HYBRID

Robert Reed' s ninth novel, Marrow, should bein the stores by the time you read thisissue. His new
story for us re-examines the age-old theme of lycanthropy from an interesting perspective. It doesn't have
anything to do with this story, but Bob aso notesthat he has a Siberian husky he can barely handle.

I'm interested in owning one or more hybrids. What's my first step?

WELKSREADSVIRTUALLY everything available on the subject. He starts with the popular how-to
guides, including Collinss semind Possessing the Wild, then moves to the uneven, self-published works
like Misunderstood and Souls Better Than Our Own. A national advocacy group offers him the names
and phone numbers of a dozen members within a hundred-mile radius. Ten agree to speak with him.
Three of them agreeto let Welks see their facilities. Two of them are an older couple happy to show off
their hybrids to the curious man, their pride obvious and their love heartfelt. "Like no other pet or friend,”
saysthewife. "They're our children," her husband declares, nonchalantly scratching thetip of hisnose
with the remnants of hisright hand. When Welksinquires about the hand, the man makesthe vague
admission, "Migtakes get made." Then he conspicuoudy says nothing el se about the matter.

The other tour isquick and unsettling. A tall and handsome woman perhaps five years older than Welks
slently leads him to her enclosure. Its double gates hang open. The interior is choked with weeds. At the
center isasmall, durable cottage that has been obvioudy abandoned. Because it seemslike areasonable
guestion, Welks asks, "Why?" The single word causes the poor woman to glance at the ground, some
buried pain beginning to surface. She wears no ring. Was a child involved? Or alost hushand? Welks
can't recal any local tragedies, and he's certain that he would remember. Every incident alway's get too
much play on the news. But whatever happened here, he won't hear about it from this woman. She hugs
hersdf and shakes her head, then suddenly looks up, not quite staring at Welks, telling him flat-out:

"My only adviceisthat you decide how you're going to put your animal down. If it comesto that. You
need to ask yoursdlf, 'When will | do it, and how will 1 do it? Then you make preparations. Keep more
than one option. Areyou listening Mr. Welks?'

"Always" hesays.

"More than one option,” she repeats. Then she leans forward, and in awhisper, she adds, "Keep your
plans secret. From you-know-who. Y ou-know-who."

What goesinto a hybrid-worthy enclosure?

Welkslivesten miles outsde the city limits. His large, comfortable home stands hidden inside acres of
tangled woods and overgrown pasture. Eight different contractors show enough interest to drive out and
meet with him. But most locdl firms don't have experience with thiskind of project. Each makesthe point
of mentioning hisliability insurance. "Why court dissster?" isthe generd tone.

Welks considers doing the job himself. Many people do just that. But he isn't anatura handyman, and his
resources are consderable, since his parents left him with afat inheritance. The answer, he decides, isto
hire someone from out-of-state. Alaska and Montana offer the widest selection. Eventudly he sgnswith
asmall firm based in Helena. Its young owners are smiling, gregarious twin brothers who happen to own
their own hybrids. When they first meet Welks, they make a point of flipping open their wallets, showing
off photographs of their best friends. That's exactly how they refer to their pets. "They're my best buddies
intheworld,” says one brother, then the other. Smiling children and pretty wives go unmentioned, each of
the brotherstalking at length about the creatures nestled in the adjoining pockets, each trying to tell the
most endearing stories and make the most impressive boasts.



The enclosure requires several weeks of good weather and a platoon of workers. Three acres are partly
cleared, particularly near the future fence. A prefabricated cottage is assembled on site, water and power
supplied through buried lines. Security cameras are set in high places, and armored. Thefenceitsef is
woven stedl set on adeep concrete collar. Both fence and collar wear rugged sensorsthat will detect any
breaks. The fence seemsridiculoudy tal, and it's crowned not only with razor-wire but also aprotruding
wirethat will be charged with electricity. A back-up generator is mandatory. Local codes and common
sense demand every reasonable precaution. And the cottage has some embel lishments that, while not
dictated by law, are recommended by most texts as well asthe Helenatwins.

When the work is nearly done, the brothers start asking:
"When are you getting yours?'

Welks shrugs, mentioning that there are very few licensed in-state suppliers. "I'm on everyoneswaiting
ligt,"” he mentions. Then he gestures at the empty cottage, saying, "Next year, hopefully. Probably.”

