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CHAPTER 1

As she trekked behind the local guide, Sarah Dixon fought to keep positive. The heat was relentless. The jungle canopy stretched overhead, protecting her from the worst of the African sun, but also trapping the humid air and creating an oven in which she was being slowly roasted. Her long sleeved T-shirt stuck to her arms, her trousers stuck to her legs, and heavy mud clinging to her boots made each step laboured. Ineffectually, she tried to knock it off without allowing her feet anywhere near the edge of the narrow dirt path. She knew that was where the real dangers lurked.

Stopping to catch her breath, Sarah looked at her watch. It was only 9 o’clock in the morning. God only knew what it would be like at midday. Actually, she knew exactly what it would be like, because it would be the same as yesterday… and the day before.

‘Are you okay, Sarah?’ Mazula, her guide, had dropped back with concern etched on his face. He rummaged in his pack and brought out a bottle of water.

Sarah re-adjusted her ponytail, reincarcerating the many errant strands of hair that had worked loose over the previous hour. Then, after wiping her brow, she took the bottle and had a long drink before returning it with a smile. ‘Fine, thanks. I just can’t get used to the heat.’

A screech in the canopy caused her to look up. Black colobus monkeys, common in the Congo Basin, were fooling around. To the casual observer, it appeared to be play, but Sarah knew it was all part of their rich social structure. Somewhere high up in the trees an exchange was establishing dominance and subservience.

Although ostensibly looking upwards, Sarah observed Mazula out of the corner of her eye. He was waiting patiently, dependable, and with a calm assuredness. She reached out and gave his arm a friendly squeeze. ‘Thank you for the water, Mazula.’

‘At your service, lady.’

There was a shout from further back in the group. Benjamin Foyt was making his way up the line. Officious did not even come close. Looking like a Victorian explorer, all he was missing was a pith helmet and a fly swat. ‘Sarah, my dear, how are you doing?’

Sarah smiled. Benjamin was the perfect gentleman. The perfect travelling companion, an accomplished scientist, with a decent amateur interest in animal behaviours. Although not quite a fully fledged ‘cat shrink’, according to Marcus.

As he drew close, Benjamin looked Sarah up and down. ‘How are you holding up to the damn heat?’

She smiled gamely. ‘How much longer?’

‘Well, unless the troop has moved on, we’ll be there in under an hour.’

Benjamin squinted at his watch and then continued. ‘If it’s the same troop covered in recent reports, then we may witness the same behavioural irregularities.’

She nodded. That’s why she was here: to find bonobos – any primates in fact – with clear indications of cognitive degeneration.

Please give me the sick apes…

A cough from Mazula indicated that the head guide a little way up the trail was keen to get the group started again, so they restarted the trek. Within a few moments, the little energy Sarah had gleaned from the rest had dissipated.

It had been a frustrating few days from both a scientific and a business perspective. They had been drawn here by reports of bonobos going on violent rampages. Unfortunately, all they had found so far were normal bonobos – an idyllic race of pygmy chimpanzees who spent their days eating, grooming, and making love.

She plodded on unsuccessfully, keeping the ‘what if’ thoughts from surfacing. The simple truth was that if they failed to capture some sick primates, they’d probably be compelled to take healthy ones. She’d ducked the issue at the pre-departure meeting with her boss, Polly Wolfson, by broadcasting pure optimism.

Of course we’ll find demented apes, Polly.

Looking behind to check the group was all keeping together, Sarah watched as Benjamin huffed and puffed, trying to engage one of the other trackers in conversation. She smiled as he kept pulling alongside one of them only to be smacked in the face by a palm frond or vine. The paths were clearly single file only, but Benjamin’s many years of fieldwork had yet to knock out his constant need to be talking to his neighbour. 

The reports so far indicated, without clear proof, that the cognitive degeneration of the bonobos was a viral infection, something that excited Benjamin Foyt no end. Unfortunately, no one had yet managed to get a tissue sample from an enraged bonobo. That was their official job today; Foyt had been sent by the World Health Organization to assess the cross-over viral contamination risks. And Sarah was assigned as the Wolfson Industries’ liaison. It was an unusual arrangement but Polly Wolfson had pulled some strings, greased some palms, and generally bombasted middle management bureaucrats in the WHO until they’d rolled over.

