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Prologue: The Chase

New Ireland, Bismarck Archipelago, Papua New Guinea

3°20'S 152°00'E



Joe Kabui was running for his life.

He could hardly breathe. He had been running for hours, stopping only occasionally, hoping against hope that he had lost his pursuers in the dense undergrowth. But they were good. Very good. And determined.

Joe was the chief of the village. He was fourteen years old. He had been chief for less than twenty-four hours. His father, chief before him, had been murdered. Because Joe was just a boy his killers had expected him to cave in to their demands. But he had said no to them, and in so doing he had doomed himself and his village.

They had emerged from the dawn mist. Even though they wore the masks of the Duk-Duk secret society, the very people who were supposed to keep law and order on their island, Joe knew they were imposters. His father had been chief of the Tolai people, a wise man and a high priest of the Duk-Duk, and Joe had been brought up in their traditions, which went back for thousands of years. Duk-Duk might wear hideous cane and fibre masks, and capes of woven leaves which would spread out behind them like giant bats, but they certainly didn’t wear bandoliers of ammunition strapped across their chests or carry Kalashnikov rifles. They did not set fire to houses and destroy fishing boats. They did not kill anyone who stood up to them. They were supposed to be a force for good.

Joe had no idea if his mother was still alive. All he knew was that the bandits were not going to give up. Once he was dead there would be nobody else left to stand up to them, and the land would be theirs. All along the coast other villages had given in to the bandits and sold their tribal lands for a paltry sum, but Joe’s father had inspired his people to say no, and now he and they were paying for it with their lives.

At first Joe kept to the treeline along the beaches, but he was spotted, and a bullet cracked into an overhanging rock centimetres from his head. Then, slowly working his way inland, he found himself on the outskirts of another village, but word had clearly spread, because they were waiting for him there, their ambush set. It only failed because a crocodile had suddenly emerged from the undergrowth, intent merely on slipping back into one of the dozens of rivers which formed the road networks of the rainforest, but it was enough of a shock to cause the hidden gunman to shoot at it in panic.

Joe had no choice but to go deeper still into the rainforest. He had grown up in and around it, and knew as much about living off it as anyone else on the island, but he also knew that you could never truly know the rainforest, or second-guess it, because it always threw the unexpected at you.

It was so dark and dense that it was impossible to see very far in any direction, and it was possible to imagine that he had given the bandits the slip, but he knew better. They had trackers with them. They could read the signs. A broken twig here. A vague toe-print there. Joe waded across streams and along them until the leeches drove him out. He had to waste precious time picking the engorged bloodsuckers off his arms, legs and back, and delve down into his pants looking for them. As he reached up to a branch to help support him as he crossed another stream, it suddenly came to life in his hands, a black snake at least two metres in length. Its fangs snapped out at him and it was only his well-honed reflexes that allowed him to avert an agonizing death as his own hand shot out and slapped it away.

The bandits kept up their dogged pursuit throughout the day. As Joe moved inland the ground began to rise. The island was long and narrow, in some places only ten kilometres wide, with a rugged, steep and mountainous spine dominated by the dark and brooding Mount Taron.

His legs ached. His yellow T-shirt hung raggedly from him. The soles of his bare feet were as tough as any pair of shoes, but the relentless chase was taking its toll. They were cut and bleeding and sore. Fungus spores filled the air. Mosquitoes hummed around him. He had no clear idea of where he was going, or where he might find sanctuary – all he knew was that his father had sworn to him that the mountain was home to spirits that would protect true members of the Duk-Duk. Joe wasn’t sure if he believed in any of the old stories, but he had nothing else left. There was a stench now as well, which had been growing for hours. It was like rotten eggs – but millions and millions of them. It seeped into his pores and made him want to retch. He felt dizzy and disorientated. Was he still going up the mountain, or sideways, or even down? It felt like the ground was moving under him.

He paused to drink from a stream. When he gulped at the water he was surprised to find it so warm. Before he could even begin to think about that, there was an ominous click. His eyes flitted up.

Barely a dozen metres in front of him.

Bandits. Their guns raised.

They had outflanked him as the rising gradient punished his legs and slowed him down. Or they might have been from a different group, one that had come right over the mountain.

It didn’t matter. He was dead for sure.

There was no sign of the Duk-Duk masks now, but their faces remained hidden, cloaked in chalk powder and streaked with sweat. Their hair was as wild as Joe’s, but their eyes were wide, bloodshot and drug-fuelled. He knew what they were – mercenaries, being paid to remove a troublesome tribal chief and grab his land. They were loyal to no one. He wouldn’t be captured, there would be no charges, no trial, not even any final request or last words. They would execute him and leave him to be consumed by the forest. In a matter of hours he would just be a collection of bones.

