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One



Room 13, Hotel Santo Domingo, Mexico City


I’m writing this sitting on the bed with the talisman in my free hand. The ceiling fan’s wobbling and the overhead light is flickering. The shadows slicing the walls are making me dizzy.


I didn’t sleep on the flight from Heathrow or from Jamaica and I won’t sleep tonight. A cicada is rasping, he’s quite extraordinarily loud. I’ve searched the whole room but I can’t find the little bugger. He could be anywhere, cicadas are brilliant ventriloquists.


I know what you’d say about getting to sleep, Dr Walker, but I can’t take one of your pills. Early flight tomorrow to some little town in the mountains, then a charter plane to the jungle and a boat up a river. I don’t know its name and I don’t want to. I just need to get away.


I never told you about the talisman, did I? It’s the size of my thumb, neatly shrouded in my handkerchief. After I’d had the first coffee with her we were saying goodbye under our birch tree when her hair snagged on a twig and she pulled it free. When she’d gone I went back and retrieved several long black strands and snapped off the twig and wound them round. I’ve had the talisman ever since. I keep it zipped in the breast pocket of my safari shirt, against my heart. I don’t care if that’s sentimental. I will keep it always.


Just now I wrote that I have to get away, but I know I can’t do that, not ever, because she’s dead. I can never get away from that.


You see how it always comes back to her, Dr Walker? That’s why I can’t sleep. That’s why I’ve done what you suggested and started this journal. And maybe you’re right, maybe writing will stop the thoughts going round and round like angry wasps.


Although I’m not going to write about Penelope. Why should I? No point re-hashing the past. This is about the future. A clean break.


I found that cicada. He was hiding behind the picture of the Virgin Mary above the bed. He’s been driving me mad and when I found him, I wanted to squash him. Me, the insect lover! I was shocked.


Of course I thought better of it. He is so beautiful. Some kind of Zammara, I think. His transparent wings are deceptively delicate, folded over a powerful body that’s boldly marked in turquoise and black. How can I blame him for disturbing me when all he’s doing is trying to attract a mate?


Some hope in here, poor sod. I’ve stowed him in my pocket, I’m going to take him outside and find him a home. I spotted some oleanders on the corner of the street. Who knows, maybe he’ll even find a female.


One thing’s for certain. I can’t stay in this room any longer. It’s supposed to be winter in Mexico but it’s hot as hell and the walls feel as if they’re closing in. I can’t stand this bloody flickering.


Well that was a mistake. The Day of the Dead was last week, for Christ’s sake, I booked my flights specifically to avoid it – but you’d never guess, the shops and street stalls bristling with sugar skulls and cheery plastic skeletons in all the colours of the rainbow. It was horrible. Not to mention the traffic fumes and the blaring horns, the cacophony of Spanish – which I don’t speak.


I left my cicada in an oleander bush. Better luck out here, my friend. I didn’t want to leave him, he’d been company. The crowds on the street were making me uneasy, so I sought refuge in the nearest museum.


And where did I end up? Staring into a glass case at a big pear-shaped bundle of earth-coloured cloth two thousand years old, containing the mummified remains of a human being. A cutaway diagram revealed the thing inside, crouching in a basket, its skeletal knees drawn up to its chest, its shrunken face half-hidden by bony fingers. A caption in broken English said the body was wrapped in many layers of ‘elaporated cloths’. Like a giant sweet.


Why of all things did I have to stumble across a corpse? Why not some harmless collection of pots? Wretched object wasn’t even Mexican, the sign said it was borrowed from Peru. That makes me feel as if I’ve been singled out. Why can’t death leave me alone?


I should have walked away, but I couldn’t stop staring. The thing was lopsided, its head cocked as if slyly peering up at me. Its earthy outer wrapping was patterned with little faded motifs in green and yellow, they looked like hummingbirds and bees. The night we met she was wearing a floaty frock embroidered with butterflies and tiny coin-sized mirrors. I said it was nice, and she said it was from India and she was ‘into ethnic stuff’. I hadn’t a clue what she meant, not being familiar with how her generation speaks. That made her laugh. Later she told me she’d only been trying out a ‘look’ and wasn’t particularly ‘into’ ethnic stuff, she’d said it as a joke.


