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There is no independent “natural” history for what we are today. Our history—and the social context in which we live—influence, and indeed guide, our interpretations. The question we need to ask ourselves is: How to accept a plural humanity?

MARYLÈNE PATOU-MATHIS,

NEANDERTHAL: ANOTHER HUMANITY







We are a way for the universe to know itself. Some part of our being knows this is where we came from. We long to return. And we can, because the cosmos is also within us. We’re made of star stuff.

CARL SAGAN



THERE EXISTS A PLACE, intimate and precious, where one is no longer one, where all are but one. Where differences are erased, otherness dissipates, boundaries disappear. Where the individual disappears to the benefit of the whole, the body melts into space, where its physical sheath is full of holes. She becomes aware that she is porous, no longer an object with hermetic boundaries, separate from the world, but a constellation of dust permeated by the void, a tide, a current, that mingles with other currents—water, wind, heat, the fusion of breaths, the communion of flesh.

Could she one day go back there, to this place she can sense but cannot put into words? Such are the thoughts that flicker through her as she waits. As if to reassure her, the young man flashes her a smile, revealing a line of teeth that are very sharp, very white. She could stare at them forever. They look like pearls of snow, recollections of her lost happiness—then suddenly she is on her feet, her every sense on alert.

“They’re coming!”

“But I don’t hear anything.”

She smiles. The human does not possess a fraction of her visual and auditory perception, and his sense of smell is poorer still. Is it because they are so physically different? He is taller, paler and scrawnier, like the other strange humans. They look as though a goddess took their head in one hand, feet in the other, and then stretched them.

“Come,” she whispers.

She leaps down from a boulder.

“This way.”

She sets off across the dusty ground, beckoning for him to follow. Moved by a sudden impulse, she stops before a cave painting bathed in the flickering glow of a torch thrust into a crack. She bends to pick up the bowl of linden wood filled with reddish mud. They must hurry, but she wishes to leave a last vestige of their encounter, of their meeting, like a farewell to the cave, to her world, which is fast disappearing. Quickly she plunges her right hand into the crimson mud, then presses her palm against the cave wall. When she pulls away, the dark red imprint remains, dreamlike in the quivering flame. Without a word, she hands him the vessel. He in turn reaches a hesitant hand into the mud, then presses it against the rock face, twining the imprint of his slender fingers with hers. The woman strokes his cheek, leaving a soft smear of ochre on the skin, then takes his hand and sets off at a run. He darts after her and they weave between rocks and clamber over others. Soon the glow of the torch is no more than a memory.

She does not let go of his hand; she knows every crack and crevice of this cave and can get her bearings from the walls and the muffled echoes of their footsteps, but she knows that, without her, the young man is lost. They move through the darkness. The woman vaguely realizes her life might end here—hers and his, the two of them together in the darkness. She feels no fear. Not yet. Heading this way, the path that leads outside is much longer. The man whimpers, pulls her back; he has grazed himself on the rock face. Nothing serious. They move on. She feels as though she is delving into the bowels of the earth. The air grows cooler, the darkness thicker, the passage narrower. The woman hesitates. The contours of the rock, the sharp twists and turns, feel familiar. She sniffs the cold air of the cave. Did she dream it? Could it be the fear seeping into her, obstructing her breath, or did she catch a whiff of that lingering, unnatural odor, the vile emanations of the Beast? She grips the man’s hand more tightly.

“What is happening? Why did you stop? Are we… are we lost?” he whispers anxiously.

She lays a finger on his lips to urge him to be silent. For a moment they stand there in the darkness, still as stones. They can hear no sound of their pursuers. Despite the pitch blackness, the woman closes her eyes. She opens every fiber of her body to the sounds and smells around them. Beads of sweat form at her temples. The shadows’ exhalations brush her face like the icy breath of a grave. It thickens into a dense cloud that envelops them. A tainted, loathsome, deadly cloud. She holds her breath. Is this the end? Has the Beast come for them? The woman slips her hands into the bag that is tied to her loincloth and, as though to conjure the Beast, she strokes the talisman within, a little cross of grayish metal to which is nailed a human effigy. The man and the woman are panting for breath now. Lost in the darkness, they tighten their grip, crushing their fingers as they cling to what binds them to humanity, to life.





THE STONE AGE





BLOOD MOON

SHE SITS CROSS-LEGGED ON the sandy ground, intent on her work. Their most recent hunt was successful: she took down a stag with her spear. A windfall, for while there are few stags left, they provide much more than a roe deer: more meat, of course, part of which has already been smoked and left to cure; a hide that is easily worked yet very resistant; magnificent antlers and large bones from which to make countless tools and necklaces. In keeping with the traditions of the clan, she who fells the animal is first to choose a bone from which she may fashion whatever she pleases. Of the remaining bones, some are given to others to make tools and the rest are ground up using large stones in order to extract the precious marrow.

The winter is drawing to a close, but it has been mild, allowing all of them to eat their fill without great difficulty. Even the weakest among the group had only to slather themselves in grease for a few days to protect themselves from the cold.

Pensive, Blood Moon looks up for a moment and contemplates the graceful flight of the dragonflies a few steps away. Then she returns to whittling the bone she chose with the trusty flint that never leaves her side. Made by the legendary Blizzard—her Blizzard—who was gone too soon, it has always belonged to Blood Moon, who has never been able to give it up. She hones it regularly, whenever the edge begins to dull, shaving away sliver after sliver such that the sharp, thin flint looks increasingly like a delicate, fragile leaf. Blood Moon dreads the moment when it will inevitably break.

Having scraped away the tatters of flesh and scooped out the marrow, she sets about piercing holes in the surface. It is a lengthy job, but she does not lack for time. She is eager to play; when the breath of the goddesses flows through the flute, it sends shivers through her pale skin, weathered by wind and sun, and tears trickling down her cheeks. It is a small comfort, hearing the melody soaring toward the heavens and, perhaps, toward the memories of those that she has lost.

Next to her, Snow is sewing a piece of buckskin that has already been softened and tanned. The bone needle moves through the leather, stitch by stitch, to make a skirt. Mother and daughter exchange few words; the girl hums a melancholy air that rises and whirls like eddying leaves, whipped up by the chill wind of late winter only to settle on the ground again, wispy, evanescent. The reassuring presence of Snow, her voice at once sweet and rasping, comforts Blood Moon. She is roused from her reverie by a thunderous stampede: little Star Shower, now six or seven winters old, rushes over. Her shrill cries abruptly break the tranquil mood that had settled over the camp. Behind her, a number of young men, led by Azure and Summer Falls, are returning from their hunt, brandishing two rabbits and a partridge. Blood Moon looks up questioningly: Azure, by nature a taciturn boy, seems jittery. Even his blue eyes, usually so cold, are glowing with a feverish flame.

“Listen, people, listen! I have great news!”

The members of the clan pause their tasks. The children race over to the boy, while Star Shower skips about him like a young roe deer.

“We heard the first call of the cuckoo! Winter is over! Spring is here!”





EVA

BELGIUM, 2030

“WE SHALL HAVE THE destiny that we deserve.” It is allegedly a quote from Einstein. Eva is dubious. Is it the precarious state of her love life that has made her so cynical? It seems to her that destiny is simply chance that we dress up with meaning in order to get through the wintry nothingness of life.

The young woman stares at the foam as she runs a slender finger around the rim of her glass of Chouffe. The bitterness of the beer leaves a lingering taste of regret on her tongue. Finally, she looks up at her friends: leaning against the dark wood bar in the Hot Club in Ghent, Babette is looking at her quizzically, while Sofie is swigging her prosecco.

“So, how did it go?” says Babette.

“Pretty well, I think. I assumed this was a first-round interview; I expected to be sitting in front of a panel of moron-level execs, but…”

“But what? Come on, don’t keep us in suspense.”

“I was ushered into the twenty-seventh-floor office for a one-on-one interview with Hugo Williams.”

“Huh!” Sofie says with a sneer. “Scientist, philanthropist, billionaire humanitarian and sanctimonious pain in the ass—that Hugo Williams?”

“I’ve always had a bit of a crush,” Babette simpers.

“He is a silver fox,” says Eva, “and he has this charm, this charisma that just…”

“Makes you want to punch him in the face?” says Sofie, whose prosecco invariably comes with a side of jaded cynicism. “So, what kind of job is humanity’s savior offering, and, more importantly, how much does it pay?”

“I’m not exactly sure. It’s all top secret. I had to sign an NDA the size of War and Peace, so right now the whole thing is vague. There’s a lot of talk about how this is a project that will ‘go down in history.’ ”

“But what’s your gut telling you?” Babette asks.

Eva takes another sip of beer and wipes away the foamy mustache on her upper lip with the back of her hand.

“Well, the salary is astronomical, so that’s good. More than I could ever earn in a research facility. And, weirdly, the role plays to my specific strengths since it involves biogenetics and also a keen understanding of paleoanthropology. I’m guessing it will involve looking at whether inherited genes can have an impact on medical research today. My favorite colleague, Noah, has already signed up; he works as a lab assistant on genetic research. But the precise nature of the project is still a mystery.”

“You could end up working for some Big Pharma company that tests things on animals!” says Babette, shaking her head. “What’s your heart telling you?”

Sofie sets her glass down on the bar with a sharp clack.

“Oh, give over with your heart and your gut instinct, Babette! Not everyone has the luxury of relying on instinct… Eva needs to be pragmatic. Being on the ground floor of a major project like this is a huge opportunity for Eva, even if it is sponsored by someone like Hugo Williams.”

As always when she feels stung, Babette screws up her nose and narrows her eyes. She fingers the lucky amethyst pendant that hangs around her neck and says solemnly:

“I’m well aware of that, thank you very much! And if it was you, maybe I wouldn’t say the same thing. But Eva’s not like us—she doesn’t have kids, and the only person she needs to answer to is herself—and that gives her a lot more freedom of choice. She doesn’t have to sell her soul for a paycheck.”

Pushing her long, curly locks behind her ears, she turns back to Eva and, in a voice made gravelly by cigarettes in a former life, before she had children, she says:

“What about Dirk? What does he think?”

There is an awkward silence. Eva bites her bottom lip. She stares past her friends, glances around the bar; thankfully, the jazz piano that sits on the tiny stage has had no takers this evening, otherwise this conversation would never have happened… But would that have been such a bad thing?

Dirk is a thorny subject, not least because he is married to someone else. Babette, ever the romantic, will always take Eva’s side, tell her to follow her heart, but her tenderhearted tolerance of Dirk’s failings and his treatment of Eva drive Sofie up the wall. It has to be said that, being a urologist, Sofie is rather more hardheaded. Her strong-willed, utterly straightforward personality is in sharp contrast with the ditzy idealism of Babette, who got into kinesiology after her divorce and is constantly talking about telluric energies, chakras and holistic visions. Not for the first time, Eva wonders what brought the three of them together and, given their wildly different personalities, how their friendship has survived since they first met at school. She heaves a long sigh.

“We’re supposed to be having lunch on Tuesday; we’ll talk about it then. But either way, it’s not up to him.”

The other two nod with polite half smiles dripping with sympathy. Eva can breathe more easily. Babette is doggedly positive; she is convinced that sooner or later Dirk will leave his wife and two children and make a new life with her friend. Sofie has a very different view of the situation and rarely holds back from telling Eva a few home truths she would rather not hear: yes, it’s been three years now; yes, aside from a few shared business trips abroad, she and Dirk only see each other for a few hours a week; yes, to use the hackneyed phrase, her biological clock is ticking. As far as Sofie is concerned, if Eva really wants children, she should dump Dirk and his endless procrastinations and find someone worthy of her. Or stay single and have children like Sofie, who went to a fertility clinic. But Eva feels a great wave of weariness break over her when she tries to picture life without Dirk: his deep, resonant voice; those powerful arms in which she feels small and vulnerable; the rough stubble on his cheek that scratches her skin; the brute, animal smell after they make love—a smell that could only be born of passion, one that belongs to Eva alone.

She is distracted from these thoughts by Sofie’s autocratic pronouncement, which she accompanies with a clap on the back:

“Forget Dirk. Forget your instincts. It’s a well-paid gig; your academic director is recommending you take it… Worst-case scenario, you can always quit when you find out more about the job itself. And besides—even Babette would agree with me on this—what could be better than a little mystery to spice up your humdrum routine?”





BLOOD MOON

“NO, THANK YOU.”

She pushes away the carved beech pipe Tawny Owl is offering. She has not smoked for many winters now. Not since the winter when she lost everything. The mixture of mushrooms and dried leaves give off a not-unpleasant sharp, acrid scent that goes to her head. The smell is enough for her: she knows the power of the smoke. If she inhales the breath of the goddesses, allows it to settle in her lungs, she will take flight. Her mind will be exalted; she will have visions: of future hunts, of accidents, of joyous events—who knows? Only the shaman, Leaping Water, has the power to interpret the visions of the clan. At every winter’s close, at the first call of the cuckoo, the whole clan gathers to celebrate the rebirth of spring with a great ritual feast. With few exceptions, this is the only time that Leaping Water gives all permission to use the pipe, for the heady breath can create a dangerous dependence that obliterates all else. Moreover, it makes creatures vulnerable—and though no sign of the Beast has been seen for many winters, as it rarely emerges from its hibernation, a lack of vigilance could have terrible consequences.

Since the winter in which she lost everything, Blood Moon has dreaded the ritual of smoke. She no longer trusts herself. What if she should have a vision of the past? She would not survive it. Her mind might become lost in the whorls of smoke and become a prisoner with no hope of return. Better to refuse the proffered pipe, even if it means that Leaping Water will once more be incensed at her.

The festivities are in full swing. From a distance, Blood Moon watches the singing and dancing. Children are beating drums in intoxicating unsynchronized rhythms. They are accompanied by three adults who add their powerful, piercing sound of bone flutes in a hypnotic cascade of notes propitious to the trance brought on by the beechwood pipe.

Blood Moon closes her eyes for a moment, giddy from the music. When she opens them again, she meets the bloodshot eyes of Leaping Water a few paces away, staring at her. Her pupils are dilated, her movements heavy and sluggish—the effects of the pipe and the smoke.

Blood Moon wonders whether the old woman truly sees her, whether she appears in her shamanic visions. What will her prediction be this year? Perhaps a new mate, as she did last time. Blood Moon swallows painfully, then gulps water from her goatskin. She ceased to dream a long time ago. Such hallucinations are fit only for the young, the innocent, those whose illusions have not yet been cut to shreds by the blind blade of goddesses… She is beyond such things.

The darkness begins to thicken, but nothing can stem the life force that has taken hold of the clan. Out of the corner of her eye, Blood Moon glances at Firefly; her youngest daughter is dancing, her eyes closed. Azure approaches, gently takes her hand; Firefly opens her eyes, smiles at him, but immediately withdraws her right hand and clasps it with her left to signal her refusal. She continues her solitary trance while Azure walks away, disappointed. Blood Moon scans the group for Snow: Brave Falcon is circling her; their two bodies are caught up in the dance, their bare feet pounding the earth, still hard from the late frosts. Snow sways to the intoxicating rhythm, her body wracked by shudders of ecstasy. Brave Falcon has moved closer; he is trying to make contact. A shared look, and suddenly they are dancing as one body, gesture responding to gesture in languorous affinity: a mirroring of limbs followed by the flare of intimacy, skin to skin, hand to cheek, almost motionless, the only people in the world, excitedly sharing this first encounter, this first knowing. Snow keeps her eyes closed, her eyelids flickering to Brave Falcon’s caress, fleeting and gentle, a butterfly’s kiss. A tear trickles down Blood Moon’s cheek.

Then, suddenly, pipe or no pipe, the music is within her. Tawny Owl is there, drawing her to him. She wants to shake her head, to refuse, but her head is too heavy, laden as it is with seasons of sorrow. Surely she could set them down somewhere, for a moment, just for a moment?

She allows herself to be led into the dance. It was Tawny Owl who gifted her with Snow and Firefly; she is on familiar ground. His fingers brush hers as the tireless beat of the drums engulfs everything, pushing all notions of past and future to the edges of her mind. There remains only the present; the music; the bare earth beneath her feet; the chill breeze that caresses her skin, her body moving, coiling and uncoiling to the sound of the bone flutes; the cool, damp feeling on her cheeks left by her tears; the curve of the muscles of her legs, tired from yesterday’s long hunt; the heat of Tawny Owl, his skin flowing against hers, his musky animal scent mingling with the muggy, perfumed smoke from the pipes—and, when Blood Moon closes her eyes, burned into her retinas like a dazzling afterimage of the sun, the milk-white smile of Little Snowflake.



The night on which the clan celebrates the arrival of spring is no ordinary night. Little by little, the dancers become still; the instruments fall silent. If the weather is clement, as it is tonight, they do not go back to their bivouacs of branches covered with the stretched hides of stags and roe deer; they curl up in the furs and sleep here, huddled together around the great fire, joined in an especial intimacy. The more fortunate slip into the arms of chimeras, their blood pounding from the intoxicating breath of the goddesses; for them, the visions often linger in the form of dreams.

But for Blood Moon it is difficult to find sleep. Her eyelids flutter. She feels a languor course through her as she watches the dancing flames that warm her face. A dragonfly appears, drawn by the light, then darts away in a quiver of translucent wings. Memories of the grandmother, who so loved to tell them stories at night, by the fire. Blood Moon remembers the rapt, spellbound faces of the children, especially the youngest ones. It must be said that grandmother was a consummate storyteller. Blood Moon shudders at the mere thought of some of her tales. The tale of the Confines, for example: the hairs on her arms stand on end the moment she goes near them.

It is a legend that would send shivers down the spine of anyone. The members of the clan are convinced that it is true, though none of them has ever crossed the Confines—except the ancients, the first humans, long, long years ago, and they are not here now to speak of it. All that remains of their lives are stories told by the firelight, which, winter after winter, warp and shift according to the biddable memory of she who tells them.

Blood Moon closes her eyes for a moment. She can make out the flickering flames through her diaphanous eyelids. The grandmother is here, in front of her, as in times past. Her hands swoop and soar like majestic butterflies to the rhythm of her words: “Never venture across the Confines. Do so, and you are lost. The goddesses, in their infinite mercy, have set us humans, their creations, upon this flat earth. Wander as we may, we will sooner or later come up against its Confines. Beyond them is a universe made of nothingness and chaos, peopled by monstrous creatures eager to invade the earth and devour the living. Fortunately, the goddesses, in their inexhaustible compassion, did their utmost to protect their own: they began to breathe; a blast of air that moves along the Confines. Their breath is ever there, utterly impassable; it prevents the living from tumbling into the maelstrom beyond, but it also prevents the creatures that would creep into the earth to sow terror and death.”

Despite the heat of the flames, Blood Moon shivers. According to legend, these creatures are like fallen goddesses transformed into chimeras. They move on all fours, soundlessly creeping across the ground like enormous spiders. Their eyes glow with a presence that is not human as they crouch in the darkness beyond the Confines, silently waiting for their day to come. For it has been said that a day will come when the breath of the goddesses will fall still. On that day the creatures will overrun the earth. Not all humans will be devoured; some will be reduced to slaves. They will serve as playthings, as puppets for these monstrous beings, who, when they tire of their games, will callously snap their necks.

What Blood Moon finds most troubling is trying to imagine what these baleful creatures look like. She can just make out their yellow eyes, which glitter in the shadows beyond the Confines. The drool they do not trouble to wipe from their jaws as they slaver at the thought of devouring the clan and all living creatures on earth. The strange rictus grin that contorts their features and betrays their hideous nature. This is how she pictures the Beast, which trails an acrid stench in its wake when it leaves—rarely alone, alas. Happily, many winters have passed since the Beast last appeared. Perhaps it has forgotten them?

There was a time when Blood Moon tried to cross the Confines, a time when she feared nothing and no one. She and Tawny Owl gripped each other’s hands, their hearts pounding, as they steeled themselves to brave the breath of the goddesses. Together they moved forward. Then, suddenly, they could not take another step: they could see nothing, feel nothing, but the breath was there. Invisible, impalpable, and yet… It was like a violent squall that stops you in your tracks. Except that no wind buffeted their faces, no thunderous roar filled their ears. It was as though the Confines were within their bodies.





EVA

EVA METICULOUSLY CLOSES EACH of the press studs on her white coat and pulls on a pair of nitrile gloves. She heads toward the polymerase chain reaction machine, turns it off and, one by one, removes the precious test tubes and places them in the basket before settling herself at her bench. It has been several weeks now since she first took up her post, and she is still unclear what is happening. Hugo Williams, the director of the Institute, paid a visit to the team. Once again Eva was struck by the man’s ability to inspire passion and enthusiasm in everyone who works for him. Though Hugo must be in his mid-sixties now, with a string of groundbreaking successes to his credit, he still radiates the energy and fervor of a man half his age. He took considerable time talking to every member of staff, ensuring they had everything they needed and praising their diligence, but when it came to addressing them as a group, he was tight-lipped about the specific details of the project. Eva’s friends find this secrecy worrisome—especially Babette, who is quick to catastrophize—but Eva has decided to take things as they come. She has worked with BioTech and pharmaceutical companies and has come to understand that major projects are often shrouded in secrecy until patent applications have been approved and the legal work has been sorted. Dirk agrees with her, though he is not particularly forthcoming, and his apparent support could just as easily mask a lack of interest. On Saturday he canceled the evening she had planned due to “family commitments,” allegedly.

Zwiiff. Zwiiff. Eva looks up from her monitor and turns to see Noah on his desk chair, trundling past the door with a silly grin on his face. He disappears. Eva raises an eyebrow. Zwiiff. He rolls back into her field of view, the same idiotic grin and a mischievous glint in his eyes. Eva stifles a giggle and turns back to her monitor. Zwiiff. Noah isn’t giving up. Eva has to bite her lip to stop herself bursting out laughing.

She looks up again. Seeing Noah sprawled upside down on the chair, legs splayed against the backrest, the same smile plastered on his face, she cracks. She chuckles, gets up and goes out into the corridor. When he sees, the young man rights himself in the chair and hurtles off at top speed, glancing fearfully over his shoulder as though he were being pursued by sinister forces. Eva runs after him and the race ends in gales of laughter. She envies Noah for his sunny disposition; he drifts through life like a feather, letting himself be blown this way and that by every gust of wind, soaring so high sometimes that his head is in the clouds. To Noah, nothing is ever serious. His sense of humor helps Eva separate herself from the quagmire her life has become. How long has she been working to stay afloat? They say you shouldn’t struggle when you find yourself in quicksand… At one point life had smiled on her: after a dazzling doctoral thesis, she found a promising career and a man who was as madly in love with her as she was with him. She is still at an age when anything seems possible, but has she chosen the right path? She still feels as though she is floundering.

“I’m just glad you’re here to make me laugh.” Eva sighs.

Noah looks at her with the same disarming smile.

“You’ve been looking particularly grim, Evie. What’s the matter?”

“Oh, you know, all work and no play, a perfectly regulated, boring little life… I’m stuck in a rut—stuck like cold gravy on last night’s dishes.”

Noah’s smile widens.

“Boring? Stuck? We’re standing on a rock hurtling through the infinity of space at 67,000 miles an hour and you think you’re not moving fast enough?”

He taps Eva’s wrist with his finger and says more seriously:

“Then again, if my philosophical musings aren’t doing it for you, I might have a little something to break the monotony. Follow me, my half-baked harpy.” His voice has a slight lisp. “I’ve got something to show you.”

Eva trails after him.

The lab is empty. Noah leads Eva over to his computer.

“So we haven’t been told why we’re using a PCR machine to replicate DNA, or even where this presumably human DNA came from—or even the period and the fossils from which they were extracted. Yesterday I was told to run pyrosequencing on the most recently manipulated nuclear DNA. So I did. Take a gander at the results.”

Noah scrolls through the columns of A-T-G-C base pairs. Eva looks at him quizzically.

