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        To all budding young Royal Marine Commandos:

        May your love of adventure inspire you always to go the extra mile.
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      Beck Granger

      Beck Granger is just fourteen but knows more about the art of survival than most adults learn in a lifetime. As a small child, he picked up many traditional survival skills from the remote tribes around the world that his parents stayed with in their work for Green Force. Since then he has practiced and polished his abilities in tropical jungles, arid deserts and frozen wastes all over the globe.

      Dian Granger / Anita Valcarcel

      Dian has lived her whole life believing herself to be Anita, the daughter of a man she despises and who treats her as his property. Pampered from head to toe so long as she never steps out of line, and punished ruthlessly if she does, she wants nothing more than to get away. Even if she lacks the skills to make an escape, the courage and tenacity she inherited from her unknown birth family means that she will never give up trying.

      James Blake

      James is a year older than Beck and a fellow orphan, though for very different reasons. His mother killed Beck’s parents, and even though James has firmly turned his back on that side of the family he will always feel guilty on Beck’s behalf. Even though the family business has made him very rich, as far as he is concerned his true wealth is his friends, and there is nothing he won’t do for them. A lot of people think James is an idiot. He finds it very useful when they make that mistake.

      Ric Valcarcel

      Ric Valcarcel is rich and powerful and he makes sure everyone knows it. What he wants, he gets. What he has, he keeps. Once he has set his mind on something, he will eliminate any obstacle that gets in his way. It doesn’t matter if that obstacle is people. Ric gets his way. Always.
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      The rain forest’s steam-bath humidity wasn’t meant for running in, but the dark-haired girl stepped up her pace as she pushed her way through the undergrowth, not minding the sharp leaves that scratched at her face. Male voices were shouting through the trees behind her but she had vowed she wasn’t going back. Not this time. Not ever again.

      She knew she was heading straight for the cliff, a sheer limestone wall twenty metres high blocking her way, and they probably thought they had her cornered. But even though they might be old and unfit, she wasn’t. She could take it. Grab the cache, scale the cliff, and leave them behind.

      And then she would be alone in the jungle. She knew it would be hard, and she may not make it out alive, but even if she was never seen again, even if she ended up jaguar food with her bones picked clean by soldier ants, she would die free. Her last, final act of defiance …

      Something grasped her foot and held it like a trap. She gasped as the rest of her kept moving, straight down into the jungle floor, ploughing into the mass of rotten leaves and damp soil.

      “No!” She shouted it, angrily, spitting out a mouthful of mulch. She tried to jerk her leg free and winced as a jab of pain shot through her muscles. A sprain could change everything. She could see the culprit — a vine like a steel wire wrapped around her foot. She had to sit up and twist around and work it free with her fingers — just kicking only made the wire tighter.

      She could hear the pursuit getting closer. The shouts had stopped but she could hear the movement. And her headlong blundering had just opened up a path through the undergrowth. If she was going to get away it had to be now.

      “Hey, I think she’s stopped …”

      They were almost on top of her. She pulled her foot free, leapt up and started running again, all in one movement. Something like a red hot needle seemed to stick into her ankle joint. She would never make it to the cliff before they got to her. She could hear them, only metres away.

      Tears swam in her eyes but she wasn’t giving up. Her fingers closed accidentally around a loose branch and she thought, well, why not? Time to make a last stand. She wasn’t going back.

      The first of them burst out of the undergrowth and she swung the branch at him. Only his very fast reactions stopped her from knocking his head off. He stopped dead, tilting right over backwards, feet skidding in the dead leaves to avoid the blow.

      “Woah! What are you doing? It’s me!”

      And then he staggered forward as someone else cannoned into him from behind, caught out by his sudden stop.

      They weren’t who she had been expecting at all. They weren’t Silvio or any of her father’s goons. Just a pair of teenage boys — and she knew one of them. The taller, fair haired one.

      “I can see that!” she hissed. “What are you doing? And who are you?”

      She said that last bit to the second boy as he emerged from behind the first. He was staring at her like she was from outer space. His face was obscured with muddy patterns like some kind of jungle guerrilla, but still he seemed kind of familiar, for about half a second, before her conscious mind told her she had never seen him before in her life. He was a little shorter than the blond one, dark haired, with a wiry figure that, unlike the other boy’s, seemed to know exactly what it was doing with every movement.

      Apart from his mouth, which didn’t seem capable of movement at all.

      “Oh, ignore him,” the first boy said dismissively after they had stared at each other for a couple of seconds. “He’ll get over it. What are you doing? I told you to stay put!”

      “And I told you, idiot! I’m escaping!”

      “Oh.” He looked nonplussed, then very pleased with himself. “Well, you don’t have to anymore you see, ‘cos we’re rescuing you.”

      An alarm bell chose that exact moment to start ringing through the jungle. She watched his face fall.

      Brilliant. Just brilliant. The one thing she hadn’t wanted — the whole hornet’s nest stirred up.

      “Yeah?” she demanded. “So, how’s that going?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Beck’s story. Three weeks earlier …

        

      

    

    
      Beck Granger had to resist the urge to stroke the dog. It was a black haired Labrador on a leash that sniffed all around him while he sat poised in a metal chair — up and down his legs, around his waist, and with especial attention to his pockets.

      He wondered how often the dog actually found drugs, which was what it was sniffing for.

      “Hello doggy,” said James Blake’s voice from the chair behind him. It was immediately followed by the dog handler, a stern and firm man in a prison officer’s uniform and with a strong Essex accent.

      “Don’t touch the dog, sir.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      Beck was given the all clear and told to go and stand in the next queue. The people ahead of him were having their fingers swabbed by more prison officers, and the swabs were being fed into a machine which took a few seconds to scan for traces of amphetamines. Behind him, Beck’s Uncle Al — a stout, balding man in his sixties — and another prison visitor took their places in the chairs for their turn at receiving the attentions of the sniffer dogs, while James, a lanky, fair haired lad, came to stand with Beck.

      “I couldn’t help it,” James protested at the look Beck gave him. “It’s so cute.”

      The dogs were about the only cute thing Beck could see. He, James, Al and about thirty other people queued in a bleak concrete tunnel as they worked their way through the different layers of prison security. It was the first time Beck had ever been somewhere like this and he couldn’t help scanning the other visitors with interest.

      He and James were the youngest there, apart from a couple of babies being carried. The rest were anything from their twenties up to pensioners, men and women, smartly and cheaply dressed — and anywhere in between. Some chatted between themselves, some were obviously friends or family visiting together, some just kept quiet like they were hoping no one would notice them.

      But the one thing they all had in common, he thought, was that they were free. Any of them could just turn around and walk back down the tunnel, and they would be back outside and beyond the security perimeter. Unlike the people they had come to visit.

      Al came to join them.

      “I did tell you about the dog,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, but it’s cute,” Beck said with a grin, mimicking James’s voice. Al rolled his eyes and studiously looked elsewhere. He had never made any secret of the fact that he didn’t approve of James. At all. It was because of James that Beck had once faked his own death, leading to unimaginable heartbreak for Al who had raised Beck since he was a small child. But James was used to tuning out other people’s feelings, so he hardly seemed to notice what Al thought.

      When Beck had first met James, the other boy had been in a bad place. He had been all set to follow in the footsteps of his mother, a professional killer. He had little way of knowing anything else. Beck had been able to befriend him and help him find a better way to live.

      James had been so happy when Beck had recently approached him for his help, even though it took him about half a second to work out that Beck had come to him in particular for a reason. James had inherited a fortune, and what Beck and Al wanted would cost money, lots of it.

      They all passed the amphetamine test and waited by the double doors for the last stage. A guard with a clipboard took their names.

      “Table thirteen, sir,” he told Al. And they pushed their way through into the visiting area.

      It was the size of a school gym, and built like one, with bare brick walls and metal rafters. Rows of tables were laid out and the buzz of conversation filled the space. Uniformed guards circulated slowly, ready to pounce if they saw any physical contact between prisoners and visitors, or anything more substantial than a sheet of paper being passed over.

      Each table had a single chair on one side and two or three on the other. They sat themselves at table number thirteen and waited. Two minutes later Beck felt his breath catch in his throat as the man they had come to see walked through a door at the far end of the room.

      Of all the people still living on the planet, this was the one he had the most reason to loathe.
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      Dr Henry Winslow was a tall, balding man who had never smiled much even when he had been free. He was wearing the standard prison uniform of sweatpants and a t-shirt as he came forward and sat down heavily. Ignoring Beck completely, he looked at Al and jerked a thumb at James. “Who’s this one?”

      “Oh, don’t mind me,” James said casually.

      “I won’t.”

      Beck continued to stare at him through narrowed eyes. He was glad Winslow wasn’t talking to him because he didn’t trust himself to speak coherently back.

      Beck had spent fourteen years believing his twin sister Dian had died at the age of one day, following a difficult birth. Then he had learned that in fact Winslow, the doctor overseeing the birth, had taken this helpless, brand new little human being, and traded her for cash like a goldfish at a fair.

      The details that came out with Winslow’s confession had been staggering. Apparently, there had just been time for a photo of Beck and Dian with their parents. Then both babies had been whisked away to be put in incubators, with round-the-clock medical supervision. They had only had a 50/50 chance of surviving.

      At the same time, another mother in the hospital hadn’t been so lucky. Her child really had been lost. So, Winslow had told Beck’s parents that Dian had also passed away. Of course, they wanted to say goodbye to their little girl — and they were shown the other baby, who was then taken away for cremation. The other mother had already said her farewells. Both Beck’s mother and the other mother had been given urns of ashes to be buried in the hospital’s memorial garden, but only one of the urns was real.

      Recently, Beck had started waking from nightmares where he was the one being stolen. It left Beck rattled and scared — but also angry. He wanted retribution.

      Dian had only been the first of many children that Winslow had smuggled to paying customers. He specialised in crooked adoption agencies which turned a blind eye to the proper procedures and didn’t ask where the children had come from. Beck had friends who were adopted. A woman in Sweden who had been adopted had told him that it was such a wonderful thing, bringing happiness to children and to parents who otherwise wouldn’t have each other. Someone like Winslow was like a worm in an apple, corrupting something pure and beautiful.

      “How’s prison?” Al asked. Winslow glared at him through narrowed eyes.

      “How do you think? You do know these places are designed for punishment, don’t you? Well, it’s working. And for all the help I’ve given the authorities — I’ve told them everything, everything! — yet for all that, I’m still expecting the full sentence. Sixteen years.” He shook his head angrily. “I’m a trained doctor, I’ve saved lives, but I get sixteen years inside as reward for a lifetime of service.”

      The sheer hypocritical self-pity from a man who had preyed on human misery made Beck want to gag.

      “You’ve certainly been very helpful,” Al agreed, poker-faced. “Of course, you haven’t told them absolutely everything.”

      Winslow’s face turned to stone.

      “I’ve told them everything I remember.”

      “Which is a great deal, over a career stretching fourteen years. What a shame you can’t quite remember the details of the very first baby you took.”

      Winslow stared up at the ceiling.

      “Yes. Isn’t it.”

      “So, we are here to ask …” Al coughed, and his expression suggested there was a very nasty taste in his mouth. “What would help you remember? What could we …”

      “Nothing.” Winslow swung his hate-filled gaze down at him. “There is absolutely nothing you could ever do. Because I will not give …” He jerked his head at Beck, still without looking at him. Apparently he couldn’t even say Beck’s name. “… you, the satisfaction.” He was now staring at Beck. “You got me in here. You want to know where your sister is? Well, you can spend a lifetime finding out.”

      “Even if that final little detail made the difference between sixteen years and, say, ten? Most of them in an open prison?” Al asked.

      Winslow looked sideways at him, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “It wouldn’t. I’ve been told this is as good as it gets — unless I start splashing out on a very expensive barrister. Which I can’t afford.”

      “We’ve been talking to a very expensive barrister and he is confident he can do what I just described.”

      Al sighed, then ducked his head at James.

      “Over to you,” he said without expression.

      James leaned his elbows on the table and gave Winslow his friendliest smile.

      “Hi,” he said. “James Blake.”

      Winslow cocked his head in thought.

      “I remember you from the news. The Lumos boy.”

      “That’s me.”

      James’s grandfather, Edwin Blake, had been the founder of the Lumos Energy company — one of the nastiest, most corrupt organisations on the planet. It had been behind the death of Beck’s parents, and James had eventually helped Beck bring Edwin down, after seeing the truth about his family.

      “I heard that your grandfather disinherited you?”

      “Yes that’s very true — but luckily I’d already inherited my mother’s share of the business and he couldn’t touch that.” He paused. “My grandfather died knowing I would inherit a fortune. It must have made his end even more bitter.”

      Winslow glared.

      James continued, as cool as ice.

      “So, can we agree that when I say that I can get you a very expensive barrister, I mean it?”
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      “Who’s Ric Valcarcel?” Beck asked on the train back home. The first class compartment was empty apart from the three of them. James had bought the tickets. It meant that they could sit around a table and talk in privacy. “I get the feeling I should have heard of him.”

      Finally, after so long, they had a name. The inducement of an expensive barrister had helped jog it loose from Winslow’s memory. Most adoptions were done through proper agencies, with proper checks, and were all completely legal, but Dian’s was different, illegal and expensive. Winslow had met Valcarcel at a charity event and done the deal over a drink or three at the bar.

      “I remember Valcarcel,” Al said thoughtfully. “South American pop star, one hit wonder round about the time you were born. He made number one in most countries around the world, teenage kids everywhere screaming his name, raked in millions — and vanished. He would never have been eligible to adopt an English child.”

      James had been tapping away at his iPad and now he had found what he was after.

      “Ricardo Duarte Valcarcel. Brazilian dad, American mum, born in Rio de Janeiro,” he reported. “Says here: ‘After his taste of fame, Valcarcel declared his intention of investing in the spiritual and cultural development of his native Latin America. The result was the opening of the exclusive Jaguar Studios in the heart of the Guatemalan rain forest, dedicated to transcending national boundaries and furthering the musical and performing arts of the continent.’ Oh, and here he is.”

      He slid the tablet over to Beck and Al and they found themselves looking at a slender thirty-something man: dark hair that would have been curly if it wasn’t close cropped, designer stubble and cool, calculating eyes.

      “And his family?” Al asked.

      “Working on it.” James went back to work on the iPad.

      “So why would he buy an English baby?” Beck asked. “When he had all that, fame, fortune …”

      Al thought.

      “Well, maybe he wanted a Western child as a cultural status thing for him in Guatemala — or maybe he genuinely believed Dian was an orphan and that he could be a kind, loving father to her? Either way, he must have known he was breaking the law.”

      Beck pulled a face. Ever since he had learned Dian might still be alive, he also had to live with the possibility that she might be perfectly happy where she was.

      “First wife was English but she died of cancer,” James reported, reading from the screen. “She died a year after they got Dian. He’s been remarried twice since then. Number two was American, and he’s just divorced number three who is Mexican. One daughter …”

      His face went still.

      “And here she is,” he said quietly. “Only, she’s called Anita now.” He turned the iPad back around and, for the first time in fourteen years, Beck saw his sister.
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      It must have been taken at some kind of party — maybe the kind that the teenage daughters of retired millionaire pop stars went to. There was a pool in the background, and everything was bright and sunny and there was lots of splashing going on.

      The dark-haired girl in the foreground seemed to be somehow apart from it all. She cradled a soft drink in her hands but it was untouched and her mouth was a straight line. Her eyes were hidden by sunglasses so that it was impossible to tell if she was looking at the camera or slightly to one side, and you couldn’t read any expression to fill in the last piece of what she was actually thinking.

      Beck and Al looked at her for about a minute.

      “Well,” Al said eventually, “we know at least one thing. Until we make contact with her, Beck stays well away. You look too alike — anyone else would notice the similarity immediately. That’s if we even find her.”

      He looked up at James and coughed to clear his throat.

      “James …” He seemed to force the words out reluctantly. “I can’t deny how I’ve felt about you, and you’ve known it. I didn’t want you brought into this but Beck insisted. And now, well, I have to say thank you. We couldn’t have done this without you.” He paused. “You played your part to perfection.”

      “Hey, no worries,” James said casually. Then he pulled a face. “You know, I still don’t like helping out a scumbag like him.”

      “It’s what we said we would do,” Al said simply. “It’s one way we stay better than our enemies — we do better to them than they would ever do to us, even when it sticks in our throat.”

      James shrugged. “So, what do we do now?” he asked.

      Al frowned.

      “We?”

      “Well, yeah? We’ve come this far—”

      Al held his hand up.

      “James — thanks, but this is family business now and it may well get ugly. You have done enough, and for that we are grateful.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “James, no, I’m sorry. I’m putting my foot down.”

      James looked genuinely sad and looked away, shaking his head slowly — as if deep in emotion.

      Then he pulled the iPad back and started browsing. “Look at you two. Grangers Against the World.”

      Beck wanted to say something — anything — but he wasn’t sure what. He could understand James being upset. He could also understand Al drawing a line. James was a great guy — one of the best — but he wasn’t family and there was no need to draw him into the dangers that inevitably would lie ahead.

      “Can we leave it that you are there for us if we need your help, James?” he asked.

      “You mean my money,” James replied.

      Beck felt a pang of awkwardness.

      “No, James.” Uncle Al interjected. “We just don’t want you to have to get more involved than is needed. That’s all. It is for your own good. So, what do we do?” Al continued. He paused, then he answered his own question. “We find out. We have to know more. We have to learn if Dian’s happy. I mean Anita. We have to go to Guatemala. See for ourselves. We can’t leave this up to some investigator, and I don’t want to alert the authorities. Not until we know.” He paused.

      “We need to find a way of getting close to her and her stepfather. Right up close,” said Beck.

      James coughed.

      “We need to somehow observe her stepfather as a family man,” Al agreed. He went on, thinking out loud. “Maybe we wangle a meeting. I’m associated with Green Force and could contact him for a contribution …” He sighed. “But he’ll get begging letters all the time — all rich folk do.” Al was lost in thought.

      James coughed again — a long, throaty rumble lasting several seconds. Al didn’t try to hide his irritation.

      “Something to say?”

      James smiled.

      “Use your assets, my granddad used to tell me. You guys know this millionaire kid, more money than sense, fancies a music career, wants to invest in a really cool music studio.” James paused. “Is a fan of South American pop history.” He spread his arms out and his smile grew wider. “I mean, what could go wrong?”
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          Dian’s story.

        

      

    

    
      The volcanoes loomed on the horizon beyond Guatemala City.

      They had seen them as the jet came in to land, and she could still catch glimpses of them between the city’s high rises, through the tinted windows of the air conditioned limo as it whisked them downtown. They were fifty kilometres away but still looked close.

      Somehow the city always looked to her like it was only there on good behaviour. The vibrant greens of the jungle canopy stretched into it, reaching down the avenues and into the heart of the town. It was like the rain forest was saying it could reclaim the buildings at a moment’s notice.

      This was Guatemala, after all — in the language of the Mayans and Toltecs who had lived here before the Europeans came, the very word meant ‘Land of the Trees’.

      But the trees couldn’t touch the volcanoes. They were massive ash grey cones, three kilometres high, hazy but deadly. The Fuego volcano was still active; just earlier in the year it had erupted again, sending columns of lava and smoke seven kilometres into the sky.

      She hadn’t actually seen it happen. Ric had kept them all safely back at the studio in the middle of the jungle. To the rest of the world, Jaguar was a state of the art recording and production environment but to her it was home. Or a gilded cage. Look at it whichever way.

      And after today, she might never see the volcanoes again.

      She carefully didn’t smile at the thought, or cross her fingers, or let herself show any outward sign at all. No. Let Ric go on thinking this was just like any other city visit, all the way up until the moment he realised it wasn’t.

      “So, what are you going to do in town, Anita?” Ric asked. “Where do you want Silvio to take you?”

      Ric sat in the rear-facing seats, alone as always. She and Silvio, whom she privately regarded as living proof that humans were descended from apes, and in some cases very closely, sat facing forwards. Silvio turned his head and regarded her with dead eyes.

      “Why does Silvio have to take me anywhere, Ric?” she asked.

      As a young child, Ric had always insisted she call him ‘Dad’, in English, not Spanish. She had never liked this. It felt weird. Everyone else called their fathers ‘papa’ in Guatemala.

      Instead, ever since the age of nine, she had started to call him Ric. Using his name instead was a small victory for her against her father’s anger and dominance over her — and she stuck to it. It helped put distance between them. “I think I can do my own shopping. I will then meet you for lunch.”

      “Nuh-huh.” Ric had perfected the art of smiling with his mouth in a dead straight line. He didn’t look up from his tablet, just shook his head once.

      “Do you have any idea what I’m worth, my little princess? No, you are too valuable — to me and to others who won’t have your best interests at heart in this city. I am wealthy and that makes me — and you — a target.” He paused, as if holding back his annoyance. “Stop fighting against that fact.”

      “Silvio,” Ric continued, “Anita is going to Galerías Concepción. Usual spending limit. No more discussion.”

      “Sure, Señor Valcarcel.”

      “We’ll meet there for lunch at one, after I’m done with the clinic. Deal?”

      She knew the form. She also knew how to return his flat smile.

      “Okay, Ric. Okay.”

      A pause settled on the limo and she knew Ric was waiting for something.

      She wasn’t going to say it.

      He looked at her, expectantly.

      No, she wasn’t going to say it.

      He kept looking.

      “Thanks,” she heard herself say.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled coldly.

      

      The limo dropped her and Silvio off a block before the mall. It was an overcast day, with the humidity trapped and compressed between a layer of clouds and the ground below. She looked forward to reaching the air conditioned sanctuary of the mall.

      A skinny little boy — about ten, barefoot, scruffy t-shirt and shorts — squatted by the doors to a department store, minding his business quietly but watching the passers-by with eyes like a hawk.

      She knew what he was the moment she set eyes on him. A street kid with no parents but a thousand brothers and sisters, his home probably a storm pipe somewhere. A boy who had learnt his street survival before he could talk. He would be waiting with infinite patience for some rich person to emerge laden down with bags which he could offer to carry to their taxi for a couple of centavos. Failing that, he might just relieve them of a little wealth by more direct, but less honest means.

      He would be out of luck with them — no way was Silvio going to let her part with any of the Señor’s money. But she always knew how to help these kids in the small way she could. It was part of her rebellion against her father — against the system — her way of making a positive difference. A phrase that her father would laugh at always.

      And so she carefully slowed down, half a pace, half a pace again, until she was just behind Silvio — still in the corner of his eye, because he would never let her out of it, but her own body should be blocking his view beyond her. She subtly shifted a handful of notes from her bag to her left hand. Hidden from view.

      As they passed the boy, she opened her palm and let the notes flutter to the ground next to him. She didn’t even turn to see his face. If she did then Silvio would notice her act.

      But she allowed herself a small smile.

      There you go kid, you need it more than I …

      But just then, Silvio abruptly spun round on one foot towards her.

      “Oi! You! Come here, niño!” he exclaimed. He barged back past her and grabbed hold of the kid’s arm with his powerful paw.
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      “No, Silvio, don’t…” she protested.

      Her bodyguard was pulling the notes from the boy’s clutch.

      “No one takes the Señor’s stuff. He stole this from your bag.”

      He grabbed the kid’s arm in two places and flexed his muscles. The kid’s face was already contorted with the pain. But she instinctively screamed:

      “No!”

      He paused, not looking round.

      “I am just looking out for you, Miss Anita.” He spoke like a teacher addressing a slow pupil. “No one takes the Señor’s stuff. If I don’t teach this kid a lesson, how else is he going to learn?”

      She thought, at desperate speed.

      “If you do that, I will scream,” she hissed. “I will scream so loud! Help! Murder! Then what? People with cameras. I’ll make sure you’re seen by everyone. Do you think Ric wants that kind of publicity?”

      Silvio waited. She could see the wheels turning in his mind. When he spoke, he sounded kind of puzzled.

      “You do that, Miss Anita, you know what he’ll do to you?”

      She knew exactly, and her blood froze at the thought. But she also knew there was no other way she could live with herself for what this poor boy was about to have happen. She had seen Silvio throw kids to the ground before and kick them for lesser things.

      “Let him go,” she said.

      Silvio turned his head to look at her. She didn’t blink as she returned his gaze.

      Silvio let go of the kid’s arm, one hand at a time. Then he cuffed the boy hard enough to send him staggering.

      “Beat it,” he ordered. The boy fled.

      Silvio walked past Anita without looking back, handing her the cash angrily as he went.

      “Be more careful, Miss Anita.”

      She forced herself to turn and follow him.

      Just as she always did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      There were advantages to being a girl. One of them was that your male bodyguard couldn’t follow you into the changing rooms. She could pick a cubicle in the changing room, draw the curtain, and be on her own. Those minutes of freedom, unguarded by Silvio, unmonitored by Ric, and finally able to do the thing she had been yearning to do all morning.

      She had felt her phone buzz in her pocket all morning. It had been burning a hole there. Only one other person had its number and her name showed on the screen. Kim. Her stepmother, Ric’s second wife. Kim was the woman who had basically raised her since Ric’s first wife died. They had got on together so well, until Ric had essentially thrown Kim out. And Kim had given her this phone secretly just before she left.

      She thumbed it and the message appeared.

      Yellow taxi 2338 — 4pm

      “Yes-s-s!” she whispered, exultant but so quiet that anyone in the cubicle with her would have only heard a slight sigh of breath. Silvio was twenty metres away, with all the sounds of the store to distract him … but old habits, very necessary habits in his case, die hard. Getting away was never easy.

      OK, she texted back.
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      “So, what did the doctors say?” she asked.

      On the dot of one, she and Silvio had met up with Ric as planned. Señor Valcarcel had their usual table in their usual restaurant, always available, even if the place was full. It was secluded away in one corner, and Ric always sat with his back to the wall.

      Ric paused, with a mouthful of burger part way to his mouth. He was always a greedy eater. She had gone for fish. As always. It felt more natural to her than the processed garbage her stepfather always devoured.

      Ric was chatting to Silvio now. He always seemed to talk more to him than her. But she was used to it.

      “Turns out the reason I’ve been getting these headaches is a thing called glaucoma.”

      “Gee.” Silvio looked concerned. “Is that bad, Señor?”

      “No.” The flat smile again, and Ric finished his mouthful. “It just means there’s extra pressure on my eyeballs. I have drops for it and I’ll be fine.”