That was the whole problem, I never could tell when she was teasing. That’s why it all went wrong.


A party of tourists drifted past, their voices soughing and receding like waves. I felt sweat trickling down my spine, caught a whiff of my unwashed flesh. Not bees, I thought muzzily. Hornets. Although are hornets indigenous to Mexico? I’ll have to look that up.


A Mexican matron waddled up and crossed herself when she saw the carcase. All at once I wanted to strangle her, an uprush of pure heart-thumping rage. And it wasn’t only her I was angry with, it was everyone. Those ancient Peruvians with their bundled corpse, what did they imagine they were achieving? And Mexicans with their Day of the Dead? Do you really think it’s that easy? Chuck a few sugary treats on the grave and she’ll come back?


I’ve had these spurts of rage since my breakdown, but knowing they’re only a symptom doesn’t make them easier to deal with. I lost my temper with Wanda, poor little cow, and her unthinking belief that the dead live on. You remember Wanda, Dr Walker, Jeremy’s wife? He’s my best friend (well, my only friend), they came to visit me in hospital? I’ve known them since we were at Cambridge and I like her, I do, even if she is a bit of a hippie, and strident about Women’s Lib. But all that drivel about death being merely ‘passing over’, ‘one door closing, another opening’. That’s such rubbish. It’s how the living fool themselves into believing they’re still connected to the dead – when the truth is, there’s nothing to be connected to.


‘Rest in peace’? That makes me so angry. How can Penelope be at peace when she no longer exists? She isn’t ‘resting’. She – is – not. That’s what I can’t bear.


Wanda would probably say that it wasn’t by chance that I ended up in front of that carcase in the museum, she’d tell me it was Fate. Well fuck that, Wanda. What’s Fate – what’s faith – but belief without evidence? If you want to believe in a soul which lives on after death, fine, go ahead. Just so long as you admit that it’s on a par with believing there’s a leprechaun in my sock drawer. Both ideas are founded on nothing.


The museum was emptying. As I crossed the echoing hall I felt unreal, cut off from everyone. I watched myself politely making way for an old lady and her granddaughter, while inside I felt the howl gathering force, pushing up into my throat like a fist. Pull yourself together, Simon, you can’t break down here. No crouching on the floor with your head in your hands, like those huddled remains.


Out in the street, self-preservation kicked in. I didn’t fancy being mugged and left for dead in an alleyway, so I squared my shoulders and feigned assurance, in case any thieves were watching.


My cicada was still rasping away in his bush. I felt sorry for him; he belongs in the rainforest, high in the canopy. And he put me in mind of where I’m going.


On the flight from Jamaica I looked at my field guides, and for the first time since it happened, I felt a twinge of excitement. So many species of mantid – such riches waiting to be discovered. Thinking of that now, I realise that the jungle isn’t merely an escape, I do actually want to be there. I need that dense green tangled dimness; the flutter and hum of insect lives.


And I find the fact that I’m still capable of longing quite encouraging. Perhaps you’re right, Dr Walker, perhaps I am getting better. And surely it’s a hopeful sign that I care about not being mugged?


It seems that I really do want to reach the rainforest alive.


All that rage in the museum. That contempt for the sugar skulls and the ancient people with their pathetic wrapped remains. And yet here am I with my talisman: a dead woman’s hair wrapped round a twig. Why do I keep it, if not from a primitive belief that this tiny part of her contains her spirit?


Or at least her essence – which in a way it does, her DNA. The primitive aspect lies in my belief, unconscious but undoubtedly there, that by touching this part of her, as I am doing now – all right, not touching, clutching – that by clutching these strands of her hair, I am touching her. There’s the self-deception. The pitiable attempt to deny death.