Joe slowly regained his feet. He wasn’t going to accept death like a trapped animal. He would stand, proud and defiant to the end. Yet as he stood he felt suddenly shaky again, and almost toppled over.

But then he saw that it wasn’t only him. The bandits themselves had involuntarily lowered their guns and were struggling to stay on their feet.

The ground itself was moving.

There was a loud ripping sound and huge cracks suddenly appeared in the mountainside. One of the bandits yelled and took a step back as one appeared before him, but immediately fell into another behind.

And then from above, from the very summit of the mountain, rocks began to hail down; huge molten boulders exploding in the vegetation like mortar shells. The bandits turned and fled. One took a direct hit. His screams were horrific as he lay crushed and burning.

A flaming boulder landed beside Joe, showering him with shards of molten rock. He patted frantically at his hair and clothes, trying to extinguish the flames.

There was a massive boom from above. Joe looked up at the mountain, but where before he had had a clear view of the summit, now it was masked in smoke. More rocks began to rain down, all around him.

Joe sprang forward with every ounce of strength that remained in his exhausted muscles. He had been chased by bandits all day – but now it felt as if he was being chased by an entire mountain.



Chapter One

They hardly had time to catch their breath. One minute they were lost in the icy wastes of the Arctic, the next they were swooping over an island of dank, impenetrable rainforests and craggy unexplored mountain ranges. New Ireland was one of the largest islands in the Bismarck Archipelago, off the north-eastern coast of Papua New Guinea.

Obviously, Michael Monroe had never heard of it.

He was fourteen years of age, an orphan and a former troublemaker who had been expelled from more schools than he could remember. Lately he had become the newest member of the globe-trotting environmental rescue service, SOS, and had been hailed as a hero for helping to recover a lost satellite.

Obviously, given that he was a hero, Michael Monroe was never going to admit one basic fact to his colleagues: he didn’t much like spiders.

But his young comrade Katya knew already. They had barely been off the helicopter for five minutes, and were helping to move supplies into their new headquarters at the small airport on the outskirts of the island’s only large town, Kavieng, when the spider, no bigger than Michael’s thumbnail, leapt from a computer monitor on to his hand and he let out a shriek that others might have reserved for an encounter with a large sea monster or a carnivorous alien. It hadn’t attacked him, and it didn’t bite him. It was just using him as a means of getting from one place to another. But his yell suggested that it had plunged its fangs into his vein and transferred a poison that would paralyse in a matter of seconds. Michael swiped it off his hand with a shudder and then glanced around at Katya.

‘I …’ he began.

‘You big scaredy cat!’ Katya exclaimed.

‘I’m not … I didn’t … it just …’

‘You’re scared of spiders!’

‘It was just the shock of it …’ Michael mumbled.

‘Michael Monroe, do you know how many different types of insects there are in the rainforest on this island?’

‘Uhm … a few dozen?’ he asked hopefully.

‘One million,’ said Katya. ‘And those are just the ones they’ve discovered.’ She stood in front of him and said, ‘So if I were you, I would start getting used to them. Here, I saved you one of my sweets.’

She held out her hand.

He held out his.

She dropped the same spider right back into it.

Michael screamed again, hurled the spider into the air, and swore loud and bloody vengeance as she danced out of the tent, laughing hysterically.



Dr Jimmy Kincaid, the pop star turned founder of SOS, called the Artists to a meeting just as the sun dipped out of the sky. Michael wasn’t sure if he was invited or not. He had, after all, only recently signed up with SOS, and was still very much finding his feet. The Action Response Team was a small, elite unit within the organization, a group of specialists trained to solve any problem and dive headfirst into any crisis; Michael, on the other hand, specialized in nothing, and most of the crisis he had dived headfirst into had been of his own making. His exploits in the Arctic had undoubtedly worked in his favour, but nobody had actually said anything to him about becoming an Artist. Even Katya, who was an expert in several fields, wasn’t certain of her own place in the team.