      She perked up. This could be interesting. “Maybe I should get checked for glaucoma too?” she interjected.

      “Why?” He glanced sideways at her. “You getting headaches too?”

      “No, but I’ve heard of glaucoma.” She looked him in the eye. “It’s hereditary. It runs in families.”

      He dabbed a napkin to his lips.

      “You’ll be fine, honey.” He didn’t sound concerned.

      “Whatever you say, Ric,” she murmured, and finished off her fish and guacamole.
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      After lunch it was back into the limo, back onto the streets — and not back to the hotel. That was when the worry began to settle in for her.

      “Just a few more details to take care of …” Ric said, answering the question on her face as they pulled up in front of an office block. “You and Silvio wait here.”

      And 4pm was approaching — the time specified in her secret text message. She felt the first faint tingles of doubt. If she missed this, she might not ever get as good a chance. It had to happen while she was in the city. They were all due to go back to Jaguar in the morning …

      She shifted in her seat, getting an amused smirk from Silvio.

      “Patience, baby doll.”

      She pulled out her phone — the official phone, the one Ric knew about — and looked up the company on the front of the building. As far as she could see they dealt with electronics exports and imports. That wouldn’t surprise anyone. Everyone knew Ric kept Jaguar Studios fitted out with the latest tech, and anyone who stopped to think about it would realise most of it came from the United States, so had to be imported.

      But did he have to choose today to do business face to face?

      The phone’s clock clicked over, digit by digit, getting ever closer to four p.m., and she felt her hands get a little clammy with sweat.

      Her one chance to escape, to get away from Ric and Silvio and everything that controlled her life, and she was about to lose it …
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      She almost yelped with relief when she saw Ric coming back across the forecourt. He dropped into his seat and gave one word to the driver over the intercom.

      “Hotel.”

      Forty-five minutes to go …

      … and more than thirty of them were used up crawling through the city’s traffic. One thing Ric couldn’t do for all his money was clear the roads ahead of him.

      The car pulled up in front of the hotel at five minutes to four, and she almost leaped out. But the one thing she didn’t want to do at this point was show energy.

      She sat back in her seat and tenderly rubbed her forehead.

      “My head’s killing me,” she announced. “I think I need a lie-down.”

      The two men gazed at her quizzically.

      “So where did this come from?” Ric asked. She faked a stab of pain across her face.

      “It’s the aircon in the malls. It dries you out. I probably didn’t drink enough water.” She smiled weakly. “Sorry, Ric. I’ll try to make it to dinner.”

      Ric loved to have her on display in public. He would have made a fuss if there was a chance she wouldn’t make dinner. But her promise put him in a good mood. He waved a hand nonchalantly.

      “Of course you will. See you then.”

      And she was free.

      Silvio had to unload the car and Ric wanted to talk to the manager, so she could get into a lift ahead of them.

      She didn’t bother going up to her suite. No time, and she had already resigned herself to travelling just in what she was wearing. She had her passport in her bag and Kim had made all the other arrangements.

      So she just pressed the button for one floor up, got out when it stopped, and ran to the stairs down back to the foyer. At the bottom she peered carefully through the small window in the fire door and spied the backs of Ric and Silvio waiting for their own lift. She forced herself to wait until not only had the doors slid shut but the floor indicator showed the lift was moving.

      Then she stepped out, walked breezily across the foyer, gave a friendly nod to the doorman and emerged at precisely four p.m.

      It couldn’t have gone better. A yellow taxi, number 2338 painted on its sides, drew up and she got in. It started to drive.

      She was away. Her journey had begun.
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      For a few minutes she just sat, twisted round, watching the hotel recede. She had actually done it! Kim had come through.

      Kim wasn’t here in person now, because Ric had his spies and would know if she even entered the country. But she had friends and she had been able to pull strings from abroad. She had arranged all of this.

      The phone buzzed again, and this time it was Kim sending a string of instructions and ticket booking numbers. She said the taxi driver had been paid and would take her to the heliport, where a helicopter would take her to San José on the coast. She couldn’t fly out via La Aurora, Guatemala City’s international airport, because it would be the first place Ric would look. She had to get to another airport that also had flights to the States.

      Ten minutes later they were at the heliport. She tipped the driver with a 100 quetzal note and hurried into the terminal.

      Everything was electronic. She just had to show the number on her phone and she was booked in. The helicopter was a specially chartered flight, poised on its skids outside with its rotors ready to go. It was a small six-seater Bell but the only seats were taken by her and the pilot. He helped her strap in to her seat at the back of the small cabin, and passed her a headset. The interior of a helicopter in flight is a noisy place and she would need the phones to hear anything he said.

      Five minutes after arriving at the terminal, she was lifting up into the air. The terminal fell away. She could see the taxi she had come in. She raised her eyes and watched the spread of Guatemala City come into view, and then start to recede.

      It was the most amazing sight she had ever seen.

      I’m doing it. I’m actually doing it …

      The helicopter circled and turned to face the south-west. The coast was about eighty kilometres away, which meant maybe thirty minutes flying, taking them over the band of volcanoes and beyond.

      She scooted herself over to the right hand seat of the helicopter’s small cabin so that she could watch the volcanoes approach, silhouetted against the lowering sun. As the helicopter flew near, the cones rose slowly above layers of cloud and mist, their craters the dark mouths of giant worms buried beneath the surface of the earth.

      Closer still, and she could see the fields of blasted, grey-brown ash. It had to be like Mars down there, she thought — barren and desolate. But, unlike Mars, also very active. Streams of red hot lava trickled slowly down one of the cones like glowing worms crawling to freedom, a stark contrast to the verdant green of the jungle below. The helicopter wasn’t airtight so she could feel the heat blowing up, smell the sulphur in the air. All the tourist trekkers would have gone home for the day by now. There would be nothing alive down there …

      The helicopter lurched. For a moment she thought it must have just been an air pocket, but then there was no doubt about it. They were dropping.

      “Hey, what’s happening?” she asked over the microphone. The pilot showed no reaction. She leaned forward to tap him on the shoulder and repeated the question.

      “Landing,” he said, his voice crackly in her ears through the phones.

      “Landing? Why?” She shot a glance at the instruments. Not that she was an expert, but nothing was pushing into the red. No alarms were sounding. The helicopter seemed to be working. “Why are we …”

      And then there was an alarm, but only she could hear it buzzing in her head.

      “Oh no.” She sat back in her seat, gazing dead ahead without seeing. Her jaw dropped as the suspicion began to worm its way towards certainty. “Oh no, oh no …”

      By the time they landed, she knew.

      Kim hadn’t planned this bit. She knew her stepmother too well. No, this had Ric written all over it. Ric had somehow found out about the plan and he had led her along to this point. Then he had stepped in and changed it, right at the point she thought she was getting away with it, just so that she would feel the final disappointment all the more.

      The helicopter touched down below the summit of the volcano on a roughly level patch of ground. The downwash from the rotors kicked dirt and dust up into the air so that the helicopter sat at the centre of its own personal whirlwind.

      The pilot turned around without expression and passed her an envelope.

      “You take this and you get out.”

      She looked out at the dead lava fields. Nothing else alive out there …

      “And if I don’t?” she whispered.

      “Then I throw you out anyway.”

      “I guess you’ve been pre-hired, so to speak,” she said dully.

      “Loyal to the boss,” he replied wryly.

      She snatched the letter from him, opened it, though she could already guess the content and the tone, if not the exact words.

      ‘I figured you would need to cool off. Although maybe I was wrong and you need to warm up instead. R’

      He had known. He had known every step of the way.

      “Stand back when I take off, or the blast could blow you off this damned volcano,” the pilot warned impatiently.

      “Gee, thanks for the kind advice.”

      There was nothing else she could do. He was bigger and stronger. She had her personal alarm, but what good would that do? No other humans for miles around. She had no choice.

      She opened the door, climbed down, retreated to a safe distance and crouched down. The engine roared and she ducked her head from the swirling blast of hot air and chips of lava.

      The storm subsided, the helicopter was a receding light in the sky, and suddenly she was all alone on the flanks of an active volcano.

      This had not been in her plan.
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      “I’m going to survive this, Ric!”

      She shouted it out loud, not that she expected anyone to hear it, but it helped her bolster her own courage.

      “I don’t know how this ends, but I’m not giving up here!”

      Brave words, she told herself, for someone stranded in a place where a step in the wrong direction could kill her. Now time for some brave actions.

      What did he want?

      What would satisfy him most would be to come back and find her where he left her, scared, broken, sobbing, promising to obey him from now on.

      Not going to happen. Time to start walking.

      He wouldn’t have had her dropped anywhere that she was likely to bump into someone else, so chances were she would have to go some serious distance before she found help. So she started walking, picking her way across the lava field in the direction of Guatemala City.

      The smell of the volcano was ten times stronger now that she was out in the open. Fumes and gases from the earth’s interior belched out into the clean, life-sustaining air of the surface. She was all too aware that carbon monoxide or sulphur, invisible to the human eye, could kill her, suffocating her in a second if she found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The ground she was walking on had once been molten rock, and she could still feel the heat coming up through it. She was walking on a solid crust above stuff so hot that it that could flow like hot toffee. She had to stick to the solid looking bits, but that was just a matter of guesswork and judgement. With every footstep, she had no idea if this could be the time her foot broke through into something that would scorch the flesh off all the way down to the bone.

      The crust had cooled into curved, twisted shapes that looked from a distance like they had been carved and polished. Up close you could see that wasn’t so. The surface was ridged in patterns like giant fingerprints, and the ridges were razor sharp so she could feel them pressing through her soles. She was only wearing casual city shoes — the most she had expected to do with her feet that day had been to wander around a couple of malls — and unless she walked with great care, an hour’s walking would reduce them to tatters. First the shoes, then her actual feet. She needed proper, tough, hiking footwear — but there was no point in yearning for what she didn’t have. To survive you have to make the most of what you have. She knew that much.

      The pain grew slowly. She was expecting it and at first she told herself to ignore it. It grew more and more insistent until every step seemed to make something inside her flare up.

      The lava ridges tenderising her feet were leaving multiple, thin lines of bruising across her soles. The strain of staying upright as she picked her way downhill was stretching every muscle she had, so that there was an intense knot of pain in the small of her back and her legs felt like hot metal rods had been inserted to replace the bones.

      Every step seemed to jar.

      She tried to think through why going down was hurting so much.

      Every step I take downhill makes me drop a little, so I’m absorbing more of an impact than if I was walking straight. Answer: crouch down. Keep the centre of gravity low. Make it so that I have less to drop.

      And so she switched her posture, hunching herself over as she went. And sure enough, it helped. Back and legs still ached but she had taken the main strain off them and it wasn’t hard to push the remaining pain into the background.

      But that was only one kind of hurting. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, her eyes stung and she could feel the strength draining from her like the last charge of a dead battery. She was wiped. When had she last had a drink of water? Of anything? Lunchtime? That had been hours ago. Down below, the humidity meant you couldn’t sweat properly. Up here you had the opposite problem — the thin, cool air was so dry and arid that it sucked the moisture out of you. She was dehydrating — and fast.

      She had no idea what reserves of water the average human body carries, but she knew she couldn’t go on like this forever. It would only be a few hours before she passed out and if no one found her, then she would never wake up again …
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      After a while she was off the cooled rock and onto an older, gentler surface that solved one problem but brought along a whole new one.

      The ankle-catching, foot slashing ridges were gone but now she walked on smaller, finer grains of ash and pumice. Every step kicked up a dry cloud of particles that settled onto her shoes — her open, utterly unsuitable shoes — and worked its way into the cracks, then ground against her skin.

      She could feel the rough ash grinding away, every step slowly turning her feet a little bit more raw. And now it didn’t matter how low she crouched, the fact was that her whole weight ultimately came down to her feet, and every step made the stuff grind further into her flesh.

      But she wasn’t going to stop. She would wear both her feet into raw, bleeding stumps if she had to. She would keep going. Apart from the sheer principle of beating Ric’s expectations, there was a more practical matter. Sure, she could stop any time, but then what? She had no food, no drink, no shelter, and no ability to get any of them. After a night on the volcano, she could be so weakened by hunger, thirst and exposure that any kind of rescue would come too late.

      On the basic grounds that she didn’t know anything about surviving out in the wild, the only thing she could do was press ahead, conquer any sign of weakness, until she was safe with someone else who could supply what she needed.

      And the first thing she would do, she vowed, next time she was anywhere near civilisation, would be to learn some proper survival skills. Now that she had identified this gap in her knowledge — a gap she had never expected to be a problem — she would never allow herself to be in this kind of situation again.

      The jungle might have been getting closer, but she couldn’t tell. Twilight had come down and the world was being reduced to shades of grey, the darkest of all being the ground beneath her hobbling feet. The only sounds were her footsteps and the rattling of pumice fragments and the rush of wind moving across rock.

      Apart from that, there was not one single animal noise or human sound. The sheer silence seemed to roar in compensation.

      Something tall loomed ahead and resolved into a pine tree — a single, solitary specimen, self-rooted in the ash. Did that mean she was getting close? Or did pines just grow naturally up at this altitude? She didn’t know. It didn’t have any noticeable fruit — nothing moist and juicy to soak into her dry mouth.

      But it was a plant, so it must be getting water from somewhere … mustn’t it? She studied it carefully, walking all the way around, but there was nothing. No sign of any stream or even a puddle fed by rain. Her mouth felt like dry leather and she would have settled for anything wet. She guessed it got its moisture out of the air itself, from rain and when the clouds hung low over the peak.

      She turned her face downhill again and pressed on.

      But then her nightmare came true and she was almost too tired to notice it happening.

      And despite everything, all her determination and resolve, she found herself almost crying when the white beam blazed down from above, picking her out in a circle of light, and the roaring morphed into the sound of a helicopter’s engine.

      The chopper settled onto the ground ahead of her, down the slope, and a figure climbed out of the front to wait with crossed arms, leaning against the fuselage.

      As she drew nearer she saw it was Silvio.

      “Lesson learnt?” he shouted over the noise of the rotors. She didn’t reply — part sullen silence, and part because her mouth was too dry to frame words. He held his hand out to her and shouted: “Phone.”

      It took a moment to realise what he meant. Then she silently handed her phone over.“In.”

      There was a two litre bottle of water waiting for her, and the moment she was strapped in she gulped half of it down almost without taking a breath.

      She wasn’t going to ask Silvio for help, so she took what remained of her shoes off, and her socks, and poured water over her feet, wiping away the ash with a scarf from her bag. They were red and bleeding from a score of tiny cuts and scratches, but they probably felt worse than they were, and should heal up with rest.

      By the time she was finished they were high up enough that only dark air surrounded them. There was no sign of the volcano behind, just the first glimmer of city lights ahead.

      But the helicopter showed no sign of descending. Its course altered a little so that soon they were passing Guatemala City altogether.

      Which only meant one thing. She was being taken back to Jaguar. Back to the heart of the jungle. Back to jail.

      So she made a vow to read up on those missing survival skills, first thing, because it seemed that her only chance now was to escape into the jungle itself. And to do this the hard way.
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      Beck’s story

      The chime rang out from the laptop, immediately followed by James’s voice doing a bad imitation of a DJ.

      “This is James Blake, coming to you from the heart of the jungle. Yo, Beckster baby, you there?”

      Beck quickly minimised the spreadsheet he had been working on, and James grinned out at him from a window on screen. The quality was lousy and James’s face was pixelated, dissolving into square dots whenever he moved more than a couple of centimetres in either direction while the signal struggled to keep up with him. It was Skype beamed by a portable satellite kit connected to James’s laptop, but it was also utterly secure.

      “Loud and clear,” Beck replied. “Well, loud at least! How are you, James?”

      James’s grin grew wider.

      “Surviving and thriving — you know me!"

      “Yes I do. Sadly. Got anything useful to say?”

      “Maybe.” James was looking past him. “How’s the apartment?”

      Beck grudgingly moved aside from the screen to give him a better view of the living room of a twentieth floor apartment overlooking Guatemala City. It was full of sunlight and a gentle breeze blew through the open windows to cut down on the need for air conditioning.

      The place belonged to Jorge and Arabella Moreno, who were the regional heads of Green Force, the direct environmental action group that Beck wanted to work for one day like his parents had. The Morenos were letting Beck stay with them while Al and James investigated the Jaguar Studios. Beck had been paying his way by helping out with some admin work — boring, but also important, as he had come to realise when he had recently interned in one of Green Force’s Swedish offices.

      Beck had been reminded that much of the work was depressingly familiar wherever you were around the world. Keeping track of illegal logging, exporting of protected species, backhanders paid to government officials to look the other way … all the usual Green Force stuff that they had to battle against.

      And from what he could see, Green Force in South America had the added complication of having to tip-toe over some very delicate politics.

      In the twenty-first century, within Beck’s lifetime, there had been two military coups in South American countries, when the armed forces had overthrown the democratic government. And this was actually progress, because there had been nine coups in the 1970s, six in the 1980s, three in the 1990s — so the number was declining. South American governments were generally becoming more secure, and every government now was firmly on the side of democracy and the law. But the forces that were against these good things were still out there, hiding.

      Rebels and guerrilla forces generally need money and equipment to operate, and a good way to get hold of those things was all the illegal activities that Green Force was concerned with. So, just by doing the usual Green Force work, the Morenos also ran the risk of sticking their noses into the activities of very dangerous people.

      “So,” Beck said, “what have you found?”

      “Hey, yeah, so. This place! It is amazing. There’s this old Mayan ruin, but the place we’re staying is totally new—”

      “Have you met Dian?”

      James looked suddenly thoughtful.

      “Ha. Oh boy… Oh yes. I’ve met her all right ...”
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      Dian’s story

      Silvio summoned her from her workstation with a jerk of his head. She glanced at the store’s manager but he simply glanced back. Everyone did what the Señor said. So she pushed back her chair and stood up.

      A long time ago, she had realised that a good way to look for a way out of Jaguar was to get more involved. If she saw more of it from the inside then she could study it for weaknesses. So, she had put it to Ric that maybe she could be of use? It beat just sitting in her room. She had put it in a way that would make Ric feel he had more control over her time, and it had worked. So now, after her school work — which was via videoconference to a carefully vetted private tutor in Guatemala City — she often helped the manager out, in a small cubicle at one side of the large warehouse that was Jaguar’s stores.

      The warehouse was loaded with racks of electronic gear, and further along at the back of the building was the sealed-off area where only authorised personnel went.

      There hadn’t been any further punishment since her attempted escape in Guatemala City. There was no need. The humiliation was punishment enough. She had simply got back into her old routines. She got on okay with the store’s manager, but like everyone else on the staff, he was Ric’s man and she would have no ally there.

      She hadn’t seen Ric in the flesh since she got back. It looked like that was about to change. She followed Silvio out into the daylight, and they walked across the Jaguar estate along the path paved with large, smooth stones towards the residence.

      The estate sat in a natural limestone hollow a kilometre across. The centre piece was the temple, dedicated to the Mayan Jaguar God of Terrestrial Fire and War. It was ten square platforms stacked one on top of the other to make a pyramid, each one slightly smaller than the last — until you got to a small stone hut at the top. The Mayans, the first people to live on this land before the collapse of their civilisation, had built it centuries ago.

      Ric couldn’t use the actual designated ancient monument for anything — so in classic Ric style, the Jaguar estate had been built around it.

      It looked like it should be cool and pleasant. A river poured in over the southern edge of the hollow and disappeared into a hole at the base of the northern cliff, and in between it wound its way through carefully tended grounds. The modern white buildings — movie studio, recording studio, stores, guest block, private residence — each sat in their own area with mowed lawns around them, all in a modern style that echoed the design of the temple. But the moment you set foot outside one of those buildings, humid air closed around you and you knew you were in the rain forest.

      Most of the trees had been cleared away to create the estate but a remnant of it survived around the edges of the hollow, and in every direction beyond it was the limestone cliff, twenty metres high. From the estate the entire horizon was a ripple of rock above the tree canopy. At first sight, it looked incredible, but to her it was a constant reminder of the natural barriers that lay between her and the rest of the world.

      Ric was waiting in his office on the top floor of the residence, at his desk with his back to the wide windows that overlooked the estate and the temple. In one corner of the room, a niche held a statue of the Jaguar god himself. It had bulging round eyes and wide, square jaws and actually didn’t look much like a real jaguar at all — but it did leave you in no doubt that it was a deadly, vicious creature that you treated with a lot of respect.

      He didn’t look up as Silvio ushered her in and she didn’t intend to wait for him to notice her.

      “What?” she said without any preliminary. He sat back and gave her a smug smile.

      “And it’s lovely to see you too, my fiery one. I noticed you were walking okay — glad the feet have healed up. What do you make of this fool?”

      He pushed his desk monitor around and a video started to play. It showed a gangly teenage boy with a mop of blond hair, sitting on his bed and strumming an electric guitar. At the end of every chord there was a minute pause while he repositioned his fingers.

      And then he started to sing, in a wobbly voice that was just a little too flat.

      “Ooh, yeah, you’re my girl.” A pause, for a chord change. “Come on and give me a —” Another pause. “Twirl. We’ll have a good time, I’ll make your head whirl …” Mercifully, he stopped and flashed a dopey grin at the unseen camera operator. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I think I’m getting better.”

      He had an English accent, which surprised her. Most English-speakers that Ric did business with were Americans. But as she spoke English, Spanish and Portuguese fluently, it wasn’t a problem to understand him.

      “He’s terrible,” she said flatly as the boy started on verse two. Ric grinned and paused the playback.

      “I know, and you’re to be nice to him. He’s here now. Flew in with his business manager this morning.”

      She stared at him in dismay as he went on to explain, with a jerk of his thumb at the frozen image.

      “That dope, believe it or not, is a multi-millionaire, name of James Blake. I’ve looked him up — he’s one hundred percent genuine. He inherited the family fortune, he’s rich enough to do whatever he wants in life, and, guess what? He fancies himself as the new Justin Bieber, and he wants to record an album, all funded by himself. He’s thinking of doing it here — hire a studio, hire the technicians, hire the band, all straight up. He wants somewhere inspiring and he is a fan of my music. And with what he’s prepared to pay, we will help him.” He smiled and tapped his head as if he believed that somehow he was smarter than the rest of the world.

      She hated it when he did that.

      “So my pretty.” He paused. “Go and make friends with him. I don’t want to lose his foolish money.”
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      Guests were put up in an apartment block at the edge of the estate, backing onto the jungle belt. She walked there, under Silvio’s watchful eye, with a blazing fury inside her. Ric just wanted to use her to get hold of this kid’s money? Well, she would do everything she could to scare him off, lose Ric a customer, and make Ric see that the sooner he let her leave of her own free will, then the better off he would be.

      Silvio escorted her to the terrace at the front, which was built around a fountain whose spray provided a basic kind of outdoors air conditioning. The English boy was lying on a sun lounger in an untucked t-shirt and baggy shorts, staring intently at a writing pad through mirrorshade sunglasses, occasionally tapping his teeth with a pen. He seemed to be on his own and she wondered where the business manager was.

      She squared her shoulders, drew a breath. She could get this over with quickly, for both their sakes. She strode forward and pulled up a chair next to him.

      “Hi. Just for the record,” she said, “I would rather dig my eyes out with a rusty spoon than be sitting here with you, but it’s what I’ve been told to do.”

      And let Silvio report that back to her father, she thought to herself.

      James’s eyebrows went up behind the shades.

      “Just for the record, I’d hand you the spoon, but I must have left it in my room,” he said. “Hi. I’m James.”

      He seemed so unsurprised that she wondered if strange girls came up to him and insulted him all the time. And he actually held out his hand. She couldn’t remember anyone doing that before. She reached out, tentatively, and shook it.

      “Anita.”

      “Uh-huh.” For some reason he sounded half-sceptical, as if he thought she was trying out a fake name on her. He pushed himself into a more comfortable sitting position, and nodded over at Silvio, and lowered his voice. “And who’s the ugly guy?”

      She couldn’t help her grin and she lowered her voice to match. Okay, so her original plan to make him hate her was fast going off track. But hey, anything beat the boredom of this gilded fortress. She paused for a moment.

      Anyone could make an enemy. It would be smarter to make this guy a friend and put him off Ric by simply sharing the truth about him. And maybe he could help her escape …?

      No. The thought crossed her mind — but no. She knew what Ric would do to James if he found out, and she didn’t have the right to bring that down on him. This was between her and Ric and no one else.

      She preferred it this way — a little conspiracy going on, right under Ric’s nose.

      “That would be Silvio.”

      Silvio was sitting in a chair a few metres away, arms crossed, looking like he was enjoying this as little as she hoped he was.

      “Does he speak English?”

      “Enough to know that you just called him ugly. Not that I’m arguing.”

      James ducked his head to peer around her, and flashed Silvio a friendly smile and a wave.

      “Hi, Silvio!”

      Silvio grunted and looked away. “He kind of looks like he’s nannying you. Is he afraid of what I might do to you?”

      Exactly the opposite, she thought grimly.

      “Maybe he’s protecting you from me.”

      The eyebrows went up again.

      “Okay, mind is boggling. Anyway, rusty spoon and all that — why exactly are you talking to me?”

      “Because Ric — my dad — wants to make sure you waste plenty of your money here. Apparently you want to be a pop star.”

      “Hey, it’s harder than it looks! I’ve been trying to write some songs, but …” He looked down at his pad of paper, which she saw was completely blank. “I can do chords, but the words, the lyrics — I guess I’m not great at that.”

      She thought back to his demo video.

      “No kidding.”

      An idea seemed to strike him like a sunbeam on the face.

      “Say, are you any good at words? Do you think you could help me out?”

      He held the pen out hopefully and she had to laugh.

      “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “I read this book — it said you should just put down whatever’s on your mind. My problem is, I don’t usually have anything on my mind. Maybe you do?”

      He leaned close again, and pulled the shades off. Behind them his blue eyes were frank, intelligent and above all, sincere. He had the same trick as Ric of doing something with them that could communicate more information than any other part of his face. And he was communicating that she could trust him.

      He waggled the end of the pen, inviting her to take it. She took it, thought, and then wrote:

      Ric thinks you’re an idiot.

      He pursed his lips with an approving nod.

      “Good opening line.” He took the pen back and wrote:

      Lots of people do.

