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Chapter 1 — One Choice

	A month ago, waiting outside Sante Benedicté airport, I would never have imagined that my future would involve sneaking past armed guards and fighting for my life. I would have thought there was even less chance of me diving in front of a soldier’s gun to save someone else. That just wasn’t the kind of thing a sane man did, especially a journalist. I was supposed to remain impartial, I was supposed to not get involved with the people I was saving. I’d get a true story out, and then the victims of oppressive regimes and dictators would be saved because the global public, on seeing an unbiased account of the truth, would always do the right thing. I had to trust in that, because it was the one fact around which I’d built my entire life.

	No, a month ago I’d been sitting outside the airport breathing a sigh of relief, hoping I’d never have an excuse to go near those jungles again. I hoped I’d submit one last article and claim the gratuitous rewards that my editor would surely bestow on me. Maybe I’d win a Pulitzer, who knew. But whether I was a success or not, I wasn’t going to be struggling to make a living. I’d retire back to a comfortable life, maybe take a part time job to cover the bills, and spend the rest of my life in peace with the woman I loved. Maybe we’d have kids at some point, though I would have settled for raising kittens.

	That’s the big thing about me, I guess, that you have to understand when reading my story. I’m an easygoing guy, I’m not going to fight against the path that the world wants to take. That’s the way I’ve always been. That day outside the airport was probably the first time I even considered there might be another way to live. It’s just not in my nature to try to change anything for my own benefit, or it never had been before. Maybe there’s a little bit of fatalism in there, and I believe that if something bad happens to me it must be for a reason. Like my brothers, there must be something to explain their war against each other beyond simple animosity. But whether it was a quirk of nature or some grand, hidden conspiracy, it wasn’t my place to challenge their decisions. That was the important thing: It wasn’t my fight.

	You can’t fight chance, or genetics, or the place nature gives you in the world. Nature doesn’t care if you want a son or a daughter. The world doesn’t care if you have a dream to become the greatest. In the grand scheme of things, there’s so many places that your nature doesn’t matter simply because you can’t do anything to change it. If you can’t change the world, then there’s little to no point even trying. Does that make me cynical? Well, I’ll own up to that one. Does that make me lazy? I’ll let you decide.

	Because there are some times when you can make a difference, a few points where the input of one individual really can change the world. What you want matters when you can actually change something, and that’s when I’m not the privileged guy just coasting along on the success of my brothers. The only time I’ve put all I can into a cause is when it’s possible for me to make a difference, and then you’ll see what that kind of determination can do. As far as I’m concerned, it’s all about picking your battles. While I don’t know if my future family would involve babies or kittens crawling around our feet, that’s all in the hands of genetics, and you can’t fight nature. But when I see a corrupt administration keeping people down and telling them they’re less than human; well, that’s when I step in to show the world what’s going on. I can’t do much when I’m there at ground zero. But if my reports make the world news then my words could become the fulcrum that public opinion turns around. That’s how I can change the whole world.

	I only put the effort in when there’s actually some point to it, when I can do something to change the outcome. My instincts have always been pretty good for telling me when it’s one of those moments, and I had no reason to distrust them now. Every instinct in my body was screaming at me outside the Sante Benedicté Regional Airport that my choice here meant everything to me and to my small family. I knew it was almost eighty miles to the falls from here, and that there was no way I’d be able to see anything, but I couldn’t help staring out at the sky over the jungle, hunting for the pall of smoke that any war film would have you believe is the sign of the front line coming closer. It wasn’t there, this was real life. But this was the kind of situation that any sane observer would think could only happen in Hollywood. The instincts that had served me so well before were all screaming the same song of terror. I should get well away from this place as soon as I could. This wasn’t the kind of business I should be mixed up in, and there was no way that adding to the chaos here could help anyone.

	Right now Sante Benedicté was a small town under siege. The populace at any other time of the year, any other time in history, was a rough mixture of three types of people. Most of the population belonged to two groups of natives, differentiated by a minuscule difference in skin colour and vaguely similar languages. They held completely opposing beliefs that they were the ones who owned this land while the other group constantly tried to take away their birthright. Their hatred had gone on for generations now, and neither side was willing to give any ground even when it was to their advantage. They met in the markets, where each had at least something that the other wanted to buy, and the traditional regional pastime of secret murder among the giant trees had been replaced by undercutting and petty theft. It didn’t matter what colour you were, you kept your wits about you in the bazaar, because everyone knew that the other group – the interlopers who had only come to this land a few generations before, or the tribesmen who had no place in the modern world – were devious cowards only one step above animals. They’d take anything that wasn’t nailed down, and even try to trick you out of your soul if you let them close enough.

	The only people who weren’t afraid of some other group were the Americans, and that was because they were oblivious of the simmering conflict that threatened to erupt all around them. The tourists weren’t all from the United States, but the locals (of both colours) called them all Amerikanjie in any case. The Americans were the majority, and the yardstick by which both tribesmen and native Benedicteans judged all outsiders.

	They were proud of their own countries, and walked the markets and unlit streets bearing their pride like a shield. As if patriotism and simply being from somewhere else would protect you from a knife, would stop someone taking your bag. They thought that because this wasn’t their world, it wasn’t their conflict, and they wouldn’t be touched because they weren’t involved. Both groups of natives had a word for that opinion, and neither is repeatable. The tourists tended to be the kind of people who thought that not understanding English could be cured by speaking slowly and loudly, and that displays of local culture had been laid on for them by some tour company. That attitude, more than an accident of nationality, was what amerikanjie meant.

	People who were researching indigenous cultures, or travelling in search of anything in particular, weren’t in the same class. But then, those people didn’t have much reason to stop here. Sante Benedicté was a town that existed purely because you can only have so much uncharted jungle before the people of one village need somewhere to trade with their ancestral enemies without violating anyone’s taboos. The first thing most tourism companies would tell you was that Sante Benedicté was a city about two hundred and ninety miles west of Oimbawa, just north of the high road. Oimbawa, of course, was just as mysterious a name to anyone who hadn’t spent a lifetime untangling the patchwork quilt of alliances, sovereign states, and former crown dependencies that covered this part of the rainforest. Oimbawa would possibly qualify as a city in the civilised world, which is more than could be said for Sante Benedicté. But even in a tiny jungle country like this there needed to be occasional population centres simply for the purpose of laying claim to the land, and whatever minimal level of taxation and administration could be achieved. Sante Benedicté’s main purpose was that it stopped the map from being a blank page of green.

	Now, that had all changed. The Americans weren’t the quiet, indifferent minority any more. Soldiers had moved into the town and surrounded it. There were huge wire fences cutting across the suburbs in rings, ensuring that nobody could come in or out of Sante Benedicté unless the United Nations Inspectorate and at least two different governmental bureaucracies said so. The people of the town thought that was strange, but they lined up at the checkpoints just the same. Their city had been taken by so many occupying forces, rebels, and dictators over the years that many locals had loyalty to the city, and most to their village or tribe, but next to no-one gave a damn what nation currently claimed sovereignty here. Over the years, most of the people in the region had got used to doing whatever the government currently occupying their city said, and they didn’t worry too much about why.

	What was different this time was that the soldiers weren’t seeking to conquer the city, or even the nation. They were on paper a peacekeeping force, brought in to protect the place from rebels. Nobody seemed to ask who was leading these rebels, or what they were rebelling against. The people on the ground didn’t seem to care, for the most part, and the governments of the area were tied up in a disorganised political stalemate where nobody wanted to be the first to admit they knew why their lands were all full of foreign soldiers. The troops were just here as a staging post, because whoever controlled the Benedictean territory controlled the only airfield with easy access to the suddenly valuable resources hidden in the jungle.

	When I agreed to come here I hadn’t known what the science labs out there really meant, and once I knew the truth I didn’t want anything to do with that place. But there were some things more important than my own desires, and I was only just coming to realise that. After crouching in the trees and watching the airfield for an hour or more, I was approaching a decision that would change my life more than I had ever thought possible. When I turned my head and saw albino eyes staring straight into mine, the message ‘please save my people’ was clear without needing a single word.

	“Okay, you win,” I sighed, “So how do we get to the lab?”




	All the paperwork was in place for me to visit this tiny country, but I hadn’t got on so well with the people who were in charge, especially the people who were close to taking over. I had more than enough reason to leave, and I’d called in all the favours I had to get a flight out at short notice. Getting a vehicle and heading into the jungle was bound to be a nightmare, but much to my surprise it went off without a hitch.

	I wasn’t sure how many of the civilian vehicles in town would cope as far into the jungle as we intended to go, and in any case it would be a challenge in itself to get past the checkpoints at the city gates. I thought that we could take a Jeep from the militia, if we could provide a distraction to draw two of them away from watching their vehicle. That didn’t quite work; we couldn’t get away unnoticed, but we were lucky enough to find a soldier sympathetic enough that he was prepared to desert his post and come with us once I explained what we were fighting for. There were no further signs of pursuit as the city dropped out of sight behind us, so I could only hope that luck would stay with us.

	The road started out as packed earth, but quickly degenerated into a rough dirt track. Just enough heavy trucks came this way that their tyre tracks had pressed the loam into what could be a level enough path for pedestrians, and just enough people walked along those ruts to keep the undergrowth at bay for the first few hundred yards. After a while the path started to become less distinct, but when it seemed it was about to vanish completely, the main road appeared. This track rose up onto a bank of earth, a raised causeway a few feet above the average ground level. I’d never got around to asking why it was built like this. Maybe for better drainage, or from some obscure engineering need that I didn’t understand, having not studied any kind of physics since college. What I did know was that the road led to Oimbawa in the east, for the benefit of travellers too frugal to arrange a short flight, and presumably stretched away towards some equally well-known metropolis in the distant west. We weren’t headed to either city today, but further into the wilderness. I drove straight over the rough markings of the highway, and down the opposite bank. From the road, it would have been hard even to see this path if you didn’t know it was there.

	The sky overhead quickly disappeared, covered by all the trees racing to colonise any gap in the great canopy. Presumably that meant the trail was hidden from aerial surveillance as well, and I wasn’t surprised that Faulkner’s lab had managed to avoid the attention of the world for so long. We followed the path for several minutes, passing gaps between trees that were almost as wide as the route we followed. Every landmark looked the same to me, and I would have been completely lost without a local guide to point me in the right direction. First the track split in two, then each branch split further to serve the more isolated tribes whose entire village would move every few weeks. Those people would send one man to trade with the outside world maybe every month. There wasn’t much they needed, but their adherence to tradition wasn’t quite enough to shut themselves away entirely. A hundred yards after yet another fork that I wouldn’t have even seen, we left the road entirely. The Jeep shuddered and reared up like a recalcitrant beast of burden as I guided it off its natural habitat, onto a narrow strip of rock that followed the line of a stream.

	They called this a rainforest, but I’d never understood why. You’d never see a storm-cloud here. The weather came more from the trees than from the sky. To my mind, it was more like being inside a giant percolator. Any precipitation was quickly consumed by the canopy, seemingly miles above. It was second-hand rainwater that continued to drip from each bough onto the ones below, until the constant, boiling heat meant the droplets were little more than steam by the time they reached the ground. The streams here wound uneasily between the rocks, almost choked by roots questing for water along the ground, and slowed by the silt they pushed into the water’s path. The river wasn’t always easy to make out, but at least its bed was level and the stones that would come to rest there instead of being swept away were pretty much of a size. By the law of averages, the surface over rock and root with the water below was almost as level as many roads. Those in this part of the world, at least.

	The research outpost at Lucretia Falls was in an area mostly only inhabited by the native tribes, a long way south of Sante Benedicté. When we couldn’t even maintain a walking pace over much of the terrain, that meant it would be nightfall before we arrived. To my right, my pale companion was studying my eyes for any sign of hesitation, or of second thoughts. I knew that I was wavering, my mind filled with terror as anyone else’s would be. One false move, just upsetting the wrong natives, and this jungle could rain spears or bullets, neither of which would be significantly slowed by a veritable wall of foliage. But sometimes, I was finding, if your moral compass is strong enough to point straight past the varied demands of family, politics, career, and religion, there’s no way you could imagine holding back. I was right there now, my heart so firmly set on doing the right thing that I knew what I chose could make all the difference in the world.

	By the time we caught sight of the setting sun, rays low enough to filter through the canopy overhead and catch the iridescent surface of the compound’s solar cells, we weren’t speaking. Anything important we needed to discuss had been talked out long before, and when every moment could be your last it seemed a waste to spend them on fighting the language barrier just to make small talk. We knew that whether or not we lived through this night – and that would be determined as much by luck as by our actions – we would have to make a statement to the world about things man was not meant to know. We would have to tell everyone about the abominations that the foreign geneticists had created here, because getting the truth to the world was so much more important than any of our lives.

	My knuckles were white where one hand gripped the strap of my camera bag, desperate not to let it suffer any damage. I dreaded the change that would sweep the world over the coming weeks and months, but I knew that it was our responsibility. That change started with us, though I had only joined this story near its climax. Lucretia Falls had been in the news years before I even dreamed of getting involved in the scandal, and this catalogue of bizarre experiments and catastrophic mistakes had its real beginnings earlier still…





Chapter 2 — Lucretia’s Diary

	While I was at the heart of this story for its climax, I didn’t know half of what had gone before when I first flew out here. The only way to really know the whole story is to ask the right questions of the right people, and to find out who tells the truth and who lies. At some points, the lies are the more important part because they influenced so many people’s actions. I found out some parts of this story much later, by asking the right questions long after I should have known the answers, and by looking into a diary I had no right to take. I think that makes me qualified to tell the whole story, even including the starting point that came so long before I even dreamed of coming to this country…

	It all started in the rainforest, years before it would come back there to end. Back then this wasn’t jungle, just rainforest. It may seem a pedantic distinction, but when you’re travelling through them it makes a world of difference. The canopy miles above blocked out the sun, so the undergrowth between the majestic trunks was weak and starved of light. A jungle was a phenomenon rather than a place, a sudden volcanic surge of growth when one of the giant trees fell to let light energise the lower regions, and the jungle around this valley wouldn’t spring up until people started cutting down the trees for building.

	There was an expedition trekking between the trees today. It was hot and humid, and the foreigners still only had two days experience in this climate and terrain. They required less help from the native guides now when it came to clambering over the buttresses of the larger trees, and hardly anyone tripped or misstepped on the uneven ground. There were a handful of explorers, though they were assisted by quite a larger party of guides. The leader, Dr Faulkner, had invited other scientists with an interest in the jungle to join the party this time, even though their work was unrelated to his own purpose in being here. The people of the nearest towns had assured them that such a large group made attack by wild animals less likely, and it certainly seemed that their strategy of safety in numbers was paying off.

	The natives were in two groups here. The first had been easier to find. They would have passed unnoticed in any of the college towns Dr Faulkner had lived in, if it weren’t for the jewellery. They wore light coats, so as not to trap the heat, but were careful always to cover up their arms in order to discourage insects. Around their upper arms, they wore wooden bangles called orbajen to show off their pride in the local culture and their heritage. These looked like the unlikely offspring of a bracelet and a wind chime, cut from the ubiquitous red timber that seemed to be used for virtually everything around here, but the surfaces were made darker by the shadows of impossibly intricate carvings. A lot of people wore those things in town; and the paler their skin tone, further from the heavy tan that seemed to be most common in these parts, the more intricate and bulky the bangles became. A student of psychology might have assumed that they were instinctively trying to reassert that they were a part of this nation, that they belonged here. The thought had crossed Dr Faulkner’s mind, as well as Lucretia’s, but he assumed that if it was worth debating then Dr Corliss would already have discussed it with his little team of anthropologists.

	The other group of natives were much darker, ranging from the colour of rosewood to aged oak. To a man they were heavily built. If you could imagine people being carved out of one of the gnarled and knotted father trees – the ones that it might take you a full minute to walk around the base of – then you would probably picture people like these. They wore similar wooden bangles on their arms, but without the intricate carvings. The shapes were roughly the same, but these were less polished, less manufactured, and in most cases generations older. They made you wonder if a tree could be trained to extrude jewellery, or if the tribes that lived out in the jungle used some kind of organic carving process otherwise unknown to civilised man. They kept their shoulders bare, almost mocking the Benedicteans’ caution about the insects, and their heads were shaven. Some people said this was a tenet of their religion, but they had never been willing to answer outsiders’ questions. Even Dr Corliss had stopped asking questions when it became clear that he would need to do a lot more to earn their trust first.

	In fact, the darker natives preferred mostly to live in isolation with their tribes, deep in the jungle where white or walnut-coloured man was nervous to tread. They only rarely came to the city to trade, though they had enough needs that a few of them had mastered the style of bartering popular in the city. Most times, as in this case, the most valuable thing they had to offer more civilised visitors was their knowledge of the jungle pathways. So in order to gain modern medicine, or any other invention they might occasionally see a need of from the outside world, they acted as guides, allowing outsiders to come into the rainforest, or as mercenaries in boundary disputes between the states that ruled here. They weren’t grateful for the trade, though, and even less happy to be in close proximity to their lifelong adversaries.

	They saw the paler natives as interlopers, people who had come to this land less than a dozen generations ago and claimed it as their own. The tribesmen said that the others had claimed their land and taken on some of their traditions without ever knowing what it meant to be one with the life of the rainforest. However much they protested that this was their land, their souls would never become one with the groundwater and sink down to their underground nirvana. The tribesmen spoke little, and never uttered a word to the other group of natives. Above all, they wouldn’t do anything beyond what they had been paid for, or offer any advice unless it was demanded of them.

	The groups of natives both marched ahead, cutting a path through old branches piled up beneath a dead tree. Maybe a few months earlier, the death of a giant had opened a gap in the canopy. The adjoining trees had quickly grown out to claim a little more of the sunlight, but tough vines still remained at ground level as a reminder that light had managed to reach this far down, and as an obstacle to the travellers. The natives cut through the vines with their distinctive knives, known as brwance, but they never even smiled at their employers.

	The only person in the group who seemed to get any sympathy from their guides was Lucretia. She was different from the other travellers, and they seemed to recognise it even if it wasn’t obvious why they would help her. They respected the child more than anyone else the group had come across in their travels. There was nearly always one of the natives stopping to help her on tough ground. Sometimes they even carried her on their shoulders, or lashed together a kind of chair from strips of bark. This amazed Dr Corliss, who had studied the native traditions and language before coming here but had never heard of any tribe singling one outsider out from the group like this. It couldn’t be just because of her youth, because they showed the children of the city-born natives the same hatred as their parents. Why did they take such care over a girl who was unlike them as anyone could be? She was small, weak, and had skin white as ivory even after a month’s journey across the tropics.

	Most days had been the same so far. They would travel as fast as they were able, the two native groups waiting patiently or disapprovingly for the foreigners when they got too far behind. They would usually stop in different areas and pretend not to notice that the other guides were there, as if this might allow them to hide their ancestral animosity. This day was different. One man, possibly chief among the jungle dwellers, barked an order and stuck out a hand in front of the foreigners. It took a few seconds for everyone to notice the change and stop moving, but by now they were smart enough to accept instructions straight away.

	Through the tangle of trunks and vines ahead, thick and vital unlike much of the rainforest, it took Lucretia a few moments to realise that the occasional cracks of light visible through the gaps extended below them. When she saw it she darted forward, and it was only Dr Faulkner’s warning hand on her shoulder that kept her back. One of the guides jabbed at the ground ahead with his otalya, a long staff cut from a tree branch that had grown as twisted as a corkscrew. This was some holy item, or maybe it was lucky for the man who found it, translations were never quite that simple. In either case, it had led them well through the dangers of the dark continent so far, and the scientists saw no reason to distrust it now.

	The old man needed to strike the ground with his staff quite hard before it parted, but still probably less force that would be exerted by an exuberant child standing there. The sun streaming upwards was reflecting from a river somewhere below their position. The tough old man barked another command, a dozen guttural syllables, and several men stepped forward cautiously with machetes and brwance. They made short work of the vines, but the amount of light glaring through to dazzle the tourists assured them that the wall of vegetation would have no trouble growing back in a week or two. Light was such a valuable and scarce commodity on the forest floor that any species not able to take advantage of it quickly would not have survived the recent centuries.

	As a window was opened through the foliage, the vista beyond took the travellers’ breath away. They were right on a cliff edge, but the carpet of green and brown vegetation under their feet continued without any apparent change, hanging out over the precipice. The cliff swooped into a canyon, with plants clinging desperately to every crevice that could possibly support them on the way down.  The grey-brown stone opposite gleamed dully, polished smooth by a hundred generations of running water. Soft rocks had been worn away to leave only a granite spike which jutted quite a distance out from the far cliff face, with the river itself gushing from its underground source to run along the spur of dark rock before tumbling in a fountain to join the river in the valley below.

	Lucretia’s eyes were wide with delight as she looked out over the scene, and her jaw hung limp. She didn’t have the skill with words that many of the adults did, and even with her father’s help she knew whatever she wrote in her diary would never do this scene justice. But she had to try, because this view was simply too beautiful to go unrecorded. From the many-hued flowers that colonised the gleaming cliff to the interlaced rainbows around the spout, there was nothing that wasn’t the perfect example of natural splendour. Something like this was what she had dreamed of, the reason she’d wanted to visit this continent for as long as she could remember. Now that she was here, it was everything she could have hoped. She turned to offer joyful thanks to their guides, and then gasped in surprise for the second time in as many minutes.

	Her stomach burned with sudden pain, and only a tribesman’s quick reflexes saved her from tumbling over the unseen edge as her legs gave way. He held her while she retched, and one of the Benedictean guides joked that the foreigners’ weak stomachs couldn’t adapt to their spiced delicacies. But as Lucretia struggled to stand, her fine white-blond hair was stained black with blood where it had fallen across her face. They didn’t see it was something to laugh at any more.

	The expedition was curtailed the next day, rushing to a hospital as fast as Doctor Faulkner’s money could transport them. But when the explorers returned to that ill-omened site, with a few of the same members in the party and a lot of newcomers, they knew the name that they would have to give the place.





Chapter 3 — Covert Mission

	It was some time after midnight, a week after I’d arrived in the compound. I didn’t know the exact time, my watch had been the first casualty of the pervasive heat and humidity, but I was sure I’d been waiting in that little crevice for more than an hour.

	I’d been welcome in the top part of the building, but certainly wouldn’t be here. It was a lot less comfortable, as well. The lowest guest quarters, alongside the underground river, were quite cool except around midday. The levels above were also comfortable in the morning and evening, and I wondered if they had some high-tech system of cooling powered by the torrent of chill water rushing out from the depths of the cliff. Down here near the cliff base, even in the middle of the night, the heat was almost unbearable. The various science labs – some inside the cliff base and some spread around a loose compound that circled half the lake – were linked by corridors constructed of little more than beaten steel panels. They rang out like a tuning fork if I stepped too heavily, and were often hot to the touch. I couldn’t shake the irrational sense of being trapped in some kind of diabolical oven

	Some of these corridors were cut into the cliff, some of the walls even cooled by underground streams diverging from the big river overhead, while others stretched out between a network of buildings on the valley floor. I’d seen it from outside as we approached, but hadn’t realised it would be such a maze. The outside corridors were warmed by the sun during the day, the thin metal walls too hot to touch, and the insulation of the rock meant that those underground held on to the baking heat of the air even into the small hours. And without any windows, there was no easy way to tell whether I was on the surface or not. There were occasional signs I could use to get my bearings, but I would have been lost without them. Every corridor, every junction, every lab door seemed identical to an outsider’s eye. Thankfully, the American troops who’d seized the place had decided to paste English signs over older ones in a dozen different languages. Presumably they had wanted to avoid any of the United Nations scientists and investigators getting lost.

	The temperature was starting to drop to a comfortable level, but my body was still aching from the previous day’s trip out into the jungle. It was pretty clear that the main reason for all the excursions was to keep all the journalists busy for the time we were here, so we wouldn’t go looking into things that they didn’t want us to report on. And that’s why I was creeping about down here, having taken very special care to note the position of every camera and motion sensor in the hallways around my room.

	It hadn’t been too hard to avoid the guards, who seemed to be a mixture of heavily tanned natives – though not the deep mahogany skin of the tribesmen we’d been introduced to a few days before – and American soldiers sent in by the UN. Both groups mostly kept to their break rooms, where there was at least minimal air conditioning. I’d seen before that in these little kingdoms in the tropics, everyone stayed in shelter unless their work was particularly urgent, and patrolling the corridors was never an urgent task. In any tropical nation, finding the place I wanted to photograph was bound to be harder than avoiding guards who didn’t expect intruders.

	As it turned out, that problem had been solved by the menial staff. Half an hour after I left my room, I was forced to hide in a store room as I heard loud pairs of footsteps ring along the tunnels. A shift change, I assumed. But they hadn’t just walked past, oblivious of my presence. My heart had almost leapt into my mouth when they came into my refuge and started lugging huge sacks of feed from right beside me. I panicked for a moment and just hoped the closest man wouldn’t see me, but this was a routine task for them and the two natives were more concerned with making a joke about their amerikanjie supervisor than paying attention to their surroundings. As far as I could gather from a few lines of half-understood conversation, they’d worked out that late evening was a perfect time to do any heavy lifting that the daily schedule required. The air wasn’t quite as hot as it was during the day, and that made even more distance when you were breaking a sweat anyway through heavy lifting. I didn’t know most of the words they used, but the ribald laughter was a big clue both to the racist nature of the jokes they shared, and the fact that nobody had yet discovered that I was out of my room.

	On an impulse, and amazed at my sudden courage, I’d jabbed one of the sacks with my pocket knife before ducking farther behind some heavy piece of unidentified equipment in the gloom. It had worked better than I could possibly have imagined, leaving a trail of unappetising looking grey-brown kernels along the floor as the second man hauled it onto his shoulders. They looked like some kind of highly processed animal feed, so there was a good chance they were making a trail that would lead me to where the live specimens were kept.

	When this lab was originally running, most of the different research operations had been just a smokescreen. The lab I was hopefully heading to would have been the centre of the whole operation, but now there were few scientists remaining. A few of the original researchers remained, people who knew the layout but weren’t under suspicion by the international courts. They were outnumbered by UN experts sent in to supervise the winding down of all the experiments and make sure nothing went disastrously wrong. It was a skeleton staff, even with the recent influx of extra personnel seeking to understand what the modern-day Dr Frankensteins had actually been working on. There were committees meeting all over the world now to decide whether the freaks and mutants would be transported to labs in more well-regulated countries, or destroyed and analysed for any scientific insight that could still be gained from their torment. As long as their fate was undetermined, the animals were kept fed, but nobody cared enough to give them any proper care. They couldn’t put motion sensors in the areas where animals were kept, so the minimal staffing would make it a perfect target for a journalist looking for a little fame.

	I waited in the store room and counted a thousand heartbeats after the last footsteps disappeared into the distance. Then I headed out, and saw the trail was as clear as I could have hoped. The food pellets were scattered occasionally down the hallway, but rarely more than a few feet between them. I shuffled as quietly as I could, though I was aware that the walls rang like a cowbell every time I shifted my weight too quickly. I was confident enough that if anyone was more than a corridor away, they wouldn’t be able to tell who was here or where the sound was coming from. Even in the quiet times, there were always fifth-hand echoes of echoes travelling back and forth down the hallways. And then, I struck the jackpot.

	“Faulkner Memorial Laboratory,” the sign over the double doors proclaimed. An egotistical twist I wouldn’t have expected, but with a name like that I knew this lab couldn’t be anything other than the main event. In just about every story I’d reported around the world, I’d picked out one victim from many to put a human face on mass tragedies like war and oppression. But here, this massive situation that had already captured the attention of the whole world, all the chaos could be blamed on one mad scientist’s ambition: Professor Conrad Faulkner.





Chapter 4 — In the News

	Conrad Faulkner had been in the news for a long time, for a whole range of reasons, before his secret in the jungle became a cause for worldwide political turmoil. I still remember the first time I saw his face on television, though not because the story particularly interested me then. It was just that the rest of that day had been so hectic, such a turning point, that every second was permanently engraved in my memory. It was the day my life could so easily have changed, and the slimmest of margins sent me on a completely different path, so of course I remembered.

	It wasn’t the first time I’d heard his name, though when I’d been in college I’d only heard some of the science nerds mention his name. He’d been one of the leading lights in a particular branch of pharmacology. Some of my friends had studied his work, and I guess if you were in the drugs industry you would have heard of him a lot sooner than I did. Some people who never paid attention until recently might be amazed to hear that he had once been well respected, revered almost, or that he was skilled and successful. They shouldn’t be so surprised, everyone always says that there’s a fine line between genius and madness, and that line had been a tightrope Faulkner walked along long before he stumbled over to the wrong side.

	He’d been mentioned in a couple of newspapers a week or two earlier, in connection to his investigation by a variety of medical ethics committees and subsequent firing by a large faceless corporation. It was the kind of story that would only be noted by a wannabe reporter who scoured every column inch of the local and national news hoping to absorb the skills of journalism by sheer quantity of exposure. I’d read the story alongside a hundred others, made a mental note of the way the reporter used the words “scandal” and “inhumane” to try to add a veneer of excitement to what was really a story of transgression against industry regulations. I’d assumed that by the end of the week I’d never hear about him again, unless one of the geeks who idolised him wanted to stay in touch after I left college.

	The moment I got home from classes that day, I found a note on the counter for me. It was addressed to me by name, and was signed by my older brother Paul, even though we were the only people living in our parents’ house now. Before their accident, Mom had always delivered reprimands in written form with a single four-letter name at the head. Paul had continued the tradition, though it had struck me as pointless ever since John had left. If the neighbours wanted to make snide comments about my oldest brother, they used indirect terms like “Some people”, or they said “That’s what makes us different from them”. It was like they thought never mentioning his name would somehow spare them from contact with the scandal that had torn our family apart. Paul’s letters were only ever for my attention now, but still had to be addressed to me by name.

	“Mark — We need to talk tonight. I’ll see you when I get home. Paul.” The note was simple enough, but I didn’t know why he needed to leave it at all. Did he want me to be anticipating this conversation with dread? Maybe he thought that if I was hating it enough, I might be inspired to make better choices with my life. He’d picked the wrong method of persuasion tonight, though, because I knew we needed to talk. There were so many things I needed to say to him, but he’d never be willing to listen. He wanted me to pick a specialisation for my final year at college, which the official letters said I needed to have decided on by the end of the month.

	Seeing the note, I didn’t want to have that conversation again. I went up to my room and started cramming things into a bag. My passport, some clothes, a tiny tent, a letter of introduction courtesy of my friend Samus. As I stormed around the room trying to find everything I’d need, my mind was whirling just as quickly. I’d been planning to do this, but later in the month after I’d had a little more time to research my options. Maybe I would have gone through with it, or maybe I would have had second thoughts. That letter was the tipping point that made my decision for me.

	I wasn’t a dropout, I’d done really well right through school, and in the first year of college. They said I was a genius, with a natural talent for abstract mathematics and something of a gift for the sciences too. I’d followed that path because it came so naturally, and never really considered doing anything else with my life. That’s why it had come as such a shock when I realised I didn’t actually like where I was headed. What’s not to like? Someday soon I’d have some qualifications, a good job, a house of my own where the walls weren’t made of cheap timber and gypsum board. I might be an academic, which was certainly the path to tread if you wanted to bring home a salary both reliable and luxurious. And with all that, there was no way I could fail to find good people to hang around with as well. Friends from work would all be white-collar geniuses, the kind of people I could talk to without effort, and no girl could resist the charm of a loquacious, popular, successful, and wealthy young man with a good career.

	That was all wrong. Well, not wrong so much as not what I wanted. It was about six months before deciding to walk out that I realised I didn’t care about money, prestige, or success. What I cared about was making a difference in the world. Sure, if I became a master of statistics I could do all the equations to tell some big corporation how to synthesise chemicals a few percent more efficiently, and my bosses would be oh so generous after they made an extra billion dollars off my work. But who would it really help? Teaching was no better, because it would just be moulding younger students so that they could find themselves following the same path I was now trapped on. I wanted out.

	I wanted to be a crusading journalist, travelling the world to report on the starving and the oppressed. I would send back stories so poignant that the great and the good couldn’t refuse to send aid to those who needed it. I’d give my readers an impression of a war zone that would be so real they felt like they were there, and they’d force their governments to stop the carnage. And if I was going to do that, my natural ability with languages would be good enough. If I could translate an advanced engineering paper into seven languages for a conference, then I didn’t need any academic qualifications to go out and find the news. I could pick up a language in a few weeks if I set my mind to it, even if I didn’t pick up enough dictionary words to be considered fluent. There weren’t any paper qualifications in the kind of things I could do well, but I was sure by then that it didn’t matter.

	You didn’t need any certificates to be a crusading journalist. The Internet didn’t want proof of your ability before you were allowed to post, all that matters was having the words that would move people and get them to tell their friends. That was one thing I was sure of. So when Paul said he wanted to talk down to me again, my mind was made up and I’d have no second thoughts about heading away to lead my own life. I’d be a success, I knew I would. That’s just how naïve I was, you could even say stupid. But I was still a teenager even if the law called me an adult, and I’d never had to fend for myself. I really thought I could just go join some small news organisation, or even get to some third world disaster area under my own steam and just start reporting. How to get people to read me was something I could think about later, if Samus’s letter didn’t open enough doors.

	It was probably a good job I decided to catch the television news before I headed out, or the headlines at least. I thought there could be a pointer in there to where in the world needed my attention the most. But as I flicked onto a news channel, the first story didn’t have any giant government or corporation bullying the people without power or influence. The screen showed a low-res home video, slightly shaking and somewhat blurred. There was a child running around a small but well-tended suburban garden. The sun shone brightly enough to have dried out patches of the grass as well as turning the girl’s exposed arms and legs an overexposed white on the cheap camera. She was wearing an Easter dress, and had one hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun, also meaning the audience couldn’t get a clear view of the kid’s face. I immediately assumed a child dead or missing, else they’d be able to get a more professional image to illustrate whatever the story was.

	“…illegal biotechnology research,” the announcer was saying as the sound came on. “Although Glassner-Whyte-Jones Incorporated has not yet released details of Doctor Faulkner’s experiments, supervisor Dr Michael Aldred-Cohen informed Channel 6 News World – in an exclusive interview earlier this week – that all drugs and samples kept at the company’s New Jersey laboratory had been destroyed in a lab fire, permanently ending research along similar unethical lines.”

	The man sitting on a lawn chair, occasionally throwing a beach ball back over to his daughter must be the infamous Dr Faulkner, then. He looked younger than I would have expected for someone with such a weighty reputation. His hair was already greying, but the lines on his face were all creases of sadness rather than the wrinkles of age. His nose was buried in a book, which he perused intently. The camera moved closer, and someone must have spoken because the man looked up and put on a forced smile. I couldn’t hear his words, the news channel hadn’t kept the original audio from the recording, but the redness of his eyes said he’d been crying, and the resigned slump of his shoulders made me think that wasn’t unusual for him.

	I might have flicked over to one of the other news channels, but there was something odd in this report. I’d read the sidebars about Faulkner’s fall from grace in all the newspapers, but they didn’t see it as particularly newsworthy. There had to be some new development, but I didn’t know why they would choose to show him as a family man rather than take footage from some scientific conference or other. This wasn’t the kind of story I could make a difference on, I was sure, but I was intrigued enough to wait for the details.

	“…no further investigation was being undertaken, and a Federal manhunt was only initiated this morning after school officials reported that Lucretia was also missing…”

	That answered my question. A line of text scrolled across the bottom of the screen as the video was replaced by mugshots in which Faulkner looked a lot healthier and more confident. In a few seconds, I could discover that Faulkner had disappeared before a full investigation into his illegal research could be carried out. That was news, but not the kind of thing the public was massively interested in. Then it turned out that his eight year old daughter hadn’t come home from school, and the aunt who was supposed to be looking after her was distraught. A daughter who’d been in and out of hospital throughout the past two years but the diagnosis of her illness was still under question.

	Channel Six had gone to interview doctors in the hope they could have a sensational story about a girl who might die if taken away from her treatment, but what they learned was even more shocking: Lucretia Wellingsley Faulkner had never had the blood tests that the doctors recommended, because her father insisted that he had already sought a consultation from all manner of specialists at other institutions. The hospital was only needed to provide palliative treatment, which they’d been happy to do before finally realising that the specialists named on her charts all led back to Faulkner himself. Nobody knew what was wrong with the girl, and though samples had been taken, the results all seemed to be missing. Every hospital, every clinic, thought that somebody else had the rest of this little girl’s file.

	It had been concerned relatives calling up some of those mysterious doctors that had broken the case in the first place. It had turned out surprisingly difficult to separate the man’s work from his personal projects, and in the course of trying to unravel it all his supervisor had realised just how badly Faulkner’s research project violated all kinds of medical ethics. Her extended family had quickly stepped in to care for her, and more importantly to ensure that her potentially deranged father couldn’t get close to her again. Nobody had expected they’d find that task so difficult.

	The newsreader was careful to hedge her bets. It could be that her father knew more about her condition, and he thought that it was worth the risk of taking her with him while he fled from the authorities. Maybe he knew that she’d be safe even without access to a proper hospital, or maybe he just thought he did. But on the other side of the coin, he might know a lot more than he was letting on. The whole report was worded to plant the suspicion that this respected pharmacologist had been conducting illegal experiments on his own child, and that she had never been sick at all. They couldn’t say it without any kind of evidence, but it was clearly there in the way the rhetorical questions were phrased.

	I turned away and switched the TV off, deciding to search for a story that was better suited to me once I was away from here. It was terrible, what had happened to that girl, and I knew I’d wonder about it along with the rest of the world as the police search closed in. But for now there was nothing else I could do about it.

	As soon as the TV was off, the first thing I heard was a key in the front door. I’d wasted more time than I thought. I grabbed my bag without even doing a last check of its contents, and ran to the back door in an abortive attempt to escape a life of academic boredom.





Chapter 5 — A Secret Shared

	There were worse things than boredom, I knew. But I made the right choice as a kid, because I could never have lived with myself if I’d taken the easy route only to see the atrocities perpetrated against less advantaged people later in life. By following my heart and following the news, I had a way to help people who had been subjected to things more terrible than I could dream of. Being caught by Paul before I left was the best thing that had ever happened to me, because after finishing college and going through a real journalism course I could walk through so many doors that would have slammed in my face if I’d reached them as an idealistic runaway.

	Trying to help the tortured animals find peace, I was still stumped now. The doors to the Faulkner Laboratory were locked, of course, which was why I’d carefully relieved one of our guards of his keys earlier in the day. There were advantages to having a guard to watch every foreign visitor, especially when the majority of those guards probably had very little real world experience of their role. The administration here was terrified of journalists or foreign ambassadors sneaking off to see things they weren’t supposed to, so they had provided so much extra security that there had been bound to be at least one who was bored of babysitting foreigners and not paying enough attention to me while my assistant Marcos provided a distraction.

	The problem here was that none of the keys secreted around my pockets would fit this lock. The door had what looked like some kind of keypad, to enter a code. The numbers weren’t numbers, but ten unfamiliar squiggles. I thought back to when we’d been introduced to one of the local tribes a few days before; I think these were the symbols they’d used. It didn’t matter, though, it was a 10 digit keypad regardless of what marks were on the keys, and more importantly it was a keypad to which I had no idea of the code.

	I contemplated trying numbers at random, but I knew that even a four digit code had a myriad possibilities. If I took just a second to enter each possibility, I’d still expect to be here more than an hour before I got lucky. I was staring at the keypad, with its unfamiliar transfers on the keys, when I heard someone coming towards me. I didn’t even notice as the footsteps somewhere else in the compound turned into steps around the next corner; the confusion of echoes that had protected me was going to be the thing that got me caught now. I could duck into the alcove opposite, but I could hear every step from around the next corner so clearly. If I moved, they’d clearly know someone was here, and the relative gloom of the corridor wasn’t enough to keep me hidden if anyone was actually looking around.

	As I was frozen in indecision, Dr Corliss appeared. I was still incredibly anxious, but I breathed a mental sigh of relief at least. Corliss had been with us on our expeditions to see the tribes and the animals, and I thought I knew the kind of person he was. Of all the scientists here, he seemed the most out of place. He understood every tiny nuance of the politics between the many tribes in the area, and the slightly different languages spoken by each, but he didn’t seem to have a clue about politics in the real world or the travesties that Faulkner had been perpetrating in this very building. He was so oblivious to events around him, I guessed, that the UN scientists had allowed him to stay. He knew the lab was under different management now, but he neither knew nor cared why. It was like he’d spent so long in the ivory towers of his own mind that he didn’t understand anything other than the problem he was researching. There was just a chance that he wouldn’t find my presence here suspicious.

	“Hi, Doctor,” I put on a cheerful air, trying to hide all my worries. I just had to take control of the dialogue, and make sure he didn’t think of the questions I didn’t want to answer. It was the kind of tactic I’d used in interviews so many times, though never with quite so much at stake. “I was just on the way to the thing. What are you doing up so late? Some new discovery?”

	“No!” he snapped back, immediately on the defensive, “All biology research has been forbidden! We are strictly keeping the base running, and making sure the… animals stay healthy. I’m visiting…” and he hesitated. Had I just stumbled on a secret project, something he wanted to hide? “Visiting the specimens, to make sure they’re being fed okay. Yeah, all the animals,”  he nodded vigorously, finding a viable excuse. It didn’t explain why he was here so late at night, or why he was so jumpy. He was hiding something, and I wanted to know whether the lab was actually continuing their work in secret, or if this was some private errand he was keeping from the others too. But I couldn’t really ask without prompting him to wonder why I was up at this hour. For now, we’d overlook each other’s secrets.

	I made small talk, thinking maybe if he was focused on the things that interested him, he might help me without realising. I pointed to the set of symbols traced faintly below the English text on the sign over the door, and he explained that they were indeed the language of several of the local tribes. He pointed to the keypad too, sparing me the need to ask.

	“It’s an abbreviation, really. They don’t have any system of numbers as such, but in a language of fifty-six glyphs, only ten are permitted to begin a word, so the codes to the high security rooms are the initial letters of memorable phrases. I’m amazed the way Professor Faulkner managed to get into the head of the locals, after so many years of them keeping away from anything remotely civilised. They’d talk to him before me, and he doesn’t even have an anthropology background. Of course, he has a natural advantage…” he seemed to realise he was rambling as he reached down to key in the code. “Anyway, I’m afraid I can’t let you past here, and I have work to be attending to, vitally important work would you believe, some kind of close-down paperwork over the conclusion of my research. So you’d best get off to your presentation or whatever.”

	He always babbled, I’d seen that when he was lecturing us all about the native culture and the changes to the traditional brwance and magitopo since they’d come into contact with the outside world. But when he was nervous, his sentences started running on so far that you couldn’t even see the end in the distance, and he had to interrupt himself to say something else. From the panic in his eyes, I knew he was a true scientist, driven by the desire to uncover and to share knowledge, and lying had never come naturally to him. I could also see him glancing from side to side, trying to find any inspiration to cover up his transparent deception. I really didn’t care what his secret was, as long as it didn’t bring security down here, so I was willing to help him regain his peace of mind.

	“Okay doc. I’ll let you get back to your paperwork, better not keep her waiting,” I allowed a little smirk as I half turned away from the door and saw the tension in his shoulders drop away. A secretive tryst was a much better excuse for being out past midnight than paperwork, and would also explain his lying. And from the open book of his body language, I’d been right in guessing he’d rather have me believe that than look into whatever he was really doing.

	“Wait!” he called when I was nearly out of sight. I turned back, and he tossed a key towards me. “You seem a nice gentleman, discreet and honest, not like the rest of those paparazzis. Before you go demonising the Professor, you should know what really happened to Lucretia, maybe then you’ll understand why he came here.” I nodded. You could easily recognise the scientists who’d been here when Faulkner was still in charge, because they called him Professor with the respect normally reserved for a royal title. “Her room’s not been touched, it’s clean and everything where she left it, and I got Jìng to put the girls’ diary in there. We didn’t want the new Committee to find it after… Look, you can’t tell anyone what’s in there, promise me that much, but you should at least know when you’re writing your story.”

	He turned away, embarrassed, or maybe realising just how dramatically trusting a journalist might backfire. He punched the keys on the pad quickly. A soft beep, I could see from behind that his arm moved upwards before the second tone, then another pause and two beeps in quick succession, and a longer pause before the fifth and final sound. I pretended not to notice, but that was enough information to cut the number of combinations down dramatically. His hand had been at the bottom right of the pad when he told me he couldn’t let me in, so the first number was on the bottom row, or was in the ‘zero’ position if the pad had been a numeric one; the second digit was at the top, and the third and fourth were probably the same somewhere in the middle. So although the combination was five digits, rather than the four I’d seen in other places, I had enough knowledge to cut 99999 possibilities down to 558.

	I started mentally constructing a list of codes to try, so I could solve the problem quickly as soon as Corliss was gone. But I couldn’t help wondering just what his secret might be. When he’d led our tours outside the Lucretia Falls complex, he’d given the impression that he used this place only as a base of operations, and his interest was entirely in the jungle itself. So I had no idea what he might be hiding in the most secure of the laboratories.




	Dr Corliss had been introduced to us along with all the other members of the UN’s new Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee, but his speciality was pretty much a mystery. I’d not had any reason to investigate him, so all I knew was that he was a social scientist. It was only later that I learned he’d been exploring the jungles here before the lab was built, or that he’d helped Faulkner to organise local labour for the construction. That must have been a mammoth undertaking in itself, one more thing that was so much easier to understand once you were there in person.