A buzzing, accompanied by a small acute pain in the back of her neck, returned Sarah’s attention to the dangers of the jungle. Organised gangs of mosquitoes were trying to eat her alive in a slow, painful death. Without breaking stride, Sarah slapped her neck, but it was a disappointing miss.

I’ll get you next time.

A sudden rustle in the foliage just off the path indicated something had moved, perhaps responding to the slapping noise Sarah had just made. She smiled to herself; it had always been the sounds from the jungle undergrowth, hinting at a quick painful death, that captured her imagination.

A few minutes later, the track became wide enough to walk two abreast, so Sarah increased her pace for a moment, drawing level with Mazula. ‘Are we likely to see anything other than bonobos?’

He turned his face, his broad smile lighting up his eyes. ‘What would you like to see, lady?’

‘White rhino?’

Mazula made a clicking noise and shook his head. ‘Unlikely. Difficult to find. This is a big jungle, with very few rhinos.’

‘But your tribe are considered to be the best trackers in the world.’

‘I have some limited skill, so who knows?’ Mazula smiled in his sweet, deprecating way. ‘There are stories of those who can track a single ant inside a termite mound.’

Although Sarah knew Mazula was being metaphorical, she couldn’t resist. ‘How?’

‘They listen carefully for the quiet voices,’ said Mazula, deadpan.

‘The termite voices?’

Mazula smiled. ‘No, my lady, they listen carefully to their own small voices.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘In here.’

‘So what about the bonobos, have you seen any of the destruction?’

‘Not in action, no.’ His ready smile disappeared. ‘But I have come across bonobo bodies, infants and adolescents, torn apart.’

In a split-second, Sarah imagined the scene, saw the suffering, felt the pain. As the simulation ran through her brain her mood darkened. Violence of this type in the bonobo troops was deemed impossible. ‘Does it have to have been caused by other bonobos?’

‘The injuries are unusual.’ Mazula’s face turned impassive, he looked around. ‘Something is wrong here, I can feel it.’

‘Sarah!’ Benjamin called from a few paces behind, his face bright red from exertion. He’d evidently been jogging to catch up.

Sarah turned. ‘Professor?’

Benjamin waved his phone. ‘Another report, like something out of a zombie movie. We need some tissue samples. It has to be viral, something like CJD… you know, mad cows…’ Benjamin stared hard for a moment. ‘Hopefully, you’ll get your live samples too, but Polly must be extra careful about containment. And if it appears too virulent…’

‘We have the facilities,’ said Sarah. She knew full well that Benjamin would arrange for a few sick animals to be baited, crated, and freighted back to Norfolk. It was fair to say that Sarah was particularly incentivised to ensure that it happened.

The walking pace slowed as they came to a wider opening. A quiet rumble of clicks and whispers cascaded almost silently down the line and the group stopped. The head guide ushered Sarah and Benjamin forward and pointed out a troop of about thirty bonobos. The group appeared to be peaceful; there was little else going on other than grooming and some shared childcare.

Sarah took out her video camera and started filming. The members of the expedition fanned out, keeping a good twenty metres away from the closest bonobo at all times.

Benjamin sidled up to her and between them, they watched for a few minutes. Nothing of interest happened. There were a few adolescents chasing around, a few adults dishing out discipline, and some infants on inquisitive exploration. Sarah turned to Benjamin. ‘No obvious breakdown in order.’

Extending his arm, Benjamin pointed out a squabble between an adolescent and an adult bonobo. The adult had taken a piece of fruit out of the hands of the adolescent and made a run for it. From their angle, Benjamin and Sarah could see the adolescent catch up with the adult and pull on the adult chimp’s arm. The adult swung around quickly; a possibility of violence arose.

But the adult chimp simply kept the fruit hidden behind his back with both hands. As the adolescent tried to get at it, pulling one arm at a time, the adult swapped the fruit between hands behind his back and then allowed his empty hand to be examined. The adolescent tried again, and again.

Sarah expected the adolescent to give up, unable to understand what the adult knew. And she was correct, the adolescent looked to be giving up.

Suddenly, the adolescent pulled at both of the adult’s arms threateningly.