      “The great thing about a blank sheet of paper,” he pointed out as he passed her the pen again, “is you can write anything you want on it. Anything at all.”
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      Beck’s story

      Amazing, the difference a day makes … Beck thought.

      The jungle zipped past, just metres below the helicopter. The jungle canopy was stippled with patches of orange, where the contours of the land pushed it up into the light of the new day, and pools of shadow where the new sun had yet to reach. Time: oh-six-hundred.

      Twenty-four hours earlier, he had been sitting and fretting in the Morenos’ apartment. Then he had got the call from James, made a call of his own … and things had escalated from there. Now he was in a helicopter, finally on his way to doing something.

      We’re coming, Dian …

      They had taken off from the city, heading north east, climbing to the helicopter’s cruising height. The spread of rain forest below merged into the sunrise haze. Beck could clearly see the point where the rainforest highlands became the lowlands. A sudden change in clarity and colour showed where the land fell away. Jaguar Studios was right on the edge of the highlands.

      Half an hour after taking off, the helicopter swooped down until its skids almost kissed the treetops. Beck sat by the open side door, buffeted by the warm, moist jungle air, grim-faced and silent, thinking through the next few hours.

      Sitting next to him, Arabella Moreno spoke a few words in Spanish to the pilot, and they adjusted course slightly. Other than that, no one said anything.

      Jorge Moreno had assured him: “the pilot is used to, let’s say, unusual destinations.” She was ex-military and ex-police, which meant she had already flown some interesting operations in her time before Green Force took her on. Green Force was a direct action group, and taking direct action often meant bending the rules. Not breaking them, just … flexing them, sometimes more than the lawmakers had imagined.

      Like now, for instance. There probably wasn’t any law anywhere that said, in writing, ‘dropping a fourteen-year-old boy off on his own in the jungle is illegal’. So, technically, they were doing nothing wrong.

      Al hadn’t been happy about this, to put it mildly, but even he had had to accept that this was how it had to be. They could get Dian out slowly, doing it through the courts, which could take years and maybe not work anyway — or they could do it this way. Al knew that Beck had the skills, and they owed it to Dian and Beck’s parents to do this themselves.

      Of all the survival missions he had ever been on, whether they had been thrust on him by accident or design, this was the most personal, and that included the time he and James had deliberately gone off the radar in Nepal to bring his parents’ killers to justice. They had succeeded in that one, but of course they couldn’t bring his parents back. Now he could do the next best thing — bring the family as back together as it ever could be.

      Beck, Al, James and the Morenos had worked the plan out over the satellite connection. James and Al had provided observations of the Jaguar layout. Beck had personally chosen the gear he would take with him. He wore a long-sleeved, collared shirt — you wanted as little bare skin as possible in the jungle — and trousers, both dark green to blend in; not exactly military camouflage (he didn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea if he was spotted) but close enough. The material was lightweight but tough enough to take the beating that the jungle’s harsh environment would throw at them, and they had mesh vents to let the air circulate against his skin, so that when he sweated — and he would, in bucket loads — it stood a chance of drying out rather than turning his armpits and groin into a rapid breeding ground for all kinds of fungus.

      There was an absorbent sweat scarf around his neck and on his feet were jungle boots made of tough leather. High sides supported his ankles and protected from snake bites and the jabs of thorns and branches, and they also had vents to let any water out and to stop his feet rotting away beneath him in their own personal sweaty steam bath.

      In his backpack was everything he could think of that he and his sister might need. A machete hung at his belt, which he had personally sharpened.

      The helicopter put its nose up and slowed, and Arabella pointed out the thing they had been heading for, the mission’s starting point that she had picked out from satellite images and geological surveys: a limestone ridge that rose up above the level of the leaves.

      The pilot gently levelled out just above the ridge’s highest point. They were higher than the treetops but still there was barely any stone visible beneath a matted mass of vines and leaves, dead and alive, buffeted like the trees around them by the blast of the rotor. It took an act of faith to believe there was anything solid beneath it. Beck gave Arabella a final nod, and unbuckled and stood up, holding onto the top of the door while he stepped out onto the skid. Then he jumped the last half metre onto the top of the ridge. He crouched down while the engine roared, the buffeting wind doubled in strength and the helicopter lifted away.

      Beck gave them a final wave as the chopper turned to head back to Guatemala City, and he started on the first part of the mission which was to climb down from the ridge.

      It had begun.
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      One day earlier …

      “Uh, yeah, hi, is that Kim Bretscher? Uh — you don’t know me …”

      Beck hated using the phone. It should be so easy — you picked it up, you talked — but there was something about not being able to see the other person’s face, not being able to read the cues of expression and body language, that just reduced him to a stammering wreck. Beck was also speaking to a complete stranger, dialling the number in faith that Dian had written on James’s pad. That made it even more awkward.

      It sounded like Dian and James had had a long and interesting conversation, in writing, entirely silent to Ric Valcarcel’s hired goon waiting a short distance away. It had all been James finding out about Dian — she still had no idea why James was really there. And a lot of stuff had come out of it.

      Static crackle seemed to whistle down the invisible connections by wire and satellite between the apartment in Guatemala City and a home five thousand kilometres away, somewhere in Oregon, USA.

      “Kid.” The voice of the woman at the other end was tired and weary. “You sound too young to be a salesman and that’s the only reason I’m not hanging up …”

      “Okay! I’m a friend of …” He hated to use the name, but technically it was correct. “Anita Valcarcel …”

      And suddenly the woman at the other end, who had raised Dian from a baby, was all ears.

      Still stammering a little, but with increasing confidence, Beck passed on the message from James of exactly how the escape attempt had gone wrong. When he mentioned the volcano he heard a distinct intake of breath, over the simmering rage he felt himself. That was the moment he and Kim became of one mind.

      “Kid — you got a name? Beck? Okay — Beck, I don’t know who you are, but if you … if there’s anything you can do, anything at all to get her out of that place, you have to do it. She is desperate to get away. Desperate. Apart from the fact that he’s the kind of guy who will abandon his daughter on the side of a volcano to teach her a lesson, and who monitors every phone call, there is something seriously screwy about the Jaguar set-up. Add that to the kind of people he hangs out with, and it’s definitely not a safe place for anyone, let alone a young girl.”

      Beck frowned.

      “What’s screwy?”

      “Nothing that … I can prove. I just have bits and pieces. For starters, Ric Valcarcel firmly believes that the days of the western world are over. Europe, North America — slowly dying, like dinosaurs, and when the collapse comes, it’ll be quick and unstoppable. The future for him is Central and South America. Vibrant economies, huge natural resources, hard-working populations. Sounds harmless, doesn’t it?”

      Beck listened even more carefully.

      She continued. “But it’s fragile. Where there is growth there is danger of exploitation. All over the continent there are still the old warlords, the old gangsters — they never went away, and they’re having a comeback. I kept seeing evidence of it around Ric and when he learned what I was doing, I was out on my ear. I’d only stayed until then because someone had to look after Anita. We’re talking South American radicals combined with North American technology and skills.”

      She paused. “And can you think of anyone who effortlessly moves between north and south? Who has business interests in both areas that just happen to combine in a country that is nicely positioned halfway between them?”

      Beck thought.

      “You think …”

      “Kid, I don’t think anything. I only think what I can prove. Don’t think he hasn’t been investigated, but there’s a difference between an investigation, all nicely planned and scheduled in advance, and a raid, which just happens with no warning. That would be a whole different outcome, I can assure you.”

      She gave another sigh, before Beck could get the right words together to respond.

      “But there’s not a single thing I can prove, and not a single thing I can do about it — except try to help Anita get free of it all — for her sake, for her future. For her happiness above all.”

      There was silence then a panic to her tone.

      “I have said too much. I don’t even know you. I am sorry. I must go now.”

      And with that, the line went dead.

      Beck slowly replaced the receiver at his end and gazed at the wall.

      “So must I,” he whispered. “So must I.”
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      The sounds and the hot, damp smell of the jungle were all around him.

      The top of the ridge was as wide as a couple of tables, and it was hard to see beneath the vegetation what was stone and what was just air. The tropical heat and humidity of Guatemala meant that if something could grow, it did. So, he couldn’t just walk down to the base of the jungle ridge.

      It took half an hour to find his way down, picking his way carefully, kicking his feet into the rock face to feel for footholds and handholds. The only advantage of making plenty of noise and vibration was that anything lurking in the undergrowth and the nooks and crannies — snakes, spiders, bats — would get the message that something big was coming through and hopefully go away before he got there.

      By the time he reached level ground, sweat was pouring down his face and soaking into his clothes. He stopped for a good swig of water, then checked the compass hanging at his belt — a compact dial in sturdy rubber casing. The bearing he wanted was three hundred and forty degrees, close to north by north west.

      Beck had plenty of cause to check the compass again and again over the next few hours. You couldn’t just walk in a straight line in the jungle — it had other ideas, and what the jungle wanted, it generally got. It was home to over five thousand species of plants, and it felt like most of them seemed to be in his way. He was like a small organism being swept along in the blood stream of a mighty animal. You just had to work with the jungle rather than against it. If the undergrowth grew thickly together, you went around it, not through.

      The ground beneath was wet and slippery with generations of slick, mulching leaves, quietly rotting and turning to slime in the clammy jungle air. He quickly realised that this was secondary jungle, dense and gnarly. Primary jungle had grown on its own over thousands of years, and everything had found its own balance. Then along came humans, in this case the Mayans, who cut everything down and used the land for agriculture. Which was fine, while it lasted. But then the Mayans went away and the jungle came back twice as big and nasty with nothing to stop it.

      But Beck knew the tricks. He had learned them when he had stayed with his parents in Borneo, and he had had plenty of chance to practice them since then — with Christina and Marco in Colombia, with Peter in Indonesia, and most recently with Ju-Long in China. He had also carefully gone back through his memories, and read up on the Guatemalan jungle in particular, to put himself in the zone. As Beck understood: knowing your environment always increases your survival chances.

      The jungle was never going to be a solid mass. There were always places that were easier to get through than others. Often an animal had done the hard work first of all, which made it slightly less difficult for the next animal, and then the one after that, and so on until you had a well-defined animal trail going through the undergrowth that was easier to follow. And the jungle floor rose and fell, which you couldn’t always see clearly, but the trained eye knew the signs to look for in the foliage.

      Beck cut a stick with the machete and made sure that when he pushed into a cluster of underbrush or moved a thickly leaved branch aside, it was the stick that went first. And Beck knew that there were eight known types of poisonous reptile in the Guatemalan jungle — so using the stick like this was smart work.

      And those eight types of snake only scratched the surface of the several hundred other animal species around him, which included the highest population of jaguars anywhere in the world. The last time Beck had seen a jaguar, it had been crushing the skull of the corrupt Colombian policeman Ramirez with its powerful jaws. So, Beck knew what a jaguar could do and he had no intention of getting on the wrong side of one.

      Just as he had been thinking all this, something blurred in the corner of his vision. Just the barest hint of a sleek, muscular body. But it couldn’t be. Surely he had jaguars on the mind — but it was enough to make him whip around.

      But Beck had been standing on a layer of moist, rotting leaves, and the sudden motion made his feet slip out from under him.

      “Whoah!”

      He reached out instinctively to grab for the nearest tree.

      And then he saw the danger.
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      Beck only just snatched his hand away in time.

      The tall, thin trunk of the tree he had almost grabbed was literally covered with thousands of needle-like spikes, each one a couple of inches long. There wasn’t a square centimetre of smooth bark anywhere on it.

      If he had grabbed it, the spikes would have shredded his fingers.

      He landed on his shoulder and backside, thumping into the mulch with a muffled thud. Without a pause he scrambled back to his feet, staring in the direction he thought he had seen the movement. He kept his back to the spike-studded tree so that at least there was something solid behind him.

      But even though he strained his eyes into the undergrowth, he could see nothing.

      Not that he would have done. Maybe people didn’t realise it if they just saw a jaguar in the zoo, but the predator’s spots were the perfect camouflage for the dappled shadows of the jungle. It was designed by nature to blend in, and nature never skimped on its designs.

      But he could see nothing, and he shook the image from his brain and told himself he surely had imagined it. If there was a jaguar out there, either he would have found out by now, the hard way, or he wouldn’t even see it. There wasn’t much in between when it came to the ultimate stealth predators.

      “It’s just nerves,” he told himself. “Get a grip, Beck.” Then he turned his attention to the other thing — the thing that really had almost caused him a lot of damage. He studied the trunkful of spikes on the tree.

      “Note to self,” he muttered. “Avoid these dudes!”

      The tree could be an extremely dangerous surprise for the unwary traveller but it did have an unexpected gift to offer too — which was why the locals called it the ‘give-and-take tree’. Beck pulled out his machete and used the flat of the blade to knock away an area of the thorns, then used the sharp edge to cut away the bark underneath.

      The inner bark was an excellent natural painkiller. He hoped to avoid any situation where he might need to kill pain, but since the jungle had provided this source of it, he knew he should take some with him.

      From the ridge, it took three hours to reach his destination, pacing himself with a pause for a drink every twenty minutes.

      Finally he had reached the river, forewarned by the increased daylight through the trees, and then the sound of water rushing and gurgling over boulders. It was five or six metres wide, and the water was clean and fast flowing. The trees came right to the edge. Now he could follow the river, he no longer needed the compass.

      Soon after, the river dropped away in a waterfall into the giant natural hollow that was the home of Jaguar Studios.

      The lip of the limestone bowl was bare rock and no trees grew there. Before he ventured any further, he gouged up a handful of dirt from the ground and smeared it over his face. A big splodge on one side, a couple of finger streaks on the other, specks dabbled on his forehead.

      It wasn’t a case of trying to darken up but to break up the natural symmetry of his face. The human brain is cued to spot familiar shapes, like a face — two eyes, a nose, a mouth — which is why people see them in clouds or rocks or on food.

      Distorting the lines like this was the most effective way of concealment and camouflage.

      Then, and only then, he dropped down onto his front and crawled forward, to peer over the edge. He pulled a pair of compact sport binoculars from a pouch on his belt — cased in rubber, water- and shockproof — and swept his gaze over the bowl.

      The ground twenty metres below was a continuation of the jungle. Below him, the river had carved out a frothing pool in the limestone that wound its way through the trees and out into the estate.

      From up here he could see where the centre of the bowl had been cleared away.

      There was the modern complex of buildings that were the studios and Ric Valcarcel’s home, dotted around the jaguar temple James had mentioned. Beck wondered what a jaguar would make of someone like Valcarcel. Would it approve, one fearsome creature to another? Or would it despise Ric for picking on the weak when he didn’t need to? Jaguars hunted to survive, not out of any need to control. Jaguars don’t manipulate or trap. They protect and nurture their young and teach them the true ways of the forest.

      No. The jaguar and Ric were very different beasts, for sure.

      The stone of the cliff was yellow-grey and felt smooth to the touch, though the rock face was jagged and broken. James had said the rock was mostly clear of vegetation, and he had been almost right — it was too steep for much to grow on. But vines and roots dangled down it, reaching almost to the ground, in places clustered so thick that they obscured the cliff.

      And that was what Beck wanted.

      He was dressed for the jungle, so he would stand out against a bare limestone surface. He withdrew into the trees and made his way around the bowl until he came to a place where the matted dangling vines provided him with the perfect backdrop.

      He opened up his backpack and pulled out the coiled thirty metres of climbing rope. Then he looped one end around the tree nearest the edge with a bowline knot, and threw the rest of it out over the edge.

      Ready to go!
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      A helicopter swooped low and Beck ducked as the downwash buffeted the trees around him.

      He lurked in the belt of forest that lay between the Jaguar estate and the cliff. Five minutes earlier and the helicopter crew might have seen him climbing down. But it wasn’t looking for him. The descending pitch of the engine noise told him it was coming in to land. He made his way cautiously forward and watched it settle down on the landing pad.

      He had the layout of the estate memorised, from James’s description and from Arabella’s satellite photos. Right next to the pad was the hangar which James had said held Ric Valcarcel’s private chopper. Tarmacked tracks led away from the pad in two directions — one towards the residence area and the studios, and one straight to the nearby warehouse that was the stores.

      A golf cart was trundling down from the stores now.

      The helicopter was smartly painted and white letters down the side read ‘Electrónica de Sonido’, in a curly script that was also probably the company logo. Beck’s basic grasp of Spanish translated it as ‘sound electronics’. Well, Jaguar’s music and movie studios were known to be absolutely state of the art with the latest, most expensive equipment. Valcarcel must do a lot of ‘trade’ in the electronics business, Beck mused.

      Some men hurried forward, ducking down, and began to unload boxes from the cabin onto the golf buggy, while another checked things off on a clipboard. The helicopter didn’t power down and the crew didn’t get out. The unloading took no more than five minutes, while the rotor kept running. Finally it revved up and lifted back into the air, while the buggy set off back to the warehouse.

      Okay, so that was that. Now to rendezvous with James and Al. Beck withdrew into the forest belt and began to make his way around the edge of the estate.

      It was cooler than the jungle he had landed in, because the clear area of the estate just a few metres away meant that the air was freer to circulate. But that was only relative — it was still blinkin’ warm — and the plant growth itself was just as challenging so Beck had to pick his way carefully.

      In the jungle, if you saw a way ahead then you took it because there might not be any other. Here, Beck was acutely aware he was a trespasser, so he had to keep out of sight of anyone on the estate, and he had to stay ultra-vigilant at all times.

      James had said there weren’t guards.

      The biggest security was around the stores and all their expensive equipment. Apart from that, Valcarcel just worked on the basis that he was surrounded by miles and miles of jungle, so no one would be coming in or out except by helicopter. But that didn’t mean there weren’t people around. It would be game over if he bumped into someone taking a cigarette break behind a tree.

      The camouflage made Beck hard to see from a distance; but it also made him look very suspicious indeed up close.

      He was also very wary of wildlife. There probably wouldn’t be anything nasty, this close to people. But jaguars had been around for longer than humans and if one of them wanted to lurk in the undergrowth and spring on Beck, then it would be goodnight Beck Granger.

      And so it took him half an hour to make the short journey around the edge of the estate until he was as near as he could get to the guest block — something he could have done in a few minutes just by walking on the clear ground.

      Now the guest block was just thirty metres away across a clear strip of lawn. Each room had its own little balcony, but all the glass doors and windows were firmly closed against the humidity, so that the aircon inside could do its work. They reflected back at Beck like a hundred dispassionate mirrors.

      He ran his eyes along the first floor level — and there it was. A balcony door cracked open, with a red t-shirt hanging inside it — the agreed signal for James’s room.

      Now came the hardest part. Getting there. Beck was dressed to blend into the jungle background, and he was grimy and sweaty from the journey in, so he would stand out all the more on the open ground if anyone saw him.

      They had discussed doing this at night, but Beck had been against it. Getting through the jungle with a complete beginner in tow was going to be hard enough in daylight.

      It was getting on for oh-nine-thirty, when James said everyone would be at work. So there shouldn’t be anyone else in. No other prying eyes.

      Beck crouched down, one leg straight, one leg bent, fingers lightly touching the ground. He wiggled his toes to make sure they were free of any tangling vines that could set him flat in his face. What was the world record for fifty metres? Five seconds something? Beck wasn’t an Olympic sprinter, but he was light on his feet and this was less than fifty metres anyway. So call it five seconds max of not being seen by anyone

      Time to commit to this, Beck thought. And with that.... he burst into a sprint.
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      Beck kept himself bent low as he hurtled across the ground, legs at full stretch, bouncing off each foot again the moment it hit.

      One second, two seconds …

      The complex seemed to rock and sway ahead of him, and to hang there, like it wasn’t getting any closer, until suddenly it was closer — right there, and Beck had to react fast.

      In an instant he leapt for the balcony, grabbing hold of the railings and letting his momentum swing his legs up onto the concrete ledge. He scrabbled his way over and burst in through the open window, all in one movement.

      “Wah!”

      James had been walking across the room, and he staggered back with his hand on his heart. Al had been sitting at the desk with his laptop and even he recoiled.

      “Blimey, you know how to make an entrance!” James protested.

      Beck leaned over with his hands on his knees, chest heaving, and then he looked up from beneath his brows and grinned triumphantly.

      “Nah, you’re meant to say, ‘so, Mr Granger, we’ve been expecting you.’ Do it right.” He held up his fist and James bumped his knuckles against it. Then he straightened up and let Al hug him.

      “So, have you made any further contact with Dian yet?” Beck asked.

      “Not yet, but I’m meeting her for coffee. We’re going to—” James twitched his fingers into air commas. “—‘work on more lyrics’, and then we introduce her to you and break the good news.”

      “But we’re just telling her that I’m here to get her out,” Beck said, just to clarify.

      “Correct.” Al nodded. “Surprises should be rationed and we will have to manage the news carefully. The really big surprise of exactly who you are — that can wait until she’s got to know you a bit better.”

      “So, when are you meeting her?”

      James looked at his watch.

      “We said eleven so …”

      The trilling of the phone on the wall cut him off. They looked at each other in surprise. Then Al picked the receiver up.

      “Granger here …” His eyes went wide. “Yes, of course. Hold on.”

      He held it out to James.

      “It’s her, for you.”
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      Dian’s story

      It wasn’t her mistake, but it took half a second to see the opportunities it presented.

      There were two types of deliveries to the stores. One type was routine, and got checked in and added to the official inventory by the regular manager or his assistant, i.e. her.

      The other type was one-offs that went straight into the secure area. Ric said it was all a matter of insurance. Anything over a certain value had to be handled in a certain way by professionals, i.e. not her.

      The boxes that came in from the helicopter should have gone straight to the secure area. Maybe one of the loaders was new on the job. Whatever it was, they ended up on the goods-in table in front of her.

      She opened the first box, and saw immediately that it wasn’t something she could handle. It held rows of printed circuit boards, thirty in total, each one the size of her finger and stored in a transparent anti-static bag. It was the kind of thing that should have gone straight to the secure area, not to her.

      And then she saw that, for just a few seconds, the Jaguar machine had opened up a window of vulnerability that might never reappear. She had discovered a secret that Ric would never want made public. Any of the items in the box could guarantee her freedom, if she used it the right way.

      But first, she had to get it out of here.

      It was as if some outside force took her hand, and made her reach into the box, and take out one of the circuit boards, and slip it into her own pocket.

      Then she whistled to call the loading guy back.

      “These need to be over there,” she said, pointing. And while he grimaced and got to work re-stacking his trolley, she crossed to the internal phone and called James Blake’s number from memory.

      She was going to meet up with him, like they had arranged, but it wouldn’t be at all what he had been expecting.
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      James was waiting for her where she had asked — the place they had first met, the terrace at the front of the guest block. His hands were thrust into his pockets and he looked strangely nervous.

      “Ric knows we were meeting later,” she said straight up, “so no one’s going to comment if they see us together now.”

      “Uh — okay?” He managed to make it a question.

      “Fancy a walk?”

      She was already heading away. She had the route planned in her head. Round the guest block, into the jungle belt, then around inside the belt to the northernmost point of the estate where she had left her cache. She had built it up, bit by bit, night after night, creeping out after dark so that no one would notice. But now it was daylight and she needed him, as camouflage, because if she was seen on her own, then people would comment. And remember.

      They walked together, a rather strained, silent half metre apart. She made herself walk slowly, just to appear normal, though she wanted to break into a run and keep running. The circuit board in her pocket seemed to be burning a hole in the fabric, rubbing a hole in her leg. Any moment now, someone at stores would notice the imbalance between the number expected and the number received in the box. And once they had worked out that it wasn’t the loading guy who had taken the missing item, they would remember who the last person to be with the boxes had been.

      Maybe she should just give it to James, to smuggle out. He and his manager would be leaving soon. It was mighty tempting. But it would be laying a lot on a boy she had only just met — and it could be putting him in danger. Once Ric learned it was missing he would tear Jaguar apart trying to find it, and the guests wouldn’t be exempt. No, this was her problem and she had to deal with it herself.

      But how should she break it to him?

      “You’re a nice guy …” she said hesitantly as they entered the trees. It was like sticking a pin in a moving list of the opening lines that scrolled through her head. That was the one that came up. He looked at her in surprise.

      “Um, thanks?”

      “… So I really hope your recording career takes off.” She paused. “Listen, could you do me a favour? A big, big favour?”

      The surprise was fading to confusion.

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Just wait here. Out of sight. Give it … half an hour? No. An hour.”

      “Wait here for an hour,” he said expressionlessly.

      “Just to let me get away.”

      “What?” He almost screamed, then grabbed control of himself. “Get away where?”

      “Look, I told you about the volcano. That was when it changed from I want to get out to I have to get out. And since then, I’ve been planning. I’ve been learning. I’ve now got this cache hidden away. It’s got clothes and water and stuff that will help me survive in the jungle. I wasn’t going to do it just yet — but, I’ve got this thing on me now that means I have to bring my plans forward. So, please, please can you do me this favour? Just to buy me some time …”

      “No. No!” He held his hands up, stepped abruptly from her, and she stared at him in shocked, hurt betrayal. “I mean, you want to run away, that’s fine, only — please, please, not now? Not … yet. Just give me … give me five minutes, okay?”

      He was stammering as he backed away.

      “Just five minutes, be here in five minutes time and then you can do … whatever you like … Oh, crikey!”

      And then he was running at top speed back to the guest block.

      She stared after him. So what was all that about?

      She had no idea, and no time to care. So he wasn’t going to help her. His choice.

      She turned and hurried quickly through the jungle belt to where she had hidden her stuff.
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      Today

      “… We’re rescuing you.”

      An alarm bell chose that exact moment to start ringing through the jungle. She watched James’s face fall.

      Brilliant. Just brilliant. The one thing she hadn’t wanted — the whole hornet’s nest stirred up.

      “Yeah?” she demanded. “So, how’s that going?”

      There were shouts, vague and undirected. No one was getting close — yet. But the estate wasn’t that big. A concerted search would soon find anyone trying to hide.

      “We …” James flapped his hands ineffectively. “We had a plan —”

      She fixed her gaze on the dark haired boy with him.

      “And who are you, exactly?”

      “This is …” James began.

      “I’m the guy who was going to get you out of here,” the other boy said abruptly. He seemed to have got over his weird paralysis. “I talked to Kim and she told me to do it. Only, you’re going the wrong way. I had a plan to get you out of here to the South. Then we make our way through the jungle, helicopter pick up in three hours.”

