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      Chapter 1




       




      

          




        I lift my eyes to the heavens. The moon is reddish, the colour of flame. A single word echoes through my mind: Pandemonium. I had no idea of the meaning of this word until the night of April 30th, when I finally opened a dictionary and read the definition: Capital of Hell.




        For months past this word had haunted me both day and night, though I had no idea why. Where did it come from? Total mystery - I had never heard it spoken nor read it. Why then had I become fixated by it?




        Pandemonium.




        The more I try to put it out of my mind, the more the word returns. Sometimes at night the floorboards creak to the sound of the word echoing through my head. At other times I seem to hear it, in the rhythmic sound of the rocking chair in the living room. I get out of bed and check, only to find an empty room, the chair rocking gently. I convince myself that the cat must have jumped onto it and go back upstairs to bed. On the way I walk into the corner of a table. I don’t cry out, despite the pain. All the objects in the room are alive, breathing. I am sure that they are watching me, that they are teasing me. How could it be that a familiar piece of furniture, which I bought and placed in that well-known corner of the room, seems so threatening?




        Pandemonium.




        Is there an unknown, unseen life force that surrounds us? Not possible. Obviously not - and yet this is too simple an answer. We are afraid of an alternative truth, so we hide such a possibility from ourselves. Am I going mad?




        Pandemonium.




        No, I am not.




        Pandemonium.




        At least I hope not.




        PAN…DE…MO…NIUM.




        Well, I have stopped hiding from the truth. I absorb, digest. This word, which haunts my soul, has become part of me, and I have stopped resisting. Like a hunchback who eventually is resigned to his carapace, I preferred to turn my obsession into a travelling companion rather than an enemy. It’s something I have learned to live with and am trying to understand why it has taken up residence within me. And why me, anyway? I don’t even understand why I took so long to go and look up this nagging word in the dictionary to learn its meaning.




        Did that night, between 30th April and the first of May, have anything to do with it? Yes it did, though I wasn't to know until later, searching around on the internet: The night of Walpurgis, the night when all the demons come alive to haunt the spirits of mortals on Earth.




        “Nick! What are you doing? You’re dreaming?”




        Enzo’s voice jolts me out of my doze. My three best friends are here with me. Their presence gives me comfort. They are loyal and generous. Any time I need them, they come running, even though they have much better things to do with their time than to take care of an outcast like me. Brice Tannoy, the Kenyan, works incredibly hard all year managing Jua Tembo, an elephant orphanage, together with his parents and his sister Alice. Victor Troendhal, as for him, lives in London where he works alongside his father in his business, a well known company specialised in luxury event planning. The third is Enzo Poli, Venetian and nobility from birth. He is a fashion photographer, under contract with the biggest international agencies, and travels all over the world twelve months out of twelve.




        Brice is preparing the climbing gear. Indeed, my three friends are all busy doing things. Brice hands me my diving gear.




        Victor is looking towards Trinidad Island with his binoculars. The volcanic mass is stark against the horizon. On the west coast Max Lies’s fortress stands proud on the cliff top. Its walls are black and menacing.




        “You know, I don’t think it’s such a great idea that you guys come with me, I say.”




        “Don't talk rubbish!” says Brice. “We haven’t spent two years searching for your dad just to drop out at the last minute, particularly when we're so close to our goal.”




        “That’s exactly it. You’re the best mates I ever had, and I don’t want to do anything that could put your lives in danger.”




        Enzo bursts out laughing.




        “Just remind me now, how many hours of diving have we done together?”




        “Er… Quite a few, but…”




        “Quite a few?! We’ve been round the bloody world. We’ve done it all!”




        “Yeah,” says Victor, putting the binoculars away. “I seem to recall we nearly got killed in Mexico. Putting our lives at risk never seemed to be part of the equation then. We've always just gone for it!”




        I nod and point out:




        “Look, in Mexico, as with everywhere else we’ve been, it was just sport, but now we are just about to sneak onto an island belonging to one of the biggest bosses of the Mafia the world has ever known – and you don't mess with a guy like that.”




        “But he’s your dad, Nick! He’s not going to hurt you!”




        “How do you know? He’s never answered a single one of my letters.”




        “Here we go again! Your letters! They never arrived and you know it!”




        “Look, we’ve been through all that,” says Brice. “You know that the only way you’re going to get to him is to force your way in, and whether you like it or not, the three of us will be with you. It's too late to change that now.”




        I can’t help smiling.




        “You’re nuts, all of you!”




        I put my arms around them, my best friends. Actually I just have my arms around Brice, who is the nearest. Victor gives me a playful thump on the shoulder and Enzo ruffles my hair.




        “Okay, let’s go!”




        We get our gear together quickly, and dive. Brice leads, with the torch and compass. I pull up the rear.




        An hour and a half later we arrive at the island. We advance towards the cliff where the fortress stands guard. The currents are stronger here and we have to dive deeper. I’m not worried; Brice, like the others, knows what he is doing. The backwash is not so strong as we reach the depths, but we still struggle against the current. Only once we reach the underground cave can we finally relax a little. We see the narrow gallery where the sailor from Mombasa said it would be. The water is calm and we make our way easily. As we had predicted, it rises and leads out into a natural cavity above sea-level.




        We stop on a rocky promontory. Brice shines the torch around us. It’s not particularly big, but the ceiling is quite high.




        “Over there,” says Victor, pointing towards the wall which visibly separates us from the sea.




