last
attack. Cages on either side held humans, some already dead,
some trying to reach into the dead’s cage so they could get a
bite of something to eat. Only a couple even looked up at me,
and their faces and eyes were so empty that I wonder if they
registered what was going on.

The shooting outside stopped, so I took my lockpicking set
from my bag and opened the door to a cell with a dead man
inside. I stripped o� his clothes, placed my bag under the cot,
and pushed the bloated corpse to the bars of the cell next to
me where a small family of prisoners started ripping him to
shreds and eating his raw �esh.

“Blessings to you,” they said. “Thank you so much! May
the eternal ruler smile upon you!”

I curled up on the �oor and hid my black face when the
guards came by. They saw nothing out of the ordinary, prob-
ably felt like the corpse I’d fed to the starving family was at
least going to some use. I calmed myself with breathing exer-
cises and counted the seconds, minutes, and hours between
the shifts and patrols. I obviously wasn’t going to have to
worry about getting caught at feeding time.

And I waited. At a time I knew only one soldier was on
patrol, I left my door ajar. When he passed, not noticing
anything was out of place, I exited after him. I put a Kevlar-
gloved hand over his mouth and a knife to his throat. “Do as
I say if you want to live.”
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Of course he fought. My voice didn’t sound exactly Korean,
and it sounded female - something everyone, especially the
Koreans, took as a sign of weakness.

I didn’t want to get blood everywhere. I pushed the man
into one of the cage doors where a man dying of starvation
was kept. The man yelped with delight at the delivery, and
he weakly pulled the guard’s hands in through the iron bars.
“Give him to me!” he cried. “I saw you give the other man to
that family. Give this guard to me, and I won’t tell anyone.”

I took him up on that o�er.
I slit the guard’s throat and let the blood leak out onto the

�oor. Though the jacket had gotten bloody, I took it before it
got worse. I removed the belt, pants, and boots, then unlocked
the door and kicked the corpse inside the cell. “They’ll kill
you for this, you know,” I told the man.

“But I will die with a full stomach,” he replied through
�esh-�lled mouth. I supposed he was at least right about that.

I took the billy club from the guard and �shed around for
his taser. I ordered one of my drones to show itself and serve
as a distraction, then delved deeper into this cavernous horror.

That’s when I heard her. Fiendish Dr. Kim.
I knew Americans had only seen secondhand propaganda of

her, un�attering clips rendered dull and taken from extremely
�attering North Korean propaganda �lms and holos. She
didn’t look so young in real life, and she wasn’t nearly as
menacing.

In fact, she was as normal as they come. Normal like a
certain Dallin Smith in Nevada. Normal like you, even.

She sipped some hot water and pointed to some of the
cameras. “A drone? What does that mean for the facility?
Please don’t put us on lockdown again - it slows the whole
process. I wanted to go home on time this evening.”

262 269



H.R.R. Gorman American Chimera

The guard tapped the monitor. “It looks like a scout. It’s
shown up several days in a row, so they’re probably looking
for a way inside.”

“Then don’t open the doors or go after it. Don’t put us on
lockdown, please-”

“There’s no reason to be alarmed yet. Tell your people not
to start anything new. . . ”

I snuck by them and pried a panel that led to the cool �oor
beneath their computers. I told my drone not to do anything
out of the ordinary until I found my safe, quiet spot where
I connected to their computers and began interpreting their
security scheme. I downloaded all the research data I could,
got all the proof of their governments’ treachery necessary.
You’ve seen some of it during the trials, some of it during the
signing of the Accords. For two days I lived o� emergency
rations and data collection, and then I found the controls for
lockdown.

I changed the parameters. Open all the cages, close all the
exit doors.

Then I called in all my drones and stormed the doors.
Lockdown was called. The ape men, always enraged,

stormed out of their cages. I watched on my screen as one
ripped even Dr. Kim’s stomach open, then proceeded to kill
and eat everything in sight. The family upstairs I had fed the
corpse to? Chimera food. The guard? Wasted.

It calmed after several hours of carnage, after most of the
ape men had - with no orders and no control collars - resorted
to killing each other.

And so I climbed out of the place. Dr. Kim was, somehow,
still alive. Perhaps the ape men really did love her, since she
hadn’t been fucked to death or eaten. A bloody hand reached
up to me. “Help,” she said. “Please, help.”
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“You can fucking bleed out for all I care.” I whipped out
a knife to cut out her kneecaps as trophies. She didn’t even
scream - the cut on her stomach hurt so much more than what
I was doing, she probably didn’t even notice. I gave one of
those trophies to the president.

“And I gave the other trophy to that giant spider all over
the news.” The interrogator laughed and picked up her cans
once more. “I fucking ended the Chimera war. I watched Dr.
Kim die. I fucking found the American Chimera who, through
no fault of her own, was always destined to throw the planet
into chaos, destruction, and doom. And you, you pathetic
little worm, think you can make me pay for this miserable
canned food?”

The woman shook her head.
“You want to know the worst part?” She tucked the pack

of cans under her arm. “I’ve had genetic testing since they
cut me up. I didn’t inherit the gene.”

The interrogator took her food out of the warehouse and
left.
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Chapter 31
Final Report to Agent Ivanov

Some knuckles rapped on her window. The interrogator, be-
neath a shiny cloak of thermal blanket, a crust of salt on her
lips, opened her eyes but found only darkness and a �ashlight
shining in. The door, unlocked ever since the battery died
completely, opened.