Thetwins exhangelittlelooks.

"Thethingis" saystheleft twin. "Weve got some babiesfor sde. Infact, that little girl | showed you had
alitter of three ayear ago last January."

Theinfants are nearly old enough to leave their mother, Welks redlizes.

"Chrigt knows," saysthetwin, "weve got plenty of people interested in them. But you're never sure about
some folks, much lesstheir facilities. And we know you. We know you, and we know you've got the
best enclosurearound ... ™

"Three puppies?'
"Onée's spoken for," says hisbrother.

"But I've got aboy and girl waiting for homes," saysthefirst twin. "Y ou can have either after New Y ears.
At areasonable price."

"How reasonable?’
The amount is substantial, and bearable.
Smelling success, thefirg twin asks, "What's your preference, sir? A boy or girl ?*

"Thegirl," he blurts. Females are usudly smaller, and they tend to be more tractable. At least that's what
the literature promises.

But Welks enthusiasm triggers an odd reaction. The brotherslaugh and give each other little winks. Then
the second brother patstheir client on the shoulder, in an overly fond way, and something about his
broad grin and the clucking of histongue leave Welks feding cold and uneasy, and alittle sick to his
somech.

Where did hybrids origindly come from?

There's no definite answer. FossiIs are scarce, and written accounts are nonexistent. But most
evolutionary biologists believe that the species, more likely than not, is an extremely rare example of
sweeping transgenic hybridization.

In plants, such events are relatively common.



Different species of plants can cross, producing viable seed. A new species arisesin one generation. And
because flowering plants are often sdf-pallinating, alone specimen can survive, and if it findsan
environment toitsliking, it can quickly prosper.

But mammals aren't equally blessed. The daborate blending of wolf and human traitsis unique, and
precious, and it leaves behind a stubborn tangle of mysteries. The best guessisthat four or five thousand
years ago, probably somewhere in southeastern Europe, infectious bacteria mistakenly absorbed large
pieces of awolf's genome. The bacteriainfected a human woman, and despite long odds, the foreign
genes were implanted inside her viable eggs. At least two hybridized children were born. There had to be
abrother and asigter, each holding adifferent stew of confused genes. And someone -- human or wolf

-- had to care for the odd children, and love them, until they were old enough to love one another.

Wheredo | find pet-quality hybrids?

The enclosureisfinished in mid-September. Despite misgivings, Welks signs a promissory noteto
purchase the young bitch on her second birthday. The brothersresist temptation: No more dy winks, no
fond pats on the back. Perhaps they sense that they've overstayed their welcome. Hopefully they redize
that their client isn't the sort of pervert they took himto be.

At firgt, thinking about the ways in which hislifeis about to change, Welksfedsaddicious, dmost giddy
excitement.

But then it's early November, the skies have turned to stedl, and his excitement fades into frustration and
impatience, and every flavor of doulbt.

Heisn't ready for this huge respongbility.
Obvioudy.

Thetiniest mistake can lead to disaster. A hand might be logt, for instance. Or worse, his hybrid might
escape confinement and hurt an innocent person, and of course she would have to be destroyed
immediately.

And it would be hisfault. His.

That's exactly what Welksis thinking one morning as he ests breskfast in hiskitchen. Between eggs and
his second cup of coffee, he happensto glance out the glass door, noticing something moving down by
the newly built enclosure. An animd, heredizes. A mutt dog, he tellshimsdlf. But then the dog risesup on
itslong hind legs, standing againgt the outer gate, ahumannessinvading its hairy black body.

Inthe dim gray of the autumn dawn, the hybrid lookstiny.
Looks sad.

Welksthinks of his security cameras. One of them isin the perfect position, and he watches on the
kitchen televison, staring at the narrow black face and the bright blue-white eyes. Forefeet more like
stubby hands than anima paws hold onto the gate. A tight stedl bracelet clingsto the right wrist. The
remnants of handcuffs, maybe. An expression reminiscent of asmile forms on the long mouth, and
something that might be aword spills across the candy-col ored tongue and between the curling white
canines.

"Hdlo?' she might be calling out.
Mogt hybrids can gpeak, in some limited fashion. And years of study and careful observation tell him that



sheismogt definitely ashe.
"Hello?" she repests.

