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Animal God

By R.G. Hendrickson


Chapter 1

They must have passed this way, across these
endless plains grazed to the root. The sparse trees blocked my view
with their thin branches. The little leaves hid nothing nearby, but
together through the distance they numbered enough to darken the
sun, like swarming locusts.

For a better view, I climbed a small hill. If
my people had crossed these plains, I’d missed them. They might
have come close. If only I’d spotted them or they’d seen me, after
my endless search, we would have found each other. Tears welled
up.

Far away something moved upright. Of all the
living things in the vista, my eye honed in on one, tall like a
man. I squinted and tried to make him out. A young giraffe
stretched its neck at a branch. My hopeful breath emptied through
tight lips. This was no human.

Not for lack of looking, I’d found them
nowhere. The thought of giving up crossed my mind, but I couldn’t,
not yet. Though searching forever far and wide with no success, I
knew my people were out there.

I might have passed them on the way to the
sea where the sun rises, or where it sets on the vast desert. They
might have been there just before me, or come soon after I’d left
without crossing their path.

They must have settled near those jungled
volcanoes that drifted smoke from pointy tops. If my people had
camped here on this newfound lake, its islands would have sheltered
them, making a home like the one we’d lost.

Born beneath the Southern Star, I’d come so
far. When I shouted all around the shores and on the mountains, no
one heard me. No answer came but from the wind.

No one knew my name. I couldn’t remember when
someone had last said it. “Diver.” It had been so long, the sound
seemed strange to me now, even in my own voice.

Since I’d returned to the savanna, endless
days crossed the plains. My people haunted me. All I found were
ghosts.

Broken stalks chafed my feet. No, I’d
wandered on acacia ants. Kicking the biting soldiers off my ankles,
I stomped away and lost hope for shade beneath their tree. The ants
swarmed in its branches, guarding nectar, the acacias’ price for
protection.

Lightning struck the ground near a distant
herd of wildebeest thundering into sight. Ant-sized, so far off,
they swarmed on the plain like shadows from clouds.

No shelter for me beneath the roasting sun, I
lifted the pouch on my side and dabbed my finger in the salve. Fat
had oozed from the clay. Squeezing the leather for more, I scooped
out a blob.

The ointment gave me cover. Spread on
shoulders, face, and thighs, enough remained on my fingertip to
sooth the ant bites.

Cooler now, I adjusted my burden, two spears
and an ostrich egg canteen that hung from a net around my neck
along with the leather ointment pouch. I tied tighter my snakeskin
skirt and checked the pockets for my sharp-edged stone and fire
maker.

In the hot, motionless air, my dry tongue
welcomed a sip from the shell. Refreshed, I walked on, looking for
my people. One day I would find them.

Though by myself, I wasn’t alone. If this
were the end of us, I would have died by now. The shaman’s curse
kept me alive. His cruel magic preordained me to be the last man
standing.

Others must have survived. More than one,
enough to multiply, with me outliving them all. If they had died,
then so would I.

* * * *


Chapter 2

However long I’d searched, the seasons kept
their secret. Through all the rainy spells, wet to dry and damp
again, from hot to cool and cool to hot, I’d lost track. Unusually
long droughts and endless floods blurred the count.

Thick forests spread across the plains only
to recede once more, leaving these grasslands dotted by scrawny
acacias and the occasional baobab grove like the one ahead, a
lonely island on a grassy sea. Down the gully, the three huge trees
stretched wide their branches from ancient trunks. I walked that
way.

A rhino got there first. Red-beaked tick
birds perched on its back and pecked at its hide. I stepped softly
closer with the wind in my favor. The huge bull didn’t notice my
scent, and with typical rhino shortsightedness, it didn’t see me as
it trotted behind the farthest baobab, whose thick trunk was wide
enough to hide an elephant. Maybe the rhino would leave.

Fruit hung down from branches. On long
tendrils the tawny pods swayed in the wind. I wanted some, and the
shade beneath the boughs.

