
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      

          

         I run with fear, I run with speed, I run with sweat and a bigger trust in nature and tarantulas and whatever they might throw at me than two liars I don’t even know, touching my stuff and trying to shove me into a boat.

         I hear them. Behind. Feet smushing through the mud.

         But I’m fast. Like a cheetah.

         Like a fiery Glaswegian midge screaming it down the trail.

         The path splits, I go left.

         Splits again. I go right.

         But I am not fast enough. The man is on my tail …
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            This book is dedicated to anyone who needs a little inner fire.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         If you catch the light right you can get the look on someone’s face. The look that comes and goes in the bazillionth of a second.

         The one you had the day the letter came. The one that promised to change our lives forever. That’s as much as I saw before you shut it and yourself away in the study. ’Cept you came back out.

         And it never did.

         Ever.

         If I had a camera –

         CLICK –

         I could’ve got it.

         That look.

         That and the one you had yesterday.

         Before they came.

         The people I trust as much as green mambas. (No offence to the mambas.)

         And you disappeared.

         If I had a camera I could’ve shown everyone what their faces look like at 5 a.m. this morning when they walk into my room and tell me that you’ve gone. That you’ve left me alone. Lost in the Land of the Sun.

         And if I had a camera I could show you what they look like right now when I’m hanging out of a tree in the cloud forest with a sloth. And light balls are falling out of the sky.

      

   


   
      
         

            Maya

         

         I don’t have a camera but I do have my brain.

         CLICK.

         And that can take pictures no one can rub out.

         And no one can make it stop.

         CLICK CLICK CLICK.

         I’m Maya Anderson and I’ve taken pictures that way since forever.

         My head’s like an iPhone I can scroll through. I can flip it back to playgroup, or the sandwich I had on Monday, then forward to now – and all those shots that I took are there, frozen in time.

         I have memories I don’t know what to do with and ones I like to visit, like an album. It’s handy for faces, and for moments like when you’re in the middle of the jungle in the midst of an unnatural phenomenon.

         Moments like now.

         Maybe if I can freeze-frame fast enough I’ll find out why it’s happening. 

         Maybe if I look close enough I can find out where you are.

         And maybe if I could use my eyes like projector lenses, I could show everyone all the light that’s inside me that no one ever seems to notice. And I could burn so bright I’d put a hole right through the wall and toast the feet of the lantern flies lined up on the other side.

      

   


   
      
         

            Raul

         

         In my life I dream of what’s on the other side. Over the border from the hairy eyebrow of South America. Peru.

         The Sacred Valley.

         Ollantaytambo.

         That’s where I live.

         But it isn’t who I am.

         The land of the Incas. We’re on the Urubamba River. The town with the wild dogs who chase plastic bags in packs, and the water running in channels down the streets. Our house is on the hill. We live where the water starts to run.

         Ollantaytambo’s like a labyrinth, a grid of cobblestone roads. Walk around and you’ll see dark open doorways, chickens wandering in and out, and plants twisting their way up and over walls, pushing their way through everything.

         I wasn’t always a townie – we moved here two years ago. I’m still not. In my heart.

         My body disagrees though. Call that a jump? it says. I can’t even spring a wall. I used to shimmy up banana trunks no problem. I lived with the trees. Brick and stone and roads are new to me. Still. Even after two years it still feels weird.

         The day we moved here I dreamt of escaping it. Like a frog out of a wet fist.

         BOING.

         Now that’s a jump.

         The feeling still burns inside me. My legs twitch. For the past two years they’ve wanted to run back home to put things right. Things that went so wrong no one thinks they can.

         At night, while Mami and Papi wash dishes and dance to the radio, and my little brothers go wild in the streets, I climb out of the town and sit on the mountain staring at the stars, dreaming of how to do it, how to turn the world inside out and jump in.

         Sometimes you’re born knowing there’s a destiny inside you. Something to take you away from where you are and into something

             BIGGER.