I know all this. I know that this twig is merely an assemblage of lignin, these strands of hair are simply twisted chains of keratin. It’s not her. And yet this talisman feels charged. Radioactive.


So let’s be honest, shall we? Let’s not deceive ourselves. It wasn’t contempt that I felt for those people in the museum, it was envy. If only I was like them. If only I too could believe that I can contact the dead. That I could see her, touch her one last time.


If only, if only, if only. That’s why I can’t sleep. That’s why I need the jungle. If anything can save me, it’s my mantids. We’re in this together, my beauties. It’s you and me against the world.












Two



I’m on the plane to San Cristóbal and the woman beside me has been reading over my shoulder. Podgy, forty-ish, plain. Beige slacks, flowery blouse, probably bought new for the trip; hardly any make-up, fingernails painted a careful pink. She’s smoking too much, clearly eager to chat. Well, she was; and if she’s reading this now, too bad, it serves you right for snooping.


Earlier she told me she hated flying and would I mind if we talked? I said okay, and she asked how long I’d be staying in San Cristóbal. Only a night, I said, someone’s meeting me, tomorrow we’re off to the jungle.


Her eyes widened in admiration. ‘Sounds intrepid.’


‘Not really. I gather it’s an established camp, been going for years, some sort of dig. Although I won’t be—’


‘Ooh, you’re an archaeologist! So’s my boss! Maybe you met him at the conference in Chiapas?’


‘I’m not an archaeologist.’


‘Oh. So why go to the jungle?’


Nettled, I pointed out of the window at the clouds. ‘There’s a forest down there. I’m an entomologist. I study insects.’


She gave a theatrical little shudder. People often do, especially women. You’d think I’d be used to it by now, but I still find it annoying. A few days ago I was in Stanford’s buying maps and I picked up a ‘Traveller’s Guide to Mexican Wildlife’. It had lavish sections on Birds, Mammals, Reptiles, Amphibians and Fish – but nothing on insects. It was all I could do not to tear the bloody thing apart. How can they ignore the most successful phylum on the planet? Sometimes I think that’s what drew me to insects in the first place: because they’re unloved.


Anyway, a few minutes ago I got my neighbour to shut up by telling her about my breakdown. It worked a treat, she flashed me a meaningless smile and shrank back in her seat. Then an air hostess came with a tray and we both took plastic cups of pink pop and exchanged polite nods, mutely acknowledging that we won’t speak again till we’ve landed and are saying goodbye.


She’s pretending to be absorbed in her book. It’s open at a double-page picture done in that brutal Central American style, maybe Aztec or Inca? Colours are nice and bright, but it’s far too complicated, I can’t make out what it’s meant to be. I find it unsettling. I hope there’s nothing like it on the dig. Although if there is it won’t matter, I’ll be off in the jungle with my mantids. Yes. I must hold onto that.


Earlier when we were taking off, my neighbour glanced at my hands, I think she was checking for a wedding ring. I felt like saying, Nope, I’m not married or divorced, nor am I interested in a one-night stand. I wonder what she’d say if I told her I’m forty-two and never had a proper girlfriend until Penelope?


I never told you that, did I, Dr Walker? Before Penelope I’d had precious little to do with females. Growing up, there was Mother and my sister Marjorie, who didn’t count. Let’s see, at six I was infatuated with Snow White, then at eight it was Olivia de Havilland in Robin Hood. My older brother Edwin and I went to a boys’ grammar; so the only real girls I encountered were Marjorie’s friends – whom I loathed, because of their affected terror of my stick insects.


When adolescence struck, I moved on to more actresses: Jean Simmons, Anna Neagle, and the girl in the Playtex advert. No real female showed an interest in me, except to mock. I was such an easy target: too tall, too thin, too tongue-tied to fight back.