The rhino didn’t reappear. It either stood
behind the trunk or went away out of sight. I readied a spear,
little help for a rhino’s charge. The nearest tree offered low
branches I could easily climb if I needed to, so I walked toward
the grove.

On the way around a thorn bush, I came across
a Mainlander lying on his back, head tilted. The characteristic
eyebrow, on a heavy ridge, crossed his face from ear to ear,
meeting his hairline on both sides with no break in between. His
skull was less rounded than ours, more oblong, flat on top and
sticking out in back. A single puncture wound, the size of a rhino
horn, bloodied his chest. He smelled like death.

Unlike my people, but so much like a man,
this Mainlander overwhelmed me with mixed feelings. They resembled
us, except for their few words, the odd-shaped skull, the eyebrow,
and an unmatched strength, but what set them apart the most was
their deadly disposition. When they finally walked across the
shrinking straits, no longer held back from our islands, they’d
showed us no mercy.

This Mainlander resembled Gohl, the only one
of them ever to befriend me. Gone so long, I still missed him. This
man at my feet had the same bone structure I’d learned to
appreciate. Handsome in his way, the giant muscled shoulders and
plush body hair summoned memories I’d almost forgotten, Gohl’s
gentle touch and his protective nature, so rare for his kind.

This man, this Mainlander, could have been
like Gohl. Unusual as that might be, it still was possible. Now I
would never know, and Gohl was gone forever. The old grief stuck in
my throat.

I ran toward the nearest tree in case the
rhino returned. Too bad the dead man didn’t make it there as fast
as I did. Death had its way of avoiding me, but someday it would
come.

Up on a thick branch, I speared a low-hanging
fruit and broke open the woody pod. At my fingertips, the dried
pulp powdered like white ash. Little brown seeds peeked through. I
brushed them aside to roast later and scooped up the white powder
for a taste. It coated my tongue and the roof of my mouth with a
sweet tartness. I sipped some water to wash it down and ate some
more.

Something stirred behind the other tree where
the rhino had disappeared. Instead of what I’d expected, around the
trunk a big cat slinked out. Long canine teeth hung low below its
jaw. I couldn’t believe it, the rare sabertoothed
homotherium, bigger than a male lion. I’d heard from elders
about the sabertooth, but had never seen one before, except when
floodwaters dug up their skulls.

The big-shouldered cat didn’t look my way. It
prowled out of sight behind the middle tree. The rhino must have
run off. With any luck, the sabertooth also went away. I stayed on
my perch and waited, likely safer here as anywhere. I doubted that
bulky cat could climb very well.

From behind the baobab where the sabertooth
went, an elephant’s trunk extended, shorter and thicker than most.
According to legend, sabertooths often ambushed full grown
elephants in broad daylight, unlike lions who hunted at night for
the young, the old, and infirm, but I’d heard no struggle, neither
growl nor trumpet, not a sound.

The elephant, a big male, stepped out,
shaking the ground underfoot. It snagged a baobab fruit with its
trunk and ate, seemingly unconcerned about the cat and oblivious to
me. What a strange grove!

So large an elephant I’d never come across.
It resembled the legendary deinotherium, whose tusks jutted
downward from its chin, the upper jaw displaying no ivory at all.
The elders’ stories must be true.

According to tales, deinotherium was
the sabertooth’s favorite prey, but the cat was nowhere in sight.
They must have seen each other. They’d stood together behind the
same tree. Something wasn’t right here.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Holding on tight, I steadied myself on the
branch. Shivers chilled my spine. These creatures could be crall,
like the aardvark and the roan antelope that had tormented Gohl,
animal spirits from the elders’ tales. Not the rhino, who seemed
perfectly normal, but this cat and the elephant were another story,
so rare and behaving oddly.

Deinotherium had eaten some more fruit
and moseyed behind the farthest baobab. I set my pod aside, having
lost the appetite. Hopefully, these odd events had ended, but
something told me it wasn’t over.

I waited pensively, and nothing happened, not
since the elephant had disappeared behind the tree, until a giant
hyena stepped out from the other side. This one locked eyes on me.
Another unusual beast, unlike the common striped hyena or the
spotted kind, it dwarfed them twice their size. Its shortened snout
made it rather flat-faced. Yellowed teeth bared with a growl.