The poor creatureis praying that some brother or sister of herslivesinside the enclosure. She'sa
runaway, and lonely. Obvioudy. Pity Washes over Welks, and he takes a deep breath, stands and opens
the diding door, stepping out onto the porch, trying his best not to make any sound.

The hybrid never looks back at him.

One moment, she's standing at the gate, calling to phantoms. And then she's suddenly down on al fours,
streaking toward the nearest woods, desperate to make herself into the smallest target imaginable.

How did hybrids acquire their sorry reputation?

Most peoplelook a them one of two ways. Hybrids are odd wolves that can stand on their hind legs, or
they are sad human beings with severely deformed faces and bodies and decidedly simple minds.

Both images are alittle true, and inadequate.

According to biologists, what's important isthat they are neither species, and from the moment the first
ones were born, hybrids have been a poor substitute for wolves and for men. Y es, they are strong. And
by human standards, fast. But they don't run as efficiently as wolves, nor do they have the same
bone-shearing jaw strength or the keen sense of smell. And despite abrain far larger than any canine's,
thewisest hybrid islittle better than asix-year-old human equipped with stubby fingers and difficult
thumbs. Tools have to be smple and sturdy to be of any use. The most advanced and prosperous wild
population -- severd thousand "wolffolk" who used to live in the high Carpathians -- made their own
stone implements when they couldn't steal knives and pikes from their human neighbors.

Higtory isthick with conflict between humans and their odd offspring. The truth isthat without either
parent'sfull talents, the hybrids had little choice but to live in humankind's shadow, steding their livestock
and raiding their food cachesto stave off famine. Hungry peasants armed with spears could do little. But
muskets and muzzle-loading rifles changed that ancient balance. The wild populations began to retreet,
and shrink, and by the mid-1800s; it looked asif the hybrids would follow the dodo into extinction.

But Europe's new nation-states were on the rise, each with astanding army demanding bodies, and a
restless citizenry that had to be kept under hedl.

Thelast wild hybrids were snared and caged, and their puppies were taken to be raised by human
handlers. Properly conditioned, those half-tame hybrids were strong and fearless soldiers, and horribly
cruel, and the best of them were utterly loya to their foster parents. Tsarist Russia strangled more than
onerebelion with their hybrid brigades. The Communists condemned the practice, then used the animals
as guards throughout the Gulag. During both World Wars, Germany earned worldwide condemnation for
arming thousands of hybrids with specialy-designed guns and gas bombs, then throwing them againgt
enemy lines. While the Americans preferred smal, cohesive packs -- using them againgt the Japanese,
and later, in secret operations, against the Viet Cong.

Public outcries helped end that horror, and the changing nature of war did the rest.

The most violent hybrids were euthanized, while the docile ones have been bred by agrowing,
increasingly sophigticated array of hobbyists and business people.

Today, hybrid isthe only polite, accepted name for the species.



"Wolffolk" and "werewolves' and other derogatory labels have been | eft in the ugly, unconscionable
past.

Hybrids are an honor to own, and agrave respongbility.

Possessing even one of the wondrous creatures is an endless challenge that appedl s to remarkable people
with resources and commitment and ample reserves of understanding and patience.

What do | feed my hybrid?

After consulting hislibrary, Welks thaws a package of chicken hindquarters and hangs the raw meat from
alow branch, then retreats to his house and watches, off and on, until the sun sets.

During the night, the chicken parts are yanked down and carried away.

He repests the gesture that next morning, imagining the hybrid watching him as he carefully adjuststhe
greasy string. Then he washes his hands and drivesinto the city. Hisfavorite pet ssore won't sdll hybrids
because of legd concerns, but they carry afull line of hybrid foods and harnesses and toys. A few clerks
actually seemed well-versed in the subject. Welks doesn't mention what he has seen, but he hasto ask,
"Have any of thelocd hybridsturned up missng?’

The derk isathin young woman who smells of cigarettes. With amixture of horror and amusement, she
says, "God, | hope not!"

Then she asks, "Why? Did you see one running looser"

"No, no. No." Helifts afifty-pound sack of hybrid chow, easing it into the cart. "I just wondered if you'd
heard anything."

"If you lose yours," she reminds him, "you've got to report it to the sheriff and Animal Control.
Immediaidy!”

"l don't even own one."
She givesthe sack a suspicious glance.
"I'm just getting ready,” he explains. "For when | do."