Of course I was aware of the Swinging Sixties, how could I not be, with my colleagues at the Institute busily coupling and uncoupling? But somehow it never applied to me. I’ve always felt like a separate species. People think insects don’t have hearts, but they do, they’re just different from ours. That’s how I felt, different. And I was fine with it, I didn’t want to join in. I was happy with my mantids.


I’m not trying to excuse myself, there is no excuse for what I did. All I’m saying is that if I’d known more about women when I met Penelope, it might not have happened.


Just now I was gazing out of the window when the clouds parted and suddenly there was the rainforest – a vast, shimmering green wilderness. I felt a stinging behind my eyes. I realised I’d stopped breathing.


Far below me lay a shining river like a fat copper snake. I made out the tiny bronze speck of a settlement, and a narrow red slash, maybe left by loggers or coffee-planters. Then the ravages of people were left behind like a bad dream and I saw nothing but trees.


I suppose it’s because I grew up near a forest that they’ve always been my refuge. I feel better simply gazing down at that endless green expanse.


It’s occurred to me that the worst has already happened. There can be no pain more intense than what I’ve experienced. No deeper disgrace, no fiercer remorse. It’s all behind me.


My neighbour is still chain-smoking, still buried in her book, poring over that wall painting or whatever it’s supposed to be. It’s like a puzzle, but I’m beginning to make it out. It’s some sort of nobleman or maybe a priest, standing in profile. He has an imposing Roman nose and a jutting lower jaw, but the back of his skull is weirdly flattened, as if someone’s bashed it in. He’s wearing a spotted cloak, an elaborate headdress with feathers, and odd high-sided sandals. In one fist he’s grasping a leaf-shaped blade and in the other he’s


What the hell? Yup, he’s clutching his erect penis. It’s spouting four little scarlet snakes, complete with tiny forked tongues. Are they meant to be blood? Oh God is that what he’s just done with the knife?


I felt nauseous but I didn’t throw up and now I’m okay. Had to re-evaluate my neighbour, though. Shortly after take-off she patted her book and told me she was ‘into’ pre-Columbian art, ‘Though obviously not as a collector, not at those prices.’ But why would anyone want to collect that? A man attacking his own penis with a knife?


The things people do. I don’t care if it was thousands of years ago, it makes me want to vomit.


I need the jungle as never before. Please, please, I can’t bear it any more. I need to be in the rainforest, alone among trees. Far away from people. Yes. Nothing human.


Things will be better down there.












Three



San Cristóbal, Later


I’ve seen Penelope.


She was in the market-place, standing silent and still in the crowd, Indians and mestizos milling around her like a river breaking round a stone. She was glaring at me the way she did that day outside the mansion block. Accusing. Then someone bumped against me and when I looked again she wasn’t there. It was all I could do to stumble back to the guest house.


I’m holed up in my room. It’s chilly and smells of petrol. Dogs and chickens outside, motorbikes puttering. Sounds keep flaring and receding. My eyes are scratchy with fatigue.


Earlier it rained, a real tropical downpour that lasted an hour. Across the road three black vultures are hunched in a tree, their wings half-spread to dry, like giant bats. Beneath them the ground is littered with rotting fruits the size of plums, but a dark velvety brown. Whatever they are they must be fermenting, because I’ve just seen a huge butterfly, a king swallowtail I think, rise drunkenly and fly away.


San Cristóbal is all narrow streets and little plazas, squat Spanish houses with red-tiled roofs and iron-barred windows. It’s in the mountains, seven thousand feet up, and I’ve never had altitude sickness before, but I do now – hence Penelope. Altitude sickness is well known to cause hallucinations. That’s what she was.


Altitude sickness also causes headaches, hence the steel band crushing my skull. And I’ve burst a blood vessel in my left eye, it’s turned the white an alarming scarlet. When I collected my key from the desk, the woman gave me a startled look, and out of the corner of my eye I saw her cross herself.


I won’t go down to supper, I shall stay in here until tomorrow, when I meet the fellows from the dig. Penelope was an artefact of altitude and fatigue. I know that. But I won’t risk another encounter.