        I look up and see the opening that is about twenty metres above our heads. We leave our diving gear and slip on our climbing harnesses. I take out my rock-climbing boots and can’t help thinking about my mother. If she had any idea where I was, she would be furious. She had always kept my father’s secret, claiming it was to protect me.




        Enzo fixes a knife to the calf of his leg. We’re all set. Victor, the most experienced of all of us, goes first. I follow. The inside of the cave looks chaotic as though it was created quite by chance on the whim of a mad sculptor. The stone with water running down it, full of holes and tiny ledges, offers a climbing wall that requires a certain amount of technique, but is still relatively straightforward. Victor guides us the safest way to a plateau, a wide, rather beautiful ledge like a pillar, which is rather steep but with steady footing, enabling us to avoid the more dangerous curved rock faces.




        “This is perfect for preparing us for the wall up ahead,” he says, starting to make his way up the wall.




        No one replies. We all know what “the wall up ahead” means. We’ve had time to study the photographs that the sailor from Mombasa gave us and we all have something of an idea of how difficult it is going to be. It’s hard to judge a rock from a photograph, but we all agreed on a route grade of 8a or 8b.




        8a… 8b… I remain silent. We'll know for sure in a few minutes anyway.




        We’re getting rapidly closer to the opening which leads to fresh air. This is where the real climb begins. Victor swings out. I keep behind him.  Below us, the sea crashes at the foot of the cliff, throwing up sprays of water. Glancing up to the wall which stretches above our heads I note that it is wet from the spray. Unlike my throat which is getting really dry.




        Victor doesn’t seem worried. He keeps climbing steadily. The 30 metre vertical stretch which separates us from the fortress doesn’t bother him in the least. I watch him closely and copy what he does. The cliff is vertical, then it becomes slightly curved. The first part depends on a good hand hold, and the rocks are slightly slippery, which makes them harder to get a good grip. I try to be careful each time I place my feet. We are coming up to a bulge in the rock face. The spray is a little frightening – I’m afraid of losing my grip. I lower my heel as much as I can onto any available grips. Now we are crossing over a passage in the rock with small edges. Up ahead Victor bends swiftly, without thinking. Unfortunately, I don’t have forearms like his, and so I have to alternate tensed and relaxed grips so that my muscles don't seize up. The last part is hard going but the handholds are easier. I've pulled on my biceps more than I should, but I've stopped caring. My eyes are fixed on the dihedral exit and my body now is just a tense ball of muscle. I manage to get to the end by concentrating all my thoughts on my forearms and my abdomen. Exhausted, I reach Victor in the second cave. He’s not exhausted. Brice and Enzo follow us. We appear to be at the edge of a kind of open gallery that stretches out over the cliff. It is crudely carved out of the rock, but the ground is flat.




        Our eyes meet.




        “We've done it, says Victor. We’re inside your father’s fortress.”




        “Yes, but the hardest part is yet to come – we have to find him before he finds us.”




        We walk down the corridor until we reach a metal door - it isn’t locked. Pushing it slowly open, we find ourselves on a landing with another door opposite us and a staircase to our right.




        “Let’s go up,” I say.




        According to the map, his office and living quarters are on the third floor. We climb up six flights of stairs. Everything is quiet with no sound of life. On the third floor landing, we come to another door. And a nasty surprise as well:




        “Fuck,” mutters Brice. “There’s a security code!”




        “Should have thought of that,” says Victor.




        Deathly silence. We look at each other, each one of us trying to think of a possible solution. I lift a finger to the number pad. Enzo interrupts me.




        “What on earth are you doing?” 




        I stop what I'm doing for a second and say:




        “Just want to check something.”




        “It’s dangerous. That thing could trigger some kind of alarm if you enter the wrong code.”




        Ignoring him I key in 2107. The door clicks open.




        “Wow, you managed to guess the code?” stammers Victor.




        “How did you work it out?” Enzo wants to know.




        I feel my face lighting up. I’m not only pleased that I managed to open the door, I can feel a really warm sensation of happiness creeping over me, because I have just made a discovery – I actually mean something to my father.




        “I was born on 21st July.”




        My three friends look at me and smile. It’s working out how they had hoped it would. Brice pushes open the door.




        It leads us into a huge room which is quite an amazing sight. Pandemonium, my worst enemy, suddenly sounds within me. We take a few steps forward, our eyes popping out of our heads, looking at the extraordinary scene in front of us. It’s like no place on Earth. It is a cavern made of crystal, sparkling brilliantly. Countless prisms of perfectly clear water in sparkling bouquets rise from floor to ceiling. Some reach as high as a man and are so pure, you can see right through them. The ground is covered with a white powder, like snow that never melts. It is very cold, surprisingly so for this latitude.




        Suddenly there is a noise behind us. The metallic door has swung shut. We can hear a succession of faint crackling noises like the sound of water being poured over ice. As we turn towards the door we see that a curtain of crystal is slowly coming down, irredeemably sealing it shut. Enzo rushes to the door and grabs the handle, trying to get it to open. In vain.




        “Look out!” shouts Brice.