In all my journeys, I’d never encountered
such an animal. This was the monster in the elders’ tales. It
pranced under my tree and cackled. Leaning back on hind legs
shorter than the front, it sprung up at me, its teeth snapping at
the branch.

From nowhere, a wind blew by, brushing my
lips like a kiss. So deprived of human touch, I found it where I
could. Even the wind would do—with a little imagination.

Someone stepped from behind the middle tree.
My breath froze, a man like me and mine, with one exception. His
eyes burned with a strange light.

The glow turned toward the hyena. “Not now,”
he said.

The cackling beast backed off from beneath my
branch and stood beside the man, his eyes still burning. He rested
a hand on the animal’s head.

Then I saw myself through the hyena’s eyes.
As if inside its body, I felt its weight. Anger seethed in its gut.
Claws dug in the ground. Sinews tensed to charge, and through its
eyes I witnessed myself the object of its fury.

“Go back,” the man said.

Heard through hyena ears, the sharp voice
rang beside me. I smelled strong scents coming from behind the
trees. A musk revealed the sabertooth’s presence. It hadn’t left.
Neither had the elephant, its acrid odor unmistakable. The
strongest smell came from my human body on the branch. The scent of
fear dripped with the sweat.

“Go back. Now.”

This time the man’s command worked. I
returned to myself with no more choice than I’d had when leaving.
Shaking so violently, I clung to the tree and almost fell off.

The man’s eyes glowed warmer. “This often
happens in my presence. I’m sorry. I should have warned you.”

Despite the fire in his eyes, or maybe
because of it, his beauty overcame my panic—until I regained my
senses. So long since I’d seen a man, my heart would have raced for
any. I should take caution, especially with this one. “Are you a
crall? You and these animals?” I’d never heard of cralls taking the
shape of men, but this was no ordinary man.

“Crall, you say?” His eyes flared. “No, we
are not. These are my old favorites, my pets.” He patted the hyena.
It leaned against him. “Not the rhino, but this one and the other
two.”

I didn’t know the word pet. This
wasn’t the moment to ask. “Who are you?” Not who but what, I should
have said.

“All living things and the wind and the rain
answer to me.” He lifted his arm and pointed in my face.

He’d added the wind and the rain as if
it were an afterthought. He must be awfully powerful. “What do you
want?” Something told me I already knew.

“My passion is my duty. I govern life and
death.”

Just as I’d thought. The curse had run its
course. I’d lived to the end, the last of my kind. After searching
alone so long, the realization crushed me. Now, my turn had come.
I, too, would die.

The man waved his finger. “The water goddess
asks me to dispatch you.”

Our lake was no more, dried up, but its
goddess, Our Mother, lived on in vengeance. The curse had taken its
course. My heart sank not at my own demise, but for my people.
“They’re gone? All of them?”

“You are the last, except for one unborn.” He
made a loud trumpeting sound.

The elephant stepped out from behind the
tree. Its eyes had turned red, and down its cheeks musth slathered.
Stamping a foot, it shook the ground.

The man swiped his arm through the air,
showing his open palm to the elephant, who stepped back. The man’s
sad eyes focused on me, and their fire dimmed. “You have a chance.
Now run.”

He’d given me a head start, and I jumped at
it, only fair. Elephants were faster than they looked. No man could
outrun one.

Dropping from the branch, I wondered what
he’d meant. The last, except for one unborn? It didn’t make
sense, but I landed on my feet and ran as fast as I could.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Not far behind, the elephant’s trumpet shook
my bones. As I raced, the earth vibrated underfoot. Faster
footfalls than my own announced the beast had charged.

If I were the last of my kind except for one
unborn, there must be a woman carrying that child, so I couldn’t be
the last, unless the child weren’t born from a woman,
impossible.

Considering the danger gaining ground behind
me, I gave up on the riddle and focused on survival. The acacia
tree was just up the gully ahead. I ran that way, looking back only
briefly.

