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Chapter 1

	The Zookeeper's Discovery

	The smell hit Harold Pritchard before he even opened the door to the primate house, that particular combination of overripe fruit, ammonia, and something else. Something wrong.

	He fumbled with his keys in the pre-dawn darkness, his breath misting in the October air. The Clarkson Municipal Zoo wasn't much to speak of, twelve acres of aging enclosures tucked into the West Virginia hills, more petting zoo than proper wildlife facility. But it was Harold's kingdom, had been for seventeen years, and he knew every animal by name, every quirk of behavior, every shift in routine.

	The wrongness in the air told him what he'd find before he switched on the lights.

	Bobo lay curled in the corner of his enclosure, small body already cooling, the stillness of death unmistakable even from across the room. The capuchin monkey had been old, at least twenty-five, ancient for his species but Harold had thought he had more time. They always think they have more time.

	"Damn it," Harold whispered, pressing his forehead against the glass. His reflection stared back at him, gaunt and tired. Forty-two years old and looking sixty. The bags under his eyes had bags of their own.

	He'd have to call Dr. Vickers, the veterinarian who consulted for the zoo twice a month. Then there'd be paperwork. Always paperwork. The county would want to know the cause of death, would want assurances that none of the other animals were at risk. His boss, Mr. Hendricks, would complain about the cost of the necropsy, and would suggest they use the money to fix the broken water heater in the reptile house instead.

	Harold unlocked the enclosure and entered carefully, though there was no reason for caution now. He knelt beside Bobo, noting the peaceful expression, the slight smile that made capuchins always look vaguely amused by the world. Even in death, that expression remained.

	"You were a clever one," Harold said softly, touching the monkey's still-warm fur. "Figured out the latch on the enrichment boxes in under two minutes. Remember? Made me look like a fool in front of that school group."

	The memory brought no smile. Nothing brought smiles these days.

	Harold's mind drifted, as it often did lately, to home. To the kitchen table where Billy would be sitting in a few hours, crying over his homework. To Martha's pursed lips and disappointed sighs. To the parent-teacher conference last week that still made his stomach clench.

	"Billy's a sweet boy," Mrs. Henderson had said, her voice dripping with the kind of pity that made Harold want to break things. "But I'm afraid he's just... not keeping up with the other children. His reading is below grade level. His math scores are in the bottom tenth percentile. I think we need to consider whether he might need... special help."

	Special help. Special education. The nice way of saying their son was stupid.

	Martha had cried in the car on the way home. "Maybe it's my fault," she'd said. "Maybe I didn't read to him enough when he was little. Maybe "

	"It's not your fault," Harold had snapped, though the words felt like glass in his mouth. But whose fault was it? His? Some genetic failure, some weak link in the Pritchard chain? He'd been smart enough, graduated high school with decent grades, held down a steady job. Martha had been a bookkeeper before Billy was born, quick with numbers. Where had they gone wrong?

	The question had consumed him for months now. Intelligence. What was it? Where did it come from? Could it be taught, or were you born with it or without it, forever locked into your mental prison?

	Harold stood, his knees cracking. He was stalling, he realized. Putting off the phone calls, the bureaucracy, the day ahead. He looked down at Bobo's body again.

	The monkey's skull was so small. Delicate. The brain inside, Harold had seen illustrations in the biology books he'd checked out from the county library, part of his recent obsessive research would fit in the palm of his hand. That tiny organ had contained everything Bobo was. His personality, his problem-solving ability, his memories of swinging through rainforest canopies before being captured and sold into captivity.

	Intelligence, Harold thought. All right there, in three ounces of meat.

	An idea began forming in the back of his mind. Ridiculous. Impossible. The kind of thought that came from too little sleep and too much worry. He pushed it away.

	But it came back.

	He thought of the news story he'd read last month about that tribe in Papua New Guinea. The anthropologist had documented their funeral practices with clinical detachment, but Harold had been unable to put down the article. The Fore people believed that consuming the dead, particularly the brain allowed the living to absorb the deceased's wisdom, their memories, their essence. The practice had been outlawed, of course, after it caused disease outbreaks. But the belief behind it...

	Harold shook his head violently. Madness. He was going mad from stress.

	But the thought wouldn't leave.

	Bobo had been smart. Exceptionally so, even for a capuchin. The puzzle boxes, the tool use, the time he'd figured out how to unscrew the bolts holding his perch to the wall. What if and this was insane, he knew it was insane but what if that intelligence didn't have to die with him?