        Too late. The wave of crystal has reached Enzo's hand and he's already screaming in pain. He tries to remove it but it's trapped. The prisms completely cover his hand and freeze it, followed by his arm. He thrashes around all over the place as if possessed. He has a crazy look in his eye as well as his obvious expression of suffering. He pulls his arm as if he wants to rip it from his body to try to get out of his crystal trap. His screams send a shiver down my spine. The prisms, which already cover part of his body, are now moving downwards towards his legs and have already reached his face. Held prisoner by this adamantine covering, Enzo's movement is now limited to a few jerks. The right side of his body, completely crystallised, holds the rest of it up vertically, solidly fixed to the ground. His mouth is wide open in a final scream and his face, with bulging eyes, is frozen in a terrible grimace behind a transparent mask. Enzo breathes his last breath. He leaves his body forever to the voraciousness of the prisms that soon completely engulf it.




        Like me, Brice and Victor are paralysed in horror before such an appalling sight.




        The place is silent once more. But it's a painful silence still heavy with Enzo's screams. Before our very eyes, his strange form like a diaphanous statue starts vibrating. A red kernel burns and rumbles in his centre. As the vibrations grow stronger, the light becomes blinding. I can feel the vibrations in my rib cage. Brice runs for cover behind a wall of crystal and, instinctively, I follow suit. At the very instant I crouch down for shelter behind a giant prism, the crystal statue suddenly explodes, projecting white powder all around it - the same fine, dry snow that covers the ground.




        Victor, blown over by the explosion, falls backwards, arms crossed over his body and stops moving. Brice and I look at his body without being able to pronounce a single word. He is covered in white powder. Suddenly he opens his eyes. Then his mouth. He tries to breathe in but can't manage it. He's got the hiccups. His eyes, injected with blood, roll upwards from the sheer effort.




        Brice and I go to help him when he suddenly starts screaming – a scream similar to Enzo's.




        I start shouting as well when I see the cause of his suffering – his skin is covered with millions of snow crystals attacking it like an acid. His face and hands, the only parts of his body left uncovered, become red and hollowed. His hair disintegrates and disappears. He screams like a wild animal caught in a trap and thrusts himself about in all directions. He clenches his fists as the burning attacks his skin which, as if eaten away, breaks up to reveal the pink flesh of his face and hands. By now his screams are unbearable. Then, under the corrosive action of the snow crystals, his muscles are now bared and then reduced to shreds. His skull and the bones of his hands finally appear through a bloody pulp.




        My whole body is shaking uncontrollably as I witness the last changes my friend is undergoing. The flesh of his neck and forearms is showing through the collar and sleeves of his wetsuit, the arteries spilling their blood in jerks. Victor's screams still seem to echo in my ears even though they stopped a few seconds ago. Then the hoarse sound of my own breathing brings me back to reality. Brice glances at me. Just like me he is panting. But he gasps for breath more violently. There is something threatening in the way he looks at me. He suddenly leaps on top of me and pins me to the ground, trying to strangle me. He has a crazy look on his face.




        “They're dead because of you!”




        I try to loosen his grasp.




        “I wanted to go on my own!”




        But he's not listening to me.




        “Everything is your fault!”




        He goes completely crazy, hitting my head against the ground while picking up sprays of snow. The blows make me dizzy. My strength leaves me. I can't contain his assault any longer or loosen his hands around my neck.




        “I'm gonna kill you! I'm gonna k…”




        He cries out in pain and I feel his hands release their hold on me. I push him off me with all my strength. The first thing I can see is his face, tense, over mine. In his eyes is a look of both surprise and suffering.




        He stiffens. I can distinguish a long prism, pointed like a blade, sticking out of his back. The crystal, which has no doubt become detached from the ceiling, has gone right through his body. But it's a strange wound – there is no sign of blood. I barely have time to take in what is going on when Brice's body becomes iridescent, then transparent. It's as if his outline is made up of a colourless liquid suspended in the air – like a sort of water man, leaning, motionless over me.




        Before I can fully grasp what is happening, a huge cascade of water comes tumbling down, crushing me and engulfing me.




        I try to call out but am unable to utter a sound. I'm suffocating, sinking; I can feel myself falling into a deep abyss.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2




       




      

         




        Nicolas Berger woke up with a sensation of suffocating. He was drenched. He tried to open his eyes but they were full of water and he could not see properly. Everything was out of focus. He coughed and spat. He sat down on the old mattress and wiped his face.




        Then he received an almighty slap.




        “You promised!” shouted a voice that he immediately recognised. “You promised me!”




        He was unsteady on his feet and fell backwards. His mother was standing there, in front of him, holding a bucket in her left hand. She tossed it aside and pointed to a syringe lying on the floor.




        “You promised me and as usual you lied!”




        Berger propped himself up on one elbow and shook his head. It seemed to weigh a ton. Where was he? He looked around him: the crystal cave had disappeared. Pandemonium. His dream had seemed so real.




        The room he had just woken up in brought him quickly back down to earth. It was empty. Even worse, the floor, covered in rubble, had no carpeting and you could see the grey concrete. The walls were mouldy with torn and graffitied wallpaper, and in some places the plaster was coming loose. To the left, was a bay window – but only in name for the window panes had long since deserted their frames and lay shattered on the ground reduced to a thousand splinters.




        The young man noticed the towers of Orléans cathedral in the distance and suddenly remembered that he was on the tenth floor of a squat on the left bank, in an old building due to be demolished.




        He struggled to get to his feet, then he advanced towards his mother, with a threatening look on his face.




        “Did you really think six months in Saint Paul was going to cure me? Is that what you really thought? Huh?”