The bull’s trunk arched up. Its trumpet
deafened me. Every massive footfall shook the ground. Rocks rolled
down the gully wall. I kept my eyes in front of me and ran as fast
as I could.

Gaining ground at a shocking pace, the noise
split my ears. Out of breath, I couldn’t outrun it. The ants were
my only hope.

Near their tree, soldiers welled up from the
ground. Numbering more than the grains of sand beneath them, tiny
legs and antennae squirmed. I ran so fast they couldn’t cling.

Ducking behind the tree trunk, I lifted the
strap from across my shoulder, and squeezed the leather pouch. The
oily clay squirted out. Salve filled my palm. I smeared it on my
feet and ankles, drowning the crawling ants.

The elephant chased me around the acacia,
which I kept between us, until the beast lost patience with that
game and rammed the tree from behind. The acacia shook with two
sharp tusks jutting down, one on each side of the trunk.

Ants rained from the branches. I covered my
head with my arms, brushing away as many as I could. Sticky with
tree sap, they clung to my unprotected shoulders, arms, and
back.

Welts swelled at their stings, but under the
salve on my hands and feet, the skin remained untouched. I smeared
some more on my face and neck until the pouch emptied.

The ants couldn’t cross the fatty barrier,
and my fingers crushed the ones that had fallen on me, not that
their bites mattered much. In my many lifetimes, I’d survived much
worse than an ant attack.

A terrible shriek came from behind the tree.
Normally deterred by acacia ants, perhaps the raging beast had
stayed too long. I peeked around. Soldiers covered the elephant’s
eyes and nostrils. In a panic, it swayed its head back and forth
among the branches. Ants showered down, covering the head, ears,
and mouth.

With no hands, and the trunk already
swarming, the poor creature couldn’t defend itself except by
scraping against the tree. For every ant it dislodged, others
climbed on. The shrieking became shriller, until the elephant
backed away blindly.

It approached the gully’s edge. Unseeing, a
hind leg stepped into air. Finding no footing, it tumbled head over
tail and disappeared below the ledge. I rushed across the swarming
ants. Wild shrieks rose up from below, followed by the snap of
branches, heavy thuds, and clunking rockfalls.

I looked over the edge. When the huge beast
came to a stop, a shallow breath rose in its ribs, making no sound.
Halfway down, a broken tusk stuck in the ground. At the gully’s
bottom, the elephant’s bulk splayed helpless. In the still air, not
a leaf moved.

I had to get away from there, but something
held me back. My eyes welled up. As I bowed my head, a childhood
prayer came to my lips. “Our Mother, who lives in the lake, I bless
your name. May your will be done. Thank you for this day. Forgive
me my killing as I forgive my killer.”

On the last word, a breeze blew up and
brushed my cheek. I got dizzy and closed my eyes. When I opened
them, painful swelling blurred my vision. The perspective confused
me, no longer looking down the gully, but up it.

A man stood on the ledge. He wore my
snakeskin skirt. I’d seldom seen my face. He could have been
me.

A great weight pressed all around my failing
breath. I couldn’t lift my stinging trunk. A thick back leg
throbbed. My massive gut ached, and sharp pain ran up my spine.

Retreating from the agony, I welcomed
brightly lit memories. Only a youngster then, lowering my tusks in
the tall, tangled vines that spread in dry brush, I ripped them up
by the deep roots. We fed on sweet leaves and crunchy bulbs. My
mother and her sisters, along with my siblings, and all the cousins
ate our favorite food through the drought. Hard to find now since
the fires, the juicy vines had sustained us when the waterholes
dried.

I panicked for lack of breath.

By my human self, another elephant stood with
fiery eyes. Around those flames, the gray flesh shrunk into the
shape of a man, the one I’d met. His eyes glowed like the
elephant’s had before. “Come back,” he said.

Desperate to breathe, I struggled to escape.
Without knowing how, I closed my blurry eyes. When they opened
again, I’d regained clear vision and returned to the ledge.