The adult pulled away screeching, keeping one hand hidden. Then the adult extended his other hand pointing into the distant canopy behind the adolescent, making a louder screeching noise, changing pitch and tone noticeably – an attack warning.

As one, the whole pack stood up and looked in the direction the adult was looking – the wronged adolescent looked too. There was relative silence for a few moments, and then the troop returned their attention to their previous activities.

There was a whisper near her ear. It was Mazula, smiling broadly. ‘Clever ape.’

Smiling, Sarah turned towards Mazula and found herself looking deep into his eyes from very close. She quickly looked away.

Mazula pointed at the fruit-stealing bonobo. ‘His screech was a well-understood call to say a leopard is near.’

‘I suspected something like that, but I don’t speak bonobo. Would it be so bad if it was a leopard?’

‘Every animal in the jungle fears the leopard.’ Then his face hardened. ‘A few from my village have been lost over the years.’

Positioned on the other side of Sarah, Benjamin had not heard the last part of their exchange and joined in the conversation. ‘These bonobos are capable of deception and guile.’

‘But no serious intra-species violence?’ asked Sarah.

‘Not reported, not until recently.’ Mopping his brow, Benjamin looked around the canopy. ‘And no attacks on humans reported either… until recently.’

Sarah looked back at the guides, all of whom were carrying hunting rifles. ‘We need to find that rogue pack. See what’s happened.’

Appearing across the clearing a couple of local men waved over to Sarah’s group. Foyt indicated for his own head tracker to lead him over to them. Sarah was not about to be left out. Grabbing Mazula’s arm she invited herself into the conversation and asked Mazula to translate.

The two men had found another bonobo troop five miles away. They also brought news of a rampaging baboon troop nearby. Bonobos were one thing, but baboons were dangerous; the adult males could weigh up to eighty kilos and had potentially fatal canine teeth.

Foyt and the head tracker held a whispered conversation for a few moments.

Annoyed that she could not impose herself in the discussion, Sarah turned around and looked again at the bonobos.

‘Sarah,’ said Foyt. ‘We’re going to try to cover just a few more miles today and then camp overnight. Is that okay with you?’

It made sense; they couldn’t make the distance in the full heat of the day.

--------
A sound from the surrounding jungle woke Sarah in the night. Moments later, a second screech confirmed her fears. Sarah lay quietly, waiting for a third.

Nothing.

Then a moment later, a drip of some type landed on the outside of her tent. And then another drip.

Sarah could not remember where her tent had been pitched. Was it under a tree in which a leopard had dragged a recently killed member of her group? Was it Foyt’s blood dropping down onto her tent?

Sarah reached for her torch and turned it on.

A voice came through the tent from close by. ‘Lady, no one goes out in the jungle at night,’ said Mazula.

‘But you’re outside.’

‘No, I am in the tent next to you. Please turn off your torch, you may attract unwanted attention.’

‘What made the screeching noise?’

‘It’s the jungle, my lady, it could be anything, but you are safer in there.’

The dripping onto the tent increased. Even Sarah’s imagination could not refute the fact this was clearly just rain.

‘If it is so dangerous, why do you stay in the jungle?’

Mazula chuckled. ‘This is my home, and I live well. But I live well because I obey the laws of the jungle. I do not go out at night.’

‘Because of leopards?’

‘Amongst other things.’

‘Like?’

‘Men…’

Sarah bristled. She knew that the area they were in bordered on a notable drug trade zone. She’d had it made clear that they were to ignore any other humans they saw. There appeared to be a ‘see no evil – hear no evil’ accord with the local military.

Lying back, she listened hard for a repeat of the screeching noise. It did not come.

For what seemed like hours Sarah lay quietly, listening to the jungle breathing. ‘What could have made the noise?’ she whispered at the tent wall, kicking herself even as the words came out. She should not be keeping Mazula awake for her petty fears.

‘Lady, I don’t know, maybe a leopard.’

Sarah harrumphed. ‘You claim you didn’t even hear it.’

‘I didn’t, but neither do I accuse you of lying. Please, you must sleep now.’

‘Do you think we will find some sick bonobos?’ she asked. 

If I find them, I don’t have to make them…

‘I am sure of it, my lady.’

