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I


TIGER, TIGER


The Amazonia, 26 December 2173


Mira struggles to catch up. A minute ago, she had been right behind Neel chasing that dreadful sound, an eerie rustling that had filled her with darkness and foreboding. Now all she can see are the distant flashes of his shirt. Mira runs harder gulping the air in. The dank smell of wet rot weighs down on her lungs. Her clothes stick to her body drenched with the sweat of her exertions and her fear. Mira strives to draw strength from the towering trees surrounding her, but they seem to be struggling as well. They careen upwards like dementors, fighting to escape to the freedom of the skies above. Their dense canopy leaves nothing behind but a morass simmering with the static of all kinds of strange prehistoric insects.


Images of wiry antennas, feathery bodies and diaphanous wings fill Mira’s mind and she fights back a shiver. Her step falters as a stray beam of sunlight dazes her eyes. The halo stretches and then disappears. It just takes a second but as she focuses her eyes again, Mira draws in a sharp breath. Cold stark fear surges through her veins. The thumping of her chest resounds in her ears. It’s gone. The blur of white she had been following is gone.


Mira draws on the last reserves of strength she has left. Streaks of green and brown fill the corner of her eyes and her heart feels like an over-inflated balloon, just about to burst. She should have listened to Neel. She should have gone back home. Too late. Too late. Minutes pass and just when she’s about to give up hope, she sees a flash of Neel’s shirt again. Her shoulders collapse with relief and she sucks in a long shuddering breath. And then . . . one small misstep . . . Mira stumbles and twists her foot over a surface root. A sharp snap rings in her ears and a piercing pain sears through her ankle. Suddenly her whole body buckles and is . . . air-borne!


Mira shrieks, as much in shock as in pain. Her legs get bent upwards at an awkward angle, while her torso faces the ground below, pressed against something hard. Something that bites viciously into her skin.


As her whole body starts swaying, Mira looks down and realizes she’s about twenty feet above the ground! Panic strikes and she starts screaming, calling out to Neel.


A few seconds later, the terror of the moment passes and she quietens down.


No need to panic. Surely, Neel must have heard her. He must be on his way back right now.


She moves her fingers around to inspect but all she can make out is more of the same hard metallic rope that her face seems to be plastered on. As she feels the rope with her fingers, she begins to follow the crisscross patterns in it. Of course! It’s a net . . . a trap!


She curses at the sheer possibility of something like this happening to her and that too on a day when things had already been bad enough. Mira curses her wretched fate but doesn’t indulge in the self-pity for too long. Never one to just sit and fret, she resorts to action.


Lifting her hands, she clenches the net above her head and concentrates all her energy on hoisting herself up. But as soon as she tries to straighten her legs, a sharp stinging pain shoots up her right ankle, throbbing all the way to her brain. A cry escapes her lips and she collapses back, singed with the wasted effort.


Weighed down with her bulk, the net sways making her dizzy, Mira closes her eyes and shouts out Neel’s name again.


What’s taking him so long? Maybe Neel covered a lot of distance when she fell? Maybe he needs just a bit more time. Then it occurs to her. All this while, she has just been shouting Neel’s name! He must have thought she was trying to stop him. He may not even realize that she needs help! Stupid stupid.


She starts shouting his name again, this time adding her pleas for help. Then she waits. A minute passes. Then another.


What if he hasn’t heard her? What if something has happened to him as well?


For the first time ever, Mira feels the terror. Naked and unadulterated terror. Stuck in this trap with a broken leg and with no one coming to rescue her! This can’t be happening!


Mira’s eyes glaze over with tears but she can’t wipe them. If she moves her hands, the whole thing will start swaying again and she doesn’t want to risk moving her leg, even by an inch. Judging by the amount of pain, her ankle is probably fractured. She blinks furiously to clear her eyes and tells herself to get it together. She can do this. She feels a tingle in her back and realizes that she has to do this. She can’t stay in this position much longer. Her spine is bent at an unnatural angle and sooner or later, she will have to move. Maybe, if she could somehow manage to sit, she would be able to think more clearly. She lies there for a second, dredging up her reserves, willing herself to move.