From the outside, the compound where SOS was setting up was little more than a collection of army surplus tents, a hastily constructed helicopter pad, several generators, dozens of boxes of supplies and a high wire fence to keep out inquisitive locals. But if they had been able to peek through the tent flaps they would have seen a hi-tech base to rival anything the world’s elite military forces could come up with. 3D television screens seemed to hang in the air, satellite feeds gave stunning views of the entire Bismarck Archipelago, weather maps showed systems moving back and forth across the Indian and Pacific Oceans, local, national and international television news kept the team up to date on other world trouble spots, there were live video conferences going on from SOS bases on every continent … Michael still wasn’t used to how efficient the whole operation was. They’d only been on the ground for a couple of hours and the SOS machine was already running smoothly; in that time Michael had carried a few boxes of supplies and struggled to find a charger for his iPod.

Now he hovered just outside the Artists’ tent; it was set out with fold-down chairs, and a small bank of monitors. The flap was open, but with a mosquito net hanging across it. He could see a criss-cross version of Dr Kincaid already talking. Mr Crown, the burly, shaven-headed all-action member of the team, was seated directly in front of him; to his left was Bailey, the helicopter pilot who was either the bravest in the business or the most reckless, depending on your point of view. Certainly he had ‘lost’ a number of aircraft. Next to Bailey was Bonsoir, their linguistics expert and chief strategic planner. On the other side of Mr Crown sat Dr Faustus, their surgeon, a man who had reputedly carried out a heart transplant while fighting off a bear. Katya was sitting just behind them. She glanced back at him once, and smirked.

‘Michael, are you not joining us?’ It was Dr Kincaid. Everyone turned.

Michael pulled the mosquito net back and stood awkwardly in the entrance. ‘Ahm …’

There were no empty chairs.

‘Katya?’

Her head snapped to Dr Kincaid. ‘Yip?’

‘Did I not ask you to put out chairs for the Artists?’

‘Yes. I did.’

‘You seem to have miscounted.’

‘No, I …’ And then she understood what Dr Kincaid was saying. ‘I didn’t think he …’

‘Good try,’ said Dr Kincaid. ‘Now why don’t you nip out and get him one?’

‘But …’

‘Michael, in the meantime, you can take Katya’s.’

Katya got up and strode furiously past him. She didn’t make eye contact, but he was quite sure she could see the smile on his face.

Michael took her seat. He nodded around the other Artists. Did it mean he was one of them? They were nodding back, but they were smirking as well, the way you would if a child put on a fancy-dress police uniform. It didn’t mean he actually was one. They were indulging him. Or were they? He knew there was a simple solution: just ask.

Am I an Artist?

The problem with that, of course, was that they would most probably say no, you’re just here to get the coffee.

So he kept silent and fixed his eyes on the screen hanging just above Dr Kincaid. There was a still photograph on it of a woman with short grey hair, a small, sharp nose, bright blue eyes and a friendly smile. She had a monkey in her arms.

‘Michael, for your benefit, this is Dr Anna Roper. The one with the smile, that is.’ Katya reappeared and plumped her chair down as far away from Michael as possible. ‘Dr Roper is the reason for our visit to New Ireland.’

‘This is the missing scientist?’ Michael asked.

Katya rolled her eyes.

Dr Kincaid said, ‘Yes, Dr Roper is missing, lost, gone mad, drowned, or, on the other hand, she may be perfectly fine. The fact is that her expedition set out two weeks ago, and everything was fine for the first six days, and then suddenly radio contact was lost, and nobody has heard a word from her since. We’re here to find her.’

‘Nearly nine thousand square kilometres of dense rainforest to search,’ said Bonsoir. ‘Shouldn’t be hard.’

‘Chopper’s of damn-all use,’ said Bailey. ‘Canopy’s so thick, you can’t see a thing from the air.’

‘There’s every parasite known to man, and plenty that aren’t, out there,’ said Dr Faustus, ‘and she didn’t take much more than a first aid kit with her. If she’s been bitten by something, or caught some disease, I don’t hold out much hope.’

‘It’s not her getting lost or the bugs or the snakes that worries me,’ said Mr Crown. ‘It’s the cannibals.’

‘Cannibals?’ said Michael.

‘Now … now,’ said Dr Kincaid, ‘we don’t know that there are—’

‘We have good evidence there are tribes out there that still haven’t had any contact with civilization. Previous experience suggests that such tribes continue to practise cannibal—’

‘The point,’ Dr Kincaid cut in firmly, ‘is that the sooner we find Dr Roper the better. Agreed?’ The Artists nodded. ‘Good. Now let’s work out the details of how we’re going to …’ He stopped. He had noticed Michael slowly raising his hand. ‘Yes, Michael?’

‘Ahm – excuse me … but … we’ve just been to the Arctic, and now we’ve flown halfway around the world to undertake something that sounds every bit as dangerous. I just wanted to know … you know … what’s so important about Dr Roper that she needs SOS to save her?’