“There’s something here that bothers me,” he says, “I’ve been puzzling over it ever since I first saw the results: the DNA profile is definitely hominid. But what about these sequences here? The 1000 Genomes Project database doesn’t recognize them. So I haven’t been able to analyze the whole genome—at least, not yet—but I’m willing to bet you a cappuccino or a beer that we’ll find differences like this everywhere in the nDNA. I did a little research on the M168 mutation—the ‘Eurasian Adam’ marker present in the male Homo sapiens who came out of Africa tens of thousands of years ago… So, we know that all human males carry the M168 sequence. You want to guess what I found?”

Eva gives a low whistle.

“You didn’t find it. Is that why you’re showing me this sequence? You think I can come up with some pat explanation?”

Noah runs his fingers through his spiky blond hair.

“No one knows the details of the project the Institute is working on right now… But I’ve got an idea. And I thought you might help me in doing a little digging.”

“You’re telling me that the Institute is getting us to replicate early human DNA that’s been contaminated by… something else?”

For the first time in a long time, the thrill of excitement shakes her from her Sleeping Beauty torpor. Noah looks at her, his eyes glittering.

“Not contaminated. The DNA of early hominids who were not quite human—or, more exactly, not quite sapiens.”

“A common ancestor?”

“More like a distant cousin.”



That evening, riding along the bicycle path next to the canal lined with majestic plane trees, Eva’s mind is racing. In itself, replicating DNA from the bones of one of the broad family of early hominids is not unusual. It is hardly a specialty of the Ghent-based laboratory where she used to work, which is more focused on cutting-edge techniques in cloning, but those same techniques can be applied to any form of animal or plant DNA—an amoeba, an octopus or a baobab tree—or to any species, living or extinct. This is only possible if you can first decode the entire genome of the species in question, a complex process whose difficulty increases with older DNA, as the rare samples that have survived millennia tend to be degraded. Numerous university programs have been trying to sequence early genomes for some time, and as far as she is aware, the law allows human cloning only for the cultivation of stem cells. If the Institute is actually replicating the DNA of early hominids, there is only one possible reason why.

Eva supposes human beings are doomed to do all the things that technological breakthroughs make possible simply for the sake of progress. Scientists have been discovering new species in the genus Homo at a dizzying rate over the past few decades. Humans, having long considered ourselves to be the ultimate creation of an omnipotent God, gradually adapted to the theories on evolution and natural selection proposed by Darwin. But even after his theories had been largely accepted, humans continued to think of ourselves as creatures that were superior to those ancestors viewed as half ape, half beast. Indeed, for a long time this was how our early forebears were depicted.

In the collective unconscious, evolution was seen as a linear process, a straight line leading directly to Homo sapiens, who had acquired new characteristics and greater intelligence at every stage. But the development of genetic studies in the twentieth century led to the discovery of so many new species in the genus Homo: Homo rudolfensis, Homo habilis, Homo ergaster… The branches of the human family tree became so dense, Eva feels it should be thought of as a forest. Thousands of twining branches! And yet the only surviving species is Homo sapiens. There have been heated scientific debates: Did some aggressive trait in Homo sapiens wipe out the other species that they perceived as rivals? Or had the spread of early humans during the late Pleistocene era, which caused the extinction of the great land mammals, disturbed ecosystems to such an extent that the survival of other hominids was threatened? Although it may be impossible to find definitive answers to these questions, they are at the root of Eva’s vocation. Like many of her colleagues, she is fascinated by the ghosts of these extinct human species. Given the opportunity, what could be more natural than bringing them back to life?

The traffic light in the cycle lane turns green. Eva pedals on against the driving wind. Despite the chilly air, she feels beads of sweat on her forehead.

She’ll message Dirk as soon as she gets home: she feels the need to confide in someone, to expound on her theories, to explore this forest of possibilities.

She longs to talk things through with the man she loves, and so she pedals faster, eager to get home to her ramshackle apartment in the heart of Ghent’s old Beguinage district.

But by 11:30 p.m., Dirk still hasn’t replied to her message. Eva sets down her book. She can’t concentrate. She glances at her wineglass. The bottle is empty; she might as well go to bed.





AZURE

AZURE RACES DOWN THE slope of straggly spruce trees to calm his nerves, then scales the opposite hill, weaving between the dark tree trunks, his bare feet sinking into the carpet of needles softened by the rain.

He asked Firefly to come with him to see the waterfall: it is a glorious waterfall. Granted, it is a little farther than the springs where they usually draw water—they do not need to travel so far—but it seemed the ideal place to spend a little time alone with her. Leaping Water agreed, but Firefly burst out laughing and shook her head. Her shrill laugh pierced his heart. She barely deigned to look at him. When he tried to insist, to persuade her, she showed him the palm of her hand—a devastating humiliation. Leaping Water came to the rescue, but even he had not reckoned on Blood Moon. Though she has taken little interest in her daughters’ fate these many winters past, she jumped at the opportunity to insult Azure.

“Listen to Firefly: no means no.”

Leaping Water put it in very different terms.

“Humans are difficult creatures,” she said. “Besides, they don’t yet know what’s good for them.”

It hardly matters. Everyone sides with Blood Moon, as always. She is forgiven everything simply because she has known tragedy—but what about him? Everyone seems to forget that he lost both father and mother when Blood Moon shattered the loving bond between them!

Firefly’s cold, slightly mocking gaze was more than he could bear. He fled into the hills.

It is bad enough that no one takes him seriously. Blood Moon treats him like a child. Firefly is no better. Every time he tries to get close to her—as he did at the spring ritual, for example—she looks him up and down with scornful indifference. This, despite the fact that she is old enough to know a man. Leaping Water thinks so too. What have these women got against him? Blood Moon stole his mother’s beloved—his father, Blizzard—leaving her to die of grief. Then Blizzard lost his mind. He came to believe that creatures had managed to break through the Confines and lay in wait for him, crouching in the dark underbrush. He was terrified of them. And then one day he simply disappeared. Carried off by the Beast—so all the clan assumes. He was the Beast’s last victim; it has not returned since. Azure was left alone—or as alone as one can be within the clan. Leaping Water, whose belly has never swelled with fecund spring, took him under her wing. Despite his undeniable attraction to Firefly, Azure has always been deeply mistrustful of her mother.

And now, here she is, trying to tell him what to do, though he has celebrated his sixteen winters. He is a man now; he refuses to heed the dictates of a woman on the brink of decrepitude, one who refuses to bring new breath into the clan just when it is most in need! She has only a few winters of childbearing left in her; Azure knows this—everyone knows it. Why is she so determined to know no one when Tawny Owl, the father of her two daughters, is prepared to know her again, even after the episode with Blizzard, even after all this time?

Azure, for his part, has a sense of duty. The clan is all that matters: alone, they are nothing. They might not need the clan in order to survive, but they need it if they are to live, to have a life worthy of the name, one that is not overshadowed by relentless visceral fear—of predators, of cold, of drought, of famine… of the Beast.

Recently, Azure has felt himself changing. He has had strange dreams. In them, Firefly shares her breath with him, but rather than savoring its sweetness, he finds himself struggling to breathe, overwhelmed by the fear of shadows. The shadows are constantly prowling, dark and menacing—so much so that even in daylight, he does not feel at ease. Is this what it means to become a man?

When he reaches the barren peak of the hill, the boy stops at the edge of the woods. Panting for breath, he falls back into the long grass, wet with dew. Staring up at the sky, he watches the circular flight of a Great White directly above him. According to legend, the Great Whites are heralds of the goddesses, making them sacred. No one is allowed to hunt or kill them—a prohibition that seems to extend beyond the clan, to all the beasts that roam the mountain range, since in all human memory, no one has ever seen the dead body of a Great White. One can only wonder where they go when they feel death approaching—or whether they are immortal.

Finally alone, cradled by the suckling earth that gently pulses beneath him, and reassured by the distant yet protective presence of the Great White—could it have been sent by his mother or his father, from the heights where the goddesses dwell?—Azure allows hot tears of rage and sadness to course down his pale cheeks.





BLOOD MOON

HER EYES CLOSED, HER face upturned toward the clouds, Blood Moon feels the raindrops trickle over her skin and mingle with her tears. The breath of rage ripples through her body as a bolt of lightning cleaves a stormy sky. She does not feel angry at Tawny Owl; his intentions are pure. But he does not understand; how could he? Blood Moon never talks about the past. She tries to think about it as seldom as possible. The memories of the winter in which she lost everything threaten her equilibrium. Her very survival depends on burying them at the back of her mind. Tawny Owl has known her all his life, but now that she sees him as a brother, why is he so insistent that they mingle their breaths once again? Besides, since the abyss engulfed her ten winters ago, she has felt no flicker of desire. Her body is alive, but every trace of sensuality has left her. Sharing her breath is as unthinkable to her now as it was then. But it is something she cannot put into words, and so Blood Moon becomes angry; she rages at Tawny Owl and tells him to leave her in peace. But because he does not understand, because he wants to alleviate her suffering and his own loneliness, he keeps trying. Deep down, it is not Tawny Owl who infuriates her but Leaping Water. The old crone is constantly at her, harping on about how much water has flowed, how many seasons have passed, how her winters are numbered and there is much still to live; in short, that Blood Moon is still of age and should let Tawny Owl come to her. But she no longer has any desire to know Tawny Owl—or anyone else. Their last quarrel left her in a terrible state. She also blames Azure, who adopts superior airs and meddles in things that do not concern him. He is not a bad boy, but he persists in ignoring all counsel and is capable of doing foolish things. If that were not enough, she does not like the way he looks at Firefly, ignoring the clear signals she gives him.

Standing alone amid the verdant trees, she cannot seem to calm herself. Her emotions are linked to the wave she feels swelling within her, to the flow of blood. At each full moon it is the same, though the intensity varies. The blood that seeps from her brings her back to earth, to the burden of her own body, to her own mortality. An animal, bound by the ebb and flow of life and death, breath and blood. Insubstantial as a handful of dust scattered to the four winds. The physical pain is at once savage and sweet because it offers a respite from the emotional pain, solid flesh in which to find an anchor—and what flesh, since it is here that she feels the void most keenly, most intimately. Images flicker through her mind. It was harrowing enough to lose Blizzard while she was with child: one morning, the poor man melted away. No one ever knows why the goddesses call us back to them, and—like all the unexplained disappearances throughout the history of the clan—Blizzard’s disappearance was blamed on the Beast. Leaping Water claimed to have sensed its presence and smelled its sulfurous stench near the camp only the night before. But one victim was not enough to sate the goddesses. Little Snowflake was all she had left of Blizzard. She clung to him like a madwoman, convinced that the breath of her beloved had taken root in the boy’s chest. She never let him out of her sight, ever vigilant for a sign of the Beast; never had a mother so closely guarded her son. Within the clan, the child of one mother is traditionally the child of all; those who stay behind at the camp tend to the children of those who go hunting or gather berries. Little Snowflake always hung from her powerful back, or her strong arms; sometimes she would bind him to her body with strips of leather. The boy was the only joy in her life, the one thing that linked her to her lost love. Her daughters Snow and Firefly barely registered.

And then, one day, for no reason, he fell ill. He was scarcely two winters old. A hacking cough took up residence in his throat and steadily crept downward to his lungs—doubtless some malign spirit that had managed to break through the Confines. Little Snowflake refused all food. His breath grew weaker. Blood Moon tore at her hair, clawed at her arms. Heavy with milk, her breasts hung, useless and painful, over her belly. Leaping Water, the most skilled of the clan in the medical and magical practices of the ancients, did what she called her best. She prepared infusions of rosemary and poultices of dried poplar buds, made incantations to the goddesses and to the breath. All in vain. The little boy’s health continued to deteriorate. He became so weak that he no longer left his crib. A desperate Blood Moon hugged him to her heart, whispering: “Stay strong, Little Snowflake. If you get well, I will teach you to paint. I will show you how to prepare the black and ochre clays and how to use them to paint love and breath on the walls of the cave. But you have to fight. You have to live.”

Later, the child slipped into a coma. He died at dawn in his mother’s arms. To the morning song of the chaffinches, his breath rejoined the goddesses.

Blood Moon guarded the tiny body jealously, secretly praying to the goddesses to give him back his breath. The following morning, when Leaping Water came with East Wind and Tawny Owl to take the corpse and bury it beneath a mixture of loam and ash, Blood Moon hurled herself at the old woman, intent on gouging out the eyes of the self-proclaimed healer who had been unable to save the flesh of her flesh, breath of her breath. Tawny Owl had to intervene. Still Blood Moon staunchly refused to be parted from her son. The following night, while all the clan was sleeping, she took the child and left the camp, armed with her sharpest hand axe—a gift from Blizzard. By the river, on a flat rock bathed in a pool of moonlight, it occurred to her to cut open the tiny skull and consume the soft, spongy matter of his spirit, and thus he would live on in her. She instantly rejected the idea: the very thought of cutting the child’s skin made her heart lurch. And so she walked on endlessly in the darkness, clutching Little Snowflake to her aching breast. Finally she came to a small clearing dappled with pale moonlight. Blindly, she groped for the spot where Leaping Water had buried the placenta after her son was born. Unable to find it, she settled on the approximate location and, with her bare hands, dug into the fragrant earth still sodden from the last rains. Without troubling to wipe away her tears, she laid the little boy, light now as a feather, upon a bed of dead leaves, turned him onto his side and did her best to fold his stiff legs under him. Next to the body, she placed his favorite toy, a little doll that Blizzard had carved from the bone of a stag when Blood Moon’s belly had begun to swell. Having closed up the grave over the fruit of her breath, she curled up over the freshly turned earth. Her desolate cries rose into the heavens toward the glimmering stare of her totem star and echoed through the forest late into the night.

She was found by Tawny Owl the following morning, asleep and numb with cold, her fingernails black and broken, her face streaked with soil. Without a word, he took her in his arms, gently lifted her and carried her back to the camp.

Tawny Owl had always been there for her. And for their daughters. If Blizzard had shattered their union once, the bond of kindness and respect that they shared survived. Leaping Water was a different matter: Blood Moon had placed her faith in the old woman, but she let Little Snowflake die and blamed the goddesses.

Now, overcome with pain and rage, Blood Moon lashes out, her right fist punching the oak tree facing her. She lets out a moan, studies the thin trickle of blood that flows from her skinned knuckle of her index finger and is washed away by the downpour. If the goddesses allowed such tragedies, then surely they must be heartless. Blood Moon looks up: directly above her, a Great White is wheeling in circles. Anger courses through her as she grips the shaft of her spear and aims at the forbidden prey—or, rather, at the patch of sky where it will be a moment from now. She launches the spear and the creature tumbles to the ground. Blood Moon races over, already regretting her actions: How can she have taken a life for no reason? It is not like her; it violates all her principles. Moreover, no one has ever dared to blatantly defy the goddesses by taking the breath of a sacred bird—no one. This is a blasphemy that may bring her great tribulations. Perhaps the Beast will come for her.

She runs toward the spot where the bird fell, scanning the thickets, trampling the tall grasses that obscure her view of the ground. At length, she finds the body, sprawled across a holly bush. What she finds leaves her perplexed. Mystified, she kneels down next to the creature. Blood Moon taps the body with her toe: it does not move. She picks it up, she sniffs, she licks. The smell, the taste, are not like blood, and that strange tingling on her tongue… The bones that gleam beneath the skin are strange; in fact, they do not look like bones. Never has she seen or felt anything like this. Hesitantly, she turns back toward the knotty oak, which still bears the traces of her own blood, and stuffs the carcass into a hollow of the trunk. She glances around to make sure that no one has seen, then she nimbly darts into the thicket and back toward camp.



“Leave me be! I have nothing left to say to you!”

Leaping Water’s voice is weary. Blood Moon stares into her eyes, exhausted and unable to react. Her sleep is troubled by ghastly nightmares, as the image of the Great White often comes back to haunt her. The air in the tent is thick and stifling, filled with the lingering smell of dust and ashes. Despite the darkness, Blood Moon can clearly make out the old woman’s face. She has dropped the doll of twigs and leather she has been making for some child or for one of her secret rituals. Blood Moon begins again in a tone she hopes is mollifying:

“I am not trying to anger you. I am simply wondering.”

The matriarch settles herself on the deerskin on the ground and gives Blood Moon a steely glare.

“I am not angry; I am insulted! You have some curious ideas in that head of yours! Why would our ancestors have taught us anything but what is true? And besides, the Confines are there, are they not?”

“Yes, the Confines are there. But the Great Whites… Have you not wondered why we never see their bodies?”

Leaping Water runs a hand over her face.

“No. They are sacred. They are not preyed upon by man or beast, so perhaps they simply do not die.”

Blood Moon nods. She will get nothing more from the elder. She nods once more by way of thanks.

“I will not trouble you with such things again.”





EVA

EVA SILENTLY CLOSES THE door to her apartment. It is a strange feeling, leaving Dirk in her bed, naked and sleeping. She gazed at him for a moment before she left, considered waking him. He is supposed to be having dinner with a friend; he is in no hurry—but his wife will not be happy if he comes home in the middle of the night. His wife will be suspicious. Dirk is not the type to lower his guard, to allow himself to fall asleep after sex. On the contrary, he once confessed to Eva that it causes a feeling of unfathomable melancholy that tends to make him leave as soon as possible, as though, try as he might to avoid it, the sudden end of their lovemaking reminds him of his contemptible condition as a mere mortal. That we are all alone in the world. That the refuge of the mother’s womb is a lost paradise, that an all-consuming love will not come again; no matter how intense the sex or how passionate the emotions, it cannot. A few milliliters of opalescent semen later, he is brought down to reality and closes up like a clam. The respectable, upstanding man once again dons his mask. Eva has no need of words; she senses it. With every embrace, he draws further away, as though trying to keep her at arm’s length. Meanwhile, Eva does not dream of some unattainable sensual fusion but simply of a shared experience. A feeling he cannot understand, leaving her truly alone.

She didn’t say anything. She allowed fate to decide. If Dirk wakes up in the middle of the night and ends up arguing with his wife, so be it.

She slips the key into the bike lock and swings onto the seat. The night air is cool, but she has more than enough time to warm up before she gets to Boerenkot. The university is not very far away—which is a small mercy, given her tortuous new schedule. She always knew she would have to adapt. She’s not doing pure academic research anymore, and the nature of the project involves constraints that are unavoidable. She remembers that, at first, she was a little dubious. Especially now that she and Noah have a better sense of what it is they are actually working on.

Eva is still unsure as to what use the Institute is planning to make of their findings. The whole project feels slightly surreal. Initially, both she and Noah had moral qualms about the enormity of what they were being asked to undertake. But, gradually, Eva allowed herself to be persuaded. The directors were categorical: for all the media trappings, this was a genuine research project, one that would make it possible to study the dawn of man and offer insights into immunology and the ability of early hominids to adapt to climatic conditions, which in turn could have real-world applications in a time of climate change. Eva was assured that the experiment was concerned with observation—that there would be minimal intervention; certainly there would be no medical experiments. Though only half convinced, Eva decided to stay despite her reservations about the ethics of cloning hominids; the Institute needed her, and, as a pivotal figure, she felt she could act as a moral fulcrum.

“It’s a once-in-a-lifetime experiment,” shrieked Babette.

“A chance in a million to be part of history with a capital H,” said Sofie.

“Look, you might as well stick with it,” Dirk mumbled complacently. “The project is going to go ahead with or without you.”

Dirk had a point. The project will go ahead anyway: Why not go along for the ride, be part of history in the making? And if the roller coaster got too wild, she could always jump off later, even if it meant breaking a leg.

Eva got that same sense of fatalism from everyone around her. She feels an acrid bitterness in her throat. A cyclist rings his bell as he overtakes her at top speed. She recognizes the teenager she passed only a couple of minutes ago. Clearly she crushed his ego. She smiles. The project has given her a new sense of purpose. There are few people more qualified to make it a success since, aside from her expertise in hard sciences, her background in paleoanthropology, the process of hominization and the development of language and culture in early hominid societies make her uniquely equipped to plant the seeds for the traditions, the myths and legends that will nurture and sustain the clan. To this end she has insisted that she be directly involved in raising and teaching the little ones—even if it meant sleepless nights spent bottle-feeding and wiping their asses. (It has to be said that their asses are not so very different. They are as plump and pasty as those of Homo sapiens.) Sofie makes a big deal of it: the way she sees it, bringing the Neanderthal, an extinct species of hominid, back to life re-creates a sense of otherness that humans have not experienced for tens of thousands of years. It is an exceptional encounter and one that will deeply mark the psyche of Homo sapiens. Babette, ever the optimist, suggested it might help eradicate racism, sexism and other forms of prejudice based on otherness. Yeah, the jaded Sofie countered, or it might help root them more deeply in our civilization. Homo sapiens are quick to discriminate the moment they discern some difference, real or imagined.

In the early stages of the project, Hugo Williams would often drop by late at night and they would discuss how the project was going, but this was usually simply a preamble to the sort of wide-ranging intellectual conversation that Eva so enjoys. It was Hugo who made her see that the human insistence on putting everything into pigeonholes—Sapiens on one side, Neanderthals on the other—is preposterous. Clearly there is scientific value in taxonomy, but such distinctions are artificial; they exist largely in the mind. Sapiens and Neanderthals coexisted on earth for tens of thousands of years, and from fragmentary early DNA, it is clear that they interbred. The notion that, in the flux of evolution, different species represent different categories with clear boundaries is nonsense. Life, as Hugo likes to say, is a continuum. Homo sapiens first appeared some three hundred thousand years ago, but it is impossible to identify a year zero, a day on which it suddenly contained sufficient characteristics to be classified as a distinct species.

Eva vehemently agreed with this holistic view. After all, as she dared to say to Hugo late one night, for the first time since life appeared on earth, a single species—Homo sapiens—is able to influence the process of evolution through contraception, caesareans, assisted reproduction… to say nothing of the elimination or at least the suppression of many of the threats to its survival. Measured against the scale of time, it is only the blink of an eye since Homo sapiens left behind the savage, untamed, uncertain world where daily life was focused on survival and moved to the sedentary, more regulated world of agriculture. Who knows what the long-term effects will be?

Again that acrid taste in her throat. This time it is not rage. Dirk, his indecisiveness, all that time wasted. She knows that now. What is she waiting for? His position hasn’t shifted an inch. It will soon be six years. He will never change. The dreaded age of forty is looming, and with it her dreams of motherhood are fading. But New Dawn, the firstborn, is here; she is flesh and blood. Barely seven months old and brightly alive. Hungry for care and attention, for Eva, ready to utterly consume her. And for her part Eva takes great comfort in this mothering role for which she is paid. Of course, other tasks more in line with her expertise lie ahead: the instruction in language and the various survival techniques crucial to Dawn’s independence when she enters the reserve, this “sanctuary” created by the Institute—how to make a fire, to recognize whether plants are edible or toxic… Not to mention the creation and teaching of a whole series of myths and stories designed to nurture a fertile imagination in the child, to provide her with solid foundations on which to build something akin to a prehistoric society. But the team has not yet reached that point: just now, the first Neanderthals, New Dawn, at seven months, and Standing Stone, barely three weeks, need care and affection. Eva thought she might find these early stages boring, but it has proven quite the opposite: she is moved by New Dawn’s vulnerability, her porcelain complexion, the thoughtful way she looks at Eva. Will the scraps of culture they pass on to these children be enough to protect them from the pitfalls ahead… or will they merely lead them to make the same mistakes as Homo sapiens?

It is a subject Eva would love to discuss with Hugo, but in recent months his nocturnal visits grew rarer and have now stopped altogether. It was not long until Noah told her there were rumors that Hugo Williams had cancer and was undergoing an intensive course of chemotherapy. Eva felt a sharp pang akin to grief, then checked herself. Though she had grown to admire her mentor, he was not a close friend, and yet something about his warmth, his magnetism, had made those long conversations about evolutionary biology, nature versus nurture, the role of mitochondrial DNA, seem not clinical and scientific but intimate.