      “That so?” She ran her eyes up and down him. “No offence, but you’re just a kid.”

      His eyes were dark and sincere.

      “I’m the same age as you, and I am trained in a lot of the stuff James says you have been learning about.”

      “Trust me,” James said earnestly, “Beck really does know his stuff.”

      Okay …

      “You’re Beck?” She looked at him sideways. “Beck Granger? I read about you when researching ‘true-life’ survival stories. You’re for real?”

      “Oh, yes, totally for real, and he’s been on TV too,” James began helpfully, but Beck waved him quiet, and she ignored the comment.

      “So, I guess you had a plan?” Beck replied.

      “Sure,” she said. “I was going to head north to the tourist traps. That’s where all the ruined cities are, so that’s where there are people. There’d be someone there to pick me up.”

      “Okay. That’s good thinking.” He looked kind of impressed. Kind of. Then his mouth twisted as he took in her outfit. T-shirt, jeans, sandals. “In that?”

      “I’ve got stuff put away! The best I could find, anyway. Do you have anything better, Mister Expert?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” Beck swung the pack off his back and passed it over. “Try all this on. James had to take a guess at your shoe size but it should all fit.”

      Her eyes went wide as she pulled the pack open. There were new, folded clothes at the top in dark jungle green. Tough and lightweight. The boots were underneath.

      Be flexible. When she had read about Beck, that had always been one of his mantras. No plan ever totally survives contact with reality. Adapt to circumstances.

      Her mind was made up. She looked at them sharply.

      “Guys, a girl needs to get changed.”

      The penny dropped with them both at the same time, and they quickly turned around to face the other way.

      “So why did you choose now to scarper?” James asked, with his back to her.

      “Because of this.”

      There was a pause, and then she reached over his shoulder and dropped the circuit board into his hand. The boys studied it together while she pulled on the new clothes.

      “What is it?” Beck asked.

      She saw the exasperated set of his shoulders.

      “Look at the serial number.”

      James held it up and began to read.

      “U.S. slash M.I.L …”

      There was a moment’s pause.

      “M.I.L? Does that mean this belongs to the U.S. military?”

      “That, and twenty-nine like it back at the stores. Because of the studios, Ric has a licence to export all kinds of electronics from America and import them into the country. They’re registered as musical equipment — but I’m pretty sure the U.S. military don’t manufacture synthesisers and sound desks. Ric is smuggling electronic equipment belonging to the American army.” She paused. “And that’s fishy if I ever saw it.”
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      She gave her shirt a final tug to get it straight.

      “Okay, you can turn around now. Look, when I saw that circuit board, I knew I had to get it out. I had a thirty-second window of opportunity, even though I knew it would be missed almost at once. If I could just get safely out of his reach to begin with, I can keep that as a bargaining chip. He lets me get on with my life with Kim, I don’t make an awkward phone call to the Pentagon.”

      “Or maybe,” Beck said thoughtfully, “you should make that phone call anyway.”

      She frowned.

      “Hey, I don’t want to destroy the guy. I just want to get my own life.”

      He looked her in the eye and spoke bluntly.

      “Kim said he’s got contact with extreme groups. Bad people. Warlords.” She stared at him. It was the first she had heard of it. “Maybe this is what he supplies them with?”

      “Could be guidance systems, tactical computers …” James suggested.

      She shook her head to clear it.

      “Okay, okay. I need to think on that, but first things first — how are we getting out?”

      Beck looked at her.

      “How were you planning to get up the cliff?”

      “I can climb …”

      “What, twenty metres straight up”?

      She felt a flare of irritation. She hadn’t asked this boy to come and rescue her. She’d had a plan and she had been sticking to it.

      “Sure, if I have to …”

      She rested her weight a little too heavily on the foot that had caught in the vine, and shifted herself with a grimace as pain sparked in the joint. Beck caught the look.

      “You were going to climb twenty metres of bare rock with a foot that won’t take your weight. Nice one.”

      “I wasn’t planning to hurt my foot,” she snapped, “and there’s vines I could use.”

      “Maybe. Problem with vines is they’re a lottery — is it a live one or a dead one. Fastened or detached.”

      “Okay, wise guy, how were you planning to get up the cliff?”

      “By climbing up the rope that I’d left hanging down it,” he said, voice deadpan, face straight. “On the south side. And once you reached the top — then what? Make your way through the jungle with what?”

      “I’ve got a couple of water bottles, and some non-perishable food from the canteen. Biscuits and stuff. And I …” Even in her own ears, this was sounding lame, and that just made her more annoyed.

      “Look …” James stepped between them. “If you’re going to go somewhere, you need to do it now. They’re getting closer.”

      “I can’t climb.” She forced the admission out through gritted teeth. “Not with this foot. It’ll be fine if I don’t do anything much with it — but not now. Not up there.” Her heart was like a dead weight inside her — she really had thought that this was it, this was her way out. But reality had just hit home — and hard.

      She was used to disappointment and she knew what was more important. “Look. Take this.” She pressed the circuit board into Beck’s hand. “Get out the way you came in. You are right. Give it to the American authorities …”

      He shook his head with abrupt anger and gave it back.

      “No way. I came for you.” He looked her in the eye. “It won’t be easy but if you’re ready to dig deeper than you will have ever imagined, we can do this.” He paused. “Do you trust me?”

      Both boys seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for her answer. The wait seemed to last an eternity.

      “Do I have a choice?” she said with a cocked smile. She saw him relax, just a tiny bit, like it was the faintest surface glimpse of happiness underneath.

      “Cool.” He pointed to the marks on his face. “Scoop up some mud and do this to yourself.” He turned quickly to James. “But you can’t just disappear, though. Remember that time I had a really badly injured leg, and you had to kick me on it or your granddad would have known you were faking it?”

      James looked uncomfortable.

      “Uh — yes? Why?”

      Beck grinned.

      “Because I still owe you.”

      And with that, he hit James, hard.
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      James’s story

      “Yeah, there were several of them,” James improvised. He winced as the nurse from the Jaguar sickbay dabbed something on his swollen jaw. Dang, who’d have thought a nice guy like Beck could pack such a punch? “I mean, I tried to stop them but …”

      Ric’s men had found him, propped up against a tree and not having to pretend too hard about being dazed and semi-conscious. Just a couple of minutes had passed since Beck and Dian had disappeared into the vegetation. He had pointed some of them off in the wrong direction and the others had brought him back to the residence, not gently.

      It had been Al who chased them off him, and who now stood protectively nearby. Ric Valcarcel paced up and down, looking like he didn’t believe a word of it, but couldn’t quite believe any alternatives either, especially given the state they had found James in. James wasn’t faking the fact that someone had clobbered him.

      But even so, he got the feeling Ric could quite cheerfully put his hands either side of James’s head and squeeze what he wanted to know out of him. His eyes bored into James’s like flint arrowheads.

      “Describe them.”

      “They were in uniforms.” James had had several minutes to think up a good lie, and he had picked the one that should wind Ric up the most. “Camouflaged. They — ah — they spoke English, but with accents — I think they were American, and they had … you know …” He tapped his shoulder. “Little flags here. Uh — stars and stripes, I think they were.”

      He was describing from memory the uniform of the last G.I. that he had seen on television.

      Even Al seemed to find that too much.

      “James, I don’t think American soldiers would be coming here …”

      James hadn’t yet had a chance to tell him what he knew about the U.S. military. Ric, as James had intended, took it in a very different way. He could see the shutters coming down behind the man’s eyes, carefully giving nothing away.

      “Her stepmother is American,” Ric said. “Crazy woman, she’ll stop at nothing. But of course they weren’t soldiers, they were just thugs she hired, probably using army gear.”

      James guessed it was a performance for his benefit. If Ric thought the American army really were after him, he wouldn’t want James or Al to know it.

      Al could put on a performance on as well.

      “Look, Valcarcel, what’s going on? We came here in good faith, James is putting some significant funds into this work, but if this kind of thing goes on …”

      Ric withered him with a look.

      “Your boy wants to spend his pocket money somewhere else, that’s his choice. You’re being picked up this afternoon and that hasn’t changed. But first …” He glared down at James. “Do you have any idea where they took her?”

      “None at all,” James said truthfully. The one thing he was pretty certain of was that they weren’t heading south to Beck’s rope.

      Ric’s scowl deepened.

      “Whoever they are, they’ll need picking up. And apart from your heli, I can make sure no chopper flies over this part of the jungle. A couple of phone calls, and they’re stranded.”

      He strode out of the room without another word. Al and James glanced at each other, and Al minutely shook his head. The nurse was still there, and there was no way of knowing who else might be listening in.

      “Well, I guess you should lie down in our room until our ride arrives, and tell me all about it,” Al said out loud. The pad of paper was going to come in handy again. James just nodded and probed his throbbing jaw with tentative fingers.

      Good luck, Beck, he thought. Good luck, both of you.
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      Beck’s story

      “So, where exactly are we headed?” she asked.

      “Plan B,” Beck said shortly.

      It wasn’t the reunion that he had foreseen. In an ideal world they would have been sitting quietly in James’s guest room, undisturbed, with all the time they needed for explanations — but as Beck knew all too well, it wasn’t an ideal world.

      Having made the plan for climbing back up the cliff and meeting the helicopter, he had had to be brutally honest in his own head, and say to himself, what happens if she can’t? Which was precisely why he had come up with Plan B.

      Before even entering the jungle, Beck had studied some satellite imagery of the layout of the hollow, from every angle, and come to one conclusion.

      “When you’re on the ground you need to get high up to build a mind map of everything around you,” Beck quickly told her as they moved. “But it’s even better if you can look at satellite photos of the area in advance.”

      “And you just happen to know someone who can provide satellite photos?” she asked sceptically. He grinned back at her.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      They pushed their way determinedly through the undergrowth.

      He noticed that she was favouring the leg she had hurt, which was only natural, but it obviously wasn’t a bad sprain. She would survive. So he made sure they pressed firmly on with a renewed sense of purpose.

      From here they couldn’t see Jaguar, but they could hear it.

      Beck guessed their pursuers were quartering the floor of the hollow, which was the best way to search a limited area — a steady, methodical way of working through from one side to the other, which guaranteed they would find anyone trying to hide.

      It was what he would do in their place.

      “Well, I don’t know what your mind map is telling you,” she said, “but you’re heading straight for the river …”

      “Correct,” he said, just as they reached the bank.

      The river curved just before it reached the cliff and tumbled into its natural tunnel. The bend meant they couldn’t look upstream and see the studios — but anyone who came around it would spot them at once.

      And then she must have realised just what Beck’s escape route was. She stared at the hole in the rock. It was a natural arch, a bit wider than the river and a couple of metres at its highest point. Sunlight only made its way in for a short distance, lighting up harsh edges of crumpled limestone. After that the river was lost in the darkness, and all that came back was the sound of rushing, tumbling waters.

      “That’s your way out?” she whispered.

      “Yup. If we can’t climb out then we’re going underground,” he said. And then he realised that despite all the hard thinking, he hadn’t taken one key factor into account. “I — uh — guess it’s too late to ask if you’re claustrophobic?”
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      Dian’s story

      Claustrophobic, no, she thought as she let herself down into the water. It gushed into her new boots and started to soak its way up her legs, cold but not freezing, like water out of the cold tap.

      But, phobic about going into a dark cave full of water that might well flood, then trap my body under tons of rock and drown me, so that no one ever sees me again … well, quite possibly.

      So why was she doing this?

      It took her a moment to work it out. She was doing this because she trusted Beck. It wasn’t just that she wanted out, whichever way she could. There was just something — in his face, his eyes, his manner — that said she would be as safe as she ever could be with him. And so she pressed on, following Beck as he picked his way across the tumbled boulders that lined the bank, until they were right at the limit of the daylight inside the arch. She strained her eyes against the dark that waited further ahead.

      “Wait here,” Beck said unexpectedly, and was suddenly scrambling past her, back the way they had come.

      “Hey, what?”

      “Just trust me — you’ll be safe in here for a few minutes. Stay hidden.”

      He very quickly disappeared back into the trees, and she had to crane her neck to try and follow him without moving from where she was.

      The rock was hard and uncomfortable underneath her, and even after she pulled her feet back out of the water they were still cold. Water sloshed about in her boots like a giant amoeba crawling over her toes.

      Okay, you’ve got five minutes, and then I’m out of here and I’m taking my best chances …

      She froze and her heart pounded as three men came into view out in the daylight. Silvio, and two others, who she knew by sight but not by name. One of the others was muttering.

      “Quit complaining,” Silvio snapped. “We don’t find her, the Señor has all our hides. And if we do find her … I’ll tell you now, she’s going to fall accidentally against a few hard objects before we get her home.”

      “The English kid said she went the other way. You think he was lying?”

      “I think the English kid doesn’t have two brain cells to rub together, but she has plenty. She could have doubled back. That girl is smart.”

      He was at the river bank, bending over and peering into the tunnel.

      He was looking right at her.

      “Very smart,” he added.

      She had heard that when you have a heart attack, it’s not that your heart stops. It goes the other way — it speeds its way up until it just jams. That was how she felt now, with her heart thundering against her ribs, faster and faster, harder and harder.

      Even if Silvio hadn’t seen her, he must have heard her heart.

      She should do this with dignity. She began to straighten up, opened her mouth to say, “okay, I’m coming …” But then it struck her — no! Why should I? Why make life one single fraction easier for him than it has to be? He wants me, he can come and get me.

      And so she said nothing.

      “Silvio, she won’t have gone that way,” the other guy protested. “She’d drown.”

      “That would solve a lot of problems,” Silvio replied. But he didn’t come any closer and she realised the astonishing truth — he hadn’t seen her. She would have stood out like a beacon if she was still in her white top and jeans, but the new dark clothes and the camouflage Beck had made her put on her face were working. Silvio wasn’t seeing any outlines in the gloom that he recognised as a human being.

      And there was Beck! He was right behind them. She could see his leg, pressed against a tree, not moving.

      “Nah, you’re right,” Silvio said. He pulled a radio out and spoke into it. “Search party one, end of first sweep, moving to second.” He tucked the radio back and the men took up regular positions along the river bank, pacing out the distance between themselves. Then they started to walk into the trees again.

      Then they were gone, but Beck’s leg hadn’t moved. She began to wonder what he was playing at. Did he know something she didn’t? Had he heard that Silvio was still lurking nearby? Was he …

      And then his silhouetted figure blocked the light for a moment, and he was clambering along the boulders towards her.

      “Sorry,” he said, “had to get something and then they showed up. You just stayed still, right? Brave girl.”

      “Get something?” she asked.

      “The rope I left on the cliff was the only one I had, I needed to get a replacement,” he said casually, like he had somehow picked up a new rope in the middle of the jungle.

      Beck then delved into a pocket and pulled out a thin, plastic tube which he she recognised as a glow stick. He flexed it in both hands and there was the crack of snapping plastic, and then the whole tube was lit from within by a green glow as two chemicals combined inside it to make light that would last for hours.

      “You brought one of those on a jungle rescue mission? I thought they were for waving at festivals!”

      “Soldiers have been using these long before any festival revellers! I brought several,” he said innocently. “Where you get limestone, you get caves, and this part of the world has some of the longest cave systems in South America. I wasn’t planning on coming down here but we have had to adapt. No plan survives contact with the enemy, I guess.” He paused. “So, shall we?”

      He climbed past so that he was the one taking the lead into the darkness, and let himself slide gently down into the water so that it was up to his waist.

      So, this was it. She was going down into an unexplored subterranean cavern where she very well might drown, trusting her life to a boy she had known for barely minutes.

      The amazing thing was, compared to her life twenty-four hours previously, or even when she woke up that morning, she felt somehow empowered. For the first time, she felt her destiny was in her hands, rather than Ric’s.

      Well in Beck’s hands technically I guess, she thought, and then smiled to herself.

      “I’m ready,” she said, and followed him down.
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      The water was like a cold, slick skin wrapped around her. It flowed a little more quickly than they were walking, so there was a bow wave around their waists stretching away into the dark ahead of them, and she was constantly braced backwards against its gentle, insistent pull.

      Every step, she had to probe her way with her feet. She could feel that the river bed was rough with jagged, submerged boulders ready to turn beneath her weight and trip her up. And meanwhile, the rock was pressing down above, slick and damp. She flinched the first time she felt it brush her hair, and after that she kept one hand up by her forehead to soften any sudden impacts.

      The river wasn’t getting deeper but the ceiling was getting lower so that she soon had to stoop. She felt the chill of the water flow further up her. They moved in a way that was kind of walking and kind of swimming, bent over, taking long strides that would have been impossible without the water to buoy their bodies up.

      Beck had repeatedly reminded her to fight to keep her feet on the riverbed and not lift them up to swim. It gave her an element of control in the river current and meant she wasn’t just going to be swept away into the dark.

      The tunnel wasn’t smooth, like a pipe. It twisted and bent, sometimes narrowing down to a crack that they could only have got through in single file, sometimes widening out so that they and a couple of friends could have walked side by side if it wasn’t for the low ceiling. Always ahead, guiding their way, was a faint band of light from the glow stick, a rippling semicircle that moved over the ripples and ridges in the glistening rocky ceiling above.

      The only part of Beck she could see clearly was his hand, holding the stick ahead of him so that his shoulders and the back of his head were a silhouette against the light. Beyond him was just damp darkness. The sound of water running over rocks was a constant background drone, echoing out of the dark ahead.

      “We’re lucky it’s not the rainy season. We’d need scuba gear to get this far.” Beck was shouting above the sound of the water. “But one good downpour and the whole water level could go up several feet.”

      “So … what happens if we get one good downpour?” she had to ask.

      “Heh.” It was like she could hear him smile. “How long can you hold your breath?”

      “Heh,” she mimicked. “Hilarious. But seriously?”

      “We go on until we can’t any longer.”

      “You’re a glass half full kind of guy, aren’t you?”

      “As long as the cave’s half empty, I’m fine,” he replied.

      The ceiling dropped lower and she had to bend down even further so that her chin was almost in the water. Then she had to turn her head sideways to keep breathing.

      She could feel her fear mounting inside her now.

      Still they pressed on, until they both had to turn onto their backs to keep their mouths and noses in the centimetres of air between water and rock.

      The limestone then brushed gently against the tip of her nose and she shuddered, as if it was nature’s warning of some powerful hand that was poised to come out of the dark and close over her face, pushing her under altogether.

      How many hundreds, thousands, millions of tons of rock were now above her?

      She dared not even imagine.
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      Eventually she could tell from the increased echoes of the water that there was more air around them again, and when she put an exploring hand up she could feel the ceiling receding as they went, giving them all of at least fifty centimetres of air above them.

      They were one hundred per cent committed by this stage, and had little option but to press on. After a while, the ceiling rose further and they could stand a little straighter. It was a relief to ease their backs and get their top halves out of the water.

      Beck stopped, so suddenly that she bumped into him.

      “Hear that?”

      The sound of running water was much louder than it had been. It had snuck up on them as they made their way through the darkness. In the light from the glow-stick she could just see that the tunnel curved around a bend into the dark.

      “Wait here,” Beck said, with a more serious tone in his voice. He braced his free hand against the roof of the tunnel and made his way slowly forward to the bend, then stuck the glow-stick out ahead of him and peered at whatever it was showing.

      “Okay,” he said, “come on forward. But keep yourself braced like I did. Oh, and if you slip, put your feet right down at once.”

      “Got it.”

      She went forward slowly to join him at the bend, and when she got there she saw why the warning.

      The tunnel widened out into a much larger chamber — that was the good news. Millions of years of swirling water had created a cavity that was almost spherical, though the ceiling was ragged with stalactites hanging down like decayed fangs, built up over the centuries by drips of water carrying tiny particles of calcium and lime.

      There was even a small rocky lodge where they could get out of the water altogether.

      But as for the river?

      It took the only available exit, tumbling over a hidden edge, into the frothing, curdling depths below.
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      The pull on her body suddenly felt ten times stronger, like it wanted to yank her over that drop and send her tumbling into the abyss.

      She jammed both hands hard against the ceiling and stepped back.

      Beck put the glow stick into his mouth, holding it between his teeth, and waded over to the ledge with both hands hard against the top of the tunnel until he could lever himself out of the water altogether. Then he wriggled round and held a hand out to her.

      She declined it.

      “I don’t want to pull you back in,” she shouted. She pushed her own way to the ledge, keeping herself braced like he had while he held the glow-stick up to light the way for her. “It’s like climbing — you have two hands and two feet, so you only ever move one at a time, right?”

      She put her hands on the ledge together and lifted herself up to sit beside him. It was rough and hard, riddled with small crevices, but they could sit on it, soaked and cold. In the chemical glow of the glow stick, his teeth flashed green as he smiled, which was kind of weird.He put the glow stick down between them and started to shrug off his backpack.

      “Well, it’s no more than I expected.”

      She stared at him.

      “You expected all this, and we still came this way?”

      “Sure. On the photos you can see where the river comes out of the cliff, and it’s lower than where it goes in. So it must drop down while it’s underground. I was kind of hoping it might do it in stages, you know, like rapids — something we could climb down bit by bit. But looking at the height of that thing — what would you say, ten metres? — I’d guess it does most of it here, all in one big drop.”

      She craned her neck as far as she could to look at the sheer walls, reflecting green from the glow stick and polished smooth by centuries of running water.

      “So, are we going to jump?”

      “No. There could be rocks at the bottom. Bad place to end up with a broken back.”

      He dumped what looked like a loose coil of rope on the ledge between them, but unlike rope it immediately began to expand under its own pressure. Then she saw the leaves attached to it.

      “That’s — vine?”

      “Sure. That’s what I went to get when I left you at the entrance. Hey — careful.” She had picked it up and was flexing it experimentally. “It could easily snap if you bend it too far — unlike rope. You want it about as thick as your thumb to take your weight. And remember, until very recently this was climbing up a tree, so was still alive. That’s good for us. Means it is strong.” He had half pulled her old jeans out of his pack as well. “I need a bit of fabric. Mind if I cut some off this?”

      This was like some weird dream — stuck underground, with a boy she had never met before but who acted like they were best friends, who wanted to climb down a waterfall with a vine, and who was now asking permission to cut up her clothes.

      “Sure,” she said faintly.

      He took the machete from his belt and sliced off a square of denim fabric from the end of one of the legs. Then he felt around the washed-up piles of grit and gravel with them on the ledge, and came up with a pebble the size of a golf ball.

      “You might have noticed,” he said conversationally, as he started to wrap the fabric around the pebble, “that we’re missing something important if we’re going to climb down.”

      Apart from a decent rope, helmets, climbing gear … she thought. Then she had it.

      “Somewhere to tie the end of the rope … the vine to?”

      “Yup.”

      The pebble was firmly wrapped up now. Beck then removed his survival bracelet that was made of paracord wound tightly together. He started swiftly to untie it and unravel a length of the strong parachute cord. Thin, but strong enough to support a grown man at least. He tied a clove hitch tight around the denim material, trapping the pebble inside, and then tied the other end of the cord to the vine itself.

      Then he twisted round and felt across the ragged surface of the ledge with his hands, delving his fingers into the many little cracks and fissures.

      “Okay, this one will do.”

      It was a small crack in a section of rock. He took the pebble and pushed it in, and then he tugged the vine horizontally so that the pebble jammed itself within the crack.

      “And now, we have an anchor for our vine.”

      He chucked the rest of the vine down into the darkness. It unlooped itself as it fell and hung down next to the torrent of water.

      “Shall we go?”
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      She risked another look down.

      “What, now?”

      “Well, we could sit here and sing ‘Ging Gang Goolie’ to motivate us first, but personally I’m getting cold so I’d rather keep moving.”

      And he put words into actions by clutching the vine, slowly lowering his weight onto it to test that it was holding ok, and then swinging himself out over the drop.

      She bit back a gasp as he seemed to hang in mid-air. His feet were braced against the wall of the drop, he held onto the vine with both hands, and his body was cantilevered out over the fall.

      “Do you know how to do this?”

      Despite his calm tone she suddenly realised what he was doing — trying to make this feel normal and easy for her, the beginner. She could feel the underlying seriousness in his voice.

      “Tell me.”

      “We only move one bit at a time. Just hang onto the vine for all you’re worth with both hands until you’re absolutely sure you’ve got somewhere to put your feet. Feel your way down with your toes, one step at a time, and I’ll be below to guide you. You can do this. I know you can.” He paused and smiled. “And remember to bring that.”

      He nodded at the glow-stick on the ledge beside her, and she suddenly realised something.

      “You’ll be climbing into the dark?!”

      “I’ll be doing it by feel. See you in a moment.”

      And without warning, he had dropped down out of sight.

      She crawled to the edge and leaned over, holding the glow-stick out to shed as much light as possible into the vertical tunnel. Below she could see the top of his head receding, but it wasn’t long before he was just an indistinct shape amongst the other shapes of foaming water and tumbled boulders at the bottom.

      “Okay! Your turn!” His voice sounded hollow as it boomed up from the depths. “There’s plenty of footholds. Just take it easy — but really, really hold on. There’s no splash pool down here, just rocks.”

      In other words, nothing to break her fall apart from boulders, she thought. Not that she needed any added incentive.

      “Here I come.”

      She put the glow-stick into her mouth, but it felt awkward. One more thing to worry about holding onto, so instead she tucked it half into her chest pocket.

      Then came the hardest part of all. Turning her back onto the drop, seizing hold of the vine. A plant! I’m trusting my life to the breaking strength of a plant, she thought.

      And with that, she started letting herself down into the gloomy half-light.
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      He was right — there were footholds. She found two almost immediately.

      Then she had to move one foot from its nice, secure location and quest unseeingly into the dark with it until she found another.

      On second thoughts, I could just stand here like, you know, forever …

      She had to wrench her foot away from the stable foothold like it was glued to the rock face, to make herself start looking for the next one lower down. Which meant all her weight was on her hands clutching the vine, and the one leg that was still holding her steady.

      She noticed it was starting to tremble at the knee.

      Her free foot found some resistance. She wiggled her toes against it, and decided it would do.

      Now to repeat with the other foot …

      And so she forced herself to unpeel the foot again, bend her knee, and probe for a lower foothold, while the waterfall thundered next to her, drawing down the air in a cold downdraught that felt like the breath of the rock wanting to blow her off the face.

