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The typical summer internship isn't supposed to be a life-changing event full of Frankenstein-esque science and run-ins with the authorities. But, a year before I was set to graduate from college, that's exactly what I got. It all started the June before my senior year...

 

* * *

 

I entered the lab and stashed the cooler containing my lunch under the table, just like I had every morning for the past six weeks. That was the only place to put it, really, as cramped as the room was with tables and cabinets and a wide assortment of biology-related gear. It was a small, windowless room in the basement of one of the older buildings on campus. Most of the rest of the floor is used for storage, so my boss and I are really the only ones who ever do anything in that part of the building.

Dr. James Williams was already there, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as usual. He was a middle-aged man of average height and build with dark hair that was graying at the temples. He had a kind face that was devoid of the typical “evil college professor scowl” that seems all too common nowadays. He was also one of the smartest men I'd ever met. In spite of his genius, though, he was completely down-to-earth—he didn't like to be called “Dr. Williams,” preferring “Jimmy” instead. I doubt I'll ever have such a smart, cool guy as a boss again. I've taken lots of things in my life for granted, but this internship isn't one of them.

“Good morning, Kevin.”

“Morning.” I'm not really a morning person, but for Jimmy's sake I try to pretend that I'm not in a foul mood. I usually am, though. Mornings suck.

“Today might be the day,” he said with an eager gleam in his eye. He was obviously enthusiastic, but I could tell he was a little tentative, too. Scientists tend to be like that—they're afraid to get their hopes up because there are so many things that can go wrong and force you to start the experiment over from scratch. No matter how promising something looks, they force themselves to keep cool. Jimmy was like that now, but just barely. He was practically bouncing up and down. 

“The day?”

“The day I find out if my work will pay off.” 

“Ah. That. Well, I hope so.”

He frowned. “You don't even remember where I left off, do you?”

I shrugged. “Sorry. I've been focused on my own assignment. Remind me of where you're at.”

“The end of aging? Eternal life? Any of this ring a bell?”

“Oh, sure.” I nodded. “Gene design. I remember now. You're borrowing DNA from some animal and hoping to make it work in vertebrates.”

“Not just 'some animal.' The hydra, an otherwise insignificant marine creature that just so happens to never grow old.”

“And your plan was to engineer a retrovirus or something to deliver the genes, right?”

“That's right. And today, I'm testing the new virus on Mr. Whiskers.” He waved me over. There was a transparent plastic box on the table, the kind used for transporting small animals. A white rat sat on its haunches inside. It sniffed at the wall of the cage, testing it with its forepaws. It wasn't actually a pet. Jimmy calls all the rats “Mr. Whiskers.” He held up a syringe. “Put some gloves on and help me out, okay?”

I grabbed a pair of veterinary gloves and pulled them on. Jimmy laid the syringe down on the table, opened the cage's lid, and grabbed Mr. Whiskers. He held him out towards me.

“All right,” he said. “Get a good hold of him. I don't want him squirming around too much while I'm trying to inject him.” When he was sure I had a firm grasp on the rat, he picked up the syringe. He stuck it in Mr. Whiskers and injected the fluid containing the retrovirus. “Good. Now set him back in the cage.”

I did so and closed the lid. I leaned over and peered at Mr. Whiskers through the polymer. He scurried around, probably a little traumatized from the experience. Poor little guy. Well, with any luck, he'll live forever and become some kind of demi-god or something in the eyes of the other rats.

I turned to Jimmy. “How long?”

“A few days at most,” he said, staring at the rat with naked anticipation. “If we're lucky, we'll see symptoms of some kind within a few hours. Depends on how fast it spreads.” He turned to me and grinned. “In any event, there's nothing to do but wait, so you might as well get back to your project.”

I walked back to my table and began the day's work.

 

* * *

 

“Same as yesterday,” Jimmy said, holding the syringe. “Hold him still while I draw some blood.” I held Mr. Whiskers firmly enough to keep him from squirming away. Jimmy stuck him, retrieved his sample, and walked over to the microscope. “All right. You can put him back in the cage.”

The injection had been given three days ago. There were some changes, but not what Jimmy had expected, and he didn't seem to understand what was happening. 

I tried to wrangle Mr. Whiskers back into his plastic box, but his hind leg caught the lip of it, so I had to lift him up and try again. While trying to maneuver him around, he slipped from my grasp. 

I tried to grab him, but ended up losing my balance and tripping backward over my own feet. I hit the linoleum floor hard, bruising my tailbone and smacking my head. 

Mr. Whiskers landed on my belly. I grabbed at him, but he squirted out from my fingers. 

He ran towards my right shoulder. I grabbed for him again. This time, I got a hold of his tail. He must not have liked that, because he bit my neck.

“Ow!” I slapped him away.

“Kevin?” Jimmy looked up from his microscope. “What happened? Are you all right?” He glanced at the empty cage on the table. “Where's Mr. Whiskers?”