Eva turns off the cycle lane by the canal, weaves between the plane trees and stops in the university parking lot. She parks her bicycle and enters the building, whispers a soft “Hello” to the few PhD students still present, and heads for the cozy sector in the new annex that has been converted into a nursery. As she holds up her badge to be admitted, she feels her wrist grabbed by strong fingers with nails bitten to the quick.

“Please let me see him. Please let me see my son!”

Eva looks at the young woman and starts. Her tired eyes are ringed by dark circles, her ashen face is a mask of worry.

“Fatouma! What are you doing here? You know perfectly well that you’ve no right to see the child. In fact, you shouldn’t refer to him as your son.”

It’s unbelievable. The surrogate signed the necessary papers, passed all the psychological tests. What is she doing here?

The young woman’s eyes mist over. In a quavering voice she says: “I know, I know… I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t help myself… Here, look, I’ve expressed some of my milk for him. Give it to him; surely you can do that? Please.”

Shyly she proffers two plastic bottles of milk. Eva takes them and mutters a plaintive “Thank you” before rushing into the annex and closing the door behind her. The surrogate’s despair is simultaneously horrifying and heart-wrenching. But what could she have done? She is roused from her thoughts by the wails of the newborn. She steps into the kitchen, tosses the baby bottles into the bin, then heads for the source of the sobs.





AZURE

AZURE HOLDS HIS BREATH as he crouches behind the rock. The brown she-bear is only a few paces from them, calmly searching through the undergrowth. Seeing her on all fours like this, Azure does not think the bear looks particularly terrifying, but he is no fool: on her hind legs, she would tower over him and could shatter his bones with a swipe of her paw. But still the young man feels no fear.

Blood Moon leans toward him and whispers, her voice barely audible.

“Remember, not a sound. The first cuckoo has sung, so she could have a cub. Right now we stay with her; we don’t move.”

Azure looks at her and scowls.

“I can kill her. I can easily hit her from here.”

Blood Moon grips his wrist.

“No! It’s too dangerous. If you wound her, we are dead. We would never get away. The brown bear is like us: she leaves us in peace, we leave her in peace.”

“With my poisoned spear, I’m sure to kill her,” whispers Azure. “It’s worth a try. She would be a great catch for the clan.”

Blood Moon’s powerful grip is now crushing the bones of his forearm. She stares at him, her eyes as cold and hard as a flint axe.

“You are young, Azure, you have little experience. Trust me. We do not need to kill the she-bear, so why would we? We have meat enough and hides enough, and besides, the spring has come.”

Azure looks back at the animal and bites his tongue. He pictures himself coming back to camp empty-handed—the looks from his brothers and from Firefly when he tells them that they saw a she-bear and did nothing. Oh, no one will blame them: they hang on Blood Moon’s words as though she were a goddess. They will praise her wisdom. They will say that she was right, that the clan does not kill bears, it serves no purpose. Recently, Azure has felt them bristle with hostility toward him. At times he has the impression that shadows from his dreams have pooled within their eyes and stirred their breath.

They will surely think that Azure was fortunate to be with Blood Moon—that he might not have escaped with his life had he encountered the she-bear alone. They will laugh. Firefly’s mother will pinch his cheeks and sneer. Because Blood Moon is always right. The whole clan supports her, whatever she does. She has struggled through some hard winters—what of it? Does that mean he should allow her to treat him like a child? He is a man now, and if she cannot see it, that is her problem. For an instant he closes his eyes and pictures his father’s face; he does not remember it clearly, but that hardly matters. If he were here, what would Blizzard say?

The murmuring shadows blaze in his chest like a handful of dry grass. Slowly and deliberately he raises the hand holding the spear. The tip is laced with poison. He does not have to look at Blood Moon; he can feel her horrified, disbelieving eyes burn into him. Impassive and silent as a Great White, he takes aim at the bear. A moment later the animal falls to the ground with a plaintive howl.

“Azure, son of Mist and Blizzard, what have you done?”

The desperation in Blood Moon’s voice sends a cold shudder through his body. He leaps forward, his face contorted, but she grabs him by the arm.

“No, the she-bear is too big; the poison is not powerful enough; the effects will wear off.”

Azure turns his head. The bear roars again, but not in pain this time: it is a howl of rage from an animal that has had the strength to stay itself before the gates of death. The she-bear writhes on the ground, which is covered in dead leaves and pine needles. Time draws out and still the animal shakes and struggles to find her feet, then suddenly she is on her hind legs. She rears up, hulking, fierce, her hackles raised, a mountain of muscle and power. The she-bear scans the undergrowth, lifts her grubby snout and sniffs the forest air. Blood Moon grabs Azure’s shoulder: Quick! She takes off at a run. Azure, unable to believe his eyes, stays motionless. The she-bear exhales a plume of breath like smoke that sets the leaves trembling. She has seen him, he is certain. Her dark eyes meet his as she takes his measure, and in the rage and fury in those eyes he can see for certain that she has got a cub and will do anything to protect it. Worse still, in those eyes black with fury he thinks he sees the shadows from his dreams—as though they are feeding on the breath of living creatures in order to destroy him. Infinitely slowly, Azure stands, his body unfolding inch by inch, muscle by muscle, as though to allow the animal time to see his true height, to realize that he is not a threat. Ice-cold sweat trickles down the back of his neck as he sees the she-bear’s nostrils flare; there is no doubt now, she is about to charge; his heart hammering, he turns on his heel and darts into the forest. His muscular legs make him feel as though he is soaring above the dead leaves, but he can feel the heat of the animal pursuing him. What are his chances? He lengthens his stride. For an instant—a fraction of an instant—he turns, his mouth dry, and tries to gauge how far ahead he is: seeing the beast racing toward him on all fours, her muzzle steaming and flecked with foam, his blood turns to ice. Then, just as he turns back—crack—he collapses to the ground; his left foot has caught in a root, the ankle is sprained. The end has come, thinks Azure, the moment he has feared and hoped for when he will be reunited with his parents in the nurturing earth, in the great whole. He closes his eyes, steeling himself to meet his fate, and feels a lump in his throat, a knot of sheer terror as he anticipates the pain, the she-bear’s claws ripping at his face, his body, when suddenly a powerful hand lifts him off the ground, freeing his trapped foot and lifting him into the air. He opens his eyes. Blood Moon is there; she has thrown him over her powerful shoulders like a dead fawn and is racing through the forest to save him. As he is bumped and jostled like a bundle, Azure glances behind: the bear has fallen again, a spear in her right eye. Will that be enough to staunch her fury, or will it further intensify her rage? Sapped of strength, his heart in his mouth, the boy allows his eyes to close and entrusts his fate to his elder.





EVA

HER THROAT TIGHT, HER stomach still lurching after the turbulent landing, Eva walks down the air bridge. She feels her face whipped by the hot, dry wind, stung by the Saharan sand. She follows the other passengers from the plane to the small shuttle bus and waits. Waits for the bus to fill up. Waiting and waiting—it seems to have taken over her whole life. Waiting for Dirk to give her a moment of his time. So she decided to come and see him in Algiers, where he’s spending a few days trying to offload his advanced engineering technology to the major state provider, Sonelgaz. They have the petroleum gas; they have the money; sadly, they lack the software. She wavered for a few days before deciding to join him. She wasn’t worried about the growing civil unrest, a response to newly privatized cobalt mines. The reason for her hesitation was more personal, more difficult to put into words. But it doesn’t matter now; she doesn’t want to think about it. The truth is she rarely has an opportunity to spend more than a few stolen moments with Dirk. And even these shared trips abroad could soon be drastically reduced with new “green quotas,” which will allocate the same annual carbon footprint to every citizen. Vegans and vegetarians might still be able to take the occasional flight, but soon travel will be a lot more complicated. Dirk has made frequent trips all over the world to meet with his clients, offering Eva endless opportunities to join him at hotels, but now she’s not sure she’ll be able to settle for a few hours a week in Ghent.

Clutching her passport, she joins the long line creeping toward the control desk. Unfortunately, the immigration officer is scrupulously thorough. With great seriousness, he takes his time as he studies each visa. Eva cannot stand it any longer: she misses her work, at least in the Institute’s nursery; she is surrounded by the constant bustle of life. Boisterous and a little overwhelming, there are now eight Neands constantly clamoring for attention, their hungry mouths screaming to be fed; they sap the energy of the carers who primarily tend to them. Their basic needs are human and universal: food, drink, a clean diaper, but also affection, attention: I’m here, I’m here, notice me! Look at me, please look at me, I’m scared I won’t exist if you don’t see me. Despite her initial skepticism and her qualms about the ethics of the project, Eva is now enthralled by her work because, while she finds the toddlers utterly exhausting, they give her something in return: a new energy, one she never knew existed, a breath of fresh air that sweeps away the tedious monotony of her sensible grown-up routine. New Dawn’s smile, the way her eyes light up when she sees Eva, her baby teeth, white and shiny as pearls; the tinkling laugh of Standing Stone, his little fists constantly reaching toward her… It’s like a seething torrent of life sprung from nowhere that sweeps her along to such a point where she is seriously tempted to accept the Institute’s recent proposal. And then, in the past few days, something opened up inside her, a crack just waiting for the light to stream through.

The customs officer stares at her passport, bringing it up to his face as though to penetrate its mysteries.

“Where are you staying, madame?”

“At the Hôtel Saint-George in Algiers.”

The man gives her a baleful look and raises an indignant eyebrow.

“I think you mean Hôtel El-Djazair, madame.”

He ostentatiously articulates the name. Eva is keenly aware of her gaffe: any European arriving here is instantly suspected of being an agent of nefarious neocolonialism. It is hard to blame Algerians for being rightly suspicious. She probably insulted the officer by using the old name of the hotel.

“Um… yes, that’s right,” she stammers.

The man painstakingly transcribes her details, checks the form that she has just filled in—the first in a long series—then hands her back her passport.

“Welcome to Algeria, madame.”

“Welcome to Algeria,” “Salaam alaikum”—these are the words she will constantly hear throughout her stay, always accompanied by a warm smile. After the dour immigration officer, everyone she meets will be courteous.

The taxi drops her off in the courtyard gardens outside the Hôtel El-Djazair, a lush, jasmine-scented paradise filled with date palms, orange trees, banana plants and countless tropical shrubs, each more glorious than the last. Flocks of colorful chirruping birds flutter between the branches. Dazzled, Eva takes the path up to the imposing entrance. The magic is abruptly shattered when a security guard directs her to the metal detector.

A few minutes later, Eva thanks the porter who carried her bags up to her room, tips him a few hundred dinars, then collapses onto the comfy bed. Her room is not on the same floor as Dirk’s, and in Algeria social convention makes it impossible to book a double room unless you are married. She sends Dirk a text message before drifting off to sleep.

When she wakes up, it is dark. Dirk has replied to her message: he offers to meet up with her after an early dinner with a client. Eva sighs. She puts on her bikini, then a cover-up, and heads for the swimming pool. The place is deserted; most of the hotel guests are westerners on business trips, so they probably have little time to enjoy the leisure facilities. The pool itself, set in a magnificent glass atrium, sparkles. Eva is determined to enjoy her stay, with or without Dirk. At least there’s one advantage to the fact that her period is late: she can go swimming without having to worry. She swims endless laps of the pool, vainly trying to empty her mind. Is the fact that she’s late this month an act of sabotage or a form of self-destruction, a final test that will either prompt Dirk to leave his wife for her or allow Eva to make a fresh start? She was not conscious of such thoughts before now; these are just post hoc attempts at self-analysis. And besides, they won’t change anything.

A man in his forties gives her a little wave and dives into the pool. Not unattractive, despite the bushy, old-fashioned mustache. Eva smiles. The man swims a few lengths before striking up a conversation. Matt, who turns out to be from Chicago, is loud but funny—and single, he has made clear. After a while, Eva steps out of the water, warm as amniotic fluid, feeling a little heartsick.



“To us!” says Dirk, clinking her glass.

The late afternoon is heavenly. The hotel terrace is bathed in a golden glow, and vibrant green parrots cackle in the banana trees all around. It is a perfect moment. Eva tries to focus on every sensation, on every passing second, on Dirk’s broad smile and the gentle warmth that tickles her belly. He clasps her hand, his eyes shine every time he looks at her. The spell is broken as his phone rings.

“Give me a minute, darling.”

He gets up and walks away. It’s his wife; if it were anyone else, he wouldn’t have left the table. Eva sips her champagne.

“Hey there.”

Eva looks up. Matt is smiling at her. They exchange a few words. Just as the American wanders off, Dirk comes back, scowling. She looks at him defiantly, her smile faintly mocking.

“Who was that?”

“Just some American guy I met at the pool.”

“Oh. I see.”

Eva savors this little victory. Dirk beckons the waiter.

“Another glass?”

Eva hesitates for a second.

“No, thanks, I… Dirk, I’m late. I’m ten days late.”

A heavy silence descends. The air feels thicker and more stifling. Even the parrots become quiet, turning their beady eyes to Dirk and how he will react. They are interrupted by the waiter.

“Would you care to order something?”

“Yes, I’ll have another glass of champagne,” Dirk says in his usual masterful tone. “What would you like, Eva?”

“A mineral water, please.”

The waiter moves away.

“Would you like me to take you to dinner at La Madrague tonight? They serve John Dory fresh off the boat; it’s divine.”

He runs his fingers through his hair and gives her a rueful smile.

“Don’t judge me! We’re in Algeria, and it’s tough to eat vegetarian: all you ever get is an omelet and a mechouia salad, so, yeah, I make exceptions. It’s not the end of the world, is it?”

Eva stares at him, stunned and appalled. Did she really think they would talk things through like a normal couple? She sighs.

“No, it’s not the end of the world.”



A shrill cry pierces the void. Eva wakes with a start and sits on the edge of her camp bed. She feels completely disoriented. Desperate, high-pitched wails fill the darkness. Gradually she becomes aware of her surroundings: the baby sobbing in the dark is not her child. Nevertheless, it is for her that the newborn is crying out.

She quickly gets up and prepares a bottle. A few minutes later she is settled in a rocking chair, cradling the baby, and silence once again descends. The loud sucking noises make her smile. The greedy little creature is clinging to the teat like a life raft… but then again, that’s what it is. At his age, hunger feels like a matter of life and death. It is something all hominids have in common. In this, Homo neanderthalensis is no different from Homo sapiens. Eva smells the child’s hair: a curious mixture of sugar, warmth and curdled milk, at once acrid and sweet, that Eva never tires of. Almost the same as that of New Dawn, the very first, who is right now fast asleep in her bed elsewhere in the nursery annex. Would a human baby—hers, for example—smell the same? She feels her chest gripped by something hard and cold. She coughs; suddenly there is a lump in her throat. Being with the Neands affords a sense of comfort mingled with a pang of regret for what might have been but will not be.

She thinks about the surrogate mothers with whom she spent many months; their situation is much worse than hers. Some of them, like Fatouma, feel a genuine sense of attachment despite their faith in science, despite the fact that they are not genetically related, despite the contracts and the NDAs they signed acknowledging that the children to which they would give birth are not theirs. Eva cannot help but wonder what motivates these women. It is hard to imagine rational women agreeing to carry Neanderthal babies cloned from primordial DNA “in the interests of science,” knowing they will have to give them up at birth, with no guarantees as to the children’s futures. Knowing their futures can be terrifying.

Eva looks into the placid face of the child, still suckling at the bottle. According to the specialists with whom she works in close collaboration, any physical differences will not become apparent until later, although they don’t quite know when. Even New Dawn and Standing Stone have not yet developed the pronounced superciliary arch, the bony brow ridge above the eyes. They look exactly like any Homo sapiens child.

Eva is roused from her thoughts when she hears the Neand sucking air. The bottle is empty but he is still sucking greedily. Eva gently takes it away and hugs the baby to her and, with a practiced hand, pats his back to burp him. Then she lays him back in his crib and goes back to bed. With a little luck, he will sleep until morning. Eva is keenly aware that those around her have no real idea what her life is like. She no longer broaches the subject with Dirk; after what happened, she cannot find the words. Babette drivels on about how wonderful it must be to care for the babies and how lucky she is to be able to connect with our ancient forbears—or rather our distant cousins. She almost sounds jealous. This is because Eva has been careful not to tell her friends everything. In doing so, she knows that she is missing out on the support she badly needs, but at the very thought of telling them about the past few weeks, her courage fails her. She is afraid she will break down. She would rather that the memory of what happened remain vague, like a bad dream. After all, technically nothing happened—or not much. The “miscarriage” came early. A curious word, when she thinks about it—as though it were a simple error, a mistake. She never even suffered from morning sickness, or if she did, the feeling was so mild, she could not definitively blame it on her condition. The breath of life guttered out before it became anchored in reality—and yet, as it faded, something inside her broke; Eva can feel it. Her little grief was made all the more devastating by the news that Hugo Williams had lost his battle with cancer. The death of this wise yet imposing man who had become a sort of father figure was something she could not put into words. When she tried to talk to Dirk, he simply shrugged: Williams was a tycoon and her boss—a good boss, granted, one who inspired her, who valued her opinions.

Noah is the only one who understands, and not simply because he alone knows her secret. Like her, he agreed to carry on working with the babies. She is convinced that he also feels an attachment. But neither of them has yet made a decision about what comes next. Eva cannot help but balk when she thinks about what awaits the Neanderthals when they enter their reservation—not because they will have none of the conveniences and comforts of the modern world but because they will be truly feral and will have to be utterly self-sufficient. The Institute’s decision to intervene as little as possible means they will have no access to medicine beyond the natural remedies they are taught and will therefore be at the mercy of diseases caused by insect bites, infections, and even snake venom. More disturbing still is the idea that, for the first time in three million years, hominids could potentially be prey to predators. But she has not shared these misgivings with her colleagues; she knows that, without Hugo, she is simply another pawn in the system. Sometimes she imagines taking New Dawn and Standing Stone and disappearing so they can live far away. She would love them like her own children, her “little ones,” as she calls them. But her fantasy falls away in the face of harsh reality: How and where would they live? How would they even get out of the Institute? She would first have to remove the embedded Cirrus implant. The Institute has vast resources and would never let them get away. And so, whether she likes it or not, the day will come when the little ones have to leave, and she, Noah and their other colleagues will be free to join them. It is a day that Eva dreads because, despite the grueling routine and the exhaustion, she has finally found a sense of belonging and purpose. For the first time she feels wanted, needed, loved. In his own way, Dirk loves her, but all he can offer are crumbs of affection. The new travel laws have already made their relationship more difficult, but Eva has long since begun to realize that what they once had is broken. His callous indifference when she lost their child was a bitter blow. Perhaps with the Neands she might find some kind of comfort.

Finally, Eva closes her eyes and drifts off in the echoing silence.





AZURE

“A STORY! PLEASE, LEAPING Water, tell us a story!”

The children leapt to their feet as soon as they saw the elderly matriarch step out of her tent—the largest in the camp, fashioned from branches covered with animal hides. Azure curses under his breath. For hours he has been sitting around, waiting for the shaman to emerge from her sanctum of holies made sacred by the rituals she performs. The young man has been worrying himself sick. He needs Leaping Water to offer him words of comfort, to breathe a little light over his bruised heart, so that it might once again be pure. But the little ones are clutching at her, clinging to her. Setting Sun, the tallest of the group, has already grabbed her arm, his grubby face lit by a beaming smile, while Pearl of Dew, barely three winters old, is hopping up and down, clapping her hands and clutching her straw doll.

“P’ease! P’ease! A story.”

Little Star Shower, who has been diligently trying to knap a flint—a task too complex for her young years—abandons her attempt and joins the group.

The old woman gives them a broad grin, revealing huge teeth stained with herbs and the magical pastes she chews all day long. Her eyes glitter fiendishly as she lets them lead her to the fire. Even Azure cannot help but smile. He will have to sit and listen to stories he has heard a hundred times if he is to get a chance to talk to the woman who has been a mother to him for many years past. And actually, he is happy to listen.

Now that he is approaching manhood, he takes every opportunity to distinguish himself from the little ones to let everyone know that he is an adult now. In other words, he avoids taking part in the childish games or sitting with them around Leaping Water, the living memory of the clan, as she reels off stories he knows by heart, despite the fact that the evenings he spent listening to the matriarch retell the ancient legends are among his fondest memories of a troubled childhood. He was lucky to have Leaping Water after his parents died. Azure takes a deep breath, then sits down some distance behind the little ones clustered around the shaman. As she begins to speak, he focuses on her powerful, gravelly voice.

“What would you like? The legend of the Confines? The legend of the Beast? The Origins? Or what about—”

She does not have time to finish the sentence before a dozen shrill voices erupt in chorus.

“The Origins! The legend of the Origins!”

“Very well, then. The legend of our Origins.”

Leaping Water falls silent for a moment and adopts a serious expression before she launches into her tale.

“Long ago, many and many winters since—before even I was born, which is saying much—the goddesses lived peacefully with their mother in the heavens. Peacefully, did I say? Perhaps they had a little too much peace… In fact, these spoiled children spent their days going in circles. Wearily, they sighed, and plumes of breath came from their mouths, barren and useless. Then came the day when they had had enough.

“ ‘God, we are dying of boredom! Can you not make for us a toy, some plaything to while away the time?’ asked one.

“ ‘Yes, a doll,’ said another.

“And so God, the mother who had first created them, gave the matter some thought and said: ‘I shall give you something better than a doll.’ And she set about gathering stardust from beyond the heavens where they lived. When she had collected enough stardust, she sprinkled it over the bellies of the goddesses, who breathed on it, and this is how the first humans grew inside their bellies.

“When the goddesses gave birth, they let out peals of laughter: the humans were amusing, with their stocky little bodies, their big teeth and prominent jaws! And yet, after a fashion, they resembled their mothers. The goddesses were taller, more slender and more graceful… but they were also less muscular, less powerful, less resilient.”

The little ones gathered in front of the matriarch gaze at her, faces glowing, eyes shining, but Azure is finding it difficult to relax. His ankle is still painful, yet that is as nothing compared to the wound to his pride inflicted on him by Blood Moon. In coming to his rescue while he was fleeing a great danger, she humiliated him, once again treating him like a child. She did not have faith in him, did not give him a chance to handle things himself. He is convinced that, given a few more seconds, he would have come up with a solution. But now, because of Blood Moon’s misplaced bravado, the whole clan has condemned him. It is unjust. If he had brought home the carcass of a she-bear, then for all their words about the folly of his actions they would have groveled at his feet. But Blood Moon purposely did not give him the chance. Ever since, the shadows in his dreams have escaped the confines of night and taken up residence in his conscious mind. Whispering softly, like troubling close friends, they rehash his grievances, stoke his rancor.

As for Blood Moon’s animosity toward him, it dates from long ago. She will take any opportunity to insult him. All this because he is the first-born son of Blizzard. With spells and wiles, she stole his late father from his mother while Azure was still suckling at the breast of Mist…

Some things cannot be forgiven. Ever. Blood Moon has had her share of misfortune; that is true. But if it were not for her, Azure knows that he would still have both his parents. The Beast would never have set its sights on Blizzard. And Mist would not have allowed herself to pass away from heartbreak because her first knowing had left her for another. Leaping Water insists it is not so; Mist was sorely injured while out hunting, and that is why she died. But Azure is convinced that his mother would have pulled through if she had had the will to live.

Leaping Water understands Azure. She was obliged to pay lip service to the clan’s censure of him—rules are rules, and they forbid the young to defy their elders while on a hunt. But that is the point: like the others, Leaping Water needs to realize that he is no longer a child, but an adult whose voice deserves to be heard.

“… the goddesses were no longer bored; they raised their little humans and taught them to love. But then, one day, other goddesses discovered the existence of the humans and sought to steal them away. They wished to turn them into puppets, to play with them, pull off their limbs as one might pull the wings off a fly and laugh as they watched as their dolls were drained of breath and blood.”

A shudder of terror ripples through the little crowd. Almost imperceptibly, the little ones huddle a little closer. Leaping Water carries on with her tale.