        Ghislaine Berger took her son's face in her hands. His red swollen eyes frightened her. She found herself looking back over the many long months during a time of intense suffering when she had to fight to free him from his own self-destruction. The uncompromising and determined face she had forced herself to put on in caring for him up until now suddenly cracked under the weight of these painful memories and she could not prevent her fragile nature from taking over.




        With tears in her eyes she asked, somewhat distraught: “But you did manage to give it up, Nick, you were clean! - Why? What happened?”




        Berger turned his head, his eyebrows curved downwards in distress. “I am not cured. I never will be cured.”




        His mother's hands tightened against his cheeks and she caught his eye.




        “No, that's not true!” she replied trying to control her emotions. “You weren't in pain any more, you didn't have any more withdrawal symptoms and you were managing to control your anxiety, so what happened? I suppose you bumped into that stupid bastard, Abel, is that it?”




        The young man shook his head and got out of his mother's grip. “That stupid bastard, Abel?” he repeated between his teeth. “That stupid bastard, Abel! He's never let me down!”




        Ghislaine Berger burst into tears.




        “HE has never let you down!? But he's the one who sold you this shit! I've always been there to look out for you, to stop you from destroying yourself! And this is how you treat me!”




        “I don't need anyone to look out for me! And if I feel like destroying myself, that's my own business!”




        “What's happened to you? You were doing so well…”




        Berger raised his hands in irritation.




        “Okay, that's enough! I said ENOUGH! We've already talked about it!”




        He tapped lightly on his forehead and continued: “Can't you see I'm going round in circles with this? And it won't get any better until I know for certain! All the rehab in the world won't change anything! If you really wanted to help me you would tell me what I want to know!”




        “But I don't know anything about your father!”




        “That's not true! I want to know him! Do you hear me – I want to meet him! Tell me where I can find him and you'll help get me out of this shit!”




        Tears were streaming down the cheeks of Ghislaine Berger. “I don't know where he lives!”




        “I don't believe you! He lives wherever it is you met, where you made love, where I was conceived – I'm right aren't I?”




        His mother shook her head convulsively without replying.




        “Am I right or not?” he shouted.




        “I… I…” stammered his mother at a loss for words.




        “He has always lived in that place and he still lives there, don't try denying it!”




        She sobbed. She quickly glanced up feeling like an experimental mouse in a laboratory lost in a maze. She took a step backwards. Perhaps her son's words would not be able to reach her if she kept her distance. “I… I… He made me promise.”




        “We don't give a fuck about promises! Tell me the truth!”




        His mother shook her head again. “No… I have to protect you and…”




        “Protect me from what! boomed Berger. “From who? From him? Who the hell is this guy? A murderer? A monster? The devil in person?”




        “No, he's a man like any other but …”




        “But what?!”




        “But… you mustn't meet him. Your life is in danger.”




        Berger moved towards his mother. “Always the same old crap!”




        “He told me so.”




        “He told you so?! And you believe this crap?! Why would my life be in danger?”




        She stepped back a bit more. “I don't know.”




        “Why? Does he want to kill me?”




        “No, no, he loves you, but …”




        “But what?”




        “It's … You mustn't try to meet him. That's what he said.”




        “But why? Why would meeting him put my life in danger?”




        “I don't know!” He moved forward.




        “I don't believe you!” She stepped back. “I don't know! It's the truth!”




        “You're lying!”




        “No!” she shouted, shaking her head. “It's the truth, I don't know!”




        “Anyway, you know where he lives and that's all I want to know!”




        Ghislaine Berger stepped back even more. She was now in the bay window with her back to the balcony. She was crying like a little child. “No! Please, I don't want to lose you!”




        He walked towards his mother with a determined stride, shaking his index finger at her. “Whether you want to or not, I swear you're going to tell me!”




        “I can't!” she screamed as if she'd suddenly gone mad. “I can't!”




        Her son tried to grab hold of her. “You don't have any choice!”




        “No!” She escaped onto the balcony. “NO!!!” Ghislaine Berger had completely lost her mind. Trapped by the bullying and panicked by her son's determination, she felt she was suffocating. Blinded, crushed by a sense of powerlessness that was too hard to bear, she grabbed hold of the safety rail on the balcony and plunged into space.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 3




       




      

         




        Somewhere above the Rift Valley, Kenya.




         




        The De Haviland’s motor was rumbling with such regularity that it faded into the background. A few minutes earlier, Brice Tannoy and his father had left Nairobi, where they had stocked up on veterinary supplies, and they were on their way back to Jua Tembo. Below them, silvery shards reflected off of a lake. The sun, filtered by thin screens of clouds, diffused a white light, heavy and relaxing at the same time. In the distance, a group of herons were just taking flight as an indifferent family of hippopotamus looked on.




        “Look!” Eric Tannoy suddenly cried, pointing his index towards the west.




        “Where?” asked his son, searching the savannah.




        “Over there, Karibu’s group.”




        Brice squinted to find the elephant on the horizon. An old tenant of Jua Tembo, Karibu lead a group as matriarch, a role she’d filled with determination for several years already. She regularly came to the orphanage and adopted weanling elephants that the Tanoys were willing to entrust to her. She gave them the affection and the education necessary to build their new lives, which they would have to lead without the help of humans. Karibu understood the little orphans better than anyone since she had experienced the same suffering, the same torment. At forty seven years of age, she had already welcomed several dozen baby elephants into her clan and she had always cared for them as her own.




