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“You’re really asking two different questions here,” Chase Burns said, carefully studying every aspect of the scene before him with increasing unease. “First of all: could an ape do this? And second: would an ape do this?”
In front of Chase, a tall steel door hung uselessly from its upper hinge only. Buckled by an evidently formidable force, the swinging of the door allowed him to see beyond to a far less formidable chicken-wire fence.
A litter of puppies, old enough to be fairly loud and more than a little inquisitive, greeted Chase’s eyes on the other side of the fence.
“It was trying to get to them,” the dogs’ owner said.
As a trader who made his living selling and repairing shoes, the man had lived in this area in the heart of Central Africa for all of his thirty-nine years. His local region was famous in much of the western world as one of remarkable biodiversity, and most of all as home to uncommon concentrations of both chimpanzees and gorillas.
Never before had the man felt threatened by their proximity, but the state of his metal door seemed to speak for itself. He remained grateful that the puppies’ mother had made enough noise to alert him of the danger, just in time for a series of warning shots — fired at the dark starry sky — to frighten whatever creature it was that had seemed all set to sweep the chicken-wire fence aside.
Chase Burns, on the other hand, born in New York to an African American father and a Nigerian mother, had only lived in the region for four years.
Chase’s work as an anti-poaching ranger and his involvement in fundraising with NGOs made him far better-liked among the locals than many of the westerners who stopped by from time to time, and certainly more so than those who worked at the nearby and highly controversial Genusphere research complex.
Few people in the world regularly found themselves in closer proximity to wild great apes than Chase, and his experiences with the majestic creatures who called the area home made him highly doubtful that an ape had caused this damage.
“But what do you think was trying to get them?” Chase asked. “What do you really think did this? Because those two questions I mentioned have different answers. Could a gorilla knock a door that thick off from a hinge like that? Yes. Would a gorilla do that to get at your dogs? Never in a million years.”
The trader shrugged pensively.
“Now, the chimps…” Chase sighed. “You know as well as I do, they’re not the cuddly teddy-bears a lot of people think they are. We both know what they’ve done to some of the infant gorilla, for one thing. But you have to ask why a chimp would be down here and why it would try to get through the door. It’s hardly an act of opportunism, getting through something like that. And that’s the point: believe me… I know how strong they are… but a chimp isn’t smashing through this. No way.”
“You are saying that a gorilla could do this but would not do this, while a chimp would do this but could not do this,” the trader said, following along in English that was perfectly serviceable, albeit heavily accented.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Chase nodded.
After a few seconds of silence, the trader’s eyes narrowed. “I heard about Macho,” he said.
Taken aback, Chase replied louder and more forcefully than intended: “From who?”
“So it is true?”
Chase inhaled slowly. It was true.
Macho, a normally placid silverback of immense size and local renown, had recently charged at him and delivered an ear-piercing roar that still sent shiver’s down Chase’s spine.
In the two days since the incident Chase had relived it a thousand times, trying to figure out what he had done wrong to irritate the regal creature who had always quietly tolerated his presence as though understanding that his intentions were good.
On several occasions Chase had even felt as though he had successfully communicated with Macho, attempting to signal that other rangers — less familiar to the silverback — were with Chase and were simply passing by. The welcome reversion in Macho’s posture on those occasions had said as much as any words or even a return hand signal could have, Chase figured, and that was what made the gorilla’s sudden hostility all the more surprising.
Hostility was perhaps too strong a word, since a truly angry Macho would have done a lot more than charge and roar, but something hadn’t been right.
“There’s literally no way this was Macho,” Chase said, suddenly wondering if this was what the trader was getting at. “He wouldn’t leave the forest and no gorilla would ever come to a village like this, let alone try to get your dogs. I don’t even really think the chimps would, even if they were down for something else and came across — they’re just dogs.”
“These are not just dogs,” the man replied, almost offended. “These will grow up to be good dogs. Guard dogs. They are ready now. Big money dogs.”
“Big money dogs?” Chase inquired.
The trader nodded. “For us, a healthy litter of so many is a rare blessing. This will help us very much. If something had happened… if something does happen…”
“It won’t,” Chase said. “But if these dogs are worth a lot around here, why isn’t your first guess that a person did this to get at them? Granted, we are not as strong as gorillas, but we have better tools than chimps.”
The trader took a deep breath. “The intruder was not a human. It was not Macho, either. But Chase, I wanted your opinion on everything before I showed you this,” he said, crouching to the ground and moving two rocks from a small tarpaulin cover. “Now, it is time.”
As soon as the previously covered ground became visible, Chase felt his eyes widen in shock. He immediately lowered himself to the ground for a better look at what the trader was showing him — a footprint that was very clearly not human.
But what confounded and troubled Chase, a well-travelled ranger with years of tracking experience in the field, was that this non-human footprint belonged to neither a chimp nor a gorilla. It was certainly close to both, since most laymen would think both could be fairly close to each depending on the age of the ape, but the curvature and relative sizing of certain parts made it neither one thing nor the other.
Chase gulped and looked back up at the trader. “If this is a joke, this is when you tell me.”
Holding Chase’s eyes, the trader gulped twice as hard. “I never believed the stories…”
He didn’t have to go on for Chase to know which stories he meant, so well known were the fantastical tales of the hybrid apes said to roam the depths of the nearby forest. Like the city of Bili with its storied history of mysterious sightings, this area was a place of legend.
But unlike anywhere else, to Chase’s knowledge, this area had just thrown up a piece of physical evidence that there might be more to the stories than overactive imaginations.
The legend among locals had always been of a large ape that shared characteristics with the two highly distinct species they knew so well, and for that reason it had always been easy enough for the outside world to dismiss as a very understandable folk tale. No one in the area had ever seemed to take it particularly seriously, either, and until now there had never been a shred of evidence that they should.
With evidence of something staring him straight in the face, though, Chase pulled his phone from his pocket and took several close up photographs of the print. He then took some wider shots which included his own foot for scale, which was important since the print was eye-catching in terms of its sheer size as well as its unusual shape.
“I don’t have my gear for taking an impression,” Chase said, “so could you please keep this covered? And don’t tell anyone about this just yet, okay? Not about any specific theories of what happened, nothing about the hybrids.”
The word hybrids almost stuck in Chase’s ever-skeptical throat, but he got it out.
“Stay vigilant like you already are,” he went on, “because something did come for your dogs. But there’s no sense in worrying everyone with talk of a mysterious threat that might still have a simple explanation.”
“Like what?” the man asked, curious rather than impatient with a visitor who he always had a lot of time and respect for.
After scanning his peripherals to make sure no one else was watching, and more importantly listening, Chase leaned in. “Well, I think something happened at the compound last night, too,” he whispered. “When I passed by, there were extra guards inside the main perimeter and a bunch of cars I didn’t recognise.”
The merchant’s brow furrowed. “The day after this happens, they increase security at Genusphere compound? My… my… Chase, my friend… something is not right. Something very big is very not right.”
For all of Genusphere’s infamy, the true nature and extent of their research was unknown. Financial details the corporation had recently been forced to divulge to a European court did show that once-dismissed rumours of their massive research spending in fields ranging from anti-ageing to cryogenics and neurology to cybernetics were indeed true, but Chase knew the list was anything but exhaustive.
For one thing, Chase knew for a fact that a world-renowned primatologist worked at the nearby compound, and absolutely nothing related to her research had ever been mentioned in public. Chase saw the woman, like her colleagues in other fields, as a disgraceful sell-out for aligning herself with the controversial corporation rather than using her clear genius for good.
One thing everyone in the region knew about Genusphere was the corporation’s growing desire to expand the grounds of their sprawling research compound, well into the range of the great apes’ habitat.
Now, for the first time Chase was beginning to wonder whether the compound’s proximity to that habitat had ever been a coincidence. The area was richer in minerals and freer from government intervention than just about anywhere else a corporation like Genusphere could set up shop, for sure, but the threat a compound expansion posed to the apes’ habitat was hardly good PR and it now had Chase thinking thoughts he had never seriously considered.
“I have heard they do experiments on chimps,” the trader said through gritted teeth.
Chase nodded sadly. “Me too. But what if they know more than we do about what’s in the forest? I spend a lot of time out there, but it’s endless, and I do not have their resources. What if there is more to the legends than we thought, and they’ve known it all along? What if that brought them here?”
The trader now felt his eyes widen. “You think they have one? A hybrid? Surely it could not escape?”