“And so the goddesses, with God, their mother, fashioned an earth for the human offspring. God the Mother allowed her daughters to go with them and spend a while with them on this earth before returning to the heavens to be with her. Before they departed, the goddesses gave their human children freedom and bestowed on them the breath that protects them and prevents maleficent creatures from invading their land.

“It is for this reason that we live, that we die and that, between these two, we choose the life we live. Though they are gone, the goddesses and their mother continue to watch over us through the eyes of the Great Whites. This is why the Great Whites are sacred, why we are forbidden to kill or attempt to approach them, even if we are starving. Such is the law of the clan.”

Leaping Water claps her hands.

“And now to bed!”

Star Shower jumps to her feet.

“Leaping Water! I know that we are not allowed to kill the Great Whites, but why are we not allowed to go near them? I think I found a nest, in the twisted beech tree near the crumbling rock. I’d like to have a look: they might have laid eggs. But I swear on the breath of the ancestors, I won’t kill them.”

“What nonsense is this, Star Shower? I have told you many times, we must leave the Great Whites in peace. Now go to bed.”

Morning Rain takes a firm grip on his little daughter’s wrist and drags her toward their tent. Leaping Water raises a hand to stop him.

“You daughter is curious, Morning Rain. That is a great virtue.”

“I am glad to hear you say it, because it is not always easy. The other day I found her trying to whittle a pair of antlers she found in the forest to make a knife—a knife!”

Leaping Water kneels before the girl.

“You know it is forbidden to use the parts of an animal to fashion tools to kill those like them. As for the nest you saw, it’s probably a crow’s nest. The Great Whites shun contact with humans; they would not build a nest in a place we pass by every day. Besides, the old beech tree is gnarled and worm-eaten. I forbid you to climb it; you could get hurt.”

As she sits back, the tousled little ones disappear into the darkness. Azure steps forward.

“Leaping Water? Can I speak with you?”

The old woman pats the patch of ground next to her. Azure settles himself on the ground and stares into the flames, enjoying the warmth on his face.

“What weighs upon your chest, my son?”

Azure continues to stare into the fire.

“The she-bear. I could have dealt with her on my own, you know. Blood Moon humiliated me.”

“Blood Moon has a skull like a stone. I know it must be frustrating, but when hunting, you must listen to your elders. It is the law.”

“But she insulted me!”

“She saved your life.”

“Surely you are not going to defend her like the others? You who have seen all that you have seen? You who have had to fight to assert yourself?”

Leaping Water gives a weary sigh.

“Azure, son of Blizzard and of Mist, I grant you that life is not easy, especially when it comes to Blood Moon. I do not know what has gotten into her these several moons past. She is worse than ever: constantly sticking her nose into things that do not concern her, scrabbling through the past, even going so far as to question our tales and our traditions. That being said, this is a battle you cannot win. You remind me of my younger self when our great shaman Silver Chaffinch breathed his last. As I have said before, I had to fight in order to succeed him. Some claimed I could not be a shaman because I was a woman… They claimed that the blood we shed at every moon would taint the rites with its powerful magic. But that was another winter, another time. You do not need to fight, Azure; you have your place here in the clan. No one disputes it. Forget Blood Moon, forget your grudges, forget the she-bear; look to the future. You are a man now.”

Azure feels his heart swell with pride. Leaping Water alone can understand him. As always.



He has to act quickly. He has told no one of his plan: they would try to stand in his way. Even Leaping Water might side with Blood Moon out of fear. She alone he is prepared to forgive.

Azure throws off his covers and silently slips out of the tent. For a moment he is still, giving his eyes time to adjust to the darkness. His ears are alert to the slightest sound: the faint crackling of the embers in the dying fire, the wind gently shaking the tops of the spruce trees, the regular snores of Leaping Water from her shelter. The muggy night air is pierced by the hooting of an owl. Azure can now make out the dark silhouettes of the tents and the thick curtain of forest a few paces behind. He weaves his way to the bivouac where his friend Summer Falls is sleeping; parting the animal hides, he creeps inside without stirring as much air as a morning breeze, kneels down next to the girl and strokes her hair. Summer Falls opens her eyes and sits up.

“Shhh.” Azure presses a finger to her lips. “Follow me.”

Meekly, she does as he asks. Why are things not as easy with Firefly? he wonders. Summer Falls is somewhat younger and in awe of him and accepts his authority like that of a natural leader. Firefly is the polar opposite: she is stubborn as a stoat and as narrow-minded as her mother, Blood Moon. Hand in hand, the two friends steal away from the camp, taking care not to snap any twigs underfoot. Azure leads his friend to a small clearing and there picks up two spears that he hid beneath a blanket of dead leaves earlier in the day. They set off, moving in silence. When they come to the river, the boy hunkers down, plunges his hands into the cool mud of the riverbank and daubs his arms and his face with damp, scented earth. With a jerk of his chin, he signals to his friend to do likewise. They move on. After a moment Azure turns to the young girl.

“Do you know where we are going, Summer Falls?”

“No.”

“Do you want to know?”

“Only if you think it wise, Azure. I trust you.”

The boy smiles.

“You know that I wounded the she-bear almost fatally. She has not had time to heal. Tonight, you and I will finish her off. We two will share the fur, and the clan will have a store of meat and fat to last for many moons.”

The girl nods gravely. Without a flicker of fear, she places all her trust in him. Azure feels a shiver run down his spine as he realizes the enormity of his responsibility and remembers the many warnings he has had about the Beast. He shrugs it off. Besides, when the Beast decides to appear, nothing and no one can stand in its way.

For some time now they have been moving through the forest without saying a word. There is something thrilling about a night hunt: the sounds, the smells, are different, as though muted by the dense walls of tall spruces, and at the same time intensified, electrified by a darkness so complete, it is impossible to rely solely on one’s sight. Azure remembers his solitary wanderings through the darkness of the sacred caves when preparing for the initiation every boy in the clan must undergo upon reaching a certain number of winters—as recorded by the notches on his life staff carefully carved by Leaping Water each year—and a certain level of maturity in the opinion of the adults. Nonetheless, the cold, damp walls of the cave served as reference points for his fingers, whereas here, in the midst of the forest, the rough bark of the tree trunks scratches his skin, while the jagged branches that cleave the air claw at his forearms like countless skeletons with shattered limbs, covered by excruciating ancestral wounds that have never healed.

Leaving the riverbank, Azure headed up the hill. So excited is he that he has forgotten the pain in his ankle. He knows that he is on the right path, the one that will lead them to the she-bear’s lair. He is counting on the heavy, lumbering gait of the wounded animal to guide him: the she-bear will surely have left paw prints in the mud, snapped various low branches as she passed and left a trail of thick blood with its coppery smell. But the more they advance, the more Azure begins to doubt himself: the little glades, illuminated only by the occasional beam of moonlight, do not look familiar. The ground is almost flat now, marked by small dents and hillocks, like the shifting waves on the surface of the lake below. Then the forest clearings give way to a landscape of hard, slender trunks bristling with barbs that rise into the sky. The darkness becomes almost impenetrable. The cool night breeze has turned into an oppressive, almost airless atmosphere. Suddenly, Azure stops dead, his senses alerted by the sound of cracking twigs some distance ahead. In the sweltering silence, he listens for the slightest sound; he can hear nothing but his tremulous breath and that of Summer Falls. And yet, confused, he has the impression that the shadows—his shadows—are moving toward them. Warily, he walks on. Perhaps it was not wise to set off like this in the dead of night. Hearing a rustling, he stops. All of a sudden he realizes with terrifying certainty that the Beast is there, a few paces from them; he can sense its presence. He thought they were tracking the she-bear, but the Beast has been tracking them. What he has done is an act of madness, one that will cost both of them their very breath. As he raises his spear, preparing to defend himself, he feels an anxious breath against his cheek.

“Azure? What’s happening?” whispers Summer Falls, her voice quavering with fear.

“I don’t know… I…”

Azure’s words trail off. From nearby, there comes a muffled sound followed by a blast of foul breath that reeks of animal, almost human yet not quite, more woody, prickly, otherworldly. From just behind them comes a guttural roar.

“Run!”

Azure takes to his heels and flees. Behind him, he can hear quick, heavy footsteps, but when he turns, it is too dark. Summer Falls has disappeared, so he carries on running as fast as he can. He can see nothing up ahead. The barbed branches of the spruce trees block his path like arms reaching out to grab at him. Finally, he ends up running into something hard—a tree trunk, a rock, a… something. He falls to the ground and catches a fleeting glimpse of the black sky above his head before he passes out.



When he comes to himself, his head is aching, he feels cold, and the evil shadows are bending over him; he can make out their silhouettes even in the darkness. Where is he? Faster than the beating of a Great White’s wings, it all comes back to him. He has been trapped in the forest and the Beast is preparing to carry him off. A strange smell pervades the air, sweeping over his face like a fetid breath. He props himself on one elbow and studies the black shape looking over him. Without thinking, he gets to his feet, stretching his lithe, powerful body. His fists pummel the air, his right hand connecting with a warm, flabby mass. Azure roars with the fury of a man defending his life’s breath, and his voice is joined by a sinister howl: the blow was clearly well aimed; the Beast is bellowing. Hearing the roar, Azure feels his strength increase tenfold. He hurls himself forward. There is a brief struggle. His hands feel a small, cold object and he rips it away; then he feels himself thrown backward. He quickly recovers his composure. The mist has dispersed; he can just make out the undergrowth. The air is lighter, calmer; the shadows have vanished; he can hear the reassuring sound of a few crickets chirruping in the distance. He hears footsteps rapidly approaching. A tall figure towers over him.

“Are you all right, Azure? Are you injured? By all the goddesses, what was that?”

The young man heaves a sigh and, with the help of Summer Falls, gets to his feet.

“I don’t know. A wild animal, I think. But it’s gone now. Let’s go back to the camp.”

They go back the way they came, alert to the slightest suspicious movement. Azure walks confidently, with the nebulous conviction that the creature will not trouble them—not this time. A flickering moonbeam reveals the object he snatched from the creature: an elongated human form, like a little goddess, nailed to a tiny cross, as white and shimmering as the moon itself. Puzzled, he walks on, gripping the hard, cold amulet in his clenched fist.





EVA

EVA CLOSES THE DOOR behind her and stands motionless for a moment. Fat raindrops trickle down her jacket and her waterproof trousers and fall on the old floorboards with such a faint plop that she wonders whether she is hearing the sound or simply imagining it. The living room is plunged into darkness. Having finally made a decision, Eva peels off her various layers of clothes, goes into the kitchen and turns on the electric kettle. She stares blankly at the checkerboard of black-and-white floor tiles, many of them worn and cracked.

She feels an immense relief that the family reunion is over. She could not stand to hear the same words again: “No plans for a baby anytime soon? You know, at your age, it’s something you should think about.” As though she thought about anything else. She feels her chest gripped by a familiar dread. That half dream that was snuffed out before it could grow, the bitter void that left her feeling empty, like a hollow shell. She cannot bring herself to answer honestly, so she feigns indifference. She has no right to mourn: How can you grieve for a handful of cells, for an idea, for a possibility of happiness that was destroyed before she had said it aloud? Besides, what good will it do to beat herself up? It is not as though she had a choice. The water is boiling. Eva wonders what her relatives will say a few years from now, when her biological clock has run down, when her ovaries are obsolete. She imagines the awkward silence of her aunts and uncles. That will be worse. She opens the cupboard above the sink and takes a sachet of ginger-lemon tea from the box.

She has not breathed a word about her decision—not to her family, not even to Dirk. Despite the fact that she spends her days and nights thinking about the Institute’s offer: to go with the first Neands into the reserve in France, in the Morvan, an area that has been gradually deserted by humans. To take up the offer would mean tacitly endorsing the Institute’s ultimate goal, a thought she finds abhorrent. But Noah would be there too. Everything feels simpler when he is there; she feels happier. Noah is always there for her when she needs someone, yet he never interferes. He was there for her after the miscarriage. The gynecologist at the clinic telling her the terrible news—Eva vaguely remembers thinking, Well, at least now I don’t have to make a decision—the medical procedure, the endless agonizing… Dirk showed his sensitive side that night; he was considerate, insisting on staying despite the trouble he might get from his wife, but Eva sent him home. She could not bear to be vulnerable; she preferred to grit her teeth and face the ordeal alone like a big girl. It was terrible. The following afternoon, as soon as he heard that Eva was on sick leave, Noah showed up with freshly baked waffles, sat Eva on the sofa and made her a mug of hot chocolate.

She thinks again about the Institute’s offer: it would guarantee Eva a place with the children. Not forever, obviously; she knows that. The Institute wants them to re-create their culture by themselves, but that is no easy task when your parents and all your relatives have been dead for forty thousand years. Granted, the land for the nature reserve has been carefully chosen and adapted: the rivers are less polluted than elsewhere in Europe, the climate is mild, there is already an abundance of game and various species will be reintroduced. Once there, Eva will have to teach the little ones the “legends of their people” invented by the team based on paleoanthropological research but also on studies into the last human tribes of hunter-gatherers, which have all but completely disappeared by now. The Institute has decided that, for practical reasons, she will teach them French. Eva dreamed of reinventing a Neanderthal language, but that would be a formidable task. Teaching the Neands an existing, widely spoken language would make it possible for millions of people to follow the adventures of the clan. The Institute has also decided the Neands will be given names inspired by certain Indigenous peoples of North America. At first Eva had scoffed at this. The Institute was inspired more by retro Hollywood than reality, but she eventually had to admit that the naming conventions of prehistoric people were unknown, though she worries this will mark them even more as an “other” in the minds of future viewers.

Eva curls up on the sofa, cupping a hot mug of tea. Outside, a dense curtain of rain is falling. Eva knows that she will be allowed to stay on the reservation for only twelve years at most—just enough time to teach the first Neands to be self-sufficient and to care for any newborns. The thought of being separated, particularly from New Dawn, is heartbreaking: she has become very attached to the little ones. By the time she comes back to Ghent, her own biological clock will have run out, so at least there will be no more embarrassing questions. She longed to have children with Dirk, but without him? The earth is already overpopulated.

That evening she goes to see her sister, Sylvie—so slender, so beautiful, so impeccably dressed. Eva sometimes envies her, but she knows the opposite is also true. Sylvie’s response to the pressures of society has been to strive for something that is impossible: being the woman who has it all. She is an exemplary mother but has never completely given up her professional ambitions. She is a devoted wife, she looks after herself and watches her weight… but she cannot halt the passage of time. The magazine articles she avidly reads about miracle diets and rejuvenating treatments cannot change that. Sylvie and her unshakable faith are caught in the dichotomy between science and nature. A war between mind and body in which the first seeks to control the second, which it considers an object, like a car that can be souped up and retuned, with spare parts replaced when the need arises. It reminds Eva of another fantasy: the notion of uploading a human mind onto a USB flash drive and, in doing so, achieving immortality. Eva does not believe in such harebrained ideas. The body is not something distinct from the mind; the mind pervades every part of the body; it is the body. It is omnipresent. Every cell, every organ, contributes to our perceptions and hence our thoughts. What is more, the body is not a hermetic, impermeable carapace that separates us from the world, like a space suit; it is an accretion of cosmic elements in constant flux, the dust of stars that moves in and through us. It is strange to think that the human body contains more foreign cells than it does cells containing our own genetic material. The bacteria we need in order to survive and without which we could not exist. The air we breathe, the water we drink. Our carapace is porous. We are part of the world, with which we are in a constant state of fusion; we do not live beyond it. Eva believes that it is because humanity has forgotten this that it is rapidly destroying its own ecosystem. Only when there is no air to breathe, no water to drink, will mankind realize you cannot eat money.

She can go and escape this world for a time, turn the page on all the things she is leaving behind. And when she comes back, shortly after she turns fifty, who knows? Perhaps things will have changed. And if they haven’t, she can still fight the good fight: grow old disgracefully, tell the naysayers to go to hell, accept the wrinkles and the gray hair, and carve out a space for herself in the world. Draw a line under her hopes of motherhood, her dreams of having a family with Dirk, her time with the Neands, and seek out new challenges; after all, there is no shortage of noble causes in the world. And perhaps, one day, let go, give up the illusion that she controls her life and breathe her last—return to dust, to the dust of stars that swirls within all creatures, all things…





THE PLASTIC AGE





ADAM

2168, FRANCE

HE’S DONE FOR. A riot police officer has spotted him and is pointing him out to a colleague. Adam can feel their icy stares cut through the plastic visors of their helmets. The officers raise their weapons and advance on him. Adam turns on his heel, smoothly pulls the hood over his face and races toward the barricade on the corner of the rue de l’Hirondelle and the boulevard Saint-Michel. He needs to get out of the Latin Quarter and shake off the two cops following him. Without slowing his pace, he runs straight at the barricade, clambers onto a white van that has been tipped onto its side, leaps down and hides behind the vehicle.

“You, there! Stop or I’ll fire!”

A wave of adrenaline surges through his veins. Panting slightly, Adam takes a tear-gas canister from his pocket and waits. Just as the two officers reach the van, he pulls the pin from the grenade, throws it toward them, then takes off at a run. He can just see the bridge and the spire of the cathedral when everything goes black.

“Adam! Are you deaf?! I’ve called you three times already: it’s dinnertime.”

The young man roars and pulls off his In-World helmet.

“God, you’re so fucking annoying. I’d just managed to shake off a couple of cops and I was about to complete the next challenge. You can’t just pull the plug like that; I didn’t get a chance to save!”

Victoire stands in the doorway, her jaw clenched so hard it makes the veins bulge in her neck. Nervously, she toys with the silver stud that glitters in her eyebrow.

“For God’s sake, Adam, you’re not a kid anymore; you’re twenty-two years old. Have you really got nothing better to do than spend all day playing Elysium immersive games?”

“Assassin’s Creed: Paris ’68 is not for kids.”

“Yeah, any minute now you’re gonna tell me that playing these games teaches you about history. I bet you can’t even tell me what century the riots of ’68 took place in.”

She brushes a strand of purple hair behind her ear, then sighs and walks over to her brother.

“It’s not good for you, Adam. The virtual worlds created by Elysium can be addictive: they cut you off from the real world. And the hormone patches they supply with the virtual games… they’re seriously bad for your health. Look at the guy next door: you want to end up like him? Morbidly obese, shut up in his apartment, constantly hooked up?”

Adam rips off the hormone patch, flicks the switch on his implant to standby and puts down the headset and the simulator controllers.

“Because right now I’m morbidly obese, yeah?” he mocks, flexing his biceps.

Victoire giggles and heads back down the hall. Brother and sister stop laughing when they see their father, eyes glazed, hooked up to his own Elysium reality. He’s sitting at the white table with his arms on either side of his empty plate. Léo, sitting opposite him, is staring out the window.

Victoire taps her father on the shoulder. With a flicker of surprise, he switches off the Cirrus implant and shakes his head as if to dispel the last lingering images.

“About time! The pasta’s stone cold by now.”

“Whatever, Dad,” says Adam.

“Yeah, well, it’s all his fault,” says Victoire. “He’s addicted to In-World Elysium.”

Their father raises his eyebrows, a nervous tic and never a good sign. Adam quickly serves pasta to his father and his brother and sister. Léo flashes him a dazzling smile, gleefully rubbing his chubby hands together. He’s over the moon: tomato spaghetti, Adam and Victoire—what more could he want? But before they can tuck in, Adam’s father turns to him.

“You need to do something with your life. Get a job—a real job.”

Adam grits his teeth and stares into his bowl of pomodoro.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m on it. I’ve got a lead I think might work out. I’ve already done the interview; I’m just waiting to hear back.”

“So, what exactly is this project you’ve been talking about?” his father mutters. “Why are you being so cagey? And don’t go telling me you’re going to be an actor or a drummer in some punk band: you know how I feel. That’s not a job; it’s just a hobby. Look at your sister: she’s got a proper job, she helps pay for Léo’s day care. Things are tough without your mother… I need both of you to support me. It’s the least you can do.”

Victoire tries and fails to stifle a giggle.

“Wow, so all of a sudden I’m a model daughter? Well, I suppose it makes a change…”

Her father tosses his wine-stained napkin at her. Victoire grows pale. The old man does not look at her, does not even acknowledge what she said, but carries on haranguing Adam.

“Look, son, Victoire might have fucked up, but at least she’s doing her bit. How am I supposed to get by with an eighty percent disability allowance, a feckless son and an autistic kid to support?”

Léo stops chewing and starts rocking back and forth, a form of stimming he uses to calm himself. As always, Adam feels his heart break as he looks at Léo, wishing they had a better way to communicate. When his father has finished eating, he loudly gets to his feet, pours himself a beer, slumps into his armchair and flicks on his implant.

Victoire gives her brother a half smile.

“He’s not completely wrong. You really should get out a bit more.”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll just traipse around the streets through the toxic smog in a respirator mask? Be real: life’s a lot better in Elysium. At least you can actually feel the sun on your face.”

Victoire sighs as she sets down her fork.

“Oh, shut up, Adam. So, what is this project you’ve been talking about, anyway?

The young man stares at his sister. Léo has resumed eating, diligently chewing each forkful.

“You know the reality show Another Eden? For the new season, they’ve decided to change the format: they’re going to introduce human actors, to kick-start the plot and boost ratings. I’ve got a third callback at three o’clock Tuesday.”

Mentally, he forwards her the last Cirrus message he received, giving details of the role for which he’s auditioning: a young Homo sapiens who falls in love with a Neand girl. Victoire skims the message and pounds her fists on the table. Dyeing your hair purple was a dumb idea, thinks Adam.

“You’ve got to be joking!”

“Okay, so my chances of getting the part are pretty slim, but if I did, it would be an amazing opportunity! I’d be famous: this is streamed worldwide. I’d be making serious cash from the minute I start the prep work, and all the time I’m a regular on the show. Which means, one, I’d be able to move out of this shithole, and two, I’d be able to pay for twenty-four-hour care for Léo.”

Victoire snorts angrily.

“How can you even consider it, Adam? We’re talking about humans forced to live in a cage, like a zoo.”

She shakes her head and stands up, tugging at the sleeves of her baggy black jumper.

“Okay, I get it, you don’t want to be an activist like me? Fine. But taking a job on that show, that appalling excuse for entertainment? I’ve been campaigning to get it shut down for years. In Stan’s group, we take direct action to combat a lot of injustices, but the plight of the Neands is the one we feel most strongly about. Have you got no principles?”

“Why do you always have to blow things out of proportion? The Neands aren’t in a cage; they live in a natural park that protects them from our world! If it wasn’t for the show, they’d be living among us and probably treated like subhumans or slaves. You want to free animals from factory farms? Go ahead. But campaigning to ‘free’ the Neands? It makes no sense! They’re much better off where they are. And it’s not like you’re in any position to lecture me: you know as well as I do that Stan’s group is listed as an extremist organization. I want to be an actor, and this could be my first real break. If I can’t act, I’ll have nothing. I might as well be dead!”

Adam gets to his feet, brusquely puts his plate in the dishwasher and, without a second glance, goes back to his bedroom.





EVA

“LAST ONE TO THE big stone cross is a rotten egg!”

Eva smiles and sets off running after Noah. Before long, her legs are aching and her lungs are burning from racing up the steep paved road. They left their bicycles back in Belgium. Here, in the heart of the Morvan reservation, it is much hillier than in her native Ghent. Noah cannot resist clambering up the stone cross. From his lofty perch, he looks down and gives Eva a mocking smile. She stops to catch her breath, stroking an ugly little stray that has followed them all the way from the camp. The dog is a grotesque specimen, squat and stocky, with a tangled mass of matted black hair, a snout distorted by crooked teeth and a cataract in one eye that has left her half blind.

“Wouldn’t want to meet her on a dark night,” Noah said the first time they saw her at the camp. “She’s like something out of a horror movie!” But Eva took pity on the dog: she is meek and emaciated, she clearly distrusts humans, she has no owners and she probably grew up here in Morvan. Eva and Noah are not the only ones who feed her; everyone seems to have adopted the dog, who never strays far from the camp. In fact, when Eva and Noah go for a walk, she rarely follows for more than a hundred meters.