	The complex was enormous, though a good deal of the space in the middle wasn’t occupied, where the staff quarters were carved into the cliff face and there could be yards of solid rock between one apartment and its neighbour. There were so many different spaces within the building; from the massive observation room at the top – gleaming glass crusted with dust and always sealed off – through the hotel-like building we were staying at on the cliff top, all the way down through tunnels and elevators to the secret labs in the cliff base, the lake below the waterfall, and a small compound where some crops were grown around it. It was larger than the main hospital in Sante Benedicté, which served the whole area, but still smaller than some shopping malls I’d seen back in the States. After five whole days of getting shown the same parts of the complex, and being lectured by different specialists in the same couple of conference rooms, many of our group were starting to get cabin fever, and we asked to see something different.

	A British photographer, who probably thought he was being clever, said he was worried about the impact a place like this would have on the culture of the natives and on the wildlife. After a comment like that there was no way they could keep us cooped up in the building for another day. But when they had a tour ready for us the next day, it was clear they’d already planned this. Dr Corliss wanted to show off the inroads he’d made towards understanding the tribal culture, and the Committee needed to show that they’d cooperated with the requests of the reporters and delegates. Dr Leuvens even made a point of how upset he was that the change in plans made us miss his presentation – though his preparation had consisted entirely of lounging around in the cafeteria and suggesting poker games with any of the guests who underestimated his quick fingers.

	We were to travel in what Corliss referred to as “the bus”. It turned out to be a battered vehicle running on a pair of tracks. I could only assume it had been a military personnel carrier at some point in its past, which would explain the tiny slits for windows. Inside the iron box was like an oven, as if the metal could concentrate the heat and humidity to make it even more intense.

	“How are we all going to fit?” one of the others, a Brit named Waltham, looked at the vehicle in surprise. He had the courage to say what everyone was clearly thinking.

	“We’ll have a half size group for this expedition,” Corliss answered smoothly, coming up behind the group, “You won’t be taking photographers due to the beliefs of the native tribes, and as it seems many of you have somehow acquired boasźevhe retainers,” he looked around at everyone. It was true, there were as many nut-brown faces as white in the crowd today. The locals from Sante Benedicté had been contracted to escort each group of reporters and politicians out to the Lucretia Falls compound, but more than a few of them had stayed around. It was a poor country, and they seemed to guess there would be a lot of perks to being a gopher for some rich foreign diplomat, quite apart from the way most of the politicos had got confused over the exchange rate. Even Marcos had stayed around, saying that someone needed to protect me and watch me for any sign of subversive activity as long as I was in their country.

	I felt the shift in the atmosphere immediately; Marcos stiffened beside me, and I could see more than a few clenched fists. He leaned forward to explain, but I’d guessed in an instant. There were two groups of natives in this country: the descendants of the early settlers, and the ebony men whose ancestors had never been anywhere else. There was a constant low-level feud between the two over who were the true natives, and it was a testament to someone’s skills of persuasion that there had been only a few scuffles between the representatives of both sides who worked at Lucretia Falls. The unified intake of breath told me immediately that ‘boasźevhe’ must be an offensive, racist epithet rather that a term for a manservant as I’d first assumed.

	While everyone clamoured over each other in heated argument, I took a step back. Dr Corliss had used the wrong word, but probably hadn’t meant anything by it. I’d seen him a few times sharing meals with the guests and senior staff, and already formed the opinion that he didn’t pay much attention to the affairs of everyone who wasn’t a jungle nomad. He might not even realise that the word was contentious, or think about what it meant to anyone other than the tribes he had immersed himself in. Regardless of his language, the man had a point in that if we were going to visit the men of the jungle, the presence of boasźevhe in the group would be seen as an act of aggression, a further invasion of what tribal lands they had retained. While everyone else angrily restated their own culture’s viewpoint on racism, I pulled Marcos aside.

	“Look, they’re not going to let you go with us, that much is clear. But if you really want to see me report the truth, maybe there’s a way you can help me.” I looked around furtively. The bus and its garage were on the lowest level, at the valley bottom. It was the first time we’d been down there, and given the amount of rusted ironwork around the place, I gathered it wasn’t something they made a habit of showing off to tourists. “Once we’re gone they’ll probably send you back up to the guest quarters. But with the journalists and foreigners out of sight, maybe they won’t be paying quite so much attention. See if you can get lost in between elevators, get a map of the building or at least directions to anything that my readers would like to see.” He nodded, and I hoped that was a sign he was actually on my side. It was hard to be sure, when I didn’t have a clear picture of his motives, and no idea what Paul had promised these people.

	It didn’t matter in the end. As the group divided, many still staring daggers at Corliss, he waved in my general direction. “Your soldier friend will be welcome, I’m sure. If he doesn’t make any hostile actions, or take a weapon outside the bus.”

	“Why?” I furrowed my brow in surprise, but judging the expressions I saw around me at least a few of the city-natives knew the answer. I’d just wait, and hope that it became clear in time.

	“Don’t worry, you’ll see,” the scientist just gave an enigmatic smile before he dropped through the hatch into the vehicle.

	The tough tracks made easy work of the jungle terrain, though I think it would have had a lot more trouble if regular use hadn’t kept back the foliage along a narrow path. As it was, the mud would have made it tough going for a less adapted vehicle. I wasn’t sure how far we travelled, but it took around an hour to get there. We couldn’t even talk along the way, because or the rumbling of the engine echoing back and forth inside a vehicle that felt like nothing more than an oversized tin can. Every branch striking the outside made it ring like a bell, and the back was packed tightly even with most of the native attendants, dogsbodys, and bodyguards left back at Lucretia Falls. I’m sure that when we arrived, we were all glad to get back outside.

	There were half a dozen tribesmen in the clearing. Their huts could be seen, built around the base of trees some distance away. I had to assume the men meeting us were some kind of warrior caste, as they all had the same solid build and skin like mahogany. They gave what was probably some kind of salute or greeting, clasping their hands behind their backs as they saw us. To Marcos, though, they actually bowed. I couldn’t understand how they could treat someone so differently. If anything, he was the most different from them in appearance. The tribesmen had skin the colour of mahogany, they were practically giants and exposed rippling muscle over their entire bodies. Marcos though had a wiry build, and his genetic legacy had left him with skin that didn’t show the faintest hint of a tan.

	“They revere albinos?” I hadn’t realised I’d said it out loud, but once I’d seen it I couldn’t believe it had taken me so long.

	“Indeed,” I could tell Corliss had a huge grin on his face behind me. “Maybe even worship, in the right contexts. Pink or white eyes are seen as a sign of divinity, of being touched by the White Lady, who is one of the Imatribi, the divine trinity who rule over the whole of the jungle. For generations, the tribe have taken their political lead from the strongest warriors, but their spiritual guidance comes from nomadic priests who move from one tribe to another. The priests have their own community, their own rules, and it is my belief that their skin colour is due to generations, even centuries, of inbreeding. Maybe the palest of the tribes were chosen as the prophets of the White Lady, or maybe the priests got control somehow and then the results of inbreeding changed them, and it became seen as –”

	He stopped abruptly, and dashed off at the sound of shouting from one side of the group. I later heard that a young reporter had been bitten by a snake. The warriors had immediately decided to take him to their doctor, but had trouble expressing this because only one among them had a somewhat-shaky grasp of the English language. While Corliss tried to defuse the misunderstanding, I found an opportunity to speak to one of the other tribesmen. I was a little surprised to find that Marcos and this man could mostly understand each other in their own languages, which shared an awful lot of grammar and pronunciation rules. The main difference was that the language spoken in the city had been influenced by a couple of European languages, borrowing whole words, while the tribes didn’t use any of the more recent additions. When we were allowed into the village, I learned that the big difference was that the tribes had their own writing system, which had been developed in this land before foreigners ever came, and had (as far as Dr Corliss’s enthusiastic babbling could be understood) never been shared with outsiders before.

	The tribesmen accepted us, which was a big load off our minds. They were guarded, and didn’t trust us still, but they were willing to let us be in their village. Corliss, meanwhile, didn’t seem to see the tension. He was like a kid in a candy store, running back and forth, pointing out a woman repairing some of their culture’s traditional clothes, or the distinctive way this tribe had of producing charcoal for cooking, or the way a warrior’s son first demonstrated his balance and dexterity by drawing his father’s brwance knife backwards across a whetstone. The doctor was so enthusiastic, I couldn’t help liking him. I remembered feeling like that when I was learning a new language, when everything suddenly shifts and you can see the culture and the way the words people use is shaped by their worldview and culture. I’d always been too cautious about what other people might think, and I’d never really allowed myself to show the kind of joy he was experiencing. I wondered for a moment if I might be able to get as much pleasure, if I’d been the one these mysterious people chose to share their world with.

	But it wasn’t actually Corliss, I realised. Though he’d spoken to them, and respected them in ways no outsider had done before, it wasn’t anything he’d done that had earned their trust. My mind went back to a sad, white haired man in a home video on the news.

	“Faulkner was chosen by the White Lady,” I muttered as I understood. One of the smaller men of the village, presumably a scholar of some kind compared to the muscular giants, nodded and replied in broken English.

	“You see more clearly than many,” he grinned, showing tattoos on toothless gums, “Maybe you are a friend to the jungle. I will whisper it into the ground, and maybe the tiger will look past you.” The words were a little confusing, maybe, but I could take that as a wish for good luck. While the rest of the group were snapping photos of a man with a snake bite and whatever medical practices the natives used, I went with Marcos and Amba into his hut, and we talked about the shaky relationship between Faulkner and this tribe.

	It was hard at first, the language a barrier. But Amba could manage some explanation in English, and Marcos could translate until I started to pick up a bit more of the basics myself. We were in the camp for a whole afternoon, while Corliss had planned to show us all the different crafts. In a way, I think he was trying to prove that they weren’t some kind of barbarians. But he didn’t mind me wandering away from the group, and I think he was glad to see someone actually interested in the tribe’s culture.

	“We are between the three gods,” Amba explained – with some delay while we collaborated to translate the more difficult concepts – when I asked if the three were equally important, “They all rule over this land, but we lie between them. We are the tipping point, the referee to mediate their influences over the land. We must obey each of the gods absolutely when we encounter them in the forest, but when two are in conflict we use our judgement to restore the balance.” I nodded. I wasn’t here to study the religion of these people, but I felt that understanding their culture and values would make it easier to understand what it meant for them to have pledged their allegiance to Faulkner, and maybe if I could talk to the tribesmen who’d tried to defend the lab when the marines first came to arrest Faulkner, it would be easier to find out what was really going on. Dr Corliss’s support might be useful as well, though at that point I doubted he would know what was really going on around him at the lab. He was too immersed in his own work to learn much about others’.

	We missed most of the craft demonstrations. We missed seeing the warriors compete in spear throwing – which Amba informed me could be quite amusing, as most of them were much more skilled with knives and clubs. But I learned a lot about the tribesmen, and the world as they saw it. To them, the jungle was the world. They’d been told that there were places elsewhere that had no trees; they’d heard about oceans and deserts, but the concept was entirely alien and many of them didn’t really believe it. The jungle was their world, and also the place where their three gods interacted. That was an idea I’d never come across before, and I wondered if it happened in other religions I’d never heard of.

	The gods each had their own worlds. The White Lady ruled over the lands above the jungle canopy, a ground atop the highest branches. Her land was the source of all water and wisdom, and she was known to send down her bounty to guide the people of the middle world. Albinos were said to be touched by her, and became priests. Then there was the Prince of the Hidden Lake, who would constantly drink from all the streams. His land was beneath the earth, the destination for the spirits of the dead. It was assumed without question that if you had lived according to your nature, the wise waters from above would carry your spirit to their underground nirvana. His prophets were precocious children, who were said to channel some of the wisdom of their ancestors who had since passed on. Their triumvirate of gods, the Imatribi, was completed by the Spirit That Walks, which seemed to my understanding to be some kind of nature spirit. The Spirit lived within the trees, and in the space between vines. It was responsible for telling the jungle that it is a jungle, which I felt must have a meaning more profound than anything I could understand.

	“Does the Spirit have prophets too?” I asked, wondering what kind of vessel an immanent force would choose to walk among men.

	“It can be anything. The Spirit is everywhere in the jungle, but its heart is the tiger. This is why you may not hurt the tiger.” And for a moment there, anger clouded his eyes. I remembered reading that one of the first Dutch explorers to visit here had been driven away by natives after shooting a tiger. Zoologists hoping to capture a specimen of the rare Panthera pardus alba for study had met an unusually violent reaction from every tribe in the area. If the animal was a god to them, then could they still hold a grudge against outsiders over this lack of understanding? I felt like I was standing on the brink of an abyss here, risking the trust that we’d built over hours of conversation, but I had to know.

	“I think our people don’t know that. So if a tiger chased you down in the forest, you would have no option but to run and hide?” I stumbled over the words, and I could tell that Marcos knew the issue was contentious. He seemed hesitant, maybe wondering if helping to translate would only land me in more hot water. But Amba looked at me carefully, as if the words he used were of the utmost importance.

	“If the tiger chooses to hunt you, then your body will serve to nourish the Spirit, and do more for the jungle than your life ever could,” and after a brief pause, he continued, “Though I doubt that most men would offer themselves so willingly. Some would hurt the great beast in their fear, and then if they survive it is their brothers’ duty to punish them. But, there is no doubt about the right thing to do, even if some do not do it. When the Spirit walks among us, we will always honour them.” And just when I thought I had a handle on their beliefs, that was something else that took an hour to comprehend. The tigers could take on human form, apparently. They would sometimes visit, and at first you’d think they were a visitor from a different tribe. The Spirit could take whatever shape it wanted, could be any of the creatures of the jungle, though it mainly looked like a tiger because that was the strongest. The king of the jungle, in a very literal sense. But it could just as easily be a man, because they were a part of the jungle ecosystem too. The only way to tell if a man was a tiger was to speak to him; because for all the Spirit’s skill in looking like other creatures, it would never speak the language of men (which came from the White Lady), or show respect to the bones of the ancestors (which belonged to the Prince).

	When Corliss finally came to tell me we had to go, he was eager to discuss everything I’d learned. There was still some chance I could have picked up on a detail he’d missed, I guessed. It was only when we reached the Lucretia Falls compound again that another thought came to me: Was there some reason that Barishkov needed us away from the compound that day? Something that neither the foreign reporters nor Marcos the city soldier could be allowed to see?





Chapter 6 — Bird in a Cage

	I didn’t know how long Corliss’s secretive business would last, but I couldn’t be there when he came out again. So I found another store room a little way down the corridor and waited. As the seconds stretched into minutes, my own heartbeat was all I could hear. It was probably around fifteen minutes before the anthropologist came out, I heard his footsteps ringing past my hiding place. I allowed a good few minutes after the sound had died away, then peered out cautiously. There was nobody in sight.

	The double doors to the lab each had a tiny porthole of toughened glass, about the size of my hand, allowing me to see that the lights were off in there as I came close. I held my camera up and peered at the LED display. I couldn’t see anyone, but it was still possible there could be someone hiding in the gloom. There must be dozens of animals in there, if any of the background information I’d received could be correct, but they weren’t making a sound. I couldn’t help wondering what tortures and experiments they’d been subjected to, for them to stay so silent.

	I looked at the keypad again. The native letters had been applied as 10 adhesive labels, presumably over the top of more conventional numerals. The symbol where the number 4 would normally be – three lines crossing like an asterisk – was peeling slightly at one corner, and the ink was faded. I could assume that key was used in the code, maybe, and if I reduced my 558 possibilities to just those with a ‘4’ in, then I only had 174 options to try. I had no problem summoning a list of the keys I’d have to press in my head. For all that I worked at being a journalist and mastering the art of words, I was just as good with numbers without needing the effort.

	0-7-4-4-7, I tapped the keys. A low buzz, and a red LED illuminated. No luck. Still, it made sense to start with the combinations that repeated the number 4, as that label was noticeably more worn than all of the others.

	0-7-4— bzzzt. What was wrong there? The red light was flashing now. Did the system only allow one incorrect attempt before locking down? Had this set an alarm off somewhere? I could imagine a security system that did both, but I’d assumed this place was built on the minimum budget possible given the shambolic rat-maze of identical aluminium-panel corridors. Then again, perhaps that was because Faulkner had cared about protecting the horrors of his research more than the comfort of the staff.

	As I wondered what to do next, the tiny indicator light went from flashing to steadily lit, and then after a few heartbeats winked out. Another light, blue, cast just enough illumination to reflect from the glossy symbols in the darkness.

	0-7-4-4-8. Buzz, red light. I waited, unsure if an alarm would sound after one more press. My heartbeat drummed out a count of twenty, though a rational part of my brain insisted I had probably only waited ten seconds. The blue light came back on. Could that be the key, just waiting?

	0-7-4-4-5. Buzz, red light. Wait. Wait. Wait. Blue light. Wait ten seconds between each attempt, maybe fifteen. That could be an hour to try them all, if I was incredibly unlucky.

	0-7-4-4-1. Buzz, red light. I glanced through the window while the seconds slowly flowed past. Was that some sign of movement beyond? I felt like if my eyes were just a little more suited to the dark, maybe if I squinted just a little harder, I could see movement. But I couldn’t afford to get distracted, knowing that even if one of the animals awoke there was nothing I could do to put it out of its misery right now.

	0-7-4-4-2. Buzz, red light.  I tried to commit to memory the sequences I’d already tried. It wouldn’t do to waste precious time repeating them. It was the kind of thing I was normally good at, but this kind of pressure could drive anyone to make mistakes.

	0-8-4-4-7. A buzz, and a red light. I should be getting used to it by now, but my mind wouldn’t settle down to this tedious work. Could there be some other way to get into the lab? Maybe with a flash, I could get some photos of animals in their squalor through the little portholes. I suspected it would just result in glare off the glass, though.

	0-8-4-4-8. Buzz, red light. Again.

	0-8— buzz. Flashing light; I’d let my attention wander too far, and leapt on the buttons just before the light went out. I stood, forcing myself to wait as the tiny red eye blinked.

	0-8-4-4-5. Buzz, red light. Slow and steady, that’s the way to do it.

	0-8-4-4-2. Buzz, red light. It was tedious already, and I’d only managed 10 codes. Still, I’d rather do this for a week than repeat the farce that had been Tehran. It was always that memory that came back, when I started to worry on a job. I knew that however badly I did, whatever happened to me, it was better than the events of my first visit to Tehran.

	0-8-4-4-1. Buzz, red light. This time I was sure I’d glimpsed movement on the other side of the glass. There was a tiny pinprick of light through there, gently swaying. I wondered for a moment if it was a guard, and tensed myself to run. But then my eyes managed to identify the vaguest of shapes in the gloom, and I realised the emergency lighting was reflecting off something.

	0-4-7-7-4. Buzz, red light. I wasn’t even looking at the lock now, my fingers knew the shape of the keypad. I could just watch the movement of two glittering specks in the darkness. Eyes, I realised, and with that point of reference I can start to make something out of the vague black-on-black shapes in the lab. That could be a hunched up form, some kind of creature tensing ready to strike. The eyes were gleaming with reflected light, and from this distance looked almost white.

	0-4-8-8-4. Buzz. I punched the code in one handed, not even looking. I tried to meet the creature’s gaze. Could it see me, maybe? Predators often had better night vision. I couldn’t help wondering what it would look like: a cat, or a wolf, or some chimera of mismatched parts like a living taxidermist’s joke. How obvious would its mutation be, or marks from whatever experiments the scientists here had conducted?

	0-4-5-5-4. Buzz. The eyes held mine, not wavering in the slightest. This creature had seen me. There was a part of me that wanted to be afraid of the monster in the dark. But this was no monster, I knew. I should only feel pity for the victims of the geneticist’s experiments. I knew that with the images I’d capture today, these creatures’ suffering would be seen by millions of people around the world, and they would finally be allowed a peaceful end to their suffering.

	0-4-1— Pain. The world spun around me and for a second I couldn’t even tell where the pain had come from. Then as I tumbled to the ground I caught sight of a man behind me, holding some kind of wooden club. It was an ornate carven thing like a whole tree limb whose natural lumps had been turned into geometric shapes while staying just as irregular. A few of the tribesmen had carried them when we were in the jungle. The angry figure standing over me now was how the Benedicteans liked to stereotype the jungle people, and could have come straight out of one of the jokes over there. His chest was bare except for a light cape around his shoulders, and the muscles on his body were sculpted like an onyx statue. His skin gleamed with sweat, faint hints of orange and blue where the lights on the keypad and fire alarms gave shape to the silhouette. He was terrifying, more so than any soldier I’d ever had to bluff or avoid.

	The giant didn’t speak, but scowled down at me. He reached down with his free hand and yanked me up from the floor by my collar. He didn’t even look at me as he punched in the door code – 3-8-4-4-2, I was just aware enough to catch it – and dragged me bodily into the lab. There was immediate movement in the darkness, scuttling and rattling as the thud of my head against the door awoke the tortured creatures imprisoned here.

	He held me with one hand, and I knew from his grip there was no point struggling. I may as well have tried to punch out a tree. His other hand flicked on the light, and I could see my captor clearly. He was dressed like the tribesmen I’d seen in the jungle, wearing just a short cape and a kilt made from woven vines and weighted with wooden rings. My memory suggested the style was known as orbaşa, my skill with languages asserting its presence even in these stressful circumstances. His head was shaven, and decorated with a pattern of interlocking blue-green triangles and spirals. Tattoos or warpaint, I had neither the courage nor the time to ask. He was also the first of the tribal people I’d seen inside the base, although the reports I’d read before arriving suggested that there had been quite a number on the security detail.

	The room was everything I’d expected, but somehow different too. Rows of gleaming metal benches held small cages, maybe six feet long at most. The cages were simple lattices of interlocking steel wire with no concession to comfort. Some were bright and new, while others had the patina of a decade’s exposure to grime. There were more specimens than I’d expected, many more than the lab was equipped to hold, hunkered down in their beds of dried reeds. They slept or watched nervously. Many had visible injuries from the testing; patches of shaved fur revealing rows of needle tracks, or shedding to reveal blistered and chafed skin. On some I saw teeth like fangs, strange on the face of a lemur or a monkey. When my gaze landed on a big cat with scaled horns growing from its back, it took all my self-awareness not to think of them as monsters. These creatures were the victims here, I had to keep on repeating the words to myself in the hope that I could get over my fear of them.

	They were large; too large for such confined quarters. Around the edge of the room were larger cages, the size of a small dorm room. Each of these held three or more living shapes. Each cage had a trough filled with a few different colour feed pellets, the container extending under the bars so that they could be refilled from outside. A second trough held cloudy water. Maybe they were transferred to the smaller cages only when the scientists needed to work on them, that was how a lab like this normally worked. It could have been the case originally, but now the overcrowding was evident.

	My survey of the room was interrupted as I felt myself sliding across a slick, greasy surface. The giant had literally thrown me into a lone empty cage at the end of one bench. A channel at each side led to drains at the end of the bench, but the aluminium countertop beneath this cage was still coated with a thin smear of blood and fæces left by its last occupant. The guard gave me a brief, gloating smile and left without a word.

	Fluorescent lights dimmed, flickered into darkness one by one. I was left staring into a pair of inhuman eyes, a pale lavender, gleaming in the darkness not six feet away. I silently cursed my brothers for pushing me into this job. But no, that wouldn’t be fair. We had all been doing what we thought was right.





Chapter 7 — A Briefing

	Maybe it’s strange, but the first thing that comes to mind every time I try to remember that meeting was just how much I was sweating. Not as much as I did at Lucretia Falls, but in the jungle there was a good reason for having sweat-soaked clothes. I was travelling economy class, on the cheapest route I could find to get home. That turned out to mean leaving Laos in the middle of the night and crossing the world with half a dozen different budget airlines. Some of the planes should probably have been decommissioned some time in the previous century, and the provincial airports didn’t often have proper air conditioning where it was needed. Every place I stopped, I waited long enough to get frustrated with how long it was taking me but not long enough to get more than an hour’s uncomfortable sleep on an awkwardly shaped metal or plastic bench in the departure lounge.

	I would never have tolerated that kind of discomfort on a personal holiday. Though my parents hadn’t been particularly wealthy, we hadn’t been poor either and the money left over from my college fund had been repurposed into a tidy nest-egg to smooth over the worst hazards through my life. And now Paul had a good job, he’d seen it as his responsibility to be the substitute father, setting up a substantial trust fund to make sure my rebellion never let me hit rock bottom. So if I was travelling on my own budget, I could usually afford the top end of economy, or occasionally business class if I felt I deserved a treat. This time, I was travelling for work and had no such luxury. My employer at the time was an online magazine that was starting to be taken seriously by the traditional press. They could afford to send me to Laos, but only just, and it would have seemed inappropriate to show off my personal wealth.

	It wasn’t a job in the traditional sense. As much as I hated the way my brothers had got their money, they were both generous enough when it came to family that I could afford to follow my ideals. The magazine was a group of great people who shared a worldview, and worked seriously on doing what we thought was right. If I’d paid for my own flights, it would have saved the group money as well, but it didn’t feel right. That kind of ethical conundrum was almost as convoluted as the one I’d gone to report on. After Ted had spent hours trawling through budget holiday websites and putting together the absolute cheapest journey possible, it would have seemed ungrateful to wave my privileged upbringing around. So I’d gratefully accepted her plan, but still offered to pay a substantial proportion of the costs myself. I’d regretted that decision only a couple of hours into the outbound journey, and the return was even worse.

	Now I was getting to London Heathrow, probably the busiest place I’d have to change planes, and I was seriously considering staying over there or taking a different route for the last two flights. Not because of the planes; back in the developed world, even the super-economy airlines weren’t too uncomfortable. In this case, I was reluctant to return straight to my poky little apartment, because once I got there I had a meeting I was dreading. Just before I left Vientiane, my office had managed to get a message to me to say that the Most Exalted Reverend John Jenner needed to speak with me.

	A lot of people in this industry would have been delighted to get an interview with Reverend Jenner. He was a high profile celebrity, the moral compass of thousands of devout followers who could parrot every one of his diatribes. He’d forged his own belief structure out of the best bits from the doctrine of a dozen major churches, and so become the voice of faith and ethical guidance to so many people who considered themselves Christians even though his TV show was as close as they ever came to a church. Since he’d started a high profile campaign for the church to retake its rightful place in deciding the law, the major news stations would have given anything for an interview. The man was popular, famous, and influential – but also notoriously bad at showing up for any event that didn’t further his cause. His press coverage was nearly always him giving a speech, and the opportunity to actually ask the Reverend questions would be a godsend to any struggling journo.

	He was also a sneaky, manipulative jerk whose PR strategy seemed to be heavily focused around making sure nobody ever found out the truth about his delinquent childhood. There were so many secrets that would surely have earned him an eternal place in hell if his own brimstone and damnation preaching was to be believed. But for all his flaws, and all the things he’d done in the past, he was still my brother. I wasn’t quite sure yet if that was enough reason to meet him or not. Maybe by the time I got home I’d have reached a decision.

	“We need to talk,” that was the problem. It was a message that always spelled trouble. From my parents, or from Paul after they were gone, those four words always meant they’d discovered some misdemeanour. Even if I hadn’t done anything wrong, it always made me worry that there was some mistake I hadn’t even noticed. From John it was different. When I was a kid, if he’d said “We need to talk” it almost certainly meant he wanted to borrow my pocket money for just a drop more booze. As I grew into my teens, he’d stopped hiding bottles around the house as he started to experiment with drugs. Then he’d asked for money less often, because his new habit was less likely to be anything I could afford. After he left home, I heard he’d gotten all the addictions out of his system and taken a hit of God instead. I was almost certain that meant he didn’t touch drugs or booze any more, though with John I knew I’d never be sure.

	But still, “We need to talk” was a pronouncement of doom. When I was younger I’d never bothered to hide from John when I did something wrong. He’d always done far worse, and he didn’t care about anyone else’s misdemeanours. Then he’d got all pious, and he forgave his own past transgressions, but “we need to talk” started to mean a sermon on how I should follow his path. He hadn’t tried that in a while though, so maybe now those words had another meaning. I’d only had this job for a few months, and already he’d be calling on me when he wanted a sympathetic voice in the liberal media. I didn’t know for sure, but I was almost certain that was what he had in mind by the time I arrived, hair bedraggled and with clothes soaked in sweat, at Heathrow.

	When you saw Reverend Jenner, you’d see a serene grin that practically radiated inner peace, and eyes that occasionally flashed with hellfire when he saw injustice being done. But when I looked at those eyes, I saw the echoes of my crazy oldest brother bucking to get off the rails, pushing the limits to find out just how much he could get away with. I remembered the joyful grin that made his eyes sparkle, and the way he’d convinced me to go along with some outrageous scheme. He was after political power just as much as Paul now, except he promised redemption and truth instead of technological growth and a stable economy. And despite all we’d been through together, maybe because of it, I could never imagine him being responsible with that kind of authority.

	I was off the plane and walking into the massive terminal building when I finally realised that thought was as good as a decision. I didn’t trust John despite the family connection, so I should avoid meeting with him. I’d go by a different route from London. Maybe I’d just lounge around town for a few days and get immersed in the culture. I wasn’t usually too much into the conscious style of the British club scene, but it would have been very different from the Laos nightlife and I knew I’d appreciate the change. By the time John’s minders got wind of my change of schedule, it would be too late to reschedule their impromptu meeting. He could find somebody else to do his dirty work this time.

	It didn’t quite happen like that, because as soon as I stepped through the gate at Heathrow I saw a beanpole figure striding towards me. His face was all too familiar, the bone structure so similar to my own, though maybe a little more delicate. He had the unnaturally brilliant green eyes that had been passed down through our family for generations, though somehow I’d managed to miss out on that part of the Jenner legacy. Where Paul differed from me most, though, was the attention he paid to his appearance, as well as that of his aides. Slicked back hair gleamed bronze under the neon lights, probably set by a professional stylist an hour before the meeting. To me a sharp suit was just a suit, but for him it was no doubt a unique creation of some designer or label that he was holding up as a pillar of all-American values this month. He called out to me, though I couldn’t hear him over the crowds in the terminal building, and as he waved me over he flashed his trademark dazzling smile for the benefit of any cameras that happened to catch him in this unguarded moment.

	As he got closer, showing off an exaggerated charm that I was pretty sure wasn’t for my benefit, I scanned the room for any exit where I could pretend I hadn’t seen him. John was the one who’d gone from crazy to power-hungry, but Paul had grown up in his shadow and turned to the power of politics and manipulation to get what he wanted. They both needed to be in control, but Paul had been that way for as long as I could remember, and was so convinced that he was right that he couldn’t tolerate any disagreement. I didn’t want to talk to him either, even to see why he was here.

	It was a busy room, with people bustling everywhere in all kinds of moods and fashions. I wasn’t staff here and I wasn’t getting back on the plane now, so I had to walk roughly towards Paul’s insincere smile. Behind him were four men who were very clearly not together, pointedly paying no attention to each other while they all kept their gaze darting between me and my brother. They wore identical suits that wouldn’t look out of place on business travellers, except for jackets that had a slightly unusual cut to make it easier to conceal a shoulder holster. Expertly tailored, though one guy’s jacket was open enough that I could see the guns weren’t in evidence today. They probably couldn’t get the permits to carry them on British soil at such short notice. They had identical dark glasses, too. Probably some high tech material that hid their eyes from the world without impairing their vision under relatively low light indoors. I didn’t see the earpieces, so their scientists must have made those more discreet.

	Everything about these four – no, six, there were two more on the far side of the crowd – was so nondescript that you wouldn’t be able to pick them out in a crowd. I could only pick them out because nobody else in the crowd was making anything like as much effort to be unmemorable. Put together, every detail screamed secret service. Maybe my brother had managed to make even more powerful enemies in my absence, or maybe he’d just grown used to having a bodyguard around him.

	“Mark!” he called, showing a trace of an accent now. He travelled a lot, but he sounded almost Australian now, but flatter and without the nasal quality. I couldn’t tell if he’d spent a month or two in some obscure country to pick that up, or if his voice coaches had calculated the accent that would provoke maximum trust from the maximum number of voters. “It’s so good to see you again, what are the chances of that?”

	He reached out with both arms as if to offer a manly hug, and I automatically prepared myself for his crushing embrace. But at the last minute the gesture turned into a firm handshake. Maybe some focus group had decided that hugging was too gay for a man who might one day be running the country? Right now, I wished his think-tanks would have told him that involving me in his overwrought schemes wasn’t a good idea. He should have known without asking that I’d say no, we were both scientists in college and we’d got the same training about looking at the evidence. But rather than uniting us, the scientific method was just an example of why I could never really trust either of my brothers.

	It’s easy enough, you look at the evidence and it tells you what the right answer is. Paul used it differently; he’d pick a result that benefited him, the laws he wanted to pass or the company who could pay him most, and then he’d go looking for evidence that supported it. Anything that told him he was in the wrong was simply swept under the rug or paid to disappear.

	Nothing annoyed me more than my brothers’ mad dive into politics. I knew that in a way, I was reacting to that by becoming a crusading journalist, biting at the corrupt system that supported me. Does that make me a politico too? I hope not.

	“Hi Paul,” I gave a fake smile, he must have known I wouldn’t be pleased to see him, “Listen, I got another flight to catch, so–”

	“Mark, Mark! Don’t worry about that,” he didn’t falter, but led me towards the executive lounge without releasing my hand. He babbled something about taking a few minutes to catch up with family. As we sat down and a couple of suited minions brought cups of cola, I could only see one real upside to this situation: At least it took me away from whatever John was going to ask for.




	I’d heard bits and pieces of what was going on at Lucretia Falls already. It was a big event in world news, and with the world becoming more connected even the most remote parts of Laos weren’t far behind the current news. I only knew what I’d overheard discussed in the towns, though, because it seemed counterproductive to keep on reading news from elsewhere while I was actually on a job. I’d heard bits about it before I set off there, but from what Paul told me the situation had only grown more volatile while I was away.

	It was a long time since I’d first seen Doctor Faulkner’s face on the news, and I probably wouldn’t have remembered the story if I hadn’t known a little more than most people when it first broke. But a few months before our meeting in London, the missing Dr Faulkner had reappeared, along with a team of other scientists, many of whom had similar reputations in their home countries. The faces that stood out from the crowd included Dr Igor Barishkov, who the papers claimed had a price on his head if he ever returned to the Baltic States, disgraced European geneticists Petrov and Dorolev, and vocal eugenics proponent Dr Bruce Maxwell.

	Paul showed me newspaper clippings and recorded broadcasts to explain that this mismatched group had been conducting research at a secret lab in the middle of a tiny jungle nation too small for most governments to care about. Illegal research, carrying out terrifying experiments on the indigenous fauna, and if some rumours were to be believed, on the tribal peoples of the area as well. There was no clear story of what exactly they were researching, and mostly the media were content to let people believe whatever nightmares their own imaginations could conjure up. But the world was safe again, because police had stormed the lab and taken control, ending the terrible travesty against nature. People should have been throwing a parade for the heroes who’d done their duty on the day, even if Faulkner himself had died in an unavoidable gun battle.

	The story stunk, I could see that even when I was seeing the identical coverage from all the major channels. That was one more reason to ignore the news while I was working: because I knew all they’d allow to be published would be a manufactured story that had almost no connection to the truth. In this case Paul might be a better source of information, though I had no doubt that when he brought me up to date he’d put his own slant on all the facts in order to get my support.

	He started by parroting what I’d already heard from the news, though with a hidden promise of more information. By the time he got down to the meat of the story, the terminal’s executive lounge was practically deserted. In fact, there was nobody there at all except for me, my brother, and a half dozen of his security minions. The guy bringing our drinks gave him a subtle nod, and then he seemed to accept he was free to tell me the truth. I wish I’d thought ahead enough to have a recording device on me, or even to have turned my phone on, but I hadn’t had any idea this was coming until I saw him.

	The police hadn’t been police. They’d been military; marines to be precise. Some people in the government had been given reason to believe that Barishkov’s research might have had military potential if continued, so had completely ignored normal channels and called in favours from people in other parts of the administration in the hope of being heroes. To the marines, it had seemed reasonable to send troops into a foreign country to seize control of whatever this guy was researching. And that was where the official press statements veered wildly away from the truth: the objective had never been just to shut the lab down. The suspects were all world class scientists, especially biologists, and it was reasonable to believe that between them they might have discovered something truly groundbreaking. But in the wake of the raid, while the media was lauding our military heroes, the negotiating tables at the United Nations had grown more and more hostile. American forces were accused of invading another nation, and one that could never have posed a threat to them.

	One US senator had conceded that they had no business sending police into another country to deal with matters that country had no law against. Then he’d ended his career by saying that was why he’d sent soldiers instead. As well as making an enemy of delegates from the three countries that the Lucretia Falls complex might have been in, he had cut off his support from the Marine Corps as well. There was no record of the exact words he’d used – the only reporter who had any recordings had absent-mindedly misplaced the tape when distracted by a briefcase full of money – but I gathered that there were some situations in which confusing soldiers and marines, or members of the other armed forces, could be considered ignorant or insulting. Even while the situation with the UN was still delicate, there had been a feeding frenzy at home as others raced to take over the disgraced senator’s political assets and bargaining chips.

	Over the last month, the facility at Lucretia Falls had become quite a hot potato. There were several governments trying to claim restitution for the American invasion, all claiming that their maps placed the site clearly within their borders. Along with the Americans and other supposedly disinterested nations, they all wanted access to any useful information the lab’s files might yield. Nobody, though, wanted responsibility for closing down the experiments and the inevitable public outrage. Every possibility could be seen as political suicide for one reason or another, and nobody wanted their head on the chopping block. In the end, a special international task force had been set up to manage the lab until the United Nations could properly decide what was to be done with all the specimens.

	The best that all those management geniuses and spin-doctors could come up with was a committee so that no one person or nation had to take responsibility for their decisions. They called it the Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee, and as Paul told the story I quickly read between the lines to realise it was set up to fail. Whatever they did with the unnatural creatures at that lab, there would be vast numbers of normal people baying for blood. Kill the freaks? That’s wasting research that could save millions of lives, and would no doubt outrage the animal rights front as well. Study them further? That’s validating Faulkner and encouraging others to repeat his crimes. Sooner or later, the truth would come out and everyone on the committee would be a scapegoat for their respective governments. The sacrifice of a few jobs would absolve all the involved governments of blame, so they could go on with their primary duty of robbing the taxpayers blind. The unfortunates assigned to this posting were, therefore, mostly diplomats or scientists chosen on the basis of having annoyed their superiors in some way, rather than any experience relevant to dealing with lifeforms that nobody had ever heard of a month earlier. The whole situation was a train wreck, and everybody could see that there was another train going full bore at the debris; however it went down, the best outcome possible was a dramatic explosion.

	Among all the alleged experts, there were a small number who had been at Lucretia Falls already. They knew the place, and spoke the language well enough to deal with the locals who worked there. They were mostly scientists who had their own reasons for wanting to work in obscurity, whose research had little to do with Faulkner’s travesty. There was exactly one person on the list who had any knowledge of the monstrous creatures being held in that lab or the techniques that had gone into creating them, and his appointment surprised me more than anything else. Doctor Igor Barishkov was now on the chair of committee, having had his sentence commuted in exchange for helping the United Nations team to clean up a situation he had helped to create. It was justified because he was the world’s leading expert, and the only man capable of doing the job, several draft press releases said. I would have been willing to bet that his previous offences hadn’t been mentioned in anything that had gone out to the public. It seemed that even after reporting from some of the darkest situations in modern history, I still wasn’t cynical enough when it came to predicting the machinations of my own country’s elected representatives.

	The lab was still running, and Barishkov was in charge. It was still to be seen whether he was concerned with completing the jobs he’d been tasked with, or would sell the research results to private concerns at the first opportunity. The United Nations Science, Education, and Culture Organisation – at least according to Paul’s allies on the committee – were pretty confident that the inhuman experiments had been stopped, that wasn’t just a story for the press. But the lab couldn’t be shut down completely because someone had to keep the specimens alive until the UN decided what to do with them, and someone had to keep the lab from being attacked by the area’s savage tribesmen. Killing Faulkner hadn’t changed much out there, and it was clear that Paul wished they’d never even discovered it. The only thing that the attack had changed was putting many more people’s careers on the line ready for when the truth came out.

	The big battle now was in public relations. It was on the news, every single day. The big issue in every political debate was what should be done with these monstrous creations. They were life created against the will of God, and should be destroyed before they bring down judgement on us. They were a valuable clue into how genetic information is really passed on, and while it would be immoral to create more they should still be studied. The creatures hadn’t chosen to be subjected to the tortures of medical experimentation, and the only humane course was to allow them to die in peace. The mutagenic hormone concoction that had allowed the combination of incompatible genomes could be dangerous, and the hybrid animals should be sealed away in case they could cause mutations in the local wildlife. It seemed that both science and religion had piled in on both sides of this thorny question, filling the airwaves with conflicting and confused rhetoric.

	“So what’s this got to do with me?” I asked, when my brother seemed to have reached a convenient break in his recap. Before he answered, Paul took a good look around us. The lounge was luxuriously appointed, a rest between flights for first class passengers, but his secret service guys seemed to have kept the place sealed for now. There was nobody else here; it was probably safe to talk openly. I could see his eyes darting around repeatedly, hoping to make sure before he spoke.

	“I’ve been there,” he confided eventually, leaning forward to give me an impression of trust. “I’ve talked to Barishkov, though I’m sure you’ll understand I was against his appointment in the first place. I’ve seen the hybrids Faulkner had created. They could tell us so much if we understood how it was done. The one he’s most proud of is part ape, part salamander. Half a dozen of the things, which the behaviourists say is amazing because of the way they interact with each other. They’ve been experimenting for years, combining systems from completely different organisms to see how they interact. With the things they’ve learned, the science behind this madness, it could shed so much light on human physiology. Maybe we’ll find ways to create new medicines, or to treat inherited diseases for good. However you feel about what he was doing, there’s no question that this research could save millions of lives!”

	“Or billions of dollars,” I guessed the hard truth behind his enthusiasm, “Your buddies in big pharma are giving you a decent cut for a shot at dissecting Faulkner’s specimens. But you need help spinning the situation so you can get at them, right?”

	“Mark,” he said with a tone that could almost have been pity. No explanation, though. He didn’t refute my accusation or try to make excuses. There was another pause. It might have been an uncomfortable pause, or maybe he was just trying to decide what to say. It was hard to tell with Paul.

	“We’re both scientists,” he eventually conceded, “You must see there’s something worth researching here. Whether it makes money or not, a scientist has to ask questions and find the answers. We can’t just let a golden opportunity like this go to waste because a crackpot like your brother’s drumming up so much support for this sentimental crap about hurting artificial hybrids that wouldn’t even exist without that lab!”

	I tried to hide my shock, but don’t know how successful I was. My brothers didn’t get on. Never had, at least as long as I remember. John had once totalled the family car while wasted, and Paul never forgave him. The eldest brother went off to the city to party without guidance, and the family pretty much disowned him. Paul was the only one who’d tried to keep him ostracised after he found his faith and came back full of remorse, forgiveness, judgement, and hellfire. Now, if they wanted to quarrel, they both used me to pass on their messages.

	I’d thought they were over that, now they both had important affairs of God and the world to deal with. Just my luck they’d find themselves on the same issue sooner or later.

	“You haven’t answered my question, though.” I’d spent the last month dealing with corrupt, self-righteous officials, men who’d sold out their own families, and smiling businessmen with all the altruism of an alligator. It was Paul’s bad luck he was facing me when I’d yet to get back into the habit of taking shit from anyone. “Why me?”

	“Pete Carling can’t get me out there again without looking like he’s playing favourites, but maybe we can get you into the lab. Lucretia Falls, they call the place. I could use an independent analysis from a scientist with no visible party affiliation, but half the biologists I’ve got on the team, I don’t know if I can trust them to reach the right conclusions. Would need to keep my eye on them.” I wondered how he could be so sure I’d get to the right conclusion, or even how he could be so sure that he was right.

	“We’re brothers, I know you’ve got my back. And you’re a known humanitarian, great campaigner, all that pro bono BS, your name’s going to give a lot of weight. Not to mention, of course, the truth’s got to come out sooner or later, and you’re just the kind of guy they’d believe doesn’t recognise protocol. Better for patriotism, too, if it’s not some foreigner blowing the whistle. Just be careful, yeah, some things are hidden for a reason. Can I count on you?”

	I didn’t reply. I didn’t trust myself to even speak to the guy without punching him. It wasn’t that he’d just insulted the causes I devoted my life to. It wasn’t that he blithely assumed I’d follow his orders like a good little sheep. It wasn’t that he always assumed that whichever side he’d chosen was right, and bent the facts to fit. It wasn’t that he’d marched into a foreign airport and demanded my attention with no warning whatsoever. It wasn’t even the old animosity, the “your brother” quip about John.

	It was all of that, and more. To the man Paul had become now, family was just one more set of resources you marshalled to dominate a battlefield of opinion polls and news stories. I seethed, and let him walk away to whatever was his next appointment, while one of his aides gave me details of the flights and bodyguards they’d prepared for me.

	I wouldn’t be taking them, I knew. It was the story of a lifetime, a Pulitzer on a plate. But it wasn’t my story. It wasn’t a cause I’d taken to heart. Travelling out to some remote location for a guided tour of a UN-managed science lab, then writing a story to toe the party line, would be like signing away my integrity as an investigative journalist.

	Paul Jennings could go to hell, as far as I was concerned.

	If only I’d stuck to that decision, then maybe I wouldn’t have ended up in a cage, surrounded by the creatures he labelled monsters.