Chase shook his head. “No, surely is right. I’m not saying they have one. But maybe they know they’re out there? Maybe their surveillance saw one last night… on its way here, or its way back to the forest? Something has to explain all of the extra security over there…”
“Meanwhile…” the trader said, looking around with his arms outstretched and glancing back at his broken door. His signals were clear: the villagers wouldn’t be benefitting from any such security.
“I’ll get to the bottom of this” Chase promised. “Today.”
One handshake later, and armed with several close-up photos of the prints — along with another piece of remarkable visual evidence that he didn’t want to trouble his local friend with just yet — Chase Burns set off for the Genusphere compound in a determined bid to find out just what the hell was going on…
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Facing the grilling of a lifetime from corporate big-wigs she had never previously met, Sarah O’Leary — O’Leary to her friends — tried to keep her cool.
“There are zero known reports of those apes hurting anyone around here,” she said. “Zero. If someone is dead, maybe point the finger at someone else. You know, someone else… not something. Not the chimps, and certainly not the gorillas.”
Irritatingly rudimentary questions about primate behaviour came at O’Leary from several angles, causing her to eventually turn in search of support from her boss, Genusphere’s esteemed regional director.
“Mitchell,” she said, “I don’t know that this is the best use of my time.“
Mitchell Owens found it hard to disagree, but he couldn’t put it to his bosses quite like that. He half-nodded, somewhat diplomatically.
For his part, Mitchell was more glad than ever that local law enforcement was all but bought and paid for, and that there was no major media presence within a few hours’ drive. Not even O’Leary knew the full extent of the overnight bloodshed, and it was absolutely crucial that no one outside of the corporation learned about any of it.
Unimpressed, the expensively besuited man who had just flown in from Cape Town shook his head. “With all due respect, Ms O’Leary, your time is ours.”
Mustering every ounce of resolve in her body, O’Leary inhaled slowly and forced out a trite apology.
Until just a few days before she packed her life in a suitcase and flew to the African rainforest, Sarah O’Leary had never imagined working for a corporation like Genusphere — let alone so far from home.
In scientific circles, the very name Genusphere was practically a buzzword for unethical research. In O’Leary’s mind it had once stood for everything she stood against, and yet here she found herself.
The timing had been everything, really.
In one fateful week, O’Leary’s divorce had been finalised, her older brother had been diagnosed with a treatable but incurable brain condition, and a job offer had come in with a salary she initially assumed contained one more zero than it was supposed to.
With no meaningful ties left in Boston and no one else to foot her brother’s medical bills, O’Leary decided to give the Genusphere headhunter a call and ask what exactly she would be doing if she took them up on their remarkable financial offer.
When the nature of the research was revealed, she hung up the phone in disgust. When she picked up the return call, the man on the other end of the line tried two tracks of argument: firstly that there was nothing inherently unethical in the work and that the ends they had in mind would justify all kinds of means, and secondly that if O’Leary said no they would simply find someone else to say yes.
“There aren’t many other leading geneticists with strong backgrounds in primatology, Ms O’Leary,” he had said, “but there are a few. One of them will earn the money we are offering, commensurate with the inconvenience of our location, and one of them will put their sole stamp on the day-to-day workings in the lab. Perhaps it will be someone of your ethical standing, or perhaps not. Do let us know.”
As the next few days passed and it grew clearer that her brother’s health, through no fault of his own, would depend largely on whether she took the job, O’Leary softened herself up with the knowledge that the research would be more ethical under her watch than anyone else’s. Within a month she was on a plane, and within a year her results had earned a doubling of her salary.
Money had never been a motivation, and certainly not for its own sake, but the amount O’Leary was earning allowed her to build up significant savings while still sending home more than enough to cover her brother’s bills. At this rate she figured it would take no more than five years before she would truly never have to think about money again, even with those ongoing bills factored in, and as the months passed she came to not just tolerate but enjoy her work.
Everyone at Genusphere kept their eyes on their own paper, and O’Leary tried to ignore some of the more fantastical and troubling whispers about what might be going on in other labs. In hers, however, she was sovereign. The end goal of the research was above her pay grade, but much was being learned and as far as she could tell no real harm was being done.
After five years in Genusphere’s Central African compound, Sarah O’Leary had grown so attached to the remarkable fruit of her labour that she no longer even thought about going home. This was home, and the fact that her brother was thriving thanks to her efforts made everything all the sweeter.
Back in the present, she knew that the snooty visitors would leave as quickly as they had arrived, and also that the unfortunate victim of an overnight killing really had to have been slain by another person.
Genusphere had been attracting more than enough heat over the planned expansion of its compound onto highly valuable land, she figured, with rival research corporations as well as other prospectors all having motive to throw spanners into the works. The stakes were high enough to merit all kinds of actions, even if she would personally never be able to understand the ability to take a life for private gain, and that was without even considering the multitude of occasionally militant campaign groups who were so vocally opposed to any encroachment into the surrounding great apes’ habitat.
When the most intolerable meeting of her life was over, O’Leary left the room with her equally exhausted boss, Mitchell Owens.
“We’re safe in here, aren’t we?” she asked.
The man stopped on the spot. “What do you mean?“
“Mitchell, one of our people was killed last night.”
“Three of our people were killed last night,” he corrected, “but they were not killed in the compound. They were at the edge of the forest, on the contested land, and I think they were killed to send a message. Believe me, cutting through everything the bosses asked you in there, I’m pretty sure the message was received loud and clear. We are always safe. We have nothing to do with this.”
O’Leary felt conflicting emotions — increased shock and fear at learning that the body count was triple what she previously thought, but a simultaneous sense that Mitchell’s confidence in the sanctity of the compound was too great to be misplaced.
“So one hundred per cent… the compound is absolutely secure?” she asked. “No one can get in?”
Mitchell nodded. “And nothing can get out, right?“
O’Leary’s eyebrows furrowed. “What?”
“Well those guys aren’t one hundred percent sure that a human did this, and you are one hundred per cent sure that the wild apes didn’t. I’m just covering the bases here. So tell me: nothing can get out, right?”
Still hardly believing her ears O’Leary nodded several times. “Well, I can’t speak for the whole place because I’m not in charge of the other labs and I don’t even know what’s going on in half of them, but Yoyo could never get out. We have a failsafe offline locking system as a backup to the standard compound-wide security system, and the control for that failsafe is locked in my admin office well away from the lab. So even in a situation of total and ongoing catastrophic power loss, he’s going nowhere. And come on, Mitchell, you know Yoyo. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Of course not,” Mitchell said, nodding surely and looking eased. “I just had to hear you say that, that’s all.”
As she neared her lab, O’Leary felt a strange sensation. It was similar, albeit massively amplified, to the feeling of going to bed in the full knowledge that she had turned off the stove yet still feeling the urge to check.
For the first time ever, she held her breath and felt her heart quicken as she opened the door. Only when it swung open and she saw Yoyo did it relax.
Where the hell else would he have been?, she asked herself, but the relief was still real.
“Sarah okay?” Yoyo asked, gesturing his well-practiced sign language through the glass.
“Sarah okay,” she replied in kind. “Yoyo okay?”
He tipped his head back and signed back at her: “Sarah here. Yoyo okay.”
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Darkness was beginning to fall when Chase Burns approached the Genusphere compound, desperate for an answer as to what kind of creature had broken a steel door in the nearby village and whether his suspicion was correct that Genusphere’s demented research had something to do with it.
He parked his unremarkable car a short distance from the main entry checkpoint and walked the rest of the way, raising his hands and holding them palms out as he went.
“Hello, my fren!” he greeted the armed guard, smiling and nodding far too much. “How you do?”
As he often did in dealing with Genusphere employees, which he only tended to do when subtly seeking important information, Chase was feigning an accent in a bid to make the guard think he was a local villager.
He was always conflicted when it came to doing this, but it had actually been the idea of one of those villagers in the first place. Genusphere’s guards and employees in general were known for their disdain for the locals, who they wrongly saw as unintelligent at best and about whom they often said far worse.
These prejudices were more cultural than racial — the guard Chase was dealing with had even darker skin than his own — but they seemed to be pervasive throughout much of Genusphere’s security staff. Through previous surveillance Chase had heard this man converse on his phone in French, in a strong Parisian accent Chase recognised from his own time in the country.
Today, the greater good required Chase to pretend that he barely spoke English, let alone French, as this was the only way he could think of to lower the man’s guard.