Nothing in her life has prepared her for this, but then nothing could have. She remembers a saying her mom often used to quote during one of their heart-to-heart ‘talks’.


Life never prepares you for a mishap. It just shapes you for dealing with the aftermath.


She never really understood its meaning. Until now.


‘Ow.’ Her back wrenches. Already she can feel the beginnings of a muscle cramp. She has to move. Now.


Mira grits her teeth, clenches the net and raises herself. The pain is unbearable, like shards of glass coursing through her veins. Her body convulses, but she somehow wills herself to keep going. Twisting her torso, she brings herself into an upright sitting position. The net doesn’t allow her to stretch her legs, so she sits bundled up, drawing her knees to her chest. Then as the net slowly stills itself, she passes out.


The first stab of consciousness brings with it a scalding soreness in her leg that slowly starts spreading all over her body.


It’s definitely a fracture. It has to be. What else could cause such agonizing awful pain?


Mira sucks in a deep breath to brace herself before looking down at her ankle.


A glimpse of white tendons peeking out from behind crusted blood and she snaps her head up, trying to blank out the image that has just been seared on her mind. She brings her hands up to cover her eyes. And that’s when she notices the morphe on her wrist. Crystal veins thread across its surface like a tortured anatomical drawing.


Mira looks up at the canopy shrouding her. It is still as bright as it had been earlier, but now, with her morphe smashed, she has no way of knowing how long she has been unconscious. She checks her pockets in slow, clumsy movements, trying to take stock of her belongings.


She comes up with a bottle of water, a nutri strip and a repellent spray. The wedge between her chest and folded legs fills up with the meagre possessions.


Giving them a dejected look, she stuffs everything back into her pockets. Everything, apart from the bottle. After she was done putting back the spray and the nutri strip, she brings the bottle to her lips and sucks in a big gulp.


The rush of the water feels divine against her parched throat but she knows she has to be careful with it. She has to pace out all her rations however measly they might be because who knew when Neel might find her? Though find her, he will. He will have to realize she is missing, sooner or later.


Next she digs out the nutri strip and peels it open. Taking a bite, she sucks on it slowly, drawing it out, making it last. And that’s when she hears it.


A sound that tenses her body with foreboding. It is the same rustling sound which had led her to this trap.


Forgetting her resolve, she swallows the gloop in her mouth and looks around. Nothing moves, but then something rustles again. This time much closer.


She holds her breath and looks above. No one. An almost indecipherable soft thud comes from her right. Filled with dread, she turns her head and finds herself looking into a pair of impossibly wide, inhuman eyes. Orange flames speckled with gold dust, the feral irises gaze back at her and like pinpricks, they freeze each and every cell in her body. She wants to look away just so she can breathe, but she finds it impossible to tear herself away from those eyes. The eyes which bear the wild untamed gaze of a predator.


The faint rosette markings on its black hide shimmer as it crouches on a branch just a few feet away from her, standing absolutely still, as if carved out of a huge piece of obsidian. In a virtual world, she would have been awed by its magnificence, its potent strength and tensile tendons. But, this wasn’t cinematic beauty or a tame video game. This was a five-foot high, thickly barrelled predator with two sinister canines jutting out from its upper jaw and a primal look in its eyes. A look which firmly categorized her as prey.


As if to underline this terrifying reality, the beast moves forward on the branch, the thick sinews of its shoulders rippling with every step and just where the branch tapers off, still a good eight feet away from her, it pauses with its paw suspended in mid-air. Mira watches with rising panic as the beast then hangs its head low and giving her a good display of its killer mandibles, it . . . growls.