The strange man’s glare rested on the dead
elephant. His eyes dimmed, and when he turned to me, they flared.
“You killed my favorite.”

I stepped back. “Your favorite tried to do
the same to me.”

“He was the last of his kind, like you. I
will miss him.” His fiery eyes drew closer.

I kept my distance. He didn’t care about the
elephant. He’d used it for his dirty work. “If you’re going to kill
me, you should do it yourself.”

The man cocked his head. “Oh? Is this what
you think of me? I wish you no harm.”

“You sent it after me.”

“I merely pointed you out, no more than that.
He wanted you dead. I didn’t.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Why would the
elephant want to kill me? They don’t eat people, and I’d left its
territory. If not for you, then what made it so angry at me that it
braved the ants?”

“Your kind killed his, all of them.”

My people had seldom hunted elephants, and if
the Mainlanders did, there was no way they’d killed them all.
“There aren’t enough of us. Think how many spears. It’s
impossible.”

“Not spears, but fires killed them.”

I’d never thought of that. Since we’d
discovered fire-making, often it got out of control, but lightening
and volcanoes came before us. “There was always fire.”

“Not so much as now. Deinotherium
survived for a long time, through changing climates and new
neighbors, but the increasing wildfires fostered different
vegetations that choked out the plants these animals favored, the
ones that sustained them through the droughts.”

I didn’t know his words. Time—it must
have to do with the prolonged dry spells and endless floods that
came and went. On our islands, my people had followed the
one-hearth rule and prevented wildfires, but the Mainlanders
weren’t so careful. “It wasn’t us.”

“Yes, more to blame were other human species,
the Mainlanders as you call them, but deinotherium saw no
difference.” He climbed down to the beast and rested a hand on its
welted jowl. The ants scattered.

At the ledge across the gap, the sabertooth
appeared, its eyes locked on me.

The man looked up at it. He turned my way.
His sweeping arm waved me off. “You should go now.”

My legs froze.

His eyes flared. “Deinotherium was the
cat’s main prey. Those long canines fit perfectly on this neck.” He
stroked the dead throat. “More narrow and less padded than other
elephants.”

The sabertooth slinked down the gully.

I ran.

* * * *


Chapter 5

Oscar closed the spiral notebook. Leaning
back in his chair, he capped the felt tipped pen and set it on the
narrow desktop in what he jokingly called his visitor booth. After
a sleepless night writing, his eyes clenched shut against the
cell’s harsh light. He groped to flip the switch, and an almost
perfect darkness soothed his vision.

Beyond the booth’s window in the dimly lit
lab, lines of data rolled across a screen. Yesterday, the
scientists had left a computer running overnight again. Exactly
why, they wouldn’t say, but obviously, it had something to do with
him. His endless youth had once again drawn too much attention.

For weeks through the glass, he’d watched
them talking to one another, their lips moving, but locked in his
soundproof cell, he hadn’t heard a thing. Normally, this wouldn’t
have bothered him, tending to mind his own business, but they
studied his blood. They’d placed samples in strange machines that
excited computer screens.

He missed his old laptop, lost in the
landslide. On arrest, he’d asked the guards for a new one. With the
cash they’d found in his pocket, they could have bought several
computers, but all they gave him was this paper tablet. He wished
he’d left the money behind, buried with the rest of it.

Poor Radhi. If arrested with empty pockets,
it wouldn’t have made any difference for either of them. He shoved
the tablet aside by yesterday’s empty dishes. The aluminum plate
made him hungry for breakfast.

Next door, Radhi would still be sleeping.
Oscar didn’t want to wait. Aching for company, he considered
opening the narrow vent between their shared wall.

If not already up, the noise might wake
Radhi. Woken too early, the dear boy sometimes got grumpy. That
would defeat the purpose.

Unlike Oscar’s request for a laptop, the
authorities had agreed to the vent. They’d installed it so he and
Radhi could talk to one another. Thank God for that. It was Oscar’s
main joy in life, besides writing, meals, and a little
television.

Without a laptop, he had to write by hand, no
small feat with his long story. He hoped that when done, he could
read his scribbling. Monitoring his penmanship from time to time,
so far, he’d kept it legible.