        “Up to today, she seemed to be staying near Masaï Mara,” remarked Brice. His father nodded his head. “Indeed. Find me the file on Mara, please.”




        “The file on Mara?”




        “Yes, in my bag, behind your seat.”




        Brice Tannoy unbuckled his seatbelt and dove towards the leather briefcase to look for the file in question. However, after a few seconds of unproductive searching, he sat up and said: “Mara? I’m not finding it.”




        “It’s in there! There’s a file per sector, so it has to be in there!”




        Seeing his father’s certainty, Brice went back to rifling through the bag. Methodically, he flipped through the files, one after the next. Amboseli, Naivasha, Nakuru… Each sector was represented by a file, but the one for Mara was conspicuously absent.




        “They’re all here,” commented Brice, “except this one and…” He hesitated a moment. His thumb had just detached two files that were stuck together.




        “Wait, I think I’ve found…” He held up one of the documents, the cover blue with yellow stripes. Expecting to read the name of the missing sector, he froze on discovering the title.




        He must have stayed immobile a long moment, because his father asked: “Well? Have you found it?”




        Brice startled and dropped the file.




        “You… you have a file for each sector, right?” he stuttered.




        “Yes. Did you find it?”




        Without answering his father’s question, Brice continued: “And on the file for Mara, what’s written?”




        “On the file for Mara, it says Mara, what kind of question is that?!”




        Brice’s face had gone pale.




        “What is it?” his father asked suddenly. “What’s wrong?”




        “I…” Brice started.




        “Hand me my briefcase.”




        His son obeyed, as though he were an automaton.




        “The only file that should say Mara,” he finally managed to articulate, “says on the cover … the… the word…”




        He swallowed with difficulty and looked at his father, eyes raw. His father wrenched the bag from his hands and said:




        “Are you going to finish your sentence?”




        Brice inhaled deeply and exhaled: “Pandemonium.”




        His father looked at him for an instant, perplexed. He studied his pale face. He seemed to avoid eye contact, like someone insane looking to escape from his demons. Then he noticed that his hands were trembling slightly.




        “Pandemonium!” he exclaimed. “What an imagination!” He took his son by the forearm and shook him.




        “Take the controls!”




        Brice obeyed. His father glanced quickly at the files and pulled out the blue one with the yellow stripes. He held it up for his son to see and cried: “Mara! It’s right here, with the others!”




        Brice Tannoy felt a freezing cold wave run up his spine. It was the same file, but the title had changed. Unable to articulate the slightest response, he heard the word Pandemonium resonating in his skull. Several times. Syllables hammered out in an odious echo. This damned word that had appeared in his life a few days before without his understanding why or how. This word that haunted his nights, accentuating each abnormal noise, underlining each suspicious shadow like the somber silhouette that tentatively passed on the other side of his bedroom window or that he saw running on the walls and the ceiling. The word he had just read on the file with the cerulean cover and that seemed to draw him little by little from reality towards insanity.




        His father had taken back control of the machine and was rapidly reading the last recorded data on Karibu’s group in the file Mara. A few minutes later, seeing the landing strip at Jua Tembo, he set down the file and turned towards his son who was buried in a silence that worried him more and more.




        “Brice, what’s wrong?”




        His son jumped. “I… No, everything’s fine.”




        “Something’s bothering you, I can see that. And this word that you thought you saw on the file, it seems to me that this is not the first time that you have seen it.”




        “No, this was the first time.”




        “Don’t lie to me.”




        “No, I’m telling you! That’s the first time that I’ve seen it!”




        Eric Tannoy contemplated his son skeptically. Brice maintained eye contact. He didn’t want to tell his father about these strange phenomena, and the fact that up until the file he had only heard the word avoided his having to lie.




        “I swear to you that this is the first time I’ve seen this word.”




        “I believe you.”




        He appeared to be thinking, then asked: “Pandemonium… isn’t that the Capitol of Hell?”




        “Yes.”




        “It’s a strange word to have suddenly cross your mind like that, isn’t it?”




        Brice waited a beat. He knew his father well and guessed that the question was aimed at getting him to talk




        “Yes, strange, he replied.”




        He managed to smile and added: “But don’t worry, I’m fine.”




        His father smiled back and focused on the descent towards Jua Tembo.




        Joseph, the Kenyan errand boy from Jua Tembo, was waiting for them on the tarmac at the wheel of the Land Cruiser. As soon as the airplane had completely stopped at the end of the runway, he came to park the all terrain vehicle on the right side of the plane and helped his empoyers unload the cargo. The boxes and coolers were moved from one vehicle to the other in less than a minute.




        Eric Tannoy took the wheel of the SUV.




        “I’m going to put all of this in the fridge with Jo, Brice,” he said. “Park the Beev’ and come back here.”




        His son gave him a thumbs-up in reply. He watched the Land Cruiser drive off toward the dispensary and climbed into the cockpit. He slowly maneuvered the plane to the hangar and stopped.




        The building was deserted. As soon as he cut the motor, his nerves took hold of him once more. He climbed out of the plane with eyes darting around him in worry. Each of his footsteps resonated in the vast hangar.




        Suddenly, a noise made him jump. He lifted his head and saw a weaver bird that was taking flight from a metal beam. Then something moved in the De Haviland Beever. A shadow. His thoughts immediately turned to the somber silhouette that had been haunting his nights.