      She found a tiny foothold that hardly felt large enough for her to poke the toes of her boot into. Her foot was trembling like crazy now with nerves. Then suddenly she felt this fear rising inside her. The instinct to release with both hands and feet was almost overpowering.

      She had to fight this fear.

      Slowly she closed her eyes and started to breathe deeply. Keep calm. Keep calm. You can do this, girl!

      Then she started to move. Hand by hand, foot by foot.

      And repeat.

      Beck was keeping quiet. Maybe there wasn’t enough light for him to see, maybe he didn’t want to distract her. Either way, this was her battle to win now — she was the one stuck to a rock face, and she was determined to work it out for herself. When he eventually did speak out of the dark, she almost let go because she hadn’t realised he would be so close or how far down she had got.

      “Fantastic. You’re doing great. Your right foot — just lower it a bit more …”

      She kept moving down.

      “I knew you could do it …”

      She risked a look down. Pulverised spray from the waterfall drifted up from the rocks and floated like moving stars in the glow-stick light. Beyond the bottom of the fall, the tunnel now sloped at an angle, so the water rushed off in a smooth sheet into the darkness beyond the glow. Beck had been patiently waiting, wedged against a boulder.

      As soon as she was standing on her own two feet again, Beck reached up and gave the vine a sudden, hard yank. Somewhere along its length it snapped and the bottom half fell towards them. He measured it out between outstretched hands.

      “About five metres,” he said thoughtfully. “Okay, could be worse.” He coiled it up and put it back in his pack.

      “So it wasn’t that strong then?” she added, wide-eyed.

      “Well, hopefully we’re not going to have to trust our weight to it again, but it could come in handy in other ways. You don’t throw anything away unless you have to.”

      “How did you know?” she asked suddenly. He looked at her, puzzled. “You said you knew I could do it. You don’t know me from squat, so how did you know?”

      For the first time, this strange boy who had casually brought her down into this subterranean place, where a wrong step could kill both of them, looked awkward. Different responses seemed to chase themselves across his face.

      “Long story,” he muttered.

      “Well, tell me,” she said. “This long story. Because — okay, you’re Beck Granger, you do this kind of stuff, but not for kicks and I never read anything about you randomly coming to people’s rescue …”

      He held his hands up, palms out.

      “I’ll tell you, I promise. But there’s a time and a place?”

      She could see his point, and she believed his word.
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      The tunnel was narrower now, which meant the flow was faster. But at least there were no more ultra-low ceilings and the water never came higher than their shoulders. The only big stalactites they had seen were back in the waterfall cavern. Everywhere else the roof was smoother, lined with ridges like a giant model of the top of her mouth ...

      Up ahead a stream of drops poured through a crack in the ceiling, like there was a burst pipe up above. Beck put out a hand and cupped some of it, then took a sip.

      “Filtered absolutely clean by the rock. Better than any processing plant could ever manage.”

      “You know, Mayans thought their rain god lived in caves for just that reason?” she told him. “They saw this pure, clean water just appearing, so they put two and two together.”

      Beck nodded. “Well water is life, I guess.”

      They pushed on through the small waterfall.

      “Check this,” Beck said suddenly. He held the glow-stick up to a protruding rock, and she peered close to see what had caught his attention.

      “Whip scorpion?” she asked. The thing crawling across the rock face, probing its way with spindly front limbs that were both antennae and legs, was like a cross between a scorpion and a very large spider. It had a pear shaped body the size of her thumb. The rest of it was just legs, long and thin, wide enough that it could have stretched from one side of a dinner plate to the other. “You get them in crevices and caves. They’re not venomous.”

      He glanced back at her, and though his face was shadowed she thought she detected respect in the look.

      “Good knowledge. You have done your homework. And they don’t swim underwater,” he said, “so this guy has walked here, which means we’re near the exit. Or, an exit, anyway.”

      He looked thoughtfully ahead down the tunnel, then stuck the glow-stick into his pocket. The light vanished, only leaving coloured marks in the backs of her eyes that slowly drifted off and faded away into the sheerest, darkest black.
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      She could only think of one reason why he would have extinguished the light.

      “You think someone might be waiting for us at the other end?”

      “Well, it’s occurred to us, so I’d be very surprised if it didn’t also occur to your stepdad.”

      They began to make their way forward. Slowly. Together.

      She had never known darkness as thick as this. She would have said it was like being wrapped in velvet, pressing down on them from every direction, except that velvet is warm and soft, and this was cold and harsh.

      But then she saw light.

      It was the slightest, tiniest glimmer, only visible if you didn’t look directly at it.

      She had read that the human eye is better at picking out dim lights in the peripheral vision — something to do with the way the rods and cones are arranged.

      Unfortunately, her rods and cones were telling her that the light was coming from underwater.

      “Beck …”

      “Yeah, I see it.” He had stopped too.

      “That could be our way out,” he said.

      It was tiny, though. A narrow, underwater crack …

      She could hear noises which meant he was unzipping his backpack again. More rustling and splashing, and then—

      “Hold your hand out?”

      She did, and a moment later felt his hand grasping to find her. He pressed the end of the vine into her fingers.

      “Hold onto this. I’m going to check it out. If I start tugging, that means I’ve got through and you can follow me, right? If I can’t then I’ll just follow it back to you.” He paused. “And when you follow after me, no matter what, just remember that I did it first, so you can too, right?”

      “Right,” she said — very quietly.

      “And now we’re going to do some deep breathing. Both of us, together. We need as much oxygen in our blood as we can get. Let your shoulders go up, stick your stomach out too — that expands your diaphragm, lets your lungs get as full as they can. Go. Breathe in … breathe out …”

      They stood there for a whole minute, just drawing in air — inhaling, exhaling — while the water flowed around them and the light continued to glimmer.

      “Going now,” he said quietly, and then there was just a plop in the water and silence where he had been.

      Almost immediately there were jerks on the vine, but not real tugs — nothing to suggest he was trying to communicate. It was just the inevitable result of him unspooling the vine as he went and keeping a hold on the other end. After a while, the vibrations stopped.

      How long does it take to drown?

      Oh, thanks! she snapped at herself. Like I really needed to ask that …

      No, but seriously …

      How long? Did you just pass out and never wake up? Did you feel your lungs bursting? Did you just keep going until you had to breathe, even though all that came in was water? How much would it hurt?

      The need to breathe comes because poisonous carbon dioxide is building up in your blood. It is more important to your body to breathe it out than to take in anything new to replace it. So maybe that was it. You breathed out the stuff making your lungs burst, and then you drew in water, and your body decided, okay, game over, and you died …

      Suddenly the vine was jerking, so hard that she almost let go. That was a distinct tug. He’d made it.

      So now it was her turn …

      She took one final large gulp and didn’t hesitate. She ducked down under the water, hands outstretched ahead of her to where the light had been.

      If she had thought the start of the tunnel was dark, this was darker. With water pressing against her eyeballs she didn’t have a chance of seeing the light — in fact it was easier just to close them and do it all by feel. Every noise was amplified: squeaks and gurgles and the click of stone against stone as she pulled her way along the base of the tunnel.

      She had to cling onto whatever she could find on the cave floor, though her lungs were buoyant and her legs wanted to float upwards, so that she was permanently head-down. But all the time, she kept pulling herself along.
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      She remembered Beck’s words. ‘You can do it.’

      It was narrow, but it would never be too narrow. If Beck had made it then she could make it.

      But the sides were closing in too, as she found when her elbows banged against solid rock. Pressed in above, below, left and right … Added to all the noises now was the sound of her heart, a dull boom, boom, boom in her ribs, every pulse of blood sending a whoosh through her eardrums.

      Her lungs felt like they wanted to claw their way out of her, hammering against her chest for release.

      Oh, to be able to breathe out, breathe in again …

      She risked opening her eyes again, just for a second, and there was the light just ahead now! It wasn’t far now, right in front of her, lancing down vertically.

      Just then she raised her head and promptly banged it against the roof. Pain stabbed into her skull and she inadvertently sent out a cloud of bubbles.

      But she was almost there.

      One more thrust, and she felt the ceiling above her head recede. Her legs were still banging against the top of the crack but her shoulders were out. Blissful, clean open air was just inches away …

      She stopped, as suddenly as if someone had grabbed her and yanked her back. She bit back a shout of protest and lunged herself forward.

      She was stuck. One of her belt loops at her front had snagged something on the river bed. She tried to push herself back, free it up, move forward again, but it wasn’t coming loose. It seemed determined to hold her here forever, or until her lungs gave way, or …

      She felt hands close around her wrists and yank, hard, and suddenly she was shooting forward and up.

      Then she burst out into the air and the light, whooping out the old air and sucking in the new.

      She had emerged in a pool, a crack in the river’s limestone casing. It was a little oasis surrounded by rocks and trees. Her momentum had made Beck trip over backwards and now he was the one back underwater in a mass of bubbles. He emerged quickly, standing up to his waist with a huge grin on his face while water streamed down him. His dark hair was plastered down, until he shook his head like a dog to clear the drops away and it stuck out in little tufts all over.

      She had forgotten the jungle was so loud: after nothing but splashing water for so long, the birdsong and rustling leaves and everything just hammered on her eardrums, until her brain could start to filter it out.

      And it was warm. The heat of the jungle, usually so oppressive, wrapped her up like a big soft blanket. She hadn’t realised just how deeply the cave and the river had chilled her, until she felt the new heat seeping down into her bones. She felt alive.

      She was taking a breath to shout out her joy when he put his finger to his lips, and she remembered the whole reason they had taken that route out — to avoid any guards posted to wait for them.

      But he held his palm up and she silently high-fived him, feeling her own smile stretch her face from ear to ear.

      Then he jerked his head over at the side of the pool. She nodded and they waded over to a small, muddy beach. They flopped down onto the ground and then Beck froze.

      He turned his head towards the jungle trees and opened his mouth slightly as if listening intently, eyes unblinking, waiting.

      Then they both heard it: a noise that didn’t get filtered, right at the edge of their hearing.

      The voices of men through the trees.
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      “It doesn’t sound like they are moving.” Beck murmured, his mouth close to her ear. “Let’s get closer. We need to know what they’re saying. Maybe we’ll get something useful.”

      She nodded.

      “¿Hablas español?” she murmured back, equally quiet. Do you speak Spanish?

      “Muy poco.” Very little. And so they crawled forward together, after applying more mud to their faces.

      The men were fifty metres away, sitting beneath a tree at the base of a cliff where the river flowed back into the open air. It was like a larger version of where the river had gone in — a tall arch in the rock and a wide pool with a rocky beach. Water seemed to burst out of the cliff face, swirl around a little to get its strength back, and then head off into the jungle.

      If they had gone the full length of the river and come out here, they would have been sitting ducks.

      There were two of them, neither of them Silvio, just vaguely familiar faces.

      “Think they’re still alive in there?” one of them asked. The other dragged on a cigarette.

      “If they’re not, you’d better be good at mouth to mouth because the Señor wants his girl back alive.”

      “And the guys who took her?”

      The cigarette smoker patted the ground next to him, and she saw the machine gun lying there.

      “They don’t matter.”

      There was silence for a couple of minutes. She sensed Beck might be about to call it a day, when:

      “This is crazy. They won’t have come this way.”

      “If they went north …” It sounded like they had had this conversation a couple of times already. “… then they came this way. It’s the only way out. So, we get to sit here and relax while the others get to trawl the jungle to the South. Quit complaining.”

      So, she thought, Ric’s men only had this one point covered. They hadn’t thought of checking if there was another way out of the river cave.

      She had heard enough, so she pointed back the way they had come. Beck nodded and they crawled back to the pool, where she whispered what she had learned. He gave a satisfied smile.

      “Excellent.” He kept his voice down, which was all that was needed not to be overheard by the two overconfident gorillas. “But we do need to get to the river again — it’s the best way through the jungle. So we’ll do a dog leg — head out at an angle, come back to the river downstream of them.”

      “So we’re heading north?” she asked. That was the way the river ran. It was the first time he had hinted at a plan other than just getting away from Jaguar. He nodded, and she felt quietly pleased, because that had been her original plan.

      “Your plan to head to where the tourists are was a good one. But I’ve got a radio, so once we’re safely away I’ll try to contact my friends for a pickup. We arranged that if I missed the rendezvous, they would return every two hours, and fly around in circles waiting to pick up my signal. But either way, we need to put distance between us and Jaguar, and north is the best way from here.”

      He checked his watch.

      “We were in that place for almost two hours.” He grinned when she whistled softly. “Did it feel shorter or longer?”

      “A bit of both, I guess.” Now it was behind them, she realised just how hungry she felt. “I certainly worked up an appetite.”

      “Well, we can do something about that, but not here.” He climbed to his feet — and then he paused. “Okay, we’re committed now — but, the truth is that this is where it gets serious. Where we just came from — that was relatively safe, compared to out here. Humans had carved out their niche there and the big animals tend to stay away from them. But here, we’re the strangers and the animals are in charge. They’re not cuddly zoo pets. They have jaws and claws and they will use them if they get half a chance. There’s snakes in the trees, caimans in the rivers, jaguars on the ground …” He paused. “And none of those take prisoners. If a jaguar wants to attack us, we are unlikely to see it coming until it is too late. So out here we work hard, keep alert and never switch off. Got it?”

      “I hear you.” She had seen him be light-hearted about the dangers and obstacles in front of them, but now there was no doubt about how serious he was. She was equally solemn in return. “I understand that getting through the tunnel was just the beginning of the hard times. I’ve tried to prepare myself for this, in my head, but maybe you can’t ever really do that, until it’s for real. But I promise, I’ll take whatever the jungle throws at us, jaguars or whatever, and I won’t complain. I’ll follow your lead.”

      He smiled. “Deal,” he said.

      They drained the contents of his water bottles and refilled them from the pool, and set off.

      After that they didn’t do any more talking, always aware of the men not that far away, until they had pressed on through the jungle for a good half hour.

      She let him take the lead and walked where he walked. She recognised a lot of what he was doing from her research, but it made such a difference to see all that head knowledge being turned into actual practice in front of her. Cut a stick to probe your way. Change course to accommodate the downs and ups and rights and lefts that the jungle forced on you.

      Another reason for not talking was it saved energy. Now they had warmed up again after their subterranean immersion, the jungle was doing its usual thing of sapping energy from them. It seemed so ironic that the very thing that made the place such a madcap explosion of plant and animal and above all insect life — all that heat, all that sunlight, all that moisture — also made it very hard for humans to go much faster than a strolling pace.

      But, not talking also gave her time to think.

      Think a lot, as she gazed at the back of his head.
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      “Okay.” He held up a hand. “That’s half an hour. Brief break, and then we head back to the river.” He swung his pack off his back. “And, you were saying about being hungry …”

      “You brought something in your pack?” she said hopefully. He laughed ruefully. He gazed down at his foot, and then suddenly seemed fixated by something on the jungle floor. He scuffed some of the rotting leaves aside, and she saw a chunk of rotten wood — that was distinctly twitching.

      He picked it up, pulled away some flakes of bark and delved in with his fingers to produce a black, armoured insect monstrosity, the size of her thumb.

      “Rhino beetle,” he announced. Its casing was black and shiny, and a single horn, curved and hooked like a sharp thorn, stuck up from its head. “It uses the horn to root around in dead wood — and, pound for pound, insects have more protein than beef. Want one?”

      She stared at it in distaste.

      “Is there anything else on the menu?”

      “Well, there’s the vegetarian option, but if you’re passing on this …” He made to pop it into his mouth while its legs continued to twitch as though it was running on an invisible treadmill. Then he stopped. “Whoops, almost forgot ...”

      He knelt and squeezed its back end gently between thumb and forefinger, while she watched with fascination. A drop of clear, yellowish gunge started to ooze out of it.

      “If these babies feel threatened then they release this from their rear ends, and it tastes like … well …”

      “Like you’d expect anything that oozes from a rear end?” she suggested.

      He grinned.

      “Yeah, pretty well.” He wiped the drop away with a leaf, and before she could say anything else he had popped the beetle into his mouth.

      A range of expressions she hadn’t known existed flitted across his face.

      “Okay,” he mumbled. “Crunchy, and gooey, and … yuck.”

      “Eating a beetle is yuck,” she marvelled.

      “Whatever. Just think of the protein. Okay, you were enquiring after the vegetarian option …”

      “How about these?” she asked. A cluster of fruit stuck out from a bush at head level. They were round and purple with rough skin and she was pretty certain they were figs.

      He came up and peered suspiciously at them.

      “Probably not …” He plucked one from the bush and squeezed it like he had squeezed the beetle. Sticky, milky sap began to ooze out. “Definitely not. Sap like that — big no-no. Probably burn your mouth and then your guts.” He dropped the fruit and wiped his fingers on his trousers. “But these, on the other hand …”

      These, were masses of palm leaves, long and spiky. He cut one off at the base with his machete, and then started to strip away the outer leaves to reveal the core: thin, slender and pale green.

      “Great carbohydrate,” he said as he handed it over. He left her to it while he cut one of his own.

      They sat with their backs to trees and chewed on the palms. Good carbohydrate, maybe, but they tasted like bitter celery. Still, she supposed, she could get used to it.

      And this, she realised, was the first time they had had a chance just to sit still since they first met.

      She was able to get her first proper good look at him, though she could only take glances. She couldn’t stare without him noticing, but she still saw enough. Watching him studiously munch his way down a palm leaf was almost like watching a monkey in the zoo making short work of a banana — and she stifled a laugh.

      He took a radio from his pack.

      “This was meant to be waterproof, and the handsets are digitally encoded to each other, so no one should be able to eavesdrop. Let’s see …”

      He pressed the ‘on’ switch, and a burst of static made him puff out a sigh of relief. “Okay, it works. This is Beck. Radio check. Over.”

      A pause, with nothing but hiss coming back at him. He tried again.

      “This is Beck …”

      Eventually, fighting frustration, he put it away.

      “This thing has a range of seventy kilometres, and I’m not getting them.”

      “Ric owns the airspace over the estate and a lot of the jungle around it,” she told him. “He might have just banned all flights. He can do that, completely legal.”

      “Okay, so we keep going until we’re seventy k away. If they’re circling, they’ll come back within range eventually.”

      He tucked the radio away, and she took a breath. She had reached a conclusion based on everything she had witnessed so far.

      “So, Beck Granger …” she began. He paused what he was doing and looked questioningly at her. “So, Beck Granger, tell me all about your family. Or our family. Maybe start by telling me my name.”
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      Beck’s story

      Blimey!

      Beck really had not expected that. He would have been less surprised if she had suddenly decided to clout him on the head with a stick. All the careful ways he and Al had discussed of breaking it to her, and she just came out with it.

      He tried to say something. Whatever it was, it came out sounding like “um”.

      But he didn’t try to deny it, and she must have seen it. She seemed to relax like a thousand tons of stress were suddenly running out of her.

      “Okay,” she said, answering the question he hadn’t asked out loud. She held up her hand to tick points off on her fingers. “First of all — you’re here. You’re Beck Granger and you’re a survival expert, but I’m pretty sure you don’t make a career going round the world rescuing the daughters of millionaires, so you’ve got some deeper reason that brought you.

      “Second, back in the cave, you called Ric my stepdad.” Beck had to take a second to remember when he had said anything like that, but now she mentioned it … “Why wouldn’t you just assume Ric is my dad like everyone else does?”

      “Well,” Beck said. And then ran out of words.

      “Whatever.” She shrugged casually. “I’ve had my suspicions for a while. There’ve been little things, little hints, all my life … Even just the other day, in Guatemala City, he casually told me he has glaucoma, which is a hereditary illness — and in the same breath he told me I didn’t need to worry about it. So there was always that suspicion, I just didn’t have proof. Until … until my third clue. When your hair was wet, sticking to the side of your head, so I got to see your face without any distracting outlines.” She pulled her own hair back to demonstrate. “I know that face. I see it every day in the mirror. If we’re not related then I’m … I’m … James.”

      Beck laughed. “You’re not James.”

      Wow. He had thought about this moment for so long, ever since he had learned in Sweden that she was still alive. In his mind there had always been some kind of soundtrack — swelling music to heighten the emotions of the occasion. But instead, it was just the usual backing noise of bird calls and monkeys whooping, as he said quietly:

      “We’re twins. How you ended up with Ric is … another story. Just say our parents were lied to. Big time. They were told by someone they trusted that you were dead.”

      “Our parents …” she said softly, though her eyes were shining. “You know, those are the nicest two words I’ve ever heard. It’s like some big pair of scissors just came out of the sky and snipped me off from Ric for good. I now have a reason finally to detach from that man.” She looked thoughtful. “That man with James — his ‘business manager’ — his name was Granger. He’s not …?”

      “No.” Beck shook his head. “He’s our uncle. Our dad’s brother. He brought me up …”

      He bit his tongue. He had been wondering how to work up to the fact that their parents were dead, and now he had just gone and basically blurted it out. He saw her face go still, and then droop, and he knew she had worked it out.

      “Did they die recently?” she asked quietly.

      “When I … When we were little.” Now, this was what he found hard to say. He swallowed, and stared up at the tree canopy. “They were both murdered.” He couldn’t say it louder than a whisper.

      “What were their names?”

      “David and Melanie.”

      After a pause, she put out a hand and touched his knee gently.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine, really.” He forced a smile. “So, why has Ric been such a nightmare for you, then?”

      She snorted.

      “Because he thinks he owns me. Everything in Ric’s world is his. No one else has a right to it. And when he owns something he strangles it, he refuses to let it go, even if that person or thing wants to be free.”

      She paused. Then she whispered quietly, “So, what’s my birth name?”

      Now, that was a lot easier.

      “Dian — Rachel — Granger.” He said each word distinctly, and he saw her take them in and chew over them like fine morsels in her mind. “You were named after Dian Fossey and Rachel Carson.” Her face was politely puzzled. “One was a scientist who did amazing work with studying gorillas, the other was a marine biologist. They were both big in conservation and our mother really admired them.”

      “Well, they’re two more people to learn about, then. But for now let’s concentrate on getting out of the jungle alive.”

      “Good plan.” He checked his watch and jumped to his feet. It was a relief to be back in his comfort zone. “We should be moving —”

      Something slipped through the shadows of the undergrowth. His head snapped round to face it, almost fast enough to crick his neck.

      Dian had frozen, following his lead.

      He waited. Holding his breath. His eyes darted left and right.

      He could have sworn he had seen something move. But there was nothing.

      After a minute, he let himself relax.

      “What?” she asked quietly.

      He almost said, “nothing”. But that would just be insulting to her. It obviously wasn’t nothing, or he wouldn’t have reacted like he had.

      He remembered the jaguar he thought he had seen soon after he landed. This had been the same. There was no clear shape that his eyes could see, but somehow a brief glimpse of movement had stamped the awareness of the big cat on his brain.

      Even if there had been a jaguar the first time, it was impossible for it to have followed them along the river tunnel and down here. No jaguar would behave like that.

      But he still had the strangest feeling of being stalked by one.

      It wasn’t something he could describe to Dian, and it wasn’t something he could do anything about.

      “Thought I saw something,” he said, which was the truth. “Looks okay now. Come on, let’s shift.”
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      Beck took a new compass bearing that should get them back to the river, a long way downstream from where the goons were waiting. Hopefully they were still staring at the hole in the rock.

      He heard the river before he saw it. It wasn’t hard to find — it cut right through the jungle, so even an approximate course would get them to it eventually. But his ears picked up the background hiss that turned into a distant roar and he knew he had got it pretty well spot on. He wondered at what point she would work out the implications of that roar.

      He paused before they emerged from the trees. The banks were clear and rocky, swept clean by the river’s frequent floods, and he looked carefully left and right, paying especial attention to the upstream direction. Just in case the goons had had a sudden surge of cleverness and decided to explore downstream from where they were …

      But no, it was all clear. He signalled Dian to follow him out onto the bank, and pulled the radio out for another try.

      There was still no reply. He clenched his jaw in frustration. It wasn’t just that he wanted a pick-up. If Ric had closed his airspace, Arabella could still be flying around on the other side of it — or of course the helicopter might be back at Guatemala City to refuel. But he also wanted to know how James and Al were. Had Ric bought the story about guys in American uniforms? He had to know if they were safe.

      But there was nothing to do about it and they couldn’t linger — they had to press on.

      “Hey, this will come in handy.”

      A tall tree had toppled over and rotted, and its trunk and branches lay in several fractured sections across their path. He picked up a log of thick, orange wood and hefted it. It was about half a metre long and thicker than his arm.

      “This is Caribbean pine.” He held it to his nose to sniff the bark and was rewarded with a strong, clean scent that was almost antiseptic. “It’s full of resin, which means it won’t get waterlogged, and it’ll burn fantastically when we cook our meal tonight.”

      He shrugged his pack off and slid the log into it. It was too long to go in completely, so he had to draw the top of the bag tight around it before putting it back on. She helped him get the much heavier pack onto his back again.

      “You know we are on the edge of the Guatemalan highlands here?”

      “And?”

      “Well, where you get highlands, you also get lowlands. And the bit in between is sometimes quite … dramatic.” He had chosen that word carefully.

      And then she saw it.

      It wasn’t just a gap in the trees they were approaching. It was a gap in the land.

      Beside them, the river fell away for a few metres, churning and surging white as it hit the first of a series of ledges. They kept walking as the river dropped to another ledge, and another, and then disappeared altogether in a welter of spray.

      The lowlands of Guatemala were spread out three hundred metres below them, a rolling carpet of jungle that stretched away into a layer of mist that hid the horizon. The highlands were a massive plateau of limestone which just stopped where they now stood.

      The course of the waterfall, the many ledges and pools and boulders that it hit on the way down, was a thin slice of rock down the plateau’s jungle-clad wall.

      “You knew about this, and you didn’t tell me,” she said softly. “I don’t think I like you very much, brother.”

      He didn’t know her well enough to know how seriously he should take something like that. He played safe.

      “Well, you don’t have to like me to head north — but this is where north gets you.”

      She stood at the edge and peered over.

      “So, let’s head north,” she said.
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      A thousand gallons of water per second thundered next to Beck’s head as he let himself down the next ledge. No matter how hard he gripped every jutting rock, no matter how firmly he jammed his boots into each toehold, every surface was slick with moss, lichen and spray.

      From a distance it might have looked like one big fall, but this close you saw it was a whole series of them — two metres, five metres, ten metres, tumbling from ledge to ledge down the face of the plateau. And each ledge was separated from the others by a vertical rock face that had to be climbed down.