Reassured, Sarah allowed herself to doze. Gently slipping in and out of consciousness, Sarah felt the dawn arrive. The sunlight hit the side of the tent, its warmth almost immediately radiating through the thin canvas.

Then she heard Foyt laughing outside the tent. Sarah caught the tail end of a conversation Foyt appeared to be having on his satellite phone. ‘Yes, Marcus, this morning. No, she’s not up yet.’

Marcus Wolfson, the son and scion of Wolfson Industries… and until recently her boyfriend. 

‘I am up!’ called Sarah from within the tent, quickly putting on her boots – after checking them for scorpions, snakes, spiders, and everything else. 

She put her head out of the tent. ‘You can tell Marcus that I am up and about.’

Benjamin waved the phone indicating he’d already hung up.

‘They found a sick baboon first thing this morning,’ said Benjamin. ‘Almost definitely viral, bright red eyes, but no frothing to indicate a rabies-type danger; in fact, this baboon was decidedly sluggish.’

‘Okay,’ said Sarah looking around. The sky was clear blue, and although the sun was not yet above the surrounding trees, the heat was rising steadily.

‘We’ll be away in ten minutes,’ said Benjamin. ‘If the virus can spread between bonobo and baboon, then it can jump to humans too.’ He paused. ‘And they found the sick bonobo troop too.’

‘Did Marcus call you?’ Sarah asked.

Benjamin smiled. ‘Once you’re in the grasp of Polly Wolfson…’ He paused. ‘She’d found out that there are confirmed unusual behaviours and Marcus wanted confirmation whether it is viral.’

‘Polly… found out from where?’

Benjamin shrugged. ‘Well… I send daily reports back to the WHO, so it could be anyone from there.’

Polly rarely spoke to anyone without underlining her own heartfelt obligations to science, dementia study, and Wolfson Industries. There were standing instructions that anything looking remotely like dementia in apes (or any high order primate) had to be reported immediately. Therefore, unusual behaviours were mercilessly dissected to determine if they were viral, bacterial, fungal, or other.

So far, dementia in apes had never been seen… but Polly’s search only ever increased in its intensity.

Benjamin continued talking. ‘She’s rich, purposeful, quite magnificent, really. She was the driving force that pushed Wolfson Industries into the big leagues… but I do try to keep a professional arm’s length.’

Given that Benjamin was harmless, well-meaning, and had that intellectual sensitivity that only long-term academics could keep so well nurtured, Sarah bit back a retort concerning the obvious shortness of Benjamin’s arms.

But Benjamin smiled in a self-deprecating way. ‘Frankly, I’m like a moth to the flame.’

‘You and everyone else, Benjamin.’

‘How are things with you and Polly, since the split?’ he asked.

Sarah looked around the jungle camp, the warmth seeping through her clothes, the sound of abundant life chattering amongst the foliage. ‘Fine, really… Marcus and I will work things out, and Polly really does not seem to care as long as both Marcus and I are full steam ahead on the investigations. You know Polly, nothing gets in the way of the mission.’

‘How about a quick spot of coffee before the off? We’ve five minutes.’

‘Sure,’ Sarah replied.

They headed for the larger canvas tent that doubled as an operations centre and canteen. Within a few metres, Benjamin was already walking as if he had some terminal chafing in his upper thigh area.

Sarah followed slowly – that was the key to bearable jungle living; do everything slowly.

As they sat down inside with a coffee each, she asked, ‘Did you hear anything in the night?’

Benjamin shook his head. ‘Nothing apart from the satisfying death cry of a rogue mosquito which had strayed into the forbidden zone. Were you bitten in the night?’

‘Sir, the head tracker asked me to tell you we’ll be leaving in a few minutes.’ Unnoticed by Sarah, Mazula had padded up behind her to address Benjamin Foyt.

As Mazula turned to leave, Sarah said, ‘What are the chances of seeing a leopard today?’

Mazula opened his mouth, but Benjamin cut him off with a laugh. ‘Ha! We have more chance of seeing the Queen of England riding through the camp naked on a white rhino.’

‘You will never see one, my lady, and be thankful to the Almighty because it would be the last thing you ever saw,’ added Mazula.

Sarah widened her eyes, dipping her head demurely. ‘But surely you would protect me?’