Chapter 8 — Escape Plan

	The moon was visible through a rare break in the clouds, and its light just about penetrated the small, high windows of this secret lab. It was still dark, but as my eyes acclimated to the dim glow, I could start to make out more of my prison. The cages and workbenches had breaks for three doors on one long wall. They looked like they belonged to a bank vault, huge steel panels with some kind of seal around the edges and a control panel rather than a simple switch. Maybe they lead to a clean-room or something, or an inner lab where only the more secret experiments were conducted. Maybe that was where the DNA samples were stored, or whatever raw materials they needed for constructing their Frankencreatures. As I tried to guess, I realised just how much could have changed in the years since I’d been seriously interested in the sciences.

	On the opposite wall, beside the door I’d been dragged in through, was something that caught my attention a little more. It was a computerised control panel, incredibly complex, to allow management of the room’s temperature and humidity as well as a dozen other parameters. Once I’d spotted it, the pattern of flashing lights in the corner was pretty recognisable: one of the status LEDs was slightly out of line in order to fit around the Klingelstoffe Technologies logo. I really hoped that meant what I thought it might, and that I wasn’t just grasping at straws out of desperation. I’d seen a similar system to manage a lab’s environment once when an old flame had put me on the trail of a corporation in Denmark that might have been bribing government inspectors to overlook some medical ethics legislation, and I’d discovered a few known glitches in the KST-350 series in the course of researching all the building’s alarm systems.

	I was wondering if I could use the system to escape, but I was distracted on the point of making a plan as I saw movement in a nearby cage. I could see eyes, glittering in the moonlight as if the creature was generating its own light. I even wondered for a second, before reminding myself that Faulkner’s team had been making monsters for a decade or less. They might cross different species, but they couldn’t make something like that in so little time. From the eyes I would have said it was a cat, those narrow pupils staring straight at me. But the eyes were a kind of pink colour, so pale they were almost white, and I’m sure no cat had that pigmentation. I smiled for a moment, imagining Paul’s outrage if he got his research permits and it turned out the most interesting thing the lab had produced was a big cat with different coloured eyes.

	The eyes seemed too widely spaced, though it was hard to tell in the darkness. What was I looking at? When I tried to focus, I could just make out a dark shape hunched in the bottom of one of the nearby cages. I couldn’t even tell how big it was, or how far away, but I guessed it was slightly smaller than man sized. Maybe a panther, or a tiger or something. I knew there were tigers in the jungle, even though we hadn’t seen one on our mini safari, because they were considered so important by the tribes in the area. I couldn’t tell if it was the same creature that had been watching me when I was outside. It could have been the same eyes, which meant it was a lot more alert than most of its brethren. Then the eyes lazily closed, its interest in me eventually lapsing, and I tried to focus again on my escape.

	I pulled out my camera and turned it on. I never thought I’d be so grateful that the guards failed to take it away. Maybe he hadn’t known what it was; the tribal elders said they should avoid all modern technology, though I didn’t think anyone who stuck to the old ways would be willing to work in a place like this. I put it on video mode and hit record, allowing me to turn on the LED flashlight. It would be easily noticeable from outside if I pointed it too close to the door, I knew, and my battery wouldn’t last long doing this, but it was the only thing I could think of to help me out of this situation.

	As much as I wanted to explore the nature of the specimens, I knew that there was no point gathering more information if I was handed over to whatever kind of authorities actually ran this place. Finding an escape had to be my priority, with my battery already depleted and no idea how long I would have light. I found what I was looking for almost immediately: there were fire alarms around the room, one of them only a dozen feet away from me. It was an old one, break glass to activate. It was close, but not close enough to reach. I went through my pockets, and eventually found a set of totems I’d purchased in Oimbawa while playing the role of a good reporter interested in the local culture. They were about the size of my thumb, but the hard wood might just be heavy enough. I weighed one in my hand, drew back, and pitched it towards the alarm.

	Needless to say, it missed. My light moved with every motion of my arm, and it would have been a miracle to get my target on the first attempt. Still, I had to keep trying. Another throw and another miss, I heard the trinket bounce off something unseen and rattle across the floor. I coiled my arm back for a third attempt and beamed with elation as my missile clinked against the thin glass.

	It didn’t break. The light glinting off the glass changed a little, so maybe it was chipped or cracked. I had to hope that was good enough. I held the last totem in my hand, praying that this time could be a hit as well. If it didn’t, the only things I had left to throw were my phone – useless anyway, as the signal from the communications centre didn’t reach the lower levels – and the camera. I had to make this shot count.

	My head jerked to the right at a cry from one of the animals. I didn’t throw, not wanting to waste a shot while I was distracted. It could have been the cry of a baby, or the scream of a scared cat, but lower pitched and with thoroughly unpleasant harmonics. There were dozens of eyes on me now, pinpoints of reflected light attracted by the sound. I wondered what the monster–

	No, I interrupted my own thoughts. I was curious about the animal in the next cage; the monsters here were the scientists who had created these things. I turned my light in that direction for a moment, wondering how much pain the creature was in. It recoiled, grabbing bunches of straw bedding to try and hide from the light. I reflexively tapped the ‘photo’ button to make sure I had a clear image of the creature before it was concealed. When I saw what was on the phone’s screen, though, I quickly wished I hadn’t. I saw a picture straight out of a nightmare.

	In one of the larger cages, so it could move around the room to some degree, was a kid. Not a goat, not a young animal. A human child, but with the edges of humanity stripped away by some unprincipled research. It was over four feet tall, maybe almost five, and seemed to be human in proportion as far as I could tell, but the familiarity didn’t continue to the details. Its body was covered by an irregular coat of short white hair. In some parts it was almost like the hair on my arms, exposing alabaster pale skin beneath, but this was interleaved with stripes closer to the thickness of a cat’s coat. Not irregular patches, but the kind of thing you’d expect if you shaved a tiger’s stripes. The fur was as white as the skin, the differences in texture making the whole thing surreal. On its head it had a flowing mane of pure white that was matted into the fur on its back, as if some confused deity had been unable to decide which human and animal elements to include.

	The face seemed mostly human, aside from the pale pink eyes with no whites that had been watching me from the far side of the cage. Maybe the mouth was a little narrower than most, the teeth arranged differently, but it wasn’t something you’d notice with a casual glance. Its ears were too high on the head as well, but otherwise they looked like a man’s. It wasn’t how I would have expected a monster to look, if I had even dreamed of monsters made from humans. With high cheekbones, it was a face you might even have considered beautiful by some standards, if it weren’t for the soft fur and those eyes.

	It lay in a fetal position now, trying to use handfuls of what little bedding it had been provided to hide behind. For a second I couldn’t look away from those strange pink eyes, at once curious and repulsed by this travesty against nature. I wondered if it was in pain, if the experiments Faulkner’s men had conducted or the very fact of its unnatural creation had left a legacy of torment. But then I reminded myself that whatever its origins, this was a living creature and deserved some measure of respect. It was also a female, maybe I should say a woman, and physically mature despite its small size. It took a while for that fact to hit me in among all the other abnormalities of its body, but once I noticed I had to turn my gaze away. Maybe it was a weird thought; who knows what the laws of decency are when it comes to half-human creations? In any case, I looked back to the alarm and left the creature to the privacy of darkness.

	I focused on the fire alarm, trying to ignore everything else. Back in a very different lab, I’d learned from a few news reports that some bleeding-heart programmer at Klingelstoffe had heard that these systems were designed to be used in labs with live animal subjects. They’d cared about the welfare of lab rats despite clearly having no experience of how animals acted when they weren’t well trained pets. Several near-disasters had been caused by all the cages in a lab springing open when the fire alarm was triggered, and wildlife of different species being plunged into a noisy, panicked space together with strobe lights and sirens. These cages didn’t have any clear latch that I could tamper with, so there must be some kind of electronic locking in the cage bases. I just had to hope it was tied into the environmental controls, and that the glitch was still there.

	The creature beside me moaned again, and now that I’d seen it I recognised the similarity between that sound and a cat’s curious mewl combined with a baby’s cry. It sounded part feline and part human, just like it looked, but the pitch was too low and it sounded strange to my ears. I tried to put it out of my mind, throwing the last totem. The wood tumbled away, rattling on the floor in the darkness. I cursed, wondering if I dared try with my phone. Then I felt a touch on my knee, and jumped back but not quickly enough. There was a hand reaching out through the bars; a hand rather than a paw. It would have looked almost normal, if not for half-inch serrated claws. Some of those claws were roughly broken, maybe from struggling with the cage, but one was long enough to snag the phone pouch from the filthy floor beside me.

	“Hey!” I called out, but the creature’s hand had already withdrawn to its own cage. That device was both the only way I’d get my pictures back to civilisation – assuming I could even get to somewhere with coverage – and one of the last things I had to throw for my escape attempt, so I had to get it back. I jumped over to the bars and tried to snatch it, but my face hit the cold metal with a clang and the creature was still out of reach, pulling open the rugged leather case. I breathed a sigh of relief when it threw the phone back to the cage floor, instead curiously examining the spare battery I’d taken to carrying with it. If I’d thought of it earlier, that would have given me three more projectiles instead of two. Now, stretching my arm as far as it would go into the creature’s cell, I could just get the clasp of my phone between two fingers. I pulled it slowly towards me, hoping that Faulkner’s grotesque creation would be amused with what it had, a featureless grey rectangle, for a few minutes longer. Then I was back to where I’d started with only two more chances to set the alarm off, neither of which I really wanted to use.

	The creature dropped the battery to the cage floor, and then leapt heavily on it. I saw the plastic bend and crack, and an acrid smell filled the air as the battery shorted out. It was an expensive item, but at least I hadn’t lost something I actually needed. Then the creature lost interest, or was scared by the thick vapour coming from burning lithium-polymer cells. It grabbed the battery and kicked it hard out of the cage. The dim second-hand light from a camera that was still pointed at the fire alarm didn’t illuminate in that direction, but I could see a tiny point of sparks and flame sail a dozen feet through the air before it landed on a sack in the corner, which didn’t take long to catch light. It must have been straw bedding, for whichever of the animals merited it. I was about to panic as I realised that the room probably held enough inflammable scraps for a fire to spread anywhere. Then the alarm sounded, a deafening warble, and I heard the buzz of a hundred solenoids at once as the cages and the lab doors all released at once.

	Silently thanking an unknown software engineer, I kicked the door to my own cage open and dropped to the ground. The creature next to me was almost as quick, but many of the others panicked or cowered remaining inside their cages. They probably wouldn’t even realise they were free until they barged against the doors and felt movement. As I ran for the door, I snapped pictures at random with one hand while the other yanked open one cage after another. I’d like to say I didn’t want the creatures to suffer any more than they had to, but the thought in my mind at that moment was rather more selfish: with their experiments loose around the facility, the guards would have a lot less manpower to look for me. Maybe if I got back to my room in time for whatever kind of roll call might happen up there, they’d never recognise me as the intruder in the lab. Or if a fire alarm down here didn’t merit disturbing the special guests, I’d be up bright and early in the morning, just like everyone else.

	I dived into a store room again at the first opportunity, and was proved correct in guessing that security would be running straight for the lab in response to the alarm. My luck held out, and there was a crate of lab coats in here, and disposable paper uniforms that I guessed the lab technicians would use when dealing with anything particularly messy. I peered through the tiny glass panel in the door, and waited until there were no security men immediately outside before bursting free. When I saw a couple a minute later, it only took a few words to get them out of my way: “They need help in the generator room, a specimen got in somehow!”

	That might work once or twice, but I knew that before long I’d meet people not panicked enough to fall for such a simple ruse. I had to get into an area where a tired reporter could reasonably be expected to have wandered, then ditch the disguise before I ran into any of the staff who’d been showing us around. It wasn’t as hard as it could have been, it was clear that the place didn’t have any proper emergency procedures. I was probably helped a lot by the fact that both the security and science staff were a mixture of Faulkner’s people and those sent there more recently by the Oversight Committee, and also the latent animosity between the natives and foreigners within both jobs.

	The next challenge was finding somewhere I could change out of my stolen uniform without risking discovery. The staff quarters would be perfect, because although I wasn’t supposed to be there it would be reasonable to assume I’d gone looking for a story on hearing the alarm. The danger was that here, there seemed to be a whole block of rooms belonging to the hospitality staff. Whether they were liaisons with outside governments, the catering people, or our tour guides, way too many of them had seen my face. I couldn’t be seen here in a uniform I had no right to.

	Every door had a name and job title on, and just as I’d feared there were more than a few that I recognised. But as I hurried down the corridor towards a different elevator, one name in particular caught my eye. One door that didn’t have a job description, one name without any letters at the end.

	Lucretia Wellingsley Faulkner





Chapter 9 — Alone & Afraid

	The halls were white. Brilliant white, a shade so bright and pure that you might think you see a tiny tint of colour only to realise it’s the influence of coloured light reflecting from a visitor’s shirt or some bright, colour-coded bag of equipment on one of the numerous trolleys that filled every available alcove. Even the floor gleamed, cleaned every four hours on the same schedule as the walls. There were no posters in the corridors or on the ward, no signs of humanity. Not even the announcements or appeals for funding that a hospital so often contained, just endless expanses of sterile white tiles. Even the medicine and defibrillator carts were concealed inside discreet cupboards wherever it was possible. The only permanent decoration was in the form of sky blue signs above the plain white double doors, giving the name of each department.

	Lucretia had been in the hospital before, but that had been a more friendly place. The signs over the door had usually read “Children’s Ward”, which she had just been old enough to read the first time she’d been admitted. Hospitals, in her experience, had been staffed by quite a number of nurses. Their main duty seemed to be reassuring all the children that everything was going to be okay, and encouraging them to draw blobby pictures with hypo-allergenic crayons. The resulting artwork was displayed all over the ward, trying to make the environment feel a little more like home for the scared patients.

	Sometimes, she’d been in a room signposted “Radiology” instead, and once or twice “Intensive Care”. Nobody had really explained to her what those words meant, but she’d experienced enough radiology in her life to know there would rarely be time to get bored. Sometimes there wasn’t even enough time to read a page of her book before she was taken away for another scan. It had been a novelty the first time, to be pushed on a wheelchair and not have to walk herself, but after a few visits she had come to hate it as the precursor to what felt like hours lying on a cold metal table, or listening to echoes inside an uncomfortable featureless box.

	This hospital was different. The ward had eight beds, but the others were all empty. The men talked in hushed voices, and nobody would tell her anything about what was going on. That was worse even than the dumbed-down explanations that some doctors gave, treating her as if she was still a little kid. Father hadn’t been there to explain either, and that’s what made her really scared; Father was always there. He didn’t talk down to her, he told her the complex scientific words that she’d try to remember even if she didn’t know what they meant, so that someday she’d understand properly. Somehow, it made her feel better to have someone talk to her as if she was an equal, even though she was sure her father was the best doctor in the world and nobody else could know what was wrong with her as well as he did.

	Today he hadn’t told her anything. He hadn’t even come home with a toy from the dollar store for her. When he did that, she knew to ask if tomorrow was a hospital day, and the answer was nearly always yes. The gifts he brought to help her worry less were the first part of the ritual, and she always said thanks even though she didn’t want to go to the hospital. It had been worse since the big holiday last year, because a lot of aunts and uncles took her to the hospital, and Father wasn’t allowed inside. She didn’t really know why, but she thought that some of the hospital doctors didn’t like him any more, since he stopped working at the big GWJ building. He could get her a present before she went in, and that was all.

	This time there hadn’t even been a gift, or a little chat about what would happen. The first she’d heard about it was when she woke up on a bed that was shaking, surrounded by people she didn’t know and screaming sirens. She hadn’t realised until they wheeled her out, still lying down, that the tiny room was the back of an ambulance. It should have been exciting, she’d always wondered what it would be like to be in a van going so fast, with the sirens blaring and all the other cars moving out of your way like they do for someone important. But she hadn’t known what was happening, and without Father to explain she was just scared.

	As soon as she’d arrived here, she’d asked one of the doctors for her diary, so she could write down everything that was happening and all the questions she wanted to ask her father when he appeared. They’d all been talking across each other, and nobody paid any attention to the terrified little girl. But someone must have heard, because the next day there had been a fresh exercise book, the kind you could get from any stationery shop, lying on the tiny table beside her bed. She’d just about been able to reach it despite all the tubes and wires they’d connected to her arms, and now writing in her diary was the one thing that distracted her from the fear of being alone here when all the doctors went away. Dreams, or things she’d imagined, even memories of things she’d done before that were probably already in her other diary somewhere. She wrote whatever she could think of, just to keep her from getting bored.

	She was taken away for tests, but nobody ever told her what they were for, or if the answers were good or not. They drew blood, they got electronic reports from the various machines connected to her body, they wheeled the whole bed down empty hallways into one type of scanner or another. She never saw another patient. There were only the doctors, a dozen men with identical white coats. None of them had any personality in their clothes, like a colourful tie under the coat or a name badge. None of them spoke to her, they just shared glances over her head and acted as if she wasn’t there. The same went for the security men and nurses, strong silent people who acted like they were only there in case she broke some rule. She thought the nurses weren’t nearly friendly enough to be real nurses.

	After four days, she’d decided that there was something wrong and that he clearly couldn’t get to her. She wanted to cry, but Father had always told her that you need to solve problems for yourself or you won’t get anywhere. She’d tried her best to memorise the twists and turns as two doctors and an angry man with a gun had wheeled her to the MRI room. It wasn’t quite like the one at her local hospital, this one didn’t have music to try to drown out the thudding of the machine, or colourful pictures projected on the walls, but it was something she recognised at least. She’d stared again at the walls and the signs on the way back to her room, and she thought she knew the path they’d taken now. A few times she’d heard muffled voices, so if she could find those places she might find somebody other than the doctors, somebody who might tell her what was going on. She thought she’d seen a sign pointing to an emergency exit, too, so maybe that would be a better alternative.

	She wasn’t going to let them stick needles in her any more. She had a double line of red marks down the inside of her arm now, from some kind of test earlier in the day, and they were itching more than she’d ever thought could be possible. She decided to write in her new diary before leaving, waiting until it was night. There would probably be less people around by then, and maybe writing down her plan would help her to spot any problems with it. She never quite got it finished.

	In this hospital, there wasn’t much difference between night and day. The lights were dimmed, and the doctors’ visited less often, but with the blinds being closed at all times she hadn’t even seen the sun in days. There was a shout from the corridor, and Lucretia looked up from her furtive scribbling. Someone out there was angry. She couldn’t make out the words, but she was sure nobody should be shouting like that in a hospital. The doctors usually kept silent as much as they could, as if they didn’t want the security men to catch them saying the wrong thing. So now, when she was so close to escaping, the commotion made her worry that she’d left it too late.

	The door at the end of the little ward swung open. Though the square lights in the ceiling were dimmed, the corridor was still lit brightly enough to eliminate any trace of shadows. Every empty bed cast long, low shadows as the light streamed in and made the scene nightmarish for a second. The silhouette in the doorway must be the ward sister, a grumpy older woman with short dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Lucretia didn’t like her, she was even worse than most of the nurses.

	But then the shadow moved closer, and she could see that it was shaped more like a bamboo stalk than a dumpling. Not the sister, then. Not any of the nurses, whose shoulders were wide and their waists narrow, well built through a life of exercise. Lucretia was observant, she’d wondered before what kind of hospital could afford to choose so many perfect physical specimens as its orderlies and guards, so she knew the person coming in now didn’t belong here. And then her eyes adjusted to the darkness again as the door swung closed, and her panic dissolved in an instant.

	Lucretia jumped out of her bed, struggling with the tightly tucked sheets, and squealed with a sudden rush of emotion. She didn’t even notice the tubes pulling out of her arm as she threw herself off the side of her bed and leapt at the intruder.

	“Father!” He caught her straight away, and held her tight as if he was afraid to let her go. Then he helped her to free herself from the rest of the wires connected to her body. She could see from the way he winced that he didn’t find it easy to take her weight. He was getting old, and he looked sad in a way she couldn’t even imagine.

	“Quiet, Luci,” he whispered, “I’m not supposed to be here.” But even while he was talking, he peeled off the tape that held a needle under her skin and quickly pulled it out.

	“Why?” she answered, just as frightened as before but her father’s strong arms reminding her that she didn’t have to do this alone. “Why am I here? They won’t let me see you, they won’t tell me what’s going on or anything, they keep on doing tests and nobody will tell me anything.”

	“They think you’re sick, Luci. They think I… They said I was testing you, and that’s what made you ill.”

	“Like Mom?” She knew right away that she had said the wrong thing, as she saw the tears spring up in her father’s eyes. But he nodded, then continued what he was doing.

	“Yes, like your mother. I did my best to save her, I tried everything I could think of. I hope you’ll remember that, even if nobody else believes me. I couldn’t help her get better, but I invented a new medicine now, so you’re going to be okay.” All the needles were gone now, the only thing still holding Lucretia in her bed was a couple of wires, going to the machine that beeped every second or two. It was going faster now, but her father ignored it. He tore a strip off the bed sheets, and used it to bandage her arm where she’d pulled out a needle too roughly in her mad dash to hold him close.

	“It’s epsperimental, isn’t it?” It was something she’d heard before. She’d heard her parents use that word when she was very young, and it had become so ingrained in her mind that she never quite learned to pronounce it properly. The connotations went over her head, but she knew that it might help her feel better, and that the doctors would all be angry if she told them.

	Faulkner just nodded as he gathered up all he could see of his precious daughter’s possessions. Then he held her on his hip, like she was a baby again, and hurried towards the exit with a cell phone pressed against his ear.

	“Don’t worry Luci,” he sobbed quietly, words she hoped she could forget as soon as they were written down. “I failed Marianna, but I won’t fail you. Daddy won’t let you die.”




	I closed the diary, and tried to understand how what I was reading could square with all the stories I already knew. It was strange to read of the infamous Faulkner as a family man, but then I thought back to the home video they’d shown on the news. It was still ingrained in my memory, if only because of the argument with Paul on the day I first watched it. The scientist had been looking away, not watching his daughter play, and at the time I’d wondered if he was alienating himself on purpose to avoid feeling bad about whatever research he’d done. But now, thinking back, the look in his eyes could just as easily have been the regret of a father who can’t do anything to save the one he loves. He can’t look at her without seeing what he knows is going to happen.

	The choice of words was clearly a child’s, as were the careful, rounded letters on pages that had clearly been spliced into the book some time after they were written. There were receipts, and some of Faulkner’s notes, inserted into the book because Lucretia had written or drawn pictures on the back of them. Some scientific documents. The book was bound in cloth, the kind of thing you’d get from a gift shop, but there were pages from a school exercise book expertly spliced into the middle, and that was where the book naturally fell open. Those details said that Faulkner truly loved his daughter; because he’d gone to the trouble and expense of having her diary re-bound, when it couldn’t be of any value to him.

	I flipped to the back, hoping to find more notes that could help to explain what had happened. There was more writing there, the handwriting a little more legible. I guessed this had been compiled from a number of smaller books, and even had the spine widened to include all the drawings and other material she’d had inserted. That was a lot of work for a child’s diary, and I wondered if it might mean something more. Further towards the back of the book were pages of an incomprehensible scrawl of pencil. Those must have come from when the girl was too young to write properly, but then why were they included in the diary, and at the back, too? Every answer I guessed at just raised more questions.

	I let the book fall open again, hoping I’d have time to read one more section, and that by then the corridors outside would be empty of people running to deal with the chaos I’d caused at the base of the cliff. This page was filled with inserts like a photo album, and the mix of careful precision and almost random arrangement made me think that Lucretia had placed some of them, while an adult had added to the story. A plane ticket to Oimbawa and a couple of letters from Dr Barishkov and someone called Maxwell filled in the gaps in the story of Lucretia’s kidnapping from the hospital. Maybe Faulkner had intended it this way, providing information about things that Lucretia herself had been too young to understand, so that whoever found the diary would know the truth. But why would he do that, unless he couldn’t make his case himself? Had he known he was going to die? This only made me more confused about what had been motivating him.

	Faulkner had experimented on his daughter, that much was clear. But if Lucretia’s words could be trusted, if what Faulkner had told her was true, he wasn’t using her on some mad quest for fame. The letters from Barishkov – clearly more closely linked to this project than anyone else on the Oversight Committee realised – seemed to imply that Lucretia was an integral part of their research. A vaccine was already in production at a facility on the other side of the world when Faulkner took his daughter from the hospital. The whole purpose of this lab was to cure the girl without having to wait for years of government-mandated animal testing. That almost made me doubt my mission; a doctor breaking the rules in a last, desperate attempt to save his daughter’s life was a world away from the mad scientist who would experiment on his own flesh and blood.

	But then I remembered the torment of the animals downstairs, and I knew that whatever the reason it had been started, this work couldn’t be allowed to continue. And even if he wanted to cure his daughter, I had to wonder what had been wrong with her. Had he somehow caused this condition by his experiments on her, like the media said? Or by testing experimental drugs on her mother? Was his determination to cure her at all costs just a guilt trip, or did I have to believe that here was a doting father who would have been able to save a girl’s life if it hadn’t been for the police snapping at his heels the whole way? I didn’t know, but I could at least be sure this was something the world needed to see. There wasn’t enough information to tell me what had really happened, and half of it was filtered through the naïveté of a child’s narrative, but maybe we should at least try to put a human face on the mad scientist the media was presenting us with. If we knew why he’d done these terrible things, to his own family and then to so many animals, then it might be easier to get a better understanding of what could be gained from dissecting his research.

	I was starting to stumble down the path that Paul wanted, and quickly stopped myself. But then I realised that would make me almost as bad as my brother. I said his science had no value because he picked things that would support his existing opinions rather than following the facts, and now I’d considered discarding evidence just because it agreed with him. I resolved right then to think about what I was reporting. If the evidence in front of me said I should change my opinion, then I would.

	I could hear people talking outside the room. I closed the diary softly and pressed my ear against the door to better hear them. As I did, I looked down and was glad to see I’d remembered to lock the door earlier. This room was preserved exactly as it had been when the girl left, so I just had to hope that the security teams wouldn’t think to come in here.

	I couldn’t make out most of the words, but I heard my name. It could have just been a coincidence, but a minute later the other person said it. They knew I was responsible for all the specimens escaping, and that meant I had to leave the facility as soon as possible. If they found me, they’d take away my camera and my phone, and all the pictures I’d taken would be destroyed. Without evidence the mainstream media could follow the government’s requests and paint me as just another crackpot conspiracy theorist. I was the only person capable of showing the public what had really happened here, so I had to make my report as soon as possible.

	My phone still had no signal, though. In the labs, maybe the bulk of the cliff itself was between me and the transmitter in the communications centre. But I was surely high enough in the building now that I should have been within range. It was possible that it had been turned off. They didn’t want me – or anyone else – to be able to get data out of Lucretia Falls until they had contained the current situation. That left me with two options to consider. I could head to the comms room and use their broadcast equipment, which would be a lot easier if I knew how to get to that little tower. It was likely to be guarded too, if their worry was me sending a message. The other choice was to hit the jungle, try to reach Sante Benedicté. I knew I’d have to chance it, regardless of the danger.

	If I could get near the city, I’d have a cell signal even if I was stopped at the gates. That was all I needed, I could call back to the office and send my pictures home. What would happen when I ran into the military forces there was another matter altogether, and I might not even survive to get home. Paul had done some complex manoeuvring to get me in here, but I had no idea where anybody’s loyalties really lay. My first arrival in Sante Benedicté hadn’t gone at all how I might have hoped.





Chapter 10 — A Long Journey

	Travelling out to this jungle nation had been pretty comfortable, but it probably wasn’t up to the standards Paul had come to expect. He must have been horrified when he was sent out here, and I wondered what deal there had been between him and Senator Carling to make him accept the job.

	The window beside my seat had a visible crack, which made me nervous even though my inner scientist knew it wasn’t at any risk of breaking. These days it was probably reinforced with some kind of plastic film behind the acetate, and even if it blew out there was no serious danger to the plane or its crew. It was a tiny craft, from a range that had been replaced years before in civilised parts of the world, but it was a good deal more comfortable than many I’d been on when visiting the world’s trouble spots.

	This time, I was travelling first class because John was picking up the bill. I’d been sufficiently distracted by Paul’s demands for my help that I’d failed to avoid a meeting with our older brother, who’d asked me to go to the same remote country and report on the same situation, though the slant he wanted me to put on the facts was quite the opposite. In the end, I’d realised the only way I could get any peace was to agree to one of their demands. I had so little time to prepare that it had worked out easier to say ‘yes’ to both.

	Paul wanted me to go to the Lucretia Falls facility because he wanted to use my reputation to spread his own story. John wanted my help because he thought Paul might help me get a pass to get through the lab security, and he didn’t know anyone else who had a way in. It was hard to choose between them when I was pretty sure neither of them would like the story I planned to write. In the end, I had accepted John’s cash to get down there. First class on a plane like this meant a tiny folding table I could spread out my files on, and more attentive attendants to bring food and drink during a last-minute study session. Then once the flight was booked, I’d gone to Paul’s office and said I wanted to get into the lab. I explained I wouldn’t be writing the story he wanted, but couched it in terms where he could assume it was just a perfunctory declaration of media independence if he really wanted to believe I was on his side. Clearly I couldn’t go as both a reporter and his representative, that wouldn’t look good. So he got an ally on the Ethical Technology subcommittee to put my name on the list, at the same time granting me a free pass to publish without his veto.

	I wondered if either of them really trusted me as much as they seemed to. Maybe they thought I would be loyal to family, or maybe they were convinced I’d agree with their side of the debate once I’d actually seen what was going on out there. Maybe they were just playing me, and there were schemes behind the scenes that I wasn’t even aware of. I couldn’t fight that, but I could do my best to ensure the truth came out for the sake of all the animals.

	So I had three different folders of documents to look at during the flight. The first one out of my bag was the official visitor information pack, a set of carefully constructed press releases detailing exactly what the Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee wanted me to report. I knew what to expect, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Paul had managed to slip in some secret instructions. Maybe something he actually wanted me to follow, or maybe something he thought might influence my report in less direct ways. It was always hard to tell with him, so I put that folder to one side for now and reached for the next.

	This one I’d started compiling myself, then asked Bernice and Ted to help me out when it became clear that a week wasn’t long enough for the level of research I needed. The folder contained just about everything the mainstream media would have missed. Reports from older newspapers, carefully cross-referenced by the denizens of obscure websites and even usenet discussion groups. It was all the information that was out there about Lucretia Falls, including old statements that had since been changed or retracted, as well as what a vast number of people around the world thought about the situation. Despite the references to alien landing sites, and experiments to recreate dinosaurs or turn the governments of the world into lizardmen, it was probably the most accurate of the three sets of information. While I couldn’t rely on it to contain facts, I would be sure that most of the articles were written by people who really believed what they were saying. It would tell me what the public thought was going on, and that could be a lot more useful than just knowing what either group of politicians or their spin doctors wanted me to think. That folder too, I set to one side. I needed to know what people suspected, however crazy, in case I could find any evidence that would support those theories. So that one would be the last one to go through again, making sure all the rumours were fresh in my mind after we changed planes at Oimbawa.

	The final file was a gleaming royal blue, and the folder coated with some kind of faux leather binding to give the impression of an old book. It matched the large format Bible in John’s office, even the title embossed on the front in the same gilt type. I suspected that somewhere in his suite of luxury offices he had a special printer for making these things. It was easy to imagine that handing me documents in this form was symbolic of something, that he thought it might add a little to his reputation. I expected this one to be about as accurate as the Oversight Committee’s folder, but supporting a different perspective and laced through with references to God and Hell, as a reminder that John’s church is the sole arbiter of moral certainty for so many people.

	Although he’d paid for my trip, I considered this briefing the least important of the three. Paul might have some influence to get me pulled out of the facility if he found out I’d done something that didn’t suit his plans, and obviously the truth was the highest priority. I was already outside John’s influence, but I needed to at least understand what his people thought was important.

	It was pretty much the same situation I’d gathered from the news. An American scientist, disgraced and unemployed since his firing from a major pharmaceutical company, had travelled out into the jungle and recruited, among others, a Baltic psychopath who had a price on his head after furnishing a terrorist group with biological weapons. I’d have to check up on that at some point, because it separated Dr Barishkov from the group of scientists to be an important figure in his own right. I couldn’t believe the UN would have kept him alive in that case, though. I made a note and slipped it into the file, reminding me to check what the man’s convictions were actually for as soon as I had an Internet connection again.

	The scientists had set up a secret lab in the middle of the rainforest, where nobody would think to look for them. They’d carried out illegal research there, and the lab had been shut down by a coalition of world governments. The church didn’t seem to care that this had been a unilateral coalition that other governments were pressured into voicing support for the Americans after the fact, or that nobody was quite clear whether the tiny nations the lab was in actually had laws against animal testing of whatever the new drugs were. They didn’t even care that the precise nature of the research was being kept closely under wraps by the United Nations.

	Most of the media had reported animal experiments, but there was no more detail than that. John’s report was just as vague. Were they using genetic engineering to create unnatural animals? Or were they torturing normal creatures with tests to change them? Some reports even said they were conducting human experiments, using local tribes who had no connection with the outside world. I couldn’t believe that, and none of the serious news channels seemed to have run with it as a possibility. There were a few people out there who wanted to believe that it was all about Faulkner fleeing the country after he’d killed his wife and daughter, and the experiments weren’t such a big deal. That one I discarded out of hand, because if the situation was all about crimes the man had committed in the United States, then there wouldn’t be any need for the media circus around his lab; it would have been emptied out and demolished when the troops first arrived.

	The big debate now was still on how the specimens in the lab should be treated. The file said Faulkner and Barishkov had been incarcerated. If they believed that, I immediately knew that John had been honest about not having any of his people on-site. Now the lab was run by an entirely new team sent in by the UN. Their duty was to keep the place in some kind of order until a decision could be made. Virtually every member of the public worldwide was agreed that creatures tormented through years of experimentation shouldn’t be subjected to more of the same, regardless of their origins. Some thought that the poor creatures should be allowed to live out their natural lifespans in peace, and the lab wound down once they were all gone. That was to position of most mainstream religious organisations, but the main problem with their solution was the cost. Nobody was sure who would pay for the number of people necessary to supervise that. Would it be Faulkner’s estate, or the local governments, or the American military who had brought the situation out into the open?

	Others wanted to see the unnatural creatures killed, though John’s writers did their best to play down this argument. The public called them The Hellfire Brigade, preachers saying that these animals hadn’t been created by God and didn’t have souls, so they should be destroyed immediately. Their view was also supported by some politicians, regardless of religion, who didn’t see a few hundred animals as being worth the vast cost of keeping the facility running. They had a sizeable number of supporters, but in the eyes of everyone else they were the most extreme of the various interest groups. As strange as it might seem, though, I found myself forced to agree with them.

	I didn’t hate the things created by that lab. But even before I got there, I was sure about what I’d find. As well as oppressed people, I’d visited any number of labs to uncover and report illegal and inhumane experiments. They’d been tortured so much, I doubted any of the creatures could return to a normal life. Hybrids of two species would have physiology so far from anything natural, they must be in constant pain even without the experiments. The only thing I could feel for them was pity, and a disgust I tried my hardest to suppress. For creatures whose very existence was torture, then the only ethical action would be to allow them to die in peace. It was a terrible situation, but I couldn’t see any other acceptable way out of it.

	John’s church disagreed. They professed the sanctity of all life; that as living creatures, even genetic engineering experiments had a right to live for as long as they could. Sometimes I wished that some of the people spouting those things could see the conditions that lab animals were forced to live in; the damage that they’d have to endure for the rest of their lives. I couldn’t believe anyone could be so cruel that they’d force an animal to live on like that just because of some religious precept.

	John’s followers put a whole lot of stock in the philosophy of “Right to Life”. Even if it’s an artificial creature, even if it’s something that should never have existed, even if life is nothing but torture, they think keeping things alive is the greatest good. I couldn’t quite see that myself.

	John’s platform was incredibly popular, though. Unlike most of the other protesters who wanted the creatures to live, he had offered a solution to cover the financial costs. I could see the governments would go for that, especially if it looked like the public was going to find out what was going on at the facility. Maybe that meant my eldest brother really did want me to find the truth. If I reported a humanitarian disaster, tortured animals and all the public backlash that would cause, the world governments would jump at any chance to hand the hot potato to someone else.

	The file was mostly filled with biblical quotes, and photos of orphaned pets that probably would benefit from a good home to recover. I doubted I’d find much of that in the jungle. They really didn’t have that much detail on what was out there to base their campaign on. There was also a slim leaflet detailing the church’s proposal to keep the base running, which I read through three times before I spotted the details missing between the lines. The facility would be converted to a multi-purpose faith-supported outreach centre. It would be both a safe haven for the poor, abused animals, a hospital for the local people (as the lab equipment was presumed to include a good deal of medical gear), and a staging post of missionaries setting out for those tiny nations. It would be funded by John’s church, which meant it was almost a free ride for the bureaucrats if the swell of public opinion came down in favour of keeping the animals alive.

	John had inserted personal notes, too. If it didn’t interfere with my quest to report the animals’ plight, he would be very grateful if I could supply him with some notes on the types and condition of equipment currently installed at the facility, specifically anything that would be of use to a working hospital. Of course, without getting someone in there, he would have a big grey area in his proposed budget. I was the logical choice for three reasons: I was a scientist, so presumably able to evaluate the equipment better than most journalists; I had a reputation of being an honest crusader who only cared about the truth, so if I was caught poking around they’d never figure out what John was after; and my brother knew that in reality, I was only so focused on the truth when it came to vulnerable people and animals. I had no emotional investment in reporting fraud if the only loser was some faceless corporation’s bottom line.

	But the more I looked into the details, the more this scheme looked like something John would have come up with. The new hospital would be “church sponsored”, except that existing local hospitals would be expected to subsidise it over the coming years. The church wouldn’t be making a profit on the place, but they could take all the funding from the Benedictean healthcare industry, and force local people to convert to their faith if they wanted treatment. The missionaries would be able to use the new hospital as a staging post before they went to visit local tribes, but they’d have to pay for the privilege.

	Of course, there were safeguards to make sure that the mission money went back into improving the hospital. But somewhere between the columns in the ledgers, someone would forget to notice that the missionaries were funding equipment that was also being paid for by a fledgling state healthcare system in one of the local countries, and the extra money would disappear into the cracks. There were also companies who would legitimately make a fortune off the enterprise. There was only one publishing house who had Bibles in most of the local languages of the area, and there was only one freight company with the capacity to ship out the large volumes of drugs and equipment that a new high-tech hospital would need. That was where the profit was, in the hauliers and printers, and local cooperatives that could supply processed food in the quantities this new facility would require. Most of the profit there would go to to the foreign shell companies that owned them, and who seemed to be ahead of the game in preparing for a market they’d never expected. As usual, if you followed the money it went right into John’s collection plate.

	He needed my support. For all his planning, he didn’t have anyone on the ground, and he didn’t have any real evidence to suggest the Lucretia Falls site was even suitable to become a hospital. If it couldn’t, of course, the programme would fail within a year, the governments and the scientists would be in the same position again, and all the money he’d siphoned out of local doctors would be safely lodged with the construction companies. For him it was a win-win situation, but I think he’d be much happier if he could make his hospital in the third world a reality. That would be a major PR coup, as well as a stream of income for years to come.

	Maybe my work would help him, I didn’t know. But I was an investigative journalist, not a spin doctor, and I would report the truth whatever impact it might have on my brothers. My main priority now was to report the truth so that the people running the lab couldn’t keep on torturing animals.

	That had been my perspective back when I was on the plane to get here. Around a week later, hiding in the room of a little girl who I had to assume was dead now, I still didn’t know. There would be winners and losers when I managed to get my report out, but the situation had changed so much that I no longer had any idea which side of that line my family would be on.




	The plane onwards from Oimbawa was a little smaller than the one that had brought me there, but not quite so old. By then my full attention was on the folders of notes in front of me, trying to squeeze all the details into my head like a late-night revision session. I didn't pay much attention to the scenery.

	It wasn’t until I’d read all three folders at least once that I turned to look out of the window and saw the rainforest from the air. Back then it looked like nothing more than a massive green blanket spread out across the land. It wasn’t until you got beneath it that you get any impression of scale. I’d cast my eye over the rolling green and then ignored it, peering out in search of the city of Sante Benedicté in the distance. The plane here was an old two-engine, six-seat affair that seemed to be pretty common for flights between the many tiny cities of the region.

	I was surprised when the city came into view. All I knew about it really was from Paul’s folder of notes, as the others didn’t go deeply into the politics of the region. He’d described it as the de-facto capital city for the region, though technically it was considered part of a thinly spread post-colonial nation that extended from a centre several hundred miles away, and that might also include the lab at Lucretia Falls. It didn’t surprise me to learn that another tiny kingdom also laid claim to Sante Benedicté, but hadn’t made any moves recently to take control of the place. It surprised me even less to find serious discrepancies between Paul's notes and the few simple pages of research that my editors had prepared. I read that the nation the American diplomats were trying to negotiate with wasn’t the one that had effective control of the city and collected taxes. I learned that the Benedictean people had their own militia for the purpose of defence.

	I had expected a city to be a city, as well. There was a big difference between what would qualify as a city in different parts of the world, whether it was the mix of old and new imposing buildings in England, or the dusty metropolis of Dubai. Here, the first thing I saw was a circular hole in the rainforest canopy. As the plane circled round, I pressed my face against the porthole to see more clearly. The whole city was brown; grey-brown dirt and dun-coloured mud making up the land around the city, with a smaller circle in the middle like a bullseye. Some of the important buildings right at the centre were stone, but most of the city was composed of single-storey creations of mud brick, as dull as the ground of the clearing. The most surprising detail, though, was that the whole city was surrounded by multiple rings of fencing.

	The trees of the rainforest were cut back to stumps, leaving a brown hole like a crater amid the rich green canopy with occasional specks of colour from flowering vines. Roughly circular, it put me in mind of an egg frying on the overheated ground. The fence, then, surrounded the yolk at the centre. A few miles of prefabricated metal lattice sections, standing in identical concrete blocks and held together with chains. Having spent most of the last week in England, the first thought in my mind was that it made the whole place look like a construction site. There were three gates in this recently-added ring of security: one at the edge of the airfield, with two guards standing boredly beside it, and two with a steady stream of people coming in and out from the market district. Some shoppers were laden with sacks of produce, or unidentifiable brightly coloured bundles that first made me wonder if the natives around here had taken to wrapping their shopping up in rugs.

	Then the cabin pitched dramatically, and the brown brick bullseye in a brown dartboard was replaced by an angry, dark grey sky with occasional patches of dull blue-black. I turned my eyes back to the information packets, skimming all three of them one more time to jog my memory while the tiny plane waited for clearance to land. I’d tried this technique before to give my mind something to focus on during landing, in the hope I could avoid motion sickness if I wasn’t looking at the landscape. This particular landing was a roller-coaster ride as the pilot tried to line up with the narrow runway and avoid the too-close tree canopy on approach, and my little tricks didn’t help me to feel any better.





Chapter 11 — Welcoming Committee

	As the few passengers walked down the steps from the plane, I got the impression most of the others had disembarked here before. Their eyes went straight to the damp concrete on the ground, not taking in the double line of fences around the taxiway, the unrealistically young guard pointing his rifle in our vague direction, or the six more experienced soldiers in a whole range of skintones by the arrivals building. This wasn’t a tourist town this year, the increased army presence had seen to that. The only people who had reason to travel here were businessmen, and in an area like this any kind of business meant building relationships with your clients and suppliers. The dozen cynical travellers on this plane represented a substantial proportion of those who had a reason to be here. There were the other reporters coming to this presentation at the lab, of course, but I’d been sneaked onto the guest list at the last minute and the others had probably been here for a day already.

	The black-uniformed figure standing beside the plane as we disembarked, I immediately thought of as ‘the private’. I didn’t know what this place called its military ranks, but every army had a role for people too young and idealistic to really understand what they were fighting for. He saw me looking at him, and shifted his grip on his weapon slightly. Barely more than a child, he probably didn’t understand why it was deemed necessary to intimidate foreign visitors. But standing around the airport pointing a gun at foreigners, that was what soldiers did.

	The other group wore different uniforms. Some of them were noticeably older than the private, but all of them were certainly more experienced. These were the guys who knew that brandishing a weapon wasn’t necessarily a sign of authority. They had rifles over their shoulders, or sidearms on their belts, but they weren’t pointing them at the disembarking travellers. Their hands were empty though, no signs of fidgeting or fiddling with anything, and they were careful to ensure that their clothes didn’t obstruct easy access to their weapons. Their bodies were ready for action, their eyes alert. They weren’t pointing their weapons yet because they didn’t see us as a threat, but I could be sure that if they did, they would go from pointing to firing in an instant. If they had hands on their weapons, it was already too late to fight, talk, or run.

	Their uniforms were simple olive fatigues, contrasting sharply with the young private’s tan-and-black dress uniform. If that was a sign they were present for action, rather than to show the colours, that was already a bad sign. If they were from some different branch of the military, that could be bad too, because it meant they were on alert for some reason. Or it could even be the first sign of a coup, some change in authority that had started while I was on the plane or was ready to erupt at any moment. I knew there could be perfectly peaceful reasons for it too, but in my experience two uniforms on one side is usually an early sign of trouble for someone.

	I eyed the soldiers curiously as the movement of my group brought me closer. I cast my eyes down to the ground before I was close enough for them to follow my gaze, though. As a foreigner, a journalist, and (more importantly right now) an American, I really didn’t want to catch the attention of anyone with guns.