Across the cell, on the wall opposite his
so-called visitor booth, a hint of dawn came through the courtyard
window. The Federal Detention Facility’s main building loomed
beyond, mostly housing people awaiting trial.

He’d only gone there once to talk to a lawyer
in the visitation area. They’d sat across the glass from one
another at one of the real visitor booths, not unlike this one in
his cell, where no one came to see him except the busy staff. Ha, a
visitor booth without any visitors? Resigned to the silence, he
chuckled at his own joke.

His and Radhi’s accommodations next to the
lab didn’t resemble the cells in the main building at all.
Apparently, they’d built this room especially for him, equipped
with the booth. Unlike the booths in the main visitation area,
they’d added a special feature to his, a covered slot between the
desktop and the glass.

The covered opening reminded him of those
old-fashioned mail slots he used to see on front doors, though this
one locked tight and soundproof. Big enough, when opened, to pass a
meal through, it also accommodated his arm when they drew blood
from his PICC line. Rather than entering the cell, the phlebotomist
preferred the booth.

In most cases, the slot had made the cell’s
main entrance unnecessary. On the wall across from Radhi’s vent, no
light came through the big door’s thick glass that led to the
hallway between the lab and the courtyard.

He picked up the plastic knife from the foil
tray. It smelled like yesterday’s tuna sandwich. He’d washed the
dishes in his little sink but must have missed a spot.

Ignoring the ceiling cameras, he clutched the
knife’s handle in a clenched fist. The staff had assured him no one
viewed the videos except in emergency. At this point, he didn’t
care if they watched him or not.

The rounded knifepoint could do the job. The
blade’s plastic surface shined white. It reflected the overhead
light.

* * * *


Chapter 6

Sliding the knife in the gap between the mail
slot and its cover, he thrust the blade back and forth. If he broke
the felt seal, he hoped to eavesdrop on the lab.

As he hacked, black lint fell on the desktop.
They hadn’t noticed his handiwork. Where he dug at the gasket, it
hid behind the cover’s axel. He’d been working at it undetected for
quite a while, longer than he’d expected.

Not to despair, having heard stories about
prisoners digging escape tunnels with only a rusty spoon, he
figured eventually this flimsy plastic knife would make it through
the rubberized felt. He couldn’t wait to hear what the scientists
had been saying about him.

Much earlier than usual, a tap came from
Radhi’s wall. Oscar jumped up and stepped to the vent. He slid the
panel open to a metal screen with Radhi’s face on the other side.
From the dear boy’s bad case of bedhead, he must have just
woken.

“Why are you up?” Oscar suspected he’d asked
the wrong question. Though standing with open eyes, Radhi seemed so
drowsy, it suggested sleepwalking.

“I had a bad dream.” He was awake, unless he
spoke in his sleep.

“The fish again?”

Radhi groaned and squinted. “No, not
that.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t remember, but we have to get out of
here.”

This wasn’t likely to happen, at least not
for both of them. Radhi’s lawyers might get him out, but Oscar’s
own case proved more complicated. Though flesh and blood, legally,
he didn’t exist. While having lived through many eras in hundreds
of countries, he’d acquired valid citizenship in none of them.

The necessity for hiding his true identity
had made him a fraud, his papers either forged or stolen. If only
Radhi hadn’t insisted on helping him. “Are you sorry you did
it?”

“I wanted to stay with you, but not like
this.” Radhi’s palm pressed against the screen.

Oscar’s hand anticipated Radhi’s warmth
flowing through the metal. The woven wires prevented him from
touching Radhi, but his heat came through. This was as close as
they got. When allowed out of their cells, it was never
together.

It was so unfair that Radhi wasted his youth
here. Oscar blamed himself. He’d done everything he could to
discourage the dear boy, but it wasn’t enough. “I’m sorry. I tried
to stop you.”

“I didn’t let you. It doesn’t matter. We’ll
get out, someday. However long it takes, we’ll still be young. We
can start over.”