      Beck knew the best way down was to keep moving steadily and consistently. Once they had started, there was no stopping until they reached the next horizontal ledge. Beck didn’t even let her pause for a breather part of the way down, because he understood that unless you set yourself a certain pace, gravity could all too easily get impatient and finish the job for you at a much faster speed.

      For the first time ever, Beck’s usual rule about only moving one foot or hand at a time, and keeping all the others still, didn’t seem enough. He wished he had a couple more feet and hands, just to make sure.

      The jungle’s voracious plant growth had even tried to colonise the plateau face, but the waterfall had fought it back. There must have been times during the rainy season when the waterfall was twice as swollen and twice as wide, and it had scoured the rock face clean of any vegetation more advanced than moss.

      The strip of bare rock that it left behind, sometimes only a few metres wide, was all that Dian and Beck had available for climbing.

      His feet touched the ledge he had been aiming for — a shelf of rock two or three metres wide, fall at one end, jungle at the other. It wasn’t much, but it was the first one they had come to where they could safely take a break without worrying about falling off with a careless movement. Even then they weren’t totally in the clear. Centuries of jungle dirt had settled there and the spray turned it into a thin film of mud with about as much traction as sheet ice.

      Beck estimated that they were maybe halfway down the fall. It was hard to tell — their descent was so slow that you didn’t notice the lowlands getting any nearer, and they were so close to the cliff that they couldn’t look upwards either to judge how far they had come.

      “Break time,” Beck said, and Dian sat down gratefully. They shared the water bottle, and he pulled out a couple of the palms they had kept earlier for snacking. As he chewed it he walked slowly from one end of the ledge to the other, checking for the next way down.

      And he soon found that the cliff gave with one hand but took away with the other. It had given them somewhere safe to stay for a while — but it had seemed also to have trapped them there.

      After this ledge the torrent changed direction slightly. It tumbled down a fifty metre slope that was only just short of vertical. There was nowhere to climb down that wouldn’t take them into the flow itself, and he knew that the moment the water grabbed hold of them it would sweep them away. Drowning or broken bones — either way they would be dead by the time they reached the foot of the falls.

      Carefully, he went along to the jungle end of the ledge. The plant life had taken advantage of the wider ledge to grow like a microcosm of the jungle below. Trees thrust at angles out of the bushes, jammed so tightly together on the only few square metres of usable ground that it meant he and Dian would never be able to penetrate the dense tangle.

      Which left one other direction. He walked back to the fall end of the ledge. Here, just before it sprayed over the edge, the river had gouged a notch through the rock, about three metres wide and one deep.

      Beyond it, just tantalisingly out of reach, the ground was different. On the far side of the fall, the succession of ledges began again, safely away from the water. If they were on that side, they could keep climbing down. But they had to cross over.

      He looked down at the notch in the rock, and kicked a pebble into it just to see what happened. The water flowed so fast that the pebble didn’t even make a splash before it was swept away.
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      Beck looked at the far side of the notch in the ledge. It was so close … Under other circumstances, he would have just taken a run-up and risked the jump. But it was too dangerous here. The rock on either side was too slippery. He might not have enough speed to get over, or he might land and then just slide back into the water.

      Beck went slowly back to the jungle end. By now, Dian had noticed something was up.

      “Beck, you’re pacing.”

      “Uh-huh …”

      He crouched down and poked leaves apart with the blade of the machete. Something had sort-of registered in his memory the first time he glanced over here — and there it was. A branch of a small cedar had almost split from its trunk and sloped towards him, barely joined to the main tree by a few remaining splinters. He pushed his way into the bushes and hacked through with the machete so that he could tug the branch free. With a few more chops he lopped off the smaller branches that budded off from it.

      “Give me a hand to carry it over?” he asked, and while she did so, he explained the problem.

      “So,” he finished grimly. He hefted the slender, slippery and suddenly very fragile looking piece of wood in his hands. “We need to get over to the other side, and we’re going to have to do it on this.”

      They tried to hold the branch together and extend it over the drop, but the end was too heavy. It wavered dangerously, and …

      “Woah!” Beck called in alarm. The end had dipped into the water and the torrent almost yanked it from their combined grasp. They staggered back to lift it from the water. “Okay, another way …”

      They hoisted the branch up so that it stood vertically with one end on the ground. Then they simply let it topple across the notch, holding firmly onto the base so that when it bounced, it didn’t bounce too far. The branch extended across the gap with about half a metre to spare at either end. Beck rocked it gently so that it found its own equilibrium and shouldn’t roll too much with the weight of one of them on top of it.

      They pulled some smaller rocks together to wedge their end of the branch securely, and for extra security Dian held it firmly while Beck slowly, and very carefully, began to crawl across.

      The water was right in front of his eyes, a dazzling blur of foam and ripples that made him feel dizzy and want to close his eyes — but if he did that then he would have nothing to judge his progress with. He fixed his eyes instead on the far side of the notch. The bark of the branch was as damp and as slippery as everything else around it, and he was aware of the weight of his pack, trying to overbalance him.

      If the branch had only been another half metre higher, it wouldn’t have been so bad — he could have afforded to slip and leave an arm or a leg dangling. But instead he was so close that any contact with the torrent would be the end — he would just be pulled away.

      His hands made contact with the ledge on the far side of the notch, and in comparison with the branch it felt as solid as concrete. He scrambled quickly to his feet and accidentally kicked the end of the branch.

      “Aagh!”

      He lunged and caught it just before it could disappear. His eyes met Dian’s mutely over the small, three-metre gap between them. Then he simply wrapped his hands around it and she began her own crawl over.

      A minute later she straightened up beside him. This time he gave the branch a deliberate kick and they watched it be swept away down the cascade.

      “It needs to go ahead of us,” Beck said. “We don’t want it tumbling down on top of us later on. And now, we keep climbing on down …”

      And so ledge followed ledge, some wider, some narrower. Sometimes the shape of the cliff forced them back towards the waterfall, sometimes further away, which made things less damp and slightly easier.

      Until at long last they stood on the lip of the last ledge. A short distance to their left, the waterfall thundered down its final drop into a plunge pool the size of a town swimming bath back home. The floor of the jungle, the beginning of the lowlands, was a mere ten metres or so below them.

      Straight below them.

      The fall and its pool were to their left, and the pool turned into a river that stretched away in that direction. But on the fall’s right, where they were, was just a drop down to solid ground.
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      “Bummer,” Beck exclaimed with feeling.

      The cliff beneath them was swathed in bushes and vines, completely hiding the face. He reached down to the nearest vine and tugged. It came away so easily he almost fell over backwards. And if that was just a tug, what would their whole body weight do to it?

      “I do not want to trust ourselves to that,” he said simply. The stone was fragile and nothing was rooted in anything more firm than a couple of centimetres of dirt lodged in fissures in the rock.

      They would fall to their deaths if they put their weight on those, and that would be that. If they were going to climb down, they needed some kind of support.

      Beck went to the cliff face at the back of the ledge and rummaged through the plant foliage until he found another vine. He pulled at it, gently but insistently freeing it from the cliff face until it fell down in a flurry of leaves. He measured it out between his arms. Maybe ten metres, so it might be just long enough — but what was there to tie the top end to? You needed something firm for that, and he had just established that there wasn’t anything.

      “Or,” Dian said in his ear, “there’s this way.”

      He looked up. He had been so wrapped up in this problem that he hadn’t been paying attention to what she was doing. She led him along to the end of the ledge, right up to the fall, so that its spray showered over them and its roar filled their ears.

      “Back here.” She had to shout to be heard, but she pressed against the rock and pointed to behind the fall. “There’s a ledge. We can get across the fall to the pool side — and jump.”

      He peered forward. Somewhere up above, some slight overhang in the rock had pushed the falling water away from the cliff, and there was indeed a small ledge between them — probably all that was left after centuries of erosion.

      As far as they could see from where they were standing, it went all across the fall.

      “Okay,” he said after a moment. “But there’s one important thing I have to say.” She looked at him in worry, wondering what she had missed. He put a hand on her arm and gazed seriously into her eyes. “I just have to tell you, this plan just might have saved the day.”

      She just gave him a smile, and then went first.

      The overhang above the ledge was so low that they wouldn’t have been able to get across it on their feet. Dian had to clamber down so that she was sitting, and then shuffle herself over sideways.

      Beck moved his pack around to his front, so that it wouldn’t push him off, though it meant he now had to angle his head to see past the short pine log inside it. Then he followed after her. He had to plonk his backside down on the rough, damp stone, then lift his weight with his hands, swing himself along, plonk down again. Lift, swing, plonk, repeat.

      The curtain of water was less than a metre in front of him, barely missing his knees. The space behind it was filled with a strange, silver light and the sound of the fall was like white noise. There was a strange feeling of being underwater — his head was telling him that any moment now his lungs should stop working because there was no more air, even though there was plenty and he could breathe just fine.

      Then light dawned next to him as he made it to the far side, and he crawled back into the warm open air. Dian was already at the front of the ledge, looking down into the fall’s seething plunge pool with less enthusiasm than before.

      “Once you’re up here … you realise just how far down it is,” she said.

      “Probably the same height as the high board at the Olympics,” he agreed, after looking down.

      “That’s ten metres. It’s high enough to hurt if you get it wrong.”

      “Or even if you get it right but land on something,” he said, “like rocks under the surface.” He paused. “But we’re still going to jump it.”
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      Beck pulled the vine from his pack.

      “See if you can get another one like this. Doesn’t have to be strong enough to hold us, just long.”

      While she was doing that, he cast about for a loose stone of the right size, about the size of his fist should do it. He wrapped the end of the vine around it, top and bottom and left and right.

      Dian came back with another vine that was a few metres long. He lashed the two vines together with a sheep bend knot, looping the end of one and threading the end of the other around and through it. Now he had a combined single length that was long enough to reach the water — and more.

      “Stand back.”

      He coiled the joined vines on the rock next to him, then started to swing the end with the rock over the drop, back and forth, back and forth. When it was far enough out, he let go. The rock soared away, trailing the vine behind it, and plunged down to the pool. The coiled vine rapidly unwound as the rock’s weight pulled it down and Beck held onto the end to stop the whole thing going over.

      It stopped unwinding with a couple of metres left. Beck started to pull it in again, gently, until he could feel he was now lifting the weight of the rock off the bottom of the pool.

      “Now, keep an eye on it,” he said. “Let me know the moment the rock comes back out of the water.”

      He ran the vine between both hands and held them as far apart as he could, then started to pull the vine up, one outstretched-arms-length at a time. One, two, three…

      “There,” she said.

      “Cool. Okay, the distance between your outstretched arms is basically the same as your height, so the water here is three Beck Grangers deep.”

      She looked him up and down, and made the mental estimate.

      “So, almost five metres?”

      “Ideally we would have as much depth as we do height of the jump. We will just have to do a shallow entrance jump.”

      “And that is what?” she asked.

      “Just thrust your arms and legs out wide, as soon as you enter the water. That will stop you going too deep. Then once we’re down, swim for the far side. We’re heading north and the river flows north west, so we want to be on the right bank.”

      She nodded, biting her lip, staring hard at the drop, and he suddenly realised something.

      “What’s the highest you’ve ever jumped?” he asked softly. She shot him a grateful look, glad he understood.

      “Not this high.”

      “It’ll be fine. Hold your arms out, like this, to balance you, and keep your legs together. You need to punch your way through the surface with your feet. We’ll do this together. It will be fine. Just go for it, with a really positive movement, and everything else will take care of itself. Step back, and one, two, three …”

      Beck knew that you didn’t compromise with fear by taking it bit by bit. No. You wrestled it to the ground and you showed it who was boss. You threw yourself into the challenge with maximum power. That was always Beck’s key for the most effective way of reaching a target.

      And so they jumped. Side by side, with one huge leap out.

      Their momentum carried them out into the air above the pool, and the foaming surface flew up towards their feet.

      SPLASH.

      And they were under, foam and bubbles roaring around their ears. The moment he was in, Beck started to kick with his arms and legs, fighting the downward plunge. He could feel the constant shockwaves of the fall pummelling him. His head broke the surface and he looked quickly around for Dian. And there she was, bursting back into the air with a huge grin on her face.

      “I so totally want to do that again!” she shouted.

      They struck out for the shore, where the jungle vegetation came down to the water, and pulled themselves out onto dry land. Dian flopped down onto her back.

      “Let’s keep moving,” Beck said automatically. “We keep ourselves warm that way, and also speed up the drying process for our clothes.”

      “Hey, five minutes, right?”

      Beck didn’t want to waste any more time than he had to, now that they were down and free from the fall. But he also realised that a break was a good opportunity to try the radio again.

      “Okay. You earned it. We’ll take five.”

      He paced back and forth while he pulled the handset from his pack.

      “This is Beck …”

      They both froze as a voice, very faint and very distant, came out of the little speaker.

      “Say again? You’re very faint …”

      They both fought back a little cheer.

      “Okay,” Beck said. “We can’t hear you — you’re broken — but if you can hear us, we are on the edge of the lowlands, heading north. Over.”

      But there was no reply, though he tried several more times. They must have been at the outer limits of the radio’s reach. He put it away with a grimace of irritation.

      “We can send robots to Mars but we can’t talk to helicopters …”

      “But I presume they’ll keep trying to contact you?”

      He shook his head.

      “Problem with doing that, you never know if you’re calling at a bad moment. Say we were hiding in the cave back then, and my friends chose that exact moment to put a call through? No, we arranged that I’d always be the one to make contact, whenever it was safe. They just have to keep listening out.”

      He zipped the pack up and crouched down by the water to refill the water bottles, holding them under so that they glugged and gurgled.

      “Beck …” Her voice was suddenly, quietly urgent. “Don’t move.”

      He froze at once. With that tone, you didn’t argue, even if your instinct was to look around to see what the trouble was.

      “What?” he whispered back. His mind ran through the possibilities. Alligator? Snake?

      Or had the jaguar he had almost seen twice before finally shown itself?

      “Men,” she said. “At the top of the cliff. Looking down at us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      If anything, Beck went even stiller. Nothing catches the human eye like movement.

      Dian had seen them as moving outlines against the sky. Which meant that if they were looking down, he and Dian in their jungle clothing would just be patches of dark green against more green. That was in their favour. But, they were people-shaped patches, and the human eye is as good at picking out body outlines as it is at picking out faces.

      “They’ve gone,” Dian said.

      “Then we move.”

      They sprang together for the deeper cover of the jungle, only stopping when they were safely behind a pair of tree trunks. They couldn’t see the cliff, which meant that no one on top of the cliff would be able to see them either.

      “Do you think they saw us?” he asked as he screwed the tops back onto their water bottles.

      “I couldn’t tell. It was just a glimpse. They didn’t start moving suddenly, or pointing. Did we leave a lot of footprints up there?”

      “Mm.” Beck thought. “A few probably, but an expert tracker would probably pick us up even without any. Does Ric have ever use people like that?”

      “Trackers?” She snorted. “No. Expert bully boys, but not trackers.”

      Beck smeared a handful of dirt over his face, then tugged the binoculars from their pouch and slowly peeked out again, running his magnified view up to the top of the cliff. He found the highest point of the fall, moved the circle of his vision over to one side — and a man stood there, looking straight down at him through a pair of much more powerful binos. He wore rough looking fatigues and a forage cap, and he had what looked like a submachine gun slung over one shoulder.

      But the guy hadn’t seen him. After that one accidental look in Beck’s direction, he panned the binos slowly from side to side, sweeping them across the lowlands, taking in mile-long stretches at a glance. Like Dian said, not experts.

      Beck had seen him before.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the guy who was in charge at the cave.”

      “Silvio.” He heard the loathing in her voice. “He’s the worst of his bullies.”

      Beck tucked his binos away.

      “Well, it took us over an hour to get down the falls, so even if they did see us and they start coming down right now, we’ve got an hour’s lead. Let’s use it.”

      “But Beck, your friends aren’t the only ones with a helicopter. They could call one up and get down here in minutes.”

      “Let ’em.” Beck peered through the trees back at the pool. “There’s nowhere for them to land.” He checked the compass grinned. “And even if they do get down here some other way, I bet they’ll think we’re just following the river, which flows west from here. But we’re going to stick to the plan and head due north. They won’t come near us that way.”

      He looked thoughtfully at the river and the pool. There would be fish in there, and probably freshwater crabs around the edges. If they had time to look, it would be a good source of food. Their last meal had been raw palm leaves — it was about time for something hot, and they needed calories.

      But they didn’t have the luxury of time, and they would have to come out into the open and be plainly visible to the men at the top. So, they would find food on their way instead.

      He shouldered his pack decisively.

      “Come on. Let’s get moving.”
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      “… and that’s Al,” Beck said finally. “Since Aunt Kathy died, it’s just been him and me.”

      Immediately they were away from the river, she experienced first-hand the difference between the highlands and the lowlands. It was in the air around them. Dian had always understood that hot air rises — but she hadn’t known that hot, humid air sinks.

      If the highland jungle had been a sauna, down here it was a full-on steam-bath with the dial turned to max. Every surface, every leaf and branch and their own skins, was covered with a thin layer of moisture which couldn’t evaporate into the already supersaturated air. It felt like if you wanted a drink, you just had to clench your fist and wring the water out of it.

      But try telling that to their bodies, which were still programmed by nature to react to heat by pumping out moisture onto the skin to carry heat away through evaporation. So instead of keeping water inside them where it could do some good, they sweated, and they sweated — and the sweat clung to their skin and to their clothing like treacle.

      So water breaks were frequent. The first time they had stopped for one, Dian had asked about her new family — or rather her old family, rediscovered. She wanted to know everything.

      But there was far too much to tell for a brief break, so Beck had kept going as they pushed further into the jungle with a brief biography of Professor Sir Alan Granger — environmentalist, scientist, diplomat, and the man he regarded as his second father. Plus he had added some of his own memories which hadn’t quite made it into the public record. The man who could burn salad. Who had once managed to break an arm falling up stairs.

      Beck loved him more than any other human being alive.

      “He sounds a good guy,” she said thoughtfully. “Quirky, but good.”

      He glanced at her as he pushed a vine aside with his stick so they could keep walking.

      “There’s a ‘but’ coming,” he said.

      “But … Beck, once we’re out of here, where do I go then?”
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      Bam.

      Al had said this moment would come, and ever since she had guessed his identity, Beck had felt it hovering above both of them, ready to fall down at any time.

      In his dream world, they got Dian safely away and she came to stay with him and Al back in England and they all lived happily ever after.

      But as Al had pointed out, she had had a lifetime of other experiences, and she might not want to. She might have formed her own attachments, and those had to be respected. They had no right to force anything on her.

      “Where would you want to go?” he asked quietly.

      “Well …” She sighed. “How you feel about Al — that’s how I feel about Kim. You and me — hey, I know we’re going to be the best friends for ever, we’re going to be everything a brother and sister can be, and Al has to be the coolest adult — the coolest male adult — on the planet, but Kim’s the only person I could ever feel at home with — and I know she’d have me in a heart-beat.”

      “Of course,” he said. “We’ll see what she says, then. First, we have to prove we’re brother and sister — that’ll just be a simple DNA test with saliva swabs. Then, we have enough evidence back home to show that your adoption was illegal — as we’ve got the testimony of the guy who stole you. After that, Al will technically be your legal guardian, but I can promise you he won’t make you do anything you don’t want to.”

      He forced a smile, which he hoped she would think was genuine, and he made himself a silent promise that one day it would be genuine.

      Her smile in return was completely un-faked.

      “You’ll like her, Beck, I just know it.”

      Which seemed a good natural break and a time to change the subject. Beck checked his watch. It was coming up to 4p.m. If you were surviving somewhere and you knew you only had a couple more hours of daylight, then there was only one thing you should be doing with those hours, and that was getting ready for the night.

      He looked around them. Yes, this would do.

      “You know, I think this is where we’ll be stopping.”

      “Uh-huh?” She turned a slow circle as she took it in. It wasn’t quite a clearing — there weren’t any real clearings in the jungle, but one side of where they stood was dominated by a tall, forked tree with thick overhanging branches.

      Beck eyed it carefully.

      A thick cluster of ferns grew to head height over to one side. He used the machete to lop the first one off at the base, then passed it to her hilt first.

      “Could you cut the rest off like that? We want a good pile.”

      “Okay …” She took the machete and hefted it in her hand. “And meanwhile you will be …?”

      “Looking around,” he said with a grin, and disappeared into the undergrowth.

      He knew exactly what he wanted — three branches, good and solid, more or less straight, two metres minimum. And absolutely not rotten, which probably meant they would still be attached to their trees when he found them, not lying on the jungle floor.

      He was testing one particular branch — hanging his whole weight on it to see what happened — when he heard her suddenly calling through the jungle, urgency and suppressed panic creeping higher and higher in her tone.

      “Uh — Beck? Beck! It’s a … a snake … uh, Beck!”
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      Beck burst through the bushes, scenarios running through his mind. Most snakes would rather just avoid you, but they would attack if they felt threatened or trapped. A poisonous snake would be neurotoxic or haemotoxic — meaning that its poison would either attack your nerves, shutting down the network that ran your body, or your blood, turning it into sludge that was incapable of carrying the vital oxygen around to fuel you.

      Or some, just to really make sure, were both …

      And there was Dian, up ahead, standing poised with her back to him. He didn’t run up to her. If she had something nasty like a bushmaster cornered and on the verge of attacking, his sudden appearance could tip it over into striking.

      And so instead he skidded to a slow walk and casually moved towards her, angling himself so that he could see past her.

      His first reaction was relief. His second was to be impressed — that was a big one.

      The snake was a boa constrictor, a mass of glistening coils, slowly slithering, heaped in a mass about a metre wide and half a metre high. Which meant that, fully stretched, it would be over three metres long, getting on for the largest known size for this particular creature.

      Its head was raised up out of its coils and its tongue flicked angrily in and out, so it was obviously disturbed and upset. And why wouldn’t it be? It had been having a quiet snooze on the ground, maybe sleeping off and digesting its latest kill in the protection of some nice overhanging ferns, and then a human bursts in wielding a machete and cutting away its shelter.

      “Could it kill us?”

      “Well, it’s not technically poisonous, but you wouldn’t want to camp with this guy around. And yes, if it got hold of you it could wrap around you then steadily squeeze and constrict until it no longer sensed your heartbeat. Then it would begin to try and eat you. Although you would be a big meal for this guy. But a monkey for example, no problem. You know, some of these big constrictor snakes have even been known to eat alligators. And not just small ones! They are incredibly powerful — solid muscle — and the ultimate predator.” Beck paused. “But he isn’t as clever as us.”

      The snake gaped its mouth open at them with an extra loud hiss, and they both winced.

      “How can you be not technically poisonous?”

      “By not having any venom or fangs.” He held his hand out for the machete and she passed it over. In its place he passed her a long stick. “But if that thing just bit either of us, and we got away, it could still kill us with blood poisoning. Its saliva will be absolutely rotten with bacteria.”

      He thought back to his recent adventure in China, where he and Ju-Long and Jian had encountered a colony of Five-Fingered Golden Dragons, whose bite could also cause a severe infection. Beck wasn’t normally given to bad dreams, but he still sometimes woke in a cold sweat remembering what he had had to do to save Jian’s life after the older boy was bitten. “So, wave that stick in front of its face and distract it, will you?”

      While Dian did that, Beck slowly moved around behind it.

      As he had expected, the boa took the stick for the main enemy because it was closest. It coiled its body back in preparation to strike, and then when the stick still failed to take the hint, it sprung out and bit the end of it, almost hard enough to tear it from Dian’s grasp.

      Beck imagined that bite going into one of their legs or arms.

      But that was the last thing the boa ever did, because Beck was then close enough behind it to strike. In a single stoke he brought the machete down just behind the snake’s head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Beck aimed for an imaginary point on the other side of the snake’s body, so that the blade sunk well in and severed its spinal cord. One blow was enough to kill it instantly, though its body trembled and thrashed. Another stroke separated the head from the body and it fell onto the ground, still opening and closing its mouth.

      He used the blade to flick it away into the undergrowth. Getting a bite from a snake you had just killed was equally dangerous and very possible — not to mention embarrassing.

      “In this heat, we need to gut it straight away to avoid it going bad,” he said, “so bivouac-building is put on hold. How was your research on how to make a fire?”

      “Well, I read a lot about it and tried it at home in the garden a couple of times with a fire steel — but always with nice dry wood.”

      “Well, then, you can get started doing that.”

      Meanwhile he made a slice in the snake’s scaly skin just after the cut, to loosen it. He grabbed the skin on either side of the slice and pulled so that it unpeeled from the body like a very slimy, smelly banana. The flesh was a pale and translucent tube.

      He exposed about a metre of its body this way. Then he carefully slit down its front so that the long, slimy tube of its guts could simply fall out onto the ground. Last of all he cut the exposed section completely away from the rest of the body, and hung it on a branch safely off the ground.

      Nothing in the jungle was safe from insects, but this would at least protect the meat for a while.

      The rest of the body and the guts, he dragged several metres away from where Dian was building up a fire and dumped them in some bushes. They would be such a goldmine for insect life that hopefully all the six-legged inhabitants of the jungle would be distracted away from the camping humans.

      Dian had done her research well. Beck had pointed out the spot to build the fire, right under the thick branch that overhung the clearing, and she had done all the preparation. She had had to dig deep into the layer of rotting vegetation on the ground to find them, but she had pulled out handfuls of bone dry leaves that were the tinder — the first stage of the fire that you actually set alight.

      Then she had piled sticks on top of those — that was the kindling — the part of the fire that actually caught once the tinder was going. Lastly she would need solid, larger fuel — something for the flame to consume and keep the fire going.

      “So, now I get to see the famous fire steel?” she asked. He smiled. Okay, he had mentioned this once or twice in interviews — it was kind of developing a fame all of its own …

      “And now it’s down to you to use it.” He took it from around his neck and passed it over.

      The fire steel was two pieces of metal hanging on a light chain: a short rod and a flat square. It wasn’t actually steel — the rod was made of a metallic substance called ferrocerium, and when it was struck together with the flat plate, sparks sprayed out in all directions.