	“Mister Jenner,” one man stepped out to block my path as I approached the terminal building. The second thing I noticed that his gloved hand was now resting calmly on his gun, an immediate threat without being too blatant about it. The other passengers diplomatically pretended not to notice, and walked past on both sides without looking at me or the soldiers. So much for staying out of trouble. But before I even looked at him, I had noticed that he pronounced my name correctly, which was quite uncommon in this part of the world. He had a strong accent, but the stress was in the right place. He hadn’t just seen my name on a passenger manifest, these people knew who I was and had been expecting me. Were they the official welcoming committee? The notes in the file had said I would be met outside the airport by representatives of the Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee. If they were able to get to me before customs, then the balance of power between the committee and local authorities must have shifted dramatically.

	“That’s me,” I answered, forestalling further speculation about what they wanted in case they took offense at the time I spent thinking. “Is there a problem?” While I waited for him to respond, I tried to look at the men around me, gather as many details as I could without them realising I was paying attention. The one who’d spoken was maybe even paler than me, and the skin of his face peeling just a little. Over the top of his spectacles, I could see unusually pale green eyes. The others were all darker than me, skin within a few shades of their uniform, but none of the deep red-black tones I’d seen in a few pictures of the native employees at the lab. The young man must be an albino, I thought, and wondered if he’d seen any of the various studies on the many complications that came with those genetic markers. I never realised just how important that fact would end up being.

	“We require the documents with that Meester Jenner provided you,” the man at my other elbow said, an incredibly deep voice with a strong accent I couldn’t place. He was a muscular giant, a careful poker face hiding any trace of aggression, but I still felt intimidated enough that I couldn’t bring myself to correct his English grammar. He was probably the darkest of the men in the group, and also the largest. I wondered whether that could be a cultural link, whether people with more recent ancestors in the jungle tribes felt more of a need to honour their traditions by proving themselves with feats of strength.

	“We cannot allow Jenner’s information packet to be discovered by the Bardjuso,” the first man interjected. It took me a second to realise that the word wasn’t an insult, but an acronym I’d only seen written down up to this point. BJDS, the local customs and taxation office, was certainly more of a mouthful if you didn’t swap the letters around. “There is a lot of public feeling aligned against Americans at the present, and if the President General’s opponents find out the depth of information he had made available to your brother, it could lead to a major shift in support.”

	I nodded, and opened my hand luggage. The albino man took Paul’s folder from me, and held it under his arm. “Thank you, Mister Jenner. I hope that someday, this kind of subterfuge will not be necessary, and scientific advancement will be welcome in our country.”

	They handed me a thinner file, in the same style as the one they’d taken. Presumably, this was a version of the press release without all the additional information that Paul wasn’t supposed to have. I made a note to look through it again if I had time. It would undoubtedly be less accurate, but I could still learn something from it. Information about the jungle and the area's geography might even be less valuable than information about what different groups – the local government; Paul’s people;  the committee; or the rebels – thought was acceptable for me to know. But the differences between the two files could tell me so much about the political state of the area, which seemed to have a bearing on the situation at the base but was never directly mentioned in any of the documents I’d been given.

	“What about those?” A wiry, coffee coloured man jerked his thumb at the other folders in my bag.

	“My own research,” I explained, “News reports on Dr Faulkner’s activities, and extracts from tourist guidebooks mostly. If the customs inspectors – the BJDS? – are expecting me, they’ll expect a journalist to have some kind of background reading.” There was a rapid debate between the men, which I couldn’t follow. I knew a few words of the official language, but not enough to pick up anything from such fast dialogue. When I’d given up on trying to follow their conversation, I started mentally planning how I’d describe this scene when I came to write up my story. I realised with some dismay that the only descriptive details I’d noticed for the soldiers were their differing skin colours and a vague sense of build. I chided myself for that, and resolved to notice other details in future, but then they had finished their discussion and there was no time.

	“You should keep those,” a spry older man eventually voiced the decision. It wasn’t quite clear if that was his opinion, or the consensus of the group, but nobody challenged him. Then as quickly as they’d approached, they all marched off across the airfield, leaving me to enter the building alone. Almost as an afterthought, I faintly heard the unexpectedly eloquent albino man calling a wish for good luck.

	The line inside the building was short, a queue curving off to one side in an effort to avoid standing in the direct light of the high windows. The floor was tiled with grey stone, and the waiting area was just a box with steel panel walls on three sides, one of them broken by a couple of archways through which tourists could be admitted one by one, and a modernist sheet of chrome and glass stretching all the way up to the ceiling in the direction we’d come from. The area was decorated with nine red-painted steel girders stretching up to support the ceiling, and a ring of chairs facing outwards at the foot of each. Towards the top, the pillars were linked by a network of steel rafters like the web of an artistic, industrial-age spider.

	At ground level, the building was like any arrivals lounge in any airport around the world. The main difference was the light, illuminating every detail so brightly that you had to squint to make out the signs for the customs desk. I stood in line anxiously, wondering just how seriously to take worries about the black-uniformed BJDS employee’s political affiliations. She looked to be in her early thirties, with the skin tone that always seems to be described as ‘olive’, though less green than any olive I ever tasted. She was well groomed, makeup carefully and symmetrically arranged, and black hair tied back in a tight bun just below the edge of her regulation peaked cap. Businesslike, efficient, maybe a little officious, but I couldn’t see her as a traitor to her country.

	Then again, most people accused of treason have been in positions of trust at one point in their lives. I was left worrying about what was going to happen next for quite a few moments.

	“Next please!” the woman eventually called. My heart was in my mouth as I stepped forward, holding my passport, visa, declaration, press pass, and UN visitor’s permit in one hand. No matter how many times I went through this, I was always nervous coming into a new country. At least this time, the letter from the UN should give me a little more political weight and grease some of the wheels to get me through. Though I’m most known as a reporter, I was here officially as a scientific observer. Thank God for Paul’s apparently endless reach.

	The official – R. Kaeon according to the nameplate on her desk – quickly skimmed through my letters. “Mister Jenner,” she said, though it sounded a lot more like “Mister Gehenna.”

	“I trust everything is in order?”

	“I’m afraid your visa has been revoked. We are on instructions no longer to accept credentials provided from the American United Nations without a security screening by our own specialists.”

	“Are you serious?” I burst out. I knew that if they went ahead with this, it would be enough to trigger an international incident, and give Paul’s friends all the excuse they needed to roll over this little jungle kingdom with choppers full of marines. I forced myself to calm down before she could even press the hidden alarm, though. “I’m sorry, I’m sure it’s just some kind of issue with the paperwork. Is there somewhere I can wait while you call–”

	My head hit the desk, knocking my passport and Miss Kaeon’s pens to the ground. I kicked out reflexively, but the hand on my neck was both strong and experienced, and my attacker’s legs weren’t where I expected. A hand with olive sleeves and black cotton gloves grabbed my wrist, forcing my arm behind my back.

	“We are arresting you on suspicion of providing false documents with the intent of committing terrorist activity.”

	“I’m sure it’s just–” a mistake in the records, I wanted to say, but my jaw was pressed so firmly against the desk that it was uncomfortable to speak. I assumed that meant they wanted silence.

	“You are warned that making any kind of political statement may be construed as evidence against you when this matter comes to court. You are strongly advised to remain silent, and to come with us peaceably.” I recognised the voice then; he’d wished me good luck just half an hour earlier. The gloved hand must belong to the albino soldier; covering his whole body to avoid sunburn in this climate.

	I didn’t understand what was going on. The men who’d been so welcoming outside were suddenly the enemy. I’d been on the ground for less than an hour, and already I was being arrested. I even wondered if this was some kind of set-up. Would Paul go as far as having his own brother arrested in order to concoct an excuse to move more troops into this backwater country? I wouldn’t put it past him. The cordon relieving spectators of their cameras and phones was made up of both olive-garbed soldiers and the black police-like uniforms of the BJDS, so when one or two pictures of this incident slipped out, it wouldn’t be entirely clear which of the country’s feuding factions had perpetrated the atrocity.

	I could only guess what was going on now, each idea more terrifying than the last. I tried to stall my imagination, to keep calm until I knew what was going on, but I couldn’t help coming up with more nightmare scenarios. I had to assume Paul was in on this somewhere, because he was the only person likely to have taught soldiers to pronounce our name in the idiosyncratic way he preferred. How far would he go to get people behind him? Was this something he’d masterminded, or was it a double cross? Whatever I thought, there was nothing I could do about it right now. I was frogmarched between two heavily built men, a strong hand on each arm while my wrists were cuffed behind me. We went to one side of the main concourse, and into an office. While the steel panel walls kept most of the building hot, at least there was some kind of air conditioning concealed among the fractal of girders and pipes in the roof. In this office, clearly temporarily allocated to whatever agency might need it, there was no such luxury. I was literally thrown into a box-shaped cell, where a steel bench seat was too hot to touch with bare skin. Even if I could have got to my feet, there was nowhere to go.

	I think I might have cried, I’m not sure. I like to think I’m tough, that the horrors I see in every assignment just make me angry enough to push myself harder, but everyone has a breaking point. The possibility that my brother might have planned this for me just made the whole situation more terrifying than I could bear.





Chapter 12 — Into the Wilderness

	My first experience of Sante Benedicté had been an oven-like cell. After setting the animals free, I ended up in a room that was almost the same size, but infinitely more luxurious. But instead of running I’d got carried away looking through the girl’s diary and thinking back to all the times I should have realised that this story wasn’t worth risking my life over.

	I’d gone too far to turn back now, so I had to find out what this book could tell me. But I needed to stop distracting myself. Whether it was the irregular, infant handwriting at the front, the wobbly but rounded hand of the middle parts, or the meaningless squiggles that seemed to fill the very back of the book, I would have to wait until I was free before trying to piece together all the facts. I wrapped the book in a pink T-shirt, the first thing I’d found to stop all of the inserts falling out. Then I hend the bundle tightly under my arm, and waited for the voices outside the door to die down.

	They knew my name already, and they called me a saboteur. Whatever happened, I couldn’t risk returning to my room for any equipment. I knew they’d disabled the cellular antenna on top of the facility, too, so I couldn’t get a message to the outside world with my phone. There was a chance I could work out how to get a message through if I could get up there, but the place would certainly be under heavy guard. Or I could go out into the jungle, and pray I found the road to Sante Benedicté before getting caught. Neither option seemed like a good choice, but at least in the jungle I’d have a vague idea what to expect.

	The complex was a maze, but there were only a few ways in and out. I could go down and come out in the compound where most of the native staff seemed to have their homes, or up  to the cliff top. But after a little thought, I wondered if there might be another way. I knew from previous presentations that the waterfall had been a natural feature before the lab was here, and that the river that fed it had followed a hundred different paths through the cliff, boring out tunnels wherever there were seams of softer rock only to change its course years or decades later. So if I found the underground river that fed the falls, there was a chance of a navigable tunnel leading back to the surface.

	Before long I found one door that seemed to open onto the river bank, a tunnel stretching away into the darkness. A thin spur of land ran between the river, a roaring torrent in the darkness, and the slick wall. I should never have even attempted to walk along it, I was lucky to traverse the slippery surface without falling. But somehow I made it, and saw a faint glimmer of dawn light somewhere upstream. It turned out to be a natural fissure, connecting the underground stream to the surface. I know it was only luck that had allowed me to get this far, but I found myself wondering if some kind of guardian spirit was watching over me.

	Maybe it would be a good choice of escape route after all. There was no sign of any human interference here, and if anyone had come to explore the cavern with lights, they might easily have missed this exit. Once I was outside, I just ran. I had a vague idea that the River Lama ran parallel to the road, and it didn’t look like I had any reasonable chance of getting a proper map, so I’d just have to try heading in a straight line and hope I hit the main highway sooner or later.

	I knew it would take me days to get back to civilisation, if not weeks. Maybe I’d run into one of the native tribes sooner, but they were as unpredictable as the wild animals. I’d have to see if there was any food I could safely gather, hope there were fruits I could recognise, and hoard what resources I had to survive a long journey. But now, with the security staff hot on my heels, I had to run.

	If this was an action movie, I would have been running headlong, eyes following the ground at my feet and foliage whipping past in a blur. It was certainly tempting to throw caution to the wind like that, but this was the real world and I knew that kind of behaviour was what got tourists killed so often. I ran carefully, keeping one hand in contact with tree trunks, branches and vines as often as possible. That extra handhold could be the difference between life and death if I slipped or the ground beneath me gave way.

	The light reflecting from the glass dome of the observatory room, as well as the clearing itself, made perfect growing conditions for the nearest plants. So as long as I was close, this would be a true jungle. The space between the trees was filled with a tangle of vines and branches, all the low-growing foliage that would normally have their precious light cut off by the canopy overhead. I was running along earth or wood, or finding balance on precariously balanced slabs of rock around which the river had taken the mud away. In places the ground wasn’t even visible beneath me, and I just had to hope I wouldn’t fall into whatever chasm was beneath each transient bridge. I could hear running water, but I couldn’t possibly tell which side it was on, or even if it was beneath me waiting to swallow me whole as soon as I stepped off this branch. Running carelessly here would be suicide, but still I moved through the sylvan maze as quickly as I dared.

	Hauling my body up a tree, I wedged fingers and toes into any hold available so that I could reach a higher branch. Then when I reached something solid enough to stand on, I paused only a moment to check for sounds of pursuit, or any sign they were around here. They were chasing me, and getting caught might stop me getting the truth out, or might even cost my life. I didn’t know if the natives were working for Barishkov, or if they were still loyal to Faulkner, or even if the people pursuing me were the soldiers sent by the United Nations, but it couldn’t be good if anyone caught me. Even if they weren’t right behind me, they could easily be circling round to cut me off.

	That was the problem. Twenty minutes after I’d left the compound, as nearly as I could estimate using my own heart rate, I could still just about make out voices. At first I’d wondered if they were trying to track down escaped specimens, but they wouldn’t have stayed with me for so long in that case. Every time I stopped for breath, the voices were there. Sometimes I managed to pull away a little, but more often I’d pause and hear them even closer than last time. Now I could make out the accents, and I could recognise the language even though the words meant nothing to me. This was the language of the tribes, rather than the Benedicteans, and I didn’t have the faintest clue what that meant.

	Paul’s briefing pack had mentioned that two of the nearby tribes had sworn loyalty to Faulkner, but nobody seemed to know how he had gathered their trust. There was some suspicion he might have used them as experimental subjects, but the official UN report said this was unlikely. The tribesmen had always been reluctant to deal with outsiders, so there was no way they’d stay allied with someone who stepped all over their rights. They had left as soon as Faulkner died, it seemed, because the natives I’d seen at Lucretia Falls – with one exception, of course – had all been of Benedictean descent.

	I didn’t have any idea whose side the tribes would be on now, or even why they had stayed with Faulkner as long as they had only to desert the place when his successor took over. It was always possible that their conventions and standards of behaviour were entirely different from what I was used to, and there was a reason that made perfect sense to someone who had grown up in their society. But right now, I was more concerned with knowing what they’d do to me if they found me, and that was something I had no way to predict. I just had to keep moving, until I found a sanctuary I knew I could rely on.

	I looked down from the end of a soft and rotting branch at the carpet of thorns and flowers below. Maybe some of those plants were growing on the water, like lilies. I had no idea, but didn’t want to risk stepping onto foliage that might not have solid ground underneath. I just wished I’d paid a little more attention when I first passed through this area of jungle. They’d given us a lot of information about the country, and the wonders of nature to be found around here. I’d paid attention to the local politics, the things each government said about the land they considered to be theirs and where they believed the borders lay. But in all three copies of the information the governments had given to the press, I’d skimmed over what they said about the jungle itself. I had to hope that I had the wits to stay alive here, and also hope that when I got back to the city I would be able to find help.

	If I thought back to my first meeting with the Sante Benedicté People’s Militia, it didn’t seem like anything to pin my hopes on.




	Back then, I’d thought it seemed unlikely that I’d even get to see the jungle in person. I thought for a few excruciating hours in a baking cell that I’d never get to see the laboratories of the infamous Dr Faulkner, let alone report on them. The thin material of my trousers was enough to stop the hot metal from burning my skin, but there was no way it was going to be comfortable in there. Then two men came in to explain what had happened.

	“I am so sorry about this,” the albino guy spoke for both of them. With the quality of his English, he sounded like a textbook. It wasn’t the kind of accent I would have expected from a man holding me prisoner, but after all the shocks of the last few hours it came quite far down the list of unexpected occurrences.

	“I would have removed your cuffs earlier,” he continued, “but proper procedure requires us to complete three sets of reports before we are permitted to speak to you. On paper, it is to ensure that prisoners’ human rights are adhered to, that you are only denied access to counsel if we can prove that the very specific circumstances set out in law apply. In reality, it is most often used to let a suspect marinate in their own anxiety. Now, if I remove your cuffs will you please refrain from striking me until I have a chance to explain what has happened?”

	I tried to answer, but my mouth was so dry in the heat that all I could produce was a cough and phlegm like damp flour. Instead, I turned my back towards him and held out my hands. A faint click and I could move again, rubbing some life back into my wrists as he started to explain.

	“Your brother has provided a lot of logistical support to the current government, in their campaign to banish superstition and help us to develop technological academies in Matthestown and Oimbawa. Our President would have us join the next generation at last,  taking our place in the developed world. However, this campaign has been somewhat impaired by the discovery of Faulkner’s facility in the jungle. It is a very different face of science, and people are becoming scared again, likening the experiments carried out there to witchcraft, things man was not meant to know. We need a known liberal, a man who loves the ways of nature and of traditional culture, to reassure people that this isn’t as bad as it seems. We were very grateful that you agreed to help in this regard, as your Nigerian adventure was well reported in our newspapers.”

	So that was why Paul had really sent me. As usual, he hadn’t told me the full story. I wondered how his ardent supporters would feel, if I had remained out of the cells long enough to write the article I intended.

	“My name is Marcos,” he held out his hand to shake. He pronounced it kind of like ‘Mars-sauce’, a name so close to my own, but put through an entirely different set of linguistic mutations since the white man first came here. “I am an army Belsemin – you would say corporal I think – in the Sante Benedicté People’s Militia, seconded to the national army. Maybe I am one of the lower ranks, but I have experience enough to be assigned some very special jobs. The whole of our unit is a little special, assigned to carry out unorthodox work within our borders, primarily fighting against terrorists. In this case, a man accused of carrying explosives or spreading sedition is always in our jurisdiction. This is why we were able to arrest you under the noses of the Bardjuso: terrorism trumps a paperwork error.”

	My surprise must have shown on my face then, because he felt he needed to explain further; “The BJDS, the Bardjuso we call them, are expanding beyond their stated role. They are raiding premises and seizing materials in various cities, claiming that their jurisdiction allows them to track contraband that they may have missed at customs. It is all very awkward, because they are using the unusual cases where the letter of the law isn’t entirely clear. They can detain illegal immigrants now, and monitor all the abuses of the postal service, and carry out surveillance work on behalf of the regular police. All the responsibilities they need, to become an undocumented secret police. The President knows this, but if he acts to curtail their power then Joe Public in the street says he is in favour of smuggling.”

	“They act like police, but the constitution does not grant them the same degree of monitoring it does the police,” he continued after a brief pause, “They are planning some form of revolution, many of us are sure. We know they would want to turn you away. Maybe you are arrested over a paperwork error, and then another error means they don’t know where you’ve gone. They say you organised your own flight to leave the country, and they don’t know where you went next. Stupid foreigner, going to a dangerous country to avoid waiting in the cells for due process. I’m sure you could imagine what they might have come up with.” I could only nod. I’d seen that kind of system too many times, and had even publicised it enough to bring foreign outrage to bear on the perpetrators a few times.

	“We want you to do your job. We’re loyal to the Presidency, so we arrested you first. Now we release you into the custody of the Oversight Committee of this strange lab, and they are responsible for ensuring you don’t cause any further problems. They are appointed by the United Nation, so the civil authority cannot challenge them either. We can do this because nobody is quite sure which country the lab is in, however much as all factions of our government want the benefits of their research without the moral conundrum. And once we have arrested you, the Bardjuso have no jurisdiction. If they touch you now, the President would be entirely correct to demand an inquiry, and they couldn’t so easily spin that in the public opinion.”

	He handed me a water canteen, and I took a long swig before trying to speak again. It was surprisingly bitter, and I found myself spluttering in what must have been a humorous way. To their credit, neither of the soldiers laughed, though I could tell it was a struggle for both to restrain themselves.

	“Rum,” Marcos explained, “Just a little, to kill the bacteria. This is one good thing that foreign science has brought us, though so many people here would like to forget just how much we have gained through contact with the rest of the world. In any case, your job is too important to suffer through our internal politics.”

	And that was how I came to leave Sante Benedicté, sandwiched between my escorts Marcos and a giant square-jawed muscle man who had been introduced as Sarge. The Jeep we were in was a dull brown, but you could hardly tell under a coating of grey dust that I would soon learn built up on everything around here. It had become a thick slime thanks to the humidity, and then dried in to sun to become a cross between paint and natural cement.

	Both guards sat stoically, staring at the trees ahead as if they could make a road appear through force of will. In the driver’s seat up front, a soldier named Bourchèvale made an attempt at rapid fire banter as he drove, one hand on the wheel and one on a cigar. The other two remained impassive in the face of his camaraderie, but he seemed quite content to carry on his conversation as a monologue. They probably disapproved of his tone, or the cigar, or what may well have been truly filthy soldiers’ jokes; but although he didn’t have a rank pin on his hat or cuff, he seemed to have the respect of the other men. I couldn’t comment on the jokes: Bourchèvale recognised I was a foreigner, so addressed me in in a jumbled mix of Portuguese, Italian, Dutch, and English words. Though I could mostly follow the languages of the empires that had once colonised this region, all four at once was a stretch beyond me.

	I turned to look back at the city as the Jeep idled just inside the boundary fence. The city was a low jumble of brick, mud, and concrete blocks on the far side of the silent airplanes. I would have liked to visit it, but now that wouldn’t be an option. Turning the other way, I ran my eyes up and down the mud-caked fence panels. They were dirty, but still new with only the faintest trace of rust where vertical and horizontal wires were soldered together.

	“To keep the animals out,” Marcos said, almost making me jump out of my skin, “The Bardjuso says farmers cannot bring their produce into the city if there is any chance it may end up sold across the border, and the Fampino say they cannot keep the trucks in the warehouses, so between all the black-coats,” he turned his head away here to spit on the ground, clearly some matter of strong feeling, “meat that’s going to the North has to stay in trucks at the airfield, and so a fence is needed to keep wild animals away from the smell of hot meat.”

	I nodded, it sounded just the kind of mess I’d expect from a group of power-grabbing, bureaucratic departments without real oversight. But to me, a fence with only 3 gates was a threat as well as a joke, a promise of encroaching tyranny. I couldn’t wait to get away from the turbulent politics, and out to a lab where there were only the UN scientific committee and their researchers.

	Back then, I never expected guns or knives to feature so prominently in this report.




	The expedition to Lucretia Falls had started out pretty much as I expected, and I didn’t see any clues then to just how many different security measures were in place. The Jeep had come in along a narrow track which barely seemed wide enough for it, and when we saw the dome rising up above the trees ahead, I thought it was the first sight of a gigantic, modern complex. From the number of scientists who were known to be there – and Paul’s secret briefing folder named quite a few more than the one he was officially allowed to give me – I’d half expected it to be a town in itself, maybe as large as Sante Benedicté. But here was just a single building, white painted walls with a couple of decorative pillars in front of the main entrance. From the outside it looked like someone had decided to clone a Mediterranean hotel, but didn’t have enough windows and ornaments to cover every side and left large areas of blank walls instead. The building was a pretty plain cuboid, three floors high, with the observation dome and two smaller towers rising up on top of it. Inside, the feeling of being in a hotel continued as I was shown up to my room and found that almost everyone I met was either Benedictean hospitality staff or other foreign guests.

	I didn’t know then that it was built right on the clifftop, and that most of the facility was accessible where you might normally expect a sub-basement to be. I could hear the dull roar of hundreds of gallons of water surging into the plunge pool, so I quickly guessed that Lucretia Falls was named after an actual waterfall, but I assumed it was somewhere nearby through the jungle. As Marcos helped me to carry my suitcases up to the room I’d been assigned, I quickly realised that most of the others coming to this show – journalists, some politicians who wanted to be able to say they’d been here, scientific inspectors from the UN, and representatives of the different nations who were funding the investigation here – had brought some kind of personal assistant or servant with them. I worried a little that I might be lost as the only one without someone to fetch whatever I needed, or to carry messages back into town if the satellite dishes on the roof failed. Marcos solved that problem by volunteering to stay on. He put the suggestion very diplomatically, but also trusted me enough to explain that the local government wanted to be sure their faith in me and Paul was well founded.

	The inside looked even more like a hotel, with most of what I saw in the first couple of days being white-painted corridors with hard-wearing burgundy carpets. Unlike most developed world hotels, though, the staff here didn’t seem to be making neatness a major priority. There was a visible line of dust down the outside edge of each corridor, and in the conference rooms we were shown to while one scientist after another gave a little press conference on his work, the tabletops were polished to a high shine but the windows were often thick with dust that had turned into a paste in the humidity. My guess there was that these guest areas had been left unmaintained for a few months, only for the staff to throw themselves energetically into the most obvious tasks when they were told that important visitors were coming.

	There were several days of presentations and speeches laid on for us. Some were quite interesting, but I could tell the other reporters were getting impatient. I quickly learned that Faulkner had called in specialists with all kinds of different specialities, from many different parts of the world, and many of them were glad to give the press a lecture on their particular obsessions. Some of them were doing research that needed to be carried out in the jungle, like Abramovich and Corliss. For some of them this might be because they were using the native flora and fauna, while others had experiments that might benefit from the hot, humid climate. Others, like Paler and Tanaka, had come to complete their personal projects. They were willing to come out to the jungle either because they were seeking advice from other experts already here, or because Faulkner’s wise investments meant he could offer the best equipment for all his labs. Still more scientists, including the Committee chairman Igor Barishkov, had come because of some legislative or bureaucratic hurdle in their home countries, some cases more serious than others if the reports in John’s file were to be believed. Most of the scientists had gone home after the Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee took over the complex, but some had been allowed to stay until their experiments were at a stage where they could more practically be moved. As long as they weren’t doing anything spectacularly dangerous, the US marines and then the UN soldiers who had slowly replaced them allowed the scientists to get on with what they did best.

	By the time it came to Dr Wellesley’s presentation on a chromatography technique which she believed would massively reduce the cost and time of genetic fingerprinting, I was almost the only person in the audience. The politicians didn’t understand and the journalists didn’t care, feeling like they were guests at some kind of science fair. I made some excuse to talk to Wellesley, and complimented her thoroughness. I wished she could have got more recognition for her work, but it seemed she hadn’t known what kind of facility this was when she first came out here. In a half hour of conversation, I learned almost everything I wanted to know about the labs. Now I knew that Faulkner had been working on some big project in secret, telling others only what they needed to know. I knew that he’d spared no expense in recruiting experts in a dozen different fields, to ensure that if there was anything he needed advice on there was a specialist close at hand. About the only thing she couldn’t tell me was what Faulkner’s big project had been.

	I was still waiting, though, for the main attraction. On day 6, our timetable showed a presentation by Dr Barishkov, which nearly everyone was eager to see more about. He was theoretically the head of the Oversight Committee now, as he was the only person who vaguely understood what Faulkner had been trying to do. He had been a wanted man in his home country, but the United Nations had agreed that he would be allowed to go free after he helped them to clean up the mess. From my briefing packets, he seemed quite confident that he could untangle Faulkner’s eccentric notes with enough precision to wind down the experiments safely and without further outrage. I wondered if any of the other reporters had thought to wonder whether the man had seen Faulkner’s daughter here. What research could he be involved in that would be so important he could turn a blind eye to a kidnapped young girl?





Chapter 13 — Landmarks & Memories

	I stopped only when I needed to, resting. The jungle was dangerous, but hadn’t tried to kill me yet. As long as I was careful on uneven ground, and as long as the food in my pockets lasted, I’d be okay. I just hoped the predators I’d been warned about so many times, the tigers that were like gods to the natives, didn’t find me as I wandered through their home. But I couldn’t keep running all day and night, I had to camp sooner or later, and I found lost fragments of unpractised skills coming back to me from when I’d been in other jungles years before.

	When my body was too tired to run any farther, I flipped through Lucretia’s diary in search of more clues. I didn’t fully understand it at first, the stories filtered through a child’s worldview, but eventually I began to piece together what had really happened to her. Later, I would learn more about the many stories that wound together at Lucretia Falls, and then I would be able to properly understand what I was reading.

	Some of the sections I stared at in confusion, unable to make any sense out of the pencil scrawl. I knew I’d be able to decipher them later as long as I managed to escape the jungle. For now, I could only speculate what I was missing, why the diary entries changed half way through from a legible if childish handwriting back to the random lines of a toddler. I knew some day I’d better understand what Lucy had been through when she wrote these things…

	Lucy padded softly through the jungle. She carried a knife she’d borrowed from one of the lab’s security men. It was massive, designed for cleaving through whole networks of vines in a single stroke. She couldn’t use it properly because the handle just didn’t seem to be the right shape for her small hands. It didn’t really matter though, she didn’t have much trouble finding a path through the undergrowth. There were animal tracks here, and places people had walked before, and even if a few days of foliage had grown over the track, she could squeeze through the gaps or clamber over the bundles.

	There were some advantages to being small, and she intended to use them while she still could. Her body was changing, she knew, she wasn’t a child any more. Nurse Chǎ had told her that this was going to happen some day, but it had still been a major surprise to find herself with so many strange feelings she couldn’t control or understand. She’d started to think maybe this was all part of being an adult, that all the older people working at the lab were ruled by a committee of urges and hormones and the brain only occasionally got the casting vote. It would explain why they did so many terrible things to each other. Well, if she was going to be like the rest of them soon, she wanted to take advantage of her size and youthful grace while she could.

	She knew Father would be upset that she was out here. He had never liked her going anywhere on her own, but now she didn’t feel safe cooped up in Lucretia Falls. Even the name of the place was a bad omen, a reminder that so many people wanted to hurt her because they were jealous of Father’s vision.

	Before she could dwell any more on her experiences over the last few weeks, she emerged from the trees and found herself dazzled by brilliant sunlight. She threw her hands up instinctively to shield her eyes, and it took several minutes before her vision adapted enough to enjoy the view. In the last place anyone would expect, there was a break in the jungle canopy and it almost seemed like the sun was coming from below. This was the cliff edge, where a wide band of softer rock had allowed the River Lama to carve out a deep, steep sided valley.

	Here the vegetation couldn’t grow to cover the view. A chunk of harder rock sixty yards wide had been driven into a clearing on the cliff edge, to provide a viewpoint that would endure. Until there was some soil to cover the bare rock, the foliage couldn’t grow back to obscure it. The concrete path leading up here was already split by plants boring up through its surface, though, and the jungle was starting to encroach on the island. Roughly in the centre of the area, guardrails that had once been bright chrome flanked a pedestal. On top of that, tilted so that even a child could read it, was a bright piece of metal with an image etched on it. Lucy was already familiar with the picture – the original drawing in pencil and crayon was taped inside the front of her diary – and had seen the sparkle of sunlight off the metal many times from the balconies on the other side of the valley. But this was the first time she’d actually come out here, and she wished it could have happened when she was in a better mood to appreciate the beauty of the scene.

	The picture was of Lucretia Falls. Not the lab and all the buildings that supported it, but the waterfall in its natural state just a handful of years before. On the opposite wall, a spur of granite channeled the river out of its underground course like an enormous, natural faucet thundering into a pool from which the waters rushed away to the East. In the drawing, there was a dark green mass of trees both above and below, the steepness of the valley nearly obscured by the canopy. But now, the trees were cleared for quite some distance around the falls.

	The pool was surrounded by fields where simple crops could be grown, allowing them to live without regular visits to the city. Relations between the lab and the Benedicteans had always been strained, because it wasn’t quite clear to anyone whether the building should be paying taxes to the remote government in Oimbawa, or to one of the neighbouring countries. Dr Faulkner had decided they should obey no laws except their own and those demanded by the local tribes.

	Around the farming areas were dozens of outbuildings that were occupied by the natives of this land. They were the people who ensured that the corridors were swept, the generators fueled, the lights on and the scientists fed. And right at the centre of the compound, surrounded by the pool on two sides and backed into the cliff, was the main laboratory. Nobody could even get close without coming through the little village, and the men with bodies like teak would stop anyone who tried. The farmers and cleaners didn’t like sharing their land with people whose skin was darker, but the tribesmen didn’t hurt anybody and the people of Benedictean ancestry had eventually accepted that it was better to have the tribes guarding the fences than outside them, peering in. They kept the compound safe from wild animals, and deterred any attack by soldiers from the neighbouring countries, so the two groups of natives had got used to each other’s company.

	The tribesmen didn’t like talking to Lucy, but then few people did. At least they were respectful about it. They didn’t talk about her like she wasn’t there, or act like she was stupid just because she was young. They bowed their heads slightly, and paused their conversation until she was out of sight. It was a little strange, and sometimes she got the impression that they didn’t quite believe she was real. There had been other girls living with her in the hospital ward, she’d liked to to think of them as her sisters even though that was a long way from the truth. Many of them were gone now, buried in the rich earth deep within the caverns, and nobody seemed to be quite sure why Lucy was so different. They wouldn’t talk to her about it, keeping absolutely silent in her presence. They thought she wasn’t old enough to talk about life and death, but she knew she was very mature for her age.

	On top of the cliff was what looked like a building on the surface, something you could find anywhere in the world, but it was topped by three towers like a kind of fairytale castle. In the community of Lucretia Falls, that building was a special place where there were less workers and more important people. They were in charge of everything here, and Father was right at the top of the group. ‘First among equals’ he called himself, but the others all called him Professor like it was the most important title in the world. He was literally at the top of the team as well, with two of the three towers being places that nobody else could go. One was the sanctuary, his own private turret where he could get away from whatever was worrying him. The middle one was the communications tower, with three satellite dishes and a big antenna on the top. That was the only tower that anyone else had a reason to go to. And then looming over the whole complex, at the top of three floors with spiraling staircases around the outside, was the Observation Room. It was like the top half of a giant glass ball, made from four massive pieces of glass, and it let you look out over the tops of the trees in all directions. The glass was cloudy now, dirty, and Lucy wasn’t allowed to go up there. Nobody except Father went up there, and nobody could give her a clear answer when she asked why.

	The biggest part of Lucretia Falls, though you couldn’t see much of it from here, was inside the cliff itself. The river flowed underground, and had changed course many times over the years, cutting out different tunnels. Lucy had been amazed when she read about it in one of the few books Nurse Chǎ had managed to get for her. But now, the edges of the granite spur that carried most of the water had been shored up, with rows of tiny rooms along both sides of the underground river extending a hundred yards back into the cliff. That had left a whole maze of tunnels in the cliff, at many different heights, and now there were homes built into nearly all of them. Bridges over the pool allowed some of the lab buildings to extend into the lower tunnels and provide an indoor connection between the cliff-foot complex and the labs in the cliff itself. Lucy had spent a lot of the last three years confined to a hospital ward that overlooked the pool, until a kind of garden on a floating platform had been put in to give her somewhere to sit and relax.

	Higher up the cliff was where the staff lived, apartments marked by an occasional scatter of windows. They were linked by numerous small elevators and staircases, keeping the cost as low as possible by following the labyrinth of natural channels. The only fast route from top to bottom was using the massive freight elevator, which had been created using a special drill and a lot of explosives. That went all the way from the back of the Faulkner lab – which he sometimes said he had named after Lucy, rather than himself or his other children – up to the Observation Room. That allowed animals or whatever else the scientists had been working on to be taken up to the big room, and paraded in front of a press conference.

	It was an amazing place to live, and all the more special to Lucy because, in a way, it had been made for her. Now she looked down at the engraved image on the pedestal. It was clearly a child’s drawing, but it was easily recognisable as the valley and the falls, as they had been before all the buildings were there. In that picture the water rolling out over the granite spur of the falls was joined by a dozen smaller trickles from the various caves in the cliff face, and the pool was ringed by a thick growth of trees. The sunlight was the same: starbursts representing a dazzling brilliance reflecting off the lake and the waterfall itself, to cast light upward to the opposite cliff. The picture was of the view from this point, and the original was one of Lucy’s favourite pages in the whole diary.

	Somehow, for all the time she’d lived at Lucretia Falls, she’d never found an excuse to come up here and look at how the view had changed. And now she was finally here, it seemed a perfect time to open her diary to the two remaining blank pages at the back, and express in clumsy uncoordinated writing just how the sight made her feel. She had nothing better to do right now, as she had no intention of returning in time to hear Father’s call.




	Another day running through the jungle, another succession of terrified moments just waiting for every snapping branch in the distance to become a nightmare of teeth, or a night-black guard in pursuit. And then I turned again to the diary. I gave up on the mysterious scrawl at the end this time; no matter how many hours I’d spent staring at it, I couldn’t make out letters among the wobbly rows of pencil marks. Instead I turned to the beginning, where the handwriting was uncertain but just about legible, with occasional help from an adult hand to spell out the longer words. The events of this story were clearly before the girl had come to the jungle, maybe even before her celebrated kidnapping if the handwriting was any indicator of her age…

	A plane soared low over the desert. It was a small craft, but could easily have carried three times the number of passengers who were on board today. The first thing Lucretia remembered when she came to write in her diary was how high the sun was, beating down on the ground in a land with virtually no shadows.

	The sun wasn’t an unfamiliar sight for her, though most places they’d been it wasn’t so intense. But in hindsight it was the thing she remembered, because that was the last time she’d seen it blazing like that. In the hospital she hadn’t been allowed to open the blinds, and in their new home in the jungle there was always the canopy overhead to block out direct sunlight. So rather than thinking about the awe-inspiring landscape that had captured her attention at the time, she persisted in remembering the heat of the sun, and the perfect weather of that day.

	The landscape was almost flat, and she could see for miles. But the place they were heading for was hidden behind a row of hills that looked tiny by comparison to the vast, open space. When they reached it, the canyon was massive and awe inspiring, like a wire had cut right down into the desert and exposed uncountable strata of rock. The image that stuck in Lucretia’s mind was that they were looking out at God’s layer cake, just after someone took the middle slice. It took her breath away for sure, and that was pretty hard to do these days. This girl had probably seen more of the world than any other eight year old girl, from the unbelievable artwork of the Nazca lines to the unspoiled, natural beauty of the fjords.

	She knelt on one of the seats of a twin-engine plane, pressing her face up close against the window to get a better look at the spectacular scenery. Behind her, Doctor Faulkner smiled at his daughter’s enthusiasm. The smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, but the people who spent a lot of time with him had learned not to look him in the eye lest they get swallowed by the unimaginable sadness that was exposed there.

	“It’s like something out of Africa,” Lucretia gasped in awe, “So much desert!”

	“Africa has more than just deserts, dear,” her father pointed out, “And there’s a lot of difference between American and African desert.”

	“Like elephants,” the pilot felt obliged to chip in. Normally he expected to be reeling off details about the landscapes they were flying over, the geology or the history, but this group was starting to unnerve him. When they’d booked, they seemed to be trying to fit in as many sights as possible, as if they were pressed for time. That wasn’t so uncommon for a family holiday, with only a week away from work and school, but they were taking it so seriously. While they’d been waiting for takeoff, the older guy had got out his bag and been on the phone to some tour operator, organising hotels and flights to Kenya for the week after next. He’d asked the girl what kind of landmarks she wanted to see, and he was quite happy to throw vast amounts of money at the holiday to make sure they found time for everything that interested her without any delays.

	“Yeah, we need to see an elephant in Africa!” Lucretia’s face lit up with a smile, “Can we ride one?”

	“Of course, Luci, I’ll see what I can do.” And that was the other thing that was clear. The kid got everything she wanted, there was never an argument. But she didn’t seem spoiled in any way, she was always polite and seemed genuinely surprised every time her suggestions were accepted without question. The pilot couldn’t help thinking there was an elephant in the room here, and he was the only one who couldn’t see it. Still, it wasn’t his job to ask questions of the passengers. His job was to give them a marvellous view, however uneasy they made him feel, so he pitched the plane to one side and let them look down into the canyon, and was rewarded by an excited squeal of delight.




	I couldn’t believe how different Lucretia’s experience was from my own. I’d read the news reports: Faulkner had kidnapped his own daughter and they hadn’t been seen for months. He’d only returned her to safety in the States when her condition actually became life-threatening, and then she’d vanished for good less than a year later. I’d always assumed that the story everyone else believed must be true. The mad scientist was torturing her with experiments, even sacrificing his own flesh and blood in the pursuit of the elusive discovery that would make him famous. But the diary contained many more stories like the page I’d just read, and the more of them I went through the more it seemed the girl really had got everything she could ask for. Over the course of nearly a year, they’d visited every continent and always first class. Why would he do that if he didn’t care for her wellbeing?

	There was no mention of any experiments in most of these stories. Sometimes she would have a comment that her father or Doctor Balletyne would take some blood samples, but the nurses always seemed careful not to hurt her and those instances were few and far between. The more I read of this tale, the more convinced I was that the whole point of Faulkner’s experiments was to cure what was wrong with his daughter. She was ill, she knew that, and Father was doing everything he could to save her. But then, why the luxury world tour? That didn’t really fit into either of the stories I could see in my head.

	I couldn’t read for too long before I had to put the book back under my coat, and start thinking about which way I would travel for the next day. I had to keep on moving, had to keep heading back towards civilisation. I’d been in the jungle before, but never really had to rely on my own resources, and this was an altogether different situation. I had a vague idea about the dangers of flora and fauna that could be found in a place like this, and knew my only hope with most of the large animals was not to encounter them. I knew that primitive tribes could be a danger too, though fewer and fewer of them were permitted to continue their traditional ways. The tribes round here would deal with outsiders occasionally, but mostly kept to themselves. Somehow, nobody knew how, Faulkner had managed to gain their allegiance. In the current situation, they were almost as much a wildcard as the creatures of unknown descent that Faulkner’s lab had created, and as I thought about those travesties against nature I realised that I would have to take responsibility for some of them escaping into the wild. That was something I didn’t want on my conscience, but I couldn’t go back there now.

	Better to think about the natives, the tribes. If one foreigner had gained their trust, then maybe I could too. It could be as simple as spotting what had been right under my nose when we’d had our chaperoned tour of the jungle. If nothing else, thinking back to that would give the higher parts of my mind something to do while I scrambled slowly along a gully on the jungle floor.





Chapter 14 — The Experiment Revealed

	As I wandered through the jungle, I started to think about just how much of a part Dr Igor Barishkov had played in the construction of Lucretia Falls. He had been one of the more senior scientists, and had become the head of the Oversight Committee after the UN took over. But his background was in genetics, and after he’d given us a presentation on his analysis of Faulkner’s work I had started suspecting that he was more closely involved than he had admitted.

	The Observation Room at the summit of the Lucretia Falls facility was treated almost like some kind of ancient holy site, with guards to prevent anyone unauthorised wandering up there. Most of the security detail were foreigners now, and clearly resented by the Benedictean staff members, but they were the ones with guns so they were in charge. They theoretically took their orders from the Oversight Committee, with representatives from all the countries whose military forces had chipped in to keep a lid on this potentially explosive situation, but in practice they reported only to Dr Barishkov. He was the most senior person who was on site at the facility, and was reputed to be a genius even though nobody else seemed to know what he’d been working on.

	The dome of the Observation Room looked like a cloudy marble from the ground outside. It was only once you got up there that you realised just how big it was. There were three floors below the Observation Room itself, a short circular tower that supported it. And around the perimeter of those levels, there were long arcing flights of stairs. The rooms on those lower levels had a pretty good view themselves, allowing you to see out over the cliff edge or as far as the treeline in the other direction, but it was only the dome itself that had a view above the forest canopy in all directions. Somehow, we never thought to ask what was in the middle of those three levels, surrounded by a ring of general conference rooms and dining areas.

	When we were told that Barishkov’s presentation would be right at the top of the building, the announcement was treated as if we were being offered some rare reward. I thought back to the day before, when we’d been quietly spirited away from the facility to visit the tribes in the jungle. Had the subterfuge then simply been an opportunity for whatever he wanted to show us to be ferried up the chain of elevators from the valley-floor laboratories to the big amphitheatre without anyone getting a sneak peek?

	As we filed up the stairs one by one, we were struck first by the sheer scale of the place. Giant curved windows almost entirely replaced a conventional ceiling or walls. Above about three feet from the floor, the walls just gave way to giant glass sheets, supported by four arcing chrome pillars that met somewhere near the apex. Higher up, the surface was still coated with a year’s dirt, but the staff had obviously been in here to polish and shine the glass. It was set up as an audience chamber, the floor divided into concentric rings of shallow steps to allow those at the back a slightly easier view of a presenter at the centre. There was no other furniture in here at present, but scuff marks on the floor indicated that there had been some kind of desks around the room fairly recently.

	As I reached the top of the stairs, I turned to the window and looked out in awe. The rainforest was beautiful, and the view from up here was somehow even more dramatic than the one from the air. If you kept your gaze on the recently cleaned parts of the window, it was as if you were looking out from an open platform above the highest of the trees. Then I turned to the centre of the room, where everyone was slowly directing their attention to a pit thirty feet across. Whoever had designed this place certainly had a flair for the dramatic. Barishkov wasn’t in sight, but we were confident he wouldn’t keep us waiting too long once everyone was here.