        He slowly approached the lateral windshield of the plane and peered inside the cockpit. Nothing. He put his trembling hands on either side of his face to block the light and eliminate the reflections and looked again all around the small plane, persuaded that the dark shadow was hidden there, somewhere, and was going to reappear before him, but without any further success.




        He was about to climb into the plane again when he noticed something from the corner of his eye. On the windshield, where his breath had fogged the window, a strange inscription had appeared: Just 7 more days, Brice.




         




         




        *




         




         




        At the same time, in a neighborhood of The Rocks, Sidney, Australia.




         




        Brice Tannoy’s sister stretched her legs under the little table at the café, looked at the rock group installing all their material on the podium in the shade of two maple trees and smiled. Her friend Monica lifted her glass to propose a toast:




        “To your vacation, Alice!”




        “To my vacation!”




        She sighed in ease and added: “Do you realize it’s already been a year that I’ve been working at Wondersea Park?”




        “Yes, and almost a year since you saved my life.”




        “Oh stop! I didn’t do anything. I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.”




        “Another woman, seeing a good-for-nothing scamp about to rape a girl, would have turned on her heels and run away.”




        Alice didn’t answer, but sipped her fruit juice instead.




        “But you, not only did you fly to my rescue, but then you made him crumble! Speaking of which, I never understood why he took off…”




        “Oh, undoubtedly because he was shocked. Plus, with two women against him, he was surely thinking that the situation had become much too complicated to handle.”




        Monica didn’t respond right away. Then she repeated, “Mmhm, undoubtedly,” but without really believing it.




        The two young women looked at the musicians. A guitar player, in shorts and a tank top, proudly displaying his fine yet muscular silhouette, was tuning his guitar.




        “What are you going to do during your vacation?” asked Monica.




        “I’m going back to Kenya.”




        “You miss your parents, don’t you?”




        “Yes. And my brother, too… And my friends.”




        Monica knew what the word “friends” meant. On several occasions, she had come to see Alice’s show, Wondershow with Alice, at the big water park in Sidney, and she had noticed just how much she was in osmosis with the animals. No one else in the world was capable of doing what she did with the polar bears. Spectators came from far and wide to see this beautiful young woman play with unbridled wild animals. Alice had a secret, that much was evident.




        “There aren’t any polar bears in Kenya,” remarked Monica.




        “No, but I have lots of other friends.”




        Her friend burst into laughter and continued: “No, that’s not what I meant to say. Excuse me, I was lost in my thoughts and… Actually, I was wondering… Well, how can I say it… When your boss went to Jua Tembo and met you, it was at that moment that he decided to create his show with the polar bears, wasn’t it?”




        “Exactly.”




        “But, at that time, you had never been outside of Kenya and you had never even seen… ”




        Alice understood what her friend was getting at. “Yes, that’s true. But during his stay, he had the opportunity to see what I was capable of doing with a lot of other animals.”




        “And that was enough for him?”




        “I guess so.”




        Monica studied Alice with a great deal of tenderness and admiration. She had never had a friend like her. Alice was a model of kindness and charisma. She was easy going about life, had extraordinary human qualities and went about life in peace and even happiness, which Monica found touching.




        Alice was watching the other side of the square. A man behaving strangely had just caught her attention. His eyes were darting suspiciously from one thing to another as he made his way toward the bank. He pushed the button for the automatic door and walked in.




        Alice stood up suddenly.




        “What… What’s going on?” worried Monica.




        “Nothing, nothing… Wait here, I’ll be back in a minute.”




        Alice left the café’s terrace and crossed the square at a quick pace. She entered the bank. It was a small establishment with just one teller. One client was being served, another patiently waited his turn, seated in an armchair. The man she had followed was between these two people. He was wearing a beard and glasses, but everything was fake, Alice was sure of it. She looked him over quickly and noticed that he was also wearing a wig.




        She quietly walked passed him. The individual waited until she had reached the second client before suddenly pulling an automatic pistol out of his pocket. In the same movement, he attacked the teller and sent him flying against the back wall, yelling:




        “Don’t move!”




        Then, turning toward the three clients:




        “Get down! Faces to the ground!”




        The two men obeyed. Alice stayed standing, immobile, face calm. In spite of the gun pointed in her direction and the robber’s frantic demands, she wasn’t afraid. Something came to her mind and she smiled slightly. A childhood memory passed before her eyes in a fraction of a second. It was in Kenya, and she was with her brother, twenty years earlier…




         




        


        





        *




         




        


        





        They were playing a few hundred metres away near the Kiu, a miniature waterfall nestled in a corner of the forest. Fed by a branch of one of the rivers running down the volcanic hills situated at the base of the foothills of Mount Kenya, it flowed into a rocky pool with a canal which supplied Jua Tembo.




        The children liked this play area. They had cleared the undergrowth with their father and had built a little cabin there, cleverly perched up in the trees. It comprised one long room in the middle of which was a wooden table and four chairs. At one end of the room was a small kitchenette with a zinc sink, and plates of polished wood. An ingenious system of bamboo pipes connected to a waterfall provided the kitchen water supply. At the other end of the room was a bed large enough for three persons.




        Alice, busy mending the cloth full of sisal fibres which served as a mattress, shouted at her vervet monkey for the umpteenth time:




        “Matata! Stop jumping on the bed, you're making me move!”




        The monkey dashed off and suspended itself from a beam in the roof, clapping its feet and giggling.




        The little girl let out a sigh.




        “That's really clever! Now go and annoy Brice for a while, I'm sure he's getting bored without you.”