Oscar hoped so, for Radhi’s sake, but he had
no way of knowing. “Let your lawyers help you. I’ll be all right.
Don’t worry about me. You’ll waste your life here.”

Radhi dropped his hand and thrust his face
against the screen. “Your blood made Karen young again. Not only
cured her, it made her young.” His voice had grown emphatic. “The
injections healed me. I couldn’t walk, and now I can. If the blood
made Karen young, why should I age?”

“I hope you don’t, if that’s what you want.”
It was puzzling that Radhi would take this on. At twenty-one, the
poor kid had no idea what he was in for. Oscar’s advice usually
fell flat, but he offered it anyway. “Don’t forget. I look young,
but I’m not.”

The window to the lab lit up. Beyond the
glass, a janitor was mopping the floors.

Radhi yawned. “I’m going back to bed.” He
disappeared from the vent.

Oscar went to the booth. He arranged the
plate and cup to cover the lint on the desktop. With a customary
wave through the window, he sat and waited for the usual response.
The gray-haired man looked up blankly from his mop and returned to
work.

They’d never spoken. They couldn’t through
the soundproof glass, but finding company where he could, Oscar
counted the man as a friend. After all, he saw him every
morning—except Sundays. This friendship didn’t exist beyond Oscar’s
imagination, but he allowed himself that comfort.

When the janitor left, one of the scientists
came in with a man in formal military attire, someone Oscar hadn’t
seen before. She showed him around the lab. Her lips moved, but no
sounds entered the cell.

The food cart rolled into view. It carried
two covered plates and cups. He wondered what it was, hoping for
pancakes again.

Ahead of the cart, the scientist and her
guest came near the booth. She stroked the pearls that hung outside
her lab coat. As her lips moved, a muffled voice came through the
mail slot. His work with the knife had paid off.

Oscar pushed on the mail slot cover, still
locked. It might have moved a smidge. Voices came from the other
side. He made out a word.

The intonation belonged to the scientist, but
he couldn’t tell what she was saying. He pushed harder against the
cover. It didn’t budge.

A grumble rolled up from his gut. The cart
arrived, not a moment too soon for his eager stomach. On the other
hand, poor Radhi usually slept through breakfast.

He remembered the lint and brushed it up just
before the slot opened. The young women on the other side pulled
out the dinner tray along with the cup and plastic utensils.

“Good morning.” He always greeted her and the
other servers, though he’d never gotten their names. The young
woman didn’t reply. None of the staff did. They must have been
trained this way. It wasn’t natural.

The server wiped down the counter with a damp
cloth. Oscar spotted some lint he’d missed. She didn’t seem to
notice it.

The scientist’s voice came through. “It’s in
the report. He’s a universal donor.”

“Yes, I know,” the guest said, “The surgeon
general was asking about Rh-factor.”

“Rh-null.”

“Really? So rare. Is there anemia?”

“Not in this case, he presents with no
complications. Except for Rh and the stem cells, his blood’s
unremarkable.”

The server slipped a tray and clean utensils
through the cubbyhole. The toast smelled sweet, but he couldn’t eat
yet. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the scientist.

“What about the other one?” The man gestured
at Radhi’s cell.

“He’d received a transfusion before arrest
and came in with the stem cells, but…” The scientist glanced at the
breakfast cart.

The server slid in a coffee cup, and the mail
slot closed.

Oscar groaned. He’d almost found out. The
doctors wouldn’t tell him anything. He and Radhi had asked for
months.

If the stem cells lasted, the two of them had
a future together. If not, Radhi would grow old and die, just like
everyone else Oscar had ever loved. From deep in his chest, a sigh
slipped out.

He moved the breakfast aside and grasped the
plastic butter knife, jamming it in the gasket. It broke through.
He pulled the knife back, hoping it hadn’t stuck out for someone to
see. Voices flowed in.

“We used AI. I’ll request the report.” She
tapped on a keyboard. Her guest stared at a screen.

“Shall I show the general the summary?” A
generic computer voice had joined the conversation.

“Yes, Omega. Thank you.”