Eva surveys the surrounding countryside. Demolition work is continuing undisrupted on the old farmhouses and outbuildings, between lush green meadows bordered by hedgerows that, as they grow and blossom, have taken over much of the old farmland. Before long, the signs that mark the crossroads and the few paved roads that crisscross these hills will have been bulldozed. The Institute is determined to re-create a lost Garden of Eden, obliterating all traces of human civilization so the Neands can start from nothing. The problem is how to do so when they were born entirely dependent on others. Turtles emerge alone from their eggs, they never know their parents and they can survive with no knowledge of their past, but babies, whether human or Neanderthal, are utterly dependent on those who bring them into the world, without whom they could not survive. The Institute tends to underestimate the influence of society on human experience, which is why any attempt to start from scratch is doomed to fail.

Noah and Eva carry on walking. They’ve decided to climb to the top of Mont Dardon, which looms over the landscape and closes off the Morvan range. The reservation will extend some forty kilometers from this peak, which rises to 1,800 feet, to its big brother, Mont Beuvray, where the remains of an ancient Gaulish city have been found.

It breaks Eva’s heart to imagine the bulldozers razing a ruined city that dates back more than 2,000 years. But, as Hugo Williams would probably say, that doesn’t compare with the 30,000 years of human history being reborn here before her very eyes. Though he has been dead now almost four years, Hugo’s spirit is still very much present. His role has been taken over by his son, Andrew, who came back from one of his father’s many humanitarian projects in West Africa to take the helm. It was six months before Eva met him, and though he looked like his father, his seemed aloof and distant. He has little day-to-day contact with his staff, and when he does, he rarely has a good word to say. He spends much of his time back at the Institute, micromanaging the various research programs with a meticulousness that Eva finds infuriating.

“Has Andrew been breathing down your neck?” she asks Noah. “He’s completely stressing me out.”

Noah carries on walking, staring up at the mountain, which is swathed by coniferous and deciduous forests, except for the desolate peak.

“The guy’s a control freak. Don’t think about him; focus on the positives. You’re happy here, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, because I get to contribute to the creation of the legends and the beliefs we’ll be teaching the little ones. The Institute tried to insist we teach them a bunch of reactionary bullshit! Can you imagine?”

“Imagine what?” says Noah with a sly grin. “Sounds like an episode of The Flintstones.”

Eva wrinkles her nose. “You know exactly what I mean. The whole brutish patriarchal caveman shtick, where the guys go out hunting while the women stay home in the caves.”

Noah shakes his head. “Are you kidding? Are they still banging on about that? After everything we’ve found out from DNA tests, like the fact that the remains they discovered in the warriors’ graves turned to be women’s bones?”

Eva nods and smiles. “Women were the primary hunters. To think that our subconscious has been warped by the idea that the patriarchy has always existed, when actually it’s probably a very recent development, late Neolithic period at the earliest.”

They wander past a man-made quarry, a sandy pit strewn with blocks of flint brought from elsewhere, ready to be honed and sharpened into tools by the new inhabitants. The Institute is determined to make life as easy as possible for the Neanderthals.

Eva continues, “I can’t understand why the Institute seems determined to impose some sort of made-up monotheistic religion. It makes no sense. Neanderthal cosmogony, like that of early humans, was rooted in nature. Their relationship with nature determined their beliefs—though, unlike Homo sapiens, they never tried to set themselves apart from the natural world.”

As they come to a fork, they leave the potholed road and start their climb along a dappled dirt track. Eva imagines the pale, heavy Charolais cattle that once grazed the vast meadows below. The scene kindles in her a sense of nostalgia: it looks as though it were abandoned, with its tall grasses and overgrown hedgerows encroaching on the paths.

“You know, I don’t think we treat the little Neands very well,” says Eva.

This time Noah stops and turns to her. Eva’s smile has faded.

“What do you mean?”

“You spend most of your time in the lab; you don’t see what they go through. I guess the teams of linguists, psychologists, ethologists and sociologists are doing their best. But the medics really put them through hell with their constant checkups and blood tests.”

“They haven’t got much choice, though, have they? The medical research they’re doing is vital, not least for the survival of the Neands. Take virology, for example: we’ve got no idea what germs we could pass on that are harmless to us but could be fatal to them. Yeah, I know: everyone coming to the reservation has to go through a battery of tests and a period of quarantine. But you know as well as I do how difficult it is to avoid cross-contamination.”

Noah and Eva continue their climb. Before long, the path to the summit appears.

“I suppose you’re right. But that doesn’t change the fact that some of the medics treat them with no respect. They don’t even bother to explain what they’re doing. It’s like they consider the Neands subhuman.”

Noah scratches his head.

“Look, I’ve worked in hospitals, and let me tell you that kind of supercilious condescension is pretty common among doctors who think they know everything. They probably treat the Neands no differently from a human child—or any patient.”

Eva sighs. This is something that hadn’t occurred to her.

“I don’t know. What if all the ethical statements from the Institute are just window dressing?”

Noah stops dead. He turns, lays his hands on Eva’s shoulders and looks at her gravely.

“What exactly are you trying to say, Eva? I’m just as attached to the children as you are, and I’m prepared to leave them according to the schedule when the first generation is self-sufficient—but only if I’m sure they’ll be treated well.”

“I don’t know; maybe I’m being paranoid. But I don’t trust Andrew like I trusted his father. There’s something cold and clinical about his approach. Granted, we’ve always known that this was first and foremost a research project to determine how genetics governs adaptability and immunology with a view to using such discoveries in human research. But what if Andrew decides the Institute should go further: infect the Neands with viruses or bacteria in order to develop new medical treatments?”

“Do you have any reason to think they might? You may not like Andrew—and I can’t say I’m much of a fan—but, at the end of the day, he’s a respected medical professional who’s spent half his life working with disadvantaged groups in developing countries. I mean, most nepo babies would have stayed home and lived off Hugo’s millions.”

“You’re right. Like I said, maybe I’m just being paranoid. It’s just… I can’t help worrying. They’ll never be free, Noah. You do realize that? Never. They’ll believe they’re free to make choices, but the Confines will keep them prisoners in Eden Park. They’ll never truly have free will.”

“And you think we do, Eva?”

Noah turns and carries on up the dirt track.





ADAM

THE OCEAN FLOOR AS it existed before climate change and the collapse of the coral reef ecosystem. Magnificent, multicolored and teeming with life. His arms outstretched, Adam swims forward. A blue whale, a species long since extinct, is just a few meters away. He feels a sense of fulfillment unlike anything he has experienced in the real world, except perhaps when he’s onstage, playing someone else. He was never able to focus at school. His mind cluttered by dark clouds: his father, hot-tempered, hardhearted, quick with his fists; Léo and his fits of rage, since alleviated by a cocktail of drugs that have left him numb and caused him to regress. His mother, who survived her husband’s boozing and brutality—she understood his childhood trauma and forgave him everything—but even she had to give up when faced with cancer. Researchers carry on working, but Adam cannot help but wonder why, given the environment has become a vast open-air garbage heap toxic to ordinary mortals. Adam does his best to keep things calm; he finds it increasingly difficult living at home, dealing with his father’s volatility. Recently, the gnawing fear, the dread that has lurked in his belly—a faithful companion since childhood—has disappeared. In its place is a dull, mute rage that eats away at him. Adam no longer fears his father’s violent outbursts so much as he fears that he will hit back. At twenty-two, he has never been a brawler, and he’s no bigger now than he was in his teens, but something inside him has changed. It has been worse since Victoire left home. For all her faults, she was a calming influence. His big sister, the eldest of the family, someone he could rely on. Now that she’s gone, Adam is left alone to deal with his father. And, worse than that, to see his father take out his anger on Léo. Adam doesn’t want to grow up to be like his father. He knows he should leave home, build a life of his own. Break the vicious cycle. But he cannot possibly leave Léo, alone and defenseless. It’s been worse since Victoire came out as a lesbian. Their father seems to think being gay is contagious.

Adam twiddles his fingers across his Cirrus implant, allowing himself to float on the surface, lulled by a melancholy whale song from beyond the grave. Hesitantly, he reaches a hand out toward a passing sea turtle when another, rougher hand slams down on his shoulder, jolting him out of his reverie. He tears off his helmet: Victoire is standing over him, looking grim. Why does she constantly have to interrupt his Elysium? He wipes a few beads of sweat from his forehead; as always, the city heat is muggy, sticky and sweltering. Victoire is staring at him with a serious expression completely at odds with her fluorescent hair.

“What is it? Are things okay with you and Suzie?”

“Everything’s fine. I want to talk about you. You really do need to get a job—and I’m not saying that because of Dad… It’s about you. If you stay cooped up in here, you’ll go crazy. I’m worried. Seriously.”

Adam can’t help but smile.

“The production team for Another Eden called a couple of days ago. I’ve made it to the next stage. They’re offering to work with me to develop a character, train me in the necessary survival skills. Right now, there’s no guarantee I’ll make it onto the show, but at least it’s a chance to get the hell out of here and start something.”

Victoire raises her eyebrows.

“You’re kidding, right? Is this still about that casting call?”

“I’m dead serious. I haven’t slept in two nights. I don’t know what to do.”

Adam buries his face in his hands.

“If you go, Léo will be alone with Dad.”

Adam looks at her. There is a lump in his throat.

“That’s seriously unfair, Victoire! Léo’s the only reason I’m having second thoughts. But I’m allowed to have a life. I mean, you left home, didn’t you?”

“You really think I had a choice?”

“What does that mean?”

Victoire has a steely glint in her eyes. “Didn’t Papa tell you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Papa caught me in my room with Suzie. It’s the only time he’s ever laid a hand on me. He said he wasn’t going to stand for his daughter being ‘like that.’ He told me he was glad Mom wasn’t around to see it, that it would have broken her heart.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Victoire shakes her head and sits down next to her brother.

“Look, it’s ancient history now, and it’s got nothing to do with your situation. But this job with the Neands—have you really thought about it? It’s out-and-out exploitation, just another form of speciesism.”

“Don’t be such a drama queen. It’s not like factory farming… It’s not like they kill the Neands. Look, I don’t judge you for being an activist—actually, I’m pretty proud of you—but you can’t compare the show to anything else. The Neands are considered as human beings in their own right. They have free will.”

Victoire retches.

“Christ’s sake! You’ve really fallen for their propaganda. If that’s true, why aren’t Neands legally recognized as humans, with the same rights as us? Oh no, it’s much more profitable to use them for research, strip them of their dignity, secretly film the most intimate details of their lives… Surely you don’t believe in that whole separate-but-equal bullshit Another Eden is peddling. Adam, it’s the same old racist shtick once used to justify slavery and apartheid! Another Eden is just one part of it; there are Neanderthal sites in Alaska, Finland, China. Ones that aren’t streamed to the public, so who knows how they are treated? The whole situation was warped from the start. How can two species be equal when the first one plays God and creates the other for its own amusement?”





EVA

SHE PUSHES OPEN THE door to the prefab. Standing Stone is strapped into a child seat. His face lights up when he sees Eva in the doorway. The medic gives Eva a little nod and then turns her attention to the smiling boy.

“Stop fidgeting, Standing Stone! I know the head cap isn’t very comfortable, but you have to sit still during the experiment.”

Patiently, she readjusts the cap, whose dozens of electrodes are linked to the nearby monitor.

Eva steps into the cramped test room and creeps into the corner so as not to get in the way. The little boy continues to wriggle and whimper, his hand reaching out for Eva. Embarrassed, she decides she has to do something.

“Come on, now, sit still! Listen to Alice and this will all be over in a minute. You need to stay very still while she plays the sounds; otherwise the electrodes might record something other than neuronal activity linked to the stimuli—that means the sounds. The readings will be useless, and we’ll have to do the whole thing all over again.”

Standing Stone sits frozen, his big blue eyes staring intently from beneath bushy eyebrows. His serious expression melts Eva’s heart, his bony brow ridge still barely discernible.

“Come on, little man, be good for me. Alice will be finished soon, won’t you, Alice?

The lab worker, who has been glaring at Eva since she arrived, nods reluctantly.

“There’s really no point giving him all these details; at his age he doesn’t understand. But this is the last test we need to do today.”

“You see?” says Eva. “Now, if you behave yourself, we can go for a little walk together. We’ll take the path down to the stream. Maybe you can splash in the puddles! What do you say?”

“Yay! Puddles!”

The words burst forth. From beneath the rubber cap, he flashes her another smile. Her face tense, Alice resumes her manipulations. She is old enough to be his grandmother, but she does not feel the slightest compassion for the boy. What Andrew Williams describes as a “professional attitude.” Thankfully, there are people like Eva and Noah, who care about the Neands. After all, it’s good for their emotional development—unless the Institute is determined to raise sociopathic Neanderthals? It would hardly be useful in promoting Another Eden, which early trailers have made to look exotic and idyllic. Even so, Eva feels reassured that the Institute has promised not to interfere in the Neands’ lives once they are self-sufficient. According to Andrew, tiny drone mosquitoes will routinely take blood samples without the Neands’ knowledge so that their health can be monitored remotely, and, if necessary, the Institute can administer medication the same way. Aside from the cameras, the Neands will have nothing to worry about. Eva is familiar with the various educational programs designed to teach language and survival skills: hunting, gathering, flint knapping, tanning, weaving. Her role as a paleoanthropologist is to inculcate the myths and legends she has devised based on extensive research. A holistic belief system that she hopes will give structure to their lives and bind the clan.

Engrossed in her thoughts, Eva watches the tests being carried out by Alice, who takes her pen from the pocket of her white coat after each sound and jots down various findings. Standing Stone does not flinch. Eva is brought back down to the earth when the door to the field lab flies open and Professor Pascalin, a skinny little man, rushes in, waving his arms.

“I’ve got good news, Madame Surmont! The Administration Board has approved our request to begin the tests and inoculations. The psychology team has drawn up a protocol and, obviously, Standing Stone will need to be kept in quarantine for several months while the epidemiologists and the pharmaceutical team assess efficacy, potential side effects, and any differences in metabolic reactions between Neanderthal and human…”

Seeing his colleague’s horrified expression, he trails off. Alice shoots Eva a desperate look. The professor turns and sees they are not alone.

“Oh, Madame Vandenbos! I… I didn’t realize you were here!”

He blushes to the roots of his hair but tries to regain his composure.

“So that’s good news, then, Alice, isn’t it! Well, I’ll let you get on. See you later.”

He turns on his heel and rushes out. Alice goes back to her tests as though nothing has happened, while Eva stares at the little boy and tries to calm her pounding heart.





ADAM

HIS THROAT DRY, ADAM watches the lush green valleys flash past the window of the jeep. Suddenly the vehicle judders to a halt; here, in the middle of nowhere, the road simply vanishes as if in a dream. He has to admit that the Institute hasn’t done things by halves: they are still several hundred meters from the Confines, but from this point every trace of civilization has been carefully erased. The driver reverses onto the verge and makes a U-turn before letting the passengers out. Adam inhales deep lungfuls of air. He is surprised by the smell, a fresh, woody scent mingled with damp; it is utterly unlike the city. Automatically he tries to connect to the Cirrus to get some information about this untamed place, but it is futile. For those who have had implants practically since birth, it is proving difficult to adjust to living without a signal. But it is worth making a few sacrifices to be a reality TV star. Adam takes one last look at himself in the side-view mirror of the jeep, keenly aware that, although an audience of millions will be following his every move, he will not see his own reflection for weeks. He is once again startled to find that he barely recognizes himself as a hyperreal prehistoric man. The dark, bushy beard that covers his cheeks makes him look older. His luminous gray-blue eyes glitter beneath his high forehead. He is wearing only a buckskin loincloth. Since he began training at the survival camp, his lithe body looks rougher and more calloused. By the time he leaves the show—and he plans to stay as long as possible—he will probably have aged considerably. He has been duly warned that the life of a hunter-gatherer exposed to the elements entails some danger, and is a far cry from the creature comforts he is used to. Before long, the sun will tan his skin like old leather. The warnings do not trouble Adam: he likes his new image; it feels as though he is leaving behind the smooth, soft, pasty body of his adolescence to slip into the skin of a man. He owes much of his newfound swagger to Paris Desroches, the poised, self-assured production manager who was able to awaken what she would call his “positive virility.” Adam feels his cheeks flush at the memory—not that he feels ashamed or embarrassed about their affair, but he is still puzzled. He is a little in awe of Paris and cannot help but wonder why she fell for him, an inexperienced, uncouth kid. But there is no point wondering: their relationship never had a future. Paris made that crystal clear. She is engaged to the director of the Institute, Peter Williams, who took over when his father, Andrew, died. She made it clear to Adam that she cares but that he needs to focus on his own future: his role in Eden Park. It’s worth it: he is earning a good salary, and now he can finally pay for a good care home for Léo—and then there’s the eventual fame. Not that he’s already thinking about the opportunities it might afford him; right now, he is simply enjoying his first moment in the spotlight. There will be time to worry about that later. He feels a rush of endorphins every time he imagines himself projected onto a million Cirrus lenses. His friends from the Elysium games, his father—even his sister—will be watching, beaming with pride or green with envy.

Paris’s clipped voice snaps him out of his reverie. She gets the actors to line up in front of her before she launches into her speech. With her faithful Spanish greyhound at her heels, she paces the stony ground in front of her little “tribe.” A white suit tailored from living fabric that pulses with phosphorescent light makes her seem all the more futuristic as she stands before the four actors hired to play early hominids. She rattles off her instructions, reminds them how to contact the outside world in the event of a problem, how to activate their emergency implants, which, for their safety, are connected to the Institute’s private network rather than to Cirrus and which will relay instructions as their roles develop. Paris offers some words of reassurance about their roles: episodes of Another Eden are prerecorded and carefully edited; there is no livestream, so the actors can be confident that their performances come across as polished and perfect. Adam listens distractedly; he is bubbling with excitement.

After Paris’s little pep talk, the actors are taken aside to be briefed by the two senior scientists monitoring the park. This is the last safeguard to ensure that they understand the pitfalls and the dangers of living in the park. During their punishing boot camp, they learned to live by their wits. They were drilled in survival skills, taught to hunt, fish and snare—alien concepts to urban actors who had never considered where their food came from. They were quizzed on every possible aspect of the lives of hunter-gatherers and endured endless hours of improvisation to make sure that—even if angry, hungry or exhausted—they will never slip out of character and use a word or a concept unfamiliar to the Neands but stick closely to the detailed backstory that has been devised for their “tribe.” By the time they arrived here today, all four not only lived but dreamed in the world they are now about to enter. Much of what the scientific advisors said during their last briefing was already familiar, but the atmosphere is electric as it slowly dawns on them that, moments from now, they will cease to be actors; they will be living this world—with no rehearsals, no retakes, no stunt advisors, no medical crews. A single misstep could be fatal.

Still reeling from the size of Eden Park and the scope of their mission, the four finally sling their leather bundles over their shoulders and head off down the dirt track into dense vegetation. Their bundles contain only a few basic necessities: a goatskin for carrying water, some skillfully carved flints and a couple of animal hides to keep them warm. Adam is the last to leave, and as he goes, he glances back at Paris. The Sapiens, two women and two men, set off in single file, heading toward the Confines. Their bare feet are already calloused from months of training. After a few minutes they encounter the force field. A sharp, electrical crackle cleaves the air; they have passed through the Confines. A moment later the noise fades and Adam turns to look: the force field has been reestablished. The breach lasted only a few seconds. He glances up at the sky: a short-toed snake eagle is circling above their heads. Though the Neands have been taught to believe these are sacred, he knows this is only the first of many cameras that will be used to film their odyssey.

Silently, they head toward the Neands’ camp.

The hills are swathed in lush meadows and ringed by beech forests. Loftier peaks loom in the distance. As the team descends the wooded slopes, they hear voices. Despite the balmy temperature, Adam feels a shiver run through his body. He and the others exchange nervous glances: the Neands are nearby. Paris seemed confident that the first contact would go well: the legends and the lore instilled into the Neands are peppered with tales of distant peoples. But though the clan have heard stories of other tribes, they might still decide these strange new hominids are enemies and attack them.

Four Neands brandishing spears suddenly emerge from a thicket and charge. Their leader, the only one unarmed, appears from behind a tree and raises her hand as though ordering them to wait. There is a fierce curiosity in her eyes but no fear. A stunned Adam recognizes Blood Moon; she looks much younger in real life than she does on the show and radiates an extraordinary energy. Despite her stocky build, she is lithe and athletic. Her feet scarcely seem to touch the ground, like sparrows so light they hop without the slightest effort. Her wide eyes study the newcomers from beneath her prominent brow ridge; her sloping forehead is masked by a tangle of thick curls like wild grass. She smiles broadly, her fleshy lips parting to reveal big teeth; the smile seems to stretch all the way to her ears, highlighting jutting cheekbones dappled with freckles. Adam holds his breath and struggles to remember his instructions. Just then, a young Neand throws herself at the feet of one of the actors, Dezba, and gazes up at her adoringly.

Adam recognizes eighteen-year-old Firefly, the youngest daughter of Blood Moon, the Neand girl he is supposed to win over. She has her mother’s grace, the same strong, lively features, but none of her charisma. The four Sapiens stand motionless, unable to say a word. Blood Moon gives a long laugh.

“Get up, Firefly! These are humans, not goddesses.”

She goes over and helps her daughter to her feet. Firefly is still gazing at Dezba, her cheeks streaked with tears. Blood Moon puts an arm around her and stands in front of Adam, transfixing him with her clear, frank gaze. He has never felt a stare like this. Is it because Blood Moon has no implant, no images projected onto her retinas by Cirrus lenses? Whatever the reason, Adam feels truly seen for the first time in his life. Blood Moon takes the floor. She has decided to speak to him.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

Adam swallows hard. He cannot form a single word. He is amazed that, despite their curious pronunciation, Neands express themselves in a sophisticated, human way even after being isolated from the rest of the world. It would seem logical if their speech become simpler, degenerating to a form of pidgin that matches the image of savage brutes that people project onto them even now. But although over time the Neands have adopted their own expressions, they continue to speak the language they unknowingly learned from the Sapiens who created them.

It is Dezba who speaks next, the confident voice of an actor intent on facilitating their meeting. Blood Moon listens, but her eyes never leave Adam, and her amused expression does not waver. Adam is keenly aware of the drone overhead, recording every second for the show. The dragonflies fluttering in the distance are probably drones broadcasting every angle and sound. Adam knows that he should savor this historic moment: the first encounter between Neands and Sapiens, which will soon be broadcast to a vast audience around the world. This is his moment! He feels that he should look away from Blood Moon, take control of his character and turn his attentions to Firefly, but instead he remains lost in the flickering flames that circle Blood Moon’s irises. He hears Dezba’s speech only faintly, as though muffled by cotton wool. Finally, Blood Moon turns around. Her muscular legs are covered with downy hair and she is naked under her loincloth. With a wave, she beckons them to follow her, then darts between the trees, flying effortlessly above the bed of dead leaves. Adam feels a dig in his ribs: Dezba just elbowed him. He snaps out of his dream and races after the others, his heart hammering in his chest.