The woman concentrates, then shakes her head. "I haven't heard anything about any missing hybrids.
No."

"Good," saysWelks.

But that's not really what he wants to ask.

"Who wouldn't report an escape?’ he presses. "Any guesses?’

She shrugs, then states the obvious.

"Someone who hasthemillegdly, | suppose. Without the proper enclosures, or the proper papers.”
Welksthinks of the handcuff on the poor anima'swrist.

He nods and sighs, and says nothing.

"Anything ds?" the derk inquires.



At the end of the aideisacardboard display. Specia VHS tapes are meant for aspecia audience.
Welkstakes one of each, then payswith cash.

""So when do you get yours?' the woman asks, her expression more than curious.
"Soon," Welks admits. " Soon."

Then he drives home to find the chicken missing again. Fresh paw prints mark the soft dust. Adrendin
makes his heart race. Carefully, dowly, he looks around the yard and the empty enclosure. Then hefillsa
sted dish with the fat-rich chow -- each nugget shaped like amouse or amole -- and he leavesit just
indde the open gates before findly dipping into his empty house.

How do | train my hybrid?

Experts agree; thereésno way to "train” the species. The only worthy goa isto win their trust and develop
acommon language of words and gestures that both of you can understand, without too much confusion.

The enclosuréslittle cottage has asingle room.

Itsfloor is soft clean earth where the resident can dig as deeply as she wants. Some hybrids deep
underground, in wolf-like burrows. Others make their beds aboveground, using newspapers and linen
and dried leaves. Boredom isa significant problem, particularly for hybrids kept lone. That'swhy a
televison isbolted into one of thewalls. A specia modd, it hastwo large screens, outsde aswell as
insde. Both the televison and attached VCR are heavily padded and smpleto use. Asnight fals, Welks
dipsin one of the new tapes, then turns up the volume and retrests, leaving the gates open behind him.
The tapeisthree hours of imagesthat any hybrid will find irresistable -- bounding deer and mountain
vigas and cold rivers diding over towering granite dliffs.

Thetape runsto the end, then rewinds and starts again.

Welks can hear the running water from his bedroom. Soothed, he fallsinto adreamless dark deep. Then
he wakes in the pre-dawn gloom, redlizing in dow stepsthat he can't hear the television any longer.
Excited, he dressesin hisbright orange shock suit -- a reasonable precaution at this stage -- and hurries
acrossthe yard, closing and locking both of the gates behind him.

Thedish of hard chow has been kicked aside, uneaten.

Wekswalks with authority toward the cottage. He belongs here. His pace and posture signal that smple,
affirmative message. He belongs here, and he'sin tota control. A person can't keep hybrids unless he can
eventually become the undisputed a phamale, and thisis the best way to begin that long process.

With his shock suit fully charged, he stepsinto the cottage.
Thetdevisonisplaying, but the volume has been turned down, and a different tape has been inserted.
Not one of histapes, Welksredlizes.

He doesn't see deer or waterfdls, but instead the familiar blackish muzzle and cold blue eyes. The hybrid
sares at the camera. At Welks. A man'svoice, thick and excited, says, "Get her!" Says, "Go on now, get
her!"

The camera pans back.

The hybrid is standing upright, some kind of heavy manacle around one ankle. She bendsforward,



waiting. A dog appears -- some kind of Doberman-mix -- sprinting across the concrete floor of alarge
garage. At thelast ingtant, it legps at the hybrid, and she neatly swats the dog on the head, with both fists,
driving it back down to thefloor.

Perhaps a dozen men are cheering. Hollering. Applauding.
"Gol" thefirgt voice screams. "Don't you stop now!”

The dog legps again, and thistime the hybrid pinsit againgt the sted wall, and with her mouth, she negtly
and efficiently eviscerates the helplessanimd, leaving it dead and scattered at her feet. The camerapulls
in close now.

Through the spattered gore, blue eyes stare at Welks.

Then the cheersfdl away, and the man holding the camera says, "Good girl,” with pride and affectionin
hisvoice. "Good, good, good."

How can | catch my hybrid, if she happensto get free?