The coffee’s scent beckoned Oscar. He sipped,
not bad for jailhouse brew. He’d had worse. The scrambled eggs
might still be warm, but he couldn’t eat yet.

“How long did this take?” the guest
asked.

“Let’s see.” The scientist paused. “It’s here
somewhere.” She stared at the screen.

“You’ll find the statistics on the next
page.” The automated voice assumed a haughty timber. “The
sequencing took me less than eight hours, then roughly a day to
match the subject’s DNA with all known samples.”

The guest looked up from the screen. “It says
the caveman’s from everywhere, Africa, Europe, Asia, America and
Australia.” His tone rang incredulous.

She studied the graph. “That’s one
interpretation, but it doesn’t mean his ancestors lived in all
those places. He was born in Africa before humans spread to other
continents. His genetic markers associated with Europe, Asia,
America, or Australia may have been more prevalent on Lake
Makgadikgadi before early peoples carried them in small bands
around the world. The gene pool shrinks with migration. Some
markers fall away. Others become dominant. We find the greatest
genetic diversity among indigenous Africans and the least in
populations far removed, such as in the South Pacific. He predates
this genetic drift.” She stroked her pearls.

“There’s nothing unusual phenotypically.” The
guest glanced at Oscar’s window.

Oscar wondered what the man had meant by
that.

“The scientist flipped her hair. Appearance
is irrelevant, genetically. The two subjects look almost identical,
but underneath, as you can see from the test, they’re very
different, more so than most.”

Oscar had suspected as much, despite his and
Radhi’s similarity on the surface. They certainly had different
opinions and temperaments from one another, whether or not it had
anything to do with genetics.

The man pursed his lips. “It’s too bad we
didn’t find what we were looking for.”

“Omega narrowed it down.” She looked at the
screen. “Show us the unique segments.”

“Yes, Doctor,” the computer said.

“So many.” The guest seemed disappointed.

“One or more of these sections might account
for the stem cells.” The scientist fingered her pearls.

“How can you know for sure it’s a genetic
condition? Maybe some drug caused it?”

“Omega thinks it’s a mutation unique to the
subject. His stem cells are growing at an unusual rate. It’s
unheard of. We’re conducting more studies.”

“How?” the man asked. “The report to the
surgeon general suggested the cells won’t live long outside the
donor’s bloodstream.”

“Yes, just a short time in the lab. That’s
why he’s here.” She glanced at Oscar, unaware he was listening.
“The cells survive in human recipients—but not indefinitely. We’re
studying their effect, lifespan, and transmission.”

“On human volunteers?” He glanced at Radhi’s
cell. “Is he one of them?”

“No, not him, he knows too much. We keep
these two apart. There’s evidence the stem cells transfer through
bodily fluids in contact with mucous membranes or abrasions. We
don’t want him reinfected.”

“Oh? Blood brothers, are they?” The man’s
facetious question called for no answer. “Where are you
testing?”

“Nearby off-site with special clearance.”

“It must be very special, if I haven’t heard
about it.” The man chuckled.

Returning a polite laugh, the scientist
cleared her throat. “Like all of Dr. Killington’s clients and the
subject in the second cell, the recipients in our study experienced
accelerated healing, including age reversal, if not already
young.”

“Amazing. How long is the healing
sustained?”

“Indefinitely for injuries or infections. A
few weeks after the last infusion, aging accelerates and then
normalizes.”

Oscar gasped, and covered his mouth too late.
Radhi had been so sure. Counting on longevity, he’d made some
terrible mistakes. Oscar didn’t want to break it to him.

“What about the ALS case?” the man asked.
“That’s why I’m here.”

“I should have mentioned systemic diseases
sometimes return. One of Dr. Killington’s clients was cured,
ostensibly, but now with no more infusions she’s experiencing
symptoms again. We haven’t tested the efficacy of long-term
treatment or the prognosis when we withdraw treatment.”

“You will,” the man said.

They’d referred to Karen. It had to be her.
The man had called her the ALS case. That was so
insensitive. Oscar hurt for his old friend. Though she’d
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