BLOOD MOON

BY THE BREATH OF the ancestors, it has been many winters since Blood Moon has felt such excitement. She races back to the camp with the strange humans trailing behind. The tale told by the female called Dezba of how the little group left their distant village somewhere on the great plains and set off to explore seems barely credible. Yet somehow these strange hominids are here. Blood Moon’s muscles tense as her feet fly effortlessly over the land of her ancestors. She weaves through the forest, swatting away a dragonfly that flutters too close, wondering how these others managed to pass through the Confines. Is it a sign that they were sent by the goddesses? Are they divine, as Firefly sensed, or in league with evil beings? This is something she will have to ask Leaping Water, for despite the old crone’s endless prattle, she has wisdom that far outstrips the rest of the clan. In a confused, intuitive way, Blood Moon cannot help thinking that there is a connection between this unexpected arrival and the mystery of the Great White. Could it be that the newcomers hold some sliver of the truth she has been trying to uncover ever since she shot the sacred bird? Or perhaps they were sent by the goddesses to punish her for her profanity… Well, if she breathes her last today, so be it. Firefly and Snow are old enough to survive without her, and she lost everything that made life worth living many winters ago. She is prepared. Meanwhile, she decides that she will visit the Confines later today to see if they are still there. The very thought sparks an inchoate fear in her breast: if the breath of the goddesses has ceased, it will mean disaster, allowing evil creatures to overrun their lands. But another idea occurs to Blood Moon, a sacrilegious idea that she feels sure Leaping Water will not like: if the Confines have allowed these strange humans to come in, then perhaps they will be able to go out. To cross the Confines in the other direction, explore uncharted lands filled not just with danger but with mystery. To discover the secrets of the Great Whites and perhaps that of Blizzard’s disappearance. Blood Moon breathes deeply, to the rhythm of her strides. From time to time she glances back to make sure the strange humans are still following. They look like dream figures that have escaped the ritual of smoke. The young man, Adam, has gentle eyes, but Blood Moon can see great suffering there, masked by the play of light in his gray irises. And his teeth are dazzling, white as pearls of snow. Blood Moon feels shaken. Though he looks nothing like her kind, there is something in his smile. For the first time in many winters she feels her wings once more unfold, and though terrible tragedy still lurks in a corner of her mind, Blood Moon feels the irresistible call to adventure welling inside her.





AZURE

WITH SWIFT, SURE MOVEMENTS, Azure removes the skin from the deer piece by piece using the sharpened flint he inherited from Blizzard, his father who died before his time. It is not a pleasant task—the flesh gives off a foul stench in the warm weather—but he enjoys the work since it allows him to concentrate, to focus his mind, which guides the precise gestures of his hand as he scrapes away the scraps of flesh without damaging the hide. While he is working, the shadows, which have begun to eat away at the light surrounding him, maintain a respectful distance. Yet he still finds his thoughts rising in thick, dense whorls toward the turbulent leaden sky. Above and beyond the abject terror that obstructs his breath whenever he feels the shadows approaching, Azure is obsessed by the amulet: the strange cross he tore from the neck of the Beast during the skirmish. He and Summer Falls agreed to tell no one about their nocturnal expedition. Had they done so, Azure would have been punished, and Blood Moon in particular would have taken this opportunity to accuse him of recklessness and question his judgment. Even Leaping Water would have been angry. And yet he is still haunted by that feverish night. He keeps the mysterious shiny cross in his purse. He has not shown it to anyone, not even Summer Falls. When he’s alone, away from the camp, he opens his purse and stares at it in wonderment. He has sniffed it, licked it, bitten it, a hundred times, but still he has learned nothing.

Azure tried to track the Beast but could not find a single footprint. The others in the clan did not even sense its presence. It was as though, for once, the Beast left empty-handed. Previously, on each rare and furtive visit from the Beast, one of the clan was carried off: Summer Storm, Gray Cloud, Veiled Moon, Wise Fox, Blizzard. Perhaps the Beast was surprised that he fought back, abandoned its plan because of him. There is no other explanation. Perhaps he wounded it more than he imagined; it’s as though the Beast vanished into thin air.

At this point he is roused from his thoughts by a great commotion. Firefly has just come back to camp with her mother and four strangers. Blood Moon’s eyes, usually heavy with grief, are now sparkling with excitement. Her movements are wide, as though breath is coming more quickly into her lungs. Azure abandons his task, gets up and heads toward the tent of Leaping Water, where the little group has converged. He hovers in the background, determined not to miss anything.

The matriarch appears, her long gray tresses threaded with dandelions. Her serene face is a mask of bemusement. Four voices talking at once. Leaping Water raises a hand.

“Silence. I cannot understand a thing you are saying. Tawny Owl, you are the oldest, tell me what has happened.”

Tawny Owl steps forward.

“Well, while we were hunting, we encountered a number of… of… of…”

“Of what?” snaps Leaping Water a little impatiently.

“Strange humans,” Blood Moon interrupts as she steps forward, her eyes still imbued with a new glow.

“Humans. They resemble us but they are different. They speak like us; they are… stirred by the same breath. But they have come from other lands; they have traveled; they must have found a way to breach the Confines.”

“The Confines?” Leaping Water’s face is a mask of terror. “Impossible! If what you are saying is true, then they are malevolent beings! The Beast itself may well be hiding among them!”

Azure’s mind is reeling. Can it be possible? In living memory, the Confines have never opened to allow anyone or anything to pass through except the Beast and its prey.

Tawny Owl lays a reassuring hand on Leaping Water’s arm.

“They claim their intentions are honorable. Do they speak true? It is difficult to know. There are four of them. We have asked them to wait outside the camp, by the crumbling stone. Let us go to them; you can judge for yourself.”

Leaping Water runs her tongue over her lower lip as she studies Tawny Owl, then she turns to Blood Moon.

“What say you?”

“They do not look like creatures of legend. Quite the opposite: I think they have something to do with the goddesses. In fact, Firefly thought they were goddesses. They are taller and more slender than we are. They are elegant, like deer.”

Leaping Water closes her eyes for a moment and raises her wrinkled palms to the heavens.

“Take your spears and knives so you will be ready to defend the camp if need be. Come, my children. Lead me to them.”





ADAM

THE FOUR ACTORS SILENTLY wait by the huge crumbling rock in the dappled shade of trees that cast a tracery of shadows on the mossy stones. Adam’s heart is still pounding. He is not happy with his performance; in fact, he’s worried. The vital importance of first contact was drummed into him by Paris all through the training program. He pictures her face: the elegant symmetry, the harmonious curves. A dizzying perfection, though with a certain artificiality—which seems inevitable in someone of her rank, her caliber. Victoire warned her brother that Paris may be all smiles and sweet nothings, but she is not his friend; she is a businesswoman with a multibillion-dollar show at stake. Paris was a seasoned showrunner before she took on Another Eden. She was handpicked by the Institute because she has proven that she can generate ratings and is not too worried about her ethical duty to her cast and crew. This is just another show that she can use to boost an already meteoric career in immersive media. Of course she seems friendly and affectionate—that is how she got to where she is—but her heart is a swinging brick.

At first, Adam believed his sister, but Paris gradually managed to break down his defenses. When not in front of the cameras, she is human, vulnerable, a woman with doubts like everyone else. In the media, she has to seem stoic and impassive; it is a role she has to play. In private, she’s intelligent, approachable and sensitive. Adam spent a lot of time with her during training. She was generous with her time and her wisdom, which he interpreted as evidence of her sincerity, her commitment. He feels certain their relationship meant a lot to her. But, more than that, Paris has established a powerful bond of trust with the other actors.

She taught him to use his facial expressions, encouraged him to test his seductive powers on her. “Forget all the smooth talk: the only way to transmit the burning flame inside you is through your eyes.”

Paris introduced him to things he never knew existed, concepts that went far beyond acting to embrace life itself. It was from Paris that he learned to “channel his vital energy,” to nurture his karma and charisma. Though at first he was skeptical, he allowed himself to get carried away. He is not sure he has true charisma, but he is certainly much more self-confident—which is pretty much the same thing, according to Paris.

But right now the pressure, the thought of millions of viewers hooking up to their implants for this historic moment, of Paris appraising his performance, of Victoire shaking her head at this “grotesque charade”… His mind is racing; he has lost all control of the situation. He did not manage to catch Firefly’s eye. Not even once.

He is jolted out of his thoughts by the sound of footsteps: the Neands have returned. There are more of them now, all armed to the teeth. They are led, of course, by Leaping Water. Adam knows all the characters: they’ve been part of his life since childhood, and more recently, he’s watched endless hours from the show, including scenes that were never broadcast. He feels the pressure building up and gives Firefly a sidelong glance. She ignores him and gazes at Dezba. Behind her stands Blood Moon, haughty, ramrod straight, her chin defiantly thrust forward.

The Sapiens wait for the matriarch to speak. Each of them is keenly aware that the success of their mission depends on the next few minutes and the impression they make on Leaping Water.

The woman gravely stares at them in silence. She studies their bodies, examines every inch without embarrassment. Adam and his companions keep their eyes fixed on the leaf-strewn ground. Contrary to what Adam expected, she asks no questions. She simply moves between them, curious and probing, feeling their skin, lifting an arm or a hand. She inhales their scent. After a few minutes she starts to head back to the camp, then turns. Neands and Sapiens alike stare at her. At length, she nods to some of the armed Neands, who form a cordon around the Sapiens.

“Follow me.”

She turns on her heel and heads for the village, with the others trailing her.





EVA

“OKAY, OKAY, THAT’S ENOUGH: I can’t carry you anymore! You’re too heavy, little man! Besides, you’re old enough to walk by yourself!”

Eva sets the boy down on the dew-speckled grass. He lets out a cry of wonder as he feels the droplets brush against his bare feet. He’s been smiling ever since they set off on their walk. The little dog, whom Noah has ironically named “Beastly Beauty,” races to join them and licks Standing Stone, who bursts out laughing.

“Woof!”

Standing Stone crouches down to study the animal, babbling something as eloquent as it is incomprehensible. Eva watches, amazed by the boy’s extraordinary progress. He and New Dawn are much more advanced than human children their age, at least in terms of motor skills. Eva still cannot help but worry about the harsh conditions since they arrived in Eden Park. Of course, she understands the logic and accepts it: as soon as they reach puberty, they will be on their own, living the simple life of hunter-gatherers. It is important that they are accustomed to living with little clothing, spending most of their time outdoors and sleeping in a tent. But right now they are not even two years old. They seem so young, so vulnerable. And then there are newborns who keep arriving. Eva has not formed any real bond with them, but they are constantly surrounded by other specialist babysitters. Eva spends most of her day working on the mythology and traditions that will be a touchstone for this nascent clan, but she still finds time to spend with the children. Suddenly she hears a howl from behind her: Noah is racing toward her with New Dawn perched on his shoulders, holding on to his long blond hair, giggling and screaming with fear and pleasure. Noah, as ever, is bright and cheerful. He sets the girl down next to Standing Stone.

“Hakim told me he saw you heading off in this direction,” he says breathlessly, “so I thought you were going to the stream.”

“I dropped by the lab, but there was no one there. I’m so glad you came.”

New Dawn takes Standing Stone’s hand and leads him through the soft grass. She launches into an enthusiastic speech of curious gibberish. Standing Stone listens spellbound to her nasal twang. Eva is amused to note that, because of the difference in her soft palate, New Dawn pronounces f and v almost like b.

“Sweet, aren’t they?” says Noah.

“So, have you thought about it?”

Noah stands, silent for a moment, staring at the wooded hills.

“This whole ‘quarantine protocol’ thing sounds seriously suspicious. What exactly are these tests and inoculations they’re talking about? I’ve been hanging around the lab, but Isabelle and Hakim don’t seem to know anything. And I don’t want to ask too many questions. I don’t know if I can trust them.”

“I’m finding it difficult to trust anyone these days.”

“Really, did waiting around for years to find out a married man will never leave his wife make you lose your faith in humanity?”

Eva stops dead. She feels as though she’s been slapped.

“What did you just say?”

Noah turns to her, looking mortified. He runs back and lays a hand on her shoulder before she can react.

“Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. It’s not my place to judge, and it’s none of my business.”

Eva glares at him. Noah drops to his knees and, while the children watch in amusement, begs her for forgiveness in a tone that is at once sincere and melodramatic.

“Eva! Eva! Eva! Without you, I am nothing! Please forgive me, Eva! Beat me, whip me, punish me!”

Eva can’t help but smile.

“Get up, you idiot.”

A little embarrassed, she changes the subject. “I’ll have a look into it myself. It won’t be easy; there’s no mention about the quarantine protocol on paper, and all the computer files are password-protected.”

“Don’t sweat it. We’ll sort something out. I don’t want you to worry.”

Noah has not finished his sentence when a cool, soft rain begins to fall.

“Damn!” Eva shouts. “The weather forecast said it was going to be sunny. Maybe we should head back?”

Noah gives her a mocking look.

“Well, yeah, I mean, if you’re scared of a few raindrops! But I think we should keep going for the little ones. It’s important they get used to the weather, and besides, they’re genetically better equipped to deal with the cold.”

Eva runs her fingers though her hair, tucks a stray lock behind her ear. Of course, he’s right, she thinks.

“Well, I suppose I won’t melt. Besides, I’m not about to admit I’m wimpier than a couple of toddlers!”

Noah bursts out laughing. He jabs a finger toward the horizon.

“Look—behind the hill. A rainbow.”

He races to catch up with the children, the dog trotting behind. He sweeps Standing Stone into his arms and shows him what he has seen. New Dawn holds out her arms and Eva lifts the little girl up and looks at her. The light drizzle has settled on her hair, and when the sun reappears, it glows like a halo. In the background, the leaden sky is streaked with a rainbow.

“See? The sun and the rain are playing hide-and-seek,” Eva whispers, then buries her face in the girl’s thick, damp hair. “Listen to me, darling. In life, whenever you’re faced with a new situation, you should always be careful. But if you have to take a chance, it’s still better to trust in yourself.”

The child pulls back, brows furrowed, and looks at her gravely.

“Eva forever stay with New Dawn. Eva not go.”

Eva’s eyes mist over as she hugs the child closer to her, murmuring promises she is not sure that she can keep.





BLOOD MOON

HOW DID THESE HUMANS come to be in their lands? It is a question that nags at her. Blood Moon does not take her eyes off the four strange humans. She attends the camp meeting and the discussions led by Leaping Water, who asks many questions, some of which are cunning. It is the female called Dezba who provides most of the answers, though now and then another human adds a few words. They know nothing about the goddesses, they claim, and have nothing to do with them. They left their village to explore distant lands because the droughts of recent summers jeopardized the survival of their clan. But what if they are lying? They could still be demons masquerading as humans.

Madness. This is the only word that comes to mind when Blood Moon thinks about the sudden arrival of the others. How could the clan know that they were not alone on earth? That, elsewhere, there might be other camps, beyond the Confines? Even other forms of human. Blood Moon’s mind reels as she tries to fathom the possibilities of this revelation, but the concept is beyond her. It is unthinkable. She can find no words to express how she is feeling, to evaluate what she is seeing. Could the goddesses have many different children and have placed them in different lands? What magic has brought them together? And most importantly: Is there some link between these others and the mystery of the Great White? Surely the very existence of these strange visitors challenges the legends and beliefs of the clan. Unless they are furies sent by the goddesses to avenge Blood Moon’s sacrilege…

Blood Moon is impatient for this meeting to be over. Leaping Water orders a number of the clan to stand guard around the circle traced in the dust. The matriarch’s expression is inscrutable. She asks younger members to prepare a drink for the new arrivals, which seems to bode well for the future. An excited Star Shower drops the doll she was fashioning from twigs and rushes off to pick fresh mint leaves. Others heat water in a stone crucible over the fire, add the mint and pour the brew into four bowls carved from chestnut wood. The slow, meticulous process fosters a sense of calm. But Blood Moon can tell that some of the clan are suspicious. She has only to look at Azure, watching the scene from afar, his arms folded, his expression obdurate. Even more surly than usual. He has a particular antipathy to the strange young human called Adam. This Adam radiates a beauty and grace that Blood Moon has never seen in any member of the clan before. The delicacy of his features and the purity of his face remind her of the magic of childhood—and with it the yawning grave, the abyss that, at any moment, threatens to engulf her. Perhaps Azure is riled by the looks Adam is giving Firefly? If Blood Moon has noticed, why not Leaping Water’s protégé? Then again, this human called Adam is not particularly subtle. There is something inauthentic about him—about all of them. But, despite this, Blood Moon feels no animosity.

Leaping Water gets to her feet, and the clan members and the humans follow suit.

“I propose we perform the ritual of smoke,” she says. “Let us see what the ancestors have to say.”

She goes into her tent. Azure runs after her, probably to help prepare the mixture of herbs. Everyone sits. In the absence of the matriarch, no one dares speak. Surreptitious glances are exchanged, some more aggressive than others. Blood Moon takes this opportunity to study every tic and gesture of the others. Azure quickly reappears and joins the group. His eyelids are quivering in a way Blood Moon has never seen before. He stares at each of the humans in turn. After a long moment Leaping Water emerges from her tent and totters toward them, her floating movement accompanied by the scent of acrid smoke and dry grass. Her eyes are bloodshot and her features are softened by a wave of euphoria. Standing before the group of humans, she raises her hands and loudly declares:

“Visitors! The ancestors have spoken. For the time being, you are welcome here, provided that you respect our rules.”

Everyone sits up. There is relief and resignation… but also a ripple of anger: not all in the clan are convinced. This is the moment Blood Moon has been waiting for. As the group begins to disperse, she lays a hand on Firefly’s shoulder.

“Wait a moment.”

She steps forward and speaks to Dezba.

“Can you show us how you came to be here? Our earth is ringed by the breath of the goddesses, protecting us from the evils outside. We cannot cross the Confines and for our safety, they allow nothing to pass through. Yet the four of you have crossed the Confines. How?”

“I know nothing of this breath or these Confines.”

Firefly bows her head. Blood Moon was expecting this.

“Show me the path by which you came.”

Dezba nods, then beckons to Adam, and the two set off toward the Confines, with Blood Moon and Firefly walking behind.

The others soon slow their pace. As they pass the crumbling stone, Blood Moon hears a twig snapping: Star Shower is there, half hidden behind a tree trunk. The curious child has followed them. Blood Moon jabs a finger toward the camp.

“Get back to camp, Star Shower! You’ll slow us down.”

The girl stamps her feet and huffs, but she turns back. The group carries on walking. Several times the humans hesitate. To them, this is unfamiliar territory. Having changed direction several times, they come to the Confines. Blood Moon lays a hand on Adam’s shoulder; his pulsing skin is warm as sun-ripened fruit.

“Stop. The Confines are just ahead.”

All eyes turn to look at her. Blood Moon take a deep breath; then, arms outstretched, she walks forward. One, two, three steps—and encounters the barrier: invisible, impassable. The Confines are still there.





AZURE

REVULSION. IT IS THE only word to describe how he feels. As though his whole being is repelled by the newcomers. All his flesh. The cross. He cannot stop thinking about the amulet, the cross surmounted by a tiny human figure, like a doll… The figure on the amulet and the strange humans are as alike as two raindrops.

Azure was determined that Firefly should not go with the others. He stepped toward her and then felt the powerful hand of Leaping Water pulling him back.

The shaman asked him to come grind fresh herbs instead. As though she truly needed his help. Swallowing his pride, he meekly trailed after her. Now he is doing exactly as she tells him, letting out the occasional frustrated sigh as he waits for the matriarch to speak. Finally, she breaks the silence.

“What is the matter, Azure?”

For form’s sake, the young man pretends to bite his tongue.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Spare me your lies. You cannot teach an old viper to whistle.”

Azure heaves another sigh.

“These others. They are dangerous.”

“Are you questioning my judgment and the voices of the ancestors? How do you know they are dangerous?”

“They do not look like us. They are different; that’s obvious. And besides, we know nothing about them, so why should I trust them? And how did they manage to pass through the Confines? I sense evil magic.”

“Sometimes there are things we do not understand, but does that mean we should curl up like a snail in its shell? Of course we should be vigilant; that is our duty. But though they are different, the others are human like us. I feel it in my bones, and you know my intuition is rarely wrong. Let us give them a chance.”

Azure nods without bothering to look up. He does not want her to see his face lest she read his mind and know what he has been thinking since first he laid eyes on the strangers. How he has been picturing the slender bodies of the newcomers superimposed on the disturbing figure carved onto the cross of the Beast. His shadows are getting closer; he can hear them muttering in his ear, filling him with dread. In this moment Azure feels but one emotion: fear.





ADAM

AS HE WALKS QUICKLY after the Neands, Adam tries to put himself in their place. He couldn’t tell whether Blood Moon felt disappointment or relief when they reached the force field. He tries to stay in character, to “be completely in the moment,” as Paris instructed. In Eden Park, he always has to improvise, making it all the more difficult. Adam is startled to hear Paris’s voice suddenly echo inside his skull; she is not supposed to contact him while he is with the Neands. Adam listens anxiously, being careful that no one is aware of what is happening.

“It’s me: Paris. Just keep walking like nothing is happening. The Neands haven’t accepted you yet, so listen to what I say and follow my instructions to the letter. The drones have spotted one of the little Neands in danger. She’s trying to climb an old beech tree and the rotten branches will probably break under her weight. The tree is beside the crumbling stone where the Neands had you wait earlier. It’s not far, so hurry up: you’re the only chance we have of averting a tragedy!”

Adam feels his heart pound against his ribs. He runs up to the Neands.

“Take me to the crumbling stone, quick!”

They stare at him curiously, but Blood Moon, sensing the urgency in his voice, simply nods and sets off at a run.

Within minutes, they reach the edge of the woods. Adam recognizes the clearing and the rocking stone, a massive boulder so precariously balanced on the uneven ground that it would not take much force to cause it to tip over—only the slightest pressure, provided you know where to push. Adam frantically looks around for the tree.

“Move it,” he hears the voice of Paris on his implant. “Over there, on the left: she’s nearly reached the top!”

There is panic in her voice. It is the first time Adam has ever heard her lose her cool. Just as he spots the beech tree, he hears a sudden crack and looks up. Amid the thick foliage of the topmost branches, he thinks he can see a human form. Another crack, louder this time. Without a second thought, Adam ducks under the tree. The worm-eaten branch snaps; there is a terrified scream as the little body plummets, crashing through the twigs and branches, and lands in his outstretched arms. Adam collapses under the impact but manages to cushion the child’s fall. It takes a moment before a dazed Adam realizes that Star Shower fell almost ten meters. The terrified little girl cannot hold back her tears as she nestles in his arms. There is a sigh of relief over the implant as Paris’s voice fades out. Dezba and the two Neands stare, astonished, at the scene.





AZURE

“YOU HAVE TO LISTEN to me: they’re dangerous! Why are you prepared to blindly trust Leaping Water?”

Morning Rain, Fallow Deer and Summer Falls are hanging on Azure’s every word. He has led them a short distance from the camp so as not to be overheard. During the ritual of smoke, Azure could sense that the first two had their doubts; as for Summer Falls, she would follow him to the Confines and beyond. Azure is sweating, he feels ill at ease. The shadows are close; they are looming over his shoulder, muttering obscenities about the strange humans. But not just that. Now they have begun to whisper to him of stratagems, ploys and plans, each more bloodthirsty than the last: When darkness falls, when all around you are asleep, take your flint and slit the throats of the others… A day will come when you are walking with one of the interlopers, be patient, wait for him to drop his guard, then pick up a heavy rock and smash his skull! The voices grow as they give their murderous advice. He wonders who he should truly fear, the shadows or the others.

But now that does not matter: he cannot leave the clan defenseless; he needs to act. Azure knows that his convictions are in grave conflict with Leaping Water’s, but the stakes are too high; he cannot stand idly by. He is now convinced that there is a close connection between the newcomers and the Beast: the amulet snatched from his mortal enemy is proof, though he refuses to show it to the clan for fear of being judged. Better to try to rally the members to his cause; together, perhaps, they can persuade the matriarch to reverse her decision.

“Leaping Water hears the voices of the ancestors,” Fallow Deer says, darting a suspicious glance at Azure. “Why would you question her counsel?”

Azure hesitantly runs his fingers through his shock of sun-bleached hair.

“I do not question it. But Leaping Water has a generous heart. She sees no harm in anyone. But the others are not like us. Have you not seen their tiny little teeth, their tall, scrawny bodies? If I did not fear them, I would pity them. Just think: they could have been sent by the evil creatures, or worse, by the Beast itself. Who knows? They could be trying to dupe us so they can attack us, kill us, devour us!”

“What are you suggesting, Azure?” says Morning Rain worriedly.