        The boy's name echoed in the ears of the animal like a well-known tune. Hey?! That's a point… Where was he? What was he doing?




        Matata went out the window and climbed nimbly down to the edge of the bowl where Brice was weaving a rope.




        “Well look who it is?! Mr Matata!” exclaimed the boy. “Is it just an impression or have you been sent packing for doing something silly?”




        The vervet shifted about putting both hands over its eyes.




        “That's what I thought, continued Brice. I…”




        He did not get to finish his phrase. He turned his head toward a bush, and Matata started climbing a tree, screaming.




        The boy sat up slowly without taking his eyes off the foliage that was moving slightly. He began moving cautiously backwards but it was already too late – a black mamba was making its way out of the bush.




        With cold and narrow eyes riveted on the child, the snake raised its head one metre above the ground. Its mouth, wide open, deep purple-black inside, hissed threateningly. Matata, still perched up on a branch, continued to scream in terror.




        Alice heard all the noise and immediately understood that danger was in the air. She ran to the window and saw the reptile.




        “A black mamba!” she whispered.




        She had never seen one before, but her father and his friends often talked about them. All those who frequented the bush feared them more than a lion or a leopard. This snake, which could grow to over four metres long and was incredibly fast, had a reputation for being aggressive. It would attack anything that moved, without warning. If a hunter found himself face to face with a black mamba, he only had a fraction of a second to open fire. If he wanted to escape death, he had no other choice than to strike first and certainly not miss his shot. This reptile never missed its prey and its venom, which was extremely poisonous, could kill a man in a few seconds.




        Alice remembered one evening at Jua Tembo when Father MacAllister, an old bushman, had told a story about a black mamba being pursued by a pack of timber wolves. The snake found refuge in the top of a termite nest where it waited for the wolves and then it bit them with incredible speed when they tried to climb to it.




        Of twelve timber wolves, by the end of the fight there were only three left - three young inexperienced wolves that understood a little late what they were fighting against.  They tried to run away but the black mamba pursued them and killed them all …




        “A black mamba!” repeated Alice catching hold of a creeper.




        Just as nimbly as her vervet, she slid to the ground and ran towards her brother.




        The reptile lifted its head in seeing her arrive then gently swayed from left to right, hissing.




        “You're crazy, go away!” cried her brother. “It will kill me then kill you afterwards.”




        But Alice was not listening. With her eyes focused on those of the snake, she calmly made her way forward. Teeth gritted, nostrils dilated, she breathed gently, deeply, without making the slightest sound.




        “Go away!” insisted Brice. “Go and get help!”




        He did not believe in this solution for a single minute because by the time someone got there, he would already be dead, but he wanted his sister out of harm's way. He was also starting to feel very uneasy – he had a horrible feeling that she was going to commit a fatal error.




        Alice continued to walk towards the black mamba. She had almost reached her brother.




        “Your magic won't work on him!” murmured Brice between his teeth.




        In front of them the snake strengthened its stance and slowed down its movements.




        Alice continued to focus on the dark pupils of the reptile and concentrated on her "gift" - or her "magic" as her brother called it. Their father preferred calling it "adapting to the wild".




        Contrary to Brice, she had always lived close to nature and sought contact with the animals. She was capable of remaining for hours at a time, observing an insect or playing with a spider, and for as long as she could remember, she had never been bitten or attacked by an animal. Wild animals were her second family. She felt at home in this animal environment and did not feel any apprehension or fear whatsoever, even when face to face with predators.




        Over time, Brice had been the privileged spectator of his sister's development. At first he saw her communicate with monkeys using eye contact and sounds when she was only a few months old. Then, when she was about two years old, she had started talking to animals to the point of being understood by them.




        Eric and Caroline Tannoy laughed to see their daughter tame the baby elephants with such ease. However, they had not seen the rest.




        The magic.




        But Brice had seen it. He had seen a zebra leave its herd for a moment to go and eat out of his sister's hand. He had seen dozens of butterflies alight on Alice's arms, shoulders and head when she started gently chanting. He had seen her focus on a chameleon and make it change colour as she pleased. He had seen so many extraordinary things that he wondered sometimes whether his sister might be a fairy or a witch.




        Alice laughed at all that. She knew neither how nor why her gifts had appeared. She felt the emotions of other living beings deeply within herself, as if they were part of her own body, an extension of her mind. "I can see their hearts" she explained in her child's language.




        Alice had not taken her gaze off the black mamba. She did not yet know whether her gift was going to save them because she could not see anything in the animal's head. The reptile was still imperceptibly swaying back and forth and hissing.




        “We've had it now,” said Brice, sweat clouding his vision.




        The whole place was plunged into a deathly silence. Even Matata had stopped crying out. Hanging on to his branch, he followed the whole scene, petrified with fear.




        Alice was serene. The thought of death did not even cross her mind. She was living the situation just as she had lived every moment of her life – fully and in the present. For her, the most intense moment was always the one she was actually living. The second that had just passed was already far away and the following one was an eternity away. Good or bad, easy or difficult, the present was a gift that she opened with enthusiasm and that made her life exciting.




        Fear?




        Alice was fearless, for the simple reason that she did not contemplate the future.




        The little girl found the eyes of the black mamba more and more fascinating. The reptile stopped swaying and hissing. She had just entered into its mind. And with the mind of a six year old girl, she tried to understand the tortuous thoughts of the animal, but in vain. The snake, taken by surprise by this unknown sensation, this intrusion against which it felt completely powerless, felt overcome by a malaise and chose to flee.