Michael was aware of Katya rolling her eyes again.

Dr Kincaid nodded. ‘Michael, a very good question, and of course you missed the beginning of our meeting. Dr Roper is carrying out vital research. The rainforest here on the island is owned by different tribes, different villages, but they’re poor people with no access to proper medical facilities. So they’re selling the land to loggers, or in some cases they’re being forced to sell it, and the loggers are cutting down the rainforest. If it continues at the current rate, within five years there’ll be nothing left. And that pattern, my friend, is being repeated all over the planet. If the rainforest goes, not only will a quarter of all species become extinct, and I’m talking about everything from butterflies to beetles to spiders to snakes to lizards to frogs to toads to parrots to sloths, but things are going to get a hell of a lot warmer as well. About thirty per cent of the greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere are caused by deforestation.’

‘But her research is … ?’

‘Parts of this island have never been explored. If she can discover some previously unknown species of animal, hopefully something furry and cute, then the publicity that gets will hopefully convince the government to declare the whole island a national park, and that’ll stop the loggers dead in their tracks. That’s why she’s gone out there, in my humble opinion – barely equipped, badly supplied, inexpertly guided and at the mercy of disease, cannibals, unknown creatures and developers. But I do know one thing. If there’s a creature like that to be found, she’s pig-headed enough to keep going until she finds it, and if she finds it we might just turn the tide against these damn loggers. So now do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Michael.

‘And did I mention that Dr Roper is my sister?’



Chapter Two

It was too muggy for sleep. And too loud. Michael was exhausted, but every time he closed his eyes the buzz of insects woke him up. The nets were fine for keeping the mosquitoes out, but that didn’t account for the creatures that were already in the tent, or who found their way in through different means. He was bitten, and he was bitten, and he was bitten. They all were.

‘I hate this place,’ he said, swinging gently on his hammock.

Katya was next to him. She said, ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet. It’s a jungle out there. Well, a rainforest.’

They had been given their own small tent. The Artists were still up, planning, while they had been ordered to bed.

‘We’re not children,’ Katya had fumed.

‘Technically …’ Bonsoir had commented.

‘You can’t make us.’

‘You think not?’ Mr Crown had said.

He had picked her up, carried her across the compound, and placed her headfirst into a barrel of fresh fish. Her yells and screams caused much laughter. While she was still struggling to get out, Mr Crown turned to Michael and said, ‘What about you?’

Michael faked a yawn and said he was more than ready to retire.

‘You still smell of fish,’ Michael said. She had hosed herself down about twelve times in an effort to get rid of the stink. ‘Or maybe it’s your perfume.’

‘At least I stood up to them.’

‘And lost. You should choose your battles more carefully.’

In the darkness, a shoe hit him on the forehead.

An hour later, they were both still twisting and turning. Michael said, ‘Did you know Dr Kincaid had a sister?’

‘Nope.’

‘Do you think it’s right, doing this?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Using SOS for personal reasons.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, there are emergencies all over the planet, but here we all are, looking for one person.’

‘She’s important. Didn’t you listen?’

‘I listened. I’m just thinking out loud.’

‘Well, don’t.’

They were quiet for a little while. Then Michael said, ‘You know what’s going to happen, don’t you?’

‘I’m trying to sleep.’

‘We’re only going to get so far into this, and then once it gets dangerous, they’re going to leave us behind.’

‘No they won’t. Not this time. Not after the Arctic, and the satellite.’

‘I know we did well there, but they might not look at it like that. They’ll say, oh they only just survived that, let’s not put them in the firing line this time. They’re going to have us doing something really boring. Paperwork, probably.’

‘If they try to make me do paperwork …’

‘I suppose I can get used to the smell of fish.’

‘He took me by surprise. It won’t happen again.’

Michael remained silent.

‘It won’t,’ said Katya.



Because the rainforest canopy blanketed virtually the entire island, it was impossible for the Artists to search from the air the area where Dr Roper was thought to have disappeared. The plan therefore was for Bailey to take them by helicopter along the coast, closely following the Boluminski Highway, as far as Put Put Mission Station. From there they would board three inflatable dinghies and speed up the Sepik River to set up a second base camp in the grounds of St Mark’s Mission Station, a church-school-hospital run by an Irish priest, which was, according to Bonsoir, the last outpost of civilization.

‘Depending, of course, on what your definition of civilization is,’ he added as they boarded the chopper. ‘Is it having access to an Xbox 360? Or is it knowing you can drink the water without it killing you?’
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