“I �nally found you,” a man said. He put away his �ashlight
and handed over a steel canteen. “Drink it slowly.”

She took the canteen and sipped a bit. She put it down and
coughed, her mouth still dry. She smacked her lips, then said,
“Ivanov.”

Ivanov, dressed in dirty civilian clothes and more than a 5
o’clock shadow, frowned, climbed into the car and sat in the
driver’s seat. He remained quiet for a moment, just breathing
while he stared at her. “You ruined everything, you know,”
he said. He removed some cu�s from his belt and put them
around the interrogator’s wrists. “I was yelled at, nearly jailed,
and de�nitely demoted - miracle they didn’t end up �ring me
and having my throat slit. But you, you stupid bitch, you had
to run out into the desert and make it hard for me to hunt
you down.”
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“You weren’t supposed to �nd me at all.” She sipped some
more water, held the canteen with her bound hands. “I was
perfectly �ne dying out here.”

He examined the back seat. Empty cans of water, beans,
rice, and emergency rations littered it. A few uneaten cans of
food and two leftover chocolate bars sat in a cardboard box
on the rear passenger seat. “Looks like you had only enough
water for a week. You really weren’t planning on much, were
you?”

She shook her head. “No.” Another sip of water. “I’ve been
listening to the radio during the day. Things aren’t going too
well out there, are they?”

“No nukes have been dropped-”
“But that doesn’t matter, does it?” She laughed, then

coughed from her dry throat. “The politicians and upper-
level o�cers will get itchy �ngers. There’s not enough oil left
to wage a good conventional war, and we’ve got to strike to
win. We have to take out the innumerable enemy before they
take out us.”

“Funny, the way you say ‘us,’ as if you’re still a real Ameri-
can after what you did.” He opened his own can of water and
took a sip. “Financial systems collapsed when all the hackers
were unleashed. We bombed London and Beijing just to shut
those smug assholes up, and the coalition forces have done
their damnedest against us, too. But the death toll doesn’t
matter; plenty of unwanted people to burn through in cities.
You know why I’m here, don’t you?’

“I have my suspicions.” She took some more water. “They
might have sent you. It’d make sense - kill me before I can
make it worse. Kill the traitor and use her as an example.
But I don’t think so.” She sat up in her seat, and the mylar
blanket fell down to lay on her lap. “I think you were placed
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on administrative leave, and you’re here because no one was
going to stop you.”

He smiled. “Your intuition always made you a good spy.”
“Shut up. I wasn’t a good spy.” She took a sip. “I was the

best spy.”
“And no one will ever know about it. Oh, except that

woman you ranted to at the Amazon warehouse, who just
thought you were crazy.” Ivanov poked the interrogator on
the nose. “You’re losing your touch - if you hadn’t made that
mistake, I might never have �gured out which car you were
driving or where you’d gone.”

“I don’t make mistakes.” She tossed the small, empty can
into the back of the vehicle.

“I suppose not.” Ivanov reached into his light jacket to his
shoulder holster, then pulled the pistol out. He left it lying
on his lap. “Why’d you do it? I still don’t understand. You
literally doomed the world, you know.”

“The world was already doomed, as far as I could tell.” She
stared out the windshield, into the twinkling stars. “Every
human’s future was limited to a single lifetime. And all it
took to reach that goal was destroying the planet.”

Ivanov lifted a brow.
“Janie put it best, Agent Ivanov. ‘Blackies go under the

knife.’ You ever heard that before?”
He snorted. “That’s ridiculous. Everyone took the same test.

The population couldn’t continue to rise, not if the human
race wanted to survive.”

“That test wasn’t fair. No test you could think of to replace
it would have been fair. It wasn’t made for humans to pass -
just monsters and sons of Mammon.”

“Monsters? Why, were you jealous of Dani? Dani who
we’d put in a basement to be raped until she died?”
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The interrogator shook her head. “No. I helped Dani be-
cause she was human, no matter what she looked like on the
outside.”

Ivanov laughed nervously. “Then the monsters are white
people? Are you serious right now? You complain about Brett
and Janie being racist, and you destroyed the lives of millions
- perhaps of everyone - because of some perceived slight to
your race?”

“Oh, Ivanov, don’t be ridiculous. I said nothing of the sort,
though I’d be lying if I said I’d never thought it.” She removed
the full can of water from Ivanov’s hand and took another sip.
“How much water did you bring with you? You planning on
going back to work?”

“I’ve got enough water for one of us to make it back to
town.” He held tight to his gun. “You understand how this is
going to work, don’t you?”

“You’re going to shoot me. You’re going to feel nice and
smug about it, then you’re going to take that gun and shoot
yourself in the head because even success wouldn’t be worth
it anymore.”

“I’m not going to shoot myself.”
“Fine. I was wrong about that. It won’t matter, though,

because I’ll be dead, just like I would have been if you’d not
come to �nd me in the �rst place.”

“Yup.” He pointed the gun at her. “So, agent, any last words?
Or have you gotten everything o� your chest?”

She sighed. Her breath was deep and satis�ed. “No one
else will get to say they killed Fiendish Dr. Kim. No one
else can say they ended the �rst Chimera war and pulled
the metaphorical trigger that started the second. I’ve done
enough for one lifetime.”

Ivanov nodded. “It was a pleasure working with you.”
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He aimed the gun at the interrogator’s head and killed her.
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