Azure gravely looks them in the eyes, one by one.

“If the rest of the clan cannot see the danger, so much the worse. What I suggest is that we should be alert to any dangers on their behalf and try to persuade Leaping Water that she is mistaken. Together.”

Azure can sense that all three are about to agree when suddenly there comes a loud commotion from somewhere in the camp. Frustrated, Azure follows his companions as they all race back to the firepit. Blood Moon and Firefly suddenly appear from the woods with the two strange humans behind. Azure sees Star Shower riding on the back of the one who calls himself Adam. Firefly is feverish with excitement; words stream from her mouth like a swarm of bees in a sunbeam.

Morning Rain rushes over to his daughter.

“Star Shower! What happened?”

“It’s nothing,” answers Adam, lowering his eyes and helping the little girl down.

Firefly splutters, “Nothing! Not nothing: Star Shower climbed to the top of the big twisted beech tree and the branch broke. Adam caught her just in time. She sprained her ankle, but she could have lost her breath!”

A wide-eyed Morning Rain scoops up his child.

“Daughter, you know it is forbidden to climb that tree. What got into you?”

“I’m sorry, Papa. I wanted to see if the Great White had made a nest. Luckily, Adam was there. I won’t do it again, I promise.”

Father and daughter fall into each other’s arms. Adam stands, looking awkward, scratching his head. What’s all this about? he wonders. Only Azure finds the incident suspect; Leaping Water applauds and everyone follows her lead. Fallow Deer shoots Azure an apologetic look and joins in too.

Azure remains consumed by his own thoughts, the shadows a chorus of voices whispering malevolent plans.





ADAM

ADAM TAKES A LONG drag on the wooden pipe Dezba hands him, then passes it to Pablo, a Sapiens in his fifties, who gives it to Leona, the youngest of their group. Adam feels his throat burning; his eyes are streaming and he cannot suppress a coughing fit, which provokes hilarity among the Neands, who are curious to see the four newcomers take part in the ritual of smoke. Leaping Water is impassive, her face a mask of wise compassion, but the other Neands are in stitches. Still, Adam much prefers this good-natured mockery to the hostile looks the actors received when they first entered Eden Park. He was lucky he made it to the tree in time to catch little Star Shower. His intervention clearly helped to reassure the Neands and went some way to allaying their suspicions. Aside from practical considerations that border on cynicism, Adam is feeling euphoric; after all the tension, the pressure, the fear that he would not be up to the job, he has managed to do something useful, something that justifies his presence here even in the eyes of skeptics like Victoire. Today, Adam is a hero and feels he has every right to savor the rewards. As he exhales a plume of smoke, he looks at Firefly out of the corner of his eye. She has her head thrown back as she laughs loudly, revealing prominent teeth. Adam smiles, pleased with his effect on her. Paris advised him that to fit in he should never feel self-conscious, never worry about making himself vulnerable. Adam squeezes his eyes shut as he experiences a sudden wave of dizziness. The feeling is very different from the virtual drugs he tried in Elysium, though the psychotropic herbs used by the clan are nothing unusual. Could it be the fresh air, the boundless skies above his heads or simply an excess of emotion after a thrilling day? Despite weeks of training, Adam is not accustomed to living in the great outdoors. He spent his whole childhood—his whole life—in the city, and his rare excursions to the outside world were not to untamed forests but to areas reshaped by man. For a city dweller, the nature feels real, invasive and oppressive. The wave of dizziness peaks and Adam falls back and lets his head rest limply on the cool grass. He feels a surge of nausea as he watches the scudding clouds overhead. It’s nothing like the impenetrable gray smog that hangs over his life like a lead cover. He closes his eyes. He hears voices whispering close by. He opens one eye, warily sits up. The scornful laughter has given way to concern. Blood Moon is staring at him with the serious look she has been famous for on Another Eden ever since she lost her partner and son. She gently rubs the back of his neck. Adam smiles, curiously appeased. The music starts up again. Men and women of indefinable age pick up instruments—drums and bone flutes—and are mimicked by a horde of giggling children.

“Breathe,” Blood Moon whispers in his ear. “Allow the breath of the goddesses to enfold you. Welcome it. You are fighting too hard and your body is refusing to let go. That is why you’re in pain.”

Adam tries to do as she suggests. The giddiness wears off and he feels fine, relaxed. He turns to thank Blood Moon, but she has already left. He sees her sitting a little way off, stroking Firefly’s long hair. Dezba holds out her hand and helps Adam to his feet. He thinks he can see a message in her eyes: Don’t forget our mission. Out of the corner of his eye, he sees Leona approaching Laughing Fox, the Neand she is supposed to seduce. Within minutes the magic begins: the two start dancing, a few vague arabesques, like a couple of mayflies beginning their nuptial flight on a mild summer evening. Leona closes her eyelids, reaches out to Laughing Fox; their fingers brush and twine. They revel in this intimacy, this exchange of pure energy. Adam takes a step toward Firefly, who shoots him a candid, curious look, but Adam’s brimming self-confidence crumbles when Azure lays an imperious hand on the girl’s shoulder. Adam hesitates, slows his pace, but sits next to Firefly, on the other side of Azure. With his index finger, he gently traces her arm until his flirtation is abruptly thwarted by Azure, who helps her to her feet and pulls her toward the crowd of dancers. She follows, a little reluctantly, then closes her eyes and begins to move to the rhythm of the drums, oblivious to the presence of Azure and his efforts to connect. Azure glares at Adam as though blaming him for Firefly’s indifference. Adam looks away, not willing to provoke a showdown so soon. He will ask Paris for advice during their next debriefing.

Not knowing what to do, he wanders over to where Star Shower is inexpertly beating a drum with both hands.

“Can I try?”

The girl gives him a dazzling smile and hands him the instrument. Adam sits next to her, wedges the drum between his thighs and soaks up the atmosphere, the joyous music rising from the instruments, the haunting voices rising from the throats. Closing his eyes, he begins to beat on the rawhide with his palms and his knuckles, shifting his patterns as he listens to the rhythms coursing through his body. Gradually, his sensitive fingertips adjust to the velvety drumhead, he relaxes his wrists, and, feeling more confident as he rediscovers the glorious familiar feeling of drumming, he becomes one with the moment as time seems suspended. After a time, he opens his eyes and is surprised to see many of the Neands staring at him, initially out of curiosity, then full of admiration as Adam improvises to the rhythms of the other drummers. Before long, the rhythms begin to meld and respond, broad smiles grow broader and he surrenders himself to the joy of playing, to the synergy of the clan. He feels for the first time that he is no longer playing a role. When he finally sets the instrument down, there is a scattered burst of applause.

Adam continues to observe the scene, the dancers’ ecstatic faces turned toward the skies. The hypnotic rhythms, like mantras, engulf him so that there is no past, no future, only an infinite, unfamiliar present; he finds himself a prisoner of the moment, his every sense alert, reveling in the music, savoring the pungent aromas of the camp, the smells of campfires, of mingled herbs, of pelts being dried on trestles, the scents of violet, wood and wax gradually filling his nostrils. Turning his head slightly, he sees Blood Moon standing close by, motionless, eyes closed, relishing the moment. Her tangled curls give off a heady fragrance; her living, pulsing body is close to Adam’s, and some connection—inexpressible, ineffable—is made. Suddenly, Adam, too, is motionless; he forgets Paris, the show, his plans, he simply closes his eyes and loses himself in the moment, brief yet infinite, full yet empty, fleeting yet precious, immutable, free.





BLOOD MOON

“AS FAR BACK AS the memory of ancestors, no humans save the clan have ever walked this earth.”

Her face serene, bathed in the calm of the smoke, Leaping Water stares into the flames.

The children have gone to sleep, as have many of the adults. Only a handful of young and old remain—probably the most curious. They are gathered with the strange humans around the fire, whose shadows, flecked with sunlight, dispel the darkness that has silently shrouded the camp like a blanket of mist, muting the sounds and colors of the forest. The men and women nestled together drink in the words of the newcomers and Leaping Water.

“Even in the earliest times?” says Dezba. “I thought that in the beginning, the goddesses lived among you?”

“Much time has passed since then, but Gray Finch, our shaman when I was a child, said his father knew them. With the passing winters, his memories were diluted in the water of the stream, but when I was a girl, I heard him speak of them. The goddesses were gone. Long gone! Like shooting stars, they returned to God.”

Leaping Water throws a handful of dry brushwood onto the fire as she speaks, sending a shower of sparks rising toward the heavens along with the smell of charred thyme.

“Was Gray Finch the clan’s first shaman? And what of you, Leaping Water? How and when did you take the role?” Dezba asks.

The old woman smiles.

“My story is a long one. I trust you have no pressing plans…”





LEAPING WATER

“I GREW UP AMONG those who had known the goddesses. It was a great privilege. Every night, Gray Finch, our beloved shaman, would sit by the fire and tell stories of the clan. His memory was as faded as a sky washed by summer rain, but his words touched us. I was fascinated by his tales. The breath of my parents had joined that of the goddesses so many winters earlier that I had no knowledge or memory of them: Gray Finch cared for me as his own. I would go with him to forage for magical herbs and help prepare his powerful concoctions. He taught me how to recognize mandrake, how to remove a section of root without killing the plant. He taught me how to pick and grind the berries of the mistletoe, to make poultices of mud and dried herbs to heal wounds, to identify mushrooms… And, of course, he taught me how to prepare the pipe. He introduced me to the ritual of the smoke. He loved me very much, and I took great interest in his plants and rituals and his teachings. Not everyone approved, and some thought I was too young to learn, that Gray Finch should jealously guard his secrets before transmitting them on to his successor. At the time, the clan still believed that God was a male principle, and it is true that the goddesses chose a man to become our first shaman. Some said that only a man could succeed Gray Finch. He told me to ignore them. He assured me that the legend of the Origins was but a tiny part of our history—that the breath that inhabits and stirs all living things was more important than God and all the goddesses put together since without it they, too, would never have existed. I followed his advice. Unfortunately, Gray Finch’s health began to fail. He tired quickly and suffered from terrible coughing fits, and the clan feared he would give up his last breath. Nothing seemed to avail, not potions of mint and rosemary: his condition continued to deteriorate. He skin grew feverish and hot as water boiling on a fire; evil creatures from beyond the Confines insinuated themselves into his brain, and gradually they ate away at his mind. He became delirious, and we could no longer understand his words. His breath grew fainter by the day.

“It was during that winter that a newly disturbed Summer Storm began to condemn me. He criticized my approach: one day he would say I was incompetent because I could not stem the evil that fed on the breath of Gray Finch; the next day he would say that I knew all too well what I was doing; that I was the root of Gray Finch’s infirmity; that I was scheming to get rid of our shaman so that I might take his place. Few in the clan listened to his ravings, but his venomous words followed me everywhere. When, finally, Gray Finch’s breath rejoined the breath of the goddesses, Summer Storm was no longer content to wound me with words: he beat me until I lost consciousness and declared to anyone who would listen that I was evil, that he alone could be the new shaman. He said Great Whites with burnt feathers had come to him in his dreams and sworn as much. No woman could be a shaman, they told him, since God was male.

“Though distraught at the death of my friend and protector, I had to defend myself against these loathsome attacks. Summer Storm was no longer the same man. His mind was warped with hate, and no one knew why or how. Fortunately, the clan supported me. They were reluctant to ask Summer Storm to leave, but knew that they had to control him in order to protect the clan. One last time we performed the ritual of smoke. We both drew deeply on the pipe, and both of us had visions. In Summer Storm’s vision, the Great Whites came to him and said that he must kill all the members of the clan. He lunged at us, wild-eyed, his flint dagger drawn. We managed to stop the attack, but he fled into the mountains and was never seen again. This was the first time we became aware of a mysterious creature we called the Beast. Though we could not be certain at the time, later disappearances confirmed our suspicions: the Beast abducted our long-suffering Summer Storm. He was its first victim.

“My vision in the ritual of smoke dispelled my doubts. I realized that I was destined to be a shaman, to guide my people. I had a vision of the goddesses, and of God, who was not male as the elders had claimed but a woman. As I witnessed her beget the goddesses, I had a revelation: it is women who bring children into the world. God had to be a woman, and both women and men could perform the sacred rituals of the clan; why should it be otherwise? And I had another, more important epiphany: Gray Finch was right when he claimed that our true origin—the origin of everything—is the breath. The earth, the sky, the deer, the owls… all are one. Earth and sky and deer and owl are in me, just as I am in them. That is the truth of breath and origin.

“Since that distant moon, I have been the shaman, and I try to guide my people through the events that punctuate our lives: births, deaths and celebrations. I have devoted my life to guiding my people and respecting the breath. And now, today, God and the goddesses have sent you to us. By the breath of the elders, I welcome you among us!”





EVA

HER THROAT DRY, EVA looks at Noah, who is standing a few feet away, then glances at the door of the building that serves as Andrew Williams’s office. It is a simple prefabricated shed, no different to those that serve as labs, offices and spartan bedrooms for the staff. A series of large tents are used as meeting rooms, dining rooms and living quarters for the Neand children, who need to be acclimatized to living in the open air. Eva climbs the wooden steps, hesitates for a second, then takes a deep breath and knocks twice. She hears Williams’s deep, booming voice.

“Come in!”

Eva enters and quickly closes the door behind her.

“Eva, you again? What is it now?”

Eva nervously wrings her hands. The director used to like her, but recently his attitude has changed. He seems to find a problem in Eva’s deep-seated attachment to the young Neands. Oh, hell, she thinks, what have I got to lose?

“I heard Professor Pascalin talk about administering vaccines to Standing Stone and keeping him in quarantine. There’s been no mention of this in any of our recent meetings, so I was a little worried, especially as he also talked about some sort of inoculation. What exactly is the study?”

Andrew Williams gets up and strides around his desk, his forehead knitted in an angry frown. As he stands, hands on his hips, staring out the window at the camp, Eva glances at him surreptitiously: the expensive, exquisitely tailored suit is so elegant, it reduces the profoundly ordinary man wearing it to a clothes rack. He is so different from his father: professional, yes, but lacking that spark of compassion that made Hugo so extraordinary.

“I see no reason why you should be personally informed of every study we conduct here. To the best of my knowledge, you are not part of the management team.”

Eva blushes.

“No, but—”

“Now, I am well aware that you have played an important role with the first Neands…”

She seizes this opening.

“Then I’m sure you understand my concerns, which are quite legitimate, since it could impact their emotional well-being. All extant studies on humans agree that, in order to grow and develop properly, children need love and affection, and there is no reason to believe that Neands are any different. So, yes, it makes me angry to hear the professor talking about subjecting a young child to several months’ quarantine. Why would the Institute do such a thing? Surely you realize that you run the risk of hindering his psychological development and his future mental health?”

Hands clasped behind his back, Andrew Williams takes a moment to reflect.

“The quarantine we propose is not a punishment, and it is certainly not intended to impede the development of our young Neands. But, as a paleoanthropologist, you of all people understand that hunter-gatherer societies are profoundly different from sedentary nuclear families. The Neands need to be prepared—physically and mentally—to live in a harsh environment, but first and foremost we have to ensure that they are healthy. Eden Park is a wilderness, and therefore teeming with potential diseases and infections that might be harmless to humans but injurious to the Neands. For God’s sake, Eva, you’re an anthropologist: you must surely know how diseases brought by Europeans to the Americas decimated the Indigenous peoples. To send the Neands to live in the wild without such tests would not simply be irresponsible; it would be medically negligent. The Institute has spent much time and vast resources in bringing this project to fruition, and you have always known that, beyond the media circus, the fundamental part of our research is the study of their health and welfare and the determination of what applications their survival might have for humanity at a time of catastrophic climate change. And so our chief concern is that the Neands be mentally prepared, self-sufficient and, above all, heathy enough to survive into adulthood. These tests are crucial for their survival, and their survival may be crucial to our own. There have been years of preparation, the teams of researchers, the development of Eden Park, the infrastructure… Any profits from Another Eden will be a drop in the ocean compared to the colossal debts incurred to get the project off the ground. The true benefits of our research will not be financial but scientific. Monitoring and observing the Neands will provide extraordinary insights into diet, aging, herd immunity, epidemiology, adaptation and survival that could have a profound impact on life on earth. This is not about money ; it is about knowledge…”

The logic is irrefutable. Eva cannot bring herself to argue. She knows the Neands need protection if they are to grow and thrive. She knows that this first generation will be particularly vulnerable to illnesses to which Homo sapiens has long since developed immunity. She knows that Andrew Williams is right and senses that her own concerns are emotional rather than scientific.

“But why the need for quarantine?” she says weakly.

“It is a necessary evil. We need to test several vaccines on the first generation of Neands to ensure they are not susceptible to common human diseases. In the hermetic world of Eden Park, there should be no need for future generations to be inoculated, but this first generation will be uniquely vulnerable. As for quarantine, it is the only way to ensure that inoculations are effective and to avoid cross-contamination. But perhaps, on reflection, we could curtail these quarantine periods. In any case, now that I have you here, I wanted to discuss something else. Take a seat, and I—”

Williams is interrupted by a loud knock. He turns, strides over and opens the door. Eva can just catch a glimpse of Noah, his face illuminated by his habitual sardonic smile.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Williams, but as I was passing, I noticed water leaking from your bathroom: there’s a large puddle under your office.”

“What? What on earth are you talking about?”

The young man leads the director outside. Eva stifles a giggle—Noah has obviously tinkered with the plumbing—then, remembering the seriousness of her mission, she quickly steps behind the director’s desk. Unfortunately, their conversation went on too long and his laptop is now showing the sign-in screen. No matter: the files in the red plastic tray might provide some of the answers she is looking for. She rapidly flicks through them and, in doing so, finds a printed report titled The Beast. Skim-reading it, she discovers that this is an addition to the myths and legends that she has been crafting. Drawn up by the psychology team, the premise relates to the Jungian archetype of the “shadow,” and the “Beast” is intended as a means of channeling the primal fears of the Neands. She finds herself nodding: it makes sense to have a focus for fears, and Eva is surprised that her own mythos for the Neands has shied away from exploring the dark side of the unconscious. She skims through the document and is startled to find that the description of the Beast is less some shadowy force than a very physical presence that exudes not simply menace but madness. She feels a shiver run down her spine. There is another knock at the door; Eva hurriedly replaces the files and is walking away from the desk when Soumia, the director’s executive assistant, appears.

“Madame Vandenbos, do you know where Monsieur Williams is?”

“He just stepped out,” she hears herself stammer. “Something about a leak, I think.”

The woman looks at her, clearly embarrassed.

“He asked me to personally hand you this letter. He was supposed to be here. Anyway, here it is. Could you sign here, please? I need proof of receipt.”

As she takes the envelope and signs, Eva tries to interpret Soumia’s worried expression.

“What is it, Soumia?”

The woman looks upset. Then, just as quickly, she regains her composure, and her features harden into an impassive mask.

“Regrettably, the Institute has decided to dispense with your services. This letter gives you three weeks’ notice. I’m sorry.”





ADAM

FIRST COMES A RUSTLING from the trees and in the undergrowth as diurnal animals stealthily leave their lairs and their perches, followed by distant murmurings. Adam gradually reawakens to the world. It is not his first night sleeping under the stars—he slept outdoors for much of his training—but it is the first time he has slept so soundly. He scarcely moved an inch all night, and his limbs are numb and aching. Probably the effects of the ritual of smoke. He opens his eyes, props himself up on one elbow; his fellow actors are dozing next to him, their expressions peaceful. A few meters away, some Neand children are smiling, whispering and pointing. He gives them a friendly wave. Farther away, Leaping Water is already stoking the fire, probably to boil water for a morning brew. Adam carefully gets to his feet but still feels as though an iron helmet were crushing his skull—also from smoking the pipe. He knows that the effect will not last long. Eager to make the most of the dawn calm, he strolls away from the camp toward the stream that flows nearby. Some weeks ago the Neands moved their camp closer to the banks. While it is too waterlogged to live here in winter, it is idyllic in late spring and summer, where the clan can cool off and quench their thirst, even through the crippling heat waves. Adam kneels by the brook, plunges his hands into the clear, babbling waters and vigorously rubs his face. The cool water eases his aching head and Adam carries on washing, oblivious to the cold. He basks in this moment of solitude. The lack of privacy must make living in the camp quite difficult, he thinks. Then again, while Neands don’t have their own rooms, they have all this space, this luxuriant nature where they can find solitude, whereas Adam and his kind live in teeming hordes, in cramped, polluted cities, imprisoned within four walls.

He tries to practice the meditation techniques he learned during boot camp, concentrating on the air flowing in and out of his body. After a few minutes he wanders off again, following the foaming stream, and flicks on his implant. Paris warned the group that they would not have access to the global Cirrus network while inside Eden Park. For the sake of security, they are connected to a firewalled subnetwork preventing any unauthorized communications with the outside world. The actors are allowed to switch on their implants only when they are alone and then only to debrief, to be issued with new scenarios based on the ongoing narrative and to get news of viewer ratings and polls. From the very beginning, the Institute has involved the public in all of the important decisions concerning Another Eden. It was the viewers who decided that Adam should seduce Firefly. After less than twenty-four hours in Eden Park, Adam has already begun to realize that such a plotline is sheer fantasy, no more substantial than a wisp of smoke. It’s all about being in control, though the ravages of successive environmental catastrophes have proven that, for all their efforts, humans have precious little control. But this is a concept that humans find difficult to accept, which perhaps explains the thousands of conspiracy theories that flourish in Cirrus.

Adam runs his fingers through his hair, trying to untangle the mass of knotted curls. He can tell that his stratagems have had no effect on Firefly: her interest in him is more like someone in a zoo staring curiously at a giraffe in a cramped enclosure. Thinking about it, perhaps Neands and humans are not so different; he only to has look at the way young Azure is constantly trying to dominate his surroundings. To the show’s viewers, life in the wilderness evokes the fantasy of a lost Eden, of being at one with nature, a return to one’s roots. But since his arrival, Adam is no longer duped. Life for the Neands is not a fantasy or another Eden; it is theater, a reality show, a grotesque farce, just like Victoire said. Despite this, he cannot help but feel a kind of fascination. For all the scientific discoveries and technological mastery, how many humans would be able to knap a flint or even light a fire? Left to their own devices, how many would survive in Eden Park?

When he flicks on his implant, Adam is surprised to find the first thing he sees is his sister’s name. He scrolls to an earlier message from Paris: she is patient and considerate and encourages him to take his time with Firefly, although she now realizes it will not be as easy as she had hoped. She congratulates him on saving little Star Shower. Adam sighs. Paris may be criticized for exploiting the Neands for the sake of entertainment, but she is also reliable, down-to-earth and full of empathy. Which makes her very different from the other people in Adam’s life. She gives him confidence, and he wonders whether, if circumstances were different, they might have had a genuine relationship.

Adam’s half smile fades as he sees Victoire’s icon still flashing. He decides to answer. His sister’s voice echoing in his head is audible only to him.

“Hey, bro! How are things?”

“How the hell did you hook up to my implant? Contact with the outside world is supposed to be impossible.”

He hears a sigh.

“Okay, don’t get pissed at me. I’ll explain. It’s all thanks to Stan.”

“Stan? Are you kidding me? I don’t want you dragging me into your activist bullshit. I want nothing to do with it! If Paris finds out, I’ll be kicked off the show!”

“Hang on, hang on, let me finish! It’s all fine. When Stan found out that I was the sister of one of the first actors in Another Eden, he got in touch. It’s a golden opportunity: you could be our mole. Stan’s the one who thinks we can hack the firewall—well, him or someone else in the group… Stan wants you to join the cause.”

Adam is seething.

“No fucking way. I don’t even want to hear about it. This is the opportunity of a lifetime and a chance to really make something of myself—build a career—and you want to destroy it. I’m going to hang up now, and don’t try to call me back.”