         I didn’t know the answer was going to fall into my lap like a hot stone spat out of a fire, bright and strong and burning a hole through everything.

      

   


   
      
         

            Maya

         

         Lantern flies?

         Yeah, right now we’re in the Amazon Basin, Peru. Not we. Used to be we.

         Now I guess I mean me.

         Maya Anderson. Daughter of Dr Handi Anderson. The Light Man. That’s what everyone calls him.

         Everyone who knows.

         Which is the world. The science world anyway.

         Not that they know about me. To them I’m just a shadow, sitting at the back of the lecture hall while Dad works, lighting up the faces of everyone in the room, talking physics and particles and mysteries of the universe, and I watch with my homework (undone), an apple and a camera brain.

         Seeing what everyone else doesn’t.

         Which is a lot.

         It’s amazing what people don’t notice.

         Sometimes I flip the pictures in my head back to my cot as a baby with my mum gone. She left when I was three. Don’t ask. No one else does. Not any more. And when no one talks about her the gap she’s left gets bigger.

         We have one picture of her in the flat. Just one. I think she looks like me. As I get older I think it more. I think Dad thinks so too. The way he stares at me. The way he never talks about her. The way he backs off into his work if I try to ask.

         When I was little Dad put up cardboard animal mobiles that hung over candle lanterns in all the rooms of our flat. When they caught the light they danced on the walls. I used to stare up at the mobile shadows dancing, wondering where she went, like someone just snuffed the light out, like a candle.

         Light.

         Light is Dad’s thing. It’s what he researches. He believes that in its centre is ‘catan’ – a kind of nectar for the soul, affecting moods and dreams.

         People think he’s stupid.

         People think he’s a genius.

         Fifty/fifty?

         I dunno.

         I think he’s Dad who burns fish fingers and forgets to wash gym socks. And whose research means we get to travel all over the world, poking at ideas. Soaking up stories and sunshine. Last year it was Norway, before that the Arctic. It’s how I got to meet Inuits and icebergs and Vikings.

         And it’s how we’re here in the Amazon in the cloud forest, with dragonflies as thick as your thumb and trees with teeth spikes.

         And it’s how there’s a woman outside my door who knocks. A woman who arrived yesterday with a man with a red face and sweat patches, who I trust as much as a bag of pit vipers. No offence to the vipers who can kill you with their sixth sense. A woman who comes in and asks me to sit down. I don’t.

         Who tells me that Dad’s gone.

         POOF.

         In his own batch of cloud smoke.

         And gives me a note that says he isn’t coming back.

      

   


   
      
         

            Raul

         

         Dad works as a trail leader, bird spotter, cook. Whatever gets us the work, whatever gets us the money. It didn’t used to be that way. We didn’t used to need money. Not much. When we lived in the rainforest we grew and found and hunted what we needed, and traded for the rest.

         We weren’t cut off behind bricks and streets with light switches and taps and bills. We were free. Till we weren’t. Till we were sliced apart from the jungle like a blade cutting the stone out of an avocado.

         POP.

         And everything changed.

         These days we work and buy.

         Lots of people buy.

         Tourists come to the village and buy the food in the restaurants, the cloth people weave, the jewellery they make. They walk the Inca trail. Camping in the mist on mountains so high you can hardly breathe, in orange pup tents like cocoons. Standing in Inti Punku, the Sacred Valley’s sun gate, at 5 a.m., walking into Machu Picchu, the city in the sky, walking into the past.

         We show them the way, how to stand aside for the porters running the paths with the tents and the food on their backs, how to tape their blisters and fill their bellies with rice and hot bananas.

         Sometimes I go too, if I can help out. If I keep my head down, don’t get in the way and don’t cost anything.

         If I keep invisible.

         School doesn’t like it, but school can’t hold everyone. Everyone needs money and some kids I know make stuff and sell it. They’d rather have the money than the facts. What’s the point of learning stuff you’ll never use, about places you’ll never go, things you’ll never see.

         Money gets you places.