	Was that the kind of thing he did: being fashionably late to his own show? I didn’t know any more than the rest of the audience, as none of us had actually managed to meet the guy who had stepped up to save Lucretia Falls in its darkest hour. I’d spoken to a few of the other journalists, and it seemed he was too busy running the facility to spend his social time in the clifftop part; which many of the staff seemed to have taken to calling ‘the hotel’ once they heard us using that name.

	I made good use of the time while we waited for Barishkov to arrive, speaking to a reporter from a Latvian state newspaper to ask if they knew anything about the statement in John’s file. I hadn’t thought to check Igor’s credentials before coming out here, and cellphone transmissions through the lab’s communications centre would no doubt be monitored, but someone from the region he’d originally come from was probably the best way of fact-checking I had at this point.

	“Oh yes, it is well known,” a tall guy called Vic grinned, “You can look it up easily enough if you check the newspapers from his home town. In the national press it was just a sidebar, noted scientist arrested, and terrorist flees custody. They thought he was moving to Denmark, and spent some time trying to organise extradition papers, but then it turns out he wasn’t even there.”

	“Terrorist?” I probably didn’t do such a good job of hiding my surprise, “My brother said that, but I didn’t have time to check the records before we got here, and I thought…”

	“Oh, no, no,” he shook his head, “It’s not so serious as all that. Barishkov gave some scientific information to an anti-government group, that’s all the public knows. Maybe he’s making some weapon-suitable strain of super ebola, or maybe he helped someone to analyse statistics that would show a vaccination programme isn’t as effective as the government claim. To some of the newspapers, anyone who is against the people in power must be a terrorist.” I nodded. I didn’t know how it was in Arstotzka, but I could imagine that kind of thing happening in a few of the Baltic States. In reality, Barishkov’s crime probably lay somewhere in between the bio-weapons of John’s rhetoric and the permit problem that Paul had claimed.

	“Is there likely to be any way to find out more?” I asked, “I didn’t have long to plan before coming out here, but surely one of us,” I gestured to indicate the reporters and politicians milling around all over the room now, “There must be someone who thought to find out why the new Committee Chairman can’t return to his home country?”

	“Probably,” Victor shrugged, looking a little embarrassed, “I’ve emailed my office asking them to look for more information, but I think their response got shut down by the censors here. I can’t believe they had Barishkov on the list of scientists who were being arrested by the Americans; we thought that Petrov and Corliss were probably the ‘existing lab staff’ mentioned on the–”

	He suddenly faded into silence, and I turned to see what had caught his attention. In the pit at the centre of the room, something was becoming visible. It seemed to be a cage, slowly rotating as it rose so that we could see every side of it. Some kind of elevator system rose like a screw head out of the pit, giving us a view from every side. The cage took up most of the platform, and standing to one side was a figure that could only be the infamous Dr Barishkov. He was shorter and older than I would have imagined, getting on to late middle age with sparse grey hair combed over from both sides in an attempt to conceal a bald spot. He wore a grey suit with creases so firm you could have used him as a ruler, and his gaze roved the crowd with displeasure, as if he was looking for anyone who had written something bad about him in the past.

	Hunched in one corner of the cage was a huge black panther. No doubt some people would immediately protest, say that it was inhumane to confine the magnificent beast to such a small cage even for a short presentation. But I figured the cage itself was probably almost the size of the college dorm room that I’d barely left for the last six months of my course, and the big cat’s expression as it stood to survey the room was a perfect reminder of why you wouldn’t want to be anywhere near it without the bars. Most of the observers in the room weren’t scientists, but still I hoped a few of them would recognise the distinctive features of P. pardus sangra, a critically endangered leopard species. I was sure it had been mentioned in the official briefing packet, but there had been no mention that the lab had one in captivity. A few of these creatures had been found in the forest around here, though not enough to suggest that they would survive without human intervention.

	“Panthera pardus sangra,” Barishkov spoke clearly and loudly. The echo was a little tinny and unnatural, leading me to think that speakers were positioned somewhere along the long chrome beams, making them resonate as well as amplifying his voice. “Sangra’s Leopard. Maybe you’ve seen one of these magnificent creatures in the zoo. There are, after all, seventeen of them in captivity around the world. And six known to be living in the wild, after certain naturalists sent expeditions to  this region over the last decade. They are perhaps the second most famous cat of this region, after their close cousin P. pardus alba which was believed to be extinct until Benedict Moore realised that the creature called the ‘white tiger’ by the natives here was not, in fact, what the rest of the world knows as a tiger.”

	“If you have seen one of these beautiful specimens in the zoo, then you will know that they almost universally suffer from some form of osteoporosis, tumours and kidney growths which require surgery to correct after three or four breeding seasons, and muscle wasting which may begin in early adulthood or even in cubs. The problems inherent in in-breeding, unavoidable in such a small population.”

	“But!” he looked up, a melancholy monologue turning to excited enthusiasm, “But this individual, specimen number 118 according to his file, is free of all of these conditions. You will further see that from his genetic fingerprint, he is not the offspring of any individual in the zoo databases. Because you see, Doctor Faulkner’s abhorrent research practises unexpectedly struck gold some time before his arrest. We have found a way to cure these inherited diseases, artificially grafting genetic material at the molecular level to remove the damage from a half century of in-breeding. We have both extrapolated the functional alleles of a healthy Sangra leopard, and allowed this magnificent creature a new lease of life by replacing the most troublesome parts of its genome with transplants from P. pardus alba.”

	About half of the reporters in the room seemed to grasp the full import of his words, and a much smaller proportion of the politicians. Barishkov stroked his beard while he waited for his words to sink in, hoping they would realise what he had created. Under his leadership, his pose seemed to say, this lab could rise like a world-illuminating phoenix from the ashes of Faulkner’s travesty.

	Finally he continued: “Gentlemen, there is a growing campaign to have the animals raised at this laboratory euthanized, put to death in the belief that they are, as one Internet columnist puts it, ‘an unforgivable travesty against nature’. I beg to differ. Number 118, who I have grown to think of as Frank in the time I’ve spent working with him, is a perfect example of this. He isn’t in pain, and he isn’t sick. His genome has been modified, yes, with DNA grafts from other big cat species to correct the natural defects he would otherwise have been born with. But can you say that a healthy animal, from a species that would otherwise have become extinct within our lifetimes, deserves to die simply because science has found a way to save it? That, gentlemen, is against all reason.”

	There was still some debate, of course. Some of them still didn’t quite understand the issues, but knew that a substantial portion of the electorate in their various countries would be opposed to any decision in which they were forced to vote in favour of euthanasia. The problem was that after some religious leaders had said their piece, there were also thousands of people campaigning for these ‘Frankenstein animals’ to be wiped out. It was every elected official’s nightmare, a situation where the entire populace would be out for his job if he made the wrong choice, but there was no clear majority on which option was the wrong one. The nations that had sent civil servants instead of actual politicians made it an even tougher situation, because these people were forced to put their bosses’ careers on the line, rather than just their own.

	In theory they didn’t have to make a decision right now, but I couldn’t be the only one who expected to see reporters pressing the government representatives for a statement of their position right after this meeting.

	Most ended up stating a vague agreement with Barishkov. Though the conditions the animals were being kept in were deplorable, and their very existence a question that should have been put forward for government approval before the project began – and he couldn’t convince them otherwise – the creatures kept at the lab could hold the answers to so many questions. Maybe they could even discover effective medical treatments, both for members of their own species and for humanity. Leaning against the giant windows, I was overwhelmed by how quickly one man had managed to turn the tide of emotion and get them all on his side. It looked like the lab’s scientists, both those who’d worked there before the UN takeover and those who’d been added afterwards to investigate the situation, would be permitted to keep their test subjects alive as long as there was worthwhile data to be had.

	There was nothing I could say to change their minds, and that Doctor Barishkov was a persuasive man. He almost had me convinced that he was right, but I know in my heart that there was no good to come from treating animals as horrifically as I suspected these scientists had done. But there was no way I’d be able to ask probing questions now, once most of the people around me had allowed themselves to be swayed by this unexpectedly charismatic old man.

	I’d have to go further if I was to discover the truth. I would have to look for myself to find it, and I would have to take direct action to bring it to the attention of the world. That was the moment, while the majestic black leopard paced back and forth in its cage, that I decided I would have to break into the lab the next night, when we’d been promised an early night after returning to the jungle to see the area’s natural animals. I resolved to guarantee these poor tortured animals the right to die with dignity. At that moment I thought I was being courageous, but it later turned out I just didn’t understand what I would end up subjecting myself to.





Chapter 15 — Pursuit

	On the run in the jungle, I didn’t know who I could trust. I wondered if the rapport I’d built up with Amba in a single afternoon’s conversation nearly a week earlier would be enough to enlist his help. It was possible that he understood me as a seeker after knowledge, and he could be sympathetic. But I wouldn’t have been willing to stake my life on that, even if I’d known how to find his tribe’s camp. For now, I would most likely have to avoid anyone I saw. The tribesmen had some loyalty to Faulkner, the city natives were employed by the Lucretia Falls facility, and the American and UN soldiers probably had some kind of orders. I didn’t know how everything would play out now that Faulkner was gone; would the tribesmen follow Barishkov or Corliss? Were the UN soldiers actually following Barishkov’s orders, or would they throw him to the wolves if there was any chance of a scandal that wouldn’t tarnish their own countries’ reputations? There was no way to know.

	But compared to staying out here in the jungle, maybe it would be better to make a report to someone, sooner or later. After three days of walking, I didn’t know how far off the highway I was, and I was starting to think I might have no chance at all of getting these pictures back to the office without some form of help.

	This sound of someone moving through the undergrowth, still too distant for me to see them clearly, only raised questions in my mind. Before I knew if it was safe to approach them, I’d need to both find out which group they belonged to, and make a wild guess about whether that group was currently going to be sympathetic to my goals. I was frozen with indecision for a moment,  and then I caught a glimmer of reflected light. A faint shimmer of pink in the darkness; the monster’s eyes.

	Monster. I caught the word right after it crossed my mind. I’d thought I was above that, but it seems that when I was in a tough situation I couldn’t even trust my own thoughts. I’d resolved before I ever came here that I would just think of all the experimental subjects as animals, no matter how grotesque they might look. Paul would have called them ‘enhanced lifeforms’, many of the more extreme churches called them ‘monsters’ or even ‘demons’, and the moderates on both sides preferred ‘specimens’ or ‘creatures’. I figured that the word that entered your mind when you didn’t have time to think said a lot about your personality, and I was instantly disappointed with my own response.

	I wanted to see them as they really were, tortured animals to be pitied. But the first thing the jungle strips away, like any threat of imminent death, is your illusions. Seeing those eyes glowing in the darkness opened a door to some terror that has been too long ingrained into our racial memory to be easily purged from the hindbrain. The monster was stalking me, and there was no way I could deny it. No matter how fearless, I don’t believe you’d ever meet a man who would look on a tiger’s burning eyes and feel sorry for the beast.

	Mud from my boots clung to the gleaming leaves, leaving a clear track to show which way I’d come. The plants were soft, and easily kicked aside, but sprung back with surprising force. After a few steps, I found my legs exhausted as if I’d been wading through treacle. I reached up to a giant trunk, virtually a wooden cliff, and hauled myself out of the foliage. The trees were so tightly packed here, each growing up and over its rivals for the scarce shafts of sunlight that managed to penetrate the canopy, that a lucky man might actually be able to forge a path twenty feet above the ground, stepping from branch to sturdy branch like a squirrel. A slow and cautious squirrel.

	It even seemed to be working. There were no sounds of pursuit. Maybe in the darkness, my pursuer had assumed I would follow the bridge of roots that I’d been on, relatively clear by the standards of this region.

	The trunk beside my hand exploded into a cloud of white punk. The noise was so sudden and loud that I was deafened for a moment. I gazed in surprise at the disintegrating bark for a second, suddenly brightly lit. Fragments seemed to hang in the air, gracefully tearing, and my body recoiled so slowly that I could have been floating. Was this an epiphany, the voice of an angel come to save me and pass on my report to the people of the world? It seemed like minutes I stood and watched, falling without moving, but in reality it must have been less than a second before I guessed that I’d been shot.

	I didn’t know what I was doing, it was so hard to think. My feet hit the ground and I just ran. I felt dizzy, light headed. Pain shot up my leg with every step I took, and I just wanted to collapse to the ground but forced myself to keep moving. I couldn’t even tell where it was coming from. My shirt and trousers were soaked in blood and the pain was unbearable, but I didn’t have time to stop and analyse it any more than that.

	I stopped when I heard voices, surprisingly close. Without the noise of my steps, I could hear just how loudly they were moving. They must be hacking through the undergrowth, cleaving a path with machetes rather than looking for routes over and around. It was sometimes necessary to cut your way through in the jungle, but here we were farther from the Lucretia Falls clearing and farther from the sun. You looked for the easy path here, rather that just cutting straight through. They must be outsiders. They were talking as they moved, out of breath and frustrated. Another, clearly not doing such hard work, was barking orders. These were soldiers, then, but whether they were from one of the countries that claimed to control this land, or the UN troops sent in to control the situation, or even the Oversight Committee’s own mercenaries wasn’t immediately clear.

	I looked down at my leg; the dark fabric not showing the bloodstains. I was lightheaded and dizzy, and every thought took way too much effort. I shoved my hands into my pockets and pulled out a length of cord. For once, I could be glad of my hoarding habits. I tied it tight around my thigh, hoping it would do something to slow down any blood loss. I didn’t even know if it was my leg bleeding; the pain spread so widely that I could just as easily have been hit in my hip, or my side. But in that confused panic, I knew that anything I could do to stop the blood was better than nothing, and that was the only thing that came to mind.

	There was more shouting. The leader, or the one who wasn’t working, was raising his voice. It was urgent, whatever was bothering him, and I wondered if they’d seen me. It sounded like they were maybe a dozen feet away, but if they were as close as it seemed they weren’t carrying lights. I lowered myself to the ground, nestling between two stout roots, or branches, it was hard to tell the difference with greenery on all sides. Then their knives split through a partition of vines, so close I could almost have reached out to touch them.

	I heard their leader shout again, in Russian, or possibly Ukrainian. The silhouettes looked strange, until I realised the over-bulky heads were concealed inside some kind of goggles. Advanced night vision probably, to match the belts of survival gear and heavy duty rifles that I could only see by the light glinting off them. This wasn’t the base’s guards pursuing me, this was serious covert ops stuff. If Barishkov had this kind of gear on hand, then the inspectors had seriously messed up.

	For a moment I thought they hadn’t seen me, and then they raised weapons to their shoulders. Not pointing at me, though, pointing up past me. The branch I was leaning on shattered with a sound like thunder, and suddenly I was falling again, to a lower ground level that I hadn’t even realised was there. The air was filled with gunshots and panicked shouting, but I was too weak to even grab something to stop my slide down the slick vines. In some calm space at the back of my mind, I was dimly aware that if they’d wanted to kill me from that range I would have been dead already. They really hadn’t seen me, hidden among the undergrowth, and the screams of pain behind me managed to make me realise that there were two groups of soldiers in the area. The Russians I’d just seen were getting cut down by a sniper they couldn’t quite get a clear shot at, and were panicking to find some kind of effective cover.

	I’d been standing on what I thought was solid ground only a few minutes before, and then clambered up onto low branches to find an easier path. The ground couldn’t have been more than a few feet below, but it felt like much more as I slipped and fell. In a momentary break in the gunfire, I could hear running water close by, but it was a dull roar rather than the indistinct trickle of most streams in this landscape. I was disoriented, falling somehow, and then my shoulder struck solid ground with a sickening crunch, and I finally abandoned my fight to remain conscious.





Chapter 16 — Birthday Girl

	Do you dream when you’re unconscious? I’d never been in a position to find out before. I’d been in any number of dangerous situations, but up until this case there had been some part of my mind that considered myself separate. I was a reporter, I wasn’t part of this no matter how close I got. At some point I’d got too caught up in the politics, probably because of the anger at my brothers using me as a tool to gain political leverage. But while I was out there in the jungle, I realised that this wasn’t worth dying for. I could abandon the case, surrender, and get out alive no matter how much I hated myself for it.

	I don’t know if I was stunned or delirious. I’d taken risks with food, not entirely sure which plants were safe to eat. I’d lost blood and I was exhausted. Looking back, I’m still not sure which of my memories from that time are real, and which are things I’d read in that diary or crazed fever dreams. I don’t know if I was hallucinating, or if I’d got so confused that things I’d learned later could mix with my own memories. Maybe after a decade spent telling other people’s stories some fun-loving angel had decided to have someone else’s life flash before my eyes instead…

	Lucy sat on her balcony, looking out over the second best view of the jungle from anywhere in the Facility. She’d never seen the best view, but a few people had told her that what you could see from the Observation Room was spectacular. She could see it, a glass dome right on the roof that must allow you to see for miles, but her father had forbidden her to go up there. Well he hadn’t actually said she shouldn’t, but he’d say “Well, Lucy…” or “You know I love you…” then trail off into silence or hurry out of the room with tears in his eyes. She didn’t want to make anyone feel bad, least of all her father, so she hadn’t dared ask again.

	Here on her balcony, she could see the treetops down below, palms and willow and mixed tropical species whose names she hadn’t learned yet. Some grew naturally, seeds fallen from up above, while others were planted and propagated by the staff at the compound. Beyond the gardens were the taller trees whose broad leaves formed a parasol overhead. One canopy above and one below, it was an awe-inspiring view. If she stood on her hands, tail weaving gently from side to side as she struggled to keep her balance, the view was almost the same. The light through the upper canopy was only thin golden spears, raising glittering rainbows where it struck trails of water droplets coming down, or clouds of humid vapour rising from the ground. Most of the illumination for the jungle’s growth came through the canopy where the laboratory, centre of the compound, pierced the upper canopy; and it’s mirror-finish observation windows scattered the most useful wavelengths of light out over the garden jungle.

	Lucy loved this place. She had a home, a room that was just for her now, in the main building at the bottom of the cliff. She even had her own little garden, an arrangement of pot plants on a raft moored just outside her window. But there were so many people, always making noise in the corridors and coming in to check on her. She didn’t like everyone looking at her when she wanted to be alone, so this little balcony was a perfect escape. Nobody came out here, even though the doorway was just off one of the little stairways that connected the lower complex to the bottom of the staff quarters that stretched up inside the cliff wall. Nobody even knew about this place; Lucy had only found it after a rusted piece of the railing had fallen down and landed in her little garden.

	Not many people used the stairs anyway, preferring the elevators when they were in a hurry, but not even the janitors came out here. The balcony was a dozen feet long, with a simple railing at waist height to stop anyone falling over the edge. It was narrow, just large enough for a man to push a cart of cleaning tools in order to maintain the lights on the outside of the building. But it was blocked by creeping vines and other plants now, and the giant letters spelling out the facility’s name were neither illuminated nor clean. Lucy could only come here because she was agile enough to walk along the railing, avoiding the thorns and venomous barbs.

	Here, outside the lowest level of the largest staff quarters, a sign decorated the cliff face. Between windows at the top and this balcony below, it would have been easy for the building’s staff to clean the sign if they had wanted to do so. Man-high chrome letters spelled out “Lucretia Falls”, but the letters had tarnished and picked up a layer of moss and dust that probably obscured them from anyone looking from further away. Lucy had rigged up a swing to sit on, a piece of broken guard rail and couple of dried out creepers hanging from the bottom of the sign’s ‘c’ and ‘e’. Once upon a time, if someone had tried that the staff would have taken it away. Once upon a time, they would have come out to polish the sign and replace any of the LED strips that had deteriorated in the storm.

	Now it seemed like nobody wanted to remember the name of their home. She’d never heard of Lucretia Falls until she first climbed up here, though once she went looking she’d found the name mentioned on a few official documents. It was a name purely associated with taxes, or conscription, or whatever else it was the government men wanted when they came here. So many groups of suited or uniformed men who all claimed that this place was a part of their country. In their normal lives, the people who lived here just called this place the facility, or the compound. When Lucy had first found the sign, she thought she’d discovered some big secret, something that had been lost. She’d been so excited, but Father had cried again. The name ‘Lucretia’ was one more thing she couldn’t say in front of him.

	“Come inside, Lucy!” Nurse Chǎ called, her head sticking out of a window higher up the cliff, “You mustn’t be out there now!” Lucy was pleased to hear the nurse address her correctly now, a fairly recent change. The sign over her bed when she was younger had simply said “Lucretia”, and the number 17. There weren’t that many of them sharing a dormitory; there were six beds in each room, and most of them were empty. Now that she had a room of her own, she wanted a name of her own. The sign on her door was just the same, “Lucretia / 17”. But that name upset Father just as much as seeing it somewhere else, and she could never understand why. She’d asked to be called Lucy instead, but Nurse Chǎ still called her Lucretia sometimes when she forgot.

	“But why?” she called back, struggling to enunciate the vowels clearly so that the nurse could understand her. Nurse Chǎ spoke a Chinese dialect, a mixture of Mandarin and whatever was the local variant in the town she’d grown up in, and the meaning of a word was mostly conveyed by both the tone and length of the vowel sounds. It was a tough language to master, but Lucy knew that Mā Chǎ would understand her, even if others might need a little more effort.

	“Never you mind,” Mā called, switching languages effortlessly. She was a smart woman, and had learned more in her lifetime than most people would think possible. She was always pushing her young charge to learn more, and Lucy later wondered if it was the woman’s love of teaching that had made her choose to be a nurse rather than pursuing an academic career. She loved Lucy as much as if she was her own child, that was clear in both her tone and her actions. Lucy didn’t have a mother of her own, and nobody ever talked about why, but she’d taken to calling the nurse who had raised her Mā after hearing the word in a video.

	“Please child,” Mā Chǎ continued, “Please, just come inside. We can work on your tapestry, yes? You are my Xiǎomāo, you are smart but you are young still, and you are not ready for this zàng bēi.”

	Lucy quirked her head to one side, but that was a word she hadn’t come across before. As she leapt from her swing onto the railing, she saw people on the road down below. The bright-coloured asphalt was supposed to be symbolic of something, once upon a time. Even though nobody used the lower entrance except the muscular tribesmen, who always travelled on foot and shunned the hard surface, the plants of the jungle had cracked the surface and grown over it until the brilliant colour was all but invisible. Lucy watched them more for the novelty value than anything else; six tall men carrying something between them, something unexpectedly heavy from the slow way they moved. It took her a few minutes to realise why the box looked so familiar, until an image from the encyclopædia jumped out of her memory. Coffin, her subconscious mind made the connection, Strange, I’d thought it would be larger than that.

	She took a few steps along the railing, towards the left end of the balcony. The window that Chǎ was waving from was up above, and hard to reach from here, but her quarters spanned two levels with a longer stairway between them. Someone had said it was because it was cheaper to build into the caves left by the small underground streams from before the great waterfall had formed, rather than drilling deeper into the rock. The window of the lower level was the height of a tall man away from the end of the balcony, farther than Lucy could reach even at full stretch, as well as nearly a whole level lower down. She didn’t care about the distance though, going back into the stairwell would mean passing through 3 computer controlled doors. She always found those slow and annoying, especially as the doctors didn’t like her being so far away from her designated room.

	Lucy leapt from the end of the balcony without a second thought, kicked off against one of the few trees that had been allowed to retain their full size inside the compound, and landed right at the window. Some builder or architect had decided to put bars across the lower part of every window in case some day a child was in a position to fall out, and she found that the top bar made a perfect perch to land on. Nurse Chǎ had already backed away from the window, hurrying down to meet Lucy in the kitchen rather than watch her acrobatics. Lucy didn’t know why the woman was so afraid to watch; to her a leap like this was as natural as climbing on top of the refrigerator to look for lost keys, but she understood that most of the adults didn’t see the world in the same way she did.

	“Oylambwe, child,” Chǎ swatted Lucy gently about the ears as she dropped down to the kitchen floor, “You always scare me so.” There was one word there that Lucy still didn’t know. Like nearly everyone else around here, the nurse knew a few odd words of the tribal language, but she didn’t speak it well enough to teach it.

	Lucy knew that she should have been back in her own room if there was some reason she was supposed to be indoors. But the doors that led there were all connected to the computer, tracking every person as they moved through the building. The computer controlled the security of the whole facility, as well as the air conditioning in rooms that had it. Lucy didn’t want to go back to her room now, because she knew that Dr Igor or one of his scientists would be ready to yell at her for going out without using the doors. Chǎ wouldn’t push that one, because she had never believed that the climate-controlled, sterile environment of the official quarters was suitable for a growing child. She much preferred to have Lucy stay with her in a well-appointed five room apartment.

	Lucy liked staying here as well, and once she’d formed a bond with the nurse, nobody else was going to complain. Most of the scientists had never raised a child, and Nurse Chǎ was the only one who could get Lucy to behave. The walls here were steel grey paint, marking this area as lower priority than those where everything was painted white. The most important rooms, like the hospital, had every surface coated with sterile plastic laminate. But you couldn’t tell this was an unimportant staff room; you could barely see the walls under the vast number of pictures and hangings. In the centre of the floor was a rush mat, although if you ran your fingers over it you could tell it was a vacuum-formed extruded polypropylene imitation in order to meet the complex’s strange quarantine requirements. Everything that Lucy and her sisters came into contact with was supposed to be screened and pronounced sterile in order to avoid stressing her weak immune system. She’d been told that so many times when she was too young to know what the words meant, but she had never let it stop her exploring the whole compound.

	As promised, they spent the afternoon working on a tapestry. Lucy had been learning needlework, and proved surprisingly adept at it. Right now, she was making a sampler to hang in front of the unwelcome name plaque on the door of her room. The characters were a little uneven and wobbly, but she persevered and she knew that if she kept on trying she would get better. Mā Chǎ had got her a rainbow of bright threads for her birthday, which she’d loved all the more when she realised nobody else was going to mark the day. They’d made a cake too, against the objections of the scientists who still thought they could monitor or control the child’s diet.

	Nurse Chǎ still found it hard to believe just how young Lucy was, and her birthday brought that more sharply into focus. The sampler, the cake, her skill with words – she’d never imagined that a child of that age could be so eloquent, especially when she was learning four different languages from the various people around her. Lucy was so far ahead of any other child her age; but then again, there was nobody else that she could be compared to.





Chapter 17 — On the Edge

	The sound of the rainforest was overwhelming. I’d woken up to that sound every day for a couple of weeks now, both within the complex and outside under the trees, but today was different: the drip of rainwater from high above seemed like a roar, and the cracking of twigs under unseen creatures’ feet was like a storm. My head felt as if I’d been using it as a hammer, and I had more other injuries than I could count. As soon as I tried to move, I found my clothes were snagged on the rough edges of this narrow ledge of stone, which was probably the only reason I hadn’t rolled straight off the edge. Whatever crazy dream I’d been lost in, it couldn’t have lasted long or I wouldn’t still be here.

	I realised as I woke properly that it wasn’t just the background noise of the jungle I could hear. It was gunfire fading into the distance, a staccato contrast to the roar of a river, deep and fast flowing, that sounded like it was only a dozen feet below me. I tried to move, but a stab of pain from my shoulder made me cry out. The stone beneath me was slick with blood. If I moved suddenly enough to pull my snagged shirt free, I might fall into the torrent below. The sound wasn’t a small stream, or a wide and sluggish river like most in this area, but a raging torrent. Years before, something had split a rocky outcropping in just the right way to guide a river down the middle, and as generations of erosion cut the channel deeper, it had gained more tributaries and evolved into a torrent of white water hidden beneath the jungle canopy. Only a chance collision with this protruding slab of rock had stopped my descent down the unexpected cliff. Now I couldn’t see any safe way back up, and I wouldn’t even think of dropping down.

	‘In a crisis, don’t panic. Think about the problems you can deal with.’

	It was a useful thought in my head right now, so I tried to focus on that. I might be able to postpone fretting about the insurmountable problem of my location, until I knew if I was dying. I explored with my fingers, trying to determine the extent of my injuries. My left shoulder was swollen, and the pain was a constant dull throbbing that I could just about bear until I tried to put my weight on it. I’d bruised it heavily when I struck the ground, but there was no way to tell yet if it was broken.

	The blood came from other injuries, to my abdomen and hip. A little probing found that I probably hadn’t been shot; fragments of wood were embedded in my skin, and thickening blood oozed from a dozen different places. Shrapnel, from where a distance of an inch or two had put the nearest tree between me and a bullet. I didn’t need the tourniquet, which had slipped away in any case. If I’d really been hit, I would have died by now, and I knew that it was more luck than my own decisions that had let me survive so far.

	Now I would have to think and act very carefully. This ledge was a narrow shoulder of rock, probably only two feet at its widest point. There were occasional tangles of weeds growing along the cliff in front of me, dangling roots and stems that might just have provided a handhold if I was fifty pounds lighter. I knew the plants were no use, but where they had been growing, questing taproots would have widened the slightest cracks in the rock, and decaying plant matter built a little pocket of fertile earth to feed the next generation. If I pulled hard at each tiny flower, I might be able to scrape out enough soil and living plant to provide a handhold, a fissure in the rock large enough to insert two or three fingers and take my weight. I pulled myself up to my knees, grinding my teeth as I struggled to ignore the pain from my shoulder. I grabbed a clump of foliage with my good hand and pulled. I ended up putting as much weight as I dared on the plant before it finally parted company with its rocky home. It took another ten minutes to work loose the soil and root ball, but once I did I found that I could grip on the new hole in the cliff, and maybe start to pull myself up.

	I didn’t need too many of these steps; the top of this little ravine was only maybe a foot out of arm’s reach. I started on the second, and then froze. I’d been focused so much on the danger of the river that I hadn’t even thought what might be happening inches above my head. When I heard an animalistic sniffing, it startled me so much that only a frenzied grasp at one of the remaining plants saved me from the edge.

	Something was up there. I could hear breathing, the crack of green stalks underfoot. I imagined I could smell the rank breath of some meat-fed beast, but the rational part of me knew that could only be in my mind. No doubt it could smell me though, whatever it was. I was caught between a rock and a hard place, up and down the slippery cliff both leading to a terrifying prospect of death. Would being smashed against the rocks be a clean death, compared to being consumed, torn by teeth and fangs?




	I froze, panicked for a few moments. I wondered if I could hide, flat against the wall of my tiny canyon. If the predator could get down here, it wouldn’t make any difference. It was dark enough that I could barely see anyway. My awareness of the world right now didn’t include much visual detail. I knew enough about the river from the growling and the roaring sound, where the froth must be whipped up like a mill race just inches behind me and a dozen feet down; I could smell damp earth, rotting bark and moss; and feel the roughness of bundles of roots digging into my palms as I clung desperately on to the rocky wall. And pain, I couldn’t manage to block that out however much I wanted to. The pain was a constant reminder of how I was teetering on the edge of death, whether it was the burning, stabbing from my side, or the dull throbbing of my shoulder.

	There was another growl, and a squeal. I could imagine it was some kind of leopard, a sound like the hissing of an angry cat but deepened by the larger physique of the creature. More sounds, but the expected strike didn’t come. Another animal shriek, this time I thought the creature might be in pain. What was going on up there? Was I a valuable enough morsel to provoke a fight between two apex predators? I don’t know how long I waited there, clinging on, dreading what would happen next.

	I felt blood running down over my hands, and it wasn’t my own. The crevices I’d managed to wedge my fingers into started to feel slippery, but that wasn’t my biggest concern right there. The cacophony of roars and growls stopped abruptly. Then, almost inaudible against the background hum of the jungle, I heard steps. Paws cracking the grass underfoot, padding closer. Getting louder, accompanied by deep breathing just about on the edge of hearing. I panicked, I needed to get away.

	I shuffled sideways along the narrow ledge, but didn’t account for the slickness of the stone with my blood on it. For a fraction of a second as the world spun I believed that this was finally the end, and somehow that didn’t scare me as much as the uncertainty of the last few hours. I flung out a hand to try and catch myself, not even knowing in the darkness if my fingers would find sharp-edged rock, or branches of jungle flora, or lethal thin air.

	Or a hand. Strong fingers closed around my wrist firmly enough that nails dug hard into my skin, and my weight felt like it was going to wrench my injured arm out of its socket. I screamed first until my face slammed into the side of the little canyon that would have been my grave. I exhaled sharply and my hands opened. If I’d somehow managed to grab a root or a rock I would have died right there, but the stranger’s hand held firm, and another reached out to grab my right hand. My unseen saviour was strong enough to haul me up the cliff edge and lay me out on the grass, though the gasp of exertion was only one step away from being a moan of pain. I couldn’t even say thankyou. I’d punished myself too hard and for too long, and my eyes wouldn’t stay open once the adrenaline rush died away.

	I was delirious, half starved, and beaten way past the point where I would have expected to die. I couldn’t remain awake, but drifted in and out of consciousness. I was vaguely aware of being dragged through the jungle on some kind of makeshift stretcher, maybe just a sheet woven of the giant leaves. Even the insistent screams of my shoulder were muted as the world became a blur.

	There was one moment that I remember clearly, but it could just as easily have been another dream or hallucination. Firelight, flickering on the other side of my eyelids, got my attention. We were still surrounded by the sounds of the jungle, not muted by any walls. Had Amba found me and decided to take pity on the stranger who wanted to understand? Or had Paul’s men somehow managed to track me down, showing that on some level he really did care for his little brother?

	Someone was leaning over me as my eyes opened, their whole posture radiating concern. My vision was blurred and the dancing shadows didn’t add much, so I couldn’t see who it was right now. I was glad for anyone who didn’t want me dead, and I told myself that the identity of this miraculous silhouette saviour was a secondary problem. Slowly, the world cleared. I still couldn’t make out the details, but I could see the firelight glinting off pink eyes, making them seem to glow from within. Pupils like vertical slits; eyes I’d seen up close just a few days before.

	The creature from the laboratory.

	Every instinct told me to run, but my body wouldn’t respond. Trying to sit up just increased the rate of the hammer-blows throbbing in my shoulder, and my muscles burned with effort but didn’t manage to lift my body more than an inch. Those eyes met mine for a second, and I couldn’t read any emotion in them at all. Then her head moved down to my hip, and I closed my eyes as I focused on redoubling my efforts to stand. I felt her breath on my injuries, could almost imagine the monster sniffing at my wound. Were these creatures like sharks, drawn to the scent of blood? Instead of pain, though, I felt a rough but not unpleasant sensation, like soft sandpaper gently wiping away the excesses of mud, dead skin, and plant matter around the injury. A little stabbing pain, pulling away the shards of bark embedded in my skin.

	It took me a moment to realise what I was feeling. Soft and warm and rough, it could only be the creature’s tongue. It’s well known that some animals, from rats to dogs to antelope, lick the wounds of their pack members. Maybe their saliva contains antibacterial agents, or hormones to promote healing, or maybe it’s just an instinctive desire for animals to show that they care for the injured one. In any case, it didn’t seem this creature was going to feed on me, and so I allowed myself to lay back and relax as she continued her ministrations. She hadn’t dragged me out of the canyon as prey, and I started wondering if she was more human than I had initially thought. Maybe this creature wasn’t just a predator, but an animal with the compassionate instincts of a dog or a dolphin. I just had to hope that this kind behaviour would last.





Chapter 18 — Fever Dreams

	As the pain slowly faded, I drifted in and out of consciousness. I was aware of a girl cleaning my wounds, or sometimes I imagined she was a cat. I guess neither description was accurate, but in a way she was both. I was lightheaded from all the blood loss and the trauma, and from lack of food and sleep. Maybe I was having a psychotic break, triggered by finally experiencing hell in the jungle after all those years of watching and reporting other people’s torment. Maybe I was hallucinating, maybe I was dreaming. Maybe some bits were even real, there’s no way I could tell.

	I dreamed that we talked, and she told me all about her life at that terrifying research facility. We ambled through the jungle, which now seemed more like a wild garden. We found hidden groves and beautiful, sparkling waterfalls. I imagined that despite her form, she acted like a person. She told me about her life at the research facility, the pain she’d suffered in horrific experiments. She thanked me for saving her, and said she loved me.

	It was crazy, I know, but those disjointed visions seemed so real. At times she was an animal, and I was rescuing her from a mad scientist. At others, I was playing the damsel in distress role and she fought off predators for me. In either case she never spoke, but it seemed we could understand each other. There was one recurring dream where we danced together in a clearing, the branches above stretching over to claim the last of the sunlight before it reached the ground. Thin shafts of light were all that remained, dust motes sparking as they passed through. We danced, and somehow we spoke even without words. We decided to take on the world together, to take on both predatory corporations and the more literal predators that hunted us.

	I realised I was thinking of her as a person when she went in to kiss me, and I couldn’t see any reason not to. Then the dream faded, and I was back in another scene that might or might not have some grounding in reality. Sometimes, I experienced adventures where I wasn’t even present; composite memories made from the stories I’d been told and the passages I’d read in that diary, mixed in with scenes that were pure fantasy. From one experience to the next, I couldn’t tell what was real any more.




	Lucy sat and cried. She kept thinking that somebody was going to walk past and see her, and ask what was wrong. But they all had their own errands to do. There were many different groups of people at Lucretia Falls, and they all had a purpose. Some people who’d come from the city had expected to find that all outsiders were rich. She’d laughed at that when she heard them talking, because now they were the outsiders. They got less money than most people here, but they seemed to be happy with it. So taking as many breaks as they could to laze around and drink the horribly bitter juice drinks they liked, they swept the corridors and cut back the trees, and did all the heavy lifting in the compound.

	The pale people were completely different. At one point some of them had been teachers for Lucy and her friends. They were all experts on something, and that seemed like the only thing they had in common. They didn’t even speak all the same language, so Lucy had only been able to learn a few words when she listened to them talk, and she didn’t really know which people would understand which words. The doctors were part of that group. They came into her room regularly to do tests on her, sticking her with needles or asking her to stack coloured blocks. Some of the games were fun, but the needles hurt a lot, so she’d started hiding or going out when she heard them coming, and then they just got angry. Now they didn’t seem to care much. They didn’t come in as often, but when they did there was no attempt not to hurt her. They just did what they had to do, as if she was a hunk of wood the gardeners had dragged in to whittle tools from.

	The scariest group were the ones with skin the colour of the deepest red-black trees in the forest. Many of them had no hair on their bodies at all. She’d heard from some of the scientists that the black men had killed people, and that they were there to fight anyone who wasn’t supposed to be there. That was terrifying to the young girl, because she liked to explore and she knew that a lot of the places she went to in the massive building were places she wasn’t supposed to be. The guards had never actually threatened her, though. In fact, every time she saw them they would just look at her and go quiet. They never came closer, and they never walked away. Sometimes they would bend over at the waist, making themselves the same height as her in a silly way. But they would never take their eyes off her, and they would never, ever talk until she got bored or fearful enough to leave the room.

	Everyone had their job to do, whether it was talking about complicated things, or cleaning the floors, or cooking food, or being big and scary. Lucy didn’t have a job, and the few friends her own age weren’t there any more. Even Father, who had come down to her room to talk to her as long ago as she could remember, was usually busy now. He didn’t want to see her anymore, and she was sure a real father never did that. So when she felt lonely she sat and cried in one of the big building’s many stairwells. She knew that even if someone saw her, they would hurry on. Maybe they’d tell someone else, or maybe they would just go back to their work and pretend they hadn’t heard, because nobody wanted to be the one who had to help her.

	Today, her sobbing was interrupted by a hand gently resting on her head. She looked up in surprise, wondering who would be able to get so close without her noticing. It was a woman, skin shrivelled like a prune. She was one of the ones who’d looked after Lucy and her friends last year, changing beds and bringing them food, but apart from that she was just another face in the crowd. Normally if someone touched her without warning Lucy would have tried to bite them, but right now she was feeling very lonely, and didn’t have any urge to lash out. After a few seconds, she realised that the old woman’s hand running through her hair felt nice in a way; warm, and calm, and relaxing.

	“Shenmeh shur cuor deh, she-ow mou?” the words were more than Lucy could understand, but the tone was pleasant enough. She looked up and tried to smile, tried to give some sign that she understood.

	“Oh, so sorry, you don’t understand me?” those were words that Lucy at least knew the meaning of, and her eyes went wide with surprise. She heard a lot of people in the building talking to each other, and she’d listened and tried to learn until she knew what many of the words meant. But aside from her very earliest memories of being taught a few simple words, she couldn’t remember the last time someone actually spoke to her. She nodded.

	“You understand me in English then, but not in potong haw?” Again, Lucy nodded, her worries slowly slipping out of mind as she devoted more attention to this interesting old woman who actually talked to her as if she was a person. “Would you like to learn?” the nodding became vigorous, emphatic.

	“Then I’ll teach you. My name is Nurse Chǎ, though I expect you’ll have some trouble pronouncing that. Nearly everyone else here gets it wrong.” Lucy tried, and as predicted, she couldn’t quite shape her mouth around the unfamiliar syllables. But it was a start, and it wasn’t long before she proved herself to be an amazingly bright pupil for her age.




	I woke again in the darkness of the jungle. My dreams had been so clear, so vivid. It’s like they showed me everything I needed to know to get out of this situation, but by the time I awoke I couldn’t remember any of the details.

	It was dark, but I had no way of knowing if it was night, or if the sun was merely blocked out by the dense, stifling canopy of leaves above as every tree strove to take more than its share of the life-giving light. A dull red glow from beside me was the light of my campfire. Could it still be burning? Something had happened, I knew, but I couldn’t be sure what, and the pounding in my head made me feel I’d been unconscious for hours, days even. I knew this wasn’t the place I’d made camp, with the trees more widely spaced and bright splashes of yellow flowers among the foliage all around. I could smell food cooking, too. Was I back in civilisation, or the hostage of some cannibal tribe? I blinked, and tried to focus. I knew that was a thing purely from Hollywood fantasy; the tribes around here were probably more humane than the so-called civilised men at the Lucretia Falls facility.

	A hand thrust food in front of me. No, that wasn’t a hand. It was a claw, stubby talons serrated along the bottom edge. The fingers were close to the size of a human’s, but the knuckles were spaced oddly and the skin was hidden under a thick coat of short, white hair. I didn’t know if I should think of it as a claw or a hand, but in either case my stomach rumbled at the smell of what it was holding. It was clearly meat of some kind, steaming and freshly cooked, but I didn’t know of any animal that yielded joints in that shape. I could refuse, but offering meat wasn’t exactly a hostile act, and my stomach was craving something more solid.

	As I came to focus more clearly, I could see the creature sitting beside me. Part human, part something else. The offering of food could be some kind of large rodent, I guess, larger than my fist. It was soot stained, and occasional fragments of burned hairs and dried mud on the surface, but I reminded myself it was better than anything I’d had in the last few days. I pulled off what I could of the dirt, and did my best to skin the creature with clumsy fingers.

	On the ground beside us was a small fire pit, ringed with stones. There were more of the tiny creatures, coated with a thin layer of mud and lying in the heart of the fire. I’d seen primitive peoples cook like that before, when they moved camp too often to be worth building a proper oven or spit. My rescuer – or my captor, I wasn’t even sure where we stood at that point – was poking the fire with a branch with the bark stripped away. She had fur over her body, but now also a piece of some kind of hide draped around her waist. That must surely be a sign of modesty, which I’d always understood to be a uniquely human trait, though she’d made no attempt to cover her chest.

	Making clothing and cooking food, I realised I’d made entirely the wrong judgement when I saw her in the lab. Even there, she’d tried to hide herself from my eyes. She wasn’t some Frankensteinian abomination, she was a person who had been subjected to horrific experimentation. I wouldn’t allow myself to think of her as ‘the creature’ again; I must treat her as if she were a normal human being. If I forced myself to think of the fur and claws as a genetic defect, then I realised she looked more human than some people with natural disabilities.

	As I stared, she seemed to realise that my stiff fingers were having trouble with the food. She reached out and took it from my hand, and then with the tiniest twitch of a muscle her claws changed. When she had handed me the meat, she had something I could possibly think of as fingernails; just an unusual shape and with a sharp edge on the bottom. Now suddenly they were vicious claws, as large as the first joint of my thumb. She tore off the remaining mud, decapitating the rodent with a couple of easy slashes, and used her teeth to rip away the last traces of skin, mud, and soot. A flick of her head sent skin, tail, head, and entrails sailing off into the darkness, and this time she handed me a bundle of just meat and bones. It smelled as good as any barbecue ever had, even if there were flavours I couldn’t quite place. I took it from her, carefully avoiding those lethal claws, and bit in.

	It tasted kind of like pork. That kind of surprised me, as I’d been half expecting it to taste kind of like chicken. Most exotic meats do, in my experience. It was a little greasy, but certainly better than the few snacks in my pockets or the berries I’d cautiously experimented with since leaving the lab. I wasn’t sure how long it had been now. The wounds on my hip and leg had started to heal, so it must have been a few days since she’d dragged me up that cliff. Had she fed me in that time, while I was lying in the grip of fever? There was probably no way I’d ever know.

	I’d thought it was a massive change in my life when I fled the lab. I’d ditched half the things I stood for when I went from reporting what I saw to actually putting my life on the line. But now, everything was changed again. I had an accomplice, someone with no reason to help had gone out of her way to keep me alive. That meant something, and I knew that I’d be throwing away all the ideals I’d espoused if I took my story home and left her to the mercy of Barishkov’s mercenaries, or whoever the men with guns had been. I owed her my life, and if there was anything I could do to settle that debt I couldn’t refuse.

	I wondered for a moment if she’d originally been a normal child, turned into this strange creation by torturous experiments, or if she’d started out as an animal. But that was crazy, I knew: if they were working based on Barishkov and Petrov’s research and theories, then they would be aiming to create full hybrids, not surgically altered freaks. She must have been born like this, so she could never have had a normal body of either species. She’d never know how fine evolution’s design could be, and she would always be living with whatever mistakes the scientists had made.