Mira has subconsciously been holding her breath all this while, but as she hears that primal guttural sound, she sucks in a sharp breath. She clasps a hand over her mouth to bottle the scream bubbling in her throat. Her eyes widen with terror as she realizes what the beast plans to do, right before it hoists itself in the air and with a terrifying sound of rage, lunges towards her. All the jungle sounds around her fade away, as she gazes in horror at the savagery of those eyes, now just a foot away from her face.


This is how I’m going to die. Stuck in a net, dangling from a tree, while a ravenous predator gouges and claws at my body. Death won’t be easy. It will be drawn out and very, very painful.


As these thoughts race through her mind, she suddenly realizes that the eyes which were focused on her a few seconds ago, have in fact . . . disappeared.


All the jungle sounds come rushing back to her and Mira kicks her feet in a belated reaction, her panic overriding any latent awareness of her fractured ankle. She tries to scramble back but her attempts only result in the net swaying wildly while a gut-wrenching pain in her leg wrings out a sharp cry from her.


Mira snaps her head around, expecting to see sharp claws clenching onto some part of the net, but no, thank the fates, she is out of reach. She looks down and sure enough the black beast is there, pacing below the net, circling it, as if expecting it to fall down. Startled at the thought, she looks up at the branch to which the contraption is tied. It looks sturdy and safe.


The rope seems to be tightly wound around the branch and when she brushes her fingers against the net, she realizes it is coated with a metal lining of some sort. The trap which holds her captive is completely breach-proof.


The knowledge makes her shoulders slump in relief. As the irony of her situation sinks in, she smirks to herself, but the tilt of her lips feels so alien, the humour so weary and her fate so doomed that even the absurdity of it all doesn’t succeed in making her smile.


The beast doesn’t try to pounce on her again, preferring to pace around on the ground instead. She watches the feline creature and thinks of the moment when it had roared at her. Long canines dripping with froth. Protracted talons impatient to score. An image of its gaping mouth and razor-sharp teeth flickers through her mind and a shiver runs down her spine. The predator baying for her blood down below is not just a beast but one of the new breeds. Stronger, deadlier and much smarter.


When the new breed stops pacing and stations itself under a tree, Mira uses the time to worry about what could have happened to Neel. As the daylight fades away, her despair escalates. Hunger starts gnawing on her insides till it feels like it is raking her open from within. Relenting, she opens the rest of the nutri strip and puts it in her mouth. For a few moments, she simply savours the weight of it on her tongue.


She had never imagined a moment like this. Snacking, while dangling twenty feet above the ground with a bloodthirsty predator waiting below to dine on her. A sudden deafening clap of thunder shakes her out of her thoughts.


‘Oh! Come on.’ She looks up instinctively, but of course, there is no sky to be seen. All she can see is the thick canopy of leaves above. Hopefully, it will shelter her from the impending storm.


It starts pouring, softly at first and then in torrents. She cowers in the net, her body convulsing as each roar seems to get closer and louder until she feels her sternum vibrate with every thunderous lashing. The canopy does protect her from a direct assault of the rain but the water soon starts dripping, forming steady streams, cascading from the channels of leaves and branches above her. She peers down and finds the new breed gone. Maybe the fates have finally decided to throw a little luck her way? But as the night approaches and the temperature drops drastically, Mira doesn’t feel so lucky anymore. Shivering in her drenched clothes with the cold intensifying her pain, she begs for relief.


The darkness spreads through the shower mist like dissolving ink, till it envelopes her firmly within its unyielding arms. She sits there helpless with her eyesight completely robbed. Her fingers fidget, seek her lips, trace them, rub against the curve of her chin, trying to make sure her body hadn’t dissolved into this absolute state of nothingness.


As the hours pass, Mira slowly submits herself to it. She lets the darkness turn into a crushing shroud and the rainfall into a dull rhythmic patter. She imagines her situation being played out in a movie. What would the actor do? Cover her ears tightly and stretch her mouth in a silent empty scream? Rock back and forth in extreme distress?