If the guard knew he was dealing with a ranger who had the funding and backing of some powerful NGOs, the conversation would go nowhere. If on the other hand he thought he was dealing with one of the locals Chase had heard him disparagingly refer to as “the barefoots”, he might be slightly less diligent in his silence.
“I need talk to boss,” Chase said. Every word he spoke in the accent made him feel more conflicted, perhaps because some of the intonations he was using as a reference were greatly exaggerated forms of his own mother’s. “Something came to village last night. I need talk to boss.”
Shocked by both parts of this statement — that something was in the village and that the local thought he could talk to the compound’s boss — the guard immediately spoke into his radio as he looked Chase up and down. “I need someone out here. A villager says he saw something out there last night.”
“No need come out,” Chase said, stepping to the side. “It okay. I can go to boss.”
“You can go nowhere,” the guard boomed, holding out a hand of his own and pushing it firmly into Chase’s chest. “Back up.”
Chase stepped back. “Boss come to me?” he said, hands still raised. “Okay. None problem.”
The guard narrowed his eyes and began looking more closely at Chase’s clothes, as well as his hair.
Shit, Chase thought, worrying that his “none problem” remark might have been laying the exaggeration on too thick.
Before this concern or the guard’s suspicion could go any further, however, a very loud popping pierced the air.
Instantly, the compound and its surrounding area fell into a dim natural light. Alarms began to sound, and within just a few seconds people began to emerge from the main entrance and rush to their cars.
Armed with his photographs of the mysterious footprint as well as a photograph of something else he had chosen not to show his local friend, Chase had come to the compound with the hope of getting some answers.
Now, all he had was more and more questions.
Then, like sprinklers hidden within a lawn, vertical poles emerged upwards from the ground all around the compound. They were joined by horizontal bars — evidently a backup fence that had been recessed in the ground, rigged to rise in the event of a power cut to keep intruders out of the compound or lock them in until law enforcement arrived.
At least, that was what Chase would have thought if a security system like this had been in place around a bank or a government building. Here, he had a feeling it wasn’t human intruders that Genusphere were worried about containing.
Not too far from Chase’s car, a previously hidden recess in the ground then appeared, revealing itself as a ramp leading down to a tunnel through which cars could escape the compound. Chase didn’t know what kind of security features would be in place within this tunnel, but he figured there had to be some.
With the compound completely surrounded by an impressive fence of a kind Chase had never seen, people began emerging from the tunnel on foot as well as in vehicles.
Chase then felt a degree of respect for the guard when he saw him sprinting against the tide to get into the compound — he was no good man, as evidenced by his shameful denigration of the locals, but he was perhaps a good guard.
Despite or perhaps because of the chaos around him, one thought rose above all others in the mind of Chase Burns:
I didn’t come here not to find out what’s going on…
And with that, he was off — following the guard’s path in a fight against a tide of fleeing humanity, and ultimately running straight through the normally impenetrable main entrance of Genusphere’s Central African compound.
There was no going back now.
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The timing was remarkable, but if Sarah O’Leary was glad of anything it was that an unprecedented power outage hit the compound just as she was getting in her car to leave rather than a few minutes later.
Coming back in through the tunnel to check on Yoyo would have been all but impossible with the sheer number of people fleeing — a number that surprised her, but that only went to show how big the Genusphere operation really was.
O’Leary saw one of her more elderly colleagues struggling to find his car and took a moment to assist the thankful man, before setting off back inside the building.
“Sarah O’Leary,” a man called. “You’re Sarah O’Leary.”
Still running, she turned. “And you’re Chase Burns,” she said. “So what?“
“You know me?” Chase called over the din, no longer talking in anything but his own authentic manner. They were still fighting a tide, but it was lessening as the moments passed now that most of the compound’s staff had already fled to safety. Chase didn’t know that it was company protocol for everyone to get out and let the fortress-like fencing do the rest, but right now he was more surprised that O’Leary knew who he was when the guard so clearly hadn’t.
“I care about the apes and I pay attention to who engages with them,” she explained. “You get too close. Little tip: when the silverback charges, that’s when you know.”
Wow, Chase thought to himself. She really does pay attention.
“Talk to me about hybrids,” Chase said, shooting his shot and hoping to catch O’Leary’s guard down while she had so much else to think about.
Only a hundred paces or so from her lab, O’Leary stopped running and pulled Chase into the wall right alongside her. “What do you know?” she demanded.
Chase’s eyes widened. “Well, now I know I just landed on something.”
The impatience in O’Leary’s eyes bordered on fierceness, leaving Chase in no doubt that she was not up for playing games.
“I know what you’re doing here,” he bluffed. “Geneticist, primatologist… local apes behaving strangely, local people having close encounters and finding strange footprints. I know what you’re doing and I think it’s causing problems you’re not even aware of yet. And something happened last night, didn’t it? Something you’re worried about. I just came from a man’s house where something tried to get his dogs last night, and it left a hybrid-looking print like nothing I’ve ever seen. And believe me, I’ve seen some prints. So tell me, Doc, did one get out?”
“There is only one,” O’Leary shot back, her lips loosened by the disorienting rush of everything she was hearing and everything that was happening. “He’s never been outside and he would never hurt anything. Show me the print. You must have a photo.”
Chase reached for his phone even as the enormity of what O’Leary had just admitted settled in his mind. There was one. She really was working with a hybrid.
“Jesus…” O’Leary mused as her eyes pored over the unnatural print, neither chimp nor gorilla.
Next, Chase showed her another photograph. It was less clear, captured by a trail camera not far from the compound, and showed the back of an ape that looked extremely odd. The proportions were all wrong, and he focused squarely on O’Leary as she took it in. Eyes couldn’t lie as well as words, as he knew very well, so this was an effective way to judge her true reactions.
“I don’t know what that is, but it’s not mine,” she said. “Do you have a front view?”
Chase shook his head. She really did look confused rather than evasive about this, so he swiped back to the much clearer photograph of the mysterious footprint.
“Is this definitely real?” O’Leary prodded. “And fresh?”
“Wouldn’t be risking my life here right now if it wasn’t both of those things,” Chase said. “You say you only have one, but do you know what everyone else in here is doing? Do you know what goes on in every other lab in this place? If something has gone wrong here, you and your ape could get the blame for it. Mitchell Owens… I know that man’s history and I know he’s not above something like that. Has he let anything slip today?”
O’Leary gulped. She racked her brain for everything Mitchell had said, looking for some sign, but none immediately jumped out.
“Come with me,” she said, “we’ve wasted enough time. Yoyo is where I left him, where he always is, but we need to talk about what you saw in the village and what it means. You already know too much, anyway, and we’re safer in my lab than anywhere else.”
Chase didn’t need to be asked twice.
A new level of sound reached them a moment later as sudden screams of terror echoed along the hallway from outside, far exceeding the previous screams of a more general kind of panic that had until then seemed heightened in its own right.
“Faster,” she said, hurrying him along as he momentarily dallied in response to the scream.
“Before I see it, can you tell me what I’m going to see here?” Chase asked. “I mean, come on, help me prepare!”
“Yoyo is four years old,” she said, still moving, “around the age when apes start being too big to be pets or in commercials. He’s the world’s first hybrid of a chimpanzee and a gorilla. Artificial insemination, obviously, and there was a lot more to it than one species’ egg and another species’ sperm, but it was a viable live birth on our first attempt. I’ve had full autonomous control of his development and fewer than twenty people on the planet know he exists.”
A thousand questions wrestled in Chase’s mind, almost all of them beginning with why, but another, seeking confirmation, rose to the top.
“But visually,” he stressed, “what am I going to see here? Nose like a chimp? Eyes like a gorilla? Give me something. What am I going to see?”
As the door swung open, a shattering answer no one had expected immediately became apparent: no nose, no eyes… just a smashed window and an empty habitat.
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“No no no no no,” O’Leary repeated, almost chanting out the syllables like some kind of a troubled monk. There was no zen here, only chaos and panic.
Chase looked around the ill-lit lab, surprised to see that a huge majority of it was taken up by the absent hybrid’s large habitat. There were rudimentary paintings clearly created by Yoyo, as well as all manner of enrichment tools and other items that might have seemed more at home in a preschool setting than a typical primate research facility.