	Billy's face swam in Harold's vision. His son, struggling to read the simplest sentences. His son, counting on his fingers to solve basic addition. His son, coming home with another failed quiz, tears streaming down his cheeks, asking "Why am I so dumb, Daddy?"

	"You're not dumb," Harold had told him, holding him close. But even as he said it, he'd wondered if it was a lie.

	Dr. Vickers wouldn't be in his office for another three hours. The necropsy wouldn't happen until this afternoon at the earliest, maybe not until tomorrow. Mr. Hendricks wouldn't arrive until nine. The other keepers wouldn't be in until seven-thirty.

	Harold was alone.

	He thought of the biology books again. The brain was just tissue, really. Protein and fat and electrical impulses. People ate organ meat all the time. Liver and onions. Kidney pie. Sweetbreads, which were thymus and pancreas, though fancy restaurants disguised it with French names. In some cultures, the brain was a delicacy. Scrambled cow brains. Fried sheep brains. He'd seen it on that travel show Martha liked to watch.

	This was different, though. This was...

	What? What was this?

	Desperation, Harold thought. This is desperation.

	But wasn't he desperate? Wasn't his son worth any risk, any taboo?

	His hands were shaking as he left the primate house and walked across the grounds to the commissary. The sun was just starting to lighten the eastern sky, painting the clouds a sickly orange. He unlocked the door and found what he needed in the supply closet, plastic bags, twine, a sharp knife they used for cutting up produce.

	Back in the primate house, Harold stood over Bobo's body for a long moment. This was the last chance to stop. To choose sanity. To call Dr. Vickers like a normal person and go home to his struggling son and tell him they'd hire a tutor, they'd find another way.

	But they'd tried tutors. They'd tried everything.

	"I'm sorry," Harold whispered to the dead monkey. "I'm so sorry."

	The knife was sharp. The skull was small and delicate. Harold had field-dressed deer before, and had helped his father butcher hogs when he was young. He knew anatomy. He could do this cleanly.

	He told himself that as he worked. Clean. Clinical. Scientific, even. This was an experiment. He was testing a hypothesis. If it didn't work, no harm done. If it did...

	If it did, everything would change.

	Twenty minutes later, Harold walked out of the primate house with a plastic-wrapped bundle tucked inside his work bag. The weight of it seemed impossible, how could something so small feel so heavy?

	He locked the door behind him and stood in the parking lot as the sun rose fully, painting everything in shades of gold and blood red. His truck waited where he'd parked it, covered in a fine layer of mountain dust.

	Harold looked at the bag. At the truck. At the road that led home.

	He thought of Billy, asleep in his bed, innocent and unaware that his father had just crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed.

	"For you," Harold said to the morning air. "God help me, it's all for you."

	He got in the truck and drove home to feed his son.

	 


Chapter 2

	The First Meal

	Martha was at the kitchen sink when Harold came through the back door, still wearing yesterday's makeup and the terrycloth robe that had seen better days. She didn't turn around, just kept scrubbing at a pan that was probably already clean.

	"You're home early," she said. Her voice was flat. Everything about Martha was flat these days, her voice, her expressions, the way she moved through the house like a ghost who'd forgotten she was dead.

	"Bobo died." Harold set his work bag on the counter, carefully, as if it contained something fragile. Which, in a way, it did.

	Now Martha turned. "Oh, Harold. I'm sorry. I know you liked that one."

	"He was twenty-five. Had a good life, considering." The lies came easily. Harold had always been a terrible liar, Martha used to tease him about his poker face but this morning the words flowed like water. "I need to make Billy's breakfast. Special breakfast. Protein. Help him... concentrate better. For school."

	Martha's eyes narrowed slightly. "He's still asleep."

	"I'll wake him. Big test today. Math." There was no test. "He needs fuel."

	"Harold." Martha set down the pan. "We need to talk about Billy. About what Mrs. Henderson said. There are programs, special schools "

	"No." The word came out harder than he'd intended. "No special schools. No giving up on him. He just needs... the right nutrition. The right stimulus. I've been researching."

	"Researching." Martha's laugh was bitter. "In those library books you keep bringing home? Harold, you're not a doctor. You're not a teacher. You clean monkey cages."

	The words landed like a slap. Harold felt something cold settle in his chest, not anger, not quite, but something worse. Determination.

	"Go to work, Martha." He turned his back to her, began pulling items from his bag. "I've got this."

	He heard her sigh, and heard the shuffle of her slippers on the linoleum. "I'm picking up an extra shift at the diner. Won't be home until late. There's meatloaf in the fridge for dinner."

	"Fine."