Besides, I find those Indians unsettling. Their cast of features reminds me of that picture on the plane. According to my guidebook, many of the tribes around here are direct descendants of the ancient Maya. That’s surprising, I thought they’d died out centuries ago. The book says the modern ones are mostly Catholics due to the missionaries, but they also revere their local shamans, I think that’s a kind of witch doctor. Apparently the Indians believe that such men can contact the spirits.


I wish I hadn’t read that. I hope there aren’t any Indians on the dig.












Four



Piedras Quemadas Camp, on a tributary of Rio Lacantún, s/e Chiapas


Made it to the jungle! I can’t quite believe it.


Night has fallen with brutal suddenness and moths are circling the lightbulb hanging from the rafter; they keep cutting across my light. I’m breathing in swampy heat and a rank sweetness of rotting vegetation, in my ears the rhythmic rasp of billions of insects. I’m almost happy.


I’m writing this in my ‘lab’. It’s really only a hut at the edge of camp, and like all the others it’s merely a palm-thatched roof on posts. No walls, an earth floor strewn with palm fronds. Everything open to the night.


My ‘desk’ is a rough board on trestles, and ten feet from where I sit, I can see a shadowy stand of heliconia. Beyond that, the black wall of the jungle.


I like the heliconia. I like its big rubber-plant leaves and its huge lobster-claw ‘flowers’ (they’re actually bracts). It’s a treasure-trove of arthropods, and before the light died I couldn’t resist a swift inspection. Found three glasswings of spectral beauty, an iridescent jewel beetle and more ants and spiders than I could count. A dead leaf turned out to be a bush cricket; a nine-inch stick insect took to the air with a flash of yellow wings. Such riches! No mantids as yet, but that would be greedy on my first night.


I’ve enjoyed unpacking my gear. Plastic sheets, blowers, aspirators, pyrethrin for fogging; specimen bottles, relaxation chambers, nets, ethyl acetate, killing jars. Setting everything in order has been oddly reassuring, I suppose because my equipment is the one aspect of my work I can control.


Apart from two trestle tables, I have two canvas chairs and four tea chests fitted with padlocks, that’s to keep out the spider monkeys, I’ve been warned about them. My gear is now securely locked up, and when I finish writing I shall lock up this journal too, safe from prying eyes. Birkenshaw strikes me as the nosey type.


There’s a wasp’s nest on the roof post behind me, a tiny one made of mud by a docile little potter wasp. I can’t help remembering the wasps’ nest I found in the shed when I was seven. I was hiding from Edwin when a wasp landed on my forearm. I kept still to avoid being stung, and the creature probed my skin with tiny delicate forelimbs. It was the first time I’d ever truly seen an insect – I mean, been aware of its separate existence. I watched it fly back to the nest. I saw how its fellows greeted it.


Later that day, I looked up wasps in the encyclopaedia. I was captivated. Each wasp knows its function and performs it: no doubts, no mistakes, no misunderstandings. The beautiful logic of insect lives. A million miles from the messy irrationality of human beings.


In the weeks that followed, I returned to the shed again and again. I watched those wasps for hours. I brought them offerings of windfalls. I wanted to know everything about them. I wanted to be one, flying through the forest on swift sure wings. I can’t think of them now without sadness and guilt.


But that’s in the past. I’m here now, I’ve reached sanctuary. And it’s not just an escape, it’s an opportunity. If I can do worthwhile work, something fit for publication, I’m pretty sure I can get tenure.


A fresh start. That’s the ticket.


It seems like a week since we left San Cristóbal. I can’t believe it was only this morning.


Ridley and Birkenshaw picked me up after breakfast. Birkenshaw’s a Billy Bunter type and seems okay, but I didn’t take to Ridley. He treated me like an amateur and lost no time in establishing his own credentials. ‘Anthropologist, explorer, escapee from the rat race,’ he said with a knowing grin. Myself, I’d call him an ageing hippie.