She contemplates these actions for a second, before snubbing the thought. She is much too physically worn out to attempt anything so dramatic. All she can manage is to sit motionless with her knees digging into her chest in a completely futile effort to preserve body heat.


The cold is as uncompromising and as unforgiving, as everything else around her. Even the beat of the rainfall soon begins to sound like an evil chant stabbing her ears, piercing straight through her brain.


Nature is a heartless badger, Mira despairs. It is not just about green dewy meadows and laughing waterfalls. It is also about ice that can chill marrows, forest fires that can melt skin off bones, floods that can rip apart limbs and droughts that can leave you parched, begging for mercy at her feet.


Mira realizes all this along with another certainty that she has refused to accept till now. No one is coming to rescue her, at least, not tonight. It would be impossible for anyone to tread through the jungle in this weather.


Shrinking into herself, she tries to capture some warmth but the icy despair is unrelenting. It soaks in through her skin, to her bones while she sits there stooped in her net, unbearably conscious through it all. The tears come. Silent desolation turning into wracking sobs. She cries for a long time, till there is nothing left inside of her, till her whole body feels frozen and anaesthetized. Till the numbness finally seeps into her mind and she surrenders herself to it.


An annoying buzz resounds in her head and for a second, she thinks it is the alarm on her morphe. The thought shakes her up from her slumber. Realization dawns as she opens her eyes and the glimmer that had risen in her heart is crushed. There are flies buzzing around her, attracted to the sweat and grime of her body.


Even though she tries to swat them away, the persistent beings keep gathering all around her. The repellent! Mira strains to get it out of her pocket and then sprays it liberally all over herself. Repulsed by the sharp smell of the chemical, the flies finally leave her alone.


Mira looks around. The rain has stopped but the greedy vacuous air still hangs onto the moisture. Her grimy clothes cling to her body but it doesn’t bother her.


What really worries her is the fever raging within her body, making her shiver, even in this sweltering heat.


Maybe she’s caught a cold from being drenched through the night? The nagging voice in her head whispers otherwise. Infection. INfection. INFECtion. She covers her ears and blocks it out before she starts believing it. But Mira knows. If she isn’t freed by the end of the day, she might be in a bad shape. She can’t keep waiting to be rescued.


Mira takes a small sip from the bottle and looks up. The net is twisted on itself, effectively sealing her in. Maybe she can swivel herself around, make an opening and then try climbing out of it. Of course, she would have to do all this with just one leg and with every slight nudge feeling like a saw was grating through her fractured foot. But then it is better do it now, when she can at least think clearly than later, when the infection would clog all her senses.


Mira makes her decision. She doesn’t want to pass out and die, just sitting and waiting for someone to save her.


She starts jerking her body sideways, trying to make the net rotate on itself. She manages it on her fourth attempt. After a few minutes, when the world finally stills and the violent throbbing in her ankle slackens, she looks up to find a small opening in the net.


It’s just a small peek at the patch of leaves above but still it makes Mira smile. It makes her feel hopeful. It is her first step towards freedom!


Then Mira does something she’s always done since she was a kid. She closes her eyes and pictures her mother’s face. The sharp angle of her nose, the high cheekbones, the sparkle of her eyes, the wild shock of hair. Slowly, she brings her mother to herself, absorbing her strength, her will.


Eyes still closed, she clutches the net above and pushes herself on her knees. The net swings around, rocked by her movements. The pain is blinding but she steels herself and carries on. Stretching her arms higher, she clutches the net again, dragging her body up on one foot. A hoarse sound pierces her skull and resonates through her brain.


When it stops, she realizes it was her own shriek. How can her own voice sound so alien to her ears? And how can it hurt so much? Will she eventually lose her leg? It seems improbable that the cause of such pain, such torment can ever be repaired.