         Money gets results.

         I like walking the trails, passing through the valley of orchids and up into the ruins, the town above the clouds. I like the way the mountains open out and the condors come. Birds as big as boats that can keep six kilos of food in their throat sack. I learned that from the other guides. Condors are the birds of the gods.

         People come here from all over the world. Last summer a walker called Rick from Idaho gave me his watch.

         We were sitting round the campfire, looking at the sky.

         He told me his daughter had died. ‘What’s the point in time?’ he said. ‘It just makes us feel in control of things we have no control over at all.’ He unclicked it off his wrist and we stared at the moon.

         The watch has a moon on it. It moves round with the time and the days.

         When I look at the watch I think about Rick and I think he’s wrong.

         Days help us count down to something.

         Days move us forward.

         With days we can make plans.

         With plans we can change who we are and who we want to be.

         With plans we can escape

      

   


   
      
         

            Maya

         

         Dad’s been weird since he got the letter. The one that made him jump and shut himself in his study. The letter he wouldn’t let me look over his shoulder and see.

         We promise to change your life forever, it said.

         I laughed and he didn’t.

         I didn’t get to read any more ’cos he locked the door.

         He never locks it.

         Then he just locked himself and his thoughts away and told me we were going to Peru.

         And here we are.

         Back home we live in Glasgow in a top-floor flat with candles and big windows. Dad thinks that electric lights pollute the soul. I used to think this was fun, till I got older and didn’t. Till he wouldn’t let me get a phone. He tapped his forehead and said, ‘Fake light pollutes the soul.’ And I wanted to explode him on the spot. (These days we compromise on low-energy bulbs – dingy, but they mean all the world to me.)

         In Glasgow we don’t have sloths or jaguars or howler monkeys or light balls that fall out of the sky.

         We have Socks, who is black and white and the floppiest cat a person could know or love. He’s more of a scarf than a cat and hangs round your neck whenever you need him. He doesn’t pollute anyone’s soul. He soothes.

         At night, me and Socks sit on my bed by the window looking at the lights flicking on in other people’s houses, wondering what it’s like to be them, and where me and Dad are going to end up next.

         I didn’t know it was going to be alone. In a jungle lodge with a maze of wooden walkways that try to keep your feet in the air and out of the way of nature and fire ants, with a woman and a man (with eyes like a frog’s) who turned up while we were sitting round the fire with our guide last night. Our guide took one look and vanished into the woods, like water into the earth.

         I liked our guide.

         Dad looked up like he wasn’t surprised, and they oozed into the camp like molten metal into a mould. They squatted next to the fire. Their faces lit in the flames.

         I looked at Dad and folded my arms. He looked at the floor.

         ‘We are Charles and Rosa,’ they said.

         ‘Where are you from?’

         ‘Lima University,’ they said. ‘We research plants.’

         Their fake answers were as fake as their fake smiles on their fake faces.

         They asked Dad to come into the woods to collect specimens, like it was some kind of code, and went off to the lodge to change.

         Dad swallowed and held me by the shoulders in the dark and said, ‘You know I love you, don’t you? Whatever happens.’

         Actually I don’t. It’s pretty hard to know it when all someone does is yell or ignore you. Which is pretty much how it goes these days.

         ‘Whatever what happens?’

         Silence.

         Dad went into the lodge to change too and they left. I tried to follow, but our guide jumped out of the trees like a ghost and put a hand on my shoulder and held me back. ‘No,’ he said. And shook his head. Then they were too far gone to find.

         I went to bed with a really weird feeling and in the middle of the night there was a gunshot.

         I snapped the torch on and looked over.

         Dad’s bed was empty. He was gone.

         In Glasgow we don’t have guns either.

         Or kidnappers.

         Least, not on our street.

         I sat on my bed till dawn, watching the rain drip through the bullet hole in the roof, but he never came back. Charles and Rosa did. Knocking on the door with an envelope of money and the note.