	The back door closed. The house settled into silence.

	Harold stood alone in the kitchen with his wrapped bundle, his heart hammering so hard he could feel it in his throat. Now. He had to do this now, before the doubt crept back in, before sanity returned.

	He unwrapped the plastic carefully. The brain sat there, pale pink and gray, folded in on itself like some obscene flower. Smaller than he'd expected, barely larger than a walnut. The tissue was still slightly warm.

	Harold's stomach lurched. He gripped the counter, swallowed hard. This was meat. Just meat. Protein and fat, like Martha said. Like the biology books described. Nothing magical. Nothing sacred.

	But his hands were shaking as he found the cutting board, the chef's knife Martha had gotten for Christmas two years ago and complained was too sharp. He needed to prepare it somehow. Raw seemed wrong. Dangerous, even. Parasites. Bacteria. He'd cook it.

	But how? Fry it? Bake it? Mix it with something?

	Harold opened the refrigerator, scanning the contents with desperate eyes. Eggs. He could scramble it with eggs. Billy liked scrambled eggs. The texture would be masked, the taste hidden in butter and salt.

	Yes. That would work.

	He moved quickly now, before thought could interfere. Diced the brain into small pieces, trying not to think about what he was cutting, what each fold and groove had once controlled. Short-term memory here. Motor function there. The ability to recognize faces, to feel fear, to dream.

	Stop it, he told himself. It's just tissue.

	The pieces sizzled when they hit the hot butter. The smell was... not unpleasant, actually. Nutty. Slightly metallic. Harold's stomach growled traitorously. He cracked three eggs into the pan, scrambled everything together with a wooden spoon. Yellow and white swirling with pink-gray. He added cheese. More butter. Salt and pepper.

	It looked normal. It looked like breakfast.

	Harold turned off the stove and stared at the pan. This was it. The moment. He could scrape it into the garbage disposal right now, tell Billy they were out of eggs, drive to McDonald's and get him a sausage biscuit like a normal father.

	Instead, he climbed the stairs to Billy's room.

	His son was sprawled across his bed like a starfish, mouth open, one leg hanging off the edge. Eight years old. Baby fat still clinging to his cheeks. Innocent. Trusting. Harold's heart clenched.

	"Billy. Wake up, bud."

	Billy's eyes fluttered open, unfocused. "Dad?"

	"Got breakfast ready. Special breakfast. Come on."

	"'M tired."

	"I know. But you need to eat. Build up your strength. Build up your brain."

	Billy sat up, rubbing his eyes. He was wearing his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles pajamas, the ones with the hole in the knee. "Do I have to go to school?"

	"Yes."

	"I hate school."

	"I know." Harold's throat was tight. "But today's going to be different. I promise."

	They went downstairs together, Billy's feet shuffling in that half-asleep way. Harold settled him at the kitchen table, placed the plate in front of him, and poured a glass of orange juice.

	"Eat up."

	Billy poked at the eggs with his fork. "They look weird."

	"They're fine. Extra protein. It'll help you think better."

	"Think better?" Billy's face was skeptical in that way only eight-year-olds could manage, utterly transparent, incapable of hiding doubt. "That's silly, Dad."

	"Just eat, Billy."

	Billy took a small bite. Chewed slowly. His face scrunched up. "It tastes funny."

	"It's a new cheese. European. Just eat it."

	"I don't like it."

	Harold felt panic rising. All of this, the violation, the taboo, the line crossed and Billy wouldn't even eat it. "Billy. Son. Please. Trust me. This is important."

	Something in his voice must have gotten through. Billy looked up at him, really looked, and Harold saw his son register the desperation in his eyes.

	"Okay, Daddy." Billy took another bite. Then another.

	Harold watched every swallow. Watched the food disappear. Watched his son consume what he'd brought home, what he'd prepared, what he'd somehow convinced himself was going to change everything.

	The plate was empty in five minutes. Billy drained his orange juice and burped.

	"Can I watch cartoons now?"

	"Yes. Go ahead."

	Billy slid off his chair and padded into the living room. The TV clicked on. The familiar theme song of G.I. Joe filled the house.

	Harold stood in the kitchen, staring at the empty plate. Done. It was done. No taking it back now.

	He felt nothing. No transformation, no sign, no indication that anything had changed or would change. Billy was in the living room watching cartoons, same as every morning. The sun was coming through the kitchen window, same as always. The clock on the wall ticked steadily forward, same as it ever did.

	What had he expected? Lightning bolts? Immediate genius?