To his mind apes didn’t belong in buildings under any circumstances and genetically engineered hybrid apes didn’t belong anywhere under any circumstances, but Chase nevertheless felt an automatic pang of relief that O’Leary at least hadn’t been keeping the poor creature in an iron-barred cage and prodding it with a stick.
“Well, the window was smashed from the inside,” Chase mused, holding his phone outwards with its flashlight function enabled. “I guess maybe he got spooked by the alarms and the power outage. Would the power outage kill his locks or something?”
Stunned and physically shaking, O’Leary shook her head as she fought back tears. “No. A power outage shouldn’t affect any locks in the compound, let alone locks designed for live subject containment, and this habitat was reinforced with a failsafe system beyond that. It should never have been vulnerable to an escape. But once he was out, it must have been the panic that took him all the way out through the window. He’s been out here before and never shown any interest in trying to escape.”
“But it sounds like you haven’t had him out recently,” Chase said. “Right? I mean, you mentioned him being the age when people have to start giving them up as pets. Has he start acting out recently?”
“I know better than to take stupid risks,” O’Leary replied, somewhat evasively.
Chase eyed her up and down. “Says the woman who made a gorilla-chimp hybrid?”
There was no comeback to that, so O’Leary didn’t even try. “I can track him,” she suddenly announced, reaching into a drawer on the desk facing Yoyo’s habitat and relieved to have this as a next move at the very least.
“That’s definitely something,” Chase said, glad to hear it. “Does he have a chip, like a dog?”
O’Leary nodded as she spoke, tapping some buttons on a handheld device at the same time. “There’s more to it than that, though. The chip has a sensory aspect that should also keep him within a limited radius. That’s in place as a further barrier against escape.”
“Do you have a perimeter of metal poles broadcasting a signal that would hurt his ears or something?” Chase asked. “And is there no danger that the power outage might affect them too?”
With her device in hand, O’Leary set off for the door again and beckoned Chase to follow. “I want to see where he’s going, because he’s going in such a straight line that it looks like he has a place in mind. It’s not on a road so I don’t think he’s been taken in a vehicle, and if he’s on foot there’s no way he’ll get past the radius. It’s the opposite of what you thought about the poles with painful signals… there’s a self-recharging transmitter in here that sends a blocking signal, and when he gets too far away from that the chip will emit the uncomfortable sound. It gets worse the further he goes, but he wouldn’t go far.”
“And you know that?” Chase asked. “It’s not an assumption?”
“Genusphere licenses this tech for use in livestock grazing,” she replied, “and also in correctional facilities and detention centres. It’s a well-proven concept. Human prisoners wear rings or ankle bracelets instead of chips, but it’s the same basic system as the animals.”
“You work for some sick people,” Chase said, either unable or unbothered to hide his judgemental feelings.
Through corridors that were now eerily empty and darkening further by the minute as the sun set, Chase and O’Leary hurried to leave the compound. O’Leary pointed him to her car, which she then drove into the exit tunnel as per the emergency procedure that had been drilled into her and every other employee
At the end of the short tunnel, which rose again at the other side of the remarkable metal fence that had popped up to turn the compound into a fortress as soon as the power died, she stepped out to enter a code on a manual locking system that brought to Chase’s mind a very old-fashioned telephone.
The high-tech compound and its unusual security systems were just full of surprises, but when O’Leary got back behind the wheel there was only one thing on either of their minds: following the path of the runaway ape who definitely seemed to have his sights set on something in particular.
Chase watched the map as O’Leary drove, and alerted her when Yoyo stopped abruptly despite still being well within the radius of pain-free movement available to him. Apparently the chip allowed a full two miles of leeway, which she explained had been decided upon in case the ape was placed in a large sanctuary environment, or had ever required medical treatment in another area of the compound under the care of others she might not have trusted with the device.
In that regard, O’Leary would have had a hard time denying the chip was a way of keeping Yoyo close to her, as keeper of the control device.
The map they were carrying did not double up as a transmission device, of course, or else Yoyo’s potential range would have continued to extend forward with every yard their vehicle covered. What Chase held was instead a simple map, and one which didn’t show anything obvious around the spot where Yoyo had decided to stop.
It was thus with much intrigue that they sped towards it.
“He’s moving again,” Chase said, “the same way. Surely he won’t get much further?”
O’Leary shook her head. “He won’t, but he probably won’t stop again until he hits the line. Let’s see where he stopped first… that’s where he chose to stop.“
Only a minute or so later, O’Leary pulled up to a halt and jumped out of the car.
Yoyo had led them to a clearing, where a small cabin lay destroyed and deserted.
“We have a tracking camera at the edge of this clearing…” Chase mused, now using a real flashlight from the car to look around for the right copse of trees. “I’m sure we do. Yeah, over there! The chimps come out to the edge of the forest here all the time. Don’t get too far away from the car, okay? I’ll check it out.”
Sticking much closer to the car than Chase, as he wisely suggested, O’Leary stepped towards the cabin. It brought to mind management trailers she would see on construction sites back home, with two obvious differences: those didn’t tend to be smashed up, and they didn’t tend to be spattered with blood.
O’Leary peeked inside, despite her better judgement, and was relieved to find that there was nothing and no one there. The news that three Genusphere employees had died overnight couldn’t possibly be unrelated to this discovery, she figured, and the tracking camera placed by Chase’s team of rangers couldn’t possibly leave them in the dark for much longer.
“Got it,” Chase said, speaking only once he was back and only once they were safely in the car. His respect for the apes was too great for his guard to fall so much that he would call out in a place like this, and O’Leary appreciated that. “Now, no one else has seen this, because the Genusphere goons who’ll have swept this clearing this morning didn’t know it was there. I don’t know what we’re about to see, but I don’t think it’s going to be very pleasant.”
“It’s going to answer some questions,” O’Leary said, very stoically.
Chase nodded and navigated to the previous night’s footage.
The footage showed three Genusphere employees arriving in a car then moving into the cabin, which was already there. The car’s headlights were pointing almost directly into the camera at the edge of the forest, making it hard to discern much until the powerful leg of a chimpanzee cut across the lens.
“Chimp?” Chase said.
“Looked like it,” O’Leary confirmed. “Full chimp by the look of it, nothing like Yoyo, and I can account for him last night, anyway, but what I mean is it doesn’t look like a hybrid.”
Chase kept watching. Several more chimpanzees passed by the camera very quickly, and a cacophony of frenzied hollering was not far behind. With it, most gruesomely of all, came the unmistakable sound of pained human screams.
One of the car’s headlights went out under the impact of a ragdoll-like body, making everything else much easier to see. Whether this was for the best was another matter, given the unspeakable sight of a chimpanzee troop treating two of the Genusphere employees like a young Chase had once seen another troop treat a bird that had been foolish enough to land in their zoo enclosure.
This clearing was part of the land targeted by Genusphere for the controversial compound expansion, which amounted to habitat encroachment by any definition, and in theory Chase would have expected to feel little sympathy for anyone who played as active a role in that kind of thing as these scouts. But real life did not play out in theory, and only a monster could have no sympathy for the men who had been subject to this.
Suddenly, all sounds recorded by the camera then gave way to the most unexpected of all — a thunderously mighty roar that could have come from only one source.
“Macho,” Chase gasped.
Sure enough, the majestic gorilla sauntered past the camera, the silver of his famous back glistening in the moonlight as he strode with ever greater purpose towards the cabin and the car.
Remarkably, the hyperactive chimps quietened down and effectively cleared a path for Macho to reach the cabin, which the gorilla proceeded to even more remarkably tip on its side and assault with his fists until the helpless third human spilled out.
Surrounded by a troop of deferent chimpanzees in one of the least natural things either Chase or O’Leary had ever seen, Macho then lifted the man high into the air and—
“I think we’ve seen enough,” Chase sighed, hitting pause before the life was squeezed out of a man he hadn’t expected to feel sorry for but now absolutely did.
After several seconds of silence, O’Leary spoke next: “Gorillas don’t do that. And chimps don’t do that, either, standing around a silverback like it was their leader. Chase, something is seriously wrong with these apes. Whether something has spooked them or what, I don’t know, but—”
“We have to get Yoyo back in the compound ASAP,” Chase said, finishing her thought with almost word-perfect accuracy. “We could probably do that by driving the transmitter in the other direction, right? Basically pull him back, and then use something as bait to get him to actually go back into the tunnel?”
“Let’s do it,” she nodded, taking hold of the steering wheel and breathing slowly in a bid to still her shaking hands.