         And now they’re in my room. These people I don’t even know, trying to pack up my bags and shove me out of the door, away from the lodge and down the mud-track trail to their canoe. 
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         * Mrs Glidings lives downstairs. We bunk up together when Dad goes on trips, me and Socks and Mrs Glidings. She cooks ace biscuits. No way I’m going there right now though.

      

   


   
      
         

            Raul

         

         This trail trip is different.

         When I pack I slip extra stuff into my bag. Trousers, my blue T-shirt, three bags of cancha chulpe salt corn kernels and my Coke can of cash from under my bed.

         I made a plan last week.

         It started on Tuesday after school when Aiko – with the dark eyes and the cellar with the llama foetus and skulls she says are her great-great-grandparents, but that actually she stole from up in the mountains (and everybody knows it) – shoved a linen ball into my hand, looked into my eyes and said, ‘You are destined for adventure.’

         Aiko’s dad is the village healer, the shaman. The one in the town with magic. If people are ill here, they don’t go to the doctor. They go to him. I don’t like Aiko, or her floor full of guinea pigs that sound like fire crackling when they eat.

         ‘I found it in the water.’ She pointed at the channel running down the street. ‘My papi says the mountains sent it.’

         I backed off out of the square. Ran up through the town and sat with my back to Papi Rosales’s old wooden door, petting Toffee his dog on the head. I listened to the radio from Mami Leona’s as she fried bananas, and unwound that parcel.

         When I saw what was at the centre of it I knew it was a sign.

         A necklace I hadn’t seen for two years from the neck of someone I’ll never see again.

         Who doesn’t exist. Not any more.

         That parcel meant the time for adventure is now.

      

   


   
      
         

            Maya

         

         Since we got here Dad’s been jumping at every leaf twitch, every monkey screech. Looking behind him like there’s a flesh-eating plant on his trail, like he was expecting something else. Someone?

         Dad who isn’t scared of anything.

         Now I get it.

         It was them. Charles and Rosa. They sent the letter. And they’ve got him.

         Why?

         I’ve got no idea.

         But there’s no way they’re going to get me too.

         My feet slip on the mud outside the lodge door. It rained last night. Heavy, like fistball drops smashing on to the roof. Channels are cut into the earth like canyon cracks running down to the river.

         Charles grabs my arm and tries to pull me along.

         I pull it back. ‘I can walk by myself!’

         CLICK. My brain snaps the fury in his face when I say it. 

         Rosa tries to steer my waist. ‘Let’s go.’

         I dodge her hand like earwig pincers.

         My eyes are blurry, the jungle heat is making me sweat.

         ‘Drink this.’ She passes me a bottle of water. It’s frosty cold.

         No way. What if they’ve drugged it?

         I hold Dad’s note in my hand and step out over the cracks and up on to the walkway. A Jesus lizard ducks under a rock, a bushbaby scampers up a branch.

         And when we reach the end I see the canoe bobbing on the jetty at the bottom of the steps with bottle-top lids for non-slip treads.

         I pull back.

         Charles tries to grab me but I twist my elbow out of his hand and ram it into his throat. I swipe my pack out of Rosa’s arms. Charles snatches the pack strap.

         I pull.

         He pulls back and his frog eyes bulge.

         Two red macaws shoot out of the trees and scream.

         I spit in his eye and kick him in the balls and jump off the walkway, into the arms of nature.

         And run.

      

   


   
      
         

            Raul

         

         We set off at 4 a.m. in a van with the team and rattle along. The guys shake hands and slap each other on the back. I like how happy Dad looks when he sees them all. We hook up with the walkers out of town. Three Australians, two Americans, one French. They’re nice.

         I walk with the Australians at the back, up over the Dead Woman’s Pass and down into the Pacaymayo Valley. They take a lot of photos – one they think’s of a puma that’s actually a dog and we laugh a lot. I make the most of their company. Tomorrow I’ll be on my own.