For her own sake, Welks needs to catch her inside the enclosure. And he needs an irresistible bait. He
decides on the thick, musty scent of amale hybrid. In mid-morning, when she's most probably adeep, he
dipsinto the cottage and opens a stoppered bottle, then closes the door and waits. Lonelinesscan bea
greater motivation than food, he reasons. By late afternoon, his shock suit fedls warm and heavy, and the
lagt of his candy bars are gone. But he continues waiting, his own londliness helping him ignore his
hunger.

Dusk turnsto night, coaxing the hybrid out of the woods.

Crouching low, peering through asmall nightscope, Welks spies her athletic figure gently trotting dong
thetdl sted fence. Now and again, her muzzlelifts, testing the chilling air. How can she resst? Pausing
before the gates, she rears her head back and moans softly. Welks recognizes the longing in her voice
and her body. He achesfor her. But thisisfor her own good, he reminds himself, turning on aboombox,
and the taped howl of an anguished mae carries up through the darkness.

Instantly, she startsto run.

With a haf-legp, she passes through the gates, charging across the open ground, answering the fake howl
with her own miserable one.

Welksfingers aremote control.
Anawaits.
Suddenly, without warning, she turns and runs back up the hill.

It takes a moment for Welksto accept what he's seeing. He feels startled. Baffled. And alittle angry.
Before he can think it through, hisfinger has pressed the red button, and he has given himself away, both
of thetal gates pulling shut with a high-pitched whine.

She'sdown on al fours, driving hard with her long hind legs, the stubby half-tail kept flat and her entire
body fighting to remain as aerodynamic as possible.

Welks believesthat she can't reach the gatesin time.

But shedoes. Eaglly.



He jerks open the cottage door, then stumbles outside as the gates lock automaticaly. Hiskitchen lights
have been left on -- better to make it look asif he'sinside the house -- and againgt their warm glow, he
seesthe silhouette of the hybrid standing on the wrong side of things. A wild fear builds with every step.
Not an emational person by nature, he starts to sob and curse under his gasping breath...and despite the
fact that he's absolutdy safeinsde this elaborate enclosure... But what is she doing?

The question trickles into his consciousness, accompanied by aremarkable sense of helplessness.

The hybrid isn't just anding outside the gate. No, her clumsy hands are manipulating something. Isit a
rope? No, he hearsthemusical clink of stedl links. She has alength of heavy chain, and sheswrapping it
through the gate and fence and back again, then she joins the ends with a second something.

A scrap piece of meta, apparently.

It takesall of her strength to bend it. But she finishes the job before Welks finally chugs hisway up to
her. Gasping, dripping inside the heavy shock suit, he must look weak and ridiculous. Asfar from the
aphamaeaspossble But heslogt dl of hisdignity and his composure, screaming a her, telling her,
"You aren't. Smart enough! Y ou aren't!”

But obvioudy, sheis.

He presses the release code into the control, and the both gates unlock and begin to open. But the outer
gateis hed shut by the chain, and the bent piece of sted, tied into the smplest knot, resists the motor's
pressure.

The hybrid stands back from the gate, watching him.

Welks has read volumes about the body language of hybrids, and he's studied them on tapes and in the
z00. What her body saysis, "l amin control.” It tellshim, "I've beaten you, slly man." He doesn't need
any study to tdl him that much. Then she turnswithout the smalest concern, showing her sirong back to
him, the stubby tail flicking & the ky as she camly srolls away.

Again, Weks screams.

No wordsthistime. Just rage, pure and anima. And utterly useless.
Suppose she has the advantage. What should | do then?

He has options.

The easiest trick would be triggering the main darm. He can do it with his remote control or hisown
hand. But that would bring the authorities, which isn't what he wants. People would see her tracks. They
would know about her. And on top of everything, it would be aterrible embarrassment -- a public
catastrophe to be avoided at al cost.

Reaching through the armored straps, he struggles to unfasten the chain. Somehow. And for thefirst two
or three hours, Welks enjoys enough success to keep working at the problem. With sticks and his boot
laces, hefinally managesto grab hold of the twisted rebar, and with hisfingers numb and bleeding, it
seems asif he'sjerked and prodded the old metal enough that he can see agap forming.

Then she appears again, coming out of the woods, dragging the long limp carcass of ayoung deer by its
antlers.

She doesn't threaten him, or even seem to notice what he's doing. Instead, she drops her prize and camly



steps up to the back of his house, picking up adead geranium and its clay pot, throwing both of them
through the diding glass door.