Everything she thought she knew about ape behaviour had been turned upside down in the last few minutes, and she knew that Chase had to be feeling exactly the same thing. Something was wrong with the wild apes, categorically so, and having an escaped hybrid on the loose was hardly going to make anything better.
Something had also pulled Yoyo towards the site of the bloodshed, and that was perhaps the most mysterious aspect of all.
As she drove, O’Leary thought too of what Yoyo must have been feeling as the sensory overload of the outside world hit him for the first time. The ground under his feet, the falling sun casting a long shadow as he moved, the sounds and smells of countless other animals.
If she could have seen him, she would have signed a simple message: “Yoyo okay. Sarah here. Yoyo and Sarah go home?”
But with what she had just seen, and with every assumption about ape behaviour in tatters and ever more questions swirling in her mind, Sarah O’Leary would now have been anything but certain how the gorilla-chimp hybrid she had raised from birth would react.
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“I think he’s found the edge,” Chase reported as O’Leary put her pedal to the metal and rushed back towards the compound.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. He’s moving in an arc, and before that he’d been going practically straight. Not in a dead straight line like when he was aiming for the cabin, but more or less straight. Now he’s definitely hitting the radius and looking for a way forward.”
O’Leary nodded. “Good, so it’s working. We’ll get inside and then you can drive the transmitter away in the other direction. I’ll stand outside the lab and try to get him back in. Hopefully when he sees me he’ll be calm and will willingly come in, because we can’t have a hybrid out there. If it wasn’t for the chip and he’d gotten away, who knows what kind of impact that would have on the ecosystem. Something is already driving the apes crazy, probably whatever left that print out in the village and showed its back to your camera, and maybe there was something else in the lab that got out. If there was, one is still better than two… but once we deal with Yoyo, we can work on that.”
Chase was increasingly impressed by O’Leary’s get-it-done mentality, and also by the fact that her concern about getting Yoyo back into the lab was based on the damage his presence outside could do to the ecosystem, rather than what impact it would have on herself or Genusphere more generally.
When they approached the tunnel again, marvelling once more at the impenetrable metal fence that had popped up from nowhere when it was needed most, Chase wondered out loud how Yoyo could have gotten out. The system required a specific code to be entered in a low-tech but highly dextrous manner, and it didn’t seem plausible that an ape — well-educated hybrid or not — could work it out.
“I think the tunnel was still open,” O’Leary said. “People were still fleeing. Yeah… actually, that must have been when we heard those screams. He must have run past everyone when they were leaving, too.”
A moment later, O’Leary stepped out of the car to unlock the tunnel. It opened on cue, but as it did so she immediately jumped back, recoiling in reaction to a wholly unwelcome sight.
Chase, seeing it too, jumped out. “Call me crazy, but he wasn’t there when we left…” he chimed in, looking glumly at the corpse of the Genusphere security guard he had spoken with earlier in the day.
O’Leary shook her head. The guard was merely dead rather than mutilated, but the fact that “merely dead” felt anything like a suitable thing to think only served to underline how horrifically the day was playing out.
Chase took off his jacket to respectfully cover the fallen guards face, thinking no man deserved disrespect in death even though this one had displayed so much towards the local villagers.
Something must have killed the guard and been unable to escape through the door, Chase figured, and whatever did it had evidently returned to the building. What that something might be was a mystery, and one Chase wasn’t sure he wanted to get to the bottom of anytime soon.
Haste then carried the duo back into the building and towards O’Leary’s lab, where she would find the transmission device for Chase to drive off into the distance. The sight of a great deal of debris in an offshoot corridor gave her momentary pause, however, and since it would have been remiss not to glance at the source she led Chase to the doorway where the worst of the mess seemed to be concentrated.
The debris in the corridor, though, turned out to be absolutely nothing compared to the utter bedlam inside the room.
Smashed glass, upturned desks, detached wires and tubes hanging from seemingly every wall and section of ceiling. It looked like a tornado had hit a bomb factory, as Chase eloquently put it, but a tornado of realisation hit O’Leary just as hard when her eyes moved beyond the chaos and began to take in the details of the lab she was standing in.
Notes on whiteboards and graphics on walls told much of the story, while the cages and equipment told the rest. Paying particular attention to a large annotated graph that had been printed out and stapled to the wall next to a heartbreakingly small trio of cages, the reality hit her like a ton of bricks.
“They used my work,” she gulped. “Chase, they used my work on Yoyo and they replicated it. They made more. My God, look around… they made at least a dozen.”
“Um… what’s this about accelerated ageing?” Chase asked, sounding every bit as troubled.
O’Leary looked like she had seen a ghost. “No. Don’t tell me…”
But as she neared Chase and saw the notes he was looking at, the recorded information told her everything. Genusphere was a world-leader in anti-ageing research, in a manner that went far beyond the cosmetic, but it was an open secret around the compound that several teams were undertaking research focused in the opposite direction, with the chief economic motive of reducing the rearing period of livestock bred for their meat.
“They’ve been giving some of them the acceleration treatments…” she relayed, taking in the details from the information beside various cages. “I’ll bet they wanted to get them to reproductive age more quickly so they could see what was viable. If I’d known they were going to do things like this, I never would have done any of the work. You saw Yoyo’s habitat, it was nothing like this. Chase, I did nothing like this.”
Chase knew there was nothing he could have said to ease O’Leary’s quite understandable feelings of guilt, and in truth he didn’t think full absolution was due — at least not yet.
“Let’s just focus on what we can do now, okay?” he suggested. “We’ll stick to this plan of getting Yoyo back, and I’ll put a call out to the other rangers that we have to be on the lookout for hybrids just in case they got out. It doesn’t seem like they could have and it didn’t look like they did, but just to be safe. So we go back to your lab for the transmission thing, right?”
O’Leary nodded, which was the strongest response she was currently able to give, at least until a new and unwelcome thought landed in her mind.
“Chase… if they’ve accelerated the development of some of these hybrids and if these growth charts are right, we’re not looking borderline pet-aged apes. We’re going to be looking at fully grown hybrids, stronger than chimps and meaner than gorillas, who have to be angry as hell at the species who put them in these horrible cages.”
“It’s not exactly ideal,” Chase gulped, effortlessly claiming the gold medal for all-time understatements, “but we know the only thing we can do, so let’s at least do it.”
In the hallway, the duo looked around in fear for signs of life. The hybrids were almost certainly somewhere in the compound, and there was no telling where.
A sound then caught O’Leary off-guard just as she was about to enter her own lab, which was reassuringly still locked, and it was one that gave her pause.
“Sarah, is that you?” the male voice called, weak and desperate. “Please… help me!”
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“Mitchell?” O’Leary called in reply, hurrying to the source of the sound. “Is that you?“
As soon as she stepped through the door, she saw that her boss Mitchell Owens was the source of the sound, huddling in the corner of a room she had never before seen inside.
“They’re out,” the man said, his voice quivering. “They weren’t supposed to get out! None of this was supposed to happen.”
Only a few moments earlier, O’Leary and Chase had been confronted with the unbelievable sight of a ransacked room that had until recently contained a dozen or more hybrid apes. And now, despite the fact that Mitchell’s hiding place hadn’t been turned upside-down by an angry horde, the duo found themselves stunned all over again by what lay all around them.
To Chase’s left, he saw what looked for all the world like the ape his camera had spotted near the edge of the complex overnight. The body was tall and strong, but utterly lifeless. It looked like the work of a remarkable taxidermist, or at least would have if it weren’t for one small detail: the wires coming from the object’s handless wrist.
Object was a better word than creature, since this thing had clearly never been alive, but Chase knew that another word would have been even better:
Robot.
“What the hell is going on?” O’Leary demanded when she saw what Chase was looking at. “Mitchell, tell me what that thing is and what’s going on with the apes right now or I swear to God I’ll lock that damn door and leave you here. We don’t have time for any shit — if we’re going to get out of this and get Yoyo back, we need to know what’s happening.”
“I didn’t mean it to happen like this!” Mitchell said, the words pained and coming out almost as sobs. He looked and sounded nothing like the ball-busting boss everyone usually knew him as. “We have a robotics division and I was working with them on a PR project, to have realistic ape-looking robots cause some problems around the village and smash up some property, so people would blame it on the wild apes that are standing in the way of our expansion. We have tech to keep them out of any given area — you know all about the sound waves — and all we needed was consensus that pushing the apes further into the forest would be good for everyone. But it went wrong. Sarah, it went so, so wrong.”