      Dian soon got the hang of that, crouching next to the pile and striking away. It took a bit more patience waiting for something actually to happen. The sparks had to land on the dry tinder, and settle, and catch. You had to watch with eyes like a hawk, and the moment it looked like one of them had caught — the spot where it landed turned black, and the spark went out — you had to lean close and start to blow gently, pushing more flammable oxygen into the miniscule point of heat and fuel so that it caught and spread.

      But however hard Dian tried to spark the tinder, the fire just would not catch.

      Beck quickly stopped her.

      “Hey, Dian, try this for tinder.” Beck turned his pack upside down and the log of Caribbean pine that he had carried all the way down the falls slid out. It glistened with drops of unabsorbed water but, as he had predicted, its load of resin had kept it from soaking through. The interior would be dry and nicely flammable.

      “Shave some slithers of this pine off and try that as tinder. I reckon it will take a spark really easily with all the resin.”

      “Nice. Thanks, Beck.”

      Beck couldn’t help but notice the hint of a smile on Dian’s face as she prepared the new tinder pile.

      What was it about fire that makes us smile? Beck thought to himself. Maybe it was that sense of pride and achievement in doing something so ancient and fundamental to mankind’s survival.

      It took Dian a few minutes, but there was no questioning when it happened. The gentle aroma of wood smoke was unmistakeable. Together they nudged the pile of kindling over the burning tinder so that the heat moved up into the second layer of pine that Dian had cleverly also prepared. The first clicks and cracks of burning wood tickled against their ears.

      She looked up with shining eyes.

      “My first jungle fire — and done for real in a survival situation! Pretty cool!”

      They could clearly hear the resin start to sizzle. Faint tongues of flame began to lick across its surface and then probe in and out of the cracks in the bark.

      Beck was now driving a pair of small branches into the ground vertically, one either side of the fire. Last of all, he wrapped the dangling snake length around a branch and propped it on top of the two vertical pieces over the fire, so that the smoke and heat rose up into the body cavity.

      “We’ll turn it every few minutes, let the meat brown and roast. Very healthy eating — plenty of lean meat here. Should take about half an hour — which leaves us plenty of time for building our bivvy.”

      “Right.” She gazed around them but with much less excitement than she had shown with the fire. “I guess this is where the reality sinks in. Camping out on the ground somewhere.”

      “Camping, sure,” he agreed, with a grin. “But who said it was on the ground?”
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      Beck had already identified the three branches that he wanted, and he went to lop them off while Dian gathered vine — every bit of it that she could find, stripping it off every tree around.

      Together they laid the three branches together in a triangle on the ground, next to the fire, with just their ends overlapping. Beck used a single length of vine to lash each pair together. First he tied a simple clove hitch around both poles together to hold them.

      Next he wrapped the vine two or three times around the combined poles, and then secured it with another clove hitch to make it doubly safe.

      He repeated this on each of the three corners of the triangle.

      They now had a simple frame, each side a couple of metres long, but that was only the start. Next they used longer lengths of vine strung between the three sides to form a lattice like a tennis racket, with the strands close and tight. For comfort they laid down a mattress of the ferns that Dian had cut earlier on top of it, making a more or less smooth surface that would stop the strands digging into them when they lay down.

      When that was done, Beck selected some lengths of the thickest vine he could find — the type that could really take their weight if they tugged vertically on it. He tied lengths to each corner of the platform, and plaited the three ends together to a single, longer length. He coiled it up and handed it to Dian, who waited while he started to climb the tree he had spotted right at the start.

      The trunk had many nooks and crannies, each of which could have held something nasty, biting or poisonous, so he took care to note where he placed his hands and his feet. Halfway up, in a hollow between two branches, his eyes widened to see a nest of thick, segmented grubs, as long as his finger and about twice as thick. He left them where they were because there was snake on the menu for tonight, but:

      “Breakfast,” he promised them in a murmur, and carried on climbing.

      It took a few minutes to reach the thick branch that overhung the clearing and the fire, four metres up. He shinned forwards along it, gripping with his thighs and knees, until Dian was a foreshortened figure below him and smoke from the fire rose straight up at him.

      She then flung the coiled length of vine up so that it unfurled in mid-air as it went. He caught it and looped it over the branch with the other end dangling back down to earth, and then climbed quickly back down to join it.

      “Ready?” he asked, back on the ground. She nodded. They each took hold of the dangling vine and hauled, jacking their bodies to put all their weight into lifting the triangular platform up into the air.
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      It was heavier than it looked and it took several good heaves to get it up there. It swung and spun slowly, three metres above the ground and fire.

      “So,” Dian said as though she still couldn’t quite believe it, “we really are sleeping up there?”

      “Really, honestly, truly,” he assured her.

      “Seems kind of … dangly?”

      “And well out of range of anything creepy and crawly that feels like crawling and creeping over you. Plus, we’re over the fire, so the smoke will be an extra deterrent for mosquitoes.”

      Meanwhile, the snake had browned nicely, with added flavour from the smoke and the resin. There was always a certain trade-off involved in cooking food, Beck reflected. Juices came sizzling out of it, which reduced the energy content — but wow, did it feel good to have cooked food inside you. Plus, cooked food was easier to digest, and it sterilised any unwanted bugs and parasites.

      They ate the boa with their hands, holding the meat gingerly at first until it cooled down, nibbling their way around what felt like the snake’s million thin, slender ribs. Above the leaves, red sunset light would be splashing itself across the jungle canopy. Down below, it was simply getting dark, though there was a reddish tinge to the little light that made its way through the branches.

      “We’d better get up there while we can see to do it,” Beck said. They left the fire smoking beneath them and climbed up, one at a time. With admiration he watched her make her way along the branch that held the platform, then let herself down onto it.

      “Just keep a hand on the branch until all your weight is on the platform,” he shouted up to her. “Just in case the vines break!”

      “Just in case?” She replied. “Come on, Beck, I have faith!”

      Beck smiled.

      There was nothing on the platform solid enough to stand on directly. She had to bend her knees into kneeling position and lower herself like that so that her weight was pressed against the ferns and the vine lattice beneath her.

      Immediately her weight was on it, the vines started creaking — not just the thick one that held the platform but all of them, the lattice and the lashings that held the three poles together, all expanding and adjusting to the new load they were carrying.

      “Impressive, Dian. But it has to hold us both remember! Time for the final test!” Beck wriggled along the branch and lowered himself carefully, gently down beside her so that they lay head-to-toe. The vines creaked even more. Dian winced at Beck, then they both burst out laughing.

      The vines were holding strong.

      He knew what vines were like — easy to cut through horizontally, but tough as steel if you pulled at them vertically. He and Dian weren’t making any sudden moves and they weren’t exerting any shearing force sideways, so there was no reason the vines shouldn’t hold their strength until morning.

      Neither of them really felt comfortable enough to turn onto their sides, so they would be spending the night lying on their backs. It was a small price to pay to be safely out of range of the jungle floor.

      “So,” he said quietly after a moment. The red glow was fading from the leaves above them. It was getting properly dark. “Compared to twenty fours ago …”

      “Hey,” she laughed. “Twenty-four hours ago my world was very different ...” She paused. “Let’s just say, right now I’m the happiest girl in the world. I’m free.”

      Smoke drifted up from the remains of the fire. Beck had put one final large log onto it before climbing the tree, reckoning that the jungle floor was soggy enough to prevent it from spreading, and he hoped it would still be smouldering enough to rekindle it in the morning.

      It meant he felt a little bit like a kipper, but it was worth it for the absence insects.

      “You know, you can be free and sleep in a normal bed. Just in case you thought it had to be either/or.”

      “Well, yep, that’s true, but it is kind of fun — in a weird sort of way.” They lay in silence for a while, and then she wriggled. “So, uh, how do you actually get to sleep?”

      “Heh.” He knew from experience that sleeping somewhere like this required a certain mental attitude. You had to not think about the discomfort. You got busy thinking about something completely different and let sleep take you by surprise.

      “Okay. Tell me a story — tell me about you. You’ve done Al, you’ve done our parents — I want to know what makes my brother tick.”

      “Me? Uh — okay.” He frowned and wondered where to start. “Ask me a question.”

      “Okay.” She sounded a little sleepier, which was encouraging. “The first survival trick you remember.”

      He began, hesitating at first, “‘Kay … I guess that would be in Borneo. I remember watching how this monkey climbed up a coconut tree, and I copied it, and suddenly I was way up there, off the ground, and Mum was having a fit, but I just climbed down like the monkey did …”

      He went on, speaking into the silence, about wacky habits of jungle animals, until he realised how silent she was being. He paused at the end of the next sentence, then left a longer pause the one after. No sound came out of the dark apart from her steady breathing.

      He smiled to himself. She was out. But he still felt wide awake. He gazed sightlessly into the dark canopy above him.

      The jungle was as alive at night as it was by day — just a different kind of life. More insects, fewer animals. His eyes narrowed as he thought of Silvio and his men. Were they out there? Would they be camping out as well? Somehow he couldn’t picture the guy Dian had described having the wit or the patience to build a hanging bivouac.

      Then suddenly every muscle in his body went tense because he heard — no, felt something.

      This wasn’t a glimpse in the corner of his eye. This was for real.

      There was movement, below.
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      There was the tiniest rustle of dead leaves giving under weight, the slightest whistle of non-human breath through nostrils. And Beck’s own nostrils picked up the scent— the unique tang of an animal that is wild, completely non-domesticated, outside the control of human beings.

      A large animal, prowling the Guatemalan jungle at night — he could only think of one contender.

      So, you finally showed … he thought.

      The jaguar had caught them up.

      It must know they were up there. It wasn’t stupid, and it would be able to smell them. The idea of the hanging platform was designed to discourage it. Animals always went for the easier option. Two humans asleep on the jungle floor would be a straight-forward target. But it would have to try that little bit harder to get up here, and there were the remains of a large dead snake nearby on the ground — that would surely be a simpler meal?

      He felt slowly for the hilt of the machete at his belt, and silently drew it. If the platform suddenly vibrated to the feel of a heavy furry body landing on it, he would just have to slash into the darkness and hope for the best. He would only have one chance. It would see in the dark a lot better than he did.

      But he could still sense it moving about below, inspecting their makeshift camp.

      I see you, I smell you, I stalk you.

      Out of the dark came a sudden hiss, like water under pressure from a hose splattering on the ground, and at the same time they were enveloped by a pungent, chemical aroma, sweet and bitter and so powerful it almost made him gag. The jaguar was spraying its urine at the base of the tree.

      Good or bad?

      But cats, big and small, spray to mark their property. Maybe the jaguar had just declared them both as its own. To hunt or to protect?

      Well, if they were the jaguar’s property now then that meant they also weren’t Ric’s.

      Okay. He could live with that. Oh, and thanks for not eating us, jaguar.

      But he still didn’t let go of the machete hilt until sleep took him over as well.
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      Dian’s story

      She dreamed she was on a boat, rocking gently, surrounded by the gentle creaking of masts and rigging. When she forced sleep-gummed eyes open against the daylight, the creaking and the rocking remained, which was confusing. She stared at the blurred thing right in front of her face while her muzzed-up brain tried to piece everything together. It looked kind of like an extreme close-up of bits of string, which was weird.

      And then she remembered and tried to sit up suddenly. The whole platform shook with the movement and Beck came awake with a jerk.

      “Hey? What?”

      The thing in her face had been his boot; the bits of string were the laces.

      “I can’t believe it.” She put a hand down to push herself into a sitting position. She only succeeded in punching through the fern mattress they had slept on, so she had to do it using only her stomach muscles to pull her top half up. “We actually slept in the jungle.”

      “Yeah.” He managed a sleepy smile as he worked himself up into a sitting position. “The drawback is you don’t really get a lie-in. If you stay still too long in the jungle, things start growing on you. Or eating you. Or both.”

      She gazed around them. Light was stealing through the leaf canopy. The jungle sounds were changing tune, the calls of daytime birds replacing the scratchings and buzzings of night-time insects. And … Yuk! Her face screwed up.

      “What is that smell?”

      “That would be our visitor …” She listened in increasing awe and horror as he told her about their night caller.

      “It’s funny — I could swear I’ve seen it a couple of times before. But this was the first time I knew it was there.”

      “A freakin’ jaguar? And you didn’t wake me up?”

      “What could you have done?” he asked in a level tone. “Ask it nicely to go away? If there’s a jaguar following us, and we’re still alive, then it’s only because it wants us to be. Show it respect, keep moving and keep together, and we’ll be okay. Now …”

      Then his face went very serious all of a sudden, and he held his hands up, all ten fingers spread wide. “Check your fingertips. Any sign of any pricks? Bleeding?”

      She wasn’t sure if it was a joke or not, but something in his tone told her it was for real. She checked her fingers as he had told her, twice over, just to make sure. She saw that he was doing the same with his.

      “Nope. All clear. Why?”

      “Because if we’d been visited by a vampire bat during the night, that’s where they’d have nibbled. They don’t really go for the throat. That’s just in the movies.”

      “What?” She stared at him aghast, then gave her fingers a third going-over, just to be sure. “Why didn’t you say?”

      He shrugged.

      “Because there’s no protection against it happening, and I didn’t want you lying awake worrying. Even if you did get bitten, it wouldn’t mean you’re going to turn into a vampire. It would mean that when we get back to civilisation, you would need a couple of routine shots, but that’s all.”

      “Routine shots against what?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Rabies,” he replied. And as she was drawing in a breath to scream at him, he added quickly: “hey, really, it’s okay. Hardly any of them actually have it. But we’d have to make sure. If you were bitten that is. Which you weren’t. So that’s okay.” He tried an apologetic, goofy, hopeful smile on her and she slowly let the breath out.

      Yesterday, the feeling of liberation from Jaguar had meant she was ready to go anywhere. Just a day later, the reality was setting in. There were predators out there, four-legged as well as two, and seen through their eyes, she and Beck were prey. This wasn’t an adventure, this was still survival, and it had to be taken seriously.

      “Well, let’s get on,” she muttered. They would have to reverse their route along the branch to get back down to the ground. She ran her eyes along it to plan the way.

      A flash of bright green halfway down the tree trunk, in the crook of some branches, where they would have to put their feet if they climbed down, made her freeze.

      “Uh — Beck.” She nodded with her eyes. He followed her gaze and his face went still.

      This snake was nowhere near as big as the boa from yesterday. It was only about a metre long, and as thick as her wrist. But there was something deadly about the way its green scaled coils slowly glided over each other. The boa had been bad tempered and hissy because it had had to make a noise to defend itself. This one just sat there because it knew it didn’t need to be any more dangerous than it already was.

      “Pit viper,” he said softly. “Haemotoxic. Kill you in two hours.”
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      “It …” She swallowed. “It could have come along the branch while we were sleeping. It could have dropped onto us …”

      “Yeah, but the jungle is full of what ifs,” he replied casually. “It’s just the nature of it. Anyway, the snake would be more likely to want to track down a small rodent its own size if it felt hungry. The real problem is it’s sitting on top of our route down.” He peered over the edge of the platform. “We’ll just have to jump instead. I’ll go first, but hold on ‘cos it’ll get wobbly up here …”

      She had already seen what would happen, and she clutched onto the pole next to her as he levered himself out over the edge of the platform and dropped down. His weight unbalanced the whole platform for a moment as he hung on, and then the platform pendulumed back again as he let go so that the whole jungle spun around her. All she could do was clutch on for dear life.

      Slowly the swinging died away. He was standing below her.

      “It’s good,” he called. “Once you’re hanging down from the edge, you’ve only really got your own body height to drop, and the ground’s soft with leaves. Did you see how I landed?”

      “No,” she said through her teeth, “I was too busy trying not to be thrown out.”

      “Okay. Well, it’s a parachute landing roll, pretty easy and very effective.” He jumped up into the air, knees and feet together, elbows at his waist, and the moment he landed he flung himself sideways and rolled as he landed, so that the impact ran up his thigh and hip and the side of his back. “Like that.”

      She frowned.

      “Could you do that … one more time?”

      He smiled, jumped up and flung himself down to the ground again.

      And by the time he picked himself up, she had hit the ground herself.

      “Sorry,” she laughed. “You looked like you were having so much fun. Would you like to do it again?”

      He looked at her with narrowed eyes, but if he was trying to scowl it didn’t work and a grin spread over his face.

      “Maybe later. Right now — breakfast.”

      “So, the snake’s not breakfast?” she asked.

      “Nope. He won’t bother us if we leave him up there. But these are! Found them yesterday …”

      And with a proud grin he held up an absolutely massive grub, the size of a small sausage.

      “Oh.” She forced a smile. “Yum.”

      “Let’s get these down us and get going. The jungle’s still relatively cool after the night, so we’ll get further before we have to take a break.” He started to fill his pockets with more of the grubs. “You could stoke the fire up if there’s an ember still burning …”

      They skewered the grubs on a thin stick and held them over the revamped fire that Dian had nurtured back to life. It wasn’t the full blaze of the night before but it gave off enough heat to crisp the grubs, making them slightly crunchy, piney and warm in the mouth, rather than just tasting like cold snot which Beck told her would be the alternative.

      They washed breakfast down with the last of the water in the bottles. After that they only needed to put the fire out, which Beck did in the most direct way possible by standing over it and peeing. He did give her enough warning to look away.

      So this is what it’s like to have a brother, she mused. We get on like a house on fire, and we wind each other up, and he pees on stuff …

      He slashed the machete through the vine that held the platform up so that it fell to earth with a crash. Then he held his arms wide and turned slowly on the spot, facing away from Dian, as if speaking to the jungle.

      “Jaguar. See?” he called. “We’re leaving as little trace as we can. We’re just passing through. The jungle’s yours. We salute you.”

      She raised her eyebrows in query, and he shot her a slightly embarrassed look as he shouldered his pack.

      “Just pointing it out,” he said with a smile, “to whoever’s in charge. ‘Cos we aren’t.”

      “You really think some jaguar can understand …?” she asked. But he just set a course with his compass, and they pushed on through the jungle.
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      Beck stood on tiptoe next to a tree, the machete held above his head, slicing gently into one of the many vines that covered the trunk.

      “Vines exist to draw fluid and nutrients up from the ground,” he said. “They’re basically very long roots that are plants in themselves. So …”

      He stepped away from the tree. The little nick he had made in the vine above his head showed like a bright green gash.

      “That kills the capillary action — all the fluid inside it will now just follow gravity downhill to where our mouths are waiting.”

      He knelt down and sliced all the way through the bottom of the vine, then pulled it away from the tree and studied the sticky, yellow sap that oozed from the severed end.

      “Or not. Like those fruits you saw yesterday — yellow, red, milky, anything that isn’t pure and clear you do not put in your mouth. Okay, next one …”

      They had trekked for a couple of hours, and it didn’t get any easier. The day was still young and the lowlands hadn’t quite reached their full steam-bath intensity that she remembered from the day before, but it would come. And they had finished off their water reserves in the bottles before they broke camp. Dian tried to picture dying of dehydration in a rain forest. Somehow it suddenly didn’t seem to out of the question.

      But Beck knew other ways, like the vine trick.

      “Now, this is more like it.” Clear liquid trickled from the end of the next vine he had cut. He gestured her over. She had to kneel down to get her mouth beneath the severed end. “Just let it drip,” he advised. “Don’t let the vine touch your mouth — the contents might be clear but the vine can still irritate your lips and mouth.”

      The fluid was lukewarm and tasted of wood, but it was obviously mostly water and she sucked it up greedily. She imagined a cool gush, like from a showerhead, that she could spray all over her head. Sadly not.

      “There must be plenty of water around,” she commented, straightening up. She held her hands out. “All this plant life doesn’t just appear from nowhere.”

      “Plenty, but most of it’s in the plants themselves,” he agreed, between sips from a vine of his own. He stood up. “Rivers and rainwater will be the main sources. Lots of rain, of course, but not many rivers — not down here. Just a few like the one we saw. The lowlands are one big limestone plateau that reaches all the way to the coast, with a thin layer of soil on top of it, so if there’s water it tends to be beneath the stone, with no way of getting at it, except where the stone has a hole in it. But there are always other ways …”

      He pushed a cluster of ferns aside with the blade of the machete. Nestling inside was a circle of green-striped spiky leaves all radiating out from one point. They gradually turned red as they converged at the centre, and deepened, so that they formed a red cup, the size of a tea mug. It was full of water. A few dead insects floated on the surface and Beck used the tip of the machete to flick them out.

      “Some pitcher plants secrete enzymes to kill trapped insects,” he said, “but this is a bromelia and it just drowns them with trapped water.” He crouched and pulled on one of the spiky leafs so that the contents of the plant overflowed, channelled down by the leaf into his mouth. He took a couple of sips and let her finish the rest.

      Trying not to think of the insects that had died in it, she finished it in a few swallows.

      “So this is it from now on?” she asked. She wiped her mouth. “Drinking out of plants whenever we’re thirsty? I mean,” she added quickly, “I’m not complaining, but it really is pretty hand to mouth existing, Beck.” She paused. “I guess that’s your trademark!”

      “Yeah, well, the goal here isn’t to practice survival but to get out of this jungle as fast as we can, and alive. And for that we need to stay hydrated until we make contact. That’s the key. Keep ahead of the enemy and keep hydrated.” He took a final suck of fluids. “I have to admit though, I thought by now—…”

      A low rumble of thunder drifted across the jungle and his face creased in a smile.

      “We’d have that,” he finished. “They don’t call this rainforest for nothing, you know.”

      As she found out, when a few minutes later the rain began in earnest.
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      It hit the leaf canopy above like a sledgehammer, and the raindrops came through like the massed hordes of an invading army determined to conquer and possess the world below. It was a huge open shower — Beck said they would get about fifteen centimetres in an hour, and she could believe it. There was no escape from it, no chance of sheltering, but she didn’t want to. It made such a change from the humidity. The air grew fresh and cool, and at long last there was something to carry away the surplus heat from their bodies. You just had to accept being wet.

      There were palm leaves growing near the ground — natural V-shaped channels that the water could run down, to spray out in a glistening arc at the end. Beck set the bottles on the ground so that they could fill naturally. When the bottles were full, which only took a few minutes, he and Dian drained one each, and then set them back to fill up again.

      Then they pressed on together through the transformed jungle, where suddenly everything was several degrees cooler, and the air smelled fresh and clean.

      But it didn’t last. The rain stopped first, though the drops from the soaked foliage continued for a long time after that. The jungle noise grew slowly louder as the wildlife crept out of wherever it had been sheltering, pushing the dripping to the edges of her hearing. And then there was no more rain, and a stronger light shone down through the canopy, and the steam began to return. Gentle wisps at first, wrapped around the returning aromas of wet, rotting vegetation that tickled the inside of her nose. She felt the softest touch of clamminess against her skin and she knew that very soon they would be back to marinating in their own sweat. Oh, joy.

      Beck had stopped and was peering ahead.

      “Now, that’s handy. We can finally get some bearings.”

      She had picked up some of his jungle sense — his ability to sense your way through the undergrowth, knowing which bits were too thick to push through, which bits would yield. And through the trees she could see a very solid mass indeed, too dense to be just matted vines and branches.

      “It’ll be another ridge, like the one I landed on,” he said. “I’m going to climb up and take a look.”

      “What’s wrong with the compass?” she asked as they pushed their way through.

      “Nothing — but it really helps to know the lie of the land as well. What if we were rigidly sticking to our route — but later we discovered we’d been wearing ourselves out going through dense, boggy terrain when it turned out there was a clearer patch a few hundred metres away? Come on, let’s do it.”

      They were at the foot of the mass of stone. Beck kicked experimentally at the foliage and exposed a layer of tumbled rocks. He stepped up onto it and began to climb — Dian close behind.

      It was surprisingly easy going. The sides of the mound were steep, but not sheer, and there were plenty of footholds that let them half clamber, half crawl their way to the top.

      They climbed about ten metres before the mound levelled out in a flat top a few metres across, with a jumbled pile of rocks in the middle. They were slightly above the level of the tree canopy and Dian drank in the view.

      Down below, you could sense the ground rise and fall but the big picture was hidden by jungle. Up here it became clear.

      They were on the edge of an area where the trees were slightly lower than around them, as though some giant object the size of a city block had rested here once and pushed the canopy down in all directions. There were other mounds like theirs scattered about, also rising above the canopy. She wondered if it was something in the soil that stopped the trees growing to their full height. Beyond an invisible barrier, the tree cover returned to its usual height and undulated away from them, showing the course of hidden valleys and plateaus and beneath it. A gentle wind blew on their faces from the East, the direction of the faraway coast.

      Beck was looking back the way they had come. The horizon to the South was the ridge that marked the start of the highlands, still close enough to be noticeably higher than the rest. The waterfall was a white thread against the green-grey blur.

      “We must be out of Ric’s airspace by now,” Beck said. He pulled out the radio handset and held it to his mouth. “This is Beck. Anyone there?” He paused hopefully, but there was only a buzz of static in reply.

      “This is Beck …”

      More static, and he grimaced.

      “One last time. Hello, hello, this is Beck, radio check, over …”

      A woman’s voice spoke, loud and clear.

      “Arabella here. Situation?”

      Beck punched the air, and he almost fell over backwards with excitement.
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      “Hi, Arabella, Beck here. We …” Beck flashed Dian a grin as he emphasised the word “we”. “…Yes, we are ready for pickup whenever you are. Where are you? Over.”

      A pause.

      “Currently, forty km east of Jaguar. Over.”

      “Roger that. We went north.” Beck held his compass towards the South and squinted over the dial at the far-off escarpment. “There’s a waterfall on the ridge two ten degrees from our position. I repeat, that’s 2-1-0 degrees. I reckon it is fifteen, maybe twenty kilometres from our position. We’ll try and make a signal fire. Roger so far?”

      “Yes, roger that. We have the waterfall on the map. Give us twenty minutes and we’ll be close enough for you to guide us in. We have to fly around Jaguar airspace. Do you have a pickup point? Over.”

      “We do. We’re above the canopy. How are Al and James? Over”

      “Safely back at the apartment. Over.”

      Beck puffed out his cheeks in relief.

      “Okay. We’ll look out for you. See you in twenty minutes. Out.”

      He tucked the radio back into his bag, biting his lip while his eyes shone, and she suddenly realised how badly he cared about James and Al, despite the casual tone.

      “Well, you heard.”

      “Twenty minutes …” she breathed. It seemed so … normal. Twenty minutes, and she would be in a helicopter, flying towards freedom. Just like that.