He dropsthe chain, and he watches.

The anima is standing ingde hiskitchen. In the deliberative fashion of achild, she opens drawers until she
finds something of interest. Then she steps outside again, jumping dightly when the heat pump kickson,
the chilled outsde air flooding into the warm and bright air insgde. He says, "Jesus.”

She holds a carving knifein both hands. She needs two hands to manipulate it, but she obvioudy has
donethiskind of work before. With alittle grunt, she cuts through the skin, dicing to the white bone.
Then she dicesagain, following the grain of the muscle, carving off agtrip of fur and venison aslong as
her forearm. Then she drops the knife and wraps the prize into aball, and looking at Welks for the first
time, sheflingsit over therazor wire.

Inadoppy little voice, she says something.
"Eat," it soundslike. Although he can't be sure.

He glances a the dirty venison, then looks back at her. And quietly, with awe and anger, hetells her,
"No."

He promisesher, "I'm not that hungry.”
She springs toward the gate.
And dropping the knife, she stops just short of it.

Gazing through the straps, she says nothing. She doesn't even watch him, staring instead at a point
somewhere behind hiswide eyes.

In asoft voice, Welks admits, "I saw you. | saw you kill that dog.” Nothing.
"They were bad men,” he says. "You had to do it. Y ou didn't have achoice.”
She repests one of hiswords.

"Koice" it soundslike.

Welkstriesto smile, explaining, "Those men made you do it. They made you. If you hadn't killed the dog,
it would have killed you. | understand. Y ou had no choice."

Hybrids and human language has aways been a subject of much debate. The best guessisthat some
hybrids understand abstractions, and afew of them, having the most human-like mouths, can carry on a
passable if somewhat smple conversation.

"Y ou had no choice," he repests.
She shakes her head, her expression suddenly angry.

"Koice" shesays. Then, "Koicedways." And shelifts both of her hands, two stubby thumbs pointing at
the sky.

He watches, spellbound.



"Koice | live"

Onethumb rises higher.
"Koice. | die"

The other thumb followsit up.

"I koicelive" shetdlshim. And dropping the death thumb, she smilesa Welksin afaintly human fashion,
and up on her two hind legs, she camly trots back into the woods.

How smart can she be?

Welksis exhausted, and frustrated, and in ways he couldn't have imagined, enthralled. For lack of
anything better, he retreats into the cottage and lies down on the soft earth floor, warm enough inside his
shock suit to eventually drift off to deep. Thenit'sjust after seven in the morning, and he wakes abruptly,
struggling to hisfeet and looking up at the house, discovering that both gates are standing open again.

Besides her tracks and the dead deer, there's no trace of the hybrid. Welks finds the kitchen knife where
she dropped it, and he searches every room in the house, just to be certain that he's alone. Then he tapes
heavy plastic over the shattered door and calls a glass shop that will do home repairs, and even though
he's practically shaking from hunger, he drags the stiff deer carcass back into the woods, uses aheavy
broom to obscure her tracks, and with the gates open, he strings bike chains through them and fastens
them with padlocks, making it virtualy impaossible to catch anyone inside the enclosure.

The hybrid comes again after dark.

The ground floor lights are out. Welks Sits at the breakfast table, waiting. A shadow appears on the back
porch, abruptly and without sound, weightless and full of an eerie grace. She hesitatesin front of the
repaired door, then using both hands, picks up the same potted geranium.

Quietly, with atight nervous voice, Welks says, "The door's not locked. Go on. Pull it open.”
Confused, she stares at the new glass and latch.

Heforces himsdlf to stand, showing her first that his hands are empty, then pulling the door open while
shewatches.

"See?' he asks.
Then he shuts the door again and steps back.
"Youdoit," hetelsher.

She consders the flower pot, then setsit down. And with both hands, she opens the door and stepsinto
the darkened kitchen.

"Now shut it again,” hetellsher.

She stands an inch or two more than five feet high, rocking dowly back and forth, onelittle foot and then
the other absorbing her weight. Her faceis obscured by darkness. But hybrids have excellent night vision,
Welks knows. She can see his eyes and mouth, using them to read his mood.

"If you comeinto my house," he tells her, "shut the door behind you.”



Nothing happens.
"Please," he adds.
Sheturns her back to him and pulls the door shut.