	If they had made mistakes. I knew that what had been done to create her was monstrous; but that didn’t make her a monster. Doctor Faulkner, the butcher, was the monster. And the travesty against nature didn’t make her life any less valuable, didn’t make her less of a person, didn’t mean her life couldn’t be worthwhile to her. If they’d managed to create a specimen who wasn’t in pain due to some conflict between the qualities of different species, who wasn’t going to suffer because of the way she’d been born, then it was especially important to see that she wasn’t mistreated through her youth.

	Nobody deserved to be locked in that stinking lab, unable even to walk around. I’d come out to the jungle to prove these creatures deserved a right to die in peace, but somewhere along the way I’d failed to notice that there weren’t just the two options. Now I had a campaign again, a cause I believed in. It didn’t matter that it was the opposite of the answer I’d come to this country looking for, because the mark of a true scientist is being willing to change your mind when you learn more facts. With that thought, I felt more alive than I had in weeks. Never mind my still-aching body and the stabs of pain from my shoulder, I was the only person who had any chance of getting those creatures the right to live in peace.





Chapter 19 — The Long Walk Home

	The journey back to the main highway would draw on longer than I expected. While I’d been moving through the jungle on my own, I hadn’t been able to see the sun well enough to accurately gauge its direction, so my route had been mostly guided by the assumption that I could keep going in a straight line. It became clear soon enough that I’d made a mistake there. When I finally regained full consciousness, I looked at the vegetation around our camp and quickly realised that it was different from what I’d passed on the way to Lucretia Falls: many of the vines had small yellow flowers, and there was an abundance of one tree species with red edges to the leaves. I was sure I would have recognised this particular pattern of foliage if I was anywhere near the path I’d thought I was following.

	The big problem was my new companion. I couldn’t bring myself to leave her in the jungle, though she seemed to have a much better idea about surviving here than I did. Maybe I was lying to myself, and I stayed with her out of fear that I’d end up nearly dead again. Or maybe my heart was still holding over some memories from that crazy dream. I decided straight away we should stay together, and for all the times I tried second guessing my own motives, I never really questioned the decision itself. But how would I get her to understand which way we needed to go? If we were in an unfamiliar part of the jungle (though pretty much all of it was unfamiliar) then I had even less idea which way to head than I had before. So reluctantly, I decided that I’d follow whatever path she chose until I saw some sign of people I could speak to.

	Before long, I realised just how bad my navigation before must have been. We were in a maze of twisty little canyons, all alike. This could only be the area downstream of Lucretia Falls, which Paul’s two variant information packets had both described as the result of the river cutting into irregular layers of metamorphic rock. All four of my pre-jungle briefings had mentioned the area, though no two agreed on the possibility of mineral wealth in the ground, the value of panning for gold, or the ownership of the land. The geography was pretty distinctive though, so after one sharp turn after another along one of the streams the river had split into, I knew where on the map we were. Between forty and a hundred miles downstream of Lucretia Falls, in an area that would have looked like some kind of Victorian hedge maze if you could take an aerial photograph without the even green of the canopy in the way. And almost due east of the lab; nowhere near Sante Benedicté, and not remotely close to civilisation.

	The creature – the girl, I had to remind myself occasionally to think about her as a person – seemed to have a kind of routine, which made more sense the more I thought about it. She knew how to survive here better than I did, and even if I had any suggestions there was no way I could convey them, so I followed her lead. We ended up moving in the morning and the evening, the cooler parts of the day. It wasn’t much difference in the intense humidity, it was like being broiled all day, but any respite from the temperature was better than nothing. I think she hunted at night, waking a few times while I slept, and then napped during the midday heat. She offered me some berries, and found fresh water to drink through the day. I noticed that she never ate the fruit though, and I wondered if she was strictly carnivorous. So many questions I couldn’t ask.

	“Kitty,” I whispered one day as she tended my injuries with her gentle sandpaper kiss. I’d taken to thinking of her like that, because she seemed kind of cat-like and it was also a name that could be used for a person. She licked my wound to keep it clean until it healed properly, and I was sure without her help it would have been infected long ago. It became a bonding experience, and after a few days of what felt like an effortless routine it seemed the easiest time to talk to her as well: “Kitty, can you understand what I’m saying?”

	I blushed even as I said it, unable to believe it had taken me so long to come up with the obvious question. She hadn’t spoken to me, had just made cat-like meowling sounds, but that didn’t mean anything. If she was intelligent enough to cook, then she was surely smart enough to understand language, if anyone had thought to teach her. Just because she hadn’t spoken yet, why would I assume she couldn’t?

	“Myaah,” she replied. It could be a cat’s meow, or a yawn, or just a sound of annoyance. Or it could be the kind of half-hearted ‘Yeah’ so beloved of incomprehensible teenagers. I knew it was a stretch, it really didn’t sound like a word, but I had a lot of optimism there. In a way, I was talking just to hear the sound of my own voice, to remind me I’m a person.

	“Was that a yes or a no?” I asked. I realised I was speaking in a sing-song voice, like you might talk to a child, or how some rich people seemed to talk to their pets. “Or can you not answer me?”

	A slight hiss led into another mewl. The sound seemed kind of structured, but maybe I was just grasping at straws. It certainly wasn’t speech, but was this some kind of tiger language? I realised I was stretching too far, and I should give over this silly fantasy. I probably wouldn’t even have thought of it, if she hadn’t been speaking in my fever dream. But then she made the same sound again, a hiss and a mewl and almost spitting at the end. Exactly the same. I wondered if that meant it really was some kind of language. And after the sounds, a strange little pantomime dance. She pawed at her throat, then put one hand up to lift back her top lip. Then she repeated the attempt at speech again.

	Anatomy. Her lips weren’t as flexible as mine, it looked like, fitting tightly around her teeth. Her mouth wasn’t the same shape, and I’d already seem that her tongue was quite different. I’d only briefly looked into phonetics, even as I studied so many languages, but I immediately realised that speech was dependant on more than just the brain.

	“You understand me,” I hazarded, “You know the words, but your vocal cords and lips are different. You can’t make the right sounds, is that it?”

	“Myaaaah!” she sounded happier, so I knew for sure now she understood what I was saying. “Myaah,” and a cheerful smile that lit up her eyes even though there was nothing I could recognise in the shape of her thin lips. Yes, I filed that sound away in my memory. It wasn’t much, but I knew a single word of her language now. Even if she couldn’t speak normally, if she could understand well enough then she was bound to create words with some kind of meaning. It was going to be tough to communicate like that, but learning to understand different people was what I did.

	“Have you got a name?” I asked, “Or should I keep on thinking of you as Kitty? I’m Mark,” I pointed at myself and repeated, realising a moment too late how condescending that would seem if she was as smart as I hoped, “Mark. What’s your name?” She shot me a withering glance, disappointed. I guess that means I was learning too, because now I could look past the oddity of inhuman eyes in a childlike face enough to read her emotions. If she was human, she would have been rolling her eyes at me right then, I’m sure.

	She grabbed the knife from my belt, and before I even had time to panic, jabbed the tip into the thick clay-mud at her feet. She lifted it up and scratched another line, and another. For a second I was afraid, then I realised she was writing. Of course, the shape of her lips wouldn’t be a hinderance there. After a few moments of intense concentration, she passed the knife back. Hilt first, more sensible than many Americans I’d had the misfortune of camping with over the years. I stood up, and turned to see the lines she’d cut into the earth:

	

	“Chinese?” I muttered, mostly to myself, “Really?” Kitty looked blank.

	“Uhh…” I struggled to remember a language I hadn’t used in two years, “Zhõngwén?” and she nodded. I closed my eyes, trying to imagine some multicultural group of mad scientists trying to decide what language to teach their great experiment. ‘Oh, let’s have her understand English but read and write in Chinese’, I couldn’t imagine that as anything other than a committee decision.

	I looked down at the words she’d written. “Strange dew… fork?” I translated hesitantly out, dredging the oldest parts of my memory like a man who’s discovered gold in a deposit of river mud. I couldn’t even be sure I’d understood the characters correctly, but if I had then there must be a meaning beyond the literal. “That means… I just don’t know. Is it a name? But how do I pronounce it?” That was one of the tough things in Chinese text, the same words could be pronounced completely differently in different regions. She looked up at me, gave a shrug that was worth a thousand ideographs but did nothing to clear up my confusion, and loped off into the trees.





Chapter 20 — A Mother’s Love

	Understanding other people was always a problem. It was one of the things that had come between Lucy and Nurse Chǎ, too. But Lucy had been a bright child, and the nurse was also a good teacher. She wasn’t the kind to let a speech impediment spoil her young charge’s education.

	“Mā, mama, mammie, mamma!” Lucy grinned. Her pronunciation of all four words was a little indistinct, but if you were used to talking to her you could understand the sounds she was trying to make. It would be a lot harder for a stranger to understand her, but that was true of any child with a speech impediment.

	“Yes, Xiǎomāo!” Nurse Chǎ beamed in surprise, awestruck again by her favourite pupil’s aptitude for different languages, “I think that’s… hànyǔ, hélán yǔ, fēnlán yǔ, yīngyǔ, the tongues of all the men who work here? It’s very similar words for the same thing in so many places, I think. Maybe Mā is a word that comes straight from the heart, it means mother because it’s one of the first sounds a baby will be able to recognise. Something in the genetics of the brain. Well, listen to me! That’s the kind of thing that the scientists would be more likely to say, I must be talking with them too much.” Then she realised that Lucy wasn’t quite understanding what she was saying.

	“Yes, you’re right child,” she tried to express herself in a way she knew Lucy could understand, “Four languages, the word is almost the same. I think maybe it is a very important word!” But Lucy looked sad, and the nurse only then realised that her star pupil didn’t have a mother. To her, saying that the word was important would just remind her of what she had missed.

	“Can you be mā for me?” Lucy asked, and Nurse Chǎ nearly found herself crying again. It was the kind of innocent question a child would ask, and she knew she would have to say yes. They were interrupted, though, by a knock on the door. She went outside to find one of the managers there, Doctor Maxwell. She closed the door softly, leaving Lucy to amuse herself. The child had been visiting her regularly for weeks now, and knew how to amuse herself in Chǎ’s quarters. She never expected that the girl would be listening at the door, picking up part of a conversation she wasn’t equipped to understand or to deal with.

	“What is it? I’m teaching,” Chǎ spoke quickly, in English.

	“One of those children,” he shrugged dismissively, “You’re wasting your time. You should be with Lucretia in the infirmary, there needs to be a nurse with her at all times. They say there’s a chance she’ll regain consciousness, and we don’t want her to be all alone then.”

	“I can’t leave this child alone either. Nobody else cares about her, and she deserves an education. Did you know nobody even taught her to speak? She learned English by watching and listening to you people, and nobody ever tried to talk to her. That is monstrous.”

	“No. That ‘child’ is an experimental subject, she doesn’t need to speak. Maybe she’ll live, maybe she won’t, and it doesn’t matter. She has no life outside here. She has no purpose, no place in the world. Anything you teach that monster is just a waste of time. She isn’t the one you’re being paid to look after.”

	Mā Chǎ didn’t care. She knew a child in need, and she would continue to teach Lucy long after the scientists lost interest in her. She didn’t even care if they stopped paying her, because the health and happiness of the child was the most important thing to her. But Lucy had heard the way the people of the facility dismissed her life. She wasn’t important, she didn’t matter. It was a thought that would continue to haunt her for the rest of her life.

	But there was a bright side too. Just maybe, in Nurse Chǎ, she’d found the mother she never had, and someone who would help her find all the other things she was missing out on.




	Days passed. A week, maybe two. A few hours of walking in the morning, and a few more in the evening. It quickly seemed like that was the only life I could remember. And when the path was less treacherous, when we weren’t short of breath from clambering over or hacking through dense foliage, we talked. It started slowly, but we both tried to understand each other. I learned. She’d picked up bits of language here and there, a kind of informal Esperanto made from listening to scientists, technicians, guards, and maintenance staff. There were at least four languages in use at Lucretia Falls, and nobody spoke all of them.

	Then she’d met a nurse called Chǎ, and discovered that her particular dialect of Chinese was so heavily tonal that as long as she could enunciate the different vowel sounds clearly, her difficulty with many consonants was a problem only in the same way an American kid with a lisp might have trouble being understood. While Kitty had a family – one of the scientists had called himself her father – she didn’t really have any maternal influence in her life. Nurse Chǎ had stepped into that role without a thought, caring for the almost-human child and teaching her language in a more structured environment.

	As she’d grown up, she decided she wanted to learn to read as well. She could easily have studied English, or some other common language, and more people would have been able to understand her. But she didn’t want that, she wanted a stronger bond to her family. Or maybe she just didn’t think about it in that way. Her father was speaking to her less and less often, and everyone else treated her as if she was a thing more than a person. Especially the one she called Dr Igor, who made her uncomfortable just by his presence and saw no problem with speaking about dissecting her even where he knew she could hear. I could only assume that was Barishkov. She said that he’d always wanted to be in charge here, and he’d had her caged like an animal as soon as he had the chance. The new scientists hadn’t even known she was a person, and she didn’t know how to tell them.

	That conversation stopped quickly. She was clearly upset that people didn’t see her as human, and there was no way I could apologise for my initial failure to understand her. It was a mistake I would only make once, at least. We talked more on other subjects. Most of the time, though, we spent learning to better understand each other. She refreshed my memory of the few Mandarin words I had once learned, and taught me as much as she could of the particular dialect that Chǎ had taught her. I also showed her the rudiments of American Sign Language, which proved very helpful because she knew most of the words even while she couldn’t say them aloud. Before long, she could start telling me some of her most emotional memories, things she’d never been able to say out loud before because everyone she knew was involved.

	By the time we saw light bursting through the canopy and I realised we were within striking distance of the highway, I was already starting to integrate Kitty’s memories into my mental narrative of what had happened here. She only had a few years of memories – maybe she was a lot younger than she acted, or maybe the process used on her had an adverse effect on memory – but every little detail could teach me something about the kind of place the complex had been before the marines came. What I’d been told before I arrived, the fragments from Lucretia’s diary, and a completely different point of view from an experimental subject. It all went together to weave such a complex narrative, I’d probably need weeks of study to understand it all.





Chapter 21 — City in Turmoil

	When I’d left Sante Benedicté, even the highway had seemed like a rutted road to nowhere, only marginally more structured than the wild growth along the verges. But as I hauled myself up the embankment by pulling on a vine, it was an engineering marvel and a triumph of civilisation. We had survived the jungle, and once we got to the road it felt like we were almost safe.

	We turned towards the setting sun, and hiked along the road for some distance. I didn’t know if Kitty knew the way back to Sante Benedicté, but it wasn’t long before we saw a sign. My hip was healing now, but still pretty painful. When we could, she let me put an arm around her shoulders so that she could take some of my weight. But if we saw anyone else approaching down the road, she would have to scramble into the trees’ shade, and leave me to struggle on alone. A foreigner in this area would attract some suspicion, but I didn’t know what the people would think if they saw a young woman wearing only an animal skin kilt, and fur all over her body. I could only assume that their reaction would be hostile.

	A tractor passed just as we left the main road. The surface here wasn’t even packed gravel, but bare earth. The difference between the road and the surrounding ground was only in the lack of trees. Kitty, as ever, disappeared off the road as soon as she heard the engine in the distance. I moved over to the side of the road to let the vehicle pass, but he slowed down as he saw me limping along. The tractor itself was ancient, the kind of thing a European farmer might have been using thirty or forty years ago. In fact, there were still British license plates visible. I didn’t ask how it had got out here; these things happened. In little countries like this, all the detritus of the modern world seemed to collect, machines recycled and reused way beyond the lifespan their manufacturers would have intended.

	He was towing a trailer that seemed to be loaded high with timber and sacks of something, and he jerked a thumb towards it, shouted something I couldn’t quite make out over the engine noise. I guess he saw that I was hurt, and was offering a ride.

	“Pam’barra!” I shouted – Don’t trouble yourself. I couldn’t tell him why, but I wouldn’t leave Kitty this far from the city. He didn’t seem to get it, crashing the gears as he tried to back up the vehicle to somewhere I could jump on.

	“Bisse, pam’barra!” I called again – Thanks, but I’m fine. I hoped my understanding of the language here was good enough to come off as polite. He shook his head as he drove away, probably concluding that all foreigners must be insane. Kitty rejoined me pretty quickly,and we didn’t see anyone else for the remainder of the walk into town.

	When we came within sight of the city, I immediately knew something was wrong. The fences around the whole area had been to keep animals out, we were told. But now they were patrolled by armed men on both sides. I quickly led Kitty off the road and into the trees, hoping she’d take the hint to keep out of sight. She raised a hand under her chin, two fingers outstretched. ‘What’s wrong?’ I was immediately glad I’d shown her a little sign language, and also proud of how quickly she’d learned.

	“I’m not sure,” I said, “There’s people there with weapons, it might be dangerous. They’ve never seen anybody like you, I’m not sure what they’d think. But they should be expecting me.” I didn’t want to speculate what might happen if the increase in guards was related to the coup that Marcos had been expecting. “I’ll go and check what’s going on, and see if I can organise an escape route. I think in a few days, being anywhere near that lab will be a very bad idea. I learned what’s going on, at least, and I need to let everyone know that Doctor Faulkner wasn’t the bad guy that the news networks want us to think.”

	I paused for a second. There was more I wanted to say, but I just didn’t know how. Could I just tell her that after just a week of depending on her for survival, I was nervous about leaving her behind? Should I say that I felt like I could trust her completely, that I felt closer to her than I ever had to anyone, despite the barriers of language and species? I didn’t even know what I wanted to say, but I knew that I didn’t want to be away from her once this story was told. I stammered nervously, and then the words tumbled out all at once: “You helped me so much, and I… I care about you, probably more than I should. I don’t want you to get hurt, so will you come with me? Back to my home, where you can be safe and not get locked in a cage again. I mean…” I didn’t know what I meant, but maybe she understood me better than I thought.

	She moved closer, put her arms around me and rested her cheek against mine. She said one word that I still didn’t know, but it was the tone that mattered. I knew she would be coming with me. Maybe she wanted to be safe, to get away from the scientists who had tormented her, but I found myself hoping that some of her enthusiasm was because she wanted to spend time with me as well. I could feel her body, warm against mine, and I had to assume she felt the same way. It was probably a bad idea, we’d been through a hell of a lot of stress lately and there was no way to know if we’d even get on when we weren’t running for our lives. But I could hope.




	I approached the city gates on my own, while Kitty remained hidden near the edge of the jungle. I was worried for her, even though I knew she could take care of herself much better than me. I think some part of me still wanted to think of her as a child, just because she was smaller than me. But after whatever had been done to her on a genetic level, there was no way I could gauge her actual age. Her body looked adult, just built to a slightly smaller scale. She certainly acted mature enough, and her eyes spoke volumes when we didn’t have enough words to share.

	The city gates loomed ahead. This wasn’t a fence with a few breaks in it now, the gateway had become a kind of border checkpoint with proper guard huts, and two heavy barriers with an area between them for searching vehicles. The olive uniforms of the Sante Benedicté People’s Militia were strutting around, trying to give the impression they were in charge, but they seemed to be taking orders from the black-uniformed civil servants. Outside the gates, foreign soldiers were pacing back and forth, checking their weapons. I wondered if they were waiting for me. That was more worrying than anything I’d thought about previously. If Barishkov had convinced the UN forces that I was some kind of saboteur, they could stop me here and I’d never be able to get my pictures home. But the UN had authorised my visit, and there was no way I’d get on a plane without their support. I had to just hope that Paul had as much reach as he’d thought.

	I walked up to the gate, and was immediately stopped by two heavy set men in uniforms. One American, one French. Maybe they were trying to convince the locals that this wasn’t just the US steamrollering their local politics.

	“Papers, please,” the guy on the left hid his aggression behind a token veneer of politeness. I don’t know if it was his stance, or the expression of a man who’d been doing the same unpleasant job all day and wanted someone he could look down on, but I got the impression that sliver of civility was only because I had white skin and might be one of their people. I’d met way too many soldiers who thought like that, in different parts of the world, it was an expression you saw often. They were a minority, but they were the ones you remembered, and the ones you photographed when doing a story about military oppression.

	“I’m sorry,” I said, “I haven’t got my papers, but you should have a record of me. I’m Mark Jenner, with the party authorised by the Department of Humanitarian Affairs in Oimbawa.” They just stood and glared, but eventually deigned to radio back and check if they could let me inside. As I waited for a response, I looked back over my shoulder to where Kitty would be waiting. There was no way I’d see her from here, the troops had been tiny silhouettes in the distance when we’d left the road, but I wondered if she might be able to see me. I hoped I’d be able to keep my promise and get back to her.

	The UN gate guards sent for their commanding officer, but it turned out he was unavailable. The other group of guards, the local Militia, sent for their commander too. Maybe it was just to try and exert some control over the situation, to show off that the Americans hadn’t totally taken over, but at least they managed to raise someone with authority. Eventually, I ended up standing in a circle of six armed men, while a similar number of people with various claims to authority debated what to do with me.

	They wouldn’t tell me what was going on, and that really made me worry. They demanded my passport again and again, even after I told them that I had been lost in the jungle and had walked back from Lucretia Falls. They also demanded to know my allegiance, which I didn’t know how to answer because they completely stonewalled me when I asked what the options were. Something had gone very wrong here, I was sure now, and I didn’t even know if Paul would be able to dig me out.

	Eventually, the American turned to me. “Come with us.” I didn’t have much choice, and they marched me at gunpoint towards the actual city, and a police cell. Somehow I was less afraid, with the realisation that a similar situation hadn’t turned out too badly when I’d been in Sante Benedicté towards the end of last month.

	The next person to visit me was an old man with tufts of white hair around his ears. He was a doctor, and looked suitably concerned as he cut dressed the wounds on my hip and leg. He said that I’d done well to keep it clean, but still swabbed it with an acrid smelling solution, and gave me some pills to reduce the risk of infection. He seemed a little amused by my screams as he poked at my shoulder, which was swollen and a disturbing shade of blue and purple. The guard quickly made an excuse to leave the room.

	“Ah, don’t worry, is just bruise,” he spoke with an accent I couldn’t quite place, muttering out of the corner of his mouth, then switched to speaking what might have been Portuguese for a brief sentence, and back to English for the not so reassuring: “Maybe a little broken bone, a loose chip or some such that injured the muscle. But this will set on itself, so I just bandage and you not stretch too much.”

	A few hours later, having swallowed half a dozen painkillers, I found myself thinking more clearly. I thought back to one time in Brazil, trying to remember a couple of words of their language. By guessing at similar meanings from related languages, I was able to hazard an interpretation of his handful of Portuguese words: “No worries, Corporal Marcos said to watch for you. I’ll call in big brother, stupid soldiers have no idea who is in charge here.”

	While I waited, there was nobody to talk to, no sound except the soldiers pacing in the corridor. They didn’t want to spend time with the prisoner, they had their own room with at least a fan to circulate the humid air. I could hear it buzzing from the next room, over the lazy drone of the fat, black flies that circled in search of blood.

	I couldn’t stop worrying about the cat girl. I was in a cage now, but at least I had tasteless gruel made from ground kola nuts. She was out there with nothing. Alone. But as I sat there, I realised just how much I’d missed in trying to figure out her name. Mandarin, Cantonese, Szechuan, so many different dialects. But I’d heard her talk enough to know which one she was speaking. I might not understand them too well, but I could at least guess how to pronounce , Lù qí chā.

	Lucretia?

	I’d thought that poor girl must have been created in the labs, by whatever arcane process the technicians had discovered. But her emotional maturity, as well as physical development, said she was older than that facility had existed. Now I knew how to pronounce that name, it was like the last piece of a jigsaw slotting into place. Barishkov, maybe, had been interested in hybridising species. Giving one animal the characteristics of another was important to him, as his pride in specimen 118 had shown. But Faulkner wanted to save his daughter, so a hybrid that didn’t exhibit any traces of the Keppler-Monroe Syndrome would be of no interest to him.

	How would their research allow him to develop a cure, though? Would he transplant organs from a hybrid, and hope that their immunity would somehow protect his daughter? Or in the course of creating monsters, had Barishkov’s people found a way to rewrite the genetic code of a living creature, and turn a pure human into something else?

	As soon as I thought about it, I was sure that my Kitty was actually Lucretia Faulkner, but changed through some science that was impossibly complex, relying on techniques it would take me years to learn about, let alone understand. Did she not want me to know that? Did she not want to name ‘Father’ as Faulkner, or had he turned away from her when he saw what he’d made, like a modern day Dr Frankenstein? Or had their treatment – whether gene therapy, or surgery, or whatever else it could involve – been invasive enough to rob her of her memory?

	Whatever the case, my sympathy for this girl could only increase. And maybe, I thought, there was something in her diary that could tell me the truth.





Chapter 22 — The Hardest Choice

	The Observation Room stood above the Lucretia Falls facility like a giant greenhouse, though the air conditioning was constantly fighting against the glass-trapped heat in a vain attempt to keep the interior comfortable. The dome commanded a spectacular view in all directions, and once upon a time the whole staff had come up here to look out over the jungle. Some of Conrad Faulkner’s most precious memories were of standing here with Lucretia at sunset, waiting for the last line of fire above the canopy to vanish below the horizon, and then turning to see the marker post glowing like a star.

	The marker was the first piece of modern architecture installed here, before they broke ground at the Falls itself. The plaque bore a carving, a twin of that on the foundation stone a hundred yards beneath Faulkner’s feet. One was solid concrete, the other chrome polished to a mirror finish. Both inscribed with Lucretia’s drawing of the falls. The marker was placed on the spot from which they’d first seen the falls, and it was supposed to be something she could be proud of; a sign that she had made this place.

	Now, Faulkner stood alone in the Observation Room, his footprints a single line in the dust. The marker post’s glitter was too much like an early gravestone, and he couldn’t look at the view without tears now that his beloved daughter was too sick to share the experience. Everything that should have been a sign of hope had turned into yet another bitter reminder of all his failures.

	When he’d discovered Marianna was sick, he’d thought that he could do something. He said that he was a genius, and he had many of the greatest scientists in the world working under him. If there was any chance of a cure being found, the resources he could bring to bear on the problem would make it happen. He’d thrown himself into his work, and then the next time he remembered really talking to his wife she was in a hospital bed. His team of hand-picked geniuses made a revolutionary discovery, showing that reduced absorption of certain vitamins was a symptom of Keppler-Monroe Syndrome, not a cause, and so that trying to treat the nutritional deficiencies was unlikely to have any effect on stopping organ failures later in the prognosis. He’d managed to confirm that the disease was genetic; and developed a test that had shown he was a carrier.

	“Does that mean Lucretia could…” her voice had been weak and trembling, but he remembered her words exactly, even now. He’d just nodded, trying to keep himself from crying. He’d done a test already, and got the worst answer he could have imagined. Marianna was afraid, but a new determination seemed to appear somewhere inside her. She said there was no way it could be right to let their daughter go through this too.

	“I don’t care about rules and legislations. You’re going to find some way to cure her, the company worships you, half the drug companies in the world would give you whatever you ask for. If anyone’s smart enough, it’s you.” He tried to explain, tripping over his words and hoping she wouldn’t blame him as the bearer of bad news, that even if some drug could be found to ameliorate the symptoms, it would be at least 3 years before they could start human testing. That was when she’d said the words that he’d carried in his heart ever since. She didn’t care about the rules, she didn’t care about the law. If there was some drug that might save their daughter, Marianna would be happy to test it. She was dying anyway, and she would do whatever it took. For family, and for making sure nobody else was ever in this situation.

	Though it took years to get to that stage, and a revolutionary idea from geneticists Paler and Barishkov, it was that conversation that had planted the seeds for the Lucretia Falls facility. A place where American laws wouldn’t hold back pure research that might just give his daughter a shadow of a chance at life. Now, even with some of the best doctors money could buy on his staff, that chance was looking less likely than ever.

	“Professor?” Doctor Corliss called from the staircase on the other side of the room, “They told me to find you. It’s Lucretia…”

	“Liver failure,” Faulkner whispered. He’d been expecting this announcement for days now, knowing it was only a matter of time. It was her liver that had killed Marianna in the end, and he had hoped so much that he would have got further in his research before his little angel went the same way.

	“Her heart, too,” Barishkov came up behind Corliss, “We need to act now if we’re going to save her. We have maybe 48 hours, we just need your word.” He was right, of course. Barishkov had come so close to a cure without even realising the genius of his own work, but Faulkner had spotted how it could be used. He had made a synthetic virus, capable of replacing the faulty gene with a copy from a different individual, effectively rewriting the patient’s DNA. Initially it hadn’t helped, as the virus’s transcriptase proteins seemed unable to identify cells which had already been changed. It was one of his students, Dr Justine Paler, who had suggested that they could substitute an equivalent allele from a different species, that might be compatible enough to function but easier for the virus to recognise.

	If it was as simple as injecting her with the virus and waiting, the treatment would have started months ago. It worked on Marianna’s tissue samples, repairing the damage, but treating this disease was going to be a lot more difficult than they anticipated. The virus could copy the gene they wanted, replacing the faulty one from the patient. But somehow it couldn’t stop there. It had to have a whole chromosome from the donor species, and as yet they couldn’t quite understand the conditions under which it stopped its copying, meaning that the patient’s whole genome was subject to radical changes. That the treatment wasn’t always fatal was a testament to Barishkov’s genius, but turning a living girl into a hybrid was a nightmare process, like going through fetal development all over again. Through many trials, they had determined that they could create a survivable cure using the genetic material of Panthera pardus alba, the creature known locally as the white tiger. But the patient’s hearing range would be vastly expanded, their skin composition would change leading to the growth of tiger-like fur, their shoulders would dislocate and their bone and muscle structure would change dramatically, forcing them to learn to walk again.

	When they first came to Lucretia Falls, Faulkner had debated for weeks whether it could be justified to put his daughter through so much pain if it could save her life. He’d done his best to explain it to her, and the sketches in her diary convinced him that she understood the concept to some degree. But the early experiments on his secondary patients showed that such gross physical changes would be too much for an adult body to cope with. For an infant, maybe up to 2 years old, the body was already changing so much that it might be possible. But Lucretia was 11 years old by that point, and the risk was just too high. They’d tried to find a better variant of the virus, calling in other world-renowned specialists in that area, and every version of the serum was better than the last, allowing the specimens to remain more human. But they couldn’t find one that would be survivable by a subject over the apparent age of about 6 years.

	Faulkner had failed. Maybe in time they would find a better treatment. Maybe all he had to do was keep his daughter alive just a few months longer. But she’d already had one major transplant, and he’d seen how long it took her to recover. Not to mention the ethical problems: the only possible donor in the jungle was one of the specimens who had survived the viral treatment when she was younger. Six months earlier, there had been several specimens who could donate organs to Lucretia and wouldn’t be missed. Faulkner had signed off on a kidney transplant, but three potential donors had died in surgery before they had a success. Barishkov had recruited Dr Dorolev, who was more skilled with these kinds of surgeries, but to Faulkner it seemed like a futile gesture. Lucretia was still alive, could still be saved, but at what cost?

	“You can’t think of the experiments as people,” Barishkov insisted, “You shouldn’t even have interacted with them, they’re not your field.”

	On some level, he had to concede that the man might be right. He had a tough decision to make, he had to sign a paper to order the death of a child. Not a human child, but with all he’d seen Faulkner couldn’t see the distinction any more. Could he kill a child he’d spoken to and played with – one of the specimens human enough for him to start thinking of them as his adopted children – if it was the only way for his little angel to live? He knew the potential donor might not live long anyway; only one of the specimens had lived this long, but that wasn’t the point. Was his own flesh and blood that much more important than a child who had never had a real life, with growth hormones taking the place of years to raise her to the right level of physical development?

	It was an extremely difficult decision, to Faulkner’s mind. Barishkov said it was an easy choice and the answer should always be yes, without question. That was precisely why Igor Barishkov didn’t have the authority to make that choice.





Chapter 23 — Reunion

	I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner. We already knew that Faulkner’s lab had the capability of patching one animal’s DNA into another, creating the hybrids I’d seen in the lab. That was an incredible thing, that would revolutionise our understanding of animal biology on its own. But Faulkner had gone one step further, mixing animal genetic material into a human. It had been the piece of his psyche I couldn’t wrap my head around all the time I’d been in the lab: what could have pushed a respectable scientist to break all the rules, borrow money and take his family away to this remote place?

	Love. It was the only possible answer. By changing his daughter into something not quite human, he thought he might just be able to save her from the ravages of Keppler-Monroe. I’d even come across the condition when I was reading about the man’s background, and I hadn’t realised what a big influence it would turn out to be. In among dozens of other innovations Conrad Faulkner had proved that this disease wasn’t an incredibly rare side effect of certain mineral deficiencies, but a genetic disorder which initially presented by preventing the patient from digesting several minerals. I’d thought it odd at the time, as that wasn’t the kind of research he normally did, but I’d put it down to wanting to know more about the condition that killed his wife. It seemed so obvious now that the condition must have been passed to his daughter, but nobody else had seen the connection either. Nobody had thought it mattered.

	Now, I started to wonder just how far he’d gone in the hope of saving her. Hybridisation, that was the big thing he’d been working on at his lab. But from everything I’d seen, that seemed more like Barishkov’s field than Faulkner’s. It wasn’t related to the disease that had destroyed his family, the condition he wanted to cure. Most of the scientists he’d recruited were disease specialists, with the emphasis on genetic engineering coming later. In hindsight, we should have looked for the connection, but nobody had even seen that there was a clue here to follow. His hybridisation process, however it worked, was just about changing the patient’s DNA. If her genetic code was wrong, then turning her into something else could be a cure.

	She hadn’t been comfortable in that cage. She hadn’t belonged there, and she knew that. Barishkov had put her into a cage, and she’d been free before. She was used to wearing clothes, but if any of the UN scientists had seen that they would have considered that she might be human and shut Barishkov down on the spot. I’d worked that out before, but I hadn’t stopped to think why Faulkner would let a specimen roam the facility as she wanted. If she was really his daughter, and ‘Father’ wasn’t just a pet name taken by her creator, it all made sense. Her father had changed her into something else rather than let her die. I could imagine that, and as soon as I started trying to imagine how the facility would have been organised, all the pieces started to fit together in my mind.

	If you had the insight to patch alien DNA into an animal, changing what it was at the most basic level, then why not use that same science to interweave human genetic material with some foreign species? The only answers were propriety, and the law. If he could replace the flawed, lethal genes in his daughter’s genome with something from a panther, would he let any regulations stop him?

	I might not know him, but I knew her, and I knew all too well how far love could push a man. He’d try it, like he would try anything to save his little girl. He’d done it, and maybe it had worked.

	I should have pursued that line of thought further, but I was sitting staring into space, amazed by the enormity of the revelation, when a guard came to fetch me. I couldn’t read anything in the young man’s face, whether they were taking me away to jail or if my papers had been found, or even if the doctor had managed to get Paul involved. He was dressed in olive fatigues, which was in any case a good sign. The President’s loyal militia had thought Paul was on their side the last time I came through here, so unless my brother had totally blindsided everyone there was a good chance that the people holding me had some goal that involved either justice, or making themselves valuable to American corporations. Either way, it was good for me.

	The soldier took me to the police station’s interview room. There was no kind of surveillance here, no high tech facilities. Just a room with two sturdy doors, a single high window for ventilation, and a battered tape recorder. And a telephone, which another man held out to me as I was pushed in. I tried to remember the soldier’s face, I wasn’t sure if he might have been one of the group that had met me off the plane. The one behind me pushed me down into the seat; I wondered why they couldn’t ever just ask. I probably muttered some sarcastic comment, but I don’t really remember. My mind wasn’t really on my predicament, I couldn’t stop worrying about that girl out in the jungle on her own.

	She was human, that was the important thing. I’d slowly been realising that as we trekked through the jungle, and I’d already found it natural to think of her as a person rather than a thing. But if she was fully human, then maybe it was okay to let myself think about her in other ways as well… the thoughts I’d entertained in my dreams, and then attempted to block from my mind on waking, might be acceptable again if she was human.

	Except that they weren’t, because if she was Lucretia Faulkner that must mean my companion was only fifteen. I couldn’t believe that, with the kind of intelligence and courage she’d shown me. It was all so confusing. I’d heard people say that a year is like seven years to a cat, but I had no idea how that would apply to a tiger, or to a formerly-human hybrid. She’d learned sign language amazingly fast, and from the stories she’d told she had become fluent in Mandarin in only 3 years. Could I imagine that her emotional development would have speeded up after the experiment, as well?

	Again, the guard thrusting the phone in my face demanded attention. I muttered a brief apology and took it.

	“Mark!” Paul’s voice was enthusiastic and cheerful, but I had no way of knowing how much of his ebullience was sincere. “Thank God, I thought you’d been caught up in the–” he paused for a second, no doubt hunting for the most diplomatically appropriate word. The guard glared at me as I raised my eyes from the desk. I wondered just how many people would be listening in to this telephone interrogation.

	“The war? What’s going on here, Paul? They’ve got a fence right round the city, the kind you’d see on construction sites. They said it was to keep the animals out, but just a few weeks later there’s armed guards patrolling the boundary!” I realised I was babbling, rushing to try and fit in a whole sentence before my brother – or someone of authority in this ad-hoc jail – interrupted the question.

	He answered quickly. He name-checked half the generals I’d heard of around here, and some politicians. After a couple of minutes, I heard a faint click that might have been someone else on the line putting down a phone. A few minutes later, another man in olive uniform came into the stark interrogation room, and the guard who’d brought me left discreetly. They knew that handling this wrong wouldn’t be a good career move.

	I listened to what my brother was saying, but I didn’t take in all the details. He said there’d been some kind of coup in a neighbouring kingdom, the ruler being overpowered by a mob who didn’t like Americans making decisions within their borders. This had led to the PSBR, the Sante Benedicté People’s Militia, being fully mobilised to remind the upstart nation where the borders actually lay. He didn’t need to point out that there were at least three nations who thought Lucretia Falls was theirs, and there had never been any kind of agreement.

	The situation was made even more complex by the nomadic tribes who lived in the jungles. Paul explained that they didn’t like trading with the rest of the world, and they believed that they were the only real people. They wouldn’t let anthropologists in to study them, they wouldn’t interact with the modern world at all except for a few very basic trades. And yet, Paul revealed as if it were some big secret, they had sworn allegiance to Faulkner, and seemed to be sticking with Barishkov after the first mad scientist had died. Nobody understood why. I could have corrected him on that, but I figured that was a point best left for some time when I knew nobody was listening in. The fact that would let you control the natives could be a mighty powerful bargaining chip in these parts.

	The tribes didn’t recognise that anyone might have a valid claim on the land, so they didn’t usually obstruct groups moving through the jungle unless someone tried to take something from them, or shot a tiger. But when two militia groups from two nations had converged on Lucretia Falls to settle the question of who owned it once and for all, the tribes had appeared to demand that both armies leave, and then had attacked Sante Benedicté en masse in reprisal. That was enough to get the UN troops on full alert, and to force the squabbling nations into an uneasy truce. It appeared that the number of tribes in the jungle was an order of magnitude greater than anyone’s estimate, and if they turned their wrath on other towns there was unlikely to be an effective defence.

	The whole situation was a mess, every conflict setting off some new wannabe ruler, or bringing to the surface some old argument about a tiny piece of disputed land. Suddenly, everyone was toting guns, and formerly civil neighbours couldn’t keep up their careful diplomacy in case it set a bad example when more heavily armed aggressors came looking for trouble. At some point, the growing military presence had forced the hand of the black-coats, and they had tried to take power from the President before they were really ready. It wasn’t clear whose side Paul was on, especially when I knew that his version of events was carefully censored to convince our unseen eavesdropper that they still wanted to ally with him. It was even possible my brother was just playing the factions off against each other for his own benefit, but he seemed to still have some clout around here.

	“Anyway, this isn’t what you signed up for,” he finished with all the recap and rhetoric and returned to the present, “The lab is a moot point. If the natives won’t let people near then it will be closed down in a hurry. The specimens left there will be euthanized to avoid contaminating the local ecosystem, because there’s no way we could get them out now. That’s what you really wanted, isn’t it? I thought you were playing me to help out a certain ex-junkie, but after I spoke to your little newspaper’s office I found out where your loyalties really lie. So, you win this time. But you still need my help to get out of jail again?”

	I felt my fist clench around the phone as he said that. He made it sound like some kind of corny, rehashed joke. Maybe it was for the benefit of the soldiers on the line, maybe if they thought I wasn’t taken that seriously then they’d be more willing to let me go. But it was far from the truth, and I couldn’t help feeling angry at his dismissive tone. In the past he’d bailed me out a couple of times before when a story struck too close to home for some politically-affiliated authority. But I’d never actually asked him to, and every time up until now, I had been fully prepared to spend a few months in a cell while my lovely editorial team either drummed up money for a lawyer or wrote me up as a martyr crusading for the truth.

	“No,” I snapped, “There’s no nepotism in my politics. If I’ve broken some law I’d be happy to take the consequences, and if some dictatorial regime wants to hold me then the truth coming out should be all the help I need. I never asked for your help before.”

	He made some meaningless comment, supportive on the surface but calculated to make a good soundbyte if someone was recording. Typical Paul Jenner. Then: “But you want my help now.”

	“Yes,” it was hard to say, but there were things more important than my dignity. “But not for me. I need to get someone else out of here. She’s had the worst luck in the world for the past few years, and she needs to be away from here before the situation turns into even more of a train wreck. I want her free without becoming a poster child for some asshole’s ambitions of power and glory.” We were both silent for a few moments then. I’m sure he was trying to work out if the asshole in this case was him or John, or both. It would be a slap in the face to him that I was asking him to help someone and not splash his altruism all over the tabloids. I didn’t know if he’d go that far, even for family, but as I was actually asking him, hopefully he’d realise this was something really important to me.

	“Right,” he finally offered. No answer yet, no ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to my desperate plea, just a sign that he understood what I was asking. I considered for a moment trying to force his hand, threatening to show the press some of his dirtier secrets. But I was pretty sure some of the militia here would have no qualms taking one more foreigner out to be tragically lost in the jungle if I was too much of a problem. Anything that hurt him would probably upset their leaders too; and I didn’t know just how close my brother was holding this conflict to his heart. If he even had one any more.

	“Right,” he repeated, “You found some girl out there, and you’re concerned about her escape but not your own? Who is she?”

	“I don’t think I can tell you that,” I hesitated.

	“Mark, you’re coming to me for a favour. Is she a border-jumper and you’re worried the militia might not approve? Some scientist from the lab? A barbarian native you’re ashamed of? Throw me a bone, Mark.”

	“I don’t want to say,” I answered, and gave a loud sigh. I was sure he must be able to hear it, and if he remembered any of our childhood arguments it should have been a warning sign. I was telling him ‘You don’t want me to say.’

	“I just want you to be honest with me, Mark,” he sneered, “That’s the most important thing, I’m sure we all agree.” Well, I’d tried to keep it quiet, but with a kick in the teeth like that he wasn’t giving me much choice.

	“Her name’s Lucretia Faulkner,” I was sure I could hear a shocked gasp on the line as I said it. That meant someone was listening in on his end, as well. Kidnapping the little girl was part of Faulkner’s story before he came out here. From the local newspaper cuttings I’d seen in the original files, they hadn’t heard about the foreign scientist’s daughter. I just had to hope it wouldn’t turn out I was wrong later.

	“Her own father was experimenting on her, Paul. I don’t think she was treated badly, but she looks… let’s just say she’ll find it hard to make friends. When Barishkov took over, he had her locked in a cage, and some of the security guys treated her like an animal, like all the other specimens. You know I’d never come to you begging for help, but this is a little girl and she deserves better.” I tried to recall everything I knew about her, hoping for any detail that might help to convince him. Then, to my shame, I realised just how smart she’d been in the lab: “It was her who helped me escape when they captured me. If she hadn’t been there I’d be dead by now, twice over at least. She’s saved me, don’t you think that means we owe her?”

	Silence. I didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. After a minute or two, I figured that the only way I was going to get a favour from my brother was to put something on the table. I spoke again: “Paul, if you help me out, maybe I can help you. I’ve spoken to one of the tribesmen, a guy called Amba, and I know how Faulkner got their support. I can help you choose a negotiator, and help you get all the American staff out of that place in one piece.”

	Paul was silent. I strained to hear any sound from the old, bulky phone receiver, but I couldn’t even make out breathing or drumming fingers to tell me I hadn’t been put on hold. It seemed like an hour, though it was probably closer to ten minutes that I waited.

	“Fine,” he was back, a voice in my ear so sudden that I nearly dropped the phone, “We can put some kind of spin on this, so long as nobody else finds out. My guys are on the phone to General Marcosai now, sorting out an exit for you both. They’ll go pick up the kid and–”

	“No,” I interrupted.

	“What?”

	“We left Lucretia Falls in a hurry, there was no other choice. She’s out there in a jungle lean-to, naked and scared. We’ve spent half the last week avoiding all these different groups of soldiers, so if your people go out there she’ll just vanish. She’s a tough girl, but she’s terrified and I don’t want her to get hurt. No, I’ll go out and find her, she trusts me. I’ll bring her back here, and you sort out a plane. We can talk about it further when I get home.”

	“Fine,” he conceded eventually, “You got your exit. The militia’s got a few dissident elements, but they won’t touch you if you’re the only one who knows how to control the tribes. You owe me one hell of a good news story when you get back here, little brother.” The line went dead with a solid click, and another a few seconds later. I guess at least part of that was meant for whoever was listening in.