      She pinched her pocket to check that the stolen circuit board was still there. Even if it had got a soaking in the river, it wouldn’t matter. She didn’t need it to work. She just needed it in her possession, with its incriminating serial number.

      And then a much more prosaic thought crossed her mind.

      “Uh, Beck — will there be any facilities on this helicopter?”

      He smiled and shook his head.

      “Nothing so grand. It’s only a six seater.”

      “Well …” she sighed. “In that case, I need to go back down to ground level one last time.”

      He grinned as he started to gather some small twigs together as tinder, while she set about picking her way back down to go have a pee.

      It was only a little harder than climbing up had been. The hidden stone was solid and secure, not crumbly. There were plenty of flat ridges to support her, with little danger of taking a tumble. As long as—

      A particularly treacherous vine looped around her ankle just before she made it to the ground and she stumbled, clutching wildly at the nearest shrub, which came away in her hands so that she landed with a cry of alarm flat on her face in the leaf mould.

      “Dian? You okay?”

      She heard the worry in Beck’s voice, but she picked herself up and wiped leafs from her front. Nothing broken, no harm done except to her dignity.

      “I’m fine …”

      She broke off with a gasp as she saw the face of the jaguar, snarling back at her where she had pulled the shrub away.

      “Problem?” Now he sounded even more worried.

      “No.” After the initial shock, she could laugh. “Just your friend the jaguar.”

      “What?” She could almost hear his thoughts spinning. “Okay. Don’t move …”

      “Beck, he’s made of stone.”

      She had seen this face almost every day in her old life. The Jaguar God of Terrestrial Fire and War, after whom Ric had named the studio. She would recognise it anywhere: the square staring eyes and a row of bared rectangular teeth. Then she pulled at the foliage next to it. It was part of a stone carving.

      She stepped further back and craned her neck up at the mound. This wasn’t just a lump of limestone at all. It was artificial.

      How hadn’t she seen it? It was clear to her now: the lower coverage of trees; the mounds sticking above the canopy — more buildings like this one, of course. The regular ridges that had helped them climb the side of what she now realised was a stepped pyramid.

      “Beck!” she called, excitement welling inside her. “This whole thing we are on — it’s a city! It’s an old Mayan city!”

      “Correct,” said Ric, a lean figure in jungle slacks, stepping around the corner of the pyramid. “You know why I named my outfit after the jaguar? Why I chose a jaguar temple as my base? Because it’s a hunter. Because it never stops. Because it always gets its prey.”

      He paused for effect. “And so do I.”
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      “You can see how early explorers just walked past places like this, can’t you?” Ric added.

      He strolled slowly forward, hands in his pockets, a slight swagger to his hips.

      “The jungle just retook them after they were abandoned. This place — archaeologists uncovered it about thirty years ago, but there’s nothing of major importance here and it’s too far from the tourist tracks so they just let it go again, and it hasn’t yet had quite long enough to get fully covered up again.”

      “What …” she breathed. “How did you …”

      Her mouth had gone dry as dust. Her pulse raced, priming her body to run away, somewhere, anywhere, but she couldn’t make her feet move. And then hands seized her arms from behind like a pair of steel gauntlets, so that her top half couldn’t move.

      Her lower half could. She raised a foot and raked her heel down the inside leg of the man behind her. Her attacker gasped and his hold weakened just enough that she could squirm free of him. She flung herself away and found herself staring at Silvio, straightening up and favouring his injured leg.

      “Stay back, Silvio.” Ric sounded amused. Maybe he was remembering that he was the one who had made her take self-defence lessons in the first place. “She’s going nowhere. And nor’s the other one.” He raised his voice to call to Beck, still not taking his eyes off Dian. “Come on down, kid.” He barked a laugh. “American mercenaries, my foot. That Blake boy was full of it.”

      Beck was halfway up the side of the pyramid, and showed no intention of getting any lower.

      “You didn’t hunt us,” he commented, as though he had just worked out the answer to a mildly interesting crossword puzzle. “You just got here first.”

      Ric bowed his head in acknowledgement.

      “Jaguars don’t just stalk, kid. They set ambushes. Now, I could have charged around the jungle looking for you, like the search parties. Or I could be scientific about it. There’s no way you evaded the guards back on the estate and managed to climb out, so the only possible way you got out was through the cave. Neat trick, which you must tell me all about. So you went north — in which case you’d need pickup.” He paused for effect. “So, where might be a good pickup point to the North? Well, I knew about this place — and since whatever I had to do involved waiting for my prey, I thought I’d wait here. Worst case scenario, I am in a high ground position to spot any attempted rescue helicopter, and then be able to call in our own. Best case … well, here we are. So, you coming down or staying up there?”

      For an answer, Beck pointedly held the handset up to demonstrate it to Ric, then put it to his mouth.

      “Mayday, mayday,” he said. “Hostiles are here. We need immediate evac.”

      “Ooh, sure, the marines are coming in a six-seater heli,” Ric mocked. “Turn it on again, kid.” He raised his voice. “Whoever’s listening, my name is Ric Valcarcel and I’m rescuing my daughter from an obvious kidnap attempt. Do not try to interfere unless you want a whole lot of trouble with the law.”

      “I’m not your daughter,” Dian snarled.

      “Every court you care to name — Guatemalan, American, British — will say that you are.”

      “You know what I mean!” She remembered something Beck had said. “There’s DNA tests which will prove it, and they have the guy who sold you to me.”

      At this Ric paused.

      “So you two have been busy with your fantastical ideas. Either way, they have to get hold of you, and they have to have your DNA to prove it, and they won’t get either. Silvio, call our lift in.”

      Silvio nodded and pulled out a larger, more powerful handset similar to Beck’s. He spoke into it and they all heard the reply.

      “With you in half an hour, Señor.”

      “Well,” Ric said after a moment. “Isn’t that interesting.”

      They were all doing the arithmetic, and it wasn’t hard. Beck’s helicopter there in twenty minutes, Ric’s ten minutes after that.

      “So what it comes down to,” Ric added thoughtfully, “is your boy scouts versus my people. I’m going to hazard a guess that the kind of amateurs who send a teenage boy in to do a man’s job aren’t going to be armed to the teeth.” He paused again. “Whereas we …”

      He nodded at Silvio, who smirked and patted the heavy leather holster at his hip.

      “So that kind of evens up the ten-minute imbalance. You and your people are welcome to hang around, kid — this is public land, after all — but if they so much as think of interfering with my perfectly legal attempt to bring my underage daughter back home, they will be resisted. So, do we all understand each other?”
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      Ric cocked an eye up at Beck.

      “My joy at being reunited with my daughter puts me in a mellow mood, so when your friends get here, you’re welcome to leave with them. I won’t press charges — this once. But if you set foot in this country again, you’ll be opening up a whole new world of trouble for yourselves. Now before we go, one of you two has something on them that belongs to me.”

      He looked from one to the other. Both just met his stare with looks of blank innocence. He shrugged.

      “You …” He looked at Dian. “I’ll search later. But you, kid, Silvio needs to search you now.”

      Silvio and Beck looked at each other, and Silvio grinned, mentally weighing up his hundred kilo weight and extra height versus Beck’s wiry frame.

      “Silvio wants me, he can come and get me.” She heard the flat tension in Beck’s voice, with not a hint of a tremble. Silvio took a step forward, and paused, sizing up the situation. Beck was some metres above him, not able to move fast, but much nimbler, maybe able to lash out with a foot if Silvio got near …

      But Silvio just had to grab hold of that foot and it would be game over …

      Her heart seemed to stop as Silvio’s hand went to the butt of the gun at his waist.

      “No,” Ric said sharply. “None of that. We always play the good guys, remember?” He had a wry grin at the corner of his mouth.

      Silvio grimaced, but he took his hand away and advanced towards the first layer of the pyramid. Man and boy squared up to each other like gladiators braced for the attack. Ric smiled and strolled over to a vine covered boulder. He reached down to brush away the foliage so that he could sit down and watch the spectacle.

      His scream cut through the jungle. Silvio span around, hand automatically going back to his gun. Ric staggered away, clutching his wrist, and then seemed to trip over his own feet and fall to the ground.

      Something moved in the mass of vines where he had been about to sit. A separate vine, much thicker, uncoiling from the rest. Shades of brown, grey and black in the shadows of the foliage coalesced into a thick, scaly body. The snake unfurled itself and slithered towards Ric.
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      Beck’s story

      BOOM!

      The gunshot echoed through the trees as a small explosion of dirt threw itself up next to the snake.

      Silvio advanced on it, revolver in front of him, grasped professionally in both hands as he emptied its chamber in a matter of seconds. Bullets tore through the snake’s body, splattering blood, flesh and bone along the brown diamonds on its back. It writhed under their impact and then lay still.

      It had been a long animal — well over a metre that had emerged from the vines, and Dian guessed there was still plenty of it hidden from view.

      Silvio stared wild-eyed at the wreck of the snake’s body, then turned to Ric.

      “Señor …”

      And then Beck, who could count and who knew how many bullets there were in a revolver, landed on him — a running jump from above, booted feet together hitting him between the shoulders. Silvio flew forward and landed on his face, arms and legs sprawled.

      Beck went straight into a parachute landing roll and was then instantly on his feet while Silvio was flat out, muscles twitching, and struggling for breath. Beck jumped onto his back, landing knees first for extra measure to make sure he stayed down, and fumbled in Silvio’s pockets. He produced a bundle of plastic ties which he whipped around Silvio’s wrists and ankles before the man would regain his wits.

      “Figured he’d bring something like that, if this was to be a ‘retrieval’ mission,” he commented to Dian. And then he drew his machete and advanced on Ric.

      Ric pushed himself backwards along the ground. He clutched his wrist to his chest and stared up at Beck.

      “Don’t be stupid, boy,” he barked, “Let’s sort this out properly, but first I am going to need medical help …”

      Beck wasn’t even listening. He simply knelt by him and sliced the sleeve of his shirt away.

      “Fer-de-lance,” he said crisply. “Up to two metres long, very aggressive if you get within its strike range and it feels threatened. Haemotoxic, and the flesh in your arm will basically start liquefying if we don’t get you to the hospital.”

      He studied Ric’s arm below the elbow. The twin puncture wounds in his skin were dark pits against a background of red, swelling flesh, and they were bleeding freely.

      “Breathe slowly,” Beck ordered. He demonstrated. “In … out … in … out. You need to get your heart rate down as much as possible.” He slid a hand under Ric’s shoulders. “Try to sit up. You want to keep the bite lower than your heart.”

      Dian fumbled in Silvio’s pocket while the man struggled feebly.

      “I’ll get another of those ties,” she said. “You can use a tourniquet…”

      “No, no.” Beck shook his head abruptly. “That’s only in the movies. Obstructing the blood flow just causes more problems than it solves. Look around for a kind of plant. Bullhorn acacia — spikes as long as your finger …” He held his index finger out to demonstrate. “Very thin and sharp, and probably covered with ants which live inside it. Don’t mess with the tree because the ants will come out to protect it. Go!”

      He stood up and put the machete away.

      “And you, just stay down there,” he said to Ric. “We’re looking after you. Remember that. And don’t patronise me ever again.”

      Ric stared up at him with eyes that had difficulty focusing.

      “Thank you.” he whispered.

      “Your time for that will come.”

      Dian found a plant closely matching Beck’s description within a matter of minutes, and she called him over. He nodded in approval when he saw it.

      “Smart girl. Well done.”

      He worked the machete blade in between the spikes and started to shave off peelings of bark. As he had promised, the dark figures of ants swarmed towards him out of small cavities in the trunk. He held the shavings between thumb and forefinger and tossed the remains of the plant away with the ants.

      He then flicked any remaining ants that had reached him away onto the ground.

      “Symbiosis in action,” he said. “The tree gives the ants a home, and if anything attacks it, then they come out to defend it.”

      They hurried back to Ric. Silvio had got his wits together to struggle into a sitting position, but his wrists and feet were still bound and they ignored him and his cursing.

      Beck pressed the bark into Ric’s mouth.

      “Chew on this. The acacia slows down the heart rate until you can get proper medical attention, and the other stuff is a painkiller.”

      Ric had a water bottle on his belt. Beck held it to Ric’s mouth.

      “Try and drink — this will help you chew, mixing the acacia with saliva and fluids.”

      Then he pulled out his radio.

      “Arabella? You there? Over.”

      “Ten minutes, Beck. You’ll be able to hear us soon.”

      “Cool. Call the nearest hospital and tell them we have a snakebite victim. Fer-de-lance. And it’s not Dian. We’ll need to bring him straight in.” He shot Silvio a look. “Don’t worry, you’re coming with us. Although it is kind of tempting to leave you here, to be honest.”

      He stepped back and surveyed the two men on the ground — Ric, still pale and holding his wrist, Silvio glaring hatred and murder up at him — and smiled a benevolent, satisfied smile. He turned to Dian.

      “You’ve got the widget?”

      She nodded, with a wide smile of her own, and pulled the circuit board from her pocket. Ric groaned even more loudly.

      He held the radio back to his mouth.

      “And also, Arabella, get onto the U.S. embassy, talk to someone in their intelligence section, and tell them to meet us at the hospital because we’ve got something really interesting to show them.”

      Beck crouched down to look Ric in the eye. He was still smiling.

      “You know, when I first touched down, I was wondering to myself what a jaguar would make of you. Would it recognise a fellow hunter? Or would it despise you: a creature that takes more than it needs, that hurts for the fun of it? Put it another way — whose side would a jaguar god take?”

      He stood up and dusted his trousers.

      “Guess we got the answer to that one.”

      The first distant sound of Arabella’s helicopter buzzed in their ears.
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      Airport Arrivals lounges were probably Beck’s least favourite place on earth, and the one at La Aurora airport was no different.

      Hundreds of people milling about, waiting for the next inflow of passengers through the gates. If the incoming flight was delayed for whatever reason — storms in the Caribbean in this case, apparently — then there was nothing to do but wait in the crowd.

      But then it was like a lightbulb lit up inside Dian’s face, and she was waving fit to bust.

      A lean middle aged woman with strawberry blonde hair and a cream linen trouser suit was waving back and pushing through the crowd to get to them. She and Dian ran into each other’s arms, while Al and the boys, plus the government official, waited, shuffling their feet in the background, smiling at each other.

      Kim Bretscher had arrived in Guatemala.

      Beck didn’t know exactly what had happened back at Jaguar. But there was no doubt that Ric Valcarcel had a lot of friends in high places. It had taken some serious convincing with the embassy even to carry out a raid on the estate in the first place. But once they heard all the facts and saw the evidence, the raid all happened very fast.

      It would be a much longer process getting to the very root of the criminal activity and the other masterminds involved, but the lid was well and truly blown now, with Ric having been proven to be at the centre of it all.

      ‘What goes around, comes around’, as Dian had calmly noted to the police and embassy staff when the raid had been completed.

      Al’s application to have Dian’s ancestry formally checked, and her adoption annulled, was fast-tracked by the government agencies, once they realised that Senor Valcarcel was crooked. She and Beck had each provided a DNA sample — nothing more elaborate than a cotton bud rubbed against the inside of their mouths before being dropped into a sterile test tube — and the results would be known shortly.

      With her legal ‘father’ in jail, the Republic of Guatemala was officially her guardian, but once all the legal business had been done with, Al would officially take over the position.

      But Al knew that Dian had dreams of her own. It didn’t matter who Dian’s parents officially were. The fact was, there was someone in her life much closer to her than Beck or Al were, and someone she had always hoped to be able to live with.

      Eventually, Dian was able to break free and drag Kim over to meet the others. All three of them were pulled into a hug, with an extra strong one reserved for Beck.

      “So, this is it,” Dian said. Her eyes still shone. A chemical analysis would reveal nothing but pure happy, Beck thought to himself. What more can you wish for someone you love?

      He smiled back. It was as if his smile was endorsing her departure from him once more. It broke his heart, but he would not show it.

      It felt like the bravest thing he had ever done.

      “I guess it is,” he said.

      Maybe she had figured what was on his mind, because she pulled him into another hug.

      “We’re brother, sister, remember — that doesn’t change now. We don’t have to live together for that to be true. You found me and rescued me. There’s a natural bond there stronger than any distance can overcome. It’s just right for me now to be with Kim. Can you trust me like I trusted you in that jungle, Beck?”

      “One hundred per cent.” He hugged her back. Then he paused and looked her in the eye. Tears were welling up as if he had been holding this moment back.

      “It just means a lot to know I have a sister — and a sister like you.”

      Her embrace was all he needed to know those words were true.

      “All done,” said Al — two little words that covered a whole lot of legal stuff. The government official had been granting Al the right to decide who got to look after Dian, and Al had been passing it on to Kim, all in a way that satisfied the government.

      Kim and Dian would stay in the country until everything was finalised, then begin a new life together in the U.S. And Al, Beck and James would then leave them to it. There had to be a clean break, and now was as good a time as any.

      They were leaving that same day, flying back to London via Atlanta.

      They had their bags; they took their places at the line in front of the Departures desk and shuffled forward with the queue.

      Behind the airport staff at the desk, the departures screens showed flights leaving to destinations all around the world. It never ceased to amaze Beck that there wasn’t a single place on the planet he couldn’t reach in twenty-four hours if he put his mind to it.

      The world really was small, and it was the only one they had.

      But he would never grow tired of it.

      It was still big enough to be full of wonder and excitement, and now he had a sister in it, it was just that little bit bigger and even more exciting.

      Beck considered this just the beginning …
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          Survival in the Guatemalan Jungle

        

      

    

    
      TREKKING

      If you’re trekking through the jungle, move slowly and walk with a stick out in front which will make sure that anything lurking in the undergrowth will scurry away before you get there. If a snake does decide to stand his ground, it will strike the stick and not you. Snakes don’t want to bite you, but might attack if they feel threatened, so it’s always best to let them know you’re coming and walk carefully but with purpose. (They sense vibrations and will normally move away.) If one does come across your path, move slowly and confidently away. Do not reach out your hands onto rocks and ledges which you can’t fully see, these are ideal places for snakes to be hiding or sunning and you don’t want to take them by surprise. 

      Change course as and when the jungle forces you to. There will most likely be a path forged through the thick greenery by the various animals that inhabit the jungle so stick to this and you won’t find your way blocked by trees or bushes or be caught out by hidden creatures in the grass.

      The jungle is a hot and humid climate so it is important to stay hydrated. Your body is programmed to react to this climate by pumping out moisture onto the skin to carry away the heat. But, this means that your body is losing a huge amount of water so it is very important to keep drinking. If you run out of fresh water in the middle of the jungle, there are many plants that contain water. One plant called Bromelia contains in its centre the equivalent of a large glass of water, which it uses to drown insects. This is just rainwater that has fallen on the plant and so is safe to drink. Maybe take out the insects first though.

      SETTING UP CAMP

      If you are spending the night in the jungle, there are many things to take into account when camping out. You don’t want to be sleeping on the ground as this makes you easy prey for insects, snakes and jaguars. So, the best way to solve this problem is to build a cot suspended from a tree using branches and vines. There are several steps to doing this:

      
        	Select three large and sturdy looking branches and lay them together in a triangle with just their ends overlapping.

        	Use a single length of vine to lash each pair together tying a diagonal hitch around both poles to hold them together. Then wrap the vine two or three times around the combined poles, first diagonally across the hitch knot and then crossing the first set of turns at right angles. Then make some frapping turns, going around each pole individually and pull it tight. Finish with a clove hitch around one of the poles to hold the ends secure.

        	Once the frame is made, use longer lengths of vine and string it between the three sides to form a lattice like a tennis racket. Lay down a mattress of ferns for comfort.

        	Finally, look for the thickest vine you can find and tie the cot onto a sturdy branch on a tree.

      

      In order to fuel a fire in the jungle — a difficult feat as most of the wood there is too damp from the humidity - there is a particular species of tree with orange wood, called the Caribbean Pine. This contains a resin which prevents it from getting waterlogged and allows it to burn fantastically. Also, the smoke from the fire has the added bonus of scattering insects.

      FOOD

      When in the jungle, there are a few options for a nutritious and delicious meal:

      
        	Rhino Beetle is a black and shiny insect with a single horn, curved and hooked like a sharp thorn, sticking up from its head. It contains more protein than beef.

        	Palm leaves are long and spiky leaves that grow on trees. If you cut off the base and strip away the outer leaves to reveal the core, it is thin and pale green. This inner part is a great source of carbohydrate although it tastes like bitter celery.

        	Any sort of fish and meat you can find, including reptiles like snakes, make a great meal. If you cook over a fire, the meats will taste great and the fire will also kill off the bacteria from the animal.

      

      There are also some things to steer clear of in the jungle. Fruits are sometimes a dangerous choice as they often turn out to be poisonous. Figs for examples, round and purple with rough skin, have a sticky, milky sap inside that burns through your mouth and your guts.

      IN CASE OF INJURY

      There are plenty of snakes lurking in the jungle, many of which are poisonous. They can be either neurotoxic or hemotoxic meaning that the poison would either attack your nerves or your blood. In case you are bitten, get to the hospital as quickly as you can. Try to identify the snake to be treated with the correct antidote, so take note and do not panic. Keeping calm is key to slowing down the rate that any venom circulates around your body. Don’t try to suck venom out, or tourniquet. Both these techniques can cause more harm than good.

      In the meantime, find an Acacia plant and chew on the inner part. This slows down your heart rate and stops the poison from spreading as fast.

      If you find yourself seriously injured and in a lot of pain, there is a natural painkiller that can be found in the inner branches of a tree that is covered in sharp spikes — the ‘Give-and-Take-Tree’. Carefully cut off these spikes and strip the branch down and in the middle you will find the painkiller.

      

      
        
        Above all, remember: never, ever, give up!
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      The growling of diesel engines cut through the icy air, so Beck Granger heard the convoy before he saw it, a bass throb rising above the gentle shush of his skis.

      The road had a light covering of unbroken snow from the season’s first fall the previous night, making it a white slash through the dark conifer forest. No traffic had used it since then, so Beck and his new friend Jonas had been taking advantage of its smooth run. Further ahead, the road bent and disappeared into a cutting that had been blasted out of the rock. That was where the convoy now appeared. A bus, then another, then another, trundling along in single file.

      Beck quickly aimed his skis off the road and braked to a halt on the verge with a swoosh of his skis, as he skidded them parallel. Jonas Eriksson drew up beside him. Beneath the winter clothing, Jonas was a Swedish boy the same age as Beck, blond and a little chubby in contrast to Beck’s dark hair and wiry frame, and they had got on immediately when they met. Like most young Swedes, he spoke English almost perfectly, while Beck could only manage a few words of Swedish.

      The wheels of the convoy carved out dark ruts in the fresh snow and threw up sprays of dirty ice on either side, so that Beck and Jonas flinched away as the buses rolled past them.

      Beck dared a glance up. He had a brief impression of misted windows and wrapped, muffled figures in the warm interior. As far as he could see, every bus was full, every seat taken. There had to be well over a hundred people, of all ages and sizes, being transported.

      They watched the buses disappear around the next bend until they were all hidden by the close-packed conifers. Above and beyond them rose the snow-capped, sheer, craggy western face of Mount Storkittel — all two and a half thousand metres of it.

      Silence returned very quickly, apart from the far-off, far-up cry of an eagle circling the upper crags of Storkittel. Down at ground level the ubiquitous spruce trees soaked up the sound and there was nothing else — no cars, no people — to make any noise. From horizon to horizon, apart from the road and the telegraph wires that ran along it, there was nothing here in the far north of Sweden. This was big sky country: 200 kilometres north of the Arctic Circle. The horizons were far apart and the sky was a massive grey dome above them, punctured by the mountain.

      “They must be heading for the lodge,” Beck commented. “Funny — I thought the season was over.”

      The only place to stay for miles around was Storkittel Fjällstation, the hiking lodge at the base of the mountain. During the spring and the summer, people came here to hike around the gently rolling pine forests and lakes, and at the height of the season the lodge could take two hundred guests. Now it was that in-between time when autumn was over and winter was not quite beginning. No one came to Storkittel to ski for fun — it was too steep on one side, and dominated by a massive glacier on the other — so until next spring the lodge would be almost empty apart from a skeleton staff, and the Green Force office where Beck and Jonas were interning.

      Jonas shivered, though like Beck, he was bulked out in an insulated jacket and trousers, winterproof and waterproof, over a couple of layers of normal clothes beneath, and he wore a peaked, army-style cap with flaps pulled down over his ears. He came from Gothenburg, Sweden’s second city, a long way to the south, but he had told Beck he had spent every summer of his life up here. So he was no stranger to Swedish winters or the Swedish wilderness — but the Swedish wilderness in the winter was a whole different game to the idyllic summers.

      “And the lodge is where I would like to be, so shall we move?” he suggested.

      “Sure,” Beck said with a grin. “Come on.”

      They turned off the road and dug in with their poles, sending themselves gliding on their way into the forest.

      The real snowfall, which would coat the countryside in snow that was metres deep and which would last for months, had yet to set in. The road behind them was lined with orange snow poles two metres high, which told Beck exactly how much snow the Swedes were expecting. The last night’s snow had just been a preliminary taster of what was to come, and it would probably all be gone in another day, but there was enough of it now for the boys to have broken out the skis.

      Fir trees whizzed by as they glided over the rough terrain, up and down hill. This was cross-country skiing, the kind people did for work, not sport. It used all kinds of different muscles in the legs but Beck loved it, almost as much as the conventional, downhill kind. Their skis had strips of short hair-like strands strapped on beneath them. When the skis moved forward, the hairs were brushed smooth and the skis glided freely. If the skis tried to move backwards, friction dragged the hairs upright so that they dug into the snow and the ski stopped. It made it possible to walk yourself up slopes with long, sliding steps and then ski down the other side without a break.

      Even when the ground was snow-free, like a lot of it was in the shelter of the trees, with just patches of snow between the pine needles and moss, you could slide your way forward over it. It felt like the most natural way of moving there was, and Beck had missed it. He had got the taste for it as a kid, when he and his parents had stayed in a Sami village in the north of Finland as part of their work for the environmental direct action group Green Force. He had never really had the chance to get back into it.

      That was one reason why, when his Uncle Al offered him a choice of Green Force offices around the world for his work placement, he had chosen this one. Beck had always declared that he wanted to work for Green Force — and one day he had every intention of doing it full-time. This first step brought him to the remote north — but what he was about to experience here would stay with him forever.
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