         We break to make camp. Ropes and canvas slide through the crew’s and my hands as we pull the hikers’ tents tight, looping the ropes through the pegs and stamping them into the ground against the wind. Once one lifted clean off the mountain with the sleeper still inside it. Some people say it was the wind. Others say it was the Abu, the spirit of the mountain, full of rage and throwing the tourist off the cliff.

         For what?

         Disrespect. The guy had left beer cans piled up by the river.

         People don’t disrespect Pachamama round here. Pachamama is Mother Nature – she’s the earth and everything in it. Disrespect that and you disrespect yourself.

         They found him downstream stuck to a rock before the falls. I guess she wanted to teach him a lesson.

         They fished him out like a bag of trash. Live trash.

         Dad lights the gas ring in the chef’s tent and cooks up plates of lomo saltado – beef with onions and peppers – that sizzles and makes the tent smell like hanan pacha, Inca heaven.

         All the walkers come in, their plates held high.

         Simone from America stops crying on the phone to her boyfriend and Anton, the French guy, sniffs the air and grins.

         The crew take theirs and slap Dad on the back.

         Dad smiles. He takes pride in his food. Mami calls him manos magicas – magic hands – ’cos he puts sparkle into whatever he makes. Which is always something. Even though all we seem to live on back home some days is air. I’d like to see how all those fancy city chefs cope on a two-ring burner on the side of a mountain.

         The team have made a fire and we sit round it and fill our faces full of rice.

         ‘Hey, Raul,’ the guide next to me says.

         He stares into my face.

         ‘What?’ I don’t look at him.

         He takes my chin in his hand, like he can see what’s inside me. Like he can read my thoughts. I feel the parcel Aiko gave me in my pocket like it’s red-hot. And glowing. I didn’t show it to my dad. I daren’t. Though it’d mean as much to him as it does to me. I can’t believe the water brought it all this way. All the way up the Amazon, sucked up into the mountain and spat out into the water channel. Into our town. One thousand and sixty kilometres. Running through the water like a dog that got lost on moving day and ran to find its family in their new home.

         Sometimes the past comes to haunt you.

         I push the guide off.

         ‘What’s up?’ Dad hands out plates of chocolate bananas and slaps my knee. 

         ‘Nothing.’ I turn away.

         The guide pours some beer for Pachamama into the earth, takes a sip and passes the bottle back to Dad and grins. ‘Keep an eye on that one,’ he says.

         Dad looks worried.

         I look down at my plate. I never know how much Dad knows about how I feel since we left. We talk about stuff. But mainly we say a lot with silence.

         Dad sips the beer, passes it on and puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘Life leads in many directions,’ he says. ‘Sometimes you have to pull the string of your heart and go.’

         I can’t look him in the eye. He knows. How does he know?

         Sometimes you have to pull the string of your heart and go.

         He’s right. It’s not a choice. Not any more.

         My family knows all about going and leaving. Some things you can leave behind, like places. Some things you carry all your life.

         Dad left the cloud forest when my sister Alessa died. We all did.

         The way she died has never left my father.

         Or me.

         The guilt grows in my stomach like a sponge. 

         
            *

         

         I think of the heat of Dad’s hand on my shoulder like he’s still there, when I’m standing, pack on my back in the sunrise next morning. Sun on my face, ice wind in my hair. I look back at the camp. Asleep in the mist. I look down at the moon on Rick’s watch and hold Alessa’s necklace in my hand.

         5 a.m.

         It’s time to go.

      

   


   
      
         

            Maya

         

         I run into the jungle, a whole world of up – trees way over my head, up into the clouds. My feet slip as I run in my knee-length lodge boots. My hair flops in my face. I flick it back and follow the trail. It’s safer and there’s space to run. Snakes and beasts avoid it.

         I put my arm round a rubber trunk and skid round the corner. I run with fear, I run with speed, I run with sweat and a bigger trust in nature and tarantulas and whatever they might throw at me than two liars I don’t even know, touching my stuff and trying to shove me into a boat.
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