Chase and O’Leary shared a stunned glance. The photograph Chase had shown her, the footprint the villager had shown him… there had been no ape going for the villager’s dogs, just a remarkably convincing robot controlled by a demented team of scientists.
“Robots?” Chase grunted. “You put ape-looking robots out there and had them smash stuff up, all so the villagers and politicians would support your move to colonise even more of the real apes’ natural habitat?”
More or less ignoring Chase and his understandable indignation altogether, Mitchell turned to O’Leary. “Sarah, the apes reacted aggressively to our robots. We sent out three and we managed to call two back once the apes started coming too close and once their behaviour became too aggressive. The other stopped responding in the clearing to the West, so I sent a team to collect it. They were killed by an aggravated troop of chimpanzees. We scented the robots, so that the villagers and trackers would buy the idea they were apes, and the real apes clearly didn’t react well to their presence.”
Neither Chase nor O’Leary — increasingly stunned by what they were hearing — saw any reason to tell Mitchell that Macho, the area’s normally placid silverback, had in fact killed the third of the unfortunate Genusphere employees.
“And while I’m telling you everything…” the disgraced Regional Director went on. “It’s my fault the power went down. Sarah, I let Yoyo out.”
“You what?” O’Leary snapped.
It would be a stretch to say anything made sense, but recalling an earlier conversation in which Mitchell had encouraged her to reveal the location of the controls for Yoyo’s failsafe lock now gave O’Leary an understanding of how the escape had been possible. The why, of course, was a very different matter.
Chase stepped forward at the same moment as O’Leary, holding her back from lunging at Mitchell.
“Why the hell would you do that?” Chase said, stepping in as O’Leary’s anger made her unable even to ask.
“The story of the three deaths wasn’t going away and it was going to lead back to us, so we decided to pin it on Sarah and Yoyo. He was going to be terminated at the perimeter, but things went south. Before he fled, he smashed the compound’s control centre to pieces and followed his nose to another lab. There’s more you don’t know. Another team has been working on hybrids, too, and—”
“We saw the lab, you scumbag,” O’Leary grunted.
Mitchell breathed slowly. “Well, Yoyo smashed one of their cages before he left, so now they’re all out, too. They didn’t get out of the compound before you locked the tunnel, so at least we have that, but they’re loose.”
O’Leary shook her head in disbelief.
”We need to get Yoyo back here and then get this place under a full external lockdown,” Chase said. “The fences and the tunnel are good, but we need police and security and we need it now. We can’t let any more of these creatures get out.”
“None,” Mitchell agreed. “This is bad, but if the world sees any of them and learns what we’ve been doing, this would be catastrophic for Genusphere.”
“For Genusphere?” O’Leary explored. “For God’s sake, Mitchell, at the very least they could destroy the local ecosystem, but who knows what else they could do? They could start to outcompete the wild apes, they could interbreed… all kinds of unsolvable problems and you’re worried about how this might look? Do you learn nothing?! Didn’t your obsession with how things look cause all of this with the demented idea to use robots to turn people against the chimps?”
Chase put a hand on O’Leary’s back. “For now we all want the same thing,” he said, trying to calm her down. “He’ll pay for this later, but right now we need Yoyo.”
“Do you have a plan?” Mitchell asked.
Chase nodded curtly. “I’m getting out of here with the transmitter. Taking it further away to draw him closer. You need to get out of here, too.”
Mitchell shook his head. “Are you even armed?” he asked, surprised to see no sign that Chase was. “I’m not running through this place unarmed while they’re loose, and I don’t have anything in here, either. My security corps will be here before long to sweep the place. I was hoping you were them, but I’ll hole up until they get here.”
Chase shrugged. “Suit yourself, asshole.”
Pulling O’Leary away from a man whose face her disdainful eyes were firmly set on, Chase soon had hold of the transmission device from her lab.
With no option but to make it, the rapid dash back through the dark corridors was one the duo didn’t dwell on. They didn’t encounter any of the released hybrids, and breathed deep sighs of relief when they made it safely to O’Leary’s car and through the tunnel to the outside of the compound.
“Stay here until you see him coming,” Chase said, running over the plan one more time. “I’ll watch on the map and try to corral him as close as I can by driving the transmission device further away, then you try to encourage him back inside. Don’t unlock the door until the last possible minute, because we don’t want to increase the chances of those things getting out.”
“I’ll listen for them,” O’Leary confirmed. “I’d see them entering the tunnel down the ramp on the other side of the fence, too, so I won’t unlock the door if they do. Don’t worry; I’ll be able to calm Yoyo down if he’s angry at what he found in there. He’ll know I had nothing to do with it.”
Though he had far less confidence in this than O’Leary did, Chase tried to take her words to heart.
O’Leary seemed sure of the bond she had struck up with the gorilla-chimpanzee hybrid she had created and raised from birth. And on a day that had already seen too many, Chase Burns could only hope this wouldn’t prove to be one more colossal misjudgement of animal behaviour from a Genusphere employee…
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After a day of twists and turns that had taken him in a number of decidedly unwelcome directions, Chase Burns felt like he was due a win.
At the very least, he figured it was high time something went right.
He climbed into his own car, which had been parked just outside the compound since just before the fateful power outage began, and set off.
While driving, he glanced frequently at the small device that showed Yoyo’s location on a live map. Chase had another all-important device with him, and it was this transmission device which pulled the hybrid ape back towards the Genusphere compound as Chase drove beyond it.
Chase didn’t go any faster than the ape could run, loath to cause it any avoidable pain. By moving at what seemed to be Yoyo’s natural running speed, Chase was able to corral the ape in the right direction with only occasional bouts of the sensory overload it experienced whenever the transmitter strayed beyond its highly precise functional range.
It only took around six minutes for Chase to corral Yoyo within sight of the compound, as confirmed by O’Leary over the phone, and all he could keep thinking was how great a movie scene this escapade would have made if it had been shot from the sky.
Yoyo slowed down when he saw the compound, and more importantly Sarah O’Leary standing by the locked tunnel. Chase was able to slow down and turn around at that point.
“Can you switch to video?” he asked.
Right away, O’Leary tapped the button on her phone to send live video Chase’s way.
“Okay, now just be calm,” Chase said.
In her heart, O’Leary was. Her mind, however, was far less clear.
Did she even deserve a friendly reunion?, she pondered for the first time. Now that Yoyo had seen others like him confined to horrifically small and sparse cages, and now that he himself was entirely free, would he show a mercy to O’Leary that hadn’t been afforded by others of her kind?
Around ten metres from the tunnel, Yoyo stopped and gazed at his keeper.
Keeper was one way to say it, in any event, but O’Leary no longer knew if it was the most appropriate. An outsider like Chase likely didn’t see her as particularly different from the hugely unethical geneticists and researchers with whom she had shared a workplace, and whose work her own had explicitly made possible.
Mitchell Owens had released the troublemaking ape-like robots into the world and had foolishly released Yoyo into the wild, but she was the one who had pioneered ape hybridisation with the viable creation that stood before her now, gazing into her soul with eyes that seemed to say so much.
“Yoyo home,” O’Leary signed. She then turned her back on the ape as a sign of trust and held her breath as she manually unlocked the security tunnel. None of the other hybrids had entered it at the other side, if her moonlight-attuned eyes and keen ears were reliable witnesses, so there was at least no danger of them bursting out.
What remained uncertain was whether Yoyo would willingly return inside, or whether Chase would need to engage in ongoing corralling until a security team arrived to tranquillise Yoyo.
Tranquillisation was the fallback option O’Leary preferred to consider, in any event, but she had no disillusions that a more permanent course of action would likely be taken if it came to that.
When she turned back around, Yoyo was still standing in exactly the same spot. His eyes now flitted between O’Leary and the tunnel.
“Yoyo okay,” she signed. “Yoyo home.”
Focusing fully on her once more, Yoyo replied with a well-practiced sign of his own: “Sarah okay?”
She smiled and nodded, trying not to cry. There was no way of knowing what would happen once the compound was secured and whether she would ever get to see Yoyo again, and witnessing the innocence of his expression as he inquired about her wellbeing brought all kinds of feelings to the surface.
“Yoyo home. Sarah okay,” she signed.
And with that, Yoyo moved forward.