	Harold washed the plate. Scrubbed the pan. Wiped down the counter. Erased all evidence. When he was done, the kitchen looked exactly as it had an hour ago. As if nothing had happened. As if he hadn't just fed his son monkey brain for breakfast.

	The morning passed in a blur. Harold got Billy dressed, packed his backpack, walked him to the bus stop. Billy chattered about the cartoon he'd watched, about recess, about the kid in his class who could burp the alphabet. Normal. Everything was normal.

	"Have a good day, bud." Harold hugged him tight, maybe too tight.

	"You're squishing me, Dad."

	"Sorry. I love you."

	"Love you too." Billy climbed onto the bus, found a seat, pressed his face against the window and waved.

	Harold waved back. Watched the bus disappear down the road. Stood there in the morning silence, alone with what he'd done.

	It wouldn't work, he told himself. It was crazy. Impossible. Superstitious nonsense. He'd crossed a terrible line for nothing.

	But then he remembered Bobo, solving puzzles. Opening locks. Using tools. That intelligence had to go somewhere, didn't it? Energy couldn't be created or destroyed, only transferred. Maybe the same was true for whatever made a creature clever.

	Maybe.

	Harold walked back to the house. He had to go to work, had to act normal, had to call Dr. Vickers and report Bobo's death and express the appropriate amount of sorrow. Had to look Mr. Hendricks in the eye and talk about necropsy costs.

	Had to pretend that everything was fine.

	The house felt different when he stepped inside. Darker somehow. Or maybe it was just him. Maybe he was the thing that had changed, not Billy.

	Harold looked at himself in the hallway mirror. Same face. Same tired eyes. Same man.

	But he wasn't, was he? Not anymore.

	He'd fed his son monkey brain. He'd crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed. And the worst part, the part that made his stomach clench and his hands shake was that if it worked, if Billy's grades improved, if his son stopped crying over homework and started smiling again...

	Harold knew he'd do it again.

	God help him, he'd do it again.

	 


Chapter 3

	Transformation

	Three months later, Harold sat in the same uncomfortable plastic chair in Mrs. Henderson's classroom, but everything was different.

	"Mr. Pritchard," the teacher said, her eyes bright with something Harold had never seen there before, genuine excitement. "I have to tell you, Billy's progress has been nothing short of remarkable. Extraordinary, really."

	Harold's hands were folded in his lap, fingers intertwined to keep them from shaking. "That's... that's good to hear."

	"Good?" Mrs. Henderson laughed, shuffling through a stack of papers on her desk. "Mr. Pritchard, three months ago Billy was reading at a first-grade level. Now look at this." She handed him a book report, Billy's careful handwriting filling two pages. "He read 'Charlotte's Web' on his own. Wrote this analysis without any help. He's using vocabulary I wouldn't expect from a fifth-grader."

	Harold stared at the paper. The words swam before his eyes. Themes of friendship and mortality. The cyclical nature of life. Wilbur's transformation from helpless piglet to mature adult.

	"And his math," Mrs. Henderson continued, pulling out a test paper. "Perfect score on multiplication and division. He's doing long division in his head, Mr. Pritchard. In his head."

	The test paper was covered in red ink, checkmarks, not corrections. 100% written in a circle at the top with a smiley face.

	"I don't understand it," the teacher was saying. "I've been teaching for twenty-three years, and I've never seen a turnaround like this. What changed? Did you hire a tutor? Start him on some kind of program?"

	"Just... better nutrition," Harold heard himself say. "More protein. Omega-3s. Brain food."

	"Well, whatever you're doing, keep doing it. Billy's not just catching up, he's excelling. I'm recommending him for the gifted and talented program next year."

	Gifted and talented. The words that had seemed impossible three months ago.

	Harold drove home in a daze, the evidence of his son's transformation spread across the passenger seat. A+ papers. Perfect scores. Teacher's comments full of praise and wonder.

	It had worked.

	God help him, it had actually worked.

	The first brain, Bobo's, lasted two weeks. Harold had frozen portions, thawed them as needed, scrambled them into Billy's breakfast three times a week. Each time, he'd watched his son eat with a mixture of horror and hope.

	The changes had been subtle at first. Billy answering a question correctly in class. Billy reading a paragraph without struggling. So subtle that Harold had told himself it was coincidence, wishful thinking, the placebo effect.

	But then Billy had brought home a spelling test, 85%. Not perfect, but passing. Better than he'd ever done.

	"I studied hard, Dad," Billy had said, beaming. "The words just... stuck in my head this time."

	Harold had hugged him, fighting back tears.