She squeezes her eyes tight, trying hard to hold on to the faltering image of her mother. Tears streak down her face and she breaks down. She prays, promising to do anything it takes.


Please, dear fate. Just let me get out of here. Just please.


She opens her eyes and pulls in a deep breath. Then snagging her left foot in the bindings of the net, she hoists herself up. The pain is almost unbearable but she keeps going. Her hands come nearer to the rope from which the net is dangling and as she reaches forward to grab it, a vicious spasm shoots through her hands. Then everything happens in a few seconds.


As she gasps and pulls back on a reflex, she loses her footing and plummets, landing straight on her back at the bottom of the net. The net starts swinging violently. And it takes a long time before it becomes still again.


Mira just lays there with her eyes squeezed shut. During the fall, she had twisted her broken ankle and now the pain is much, much worse. It’s unlike anything she has ever experienced before. She grits her teeth, grunting with the effort of reigning in her anguish and frustration. She lays there for a long time. A sense of numb defeat seeps through her until she no longer feels the despair, or the horror of it all. She just lays there motionless, feeling empty and for the first time, devoid of any hope.


Her fingers still tingle from the sharp pinpricks she had felt on clutching the rope. Thinking about it now, she snaps her eyes open and looks up at the rope. As her eyes focus on it, she realizes to her horror that it’s actually a fine barbed wire. How did she miss this before and why did someone set up such a sick trap in the jungle? Is it even meant for trapping animals? The possibilities seem chilling. Not what she wants to dwell on in her current state.


The baked morning air has dried up her clothes but her body quivers with fatigue and illness. Giving in, she drinks some more water, acutely aware of every drop going down her throat. Time passes and as the heat soars, it lulls her into a stupor.


When she opens her eyes again, bitter disappointment fills her. She’d been secretly hoping that when she would wake up, she’d be back at the house, tucked safely in her bed. Mira swallows the dry lump in her throat and wipes off her tears. Self-pity is not something she can afford to indulge in right now.


Judging by the stifling heat wafting through the jungle, it must already be noon and Mira knows she won’t survive another night here. It’s just sheer luck she even survived the first one and she cannot bank on being able to endure more near-misses.


The rain fended off the predators last night but the chances of that happening again are slim. And without the rain, the jungle will be a much livelier place tonight. Stuck in the trap with nowhere to go, she will be the easiest prey available.


A soft fluttering sound shakes her out of her dismal thoughts. Mira looks around in dread but relaxes when she sees a hummingbird hovering nearby. She watches as its long black bill pierces the stamens of a flower, searching for nectar. The bird lingers over the flower till it has had its fill. As she watches it fly away, an idea begins to form in her head. It’s crazy. Probably stupid and definitely suicidal.


Perhaps her traumatic situation is finally getting to her. Mira grins and brings her hand close to her mouth. A moment’s hesitation and then she bites down on it, hard. The skin doesn’t break even though it hurts a lot. Still not even a grunt escapes her lips. She needs all her reserves to do this right. Mira tries again, biting harder.


Molten rust gushes over her tongue and she resists the urge to gag. Instead she digs her teeth deeper, ensuring the blood doesn’t clot up too quickly. Then she holds her hand up and watches as the dark red weaves through the mud and grime on her hand, forming veins across her arms like a gory anatomical diagram. The blood keeps collecting in a big drop at her elbow, trying to gain enough momentum to break through.


Mira watches with quiet detachment as the drop finally trickles down disappearing into the sludge of the jungle floor below. Then she drops her hand and shuts her eyes. She’s done all she can now. The words from her favourite poem flash through her mind. ‘Tiger, tiger . . . the hand dare seize the fire?’ How fitting, she thinks. A hysterical laugh bubbles up as she clears her throat and then calls out in a hoarse sing-song voice, ‘Here kitty, kitty. Come out, come out wherever you are.’