‘I would already be dead.’ Mazula’s face turned deathly serious. ‘The leopard cannot be tracked.’

‘But poachers…’

‘They use lures, and nets, and pits, and guns. They wait and let the leopard come to them.’

‘And those magical trackers you spoke of yesterday? The ones with the voices. Could they find a leopard?’

Mazula was quiet for a few moments. ‘Not now… the skills are lost.’

Benjamin stood up. ‘Most tribes around here worship the leopard, do they not?’

Unsubtle… patronising… rude…

Mazula looked pensive. ‘It is not something good people do.’

A few moments later they were off. The first part of the trek consisted of walking on a reasonably well-defined dirt trail which hugged the edge of the jungle. For Sarah, the going was easy and although it was sweaty, it was not miserably so. The path was wide enough for two people to walk abreast, and Benjamin kept her company with minimal chat, for although Benjamin was most definitely a fill the silence kind of guy, he was also mostly out of breath.

The heat, even at nine in the morning, was astounding. But mercifully they soon turned into the jungle itself and the direct sunlight fell away, giving some well-received shade. 

Under the canopy, the screeches, calls, and buzzing seemed to intensify. Sarah, an expert in primates, could recognise many of the monkeys.

But there were other sounds also, which Sarah convinced herself were predatory. 

Sarah repressed her mounting fear, and soldiered on.

Some time later, it felt like hours, Mazula dropped back down the line handing out water.

‘Mazula, do you have a spare rifle?’

‘Can you use one, lady?’

‘I am proficient,’ said Sarah.

‘I will ask the head tracker.’

The danger of baboons was real. Sarah had seen a few baboon attacks on video as part of her academic studies. They were not to be taken lightly: fast, aggressive, and cunning.

‘How much longer?’ Sarah asked over her shoulder to Benjamin, wheezing behind her.

‘An hour. We have to skirt around a local military zone,’ replied Benjamin. ‘Some people who’d rather we didn’t get a good look at what they do. Such a shame they make those choices.’

The judgement in Benjamin’s voice almost triggered Sarah to lecture him on the realities of survival. She knew from a conversation the previous day with Mazula, that Mazula’s cousin worked for the local military leader… and not through choice.

Sarah sighed and retreated her consciousness, as much as she could, inside her own head. She could feel animals all around her. She’d always had a sixth sense with animals. It was the reason she started studying them… and then cutting them up… she shuddered. Marcus had sat her down once and explained economics to her. ‘Everyone would like to work in a cute petting zoo for puppies, which is why the pay would be ten pence per day. No one likes to drop shampoo into rhesus macaques’ eyes…’ Sarah closed down the fictional simulation. Yes, she was still at Wolfson Industries, but she was doing the right thing – honest hard work for the betterment of humanity.

I am!

‘My lady?’ Mazula appeared beside her with another water bottle. ‘Not long now.’

Ten minutes later, the vegetation started to thin.

The Azzti Pool shone in the late morning sun. Enormous reed beds fed into it, and swamp vegetation was thick all around. Sarah found it difficult to see where the land stopped and the water began. She guessed the pond was twenty metres wide, whilst the clearing was triple the size of the pond, and the tall surrounding teak trees framed an idyllic tropical tableau.

‘Stunning,’ said Benjamin.

Removing her hat and mopping her brow, Sarah took the scene in. The lush vegetation, humming with life, was breath taking.

‘I think Mazula was being tight-lipped about leopard worship,’ said Benjamin. ‘I know for a fact that his village has a totem to the leopard spirit, although they practise nothing more than simple veneration.’ He paused. ‘Deeper in the jungle there are whispers of sacrifice.’

Abruptly, Benjamin changed the conversation. Pointing to the water’s edge, he whispered, ‘That may be our troop.’

Sarah strained to look, but a moment later Mazula appeared at her side and gave her a pair of binoculars. Looking through them, she saw the bonobo troop. She took her time: identifying the dominant males and females, counting the members of the groups, and watching out for unusual behaviours. The other members of the expedition waited patiently, each of them making their own observations.

After ten minutes, she turned to Benjamin. ‘There’s something wrong.’

Benjamin had his own binoculars trained on the group. ‘I can’t see anything unusual.’

Neither could she, but all the same, something felt wrong. 