	Two weeks after that first breakfast, the frozen portions ran out. Harold watched Billy carefully, waiting for the regression, the return to struggle and tears.

	It didn't come. The improvement held.

	But it didn't progress either. Billy plateaued, better than he'd been, yes, but not excelling. Just... normal.

	Harold had spent sleepless nights staring at the ceiling, Martha's breathing steady beside her, his mind racing. The effect was real but temporary. Like a medicine that wore off. Billy needed more.

	When Coco, the elderly spider monkey, died of kidney failure three weeks later, Harold hadn't hesitated.

	He'd brought home the brain. Prepared it the same way. Fed it to his son over the course of two weeks, mixed with eggs, hidden in meatloaf, blended into smoothies.

	And Billy had improved again. Not just back to the previous plateau, higher. Better. Reading above grade level now. Math problems that had once reduced him to tears now solved with ease.

	Harold had started keeping a notebook. Dates. Dosages. Results. Like a scientist conducting an experiment. Clinical. Detached.

	Except he wasn't detached. Every time he fed Billy, every time he watched his son swallow, Harold felt something twist inside him, shame and pride in equal measure. He was doing something monstrous. He was also saving his son.

	The notebook was hidden in the garage, tucked behind a box of old tax returns where Martha would never look. Not that Martha would find it anyway. She barely looked at Harold anymore.

	She'd stopped asking about Billy's sudden improvement. Maybe she didn't want to know. Maybe she was just relieved not to get calls from the school anymore, not to see their son cry over homework.

	Or maybe she suspected something and couldn't bear to confront it.

	Harold pulled into the driveway and sat in the truck for a moment, staring at the house. Through the living room window, he could see Billy at the coffee table, bent over a book. Studying. His son was studying voluntarily, without being forced or bribed.

	The front door opened and Billy looked up, waved enthusiastically. Harold waved back, his heart swelling and breaking simultaneously.

	Inside, Billy was practically bouncing. "Dad! Dad, guess what? Mrs. Henderson said I might skip a grade!"

	"She told me." Harold set down his work bag, empty today, no terrible cargo. "I'm proud of you, bud."

	"I'm proud of me too!" Billy grinned, gap-toothed and innocent. "I feel different, Dad. Like my brain works better now. Like everything just makes sense."

	Harold's stomach clenched. "What do you mean, different?"

	Billy scrunched up his face, thinking. "Like... before, when I looked at words, they were just squiggles. Now they're... clear. And numbers used to jump around on the page, but now they stay still. It's weird. But good weird."

	"That's great, Billy. That's really great."

	"Can we have breakfast for dinner? I really like your special scrambled eggs."

	The request felt like a knife between Harold's ribs. "We're out. Your mom made meatloaf."

	"Oh." Billy's face fell slightly, then brightened. "That's okay. I like meatloaf too."

	Harold watched his son return to his book, something about dinosaurs, college-level vocabulary in the introduction that Billy was reading without struggle. Eight years old and reading like a teenager.

	It was a miracle.

	It was an abomination.

	It was both.

	That night, after Billy was asleep and Martha was working her shift at the diner, Harold sat in the garage with his notebook open under the harsh fluorescent light.

	Subject: William "Billy" Pritchard

	Age: 8 years, 7 months

	Initial baseline: Below grade level in all subjects. Reading at 1st grade level. Math at kindergarten level. Per teacher assessment: bottom 10th percentile.

	Treatment period 1: October 15 - October 29 Source: Capuchin (Cebus capucinus), adult male, 25 years old Total brain weight: 72 grams Administration: Mixed with eggs, 3x weekly Results: Moderate improvement. Reading improved to grade level. Math improved to 2nd grade level. Retention of information increased.

	Treatment period 2: November 3 - November 17 Source: Spider monkey (Ateles geoffroyi), adult female, 22 years old Total brain weight: 107 grams Administration: Mixed with various foods, 3-4x weekly Results: Significant improvement. Reading above grade level. Math at 4th grade level. Vocabulary expansion notable. Memory retention excellent.

	Current status: January 15, 1986 Billy reading at 5th-6th grade level. Math skills continue to progress. Teacher recommends gifted program. No apparent side effects. Subject appears happy, healthy, and normal social skills.

	Harold stared at the words. Subject. As if Billy were a lab rat. As if his son were an experiment instead of a human being.

	But wasn't that what this was? An experiment? Testing a hypothesis that Harold still didn't fully understand?

	The brains were working. That was undeniable. But why? How? Was it the proteins? Some kind of neural transfer that science hadn't discovered yet? Or was it something

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