He’s a chain-smoker with a drinker’s blotchy features, and defiantly filthy: grimy canvas hat, safari shirt and trousers, muddy combat boots. A grizzled beard and a ponytail, for heaven’s sake, the man’s fifty if he’s a day! Added to which, he kept us waiting at the guesthouse, then didn’t apologise when he finally turned up, just said he had ‘business’ at the local museum.


Birkenshaw hailed him with a clap on the back. ‘This is the man you need to talk to when it comes to Indians,’ he told me – as if I’d asked. ‘Our Ridley keeps them in line on the dig. Labour relations, that sort of thing.’ He sniggered as if at some private joke.


Ridley shot him a glance. ‘They’re amazing people,’ he told me coolly. ‘Closest thing to an ancient Maya you’ll ever meet. I speak the dialect. Come to me when you need to talk to them.’


‘I hardly think that’s likely,’ I said.


That seemed to annoy him, and he took it upon himself to check over my gear. Bloody cheek. And of course he discovered that I was missing all sorts of essentials – which he then supplied with irritating relish. Disposable lighters, antibiotic pills, snake-bite serum, finger-sized aluminium cylinders of powdered sulphur for disinfecting wounds, a whistle for distress calls (‘Camp Regs, the Prof insists you carry it at all times’). Plus a set of fish-hooks and fishing lines.


‘But I’ve never fished in my life,’ I protested.


‘Let’s hope you never have to start,’ he said. ‘This lot’s in case you get lost.’


‘And I suppose this is too?’ I remarked, drawing a foot-long steel machete from its leather sheath.


‘Nope, you’ll carry that with you always.’


I nodded gravely. ‘In case a jaguar leaps out at me on my way to the latrine.’


He threw me a look. ‘Jungle’s no joke, Dr Corbett. People go missing all the time. Back-packers, chicleros – they collect gum–’


‘I know,’ I said.


He looked at me. ‘Even Indians go missing. Sometimes the body turns up. Mostly it doesn’t.’


‘I’m not new to the tropics,’ I retorted. ‘I’ve done fieldwork in the West Indies.’


He snorted. ‘The West Indies! Where we’re going, it’s the real thing.’


Oh, give me strength.


A few hours later we nearly had a row. After a bumpy flight the Cessna had dropped us at the airstrip; that’s what sparked the row. I’d been expecting a narrow stretch of red earth amid lush, steaming green jungle – but instead we’d landed in a treeless devastation of bleeding stumps. It was horrible. No life except for swarms of mosquitoes.


‘Who did this?’ I demanded as we stood in the glaring sun, waiting for the dugout to come and pick us up.


‘Loggers of course,’ said Ridley, lighting one of his endless cigarettes. ‘Big business round here. They’re working their way slowly upstream, clearing as they go.’


It was the way he said it, so casually. ‘Clearing?’ I exploded. ‘A forest doesn’t need ‘clearing’, it’s not a disease! What you mean is killed.’


He was taken aback. ‘For Christ’s sake, they’re only trees.’


I stared at him. ‘Only trees? And you say you know the jungle? My God, man, this is the wholesale destruction of a world!’


‘Steady on, old fellow,’ said Birkenshaw. ‘Let’s not get carried away. Kiss and make up, all right?’


I was breathing hard, Ridley stiff-faced, intent on his cigarette. I muttered an apology, told him I hadn’t slept in days. He said no problem and we shook hands. Although afterwards I caught him exchanging an eye-roll with Birkenshaw. I shall have to watch myself. Can’t go flying off the handle like that. A fresh start, remember?


I suspect that’s what Ridley and Birkenshaw were after too, when they came out here. I gather from Ridley that Birkenshaw once taught at a rather good university, but left under a cloud; he didn’t say why. As for Ridley, I have my suspicions. Although I may be wrong.


Things improved once the dugout puttered into sight. We loaded our gear and soon the loggers’ devastation was slipping behind, and the jungle closing in.