	The men in the interrogation room stared at me with the same indifference. They hadn’t heard what Paul said, so my body language would be the only way they could guess if I’d got what I wanted. I wasn’t broadcasting a beacon of hope, because I’d put all my cards on the table now to save Lucretia. But it was only my instincts telling me she was still human. My heart was telling me I could trust her, but I still didn’t know for sure that I was doing the right thing here. I knew what a gamble I was making, and I couldn’t stop the little voice in the back of my head that was warning me I was making a terrible mistake. But no matter how much I worried, even if I’d had no reason at all to trust her, I don’t think I could have brought myself to leave her there.

	After a few minutes, another man came in, with a different rank badge. He was carrying a canvas bag of supplies. “Mister Jenner,” he greeted me. His tone carried more information in two words than most of John’s speeches: He had been ordered to help me, but he wasn’t happy about foreigners having anything to do with his beloved country’s politics, and he was just hoping for some excuse to leave me stranded in the jungle. Behind him, though was a familiar face I was a lot more glad to see.

	Marcos smiled, seeming as happy as he had when I’d last seen him at Lucretia Falls. “I thought we’d lost you!” he said, “I had to come back here with the news, as they said there was a problem with the communications array. They said you were tampering with the antenna and fell over the falls, I had to hope that was not true.”

	“No, nothing like it. I just saw the truth, and then had to run before the guards there found out. I think they’re there mostly to protect the secrets. It’s good to see you again.”

	“Yes. I’ve been commanded to help you rescue a girl, anyhow, so we need to discuss the plan.”





Chapter 24 — The Other Girl

	Lucy sat in the corridor, watching the adults talk. Though she was more than four years old now, most of them still treated her like a baby when they talked about her at all. Or they treated her like a thing, and kicked her if she wasn’t where they expected to be. At least Nurse Chǎ had put a stop to that, among the people who actually respected her. She thought that maybe normal kids didn’t grow up so fast. In the scarce TV and movies she’d seen – every video was expensive to get out here – there were sometimes children the same size as her but they acted and were treated like babies, or they were too stupid to have their own stories. It was in another movie that Lucy had seen a joke about cats having four times as many years; she wasn’t quite sure if that meant she was fifteen now. It didn’t seem to make any sense, but she knew that because she had so little opportunity to experience the world, her understanding of what she saw must be kind of limited.

	“Lucretia!” one of the doctors was yelling in anger, “Whose idea was it to call it that?” Lucy knew he was talking about her, even though she hated people calling her Lucretia. The scientists were nearly always talking about her when they got angry like that. There was a sharp sound a moment after the outburst, and it took Lucy only a second to realise that this new, foreign man had slapped Nurse Chǎ. She almost jumped out to defend the only woman who’d ever protected her from bullies, but fear of what would happen to her afterwards kept her in her place.

	“It was Professor Faulkner who chose the children’s names,” the nurse answered back proudly, not showing weakness, “The boys were Manuel and the girls Lucretia, every one of them. Calling them all by the same name makes it easier to think of them as not real lives, he said, they are experimental subjects and not people. He didn’t want to give the poor things numbers and then have the lab techs start referring to them by names anyway. Different names might let people think of them as human. I don’t agree with him, I think it is cruel and shocking that he would ever treat them like his property, but if you’re joining the team then you’d do well to learn the way things are. He might not come down here often, but the Professor started caring about the children. You don’t want to insult the man who’s paying your wages, he does care about them. They’re all his children, maybe not in the usual way, but he created them and sooner or later he started thinking like a father.”

	Lucy wondered what that could mean. She was sure that they were talking about her and her friends, though all the others that looked like people had gone now. Mā Chǎ called them ‘children’ instead. But did that mean that Father wasn’t really their father? Just when she was starting to think she understood families, both the kind she had and what they did in other parts of the world, there came a curveball to add to her confusion.

	“I don’t think Faulkner will be in charge here much longer,” the new doctor still seemed so sure of himself, not at all intimidated. “He’s got attached to his subjects, where’s the scientific objectivity now? Someone else needs to take the reins so they can complete the work he started. Lucky for us, the man’s a criminal back home, there’s plenty of people who’d love to know where they can find him.”

	Lucy ducked back into the shadow of a janitor’s cart at the side of the hall as the folding doors to the elevator slammed open. Doctor Barishkov stomped down the corridor, the metal floor ringing like a bell with his steps. Behind him came Uvi, a giant of a man whose temper was as dark as his skin. Lucy had never trusted those two, and the idea of living in the same building as them without Father to keep them in check set off all kinds of nightmare scenes playing in her mind’s eye.

	“Cha!” Barishkov snapped, not even bothering to get her name right, “Where is Lucretia 17? She must be ready for surgery right away!” Lucy’s education so far had been sporadic, and she didn’t really know what surgery was except a suite of locked rooms hidden deep inside the cliff face. But she knew from his tone, as well as from the fact that it was Dr Igor speaking, that was something she should be afraid of.

	“There’s nothing wrong with her.” Nurse Chǎ spoke back, but she wasn’t so confident now. She didn’t like Barishkov either, but he was one of the senior doctors in the facility, being fifth in line to take over if something happened to Professor Faulkner. His demeanour, though, made you think that if there was some kind of conflict he’d be the one ending up on top of the pile. He was the kind of Machiavellian prince who would work everybody against each other, and probably the only thing that had kept him in his place until now was the knowledge that Faulkner – ‘The Professor’ as most of the staff called him, the only suitable honorific for a leader in a place where even the lab techs had at least one doctorate – had put everything he had into building this place, and 90% of the staff wouldn’t go against him.

	“There’s nothing wrong with that one,” Barishkov acknowledged, “But the doctors are struggling to keep the real Lucretia alive. She needs a heart transplant, and your little protégé is the closest genetic match in the world. We were never looking after a dozen mutant children out of the goodness of our hearts, we didn’t give her fur as an idle curiosity. The point all along was to make perfect organs for Faulkner’s daughter, and now he wants a repayment on all the money he’s put into raising that little beast.”

	“Find the girl,” he snapped at Uvi, before turning to the new doctor, “Dr Dorolev, they’re going to want you in theatre. And as for you, Nurse, you’d better watch your step if you don’t want to find yourself kicked out into the jungle.”

	Uvi nodded, and shouldered the huge wooden club he carried. Most of the tribesmen in this place wouldn’t touch the maitaha girl, held back by their stupid traditions. But he was an expert hunter and could track down one little mutant girl himself. He knew that when he was in charge of his tribe, whether that meant founding his own or taking control by force, they would embrace the technology of the outside world just enough to take back their land from the interlopers by force. Then there would be no place for superstition in the jungle. But for once his greed blinded him, and by the time he reached the spot where he had heard silent movement on the resonant floor, Lucy was long gone.





Chapter 25 — A Rendezvous

	Even planning a short expedition into the jungle took longer than I’d thought. A good part of the delay was with the officers in this building – whose names and ranks I never knew – trying to persuade me to give them the secret of controlling the tribesmen first. I could put them off until after this expedition, though. Rescuing a child was the important thing, even if I couldn’t bring myself to think of her that way.

	The plan was simple enough, with getting back into the city being the hard part. A lot of the black-coats, what passed for civil service enforcers around here, were in almost open rebellion now, pushing their own leader as the new President. The people on the street might not know what was going on, maybe didn’t even notice that a different person was sending out Presidential addresses from distant Oimbawa. But the black coats controlled the BJDS, so they were the ones manning the perimeter fences. I’d have to get past them if I wanted to get to a plane, even with Paul’s clearance. The militia had assigned two men to help me, but at least for now they had to at least give the impression of supporting the new government. The younger of the two was called Montigue, but I wasn’t entirely sure if that was a surname or given name. He was clearly irritated because he wanted to be out in the streets in a straight out fight of olive against black, and he didn’t see the need for all the political wrangling. Marcos was more nervous because he understood just how easily the city could become a bloodbath.

	Getting me out would be easy enough. This part of the city had once been slums, but they explained it had been pretty much taken over by soldiers. A few blocks between two rings of the fence, where black and olive mixed with UN peacekeepers, squalid tenement blocks pressed into service as barracks and every store was now a briefing room or mess hall. The BJDS was here, but they didn’t have the confidence yet to actually stop the militia going about their business. That would mean admitting that they weren’t all on the same side any more, and they wanted a bloodless revolution. They didn’t want to be seen attacking another arm of government when the whole world was watching, especially not when they were so heavily outnumbered and outgunned by the UN troops from a dozen different countries. Changes in the military would be from the top down.

	We could leave the city through the nearest gate, dressed as Benedictean soldiers. There were plenty going in and out, at any rate, to check how close potential threats were in the jungle. Getting to the airfield would be the harder part, because that was almost entirely controlled by customs, and the air force only operated out of Oimbawa itself, not with the militia of the outlying cities. So we formulated something of a plan. I was amazed by how quickly some of the officers could think when they were set a challenge. In a way, I guess that’s a requirement for the job. I was just too used to seeing an army as an inflexible fear machine rolling across the landscape, but this was the first time I’d been in a position to see a militia making decisive plans to do what needed to be done.

	Sante Benedicté had a building known as the Governor’s Mansion, though the self-proclaimed Governor had never attained any real political power. It had been built by some British aristocrat or other, who’d been sure this land would soon be part of the empire and wanted to get his foot in the door so he could catch any titles that came drifting his way. The massive, sprawling stone buildings were long since abandoned. The Governor’s art gallery was now a public facility, but the architecture had been designed without any thought to the climate, and cooling those massive structures wasn’t worth the cost, so the remainder of the complex stood empty. Half of the estate was within the city centre, while its grounds and outbuildings stretched almost to the tree line, interspersed with more recent constructions that had been built where the older grounds had been reclaimed by the city.

	When the Governor’s Mansion had been built, many local groups including the militia had taken careful note of the obsessions of the self-proclaimed Governor’s son, inexplicably known as ‘Charles the Chuck’ in the region’s folk history. He quite liked the storybook notion of a prince wandering in secret among his people, and especially liked to spend time with the young ladies who would surely be wowed by his wealth. It didn’t work like that, but he’d been the crazy foreigner with money, so he’d been able to have several secret passages installed throughout the mansion.

	The most important thing about the estate today was that due to its sprawling layout, the army engineers had marched straight across the middle of it with their prefabricated fencing truck. Half was outside the city, and half was in an area cordoned off, a no man’s land between the many rings of fencing and checkpoints. The towers on the mansion would make a perfect place for mortars to set up to cover the eastern side of the city against potential invasion, so the militia had the building to themselves. And perhaps most importantly, it was adjacent to a lesser used part of the airfield, which was itself quite widely spread around the city’s southwestern perimeter.

	Marcos and Montigue would go in their Jeep to resupply the mortar teams. Lucretia and I would approach the city from that side when we returned. We would have robes like those used by some local priests. That would keep anyone from looking at us too closely until we got near the city, though of course we wouldn’t have the travel permits that the men in black now required at the gates. We would go to the old summer house of the Governor’s Mansion, and as soon as they saw us Marcos would open up a secret tunnel which would allow us to enter the main building underground. Then we would all get in the Jeep, move slowly through a hole cut in the fence, and drive across the airfield as if we were supposed to be there, heading for one of the storage bays. Unless any observers actually checked the plates on every Jeep, how would they tell between us and the various militia units that their comrades had searched on the way in. The hardest part would be getting onto the plane itself.

	Half an hour later, I was on my own in the jungle again. Somehow this time the jungle seemed a lot more intimidating than it had when I’d first come out here. Of course then I’d been in a vehicle with an escort provided by the government. Now I didn’t have the luxury of Marcos keeping those pale eyes on the road, scanning the jungle for danger. It was all down to me.

	Marcos would be waiting for me close to sunset the next day, and they’d made sure I was well equipped. I had a radio transmitter in case I couldn’t find Lucretia and needed an extraction. I had a map of the jungle that I didn’t know how to read in the absence of landmarks. I had painkillers, bottles of drinking water, and nutrition supplements that some of the American troops had kindly offered samples of. No doubt if the local armies signed up, they’d get some kind of commission on the deal. They had some kind of ration bar that was supposed to be perfect if you’re stranded in the jungle, a nutritionally balanced meal in a block that looked something like a shrink-wrapped brownie. I hadn’t tried these before, but I could be pretty confident it wouldn’t taste like one.

	As well as food and water, there was a compass in the canvas bag they gave me, and a flashlight. And my phone, with all my pictures on. I’d handed over the camera to the militia guys, but insisted on taking a copy of the photos so that the truth could get out even if something went wrong there. I didn’t have all my eggs in one basket any more, that would normally have made me feel a lot safer. The only difference was that this time, I had a goal more important than the truth.

	The jungle was just as I remembered it, pretty much like any other jungle on the planet. The vegetation was so much thicker than the deep rainforest, it was like a different world. Where the trees had been felled to clear space for the highway – probably a bigger engineering project than laying the road itself – the light reached the ground, and a riot of seedlings sprang up to fill the void between the great trees with a wall of thorns, flowers, saplings and vines.

	I unslung a brand new brwance off my belt. What had once seemed like a deadly weapon was a simple tool now. It had been made for just this situation, and it wasn’t until I’d used one that I came to realise just how well the indigenous people had designed it. There were some variations between those used by the tribesmen and the city natives, but I didn’t see those differences yet. The blade was made of lacquered wood, a shape somewhere between an axe and a machete, the curve of the edge perfectly suited to slicing through the different types of greenery. There was a small hole near the base, which I could slip my thumb through to make sure my grip didn’t slip. I’d had a crash course in how to use the thing, and it came almost naturally after the first few swings against the tangled vines in front of me.

	It was hard work, and I was soaked in sweat only a dozen yards into the jungle. I was making progress though, and pretty sure I was heading in the direction where I’d agreed to meet Lucretia.

	Among the split branches piling up on top of the mossy ground, there were a few flowers of vivid violet. It was always amazing, the tendency of nature to create beautiful things where we least expect to see them. I couldn’t see the plant they had bloomed from, but there they were among the debris of my hacking spree. The flowers we’d seen on the way down here, growing everywhere to the east of Sante Benedicté but not along the river to the south. I wondered what chance of soil chemistry or geology could cause a species to be so prevalent here, but practically unseen a few miles through the jungle. I should probably have been paying a little more attention to my surroundings.

	I thought about the possibility of others here only when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I started and spun on my heel, brwance in hand. A second hand caught my wrist, stopping the weapon before I could cause any unintended damage. Claws drew blood, but gripped lightly enough that I didn’t realise immediately.

	“Lucretia,” I gasped as soon as I got my breath back, “You surprised me–” Her grip tightened, and blood started to run in a thin rivulet down the inside of my right arm.

	“Nyaaa!” I didn’t know if that meant ‘no’, or just a wordless yell of rage. It quickly changed into a very feline hiss, and I wondered again whether I’d overestimated how human she could still be. When she’d been changed, it must have been torture even if it was done out of love. Who was I to know how much that would have changed her personality, or even if her brain was still anything like a human’s.

	Then she dropped my hand and backed away, afraid again. She hadn’t been scared when she saw me with the weapon, but now was different. She said something soft I couldn’t quite make out, but when she waved her hands in front of her face I quickly remembered that she substituted a hiss for the sh-sound that her lips couldn’t quite enunciate. “Shù”; I’m sorry.

	“I’m sorry too,” I hung the brwance on a branch before stepping closer, and she didn’t back away. I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to calm her. I wasn’t really sure what part of my subconscious conjured the gesture; whether I was thinking like a man petting an animal, or running my fingers through a lover’s hair. We were divided by language, but different physiologies meant that even body language wasn’t a straightforward thing. It came naturally though, and she seemed to appreciate it, purring softly. Even if I knew what this touch meant to me, I’d still need a way to ask how she felt about our closeness. Master and pet, or friends, or something else. I just didn’t know.

	“I’m sorry,” I said again, “I didn’t mean to upset you, did I say something wrong?” Then I realised it was the first time I’d used that name in front of her. Had my guess been completely off target? “I got your name wrong?”

	She nodded, and crouched beside me to lick away the blood. Allowing her so close, being able to trust her and knowing that it must mean something, that was such a powerful communication. I still didn’t have all the facts straight in my mind and maybe we couldn’t even talk to each other, but every time we did it, it felt as if this was communication that went beyond words. I whispered a few words then, but I don’t know if she caught them. We could talk more once the blood stopped flowing, it wouldn’t take long for such a shallow scratch. But I knew that if she wasn’t who I’d thought, I’d have to at least try to find the truth before introducing her to Marcos and Montigue.




	Doctors Barishkov and Corliss were arguing in the hallway. Corliss was a hard man to anger, but it seemed that once something earned his ire, he wouldn’t back down.

	“You can’t do this!” he yelled, dramatically gesturing towards the operating theatre, “Doctor Faulkner said no, and it has to be his choice. Lucretia, too, she wouldn’t sacrifice her friend to save herself. That child has the heart of an angel. Why are you preparing the OR?”

	“This isn’t a mission to save one girl,” Barishkov wasn’t yelling, but his voice had an edge like a knife, “We are advancing science in order to give something to the whole human race. We cannot abandon this experiment when we are so close to a positive result. If you try to stop me, I will knock you down myself.” Corliss took a step back, realising that the Baltic doctor had just as much fury as himself, but was keeping it under closer control.

	Normally he would have expected the night-black tribesmen to step in to defend him; there were two dozen of them among the facility’s security staff. But when it came to Lucretia’s surgery, he didn’t want to get them involved. There was already something of a schism among those who had come to Lucretia Falls. An albino child, the tribes were forced to consider the possibility that she was maitaha, that she had been touched by the three gods. But one faction, led by the rebellious youth Uvi, was saying that if she was the Goddess come to guide them they should do everything they could to keep her alive, even as far as supporting Barishkov’s increasingly aggressive attempts to take charge of the facility. It frustrated Corliss more than anything, because he was pretty sure Uvi didn’t even believe the ancient teachings he was using to push his agenda.

	“Go on then,” Corliss stood his ground, hoping he could look more confident than he felt. “Whatever you think, Dr Faulkner is in charge here. Strike another scientist and you’ll be going straight back where you came from. Don’t you have an arrest warrant out over there?”

	Barishkov opened his mouth to respond, but they were interrupted by Faulkner himself stepping out of the elevator.

	“That’s enough,” he said, “The law isn’t always the best arbitrator of scientific morals, I’m sure, and I trust every one of the senior staff here. But Igor, I think you are overstepping the bounds. I spoke to Lucretia yesterday morning, and she has made her own decision. Neither you nor I have the right to overrule that, and I would hope that you would not even consider a procedure that would kill an innocent child in any case.”

	“Sacrificing one life to save another,” Barishkov retorted, but he still moderated his tone somewhat when speaking to the leader, “Sacrificing an experimental specimen to save your daughter, surely you can see that isn’t an equivalent exchange. Science was meant for those who would play God. We change the world to make it better, and I would happily sacrifice that monster for Lucretia. Can’t you see that we all want the same thing? You’re hesitating when you urgently need to act, it isn’t too late yet, as soon as…” but he trailed off as he saw the old man shaking his head, and finally noticed the tears.

	It was too late to change the world now, but Conrad Faulkner could at least assure that his daughter’s wishes would be followed. He would just have to record this conversation for posterity, and hope that Igor Barishkov’s rebellious streak settled down a little once there was no longer such a critical decision to be made.





Chapter 26 — Going Home

	

	The unfamiliar characters were carved into the soft flesh of a sapling, a tree young enough that her claws could make a mark.

	“Lùqí,” I read carefully, and she nodded. A nod and a smile, though it still felt a little strange to see a smile with those dainty little fangs. “Lucy, but not… that other name.” Again, the nod. I think I was finally starting to unravel the tangle of parallel stories that had formed in my head. It helped that as well as the official bag of rations they’d given me, I had managed to scrounge from the soldiers an old fashioned reporter’s notebook and a battered Chinese/Dutch dictionary. I’d imagined that Lucy and Lucretia were the same, but after a half hour of careful questions I started to realise they were more like opposite sides of a coin. They were both Lucretia, one named after the other. But whether it was Faulkner’s shock at the way the experiments had turned out, or not wanting to be associated so closely with the other girl, she’d developed some level of hatred towards that name. Lùqíchā – Lucretia – had dubbed herself Lucy Chǎ instead.

	We talked more as we headed around to the west side of Sante Benedicté. It was quite a long walk because we didn’t want to be seen by the natives, of either group. We found a small clear space under the shade of a giant tree to change our clothes. I had two matching outfits in my bag: loose dung-brown cotton, gathered around the wrists and neck, with a large hood that would keep the sun off your face. I just hoped that dressed like that, none of the reporters roaming the city outside their military cordon would recognise us as anything other than yet more impoverished locals. I realised that Lucy had a tail, too. I can’t believe I hadn’t seen it before, but it was quite effectively hidden by her hide skirt, and now it disappeared just as completely under the robes.

	As we stood in the cover of the trees opposite the Sante Benedicté airport, I realised that this ordeal was finally over. We could follow a relatively clear track from here to the outer part of the mansion, and then there’d be a last hectic run through the airport with two of the men Paul had chosen for us, and we’d be home and dry. I was looking forward to having Lucy move in with me, and I don’t think either of us had considered any other option once we got back to the States. Maybe we’d have to get a bigger apartment, I didn’t know, or we could take over Uncle Bryan’s old farmhouse. I was pretty sure my brothers didn’t even realise that place was still in the family, they’d not talked to Bryan much since he checked into Sheltered Pines. My dreams of the future were nebulous, consisting of whatever chance might throw at us, but there was no sense worrying about things we couldn’t change.

	What I was looking forward to most right then was nothing more demanding than six months not being threatened by men with automatic rifles, or insane tribesmen with clubs and knives. I’d submit a report to my editor from the plane. I could omit the more sensitive stuff about Lucy and it’d still make a hell of a splash. I might even get a Pulitzer. Then I’d take Lucy out to Uncle Bryan’s place, and we wouldn’t need to see anybody from one day to the next. If we continued to grow closer without danger to force us together, then maybe we could start a family. But could we even have children? I knew she was a person, but wasn’t sure if she was that human. Well, we could always raise a couple of kittens instead.

	It was a crazy thought, I knew, but it kept on going round and round in my head and I couldn’t help hoping she’d say yes. I hadn’t even asked if she’d want to stay with me, I never even imagined she might say no. We’d only known each other for a handful of days, if you didn’t count the time I’d been delirious from fever or unconscious. But at the times I was most alone, she hadn’t left my side, she’d cared for me when there was no reason for her to help. One thing I’d marvelled at on so many dangerous jobs was how tightly people cling to each other after they’ve been through a crisis together, and now I’d walked a mile in their shoes I could understand why.

	I had some regrets as we walked around to the northwest corner of the fenced-in compound that had enclosed the city. Those creatures didn’t deserve to be treated the way they were, and my report would no doubt throw oil on the flames here, allowing all the little wars to flare up again and burn hotter and longer. I didn’t want to see any more tribesmen lose their lives or native traders lose their homes, over the hubris of men who thought they owned the land and the people. But people would always be people, there was nothing I could do about that. I would expose the truth, about the experiments and about this selfish bloody war, and let the people of the world decide what they could do to change the future. Nature doesn’t care what one person wants, but maybe if the truth is out there humanity as a whole can make some difference.

	That’s just the way things are. I don’t let things bother me when the issues are too big for one person to address. I tell stories, I don’t star in them. So why did it hurt so much to walk on, when Lucy stopped and whispered after me in barely passable English: “Wait”? I knew that staying around would be pointless, and yet every fibre of my body wanted to turn back and attempt the impossible, just to get away from that pleading stare.

	I’m an easygoing guy by nature, I don’t let myself get worked up about things I can’t change. But in her eyes I could see hope, and trust, and I couldn’t bear to let her down. I’d thought this was another story; that I should report it to the people of the world, and let them make up their minds. But in all the times I’d thought or written ‘people of the world’, I hadn’t realised before that I was saying ‘them’ rather than ‘us’. If ‘someone’ could make a difference to the grand scheme of fate, why couldn’t I allow that someone to be me? When I thought everybody needed to know so that they could make a difference, I’d been setting myself aside in a different category. What if I’d been wrong all these years? What if her trust in me wasn’t misplaced, and one man could make a difference? I’d made a difference to her fate, after all.

	“Okay, you win,” I sighed at last, “So, how do we get to the lab? Think we’ll be able to get a Jeep?”

	In the end, it wasn’t as tough as I might have thought. We simply waited until the time I’d agreed with the militia to return to the city, hoping everything would go smoothly.

	Inside the fence was just the giant house, serving a need that had never really been there. In the yard of what was now the museum, Marcos and his companion sat. He recognised us immediately as we approached, despite the nondescript robes. Maybe because he knew what I’d be wearing, and he was expecting a man and a child. Or maybe her gait was unusual, because she was so used to walking on all fours in the jungle. Having been constantly close to her since we’d left the lab, it was hard to think of how she must appear to a stranger.

	Marcos gestured and pointed to one of the buildings on our side of the fence, and I just nodded. There would be troops on the roof as well, but they’d been told to look the other way for half an hour. Then both of them went into the building, part of the museum now, through a door with a ‘Somete Biestute / Staff Only’ sign over it. They didn’t expect to be disturbed, which was why they’d left the engine running. Presumably one of them would be holding the door open while the other came as far as the outbuilding on this side, as both doors could only be opened from the town side. They wouldn’t find us waiting to come through, though. I unhooked the brwance from my belt and shifted my grip to hold it in both hands, cutting the chain link fence in a five-foot slash. A second cut, and we could bend out a part of the fence large enough to walk through. Unfortunately, this event was also accompanied by the sound of shrieking alarms all around us.

	We ran to the Jeep, Lucy passing me easily despite her shorter legs, and I dived behind the wheel. Two silhouetted figures on top of a tower were moving around in confusion. They should have been told not to notice a couple of militiamen bringing a Jeep and creeping into the building’s basement, but nobody had said anything about unknown people cutting through the fence and taking the Jeep. I could imagine the conversation now, as they tried to figure out if we were the people they were supposed to not see. Marcos would come running as soon as he heard the alarm, I was sure, but if he was already near the outside end of the tunnel, he might hesitate about which way to go. I’d reasoned that we would only need a minute to grab the Jeep and leave. If it was stocked with the equipment you’d expect a militia vehicle to have, we should have everything we needed to cut our way through the jungle, and the rugged construction of the vehicle would get us most of the way back to Lucretia Falls in no time at all.

	The engine was still running, and I wasted no time in getting it moving. The vehicle was wider than I’d thought, though, and the gap we’d made in the fence wasn’t big enough. I drove at the fence and was rewarded with a loud clang. The minutemen on the rooftop were aiming weapons now, realising something must be wrong, but they hesitated again when they saw Marcos come out of one of the outbuildings on the other side of the fence and run towards us. They couldn’t shoot at people from their own militia, and they had no way of knowing at this distance whether this was all part of some kind of plan.

	A shot rang out behind us, Montigue had come out at the other end of the tunnel I assumed, but as I hit the fence a second time it split enough for the vehicle to scrape through. Marcos had his rifle out, but hesitated when he saw me. We’d worked together before, and maybe he wanted to find out a little more before firing on me. He charged forward instead, leaping onto the Jeep before we were completely clear of the fence. I stamped on the gas and swerved violently, hoping I could shake him free without hurting him too much. I was deviating from the plan, taking matters into my own hands, and that meant the militia would no longer help me. But even if they were the enemy – and I expected nothing less after stealing a car and weapons – I trusted Marcos, and didn’t want him to be a casualty here.

	The man was amazingly difficult to leave behind though, and somehow managed to drop into the back of the car. Lucy leapt over the seat in a second to join him there and pinned him against the seat.

	“What the hell?” I heard him shout, “Mark, what is this?”

	“Change of plans,” I answered, reassured that neither of the two had decided to kill each other just yet. “This is Lucy, she’s one of the experimental subjects from the lab. We’re going to rescue the others. You need to get off, this isn’t the Benedicteans’ fight and you’ve got no reason to get in our way.” I could already see there was little chance of us stopping to leave him behind, though. Gunshots echoed around us, and I drove erratically in the wild hope that one of them wouldn’t get lucky.

	“No way,” I could hear the fear in his voice, and I could imagine how he must feel with Lucy’s eyes watching for any sign of movement and her claws at his throat. “No, your brother gave me the task of making sure you come back alive. You want to attack that place, I’m going with you.” His final word on the subject was under his breath, and I think he probably didn’t think I could hear so clearly over the roar of the engine: “Even if you are crazy.”

	Lucy hopped back in the front seat, moving with impossible grace even in a moving vehicle. She was as surprised as me that Marcos had joined us, but she was willing to trust my judgement of his character. He, on the other hand, twitched in surprise as she leapt away. Maybe he hadn’t realised she would understand him. As we headed back into the rainforest, we shared what information we had in the hope of coming to trust each other just a little more.

	We still didn’t have a complete plan, but our few rough ideas grew into something amazing and daring once Marcos put his own spin on it. It turned out he had a whole wealth of unexpected skills, both in tactics and being able to adapt our clothes to something more useful for the mission. He had some good suggestions, but I could tell he was still worried. As we turned off the dirt track that led to Lucretia Falls, following the rocky edge of a stream through the jungle, he finally asked the question that I think we both wanted a better answer to.

	“So… Lucy… Did you start out human, or like a tiger? Or have you always had the best of both worlds?” He’d accepted that she was human a lot quicker than I had, I realised. I wished I’d been able to find such a diplomatic way to phrase that question, but now he’d asked it seemed as good a time as any to try wrapping my head around more of her story.




	Doctor Faulkner could not bring himself to do it. He knew that as he stood by Lucretia’s bedside, clinging tightly to her hand. She was weaker than ever, and connected by dozens of tubes to the machines that were now keeping her alive. Her liver had failed again, her heart had burst and a machine was now pumping blood around her body. Chemical traces showed that her stomach and kidneys would be next to die, if she even lived that long.

	He wished he had known sooner. If he had started this research before she was born, he could have created a serum to save her. Changing her features, making her something between human and animal, is a price he would have gladly paid if it would allow his angel to live. They had a cure now for that terrible disease, and he knew for sure that it would have saved his daughter if it had been administered when she was only a few months old. It had worked perfectly on her clones, after all.

	There had been ninety of them, all told. They had duplicated his daughter to provide the perfect test subject. He had thought it grotesque, but he had been willing to do whatever it took to save his last treasure. Some had died as a result of gross physical changes, more than even a developing body could handle. Some had proved to be incompatible, not able to survive. Some had lived, but had grown up with the characteristic malformed proteins that indicated the first stages of Keppler-Monroe Degradation Syndrome. But a few survived.

	It soon became clear that the treatment was only survivable when the body was growing rapidly in any case, when the clone was still an infant, and so the team’s priorities had changed. They had introduced more modifications, dosing the specimens with growth hormones and further genetic alteration, hoping to create donors whose health organs could be transplanted to Lucretia without the need for toxic anti-rejection drugs. It didn’t matter about their minds, as long as their bodies were grown to match her size in time.

	That had all gone wrong when Faulkner had spent too much time with the children. He stopped seeing them as specimens, and started to think of them as pets, or even as his own children. Even if he hadn’t fathered them in the usual way, he had still created them using his own DNA, and once he realised that he couldn’t think of them as not-people any longer. One transplant had been too many; if he’d known how many of the vulnerable children would die on the operating table before they obtained a viable liver to save his daughter, he would never have approved the procedure.

	This time would be different. Lucretia 17 was the strongest of the clones, the only survivor. She had grown at many times the normal rate, and much to everyone’s surprise her mind seemed to have blossomed just as fast as her body. In just a handful of years, she had developed both the intellect and personality of a rebellious teenager. She had even chosen a new name for herself, a detail which Faulkner was secretly glad of. He knew the operation could be a success. Barishkov’s new specialist pretty much guaranteed that. But Lucy would not be able to survive the loss of her heart, and no father could bring himself to make that terrible decision.

	He had once chosen to put unnamed clones at risk to save his own daughter. When they had died he had felt like something inside him died as well, and the weight of that decision had never left him. Now it was a different question, whether he would kill one of his daughters to save the other. Born or grown in a tank, that didn’t matter now. He’d thought when he first played with the infant 17 that she seemed more intelligent than he would expect for her age. Then one of the nurses had decided to teach her, and the girl had spoken to him.

	He couldn’t bear to let either of them die, but he knew now that he didn’t have a choice.

	“Father,” her voice was little more than a whisper, and though he could tell himself he felt her hand move in his, it might just as easily have been his imagination. She had been unconscious for days now, but woke occasionally and unpredictably. That was why he had sat with her in every moment he could spare, not wanting to miss his last chance to talk to her. He turned to look at her, and forced a smile, but he couldn’t hide the tears in his eyes.

	“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” he had to lean closer to catch her words.

	“I’m sorry,” it was all he could say, “I’m so sorry. I thought I could find a cure. And all I could do…”

	“You found something,” and that comment surprised her father enough to momentarily pierce his melancholy mood, “The other doctor told me. You can save me, but it would hurt somebody else. I think that wouldn’t be fair.”

	“I didn’t want to worry you with that. It’s such a hard choice. I might be able to save you, but Lucy would die instead. It’s a choice I never thought I’d have to make, and…” he just trailed off, his voice becoming almost as quiet as hers. How should he tell his daughter that he couldn’t make the decision that could save her? How could she understand?

	“Then I’ll say it,” she said, “It’s me who’s sick. I don’t want to hurt anybody else. It’s okay.”

	“Lucretia…” He wanted to say how much he loved her, how much he would miss her. He wanted to praise her courage, and to express his pride in her moral compass. But he just couldn’t find the words, so instead he leaned forward and put his arms around her, holding her as close as he could through the tangle of wires and tubes.

	“Don’t be sad. You did everything to make me happy. So many holidays, we went everywhere I wanted to go in the whole world. When the government doctors locked me away, you made this place for me and took me away again. And maybe I can see mom again…” It clearly took some effort, but she smiled. Then she spoke one last time, and he would always wonder if she knew that she wouldn’t get another chance to say it: “Will you write in my diary for me? Write that I’m not scared, and what happened. And then I want Lucy to have it. I think she’s more than a friend, or even more than my sister. She’s kind of the next me, so I want her to know what it was like for me.”

	Conrad Faulkner struggled for words. He wanted his daughter to know that Lucy would never be a replacement for her, that the whole project was there to help her live. Then he met her gaze, pink eyes showing happiness. Maybe she wanted to pass on her name; a youthful reiteration of the maxim that had allowed his own father to accept his mortality. He had said many times as his health declined that he wouldn’t be truly dead as long as his son built upon his research in some way. Conrad hadn’t really understood, but had welcomed anything that made the old man comfortable. Maybe that quiet confidence had skipped a generation, and Lucretia would be happy enough to pass on the baton. Lucretia 17 – Lucy – was already the girl’s clone, and closest confidant. Seeing them together, you’d never realise there was such an age gap. Maybe she could be a kind of spiritual successor too.





Chapter 27 — Plan of Attack

	I closed my eyes in sympathy as Marcos’s voice trailed off. I wished I’d thought to read that entry sooner, a double page entered in black ink with a surprisingly flowery script that must by Dr Faulkner’s hand. Lucretia hadn’t been able to record her own last moments, so her father had done it for her. After that, having adjusted my expectations, I realised that the illegible chicken-scratch on the next dozen pages must have been traditional Chinese, written by claws that had never held a pen before.

	I couldn’t contain the tears as I realised how close those two girls were, and at the same time how different their lives had been.

	Now, we had an urgent mission to attend to. I had to focus my whole attention on the steering as we left the stream bed, so I couldn’t pay any more attention to that story until we’d got a fair deal for the animal and human test subjects and for those who’d worked at the lab. I knew this path was possible because we’d come this way on the journalists’ first field-trip from Lucretia Falls, but sometimes it still looked like we were facing a dead end. The road grew more treacherous, the Jeep tilting heavily to one side or the other, and I had to throw all my weight against the wheel. We barely moved faster than a walking pace, but we couldn’t risk someone else finding the vehicle if we left it behind.

	I lost track of which way we were heading. The deep shadows cast by the canopy above stopped me getting even a vague compass point from the sun, as well as disguising the time. Lucy spotted some landmarks though; she said she’d lived wild in the jungle for nearly a year between fleeing from surgery and being recaptured by the American troops Dr Barishkov had called in. It was still hard work to understand her speech, but I felt the faintest touch of her claws on my arm and she pointed in the direction we needed to go.

	In a way, it was pretty amazing that I trusted her so completely. I knew how much damage her teeth and claws could do, but I also knew she could control her body well and that she would never hurt me. But every time I turned to look at Marcos in the back seat I could see the way he looked at us. He still wasn’t sure about Lucy’s humanity, and he was nervous every time those claws came near me. But he could see something of his own people’s constant conflicts in the hybrids’ captivity, and he could empathise with that. If he had the faintest idea how close me and Lucy were getting, maybe he’d be more convinced of her humanity. Or maybe he’d call me crazy and vanish into the jungle. Maybe he’d be right; I still wasn’t sure myself now if all that was in my mind.

	As we skirted a cliff edge, we caught occasional glimpses of the sky where the treetops in the valley were lower than us. When Lucy pointed out the distant glint of lights off the Lucretia Falls complex’s solar array, I knew we were nearly at our destination. I did my best to park the vehicle where it wouldn’t sink and get stuck in the mud. Marcos had been hard at work while we drove; both throwing out ideas for discussion based on his knowledge of the native culture, and more practical tasks like using the tools of a simple field first aid kit to fashion a uniform from pieces of a tent, leaves gathered beside the track, and a few other odds and ends. We could have kept the dull priests’ robes provided by Paul’s men, but they were long and unwieldy. Lucy could have skinned some creature to make a coat, as she had when we first escaped the lab. But Marcos’s idea would hopefully give us both the element of surprise and a psychological advantage. It had sounded good in theory, but when we saw the soldier’s handiwork I was amazed. This would be perfect.




	The problem with a perfect plan is that there’s always something you don’t know. There’s always a detail you’re not aware of, or someone whose motives aren’t what you expect. I’d learned that already, and I was sure that this whole situation could have been avoided if people had just tried to understand what was driving Faulkner. Finding the truth was always hard, though. A story doesn’t come together like a tapestry, woven from different strands to make a perfect pattern.

	It’s more like the jumble of cables behind the TV, connecting all those wonderful high-tech boxes together to make a functional system. If you’re trying to unplug and replace one part, your hand finds every cable except the one you want. And even when you come across the middle of some cable that might be the right one, you can’t find out where it’s connected to until you follow it all the way, and that means untangling every little loop that it passes through. For all the parts I’d untangled, there were still sides of the story that I didn’t know; back-room deals and betrayals that I wouldn’t even see until we’d grabbed the thread that related to the tribesmen and given it a good, hard tug…

	Peter Carling sat back in his office chair. He really liked that chair, a somewhat worn and overstuffed recliner. In a way, it was a respite from his home, where Adrianna had spent a small fortune giving the place a makeover with designer furniture which was apparently the big name to be seen with this year. It would do wonders for their social standing, she said, but Peter wished he could focus a little more on sitting comfortably.

	He’d never argue with his wife over something she cared about, though, and of course it was important for a man in his position to present just the right public image. She was good at that, so he enjoyed a little down-market luxury during the quiet times in his office when he had nothing particularly important to do. Luckily, that was a good deal of the time. Carling was a United States Senator, and so the majority of his office hours were spent looking serious and judgemental while a whole parade of people came into his office to talk about their problems. Sometimes he could just ignore them and gaze out of the window, thinking about what to have done with his garden this year. Sometimes he’d actually have to sign something or put his name on a bill, which was probably the most challenging part of the job. It would probably be even harder, if he didn’t have his little team to tell him which decisions would swing well with the voters. But as often as he could get away with, he liked telling people where they could stick their proposals.

	Today, he’d put in a fair few hours listening to idiots with agendas. They were the people he represented, but even so he didn’t feel it was necessary to spend every minute going through their pleadings. He envied the Senate of a hundred years ago in some ways; you would have been old money or nobody, and his predecessors could have found it so much easier to know who they had to actually pay attention to. Now, anybody could spring to celebrity and you had to at least make a show of considering petitions from all corners. Sometimes even people on the other side of the world thought their problems had to come first, and the Internet could put anyone in the public eye. The man disturbing Carling’s well earned rest today had made himself very hard to ignore. He spoke with a firm Russian accent from the other end of some satellite link, and had come in from the start with threats of global controversy.

	“I am pleased to speak with you, Senator,” the man nodded, but never seemed to smile. His broad gestures were so precise, you could imagine that he’d rehearsed exactly how to wave his hands at each point to make the best impression. “I do not know much of the American political system, but Dr Cohen was most confident in recommending you when I said I needed to speak to an honest politician.”

	That was another reason Carling hadn’t been able to duck this call. Dr Aldred-Cohen was an influential researcher at pharmaceutical giant Glassner-Whyte-Jones, and was currently engaged in a huge propaganda war on the subject of drug patents. It seemed like these days, everyone wanted to stick their noses into running the country. That was a good thing for Senator Carling. If businessmen wanted to change the law, it would normally be through offering incentives to the members of the Commerce Subcommittees on Space Science, and Competitiveness, or Ethical Technological Advancement. Carling was a member of the former, and currently chairing the latter, so was in a position to rake in the lion’s share of the spoils from any kind of debate on the morality of new discoveries.

	It was a lucrative position for him, but also a hard one to maintain. His campaign office had managed to manipulate a few candidates to get a fledgling Senator from the next state onto the committee, giving the party enough votes that Carling’s committee was pretty much a formality, and would choose whatever he deemed appropriate. The young man had taken to back room negotiations like a duck to water, and the party was grooming him to take over the chair of Ethical Technology on Carling’s retirement. He’d helped him along the way, but earlier this year he’d started realising that his protegé wasn’t willing to wait that long to take charge. He’d needed some important,high-publicity issue to hand to the kid, and let him sink himself. Aldred-Cohen had handed him the perfect case, so now Carling felt he owed the scientist a favour. Speaking to this strange Russian guy was apparently it.

	He didn’t mind that much. His office had recently invested in a state-of-the-art video conferencing system, with full 3D capabilities. Some of his aides said the tech was amazing, though to Carling himself it was more a case of showing the world that he had the latest and greatest. Still, it had been galling to know that he wasn’t getting the benefits of this great new gadget, because nobody he wanted to speak to had the same technology until this guy called from wherever in the world he was.

	“I wish to come and work with America,” the crazy Russian was saying, “But there may be issues of extradition, some bureaucratic mess you understand. So I need someone over there to help smooth the way for me. I am sure there is a lot some of your companies could gain from my research.”

	“That’s quite a tough request. Is there something you can offer, to justify the effort our government would have to put in to keep you here? Vague promises of future research don’t really mean much to the guys who bankroll us.”

	“How about a fugitive your people actually care about. There’s a Mister Faulkner, hiding out in the same place I am. He’s fled America after kidnapping his teen daughter. I think he might even be doing experimentation on her, she looks very sick, but everyone here is too afraid to say anything. I think that what he is working on is both illegal and dangerous. But if I am to help the long arms of the law reach out for Faulkner, I will need a kind of witness protection, to stay in your so hospitable country. It’s only fair, right?”

	Senator Carling immediately spotted why Aldred-Cohen had passed this one on to him. He’d taken over Faulkner’s role in Glassner-Whyte-Jones after the first time Faulkner had run off with his daughter, several years previously. If Faulkner reappeared, that might cast an unwanted spotlight on whatever the lab was working on now. Somewhere amid the web of favours, it turned out useful for Carling to ensure that Dr Faulkner didn’t speak to the public too much when he got back. But how he would arrange that was another matter; no branch of the US police had any authority in whatever country this guy was calling from, and there wasn’t really a solid enough excuse to call it a national security issue. This would have to be orchestrated under the table somehow.

	But then he had a flash of genius. He’d handed Senator Jenner a hot potato before, over the difference between regulation on commercial and military research. It had looked like a difficult puzzle with a shot at glory trapped inside, but Carling had spotted that the problems were much tougher than they seemed. And his protegé had succeeded anyway, getting a great deal of respect from the Marine Corps. Which meant that he might just be able to manage getting a unit overseas on training to take a detour and extract an American scientist to face trial. It was perfect, because there was a big human interest angle that would make the project smell like gold dust to any publicity-seeking politician. Placating this Dr Barishkov would probably be time consuming enough to distract Jenner from his duties on the committee, and Carling knew enough little details that whether the operation was a success or not, he was sure he’d be able to spin it so that the press captured him in a good light.

	Peter Carling had held onto his position for a long time, and a good part of that was because he knew exactly how to make sure he knew secrets that would shatter the career of any potential challenger.




	As the screen finally flicked over to a blue ‘No Connection’ banner, Barishkov was already picking up his bag and heading for the door. It had been a risk taking over the communication centre for more than an hour, but the other scientists rarely came up here. And of course Uvi was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, to ensure he wouldn’t be disturbed.

	“Let’s go,” he muttered to the giant black man, who just nodded. Uvi wasn’t like most of the other people of his tribe, he didn’t care too much about the oral tradition that prevented them from accepting the help of modern technology. He rarely spoke, which left everybody guessing about what his own philosophies might be, but he was quite talented in saying just the right thing to influence his people. Among their culture, it was quite easy to mistake reticence or hostility for a sign of wisdom. He was second in command of the group of natives defending the lab against any potential intruders, and the only one who had been able to see the ‘children’ for what they were, and he was the only one who Barishkov would trust to be near the clones once he took charge. It was a blessing in disguise that Faulkner hadn’t wanted the guards near his specimens, because the tribes would be so much harder to manipulate if they knew what they were protecting.