Welks returnsto the table, sitsand says, "'If you don't like hybrid chow, | can feed you something else.
What do you want?"

She takes a step, then pauses. Waits.

"Y ou seem to like chicken,” he mentions. "Do you want chicken?"
"0o0," shesays.

No?

She sets her arm on the tabletop. The broken handcuff istoo tight for her wrist. Her hand hasto bein
pain, or at the very least, numbed. And the area around the cuff looks tender to the touch and badly
swollen.

"Thiswon't be easy,” hewarns. "I'll haveto useasaw. A very loud machine. And the blades going to
make you bleed. Do you understand me 7"

"Utt!" sheurgeshim.

"l don't want to hurt you," hetellsher.

"utt”

Herisesto hisfeet, compassion and fear coming in dternating waves.
She stares at hisface.

Once more, he asks, "Do you understand me?"

"Eep oor kosed. Kosed!" And to prove what she knows, she opens the door and shutsit again, chanting,
"Kosed, kosed, kosed ... "

How can | earn her trust?
If she has aname, she doesn't choose to shareit.

Welks removes the cuff and bandages the wounds. Then he takes her on atour of hishouse, showing her
every room, every closet, letting her sniff door handles and the dusty corners. When shefindly sdects her
bed, he says nothing. They're on the third floor, in the retrofitted attic where he keeps abig-screen
televison. She climbs onto the plush sofaand stares at him until she's certain that he won't argue with her.
Then she camly and efficiently shreds the middle cushion with her teeth, removing mouthfuls of pale foam
and piling them against the armrest, then covering the mess with awool blanket from adowngtairs clost,
tucking in the edges before she lies down on top of the mess.

More than anything, what surprises Welksis how quickly he accepts this destruction. Hisfavorite sofais
destroyed, and it couldn't matter less.

Satisfied, she legps up again, running downgtairs and out the kitchen door.



She brings her possessionsinside plastic grocery sacks. There are favorite cow bones and atalisman
made from rawhide and a human doll that has been partidly eviscerated. Plusthere's along piece of
firewood around which shaggy black upholstery has been tied, two blue tacks stuck into the uphol stery,
cregting eyes. It'sadoll, Weksrealizes. A hybrid doll. And she madeit with her own hands.

An intoxicating new order quickly replacesthe old.
Welksslifeisn't what the books promised, and it islike nothing that he has ever tried to imagine.

The hybrid dways dips out of the house after midnight, then creeps back in before dawn. When sheisn't
adeep, she shadows Welks. Without actualy watching him, she seemsto know everything that he's doing
or isabout to do. Every meal must be shared. Eggs and meat and cheese have to be divided into two
portions. But she never begs. Not in any overt, demeaning way, she won't. She just perches on the chair
acrossfrom him, and stares, and after awhile the very stupid human finaly redizeswhat she wants.

She learnsto use the toilet when she'sindoors, though she never remembersto actudly flushit.
A little more every day, Welks better understands her narrow voice.

They grow hafway adept &t telling each other stories about their days and nights. If Welks drivesinto the
city, he hasto describe the trip. And she tells him about the sights and smells in the woods, and how
many deer she chased for fun, and how many stupid rabbits were too dow to escape her.

Just once, she bringshome abig farm cat.

Welks explainsthat he doesn't approve. And burying the body in the cold ground, he adds, " Someone
might missthis anima . Someone might come looking for it."

Catsare dirty, she declaresin her own defense. "Girty, inky, girty kat!"
But she doesn't bring home her trophies anymore.

A late November snow forces her to stay inside. Both make the decision, and it'sasmart one. Hybrid
tracks are obvious, looking like aclawed human running up on her toes. One person noticing one
carelessfootprint could bring disaster.

She quickly gets bored doing nothing but deeping and egting and watching television.

Ontelevison, she prefers the various cartoon networks. The smart-talking bunny makes her laugh. And
whenever the coyote pursues the road runner, she screams, "Fass, lass!" and races around the sofa, arms
reaching for imaginary birds. And when the inevitable failure occurs, she cries, "Dupid dog!" and shakes
her fist at the exploding screen. Welks has never laughed so hard.

He can't remember any moment when he felt haf as happy as he does now.