It started to rain, a full-blooded tropical downpour. I huddled under the canvas roof rigged up at the rear of the boat, Birkenshaw beside me, wiping his glasses. ‘And they call this the dry season!’ he laughed, raising his voice above the din. I loved it. It felt cleansing and real.


It lasted three hours, then abruptly stopped. Clouds of mosquitoes swarmed. I took off my waterproof and sprayed on the DEET.


A white mist rose from the forest, and I breathed a fug of diesel and riverine decay. The water was a muddy, opaque green. No banks. We glided past walls of tangled vegetation so dense they were almost black.


In all the time we’d been on the river I hadn’t seen any animals, not even a bird. At one point the water in the midstream mounded over something swimming level with us and I raised my binoculars; but whatever it was sank out of sight. Later we were passing through a dim green tunnel when the branches overhead suddenly thrashed, stirred by some unseen creature.


Ridley gave me his knowing grin. ‘Newbies always wonder why they can’t spot the wildlife.’


‘Well I don’t,’ I said. ‘I know it’ll take me a few days to get my eye in.’


‘Take longer than that.’ His grin vanished, and he jerked his head at the handsome Indian boy at the tiller. ‘Name’s J.C. He’ll be your guide if you leave camp. You’re lucky to have him. What he doesn’t know about the jungle isn’t worth knowing.’


I didn’t reply. What did he mean, ‘if’? Of course I’ll be leaving camp. Does he expect the mantids to come to me?


Just then we passed an enormous tree that towered above the canopy. Its outstretched arms were festooned with ferns and vines, its huge buttressed roots jutted like spurs. A kapok tree: tallest species in the jungle. Out here the name for it is ‘ceiba’, pronounced seeba, with a hiss. Like a snake. I’ve studied similar giants in Jamaica, but this one was different, its spurs were covered in spikes. As we slid past I felt a tingle of anticipation. What mantids might I discover on such a tree?


Thinking about it now gives me another twinge of excitement. Those trees are where I’ll find my mantids, I’m sure of it. I can’t wait to get into the jungle. Fog a ceiba, see what comes down.


A hawk moth has just flickered through the lab. They feed on night-blooming orchids, and can see colours in the dark. I wonder what that’s like.


Spending even this brief time with insects has replenished me, I feel like a glass being slowly filled with clear water. ‘Insect’ means ‘cut body’ in Greek, but that doesn’t begin to do them justice. The beauty of mandibles and carapaces and perfect segmented limbs.


I’m glad my lab is at the edge of camp. I’d forgotten the excitement one feels in a forest. The sense that at any moment, something might emerge.












Five



Later


I told Birkenshaw I was too tired for supper and wanted to turn in early, but after he’d eaten he dropped by the lab and asked me to join him for a drink. He was disappointed when I declined, and I almost changed my mind. But I don’t want him thinking we’re going to be pals.


He’s an archaeologist and I think the camp diplomat; the way he smoothed things over between Ridley and me at the airstrip; and yet there’s something about him that makes me keep my distance. Maybe it’s his habit of licking his very red lips.


He’s plump, thirtyish, with a russet beard and Billy Bunter glasses, and that freckled skin which peels without going brown. His cut-glass diction evokes the era of cricket on the Green and honey still for tea. I’m not sure if it’s genuine, or protective mimicry.


For a while he hung around and asked about my work. When I told him I study mantids, he didn’t give the usual shudder, he was interested. ‘As in praying mantises?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Fascinating little fellows, aren’t they?’


‘Don’t tell me you’re an enthusiast?’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’ He fingered a killing jar. ‘I read somewhere that while they’re screwing, the female bites off the male’s head, and he keeps on plugging away. Is that true?’


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Michelle Paver’s Previous Supernatural Novels



		Title Page



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Author’s Note



		About the Author



		Also by Michelle Paver



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/orion_fiction_logo.jpg
&K

ORION