        Seeing the snake disappear into the undergrowth, Brice collapsed. Matata jumped and shouted on his branch.




        “It worked,” whispered the boy, lying on the grass. “It worked.”




        There was no discernable sign of joy in his voice. Overcome with stupor, any joy was replaced with incredulity.




        Alice smiled and went to sit next to her brother. Mischievously screwing up her eyes she said: “Piece of cake!”




        Brice leant on one elbow and placed an affectionate kiss on her cheek, on her little scar in the shape of a crescent moon - a souvenir from an over affectionate parrot.




        “You saved my life.”




        She let out a little laugh as clear as a bell and nestled into his arms as she murmured




        “I will always be here to protect you, big brother.”




        Matata climbed down from his tree and went to embrace the two children. They stayed huddled together in silence for a long moment. Then Alice lifted up her head and asked:




        “We'll not say anything to mum and dad, right?”




        “No, we have to tell dad that there's a black mamba in the neighbourhood.”




        “Yes, but for the magic, we won't say anything, right?”




        “Your magic?”




        “Yes.”




        “No, we won't say anything.”




        “Same as usual, right?”




        “Yes, same as usual.”


        





        *




         




         




        The bank robber’s voice pulled her from her thoughts back to reality:




        “Get down, bitch!” he screamed, pointing his gun at her.”




        His eyes crossed those of the young woman. It was just the moment she had been waiting for. She took advantage to open a sensory canal between them. A wave of agressiveness came through it. Alice felt it reach her. It was warm and downy. Inoffensive.




        The Kenyan compared it to the wave from the black mamba, cold and dense. Harder than any metal. She thought of other dangerous face offs, or confrontations delicate to handle, and thought to herself that this one would be easy to deal with.




        Continuing imperturbably to focus on the individual, she could feel that his determination was fragile. She calmly stretched her arm towards him, saying: “You’re no assassin, give me the gun.”




        The man tried to break eye contact with the young woman, but to no avail. He started to perceive in his heart an infant-like weakness rising slowly to the surface.




        “Get down or I’ll shoot you!” he cried once more.




        Alice kept eye contact with her adversary and felt his force shrivel away as the seconds ticked by. Still immobile, serene, she waited before acting once more.




        The man’s hand had started to tremble slightly. His temples and forehead were soaked with sweat.




        “I’m going to kill you!” he insisted, his voice unsure. He felt incapable of pulling the trigger to kill this young woman, but he was going to bluff anyway, right to the end. Yet, faced with this impenetrable regard, he had the impression that the roles were being reversed, that he was becoming a fragile creature faced with a giant. And his gun didn’t change anything, as though the force crushing him was universal, impalpable, untouchable, and yet present all around him. Worse: she was invading his body, his heart and his spirit.




        Alice knew that she had overtaken her adversary. She took a step and gently lifted the gun out of his hand. The individual let her take it, falling to his knees in tears.




        A police siren sounded in the distance. The young woman turned toward the bank teller who, in reply, showed her the hand-held alarm he had activated.




        The two clients stood up.




        “You were amazing!” one of them said. She winked in reply.




        The police siren was getting closer and closer. She thought of her brother and imagined herself saying to him once again: “About the magic, we won’t say anything to Mom and Dad, huh?”




        And for the police, how would she explain?




        She handed the pistol to the bank teller. “Here!”




        The man hesitated before taking the pistol and Alice took advantage to hurry to the exit.




        “You… You’re leaving?” he blubbered.




        “Don’t worry,” she said as she opened the door to leave, “the police is almost here.”




        “But…” He didn’t get to finish his sentence. The young woman disappeared, leaving him in confusion.




        The two clients firmly grasped the robber by the arms and hauled him to his feet. He was still crying like an infant. The psychological shock had been too great.




        The bank teller and the clients looked at each other, smiles on their lips. Without saying a word, they understood eachother. After all, if this young unknown woman didn’t want the honors, others would be happy to accept them in her place…


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 4




       




      

         




        The next day, in Kenya.




         




        Brice Tannoy rubbed his eyelids with his thumb and his index. In front of him, his computer screen was open to a search engine. One key word was entered: Pandemonium. And a dozen websites, addresses classed by order of pertinence, was listed.




        Brice had looked at all of them but hadn’t found anything of interest. Nothing that could explain the strange phenomena he’d been witnessing since the night before. Trying to relax, he leaned back into the armchair and reassured himself in thinking that nothing strange had happened to him during that day. The only remarkable event of the day had been the disappearance of a small silver spoon. Insignificant for him, but a catastrophe for his mother, since it was in fact his baby spoon, object that for her had a great deal of sentimental value.




        Caroline Tannoy had turned first her kitchen, then the house completely upside down, searching for hours, without finding a trace of it. And strangely, the silver fork and cup were still in their places. Someone had to have taken it, or moved it, but who? Her son and her husband, too busy with their chores and work, hadn’t been in the kitchen all day. As for Anita, the maid, she swore by all the saints in heaven that she hadn’t done anything.




        Brice smiled. What a ruckus for a simple spoon! He set his hand on the mouse and suddenly, the light from the desk lamp dimmed for a fraction of a second. Instinctively, Brice lifted his hand from the mouse, and looked around him. He listened to the sounds of the night. Everything seemed normal.
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