II


TWO WEEKS AGO


Archived News Excerpt, 13/07/2099: Aleksi Singh, Senior Biologist at Colum, has published a study elucidating the effects of monoculture amongst the human race. Aleksi states, ‘Our society has homogenized to an extent that all genetic edges have smoothed out, making our species susceptible to diseases, as seen by last year’s simian epidemic.’ Suzi Gupta, the celebrity government doctor, counters, ‘Natural genetic homogenization has domesticated society, making it easier to handle and more cost-effective for governments. It’s a godsend! Well, not literally speaking, of course. We as a collective race have worked extremely hard to get where we are today.’


Airway XIV, 13 December 2173


One hour down. Three more to go. Destination? A place where none of the rules I had lived by while growing up would apply. I had read enough material and seen enough archived videos to know that.


This was going to be a real jungle with grass that would actually caress my feet, wind that would rustle my hair, insects that could prick my skin and dangerous predators that could . . . skin me alive. Okay, no. Don’t go there.


I needed to think gutsy thoughts. Maybe with no distractions available, I’d ace my entrance tests to the Rebyt Institute and then live on the affluent side of our sector for the rest of my incredibly long life. Great! Now all I had to do was repeat it a hundred times and slap on a smile on my face.


I pressed my morphe waistband and a holograph of the standard home screen appeared. Flicking my finger on the entertainment section, I scrolled on to my approved stock of retro movies. I wasn’t particularly fond of the horror movies of the last century. Sprinkly fountains from sliced appendages worked fine, but a zombie with a rusted saw hacking and feasting on them didn’t quite do it for me. I chose a film by Hitchcock, the master of the suspense thriller. The movie I chose was about birds. Yep. That very one. It might have been considered an odd choice for someone trying to lull herself to sleep but not so in my case. Thrillers calmed me. Maybe it was because of the stark difference my uneventful, boring life made against them. I think watching stories of terror and carnage made me feel safe and protected within my planned and dull life.


Ironically, that wasn’t the case with the other archived news briefs. Those always managed to disturb me. They would make so many things bubble inside me that sometimes I felt like I would explode. Why didn’t the world stay as it had been? I had watched archived videos of an earth dressed in untamed fields of silken wild grass, shimmering oceans and smoking, fuming deserts. An earth that had disappeared as our earlier generations had been stupid enough to destroy it bit by bit. The nuclear wars, the viral outbreaks, the indiscriminate use of chemical weapons had necessitated the creation of safe-zones or sectors across the world. Sectors which were far, far away from contaminated sites. Sectors where people could breathe without fear of getting infected and could eat without fear of their insides melting off. These were the sectors where people had been constrained to live in since before I was even born.


Maybe that’s why nobody else in my grade was into digging up the archived stuff even though it was regularly updated by Rebyt. I think it made people feel unsettled. The movies described a time gone by, and a time that would never be. They offered a glimpse of a world we couldn’t reach out and touch.


They depicted so many possibilities, so many avenues and yet in our world there were none. Strangely, that was the exact reason my grandmother used to give me for liking them so much. She used to say, ‘Sometimes Mira, living in hope makes you stronger than living in the reality.’


I never really got that. Why live in make-believe and then let reality disillusion you? Because that’s exactly what happened when Mom told me that we were moving to another sector. One that had a real jungle within its perimeter! A living, breathing jungle free of any kind of contamination!


The minute she said that, I started visualizing myself dipping in waterfalls by the day and swinging in realm parties by night. That would be the life.


Of course, those fantasies were immediately wiped out when she grew cautious in response to my elation and started backtracking. She clarified that by ‘within its perimeter’ she actually meant a twenty-minute ride away and by ‘another sector’, she actually meant a stand-alone institute smack in the middle of an ancient rainforest. Basically, it was a place far, far away from realm parties or even human settlements of any kind.


It’s not that I wasn’t thrilled at being able to travel outside Sector 51. I was ecstatic. That was because I had never flown before. Strike that. I had never been anywhere before. Ever. I had been stuck in Sector 51 since birth, to put it succinctly.