“Wait! There’s something I need to tell you. Remember that whole tragedy about Little Snowflake’s death? It was all orchestrated by the producers! This whole project—in fact, the Institute itself—is in the pocket of Big Pharma. They’ve been using the Neands to test experimental drugs. They arranged for Little Snowflake to be infected in the first place and then refused to give him treatment!”

“Bullshit.”

Adam angrily flicks off the implant. Why does Victoire have to stick her nose into everything? For once he has a chance to do something, to take his place in society, to become famous, instead of rotting away in his father’s crummy apartment. And his sister is happy to put all that on the line for a cause that has nothing to do with him.

He starts running along the bank of the stream. He can feel blood pulsing in his ears, just below the skin. Like millions of others, Adam followed the tragedy of Little Snowflake as it happened, and while he personally feels that allowing the public to vote on whether the Institute should intervene was deeply unethical, his views are more nuanced. He doesn’t think of people as either good or bad; he leaves the black-and-white thinking to his sister the ideologue. In fact, Adam went so far as to raise the incident with Paris, and he could tell she was genuinely upset and that it was traumatic for everyone on the crew. Everyone now agrees that it was a mistake to allow the public to vote on medical intervention, but Paris said the blood samples taken by drone mosquitoes had tested negative for viruses. Obviously, if the tests had pointed to a serious infection, production would have intervened and remotely administered antibiotics. But, given the circumstances, they thought it was safe to allow the viewers to vote. And the viewers voted not to intervene. With tragic consequences. End of story.





BLOOD MOON

BLOOD MOON FEELS HER stomach rumbling at the succulent smell of frogs’ legs grilled on the fire, but her mouth does not water; the meat is not intended for her. Ordinarily, the clan does not eat meat at breakfast, preferring raw fruits and vegetables, which require little preparation. But these are not ordinary times: the clan is host to a number of incredible, improbable guests, so the least they can do is celebrate. Blood Moon and her two daughters set off at dawn to collect the frogs now roasting on wooden skewers. There are four skewers soaked in water to keep them from burning, one for each of the mysterious humans. By the time they got back to camp, the guests were awake. While Blood Moon is tending the grill, Snow brings her a bowl of nettle soup and she nods gratefully. She is startled when she hears Adam behind her: he has come to say good morning and is hanging around Firefly. Blood Moon feels as if she can breathe more easily, as if the familiar sharp pain in her chest has been eased, though she barely knows this young man.

Breakfast is a relaxed affair. The others have been at the camp here for several days now, but still humans and clan members bombard each other with questions. Both sides are intensely curious. Blood Moon says nothing, but she enjoys the lightness and freshness of these moments. Nothing can dampen her spirits, not even the scowling face of Azure, who from the first has kept his distance to make it clear that he disapproves of all this sharing. Tawny Owl, her loyal friend and father to her two daughters, comes to join the little group. Settling himself next to her, he glances at her from time to time, his face illuminated by a broad smile. Blood Moon feels a twinge of sadness: her enduring grief clearly makes him unhappy. Better to enjoy the brief distraction offered by the newcomers for as long as it lasts.

Dezba stands up and thanks them warmly, then asks what the others might do to make themselves useful.

“Well, a group will be leaving soon to forage for food, so you could go with them. Or you could come hunting later. Or stay in the camp and work on animal hides…”

Everyone seems satisfied with Leaping Water’s suggestions.

“I think we should join the foraging group,” says Dezba. “The plants here are very different from the ones we know, so you may have knowledge that we do not, and vice versa.”

Leaping Water looks around the group for volunteers. Snow stands up.

“I can show you. Who wants to come with us? Mama? Firefly? Papa?”

All three nod and get to their feet. Snow races off to fetch leather bags for the newcomers.

“You put the berries and any other food in here,” she explains when she returns, showing them how to sling the bags over their shoulders.

Shortly afterward, the little group sets off. Although the sun is not yet at its zenith, the cool of morning has faded and the air is warm and dry. The day is going to be fine. The foragers amble slowly. After a while, they come to a clearing of pale friable soil dotted with shrubs and ranks of green spears: asparagus.

“In summer, we move camp so we are close to the stream, but also because we have easier access to food,” Tawny Owl explains to Dezba. “There are many asparagus beds around here, and other plants, like purslane, nettles and dandelions. Do you have asparagus where you come from?”

Dezba shakes her head. Tawny Owl bends and shows her how to pick the spears. Everyone sets to work. Adam trails after Firefly closely, asking her for advice. Blood Moon watches out of the corner of her eye. Firefly is obviously ill at ease. She answers politely, then walks over to young Leona, studies her for a moment and suggests she snap the spears a little higher up.

“The reason they don’t snap off cleanly is because the stem lower down is woodier. Watch.”

Leona smiles. The girls work shoulder to shoulder. Blood Moon wonders how old Leona is. Not much older than Firefly; not much younger than Snow. Blood Moon turns and finds herself face-to-face with Adam, who is working on a nearby asparagus bed.

“Do your people also have age sticks on which you carve a notch for each passing winter?”

Adam straightens up. He looks a little nervous. Stammering slightly, he explains that his people carve notches into their birth tree near their village. Blood Moon nods. Suddenly she spots a lovely patch of lamb’s lettuce. She beckons Adam to follow, kneels and points toward the plants.

“It is delicious served with herbs.”

Adam grips one of the shoots beneath the leaves and tugs, tearing the plant in half. Blood Moon cannot help but laugh.

“No, not like that! You need to use a flint. Look.”

She takes out her winter-worn biface and shows him how to cut the foot of the lettuce at ground level. Taking a flint from his bag, Adam is about to do as Blood Moon has shown him when she lays a hand on his arm and stops him. The flint is beautifully carved, and the hollows left by the knapping are unusual.

“It is magnificent! How did you carve it? It is different from our flints.”

Adam proffers the knife and Blood Moon takes it, studies it from every angle, sniffs it.

“It is excellent work. I will be curious to see how you do it. Perhaps you can show me when we get back to camp?”

Adam takes the flint and gives her an embarrassed smile.

“I’d like to, but I can’t. I didn’t carve this flint, it was… it was my father. I’m not very good. I need to practice more.”

“Your father has magic in his hands. May the breath of the goddesses go with him.”

Adam’s face is suddenly tense. Has she said something wrong? Blood Moon carries on harvesting the lamb’s lettuce. The others have moved away. A light drizzle has begun to fall, but the sun is still bright in the sky. In the distance, a rainbow appears. Blood Moon changes the subject.

“See, the sun and rain play hide-and-seek!”





EVA

IN THE HUSHED STILLNESS of the night, in the tiny bedroom whose stark white walls and ceiling remind her of a ship’s cabin, Eva lies fully clothed on her narrow bed and counts the passing minutes. In a few short hours her life will be abruptly, definitively upended. Although she tries to convince herself she has no choice, although she tells herself that she would rather risk her life and give up what she has patiently built through sheer perseverance and personal sacrifice, she is still terrified. She is more worried about the children than about herself. Perhaps she and Noah would be wiser to accept the fact that they have been fired and, once they have left the Institute, attempt to organize some kind of protest together, perhaps form an activist group. Eva is certain that the reason for their abrupt dismissal is that they have become too close to the Neands. What will become of the children if they are left in the hands of cold, indifferent adults? She tries to focus on her heartbeat as terror grips her chest like a vise, making it increasingly difficult to breathe. It is pointless to go over things again and again and it is too late for second thoughts now. She and Noah have made their decision. They just have to hope they don’t regret it.

The minutes stretch out like hours. In the distance, the cry of a tawny owl pierces the night. The sky is clear and the moon almost full, its silver rays casting a cold, muted glow over the tiny room. Finally, Eva feels the smartphone under her pillow vibrate. It’s time.

Getting out of bed, she checks the phone one last time, then tosses it into the bin. She puts on her jacket and her hiking boots, knots the kangaroo sling over her chest, and hoists her precious bag filled with food and equipment onto her back. Silently, she steals out of the hut. The moonlight seems almost too bright, casting ghostly shadows and illuminating every corner of the camp. Warily, she glances around, then walks the short distance to the Neands’ tent. A looming shadow makes her start, but then she recognizes Noah and breathes a sigh of relief. Without a word, they lift the canvas flap and step inside and stand for a moment, allowing their eyes to adjust to the gloom. Eva can just make out the outline of a woman on the narrow cot bed and is reassured to hear her snoring peacefully. Noah told her earlier that he had seen the nurse drink the herbal tea to which he had added a powdered sedative. Eva can also hear the shallow, rapid breathing of the little ones. She and Noah slowly creep toward the mats spread out on the floor. As he so often does, Standing Stone has been slipping out of his bed and walking in his sleep; he is now sleeping peacefully snuggled up with New Dawn. Eva cannot help but smile. They look like brother and sister. And, being the only living members of their species for the first months of their lives, in a sense they are. Noah and Eva kneel down. She pulls back the blanket, picks up New Dawn and gently cradles her while she deftly unties the baby sling, wraps it around the little girl and fastens it again. She gets to her feet and glances toward Noah, who has just strapped Standing Stone against his chest. The little ones have not even stirred. It’s perfect. Silently, they steal out of the tent. Eva’s heart sinks as she thinks of the other children they are leaving behind, but she cannot argue with Noah’s logic: they can’t possibly save them all, and even if they could, the Institute would quickly clone new babies. After all the money and the research, Andrew Williams is not about to give up now.

They still haven’t exchanged a word. Once outside, they cross the camp quickly, worried that the moon is too bright. When they pass the last huts, they quicken their pace and take the old path that heads south. Hardly have they gone a hundred meters when they hear scurrying footsteps behind them. Eva turns and sees a shadow creeping toward them. It’s the little dog Noah named Beastly Beauty.

“Damn!” Eva mutters. “Go away, puppy. Shoo!”

She waves her arms but the dog just sits in the middle of the road, staring at her with her one good eye and wagging her tail. Noah puts an arm around Eva.

“Don’t sweat it. She won’t follow us for long; you know she doesn’t stray far from the camp. Right now we’ve got to get moving. There’s no time to lose.”

Eva nods and walks on. She feels blood pounding in her temples and the reassuring warmth of the little girl asleep in the baby sling. Eva and Noah’s plan is to walk along the paved road for about two hours, then turn onto an inconspicuous trail that will take them toward the Auvergne mountains. Within two days they expect to reach a village that was deserted back in the 1960s as residents gradually moved away. It is a region that Noah knows well: his maternal grandmother lived in a nearby village farther down the slopes and a little closer to civilization.

Before they go completely off-grid, they have one crucial, delicate task they need to perform: removing the microchips implanted in the Neand children. They walk for two or three kilometers, past a small lake, then climb the gentle slope up to the abandoned village. They duck into an old farmyard surrounded by high stone walls and lay their backpacks on the ground. Noah takes out two headlamps, which they hastily attach to their heads. Eva spreads a white plastic blanket on the ground and lays New Dawn on it. She rubs her hands with sanitizing gel, slips on a pair of latex gloves and carefully prepares the anesthetic: the slightest mistake in the dosage could be fatal, especially since they have no emergency resuscitation equipment. She glances at Noah.

“You have to do it, Eva. You know I’ll pass out if I see so much as a drop of blood. That’s why I had to give up working at the hospital.”

Eva holds her breath, gently injects the anesthetic into New Dawn’s tiny arm, then does the same with Standing Stone. It needs to be done quickly, and the procedure should not take more than a few minutes. When they discussed it earlier, Eva persuaded Noah that it was better to put both children to sleep to avoid the risk of one waking while she is operating on the other.

Noah puts on a pair of nitrile gloves, takes out the scalpel and hands it to Eva, his face pale and grim in the glare of the headlamp. Eva nods gravely and takes a deep breath.

“Let’s do this.”

Gingerly, she turns New Dawn onto her belly and palps the skin behind her left ear, moving her fingertips in small, circular movements.

“Shit!” she mutters, shooting a desperate glance at Noah. “I can’t feel it.”

“Stop panicking. It’s got to be there. Just take your time.”

Eva lightly runs her fingers over every inch of the child’s neck.

“Okay, found it!”

Noah heaves a loud sigh. Warily, Eva brings the blade of the scalpel close to New Dawn’s skin. Go for it, girl. Pretend it’s just a splinter. Despite the chilly night air, she can feel the drops of sweat on her forehead. Noah squeezes his eyes shut and does his best to remain motionless, to keep the beam of light focused on the little girl’s neck. Eva makes a careful incision a few millimeters long and, with the tip of the scalpel, removes a minute cylinder the size of a rice grain.

“Got it!”

“Already?”

Noah opens his eyes again but is so startled by the sight of the little wound, he closes them again and says shakily:

“That’s great. Now hurry up and do Standing Stone. I don’t know how much longer I can hold out.”

Eva places the chip in the scalpel box and quickly puts a dressing over the incision.

“I don’t think there’s any way to avoid scarring, but there’s no way to do sutures out here in the open. Besides, I’m no surgeon: I know my limits…”

“Please don’t start talking about sutures,” says Noah. “You’ll make me throw up!”

Having successfully completed the first procedure, Eva feels more confident. She turns Standing Stone onto his stomach, instantly finds the chip and manages to remove it in a few seconds. Noah does not open his eyes until she assures him that she has dressed the wound.

“What now?” asks Eva. “What do we do with the microchips?”

This is a detail they have not considered. Noah gets to his feet and, glancing around the farmyard, spots the small dog. He crouches down and rummages in his bag.

“I’ve got an idea. Our little friend here is going to help us out.”

He pulls out a slice of bread and squeezes it into a ball with the microchips inside. Still crouching, he then turns to the animal.

“Come here, Beastly Beauty, I’ve got a little treat!”

“Noah… are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. The mutt is always prowling around outside the camp. When people find out we’ve run away, the first thing they’ll do is check the ThermalEye shield. This way they’ll be tracking our four-legged friend instead of us. It’ll still save us a few minutes at least!”

The little dog’s ears prick up, and she pads over and sits at Noah’s feet, staring at his closed fist. She can smell the bread. Noah opens his hand and the dog wolfs down the treat.

“There we go,” says Noah proudly. “All set.”

They pack away their equipment and place the children in the baby slings. It feels to Eva as though New Dawn is heavier than she was earlier. Silently, they resume their trek. After a moment, Noah stops.

“Shit, the little monster is still following us.”

He turns back to the dog, who has been following at a safe distance. Eva thought she saw a glint of moonlight reflected in her dead eye. Noah roars, then picks up a stick, lunges at the animal and hits her several times in the hope it will be enough to send her packing. The little black dog howls and runs off with her tail between her legs. Eva and Noah continue walking.

After what seems like an eternity, they come to the place where the mountain trail forks, and, leaving the path, they head deep into the undergrowth.





BLOOD MOON

TAKING A STEP BACK, Blood Moon studies the result, ready to add a handprint here, a scattering of symbols. The torch stuck into a rocky crevice bathes the painting in a flickering glow so that it seems to quiver and vibrate as though it were alive. She cannot say how long it has been since last she painted. She did not stop immediately when engulfed by the void of grief; it came about gradually, furtively. The urge to paint, which had for so long dappled her life with sunlight, slowly vanished. She no longer felt the desire. Nothing made sense anymore. At first, Blood Moon thought painting would help her through her grief. This cave was her refuge, a place to which she could retreat, wallow in solitude as jagged as a bouquet of thorns, give herself up to the blistering pain that filled her entirely. But grief left no room for anything else: all too quickly, Blood Moon found she was indifferent to the sensual smells of ochre and of earth that had been such a crucial part of her life. When she pressed a hand daubed in bright colors against the rock face, she felt nothing. What had been a warm, intimate caress suddenly felt icy and remote, her numb, insensate skin reminding her of the coldness of death. Over time, she stopped visiting the cave.

Now everything has changed.

A moon has passed since the curious band of humans first appeared in their lives. The camp has been swept by a breath of fresh air. The others no longer seem other; they have been accepted. For all their many differences, they are open and warm, eager to share their knowledge and their history. And no one has forgotten the heroic feat of Adam, who saved little Star Shower on the day they first arrived. Even Azure, who was intensely hostile, is a little less suspicious than he was at first. Perhaps it is the fact that Pablo, the human who is the same age as Leaping Water, is kind and attentive to the younger members of the clan, especially Azure. This is probably all that he needed; deep down, Azure is not a cruel boy.

Blood Moon feels a faint new breath stirring inside her. Adam moves her in a way she cannot put into words. Is it because he saved a child before her very eyes? She cannot understand what she is feeling. She is overcome. This Adam is so much younger than she is. This seething inner turmoil prompted her to take up her paints again; she has started work on a large fresco depicting the meeting between her own people and the mysterious humans. She works with handprints and dotted lines. One section of the painting shows the gathering around the fire, or rather how it made her feel inside. On another section she has applied a thick background of color surrounded by swirls, like the emotions that Adam has kindled in her. She recalls how he traced the outline of a lioness in the sand, as though he would possess it, freeze its breath, when she had asked after the meaning of Leona’s name.

“ ‘Leona’ does mean something: it is a magnificent animal, a lioness,” he said, then scanned the ground, picked up a stick and traced it through the dirt.

“Stop! Stop! What are you doing?”

Adam had paused, dumbfounded.

“What do you mean? I’m… I’m drawing a lion, to show you what it looks like.”

Blood Moon felt such a wave of disgust that this human had no respect for other living creatures. She was suddenly terrified that he could capture her in an image.

“I do not want to know what lions look like.”

She erased the drawing with the sole of her foot, then went back to gathering plants.

“Actually, my brother is also named after the lion,” Adam said, embarrassed. “All our names mean something in a way. But my name and the other two are more like… stories.”

“Stories? What kind of stories?”

“Origin myths, like you have. In ours, Adam was the name of the first man created by God. He made him from clay.”

Blood Moon remembers trying to stifle a laugh then.

“ ‘He’? Your God is male, not female? So, if your God began His creation with a man, did this Adam bring forth children from his womb?”

Adam smiled and shook his head.

“No, the story is even more bizarre: God created the first woman from Adam’s rib.”

He jabbed at the bone in his chest. Blood Moon burst out laughing.

“And you say the people of your clan believe these things.”

Blood Moon feels lighter now, and wonders if Adam would understand what she is secretly creating here in the cave. She longs to show the painting to him, but something holds her back. The eyes of the clan are heavy with suspicion and reproach. Leaping Water, Azure, even Blood Moon’s own daughters, are suspicious and disapproving of her newfound closeness to Adam.

“Of course, some of our own legends are just as strange.” She moved closer to the young man and whispered, “In fact, I think that some of them are cloaked in lies… Sometimes I fear the very meaning of our lives rests on shifting sands.”

Adam coughed self-consciously as he moved away.

“But for as long as the breath of the goddesses goes with us,” she said.

“Breath is very important to your clan,” said Adam gently. “What does it symbolize?”

“What do you mean? I do not understand this word ‘symbolize.’ ”

“What does ‘breath’ mean?”

Blood Moon took a moment to think.

“Breath is that which both animates us and escapes us. Reaching the age of breath means admitting that our lives are not entirely determined by our actions and our will. We cease to look for others to blame and accept that what has been cannot be changed. We accept our flaws, our powerlessness… our shadows.”

“You let go,” said Adam, as if to himself. “You give up the illusion of control.”

More words Blood Moon did not understand. This time she did not ask what they mean.

“So you believe in fate,” said Adam. “You believe that whatever you do, you cannot influence the course of events?”

“No, I would not say that. We can and must act, but with the awareness that we are no more than… a gentle breeze in the mist, a mote of dust lifted by the wind.”

Adam ran his fingers through his hair.

“And have you reached it—this age of breath?”

“Me?” Blood Moon turned away. “No, that day will never come. I do not wish it. It would mean giving up the griefs of my past. But they are a part of me. I cannot let them go and watch them join the heavens and the goddesses.”

She then changed the subject.

“Are your parents waiting for you in your camp? Do you not miss them?”

Adam frowned. Blood Moon bit her lip.

“My mother died many winters ago, when I was still a child.”

Blood Moon straightened up and laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder.

“I am sorry. I, too, was young when I lost my mother. And your father? Is he still alive?”

A stormy shadow flickered across Adam’s face.

“I sometimes wish he were dead.”

Blood Moon gasped in surprise but said nothing: from the young man’s grim expression, she could tell he was not joking. What could his father have done to warrant such hatred? She sensed something inside Adam behind the gentle face and the clear liquid eyes. Something delicate that could be snapped by a breath of wind: a spark of life like a flickering flame, a flaw, a silent pain that reminded her of her own. She remembered the comforting words whispered to her by her grandmother: Do not fear the cracks and the fissures of life, for it is through them that breath and light come in. Adam gazed at her, and he in turn laid a shy hand on her shoulder.

“You have lost loved ones, too, haven’t you?”

Blood Moon shut her eyes, unable to bear the sadness in his face. She felt the familiar claw at her throat, her eyes welling with harsh, scalding tears. Before she realized what she was doing, she was in Adam’s arms, her head resting on his shoulder, sobbing—and as she heard Adam’s sobs join hers, she felt the warm skin of this other who was so different yet who had known grief and loss and shared an ineffable sense of communion. Their tired breath, weary of living and of pretending, flowed in unison.

It is not a rational feeling. The clan has every right to feel jealous. She wants to paint with Adam. The aching void is still inside her, an eternal weight in the pit of her stomach. But now it is pervaded by a new breath, faint, warm, caressing, like the feel of ochre against her skin. The spark of creativity has flared up in her again. Blood Moon picks up her crucible, plunges her hand in the tawny mixture and places another handprint on the rock face at the same height as her heart.





ADAM

ADAM IS WOKEN BY the melancholy cry of an owl. He sits up, pulls the buckskin over his hips and stares into the flickering flames of the campfire. As far as he can tell, most of the clan are sleeping in the darkness outside the narrow circle of flame. A young Neand of twelve or thirteen proudly guards the fire, stoking it whenever it threatens to go out, piling on armfuls of kindling and logs.

Adam runs his hands over his face. During the training program, he dreaded the close physical contact imposed by life in the open air; he hated the sweltering pile of pelts and skins, the miasma of mingled bodily odors. He cringed at the lack of privacy even in the most basic human functions, at knowing he was being watched even while he was asleep and at his most vulnerable. He grew up in a vast, teeming city where everyone was fundamentally alone, in a society focused entirely on the individual, in a family governed by a climate of fear, especially after his mother died and his father’s violent outbursts became more frequent. The communal living in the camp has surprised him with a richness he never imagined. Sleeping together by the fire under the stars, close to a limpid, tranquil stream. True, there are makeshift shelters, but the Neands do not use them when the weather is mild, preferring to sleep outdoors. His dread of close physical contact has given way to an unsettling feeling of intimacy, as if the dreams and subconscious of the whole clan mingle with each other. Adam often wakes up in the moonlight, roused by the call of some nocturnal animal, by the sighs or snores of those sleeping next to him, by the discomfort of straw bedding. And when he wakes, he sometimes feels as though he has emerged from the dream of another sleeper—sometimes Sapiens, sometimes Neand.

Just as he is thinking this, he feels a warm, firm hand on his shoulder: Blood Moon has silently slipped in next to him. Not for the first time, he is surprised by the contrast between her muscular body and her ability to move, soundless and swift, as though floating in midair.

She sits next to him and stares into the crackling blaze. The flames dance over her weathered face, giving her eyes an almost supernatural glow. Adam stares at her, spellbound. Harsh winters have left her face gaunt and coarse, but the sparkle in her eyes gives her a youthful, mischievous air. Adam excitedly remembers himself as a child, his sense of wonder at the visions on his new implant, as he watched Blood Moon grow up among her clan; remembers himself later, as a shy teenager, living by proxy through the dreams of this other, curled up in his fake leather chair so he could forget the misery of his own life. This is a woman he has watched all his life. He is surprised at the word “woman”; it came to him unbidden. The people at the Institute grudgingly referred to them as females, carefully avoiding human terms to refer to the Neands, whom they see only as crude reflections of themselves.

Suddenly, Blood Moon turns to him; he looks into her eyes, caught up in her mystery. He knows