The world’s first hybrid ape walked slowly and deliberately, seemingly choosing a return to the home he knew over the uncertain wilderness he had explored for such a short time.
O’Leary could only assume he had been drawn to the cabin in the nearby clearing just as the wild apes had, due to the earlier presence of one of Mitchell’s demented robots, and she wondered what he would do when he returned to the compound where Mitchell himself was sheltering alongside more prototypes of the same kind.
What would happen inside the compound in the next few moments was something O’Leary could only guess… or so she thought.
As it went, no guesswork would be required.
Because as Yoyo walked past Sarah O’Leary, having until now been so placid and calm, he grabbed hold of her waist, effortlessly lifted her to his shoulder with one arm, then sprinted through the tunnel towards the ransacked compound and the only others of his kind…
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“Lock the door!” Sarah O’Leary desperately yelled towards her fallen phone, praying Chase would both hear and heed her words. “Don’t come after me, just come back and lock it so nothing else gets in or out!”
The strength and firmness of musculature in Yoyo’s arm had to be felt to be believed, and only now did O’Leary fully understand the power and potential danger of what she had created.
Why Yoyo was carrying her inside and where he was taking her were the two dominant questions in her mind, but O’Leary knew that the pace of the ape’s movement meant she wouldn’t have long to wait.
As he carried her across the threshold into the compound, a new question arose: what happens when the other hybrids see us?
By now she felt sure they would see her as an enemy, given the terrible way other human scientists had treated them in the shameful confines of their lab cages. But how those others would view Yoyo was a different question altogether, since it was after all him who had entered that lab to free them.
O’Leary’s understanding of Genusphere’s compound, based on what she knew of her own lab, was that air flow was carefully managed to control the spread of live test subjects’ scents. With the power system still offline, all of that was void and thus Yoyo had been able to sense the presence of the other hybrids.
Whether this meant the other hybrids would have by now sensed the presence of irresponsibly scented robot prototypes in the lab where Mitchell Owens was hiding was another thing O’Leary began to wonder, but she only had a few more seconds to wait.
Yoyo carried her directly by the lab, doubtless able to smell Mitchell himself if nothing else, and from the doorway O’Leary saw several large apes marauding around the lab and tearing the robot prototypes apart.
There were no human screams among the frenzied hollering, which was of a neither-chimp-nor-gorilla kind she had never previously heard given Yoyo’s endless placidity, but it only took a momentary glance in passing for O’Leary’s eyes to tell her why this was.
Mitchell Owens was already dead, and dead barely even seemed like a strong enough word for what it looked liked they had done to him.
O’Leary’s heart almost jumped out of her chest when for a second it seemed like Yoyo was going to take her into the chaotic lab, but he instead grunted through the doorway and continued on his way. If the other hybrids had sensed her presence while engaged in their orgy of destruction, they hadn’t acted upon it.
There was no way of knowing what had been communicated by Yoyo’s grunt, but the lack of other hybrids following in his path at least told O’Leary that it hadn’t been an invitation for company.
Just moments later, Yoyo bounded through the open door of his own lab and placed O’Leary down on the floor. He did so gently — the placement was certainly more gentle than the grip he had held her in throughout his journey from the tunnel — and proceeded to gaze deeply into her eyes once again.
Displaying his rare and well-honed intelligence, the ape then expressed his thoughts in rudimentary but clear sign language: “Yoyo friends sad. Sarah know?”
“Sarah not know,” she signed back. “Sarah sad.”
Much was conveyed in these few gestures, and Yoyo’s expression made it seem like he knew and believed what Sarah was telling him. She didn’t know about the others and she was sad to find out how they’d been treated — there was no lie in any of that, and Yoyo now knew it.
As soon as this exchange was over, however, Yoyo tipped his head upwards slightly and looked as though he was focusing on something. He then turned to the door and visibly sniffed the air.
“Sarah stay,” he signed, before walking to the doorway. Once there, he shrieked loudly and beat his chest with one arm, quite perfectly epitomising the two sides of his gorilla-chimpanzee makeup.
O’Leary didn’t hear any rampaging feet so didn’t think the other hybrids were coming, but she had another idea — no better — about what that might mean.
She stepped forward to glance out past Yoyo, and sure enough saw the frustratingly defiant Chase Burns. It was impossible to be too angry, because she knew both that she could never have abandoned him and also that he was bound to have re-locked the tunnel from the inside after coming in.
Placing a firm hand on Yoyo’s back, O’Leary succeeded in getting his attention if not softening his aggressive posture. “Sarah friend,” she signed. “Yoyo Okay. Sarah friend.”
Chase raised his hands, as he had to the security guard much earlier in this craziest of all days, and continued to walk slowly forward.
It appeared that O’Leary’s attempts to relax Yoyo were now working, with the ape focusing on her and returning to a calm stance. As O’Leary faced out into the corridor, however, Chase suddenly saw her expression morph into one that could only be described as the polar opposite of calmness.
Even before he glanced backwards, he had a horrible feeling as to what he was going to see.
Sure enough, his first and worst guess was correct: positioned squarely between him and safety, a dozen angry hybrid apes were bearing down.
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It now meant nothing that Yoyo was content with Chase’s presence, because the other hybrids clearly weren’t.
With the robot prototypes all utterly destroyed and Mitchell Owens having fared no better, the wronged apes were again pursuing a scent of man.
Chase reached O’Leary’s lab, but with no door remaining on its hinges this was of little meaningful benefit. He glanced up at the window Yoyo had smashed earlier, but it was far too high to offer an alternative way out.
The only way out was the way the hybrids were blocking, from which they were inching forward as though savouring the anticipation.
“Just tell me you locked the door,” O’Leary, defeated, sighed in Chase’s direction.
He nodded.
“Then thanks for coming back,” she said. “Really.”
Yoyo stepped in front of the two humans in an effort to shield them, but it was abundantly clear that he could do nothing. He was not only outnumbered by the troop but also outsized by several of its members, who despite being chronologically younger than Yoyo were physiologically older thanks to the accelerated growth technologies they had been subjected to.
“Yoyo go,” O’Leary frantically signed, sensing that her side was very much the losing one and reluctant for Yoyo to needlessly pay a potentially brutal price by aligning himself with her. “Yoyo go friends.”
“Yoyo friends here,” the ape signed back, before taking a protective hold of both O’Leary and Chase and guiding them to the back wall.
This was no real protection against what was coming, but the action was nevertheless a meaningful one.
As several seconds passed and O’Leary knew the arrival of the slow-marching hybrids had to be imminent, a cacophonous din suddenly erupted from the corridor.
Yoyo’s spine stiffened at the same moment he loosened his protective grip on the humans. He took several quick steps towards the doorway but instantly recoiled when an even louder sound pierced the air.
Every hair on every back in the room stood on end as the roar reverberated.
“No way…” Chase said, reluctant to even hope it could be true.
Chase then moved to the doorway, passing the increasingly frightened Yoyo, and sure enough he saw a sight for sore eyes.
Careening down the hallway and sending the hybrids fleeing in every direction, an inimitable force of nature like nothing the Frankenstein creations had ever seen now cut a dominating figure that put humanity’s hubris firmly in its place:
Macho.
In an act of faith driven more by desperation than anything else, Chase stepped out. He had known Macho for several years and until very recently always thought they had a mutual understanding — one that Chase not only meant no harm to Macho’s tribe but was actually working diligently to protect it from other humans who did.
Macho’s uncharacteristic aggression in recent days now made sense in the context of a bizarre trio of robotic apes having been introduced into the wild and disrupting the order of things, and Chase could only hope beyond hope that he was face to face with the old Macho.
At the moment, with Chase and Macho facing each other from a distance now that the silverback had stopped, Yoyo stepped forward to Chase’s side.
Yoyo then turned back to O’Leary. “Yoyo know. Yoyo see.”
“What’s he saying?” Chase asked.
“That he’s seen him before…” O’Leary stated, confused to say the least.
“They must have seen each other when Yoyo was out at the cabin and went to the limit of the signal radius!” Chase realised. “We know Yoyo was there last night.”
When Chase tipped his head to call O’Leary forward too, she followed the suggestion. This caused a change in Macho’s stance.
“No no no,” Chase said. “She’s with me. Macho… with me.”
As Chase said this, he performed a very basic two-part gesture which involved double-tapping the top of O’Leary’s head and then the front of his own chest. On multiple occasions in the past, this had succeeded in assuring the king of the forest that a second human ranger he didn’t know was indeed with Chase, who he knew as a well-meaning presence.