But I had hardly expected the first trip to be to a jungle out of all the places in the world? Really, dear rotten fate? Really?


About halfway through the movie, I felt a nudge and turned to my Mom lying beside me. She was fidgeting in her sleep. Crinkles relaxed, almost non-existent, lip-lines softened, forehead uncreased, Mom looked almost ten years younger as she slept. And thanks to the generous leg space available in the xeppel, she didn’t appear uncomfortable. Maybe it was just a bad dream then.


I turned back to my movie, sighing at the normality of the whole experience. Maybe I’d had unrealistically high expectations from this trip. No one I knew had ever flown on a xeppel before and as far back as I can remember, I’d fantasised about flying in one. I used to look up at those huge black metallic wasps and think that flying inside it would feel really miraculous.


It hadn’t been anything like that. At all.


One moment we were on the ground, another we were flying in the sky and I could tell the difference only because I had made Mom choose the see-through option for our side of the wall. Even that had turned out to be a let-down. The dark cloudy sky had made for an extremely drab view.


But then there was one interesting thing about our flight. We were sharing it with another passenger! A middle-aged guy who was a complete stranger!


From where I came, meeting a stranger was about as much a rarity as opening a book and discovering a story the previous century had raved about.


I had been dying to ask him where he was from and where he was headed, but he had been pointedly ignoring us since he’d gotten on board. Broad-buckled jeans, white shirt, pale skin and a Stetson on his head. He looked like a cowboy right out of one of those classic westerns from the last century. Really, who dressed like that anymore? He probably thought he was making some cool fashion statement.


When he caught me staring, he looked right back at me and scowled. It was one of those lip-curling, teeth baring kind of looks and too shocked to say anything, I just shrugged and looked away. Really, he didn’t have to try so hard to fit into the bad component of the Eastwood classic, The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. Rot, he could even pass for the ugly bit.


Mom suddenly straightened and frowned at me. For a second, I wondered if she’d been able to hear my boorish thoughts. But then she took off the Mouldfom from her back and offered it to me.


‘M, try to get some sleep. If you don’t catch a few winks, you’ll be really tired by the time we reach. Use the Mouldfom, it’ll cushion your back.’


‘Don’t think that will help, Mom.’ I snapped off the medicated sedative patch from my arm and flopped back on my pod. ‘Even the med patch was useless. I give you my word, I’ll sleep for three days straight when we finally get there.’


Mom let out a deep sigh and got up, giving up on my travel-aggravated insomnia. I bent my knees slightly to let her pass. The row of pods in front of us was empty but we had preferred to sit together. It was the first time in a xeppel for my Mom as well. And still she’d let me take the aisle side. Being a fidgety teenage daughter had its advantages.


With long, lustrous hair and grey-green eyes, Mom was a head turner to say the least. She was also a certified nerd. I believe that could be a very attractive combination for some men.


Sometimes I think she created me in one of her labs because we had absolutely nothing in common. But then I wasn’t anything like my Dad either . . . a fact I knew only because of the photograph Mom had shared with me on my tenth birthday. It was my only connect to the father I’d lost to an accident when I’d been just four months old. Mom never really talked to me about him and I never pushed her on it. I guess it was too painful for her and much too taxing for me. That was the other thing we both differed on. I was all for easy going tranquillity while she was into inspiring, exciting life challenges.


In fact, with my black hair and standard dusky complexion, my brain was probably the only part that matched my Mom’s. And it was this geeky part of me that understood why she would want to give up her cushy research job in our sector, all for working in a jungle. Okay, maybe not in. It was actually a private institute built at the periphery of a rainforest, run by Mom’s old friend, someone called David Jain. She had studied under him during her graduation in bioscience and since then he had become her mentor. He was also the only other person that Mom knew, to have gotten a clearance on his travel papers.
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