“I don't know.” I rolled over and struggled to my feet, rubbing my tailbone. “He bit me and ran off.”

“He bit you?!” Jimmy's face paled. “Did it break the skin?”

“I don't know.” I felt the side of my neck. There was something wet there. I looked at my finger. It was bloody. “Yeah, I'm bleeding.”

Jimmy ran his hands through his hair and began to pace. “I don't have a vaccine yet. There's nothing I can do. This is a disaster.” He stopped pacing and looked at me. “This is your fault!” He pointed a finger at me and glared. “You were supposed to put him back in the cage. That was all. That was all.” He resumed pacing and added some low mutterings. His face was red and his eyes darted all over. I had never seen him like this.

“Jimmy, what's wrong?” I tried to keep the stammer out of my voice, but my boss's reaction left me shaken. “What's going to happen to me?”

“I don't know,” he said, stopping again. He looked around and sighed. “First we need to find that rat.”

 

* * *

 

I ended up spending the night in the lab. We found Mr. Whiskers and put him back in the cage, but Jimmy was concerned about the possible ramifications of the bite. He wanted me to stay, so I stayed. He was pretty considerate about it, though. He brought me some takeout and a sleeping bag. I thought he was overdoing the precautions a little—the virus wasn't designed to be airborne, after all—but he didn't want to take any chances. And I guess that made sense. But it still sucked.

When morning arrived, I was awfully stiff. That linoleum floor didn't do my back any favors, and I had constant jolts of pain in my head and tailbone from yesterday's injuries. To top it all off, I had a stuffed-up nose, a sore throat, and felt clammy all over. Jimmy didn't like that at all. He figured it was my immune system dealing with the retrovirus, and I was afraid he might be right. Sure, it would be cool to be immortal, but that's only if the virus worked as intended, and there was no way of knowing if it would. At least I had Mr. Whiskers to observe and provide me with a few days' warning of what might happen.

Speaking of the rat, he was starting to look a little... well... lumpy, I guess. There was some kind of growth on his abdomen. It looked vaguely like a tumor, but Jimmy and I both knew it wasn't something as ordinary as cancer. Something was happening, some effect of the virus, and we had no idea what it was. We could have biopsied Mr. Whiskers, but Jimmy was afraid to interfere with an unknown biological process. So we waited and watched.

 

* * *

 

Two days later, little had changed. I still felt ill, but not as bad as before. Surprisingly, my appetite had increased. I usually have a hard time eating when I'm sick, but I was downright ravenous now. Jimmy had to constantly bring in more food. Tacos, fried chicken, hamburgers, ribs, spaghetti, sweet-and-sour pork... whatever he brought, I wolfed it all down. You'd have thought I was an offensive lineman or something.

Mr. Whiskers, on the other hand, wasn't doing so hot. He had become listless. He didn't eat, drink, or groom his fur. He just lay there, looking out of his plastic prison with sad, dull eyes. The lump on his belly seemed to have stopped growing, but Jimmy wasn't optimistic. Later that night, poor Mr. Whiskers died.

The upside, of course, was that Jimmy could now dissect him. He analyzed Mr. Whiskers thoroughly, paying attention especially to the lump. He only stopped to pick us up a late dinner. I ate everything he gave me, and most of his meal, too. He worked well into the night, and was still at it when I crawled into the sleeping bag and drifted off. At some point in the middle of the night, I was rudely awakened by a hand shaking me by the shoulder.

“Kevin!” He kept shaking me. “Kevin, wake up.”

“Huh?” I grabbed his hand. “Okay. I'm awake. Cut that out.” I shaded my eyes from the glare of the lights. “What time is it?”

“About three a.m. But that's not important. I've made a discovery. I know what the lump was. I know what happened to Mr. Whiskers.”

I sat up and squinted at him. “I'm all ears.” I yawned.

“It's an ovary.” He put his hands on his hips and grinned.

“I thought Mr. Whiskers was male.”

“He was. Don't you get it? The hydra DNA.”

I tried to make the connection, but my mind wasn't up to the task. He must have seen it on my face, because he gave an exasperated sigh.

“The hydra normally reproduces asexually. In times of environmental stress, however, it has been known to reproduce sexually. In cases like that, a hydra will grow an ovary or testes. When an egg is fertilized, the adult hydra dies, and the embryo falls to the bottom of the pond where it awaits better environmental conditions before maturing. Like the hydra, I think Mr. Whiskers grew an ovary as a reaction to environmental stimuli.”

I was fully awake now. I stood and walked to my cooler, hoping to find some leftovers. “But he already had male organs, right?” The cooler was empty. Oh, well. “Wasn't he already equipped for sexual reproduction? It doesn't make sense.” My stomach growled. I put a hand on my belly to quiet it. It was distended from all the food I'd eaten before I fell asleep. And I was still hungry. Unbelievable.

“Some hydras are hermaphrodites. It's not inexplicable that Mr. Whiskers would
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