	“Have you got any reason to return to the villages?” the conversation in the elevator was almost a monologue, but that didn’t matter. He was very good at channeled rage, and stunningly efficient at making the other tribesmen do what he wanted, but Uvi had no political schemes when it came to ruling the amerikanjie. He just wanted his own people to follow him. Barishkov had worked out a long time ago that the giant was a lot like him in many ways: as long as you were giving orders that would benefit him, he didn’t need to say anything and would just nod. “Might be a good idea to make yourself scarce in a month or two. I think I can persuade that imbecile to send troops down here, and if they fight back there’s a good chance Bomra will get himself shot. I think you’d be the one to take his place? I’ll be leaving, and I’ll take number 17 with me if you can recapture her by then, so if you can stay out of the assault you might just find yourself in charge here.”

	Uvi just nodded. That was the kind of plan that seemed fine to him.




	We had to leave the Jeep, and hope it would be okay for a short time. We were lost almost before we were out of sight. The jungle was so full of detail that it blurred into a maze of dark green and brown from which my memory refused to isolate any one detail. I walked alongside Lucy, offering my hand to help her clamber over knotted roots, but in reality she was sure-footed enough to need no assistance. She could step effortlessly onto low branches, and stretch to reach handholds far enough away that I was sure she must have dislocated her shoulder.

	“Yier!” A deep, angry voice shouted from the jungle gloom, “Ye-kempe! You stop!”

	I stopped. What other option did I have? I realised that Lucy had paused a moment earlier and stood calmly beside me. Marcos, at her other shoulder, froze with muscles tensed, ready to fight. I managed not to jump out of my skin, but my heart was racing.

	The tribesmen didn’t walk towards us, they just appeared from the shadows. I couldn’t believe how close they had been without us seeing them, but then every man had skin that almost matched the bark of the trees, and wore only wooden accessories and short kilts of woven leaves. They were almost invisible until they moved. There were about a dozen in sight, all armed. But I was glad to see that as well as the obvious warriors, there were two more cautious figures on the edge of the group. Amba, and a wiry elder. I’d hoped that there would be someone who I’d spoken to before, but for Amba to recognise me was the best luck I could have imagined.

	“City boars,” the one who’d shouted stepped closer, growling in the tribal language. Lucy’s hand made a fist inside mine; this was the only language spoken in Lucretia Falls that she didn’t know, and that must be quite stressful for her. “They’re here to lay claim to the jungle, or the Goddess Tomb. The boasźevhe shouldn’t be here. We cut them down now!” I didn’t give the impression of understanding. I felt that this encounter would probably go a little easier if I could hear a little of their thoughts before joining in the conversation.

	On thing was reassuring, though. The facility at Lucretia Falls was Ibaru Hantala to them, the tomb of the Goddess. I’d thought it might be something like that, but hadn’t been able to find the right question to ask. As an albino child, Lucretia had been touched by their goddess. She’d been very bright for her age, too, another quality that the tribes saw as a sign of divine wisdom. Then, the first few entries I’d read from the girl’s diary implied that she had chosen the site for Lucretia Falls, and had been taken ill straight away. The tribal legends said that the souls of the dead followed the river to an underground heaven, and to them it seemed that Lucretia had picked the place she was going to die. She was following their legends, even if unconsciously, and that meant that they couldn’t easily dismiss the girl as an outsider.

	She knew their ways without being taught them. She was resigned to her fate, which they saw as a great virtue. She was pale, touched by the White Lady. She was a wise child. She had chosen to die in the place of the waters. So many coincidences had come together to make Lucretia Faulkner a living goddess to the local tribes, ensuring that they would do whatever her father asked. They would certainly protect the facility as long as the current leaders lived, because the place she had lived her final days had become a shrine, a monument to her memory.

	“You are not among the gods yet, Dia'boun,” the spry elder’s voice had an almost musical cadence as he cut off the young warrior. He even spoke differently, and I immediately guessed that being a little bit different was a way of reminding the tribesmen that the elders – priests, shamans, or whatever they called themselves – weren’t to be grouped in with normal men. As the old man stepped forward, I could see him more clearly. I hoped he wasn’t going to be the only one on our side, because he looked like he might die at any moment. His back was crooked, bent almost double, and he seemed to put most of the weight on his double-helix ornamented spear. His skin was pale and mottled too, as if he’d spent his lifetime getting bleached by the sun. How much of his aged appearance was down to careful acting, I couldn’t be sure. “Who are you to say what we should do with travellers? We are the guardians and caretakers of this forest, and we must protect it so that everyone who wishes to pass through on their way to the underworld may do so. If we would keep people away from any space, we would be as bad as them.”

	“Not if they bring harm to the jungle,” another warrior spoke. This one was a giant of a man, muscles gleaming in the dim light. It could have been the one who’d locked me up in the base, I couldn’t be sure. Uvi, Lucy had called him, a tribesman who didn’t care at all for his ancestors’ standards, but used them in an attempt to take political control of the tribes. When I’d seen him last time I’d only taken in the giant club in his hands and pectorals like an obsidian wall, so I didn’t know if he was the same man facing me now. This man was holding a hatchet as long as my arm, but aside from that I think the wooden bangles around his arms and neck were the same. I wondered if he would recognise me; maybe all Americans look the same to the tribesmen. He didn’t acknowledge me, so I had to assume I was safe for now. At least as long as he was surrounded by others of his tribe, he couldn’t kill me against the elder’s orders.

	“You’re right, we should ask them if they mean us harm.” Amba stepped in to the debate, and quickly turned to face me, a small smile in the corner of his mouth. He must know I was following the conversation, though I’d studied the language a lot more since our last encounter. “I apologise for excluding you from our discussion, traveller. Can I ask what business you have passing through the divine jungle?”

	I didn’t answer right away, distracted by a half laugh from the man who could have been Uvi. Then I remembered that in their faith, the jungle and the world were one and the same. Literally translated, asking why someone was in the jungle could be asking them to justify their existence. Amba was a wise man, and knew that if the other warriors thought he was poking fun at our ignorance, they would never suspect him of helping us. At least, I had to hope that was the case. At the same time, I wondered if he was giving me a discreet signal that although they might not use it, the others present did understand English.

	The one they’d called Dia'boun wasn’t convinced, and spoke angrily as he pressed his brwance close to my throat: “The bengai and boasźevhe always lie, Amba-Pehusa. The bones of our grandmothers have taught us that. We should ask the boy, who hasn’t yet learned the ways of artifice.” You could have cut the tension with a knife, but all the blades here were in the natives’ hands.

	“Well said. You will be a wise leader some day; maybe even a wise father.” The elder stepped forward to where Lucy stood, wrapped in the all-covering robe of the city priests. She was calm, relaxed, and still held my hand loosely. For now, all the tribesmen could see was a hooded figure with just the slightest area of pale skin protruding from the shadows of those robes, not tall enough to reach my shoulder even. “Well, child, can you tell us who you are?”

	I swallowed, seeing the anger in the eyes of the warrior beside me. I guessed that if I spoke now, he would cut my throat where I stood and then face the wrath of his leader. Luckily, Marcos wasn’t so inhibited.

	“She cannot speak.”

	The elder nodded and blinked in surprise; then turned and looked Marcos up and down. He was wearing most of his uniform still, a warrior of the city, but had removed his rank pins and replaced them with the wooden shoulder bands of the natives, and a few sacred totems from my disguise. It was possible, for a while at least, he might pass for a bodyguard to a holy man and his disciple. We’d been unsure if the tribesmen would know the city culture well enough to make guesses about who we were, but Marcos had insisted that any chance they’d treat us favourably was worth the effort. So far it seemed they’d assumed I was the leader, but as soon as Marcos spoke their eyes were on Lucy.

	The elder, however, looked only at Marcos, staring into his eyes from a few inches away. Eventually, he spoke again: “I believe you speak the truth. I see the fear of death in you however much you wish to hide her, but I do not see the fear of discovery. Let me look on the face of this child, because our people have certain traditions when dealing with children, and especially with the mute.” It didn’t escape my notice that Uvi brandished his sword at the last words, hoping to inspire fear if we didn’t know what their traditions were. Lucy shook and took a half step back. Of course, she was special. The tribesmen she’d seen had never been willing to speak, and she’d been confined to her room so often that most of the warriors out here probably thought her existence was some fanciful rumour. Uvi had probably done his best to pervert and censor what myths came out of Ibaru Hantala, but that was going to change.

	One man stepped closer to pull back her hood, as they’d done too vigorously with mine, but then stopped. I could understand why he’d be nervous to touch her. What had probably been a simple defense of their village or camp ground had become a situation fraught with danger. It would be bad enough seeing a power struggle between two people they all respected, but the addition of both weapons and the symbolic element of a mute – a tiger in human form, maybe, according to some of their oldest legends – had upped the ante more than anyone expected.

	Uvi had less respect. He strode forward and yanked at Lucy’s hood. Those people were going to have a lot more philosophy to worry about than just attacking a mute. Her robe came untied at the slightest tension on the hood, and fell to the ground in a pool of stiff linen at her feet. Lucy didn’t just have flowers in her hair, she had almost a whole bush. Her mane was piled up ornately, plaited with supple twigs, leaves and blossoms, even feathers from some kind of jungle fowl she’d made a quick snack of on the way here. Her coiffure sprang up around her head like a peacock’s tail or like some kind of crown, and the same style was repeated all down her body. The costume was barely there at all, only satisfying a minimal need for decency. It was made of strips of olive fabric from the military uniforms, as well as gauze bandages from the first aid kit, more feathers and flowers, and scraps of fur. I realised now that Marcos had modelled the outfit after the tribal costumes, the few substantial pieces of fabric covering the same areas of her as that their orbaşa kilts and wooden bangles would have.

	Marcos was an unsung genius of fashion design. The web of bandages supported an incredible array of jewellery and trinkets, everything we could think of using, but in no way concealed the shape of her body. The lines drew my eye in, in ways that any gentleman should be ashamed of. When I saw her like that, I think I finally admitted to myself just how beautiful she was. Not just beautiful as a person; kind and responsible, someone I’d love to spend more time with, and sympathise with as I learned more about her life. But beautiful as a woman, with slender toned muscles and her proud, defiant posture just drawing attention to perfectly formed breasts. She was beautiful and desirable, and there was no way I could deny in that moment that I wanted her.

	If I was looking at Lucretia Faulkner, I would have been disgusted with myself. The girl would have been fifteen years old, and Lucy’s stature would certainly have fitted the age. Lucy, if I understood right, was even younger. Maybe she was five or six years old, but grown at an accelerated rate due to whatever strange mix of hormones the scientists had dosed her with, and the feline half of her physiology made guessing her age even more difficult. But from the stories she’d told me, I had to assume she was a lot smarter than the years would suggest. I had no idea if I should be thinking of her as a child still, but when I saw her like that I couldn’t make myself believe it.

	I barely even noticed as the old priest laid his otalya spear on the ground, point to the left as a sign of respect. It was the best outcome we could have hoped for when we were planning this mission: with the elder deferring to Lucy, the tribesmen would all be on our side when we raided Lucretia Falls to set free the caged hybrids. It wasn’t too much of a surprise, either. The girl who had gone to her doom so willingly had returned from heaven, and had come back as a tiger too. She allowed her tail to flick from side to side as she stood there, and I realised it was almost as long as my arm once it wasn’t concealed under her skirt or robes.

	Even I was surprised as the wise and venerable leader lowered himself to his knees before her. Dia'boun turned away from me, surprised by the leader’s acceptance. But as glad as I was to have the edge of his knife away from my throat, my eyes were fixed on Uvi, stalking forward with his blade raised. I could be sure it was him now. He wasn’t as surprised as the others because he’d seen Lucy in the lab, and he knew where she’d come from and what she was. That was a snag I hadn’t foreseen. I didn’t know if he meant to kill her and challenge the leader later, or to strike at his own elder and claim the man had been senile. Either way, the conflict within the tribes would result in a lot of blood spilled.

	Until another knifeman dropped to the ground, pressing his forehead into the dirt. A second quickly followed, and a third. The man who had been too nervous to touch Lucy gathered up her robes, now, and folded the fabric across his horizontal back as he bowed, as if to keep the coarse cloth free of the jungle mud that already coated it. Dia'boun hesitated. Many of his fighters – including one who, from the wooden bangles on his arm, seemed to be second in command – were giving their respect and devotion to Lucy. It only took a second before he too bowed, though not as deeply as the others.

	That was the last step that stopped Uvi. If he challenged the old priest now, he would be threatening every man who acknowledged Lucy as their goddess reborn, and he would be fighting a dozen of the tribe’s warriors on his own. As he finally stopped, Lucy turned towards him and opened her mouth. Time seemed to stop for a moment, and I hoped she wouldn’t be careless enough to speak after we’d declared her mute. One lie would be all he needed to unravel our carefully constructed mythology.

	She growled, the sound rumbling from the very bottom of her lungs. At first it could have been the purring of a housecat, until the volume built and her voice rang out in a tone so deep it scared even me. There were no words, but there didn’t need to be. She had come to them as an albino, the messenger of the White Lady, and had followed her patron goddess into the caves that ran deep underground, to which all living water must flow. Then she had returned from death, the demonstration of divine powers that Professor Faulkner had promised them or whatever he had described it as. And beyond death, her hair was still the pure white of the Lady, her eyes as pale as an impure diamond. But now she was a tiger too, a guardian spirit for the jungle.

	Blessed by the gods of both this world and the underworld; returned from death. Nobody could deny Lucy’s divinity now. It was time to return to Lucretia Falls.





Chapter 28 — Tipping Point

	I’d thought that walking through the jungle was exhausting, but it was even worse once we were moving uphill. We were almost climbing a sheer cliff now, but there was little chance of falling with the constant ladder of branches and vines. It was tough going, and felt like we’d climbed a mile by the time the ground started to level off. The tribesmen had probably been this way before, but even they were pausing for breath after a dozen strenuous steps.

	They stopped to help Lucy too, and I wondered if this was how it had been all those years ago when Doctors Faulkner, Corliss, and Balletyne had brought Lucretia here for the first time. She gratefully stepped over the branches they held back for her, but I could see she didn’t need the help. Although she was getting tired quickly, my cat-girl was the most sure-footed of any of us. Marcos was having more trouble, but his albino ancestry only earned him an occasional hand up, compared to the reverence they showed to an avatar of all three gods.

	We’d decided on a plan after hearing reports from some of the tribesmen who’d been guarding the Goddess’s Tomb. Barishkov was worried about an attack by whichever group won control of Sante Benedicté, they said. A Benedictean assault couldn’t follow the narrow trail we’d used, so they would be roughly following the course of the river. They’d be attacking the complex of outbuildings at the bottom of the waterfall, so that’s where the UN troops loyal to the Oversight Committee had been stationed, covered by machine guns on some of the balconies halfway up the cliff. The only defence at the top of the cliff was one tribe who had put their nomadic wandering on hold to make a semi-permanent camp there. They had probably watched us pass from the shadows when I’d first come to Lucretia Falls, and they would be the complex’s last line of defence if soldiers came from the kingdom to the west. Small in numbers and not heavily armed, we had naturally chosen that way to go in.

	I didn’t see the warrior standing in the trees until we were right on top of him, so I had no idea why Amba and the elder, Madsa, had stopped ahead.

	“Madsa-Omhatri,” the voice was friendly but firm, “I see you have abdicated as leader.” The title he gave the old man wasn’t a word I’d heard before, but it was easy enough to guess in context. “I must tell you to come no further. Many outsiders wish to attack the Goddess Tomb, so the glass temple is sealed now. If you wish to commune with her spirit you may pray in the glade here. And your successor too, may I meet him?” I got the impression that behind the strict words, the two knew each other quite well. The sentry had gone straight from the warning he’d been tasked with reciting to a more relaxed, curious tone to enquire who was now carrying Madsa’s medals of leadership.

	I didn’t know how he would respond when he saw Lucy, but all I could do now was cross my fingers. Now, the accessories strung around her neck and arms included some ancient carved wooden totems, as well as flowers and everything suitable from Marcos’s pockets. She was a vision of beauty, calm, and tradition all wrapped up together. She walked forward, completely ignoring the leaves and vines of the undergrowth bouncing off her face as she strode through them. She purred as she approached, a low rumble that could have been the resting growl of a big cat if she raised the volume just a little. This time it was Amba who spoke for her: “The White Girl has returned from the land below the waters. She comes without her voice, but it is her.”

	I heard the sentries all drop to the ground and kneel, including a man I hadn’t even realised was in the shadows right at my shoulder.

	“This is incredible!” the one who seemed to be their spokesman gasped, “We must tell the Council at once, so that all may celebrate!”

	“No,” Madsa shook his head, as the rest of the group emerged from the jungle. He spoke in a mix of Dutch and broken English, that he reasoned would be understood by both the tribesmen and by us. “The Committee that rules this place is no successor of the Council of equals that Professor created. They are liars, struggling for position, and they have no honour. The foreign warriors are here to tear apart this sacred site, no matter what they say, and they have joined with the traitors within the Council to cage the Revived Goddess, so that their part in her father’s death would go unpunished.” I had helped to construct that version of the tale, and still felt some guilt over the inaccuracies it contained, but I told myself that ensuring a future for the few surviving hybrids was more important than simple truth. I couldn’t dwell on the thoughts too long, because it was my turn to speak, and to show that our group was an alliance of different peoples rather than just one tribe deciding for everyone.

	“There are some honest men among them. I believe that a number of people including Doctor Corliss and a nurse named Chǎ Jìng helped Lucy – your revived goddess – by bringing her good food and water while she was imprisoned, and eventually helped her to escape. But Barishkov and some others simply want to strip the resources of the rainforest, pillage this land for their own gain. If we are to stop them, I must get to the communications centre before they know I am here.”

	To my surprise, Uvi stepped forward to vouch for me. He was one of their tribe, and would be more trusted. I still couldn’t bring myself to stand close to him, and I wouldn’t allow the man behind me, given his previous actions. But he was pragmatic, selfish, and cynical. As soon as it became clear that Lucy had the power to unite the tribes, he’d been willing to keep what he knew a secret. He knew human nature well enough to know that a united civilisation would need a General as well as a Goddess, and that was a role he thought he was well suited to assume. Now, this giant was one of our strongest fighters, and he would stick with our cause just as long as it looked likely to become a regime he could control.

	I hadn’t realised just how many tribesmen still followed Barishkov; they had simply moved to camping in the jungle, defending the complex invisibly so as not to defile their holy site. The story spread from mouth to mouth among all those interleaved communities now, and was passed on to the Benedicteans who worked at Lucretia Falls as well. And the tale grew as it spread. That would always be the case with a message passed on orally, and I hoped that along the way it might mask some of my own fabrications, or at least make it less likely that I would be caught out. A few of the amerikanjie staff were told what was going on, but they were in the minority. Corliss discovered the situation on his own, being one of the only people to understand the tribes’ language. In some places, the lab security staff started to fight back against what they saw as an invasion. But the majority of the tribesmen revered Lucretia and Lucy without question. The Benedictean staff were angry about being pushed into menial or support roles by the UN troops, and had been simmering over their loss of authority for months now, so many of them were in favour of any change of ownership. Marcos was a local boy, and knew a lot better than I did about how to speak to them.

	My mission now was to get to the communications centre, and broadcast my pictures and report back to the rest of the world. It wouldn’t just be going back to my own editorial staff, though. From here, I could send a plea for help directly to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, body that had in Paris to appoint the Oversight Committee. Or I could report to the Congressional Subcommittee on Ethical Technological Advancement in Washington, where I was confident I’d find at least one supportive voice. I would show them pictures to prove just how far Barishkov had lied to them, and I was pretty confident his international support would quickly vanish.

	That was the priority, because if the decision makers knew what was going on here they would at least be willing to delay the closing down of the facility. We could knock the current Oversight Committee down, and make a leadership that actually wanted to do the right thing, while still having the support of the multinational armed forces camped out around the compound.




	The observatory dome had been partially cleaned, giving a clear view out over the top of the jungle. It was a spectacular sight when you were used to the canopy being high overhead, almost like being on a mountaintop or seeing the country from the air. The only sign of human presence visible was a barely noticeable gap in the canopy near the horizon, where Sante Benedicté lay.

	The members of the Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee weren’t concerned with the view, though. Most of them were sitting in a rough circle in the centre of the room, while a circle of large screens hanging from the dome displayed the faces of the other United Nations members responsible for ensuring that no further breaches of international law occurred. Some consultant had probably decided that this was the most efficient way of organising a video linkup so that everyone in both the observatory and the remote conference rooms in Paris and New York could see each other easily.

	“It is imperative that the staff are evacuated immediately,” one of the scientists insisted, “We knew this was going to be a difficult assignment, but we cannot be expected to conduct research in a war zone.”

	“And what do you think will happen to the specimens that are still alive if everyone leaves?” a grey-haired man with a charcoal grey suit, a truly impressive array of chins, and an almost impenetrable Spanish accent spoke from one of the monitors, backed by a low murmur of agreement.

	“We must destroy them,” the Greek delegate from the Security Council spoke with such confidence you might believe there was no possibility of debate. But Barishkov looked up at that video screen, and quickly selected a different document from the folder in front of him ready to argue the statistics as soon as he had a specific point to attack. “Our churches have been reminding us every day through the press and public protests that we have allowed these ‘Frankencreatures’ to live on too long, and yet still we prevaricate around their elimination. Doctor Meyer, Doctor Barishkov, can you honestly say that you are willing and able to ensure these abominations do not run free when there are two armies converging on your position and without logistical support from a revolting host country?”

	“No. You are right that we cannot leave the specimens here unattended, but their value to medical science is incalculable. As I was investigating Doctor Faulkner’s notes from the initial phases of this laboratory’s founding, I found that he claims to have successfully treated several animal subjects who were genetically modified to suffer from Keppler-Monroe Degradation Syndrome. This condition is universally fatal in humans, leading to nearly thirty percent childhood mortality. Though I agree that the man was unbalanced, if he had actually managed to cure the condition that his wife died from, we owe it to all the other sufferers worldwide to determine the effectiveness of his treatment and to work on replicating his treatments for this and other serious diseases.” It was a masterpiece of storytelling, a narrative in which Barishkov was completely innocent of the torture of animals, and just wanted to save the children. But worse than that, it was a story that would stand up to casual scrutiny if he was careful which of Faulkner’s notes he released to the public.

	The only people who could argue with that were the religious extremists with an inflexible view of ‘what man was not meant to know’. But still, one of the near identical grey-suited politicians representing the Western world spoke up: “Our latest reports show that Oimbawa is on the brink of civil war. Some people are claiming that Benedicté has seceded already. You have two –” he cut off speaking as a British soldier in the uniform of the peacekeeping force ran up the stairs from the level below the dome and whispered urgently to Dr Barishkov.

	“Thank you,” Barishkov muttered, dismissing the man with a wave. The closest scientists looked shocked, but he returned his attention to the man on the screen: “Please, continue Minister Byōko.”

	“There are at least two armies attempting to claim the land you are standing on by military force. The region’s only airport is under the control of revolutionaries. The troops that the nations of the Security Council have already dispatched cannot be expected to serve as your bodyguard indefinitely. At this point, you need to choose if you wish to continue your research, or if you will get out of that place while you still have a chance. I wouldn’t be surprised if you are under attack within a week.”

	“Actually, Honoured Minister, this facility is under attack right now. But my security detail is quite capable of holding the line for a few days. I am not proposing to keep this facility open. Indeed, I will be only too happy to torch the remaining samples myself, if that is what you decide upon. But I ask for two days so that we can crate up the most important specimens for transport to a new laboratory, and of course so that our new facility’s installation can be expedited and the plane you are sending to evacuate us made ready for transporting live cargo.”

	The room was silent. Something the man was a master of, Barishkov had been manipulating both the committee and their masters on the two United Nations councils. Would they change their mind and say they didn’t have any evacuation plans, or go back on their previous agreement and say that curing a deadly childhood disease was no longer important?

	But watching from the monitors in the communications centre, I could see something that should not have shocked me as much as he did. When he delivered his demands, Barishkov made sure to mention the new lab and plane as if they were something already promised, and as he said those exact words his gaze was fixed on just one of the satellite link monitors. Out of all the politicians, bureaucrats and scientists participating in this 11th hour debate, only one monitor showed faces I would easily recognise. Meeting the mad scientist’s long-distance gaze with visible trepidation was the man who’d argued for Barishkov’s position on the Oversight Committee in the first place, a US Senator representing the Subcommittee for Ethical Technological Advancement. Over the man’s shoulder were a few other representatives of that committee, but the only one who seemed pleased by the threat was the man tipped to become the next chair if Carling was forced to resign.

	Paul Jenner.





Chapter 29 — Triple Cross

	The Observation Room was clearly designed for putting on a show. When we’d been up there the first time, we’d been distracted from Barishkov’s words by the giant leopard, Panthera pardus sangra, its cage rising from the staging area below on a platform thirty feet wide. We had been impressed by the canned speech, but had regarded it as a distraction unrelated to the real purpose of the lab. Some journalists had probably spent more time wondering why the giant glass dome hadn’t been properly cleaned.

	Now the lift platform was rising again, slowly rotating into position. It was a masterpiece of showmanship, the Committee members diverting their focus to the platform one by one as it slowly moved into place. The cameras for the remote debaters were focused on the scientists’ faces, so it took them a little longer to notice that something was amiss. I could access the room’s security feeds as well, so as soon as I saw Corliss looking down in concern I tried to determine just what was happening, but I was probably the last observer to get a clear view of the scene before the Committee. I’d spent so long as a journalist, though, that my instincts were still tuned towards getting the story out there. I tapped at the keyboard in front of me for a moment to make sure that as soon as the action was visible over the heads of the people in the observatory, the video I was looking at would go straight out over the satellite links as well.

	It was Uvi at the centre of the platform this time. He had a brwance in one hand, a crude spear in the other, and he was glaring at the ground in front of him. I couldn’t make out what had drawn his ire, but the indistinct muttering from all the scientists was enough to tell me things had gone very wrong. This was supposed to have been my show, the warriors simply enabling me to get to the communications centre and send out my report. We hadn’t known that the debate to decide the final fate of Lucretia Falls would be taking place right now, but even so that would only help my plan. I would have waited until a suitable moment and added my photos from the lab, and a voiceover explaining Barishkov’s treachery. There was no reason for Uvi to be present, especially not making such a dramatic entrance to disrupt the meeting.

	“Faulkner and Barishkov!” he boomed, “Liars and cheats. They come before us with their science, tamper with the natural mysteries that my people have so long revered, and they create a false god with which to enslave my people.” I was surprised at how eloquent his English was, his accent seeming exotic rather than alien. I didn’t catch the rest of his speech, I didn’t care for whatever gambits he put forward to let him seize control of the facility. At that point, the platform ceased its screw-thread rise and clicked into position, the safety railings around it sliding down into the ground to make a second clang, and my attention was entirely taken up by the sight of Lucy, bound and bleeding on the ground.




	The plan didn’t matter. Protecting the animals, and keeping the lab community intact, were suddenly irrelevant. After a second frozen in place by horror, I forced myself to move. I told Marcos he was in charge now and ran out into the corridor. Two floors down from the communications centre, I was back in the main part of the clifftop facility. I didn’t remember the exact route to the Observation Room, and something in my mindless panic couldn’t bear to stop and look for signs, so I just took every staircase I saw leading upwards. There were knots of fighting men all over the building, and it wasn’t just a case of tribesmen, amerikanjie, and Benedicteans now. The city-born natives had split into those who considered themselves citizens of Lucretia Falls, and groups who were determined that Sante Benedicté was still their home. Everyone had strong views about which nations should be ruling which parts of the landscape, but there seemed to be almost as many different opinions as there were people. Even the soldiers sent in by the UN had conflicting loyalties, some determined to follow Barishkov’s orders as he was officially in charge of the base while others were already anticipating an order to stop him from their distant superiors.

	I ducked the fighting wherever I could, and didn’t seem to have too much trouble. I was just one more fearful journalist looking for somewhere to hide, not a scientist or a soldier of any faction. I wasn’t armed so most groups assumed I wasn’t a threat as long as they had some more immediate enemy to address. More than once, I managed to evade militia groups patrolling the corridors by ducking into a room and out the other side; anyone who hadn’t spent a week here wouldn’t realise that virtually everywhere except the staff quarters was accessible through at least two doors.

	And then I was on the stairs up to the Observation Room. I hoped I wasn’t too late, but that wasn’t the biggest problem. The Observation Room was above 3 identically-sized circular levels of the building, linked by staircases on opposite sides like a double helix. There was an uneasy standoff happening on the stairs now, with American soldiers keeping their weapons trained on the tribesmen on the level below. Reaching the room would mean going straight through both groups. Uvi had bypassed this siege by going through the presentation area in the centre, accessible by a freight elevator that went all the way down to the labs as well as two now-barred doors on the second level below the Observation Room. I considered taking the same route: somehow convincing tribal warriors I hadn’t met before to let me break down the door, and then working out how to work the lift platform.

	As it happened, blind panic was exactly the right way for me to get up there.

	“Pal Maitobo up there!” I called, remembering the word Amba had taught me to describe a false priest, “I need to save Lucy!” The tribesmen were already angry, and mentioning that word could easily have pushed some of them over the edge. Not all of them knew the name of their revived goddess, but enough of them would throw caution to the wind as soon as they heard she was in danger. Without even planning, I’d found the perfect speech to get them to throw their lives away and charge the American guards, regardless of the odds against them. But at the same time, the foreign soldiers who didn’t know who Lucy was were just as reluctant to let an innocent go unsaved on their watch. One man turned and stuck his head up the staircase into the Observation Room above, there was a frantic debate, and half the defending troops were running upwards.

	“Don’t shoot!” I yelled, not noticing or caring how much danger I was throwing myself into, “Let me through!” I ran past the tribesmen, my fear fully focused on the Americans at that point. But I was still an American to them, and some raised their weapons. I guess the soldiers saw a white man under attack by natives, and reflexively tried to open a path to safety for me. It was probably a bad reflex from a military perspective, allowing me through the barricade without any rational justification. Some detached part of me wondered if they were supposed to be trained against those treacherous, humanitarian instincts. I heard shots fired, both to either side of me and in the room above. The tribesmen dropped back momentarily; I remember blaming myself for the Americans opening fire, and hoping that it had only been warning shots to clear the warriors out of my path. I didn’t want to think anyone had died from my recklessness.

	The Lucretia Falls Oversight Committee was all there, whether in person or by satellite link. The world was watching too, representatives of UNESCO looking in from Paris, the Security Council from New York, representatives of other governments on a few monitors. It was entirely possible Marcos had already connected the feed to the Satellite News Network and other major media organisations, so the world could easily be watching us.

	The delegates here in person were either lying on the floor in panic or screaming like headless chickens. Soldiers stood on both sides of the room, weapons drawn and pointing past the scientists to the centre. Uvi had been shot, and for once I saw an injured man without any feelings of revulsion for the system that had caused it. In war, I always had some sympathy for injured men, even if they were nominally the bad guys, because they’d usually been following orders or doing what they thought was right. But this man was fighting for purely selfish reasons, and he’d hurt Lucy.

	He was lying on his side, a pool of blood spilling from his shoulder, but cursing profusely. I kicked his blade out of reach as I came closer, ignoring everything except Lucy. She was bleeding too, and my fists clenched when I saw white fur stained with blood. Barishkov was shouting something from behind his desk. I caught the words “monster”, and “threat”, I saw a couple of soldiers raising their rifles.

	“No!” I screamed, and threw myself across her. If I’d had time to think, maybe I could have found a better plan. But there wasn’t time to think, and the soldiers wouldn’t risk shooting me to get her until they’d wondered who I was. I knew it was crazy, that I’d spent virtually all of my life trying to help as much as I could without putting myself in the firing line. But in that moment all I could think of was that I needed to protect her. The room froze, scientists and soldiers waiting to see what I would do.

	I lifted her up and checked her pulse. Her eyes flickered open and one hand scratched weakly at my shoulder. I ignored the pain and held her close, babbling “please, please be okay,” until she recognised me. “Please say something.”

	Barishkov shouted orders to the troops, calling me a saboteur, calling on the need to kill the monster. He knew that if she spoke to anyone, the Americans would find out about the lies he’d told them, and he was desperate now. I didn’t catch what he was accusing me of, but I was relieved to find that the military wasn’t too enthusiastic about shooting an unarmed man.

	“Someone help!” I shouted angrily at the soldiers in front of me, “There must at least be a first aid kit here!” The soldiers ignored me, but Dr Corliss grabbed a green box from a locker beside the stairs and slid it across the floor towards me. He wanted to help, he knew Lucy probably as well as I did, but he wasn’t going to put himself in the firing line.

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Paul’s irate voice came over the speakers. It was probably the first time in years he’d shouted without a team of spin doctors thinking about it in advance to find the tone that would generate the most public sympathy.

	“I couldn’t risk…” I tried to speak, but I didn’t really know how to explain myself, “I thought they might shoot her, I don’t know what deal you made with Barishkov, I didn’t want to think…” There was a pause, I just didn’t know what to say. Maybe it was a time for diplomacy, but throwing myself in the line of fire had been the only way it seemed sure Lucy would be safe. Even now, I was holding her close in the hope some trigger-happy soldier wouldn’t risk taking a shot while I bandaged the spear wound in her side. She said something, but in all the excitement I wasn’t thinking clearly enough to understand.

	“You’d put yourself at risk for that animal?” Paul spat, and even with the tension I wondered just how much he was going to regret that later.

	“Yes,” I spoke clearly at last, even if it was only to say the stupidest thing that came to mind through the intoxicating haze as the adrenaline rush dropped me: “I think I love her.”

	“Wǒ yěài nǐ,” Lucy whispered, and smiled through the pain. For just a second, the gunmen and scientists and international politicians didn’t matter.  It took me a second to decipher the foreign syllables, but the meaning was clear from her smile, her eyes.

	If only she could speak in a language more commonly understood, I thought, there wouldn’t be this debate about whether she’s an animal or a monster. Then I looked up at the monitors, the people watching us as representatives of the United Nations, and I managed to pick out a Chinese representative in the crowd. He was already staring in surprise; Lucy’s anatomy imposed a thick accent on her, but the meaning in her words would still be obvious to someone who’d grown up with the language.

	“The girl said that she is human, and that is clear enough for me,” as soon as he’d spoken, both of the conference rooms at the end of the satellite were in uproar. “In addition, says that your feelings are returned.”





Chapter 30 — One Last Trick

	Now, at last, I can look back on everything that has happened and relax. I slump back in my comfortable seat and stare blankly into space. A few weeks after the conference, the whole thing is starting to feel like a dream. It’s always like this after a completed report, the emotional deluge of seeing so many people in the direst situations fading into numbness as soon as I’m out of the thick of it. I’ve done what I came to do, although in this case I haven’t yet finished my article. I’m not even sure if I need to, now: the story broke on its own when Marcos connected the satellite link to a major news network. While I was in the infirmary, one of the staff told me that my adrenaline-drunk declaration of love had been watched live by six million viewers tuned in to the evening news.

	Things moved amazingly quickly, for the world of international politics. There isn’t a decision of which country Lucretia Falls is part of yet, but the UN Security Council has promised decisive action against any of the three neighbours who dare to launch an attack. The tribes are united in their worship of Lucy, though nobody can predict whether this attitude will survive once they understand a little more of where she came from. The prevailing attitude, or so Amba told me, is that a miracle is a miracle even if you can use science to explain it. Science has been able to describe the sound of a newborn baby’s first cry for years, but that doesn’t stop every single one being a gift from the gods. I’ve never been particularly religious myself, but I have to admire their pragmatism.

	The international community can’t decide about Lucy’s legal status, either. She’s part human, part animal. But once a suddenly-mobilised team of computer hackers dissected Barishkov’s labyrinth of passwords, it was no longer in question that she was also a clone of the original Lucretia; an issue with a set of moral questions all of its own. There are three other questionably-human children hidden in other parts of the lab; another Lucretia and two early experiments into the cloning process. Lucy is the only one who has shown any real level of intelligence, but maybe the others will grow up at a more human rate. Or maybe they’ll die from Keppler-Monroe, or from complications of their unusual birth like all of their siblings.

	For now, the people in power all seem to think that Lucy is legally an animal, and she certainly isn’t free to go where she wants. Her higher intelligence and obvious emotional maturity wasn’t enough to put her in a class separate from Barishkov’s leopard and the non-human triumphs of the lab.

	The increased compliment of soldiers quickly turned Lucretia Falls into more of an army camp than a scientific establishment. I didn’t know if I could think of them as allies or not. They were ordered to keep the ‘hybrids’ alive, but also keep them prisoner. After the sudden change in the tide of opinion, Lucy was an honoured guest, and everybody wanted to talk to her over the video link. Everybody had their own questions, but it was like some old slapstick show with a logjam in the doorway; they vetoed each other’s questions in case some other research would interfere their own. You couldn’t ask about what she knew in case that biased research into how she thought. You couldn’t talk about her family in case some scientists had been trying to feed her the right answers to fake self-awareness. The door to her room – the dormitory she’d spent most of her childhood in – was probably guarded as heavily as the President’s outer office. It was only through fear of the now united tribes that nobody dared to order a constant guard in the room with her. They didn’t want to be the one who’d treated her as an experiment when the primitive people wanted her to be some kind of messiah.

	But even when all the evidence pointed in one direction, even if there were as many voices screaming ‘human’ as ‘monster’ in the vast discord of public opinion, there seemed to be very few people who could actually consider her to be a person. She might be genetically human, but she would never be any more than a curiosity. There was no chance that Lucy would be a citizen of any nation, or would be accorded any rights except as a token gesture in search of political approval. Her humanity would never be real.

	My wounds were at least two weeks old by then, and had already been treated by field medics in Sante Benedicté. They still confined me to the infirmary for a week so they could make sure I wasn’t going to have any longer term problems. Paul phoned me while I was recuperating in between tests, so that we could tell each other what had happened. Barishkov and some people loyal to him had been taken into custody by American troops. The United Nations was just about managing to establish some semblance of order.

	Paul asked my advice on choosing a new committee to run the place until something more stable could be established. He wanted a group the public could trust to keep the human and nonhuman hybrids comfortable, because it looked like people worldwide had a lot of sympathy for Lucy whether she turned out to be an abused child or an abused cute animal. I recommended putting Corliss at the head of the table, because he got on well with the tribes and Lucy trusted him as well, and just like that Corliss was in charge.

	Now the world’s eyes are on us again, and this time they actually know what’s been going on, so no government can push the situation too hard. We earned a respite from the little wars of the region, civil and otherwise. Maybe the hybrids will find a new home, or maybe Dr Corliss can follow through on John’s plans. If he can convert the building into a hospital for the Benedictean people, maybe the tribes would help to feed the staff here, and Lucretia Falls can inspire cooperation between two groups of natives as easily as it engendered a small war. I won’t try to predict the future, because I’ve travelled the world enough to be healthily cynical. But somewhere at heart I still have a sliver of romanticism, and I want to believe people will do the right thing if given a chance.

	This morning, they told me I was heading back to the States. There was going to be a flight chartered by one of the corporate limbs of Paul’s political machine, evacuating all the tourists and visitors from the area just in case the revolution turns bloody again. For now, the armies in olive and black each hold half of the city, while the amerikanjie have taken over the airport. I asked the infirmary staff if I could say goodbye to Lucy before I have to go; they’d agreed, knowing that the guards wouldn’t let me in to that dorm. No doubt they were packing up all my possessions while I was walking the base, and briefing someone to drag me to the plane when I refused to go.

	I didn’t go straight down to the labs, though. I took a turn off one landing near the bottom of the cliffside levels, and went to stand on a balcony overlooking the grounds. The giant ‘Lucretia Falls’ sign had been cleaned up now, so I’d never get to see the tangle of vines Lucy had described here. The staff hadn’t quite got around to reconnecting the strips of lights, but the sign needed no illumination with the sun peering over the edge of the canopy. It was amazing how much had been changed in just 4 days. An improvised swing, something a child might play on if they liked hanging over a vertiginous drop to the ground below, still dangled by one rope from the sign’s letter C. I reached up to cut the rope with a pocket knife, and after a few moments of hacking threw the piece of junk down to the garden below.




	I shake my head to clear away the recollections, and settle back into my seat. I need to stop dwelling on the past now, and think about where the future might lead. I can forget all about Lucretia Falls as soon as I’ve finished writing out this story.

	My flight out is first class, and Paul has managed to afford a jet much more well appointed than the one that brought me here. Though as an evacuation flight, half the passengers don’t have tickets and the flight attendants left us to find whatever seats we could. It was probably one of them recognising me, rather than anything planned, that got me the most comfortable ride. I turn to the young woman sitting down beside me and smile, not quite sure what to say. She smiles back, and silently takes my hand. At least I won’t be alone for the duration of the flight. I think new experiences are always better than memories, as long as you don’t repeat your past mistakes.

	That swing had been a memory for Lucy, a nostalgia of a childhood only a few years past. Of course, she’d recognised it instantly when it hit the patio area outside her childhood dormitory. I’d only been able to carve a few rough letters into the old wood, but it was enough to let her know I was there. I wonder, if all of her stories had been in the diary, whether the militia would have read it, and if they would have managed to anticipate my one last trick. But the stories weren’t there, and many of Lucy’s early entries in that book would be barely legible even to someone who knew the language. Only Nurse Chǎ and the scientists who’d monitored Lucy back when she was still Lucretia 17 knew how easy she found it to slip out of that room and explore the grounds.

	She’d appeared almost out of nowhere, pulling herself up onto the balcony with both hands. I couldn’t see any platform below that she could have jumped from, but that didn’t surprise me. Though the balcony was clear of vines, there were still enough crawling up the building and clinging on to every cranny in the cliff face. We talked quickly, it was so much easier to communicate now that my phone had a signal again and I could make use of all kinds of Internet translation apps. Then I headed downstairs for a token attempt at getting into the lab to see her. As I’d expected, the stoic soldiers wouldn’t even open the door, insisting that their charge would be sleeping so early in the day. So I rushed back upstairs to catch the bus they’d laid on to Sante Benedicté Regional Airport.

	She squeezes my hand tightly. I can still feel claws pricking my skin, and I know she’ll never be quite like everyone else. Somehow, I find that reassuring. But with a loose shawl around her head, dark glasses entirely appropriate to the sun, and the fur carefully shaved from her face and hands, she passed for human well enough to get on board.

	“Thanks, Paul,” I muttered to myself, a little chuckle as I realised that this was one promise he’d kept without ever intending to.





Benedictean Phrase Book

Over the past century, Sante Benedicté has found itself on both sides of a constantly moving national boundary, as well as being claimed by and annexed from several different empires. Therefore the language spoken there isn’t shared with the rest of the country, but is a hybrid of English and Dutch with just a few home-grown words derived from the languages traditionally spoken by the jungle tribes. Here are some phrases it may help you to know:


		Amerikanjie: Foreigners, especially people coming from a country that has never conquered Sante Benedicté.

		Barraette!: Help!

		Biestut: Authorized personnel.

		Bisse: Thankyou.

		Bosjivé: Fake, confidence trickster.

		Enflagra: Fire!

		Kempada: Wait, rest.

		Pam’barra: Don’t worry.

		Somete: Privileged, special, restricted.

		Somete biestute: Staff only.

		Ye-kempe: Stop!







Lamadite Tribal Language

The tribes around the River Lama havee traditionally been isolationists, refusing to allow outsiders to study their language. However, the esteemed Dr Corliss has been attempting to construct a dictionary of common terms. He has found a surprising number of words that are used in both the tribal and Benedictean tongues, although the meanings are not always the same. Here is a sample of what he has discovered so far:


		Amerikanjie: Tourists, people not working.

		Bengai: Outsider.

		Boasźevhe: Impostor. Commonly used as a pejorative for Benedicteans.

		Brwance: A long machete made from lacquered wood, used for cutting lumber and clearing paths in the thick jungle.

		Beestute: The right type of person; the type of person you would expect to be here.

		Botofìen: Surprising.

		Hantala: “Where the spirit walks”, holy ground.

		Ibaru: Tomb.

		Imatribi: Holy trinity. The word is used both by priests of the traditional tribal belief system, and those who have converted to Christianity.

		Magitopo: A curved knife with a chisel-like point on the handle. Used for carving orbajen.

		Maita: Full.

		Maitaha: Short for Maita hantala Sousa, ‘filled with spirit’. Sacred, or touched by the gods. One of the various classes of people revered by the traditional faiths. Some tribes use the word to mean a prophet or holy man of any religion.

		Omhatri: The wise man and political leader of a tribe.

		Orbajen: Carved wooden rings or totems, commonly mounted on a cloth strip and worn as bracelets or around the upper arms. A particular triangular style, orbaje hatata, are worn only by the omhatri and are treated as if they were items of immense value.

		Orbaşa: A style of kilt, made of loosely woven reeds and weighted at the bottom with orbajen.

		Otalya: The double-helix spear of a maitobo.

		Oylambwe: Literally ‘going forward’. More commonly used as a mild curse, or an interjection. Used on its own, could loosely be translated as ‘I’m impressed you can do that, but I wish you wouldn’t’, sarcastic congratulations.

		Pal Maitobo: False priest.

		-pehusa: Honorific for a tactician, or one who teaches warriors.

		Yaihena: Help from an unexpected source.

		Yier: Literally ‘those people’ or ‘them’. Used on its own without context, implies that the speaker wants somebody to stop and introduce themselves.
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