Despite this sign being much more basic than the gestures she exchanged with Yoyo, and despite the limited “conversation” obviously being one-way, O’Leary was remarkably impressed that Chase had developed any kind of communication system, however limited, with a truly wild animal.
And not just any wild animal, she reflected — the most regal and powerful of all.
Chase proceeded to perform the same gesture with Yoyo, signalling that he too was a friend.
Whether Macho had entered the compound to follow the bizarre creature he had seen in the form of Yoyo, or whether he was attracted by the newly unmasked scents of the other hybrids or even of the other robotic prototypes, his well-timed arrival and powerful presence could quite literally prove to be a lifesaver.
“The window is our best bet,” O’Leary whispered, less comfortable in Macho’s sights than Chase was but also acutely aware that sticking around when the silverback ultimately left would once again leave them at the mercy of the angry hybrids.
Chase turned to look at it again. It was small and it was high, but not too small to squeeze through and clearly not too high for Yoyo. “Can you ask him to help?”
O’Leary turned to Yoyo and gave it a shot. “Sarah go. Yoyo help?” she signed, pointing to the window when she was finished.
The ape replied quickly: “Yoyo go?”
“Sarah friend go, Sarah go, Yoyo go,” she replied just as fast. Yoyo leaving the building was no problem, since the entire compound remained secure… or did it?
Suddenly O’Leary wondered how Macho had gotten in, and pictured a scenario where hybrids he had frightened away were now fleeing into the night through the tunnel’s buckled door.
I can’t think like that, she told herself, focusing instead on the best course of action based on the assumption that the hybrids were still in the building. The window certainly did present the best form of escape in that scenario, so the window was what they would go with.
“You first,” she said to Chase. “That’s what I told him.”
Though a fairly chivalrous man, Chase was willing to go along with O’Leary’s chosen order for him to climb out first. By moving a table and standing on it, he was able to get enough height to reach the helpful arm of Yoyo as the ape hung from the base of the broken window. In just a few seconds Chase was outside, rolling himself to a safe landing.
O’Leary was up next. She glanced back towards the doorway before leaving and saw that Macho had gone, as though having decided his work was done.
She felt that she should have known better than to attribute any thoughts or feelings onto a wild animal, but there was a remarkable aura of spiritual strength around Macho — a creature of a kind capable of almost unlimited destruction but one so averse to causing any — and something deep inside of her believed that his presence had been more purposeful than a result of simply following his nose.
She joined Chase on the ground moments later and then waited for Yoyo to climb down.
Instead, however, the remarkable hybrid ape sat on the ledge and signed down: “Yoyo friends here. Yoyo home.”
He then disappeared back into the building, apparently confident that his earlier aligning with the humans wouldn’t cause any problems with the rest of the hybrids. This left O’Leary looking up in conflicted surprise.
Chase gave her a moment but soon reminded her of the urgency of checking the state of the tunnel’s door, which Macho was likely to be exiting again very soon. They sprinted around the compound and reached the front, where they saw Macho descending into the emergency tunnel right beside the building’s main entrance.
They couldn’t see from there whether the other side was open or locked, but what they could see was a large and newly arrived security presence.
“Stand down!” Chase boomed, rushing towards the fence. “The wild silverback is coming out! Stand down and don’t shoot! Do NOT shoot.”
“Listen to him,” O’Leary pleaded.
Together they then rushed into the tunnel, where they saw Macho up ahead. He didn’t stop, and just kept moving steadily forward with the inimitable swaying movement of his kind.
The door up ahead was buckled to the point of uselessness, which made the duo glad that the security team was there to make sure nothing else got out once Macho had passed.
As he neared the door, Macho turned to Chase and O’Leary.
Chase couldn’t have pretended the men with guns on the other side of the door were with him, even if he’d been able to reach their heads to perform the usual gesture, so instead he took it upon himself to hurry ahead of the gorilla with O’Leary by his side.
They emerged first, hands up, and once again implored the security team to back off and let the wild silverback pass before they re-secured the area.
“Mr Owens said to make sure he gets out unharmed,” O’Leary bluffed to the private security officer, flashing a lanyard from her pocket to show her high-level security clearance. “If we hurt the silverback on top of everything else, this is even worse.”
The officer she had spoken to signalled for his men to stand aside. The remarkable sight of a powerful gorilla walking indifferently between the two lines of officers would never air on any news station or indeed be seen by anyone who wasn’t present, but it was a moment no one in attendance would ever forget.
“Lock this place down and lock it down hard,” Chase instructed the officers. “It’s messy in there. You’re going to need a new blockade, and a second perimeter. The police are on the way, and probably military backup. Just hold down the fort until they get here, no dramas. Understood?”
Although he flashed no identification, chiefly because he had none, Chase spoke with enough implied authority to suggest that he actually held some. As such, the officers followed his suggestion and began preparing a new blockade rather than guarding the broken door with their weapons.
“I’m staying here until a responsible authority arrives,” O’Leary quietly said to Chase a few moments later. “I don’t know who is going to come in and take over the scene, but I need to make sure they don’t hurt the apes. Especially Yoyo. They need to go to a facility somewhere. A sanctuary, something like that. I have the money saved up if we need it. I’ve made enough out of this place to start putting right some of what I set in motion.”
Chase nodded. “You didn’t set out to cause harm,” he said. “I know that, Doctor O’Leary, and so do you. But maybe this will remind all of us that nature is not something to be toyed with… something to be manipulated… something to be engineered. We can never conquer or defeat nature. Look at Macho. We live because nature lets us, and we would do well to remember that.”
A series of wailing police sirens kicked in as soon as Chase finished this thought, then quickly quietened when one of the officers signalled for the incoming police to kill the noise.
The cavalry had arrived, the site was secure, and Genusphere’s private security was no longer in charge.
O’Leary still opted to stick around to make sure things played out with no further loss of life — human or otherwise — but for the first time, the situation was finally stable.
Surreal, regrettable, and with far from certain repercussions, for sure, but stable nonetheless.
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“Yesterday’s events at Genusphere’s Central African compound remain the only topic of conversation today,” the radio host stated, “with all kinds of crazy rumours flying around. What we know for sure is that the corporation’s regional director and at least one security guard lost their lives following the escape of several primate research subjects. The area has been cleared and those primates are now in a holding facility from which they will be re-homed, but something tells me we’re going to be learning a lot more about this incident for a long time to come.”
Chase turned off his engine when the host wrapped up this comment, then stepped out of his car.
“Well, well, well,” said the local trader Chase had spoken to the previous day. He wore a disbelieving smile. “You really went in, you maniac!”
“I promised I’d get to the bottom of it, didn’t I?” Chase grinned.
“And the ape that came for my dogs, it was a robot?” the man asked.
Chase held a finger to his lips. “Where did you hear that?”
“The police swept the building and found many many things, my friend. Word gets around. I also know what else was in there — alive — but I know none had escaped. My intruder was no ape.”
Chase now shook his head. “I spoke to the boss over there before the apes got him. He had guys controlling the robots and making them cause problems, to give the apes a bad name so everyone would go along with plans to push them further into the forest with sound waves. Money makes men like that do things most of us would never even think of.”
The trader shrugged ruefully. “In any case, thank you for getting to the bottom of this.”
“Anytime,” Chase said. “I think deep down we both knew the apes wouldn’t do that to your door, even the ones that could. But anyway, speaking of money…”
“Mmhmm?” the man asked, surprised by Chase’s abrupt change of subject.
“Just how much would one of these ‘big money dogs’ set a guy back?“
The smile on the trader’s face now eclipsed Chase’s by an order of magnitude. “Oh, my friend, for you, a price like no other. Come, come.”
Chase followed the man through the somewhat repaired metal door, and towards the chicken wire fence that led to the litter of puppies.
“Which do you like?” the man asked, gesturing towards the dogs, who were clearly in good health and of an appropriate age to be separated.
Chase pointed to one on the left, with an all-black coat.
“A fine choice,” the trader said as he crouched down to gently pick up the puppy. “And we are reasonable men, so the deal will be easy. But can I ask, my friend, why the sudden interest?”
With a warm smile, Chase took hold of his new pet. “Security systems, weapons, gated driveways… people use all kinds of things to stay safe. But you can’t beat a natural protector. Ain’t that right, little Macho?”
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