Turning back to the scene, Sarah double-checked her inspection. ‘The groups are imbalanced, too many old bonobos. There are simply not enough adolescents – teenagers.’ Sarah beckoned Mazula forward. ‘Can you ask the chief tracker if he recognises the troop and whether he thinks something is wrong? And please find me a rifle!’

Sarah turned her attention to a small group of four bonobos a little way apart from the main group. There appeared to be one youngster in this group with three mature females. The youngster was suckling, whilst the mother was being groomed by another.

A screech emanated from the jungle’s edge. The mother looked in the direction of the screech, as did the groomer. Sarah looked too.

Nothing.

The screech repeated. A distress call.

Then at the edge of the clearing, a male adult bonobo broke free, dragging an adolescent bonobo body behind. The adult was heading directly for them.

Sarah turned back to the chief tracker, who’d not moved. She looked over to Benjamin, who was out of earshot, in furious whispered discussion with Mazula.

Ten metres away from them the adult bonobo realised there were intruders on his territory. He dropped the lifeless body which disappeared into the long grass. Amazed, Sarah slowly reached for her camera, while all around were reaching for their guns.

The bonobo extended his arms above his head and shook his fists, baring his teeth in contorted rage.

The chief tracker raised his own hands over his head and shook his fists aggressively, albeit with one fist grasping a rifle. Other members of his group pointed rifles at the bonobo.

The bonobo charged, snarling, eyes wide and bloodshot.

Crack.
A shot rang out, the bonobo stopped and then turned, running full pace back into the jungle.

Sarah looked around. Mazula had fired into the air. She walked over to him.

The clearing was now mostly empty; the shot had driven all the bonobos away from the water hole. Sarah could see a few at the jungle’s edge, watching.

Benjamin walked over to them, giving Mazula a meaningful stare. ‘We’ll search the clearing.’

‘Is it safe?’ replied Sarah, her intuition told her it was not.

‘Quite safe.’ Benjamin smiled. ‘But stick with me.’ He hefted his rifle.

The group fanned out across the clearing by the pool.

Benjamin headed directly for the adolescent which had been dropped.

Sarah hung back a little, still scanning the edge of the jungle, only five metres away.

Benjamin prodded the corpse with his rifle, then turned to the crate-bearers, indicating the ape was dead and they should approach.

Then the corpse moved. 

Sarah watched with mounting horror as the corpse raised itself up on a bloodied arm. Its eyes focused and its lips pulled back in a snarl. 

‘No!’ she cried out.

Lunging, the bonobo sank its teeth into the back of Benjamin’s calf. He screamed, pitched forward, and fell heavily, dropping his rifle. As he fell, Benjamin’s momentum ripped his leg away from the jaws of the bonobo.

That same moment, four enormous baboons broke from the edge of the jungle and descended on Benjamin.

Instinctively, Sarah lunged for the dropped rifle. It was only a metre from where the four baboons were tearing into Benjamin with their long canine teeth. Sarah saw blood spray as one baboon ripped at Benjamin’s arms, which were flailing to protect himself.

A shot rang out, and the head of one of the baboons rocked forwards, its body crumpling to the ground.

Momentarily another of the baboons turned and looked at Sarah, its blood-red eyes boring into her. Without stopping to think, Sarah made the final effort to reach Benjamin’s rifle; she cocked it and point-blank fired into the baboon which had started to run towards her. It fell backwards, its gaze never breaking from Sarah’s.

By some miracle, even though she was less than a few metres away, the other two baboons were oblivious to her. Moving the bolt action with practised ease, Sarah reloaded, but as she raised the rifle, two trackers pushed past her and shot the remaining baboons.

Sarah dropped the rifle and took a step towards Benjamin.

The trackers pulled the dead baboons off him.

The injuries were gruesome.

White as a sheet, and visibly shaking, Benjamin lay on the ground, his hand pressed to his neck. Blood seeped in spurts through his fingers.

Feeling sick, Sarah reached out for Benjamin’s arm. ‘Benjamin, stay with us, help is coming.’ She tore off her shirt and added pressure to his neck wound.

Slowly he turned his head towards her, but his eyes were vacant, disconnected, and unseeing.[image: image1.jpg]