Thenit's mid-December, early in the morning, and aman suddenly appearsin the backyard. A stocky
fellow, he waks through the snow, heading toward the enclosure. The kitchen blinds are wide open.
Welks glances at her, and she looks out, then silently jumps off the chair and hurries upstairs. Then he
opensthe diding door, shouting out at the stranger, "Can | help you.?"

The stranger stops, sowly turns and looks up at Welks.
For along moment, neither man speaks.

Then Welks repeats his question, and the stranger makes adecision.



He marches up to the house to say, "Hello, sr," with aforced friendliness.
"I'm here from Anima Control."” And heflasheshis|D.

Weksfedsasif hesfaling.

Like the coyote plunging off atall butte, he drops and drops.

But hisvoiceisdry and cam when he asks, "What do you want here?

"Y ou aren't using your pen there, are you?"

"Doesit look like | am?' Then Welks takes a breath and forces himsealf to sound helpful. "No," he admits,
"I'm not using the enclosure. Yet."

The man hasasmple, determined face. He regards Welks with suspicion, then asks, "Have you seen any
hybrids running loose?"

Something about the voiceisfamiliar.
Iswrong.

Welks says, "No," and then remembers where he's heard the voice before. It was on the videotape that
she brought with her. It wasthe voicetelling her, "Good girl," after the dog had been killed. Again, louder
thistime, Welks says, "No."

Something in his voice causes the man to squint and step closer. And forcing asmile, he says, "If you
have seen any hybrids, you should tel me."

"l havent," he manages.
"You're sure?!

Welkswantsto look at the ID again. Because it hasto be aforgery, and that isn't the only crime this man
has committed.

But most of al, he wants this man to go away.

So he manages alittle breeth, then says, "If | seeahybrid, I'll shoot it first. Then I'll call you. What did
you say your namewas?' The stranger growls, "Smith."

And with that, he turns and marches back around the house and up the driveway to where his pickup
truck waitsfor him, watched al the way by a set of blue eyes peering through the little attic windows.

How can | trust mysdf?
It's night again, and she creeps downdtairs.

Wedksisawake, thinking about the day. About hislife, and everything se. He hears her light footfals
moving on the stairs, and he redlizes that she's trying to be silent about whatever she'sdoing, which isn't
like her.

Somewhere downgtairs, adoor opens.

Closes.



Welksrisesand pulls on trousers, then follows. What if she's gone? And what if she doesn't return again?
Steding himsdf againgt disaster, he stepsinto the kitchen and hesitates for amoment, then hears a sound.
An odd sound, low and pained, that he followsinto the living room, flipping on the main light as he rounds
the corner.

She's down on his good Persian rug, on her knees, both hands thrust between her legs and her tail held
high. The musky stink of amale hybrid makesthe air close and heavy. The unstoppered bottleis set on
thefloor in front of her. Working both hands, she snorts and gives alow moan as she turns, looking up a
him without the tiniest shame, turning just enough that he can see her four black nipples, fat and aroused,
risng through her glossy black fur.

Welks backs away. Ingtantly.

Then heflips off the light and says, " Sorry," to both of them, and he returnsto hisroom, closing his door
and lying on top of the sheets, gill wearing histrousers, wrestling with his urgent, incredible thoughts. In
the morning, before breakfast, he calls Montana.

He wakes up one of the twin brothers; he doesn't know which one, nor does he care. He explainsthat he
doesn't want the femae anymore, but is her brother gill available? Then to circumvent tantrums or
questions, Welks adds, "For your trouble, I'll pay you twice our agreed upon fee. In cash.”

A stunned silence.
"l guessthatll befing," the brother finally admits.

Welks can't decide what the hybrid makes of the conversation, if anything. He hangs up and returns her
gaze. Then he cooks eggsfor both of them, and she looks through the blinds now and again. But the
stranger isn't going to return, it seems. After breskfast, she uses the downgtairstoilet before trotting
upstairsto nap, and Welks flushes the toilet and waits for the sound of the cartoon explosionsfiltering
down through the house. Then he finds another old phone number and punchesit in and hangs up before
thefirst ring. Fedling foolish, he opensthe blinds, looking out at the very expensgive, utterly usdess
enclosure. Then hediasagain, caling that handsome woman who never explained her tragedy. She
seemsto be the same as he, hetellshimself: Alonein life, with an emptiness whose gates have been | eft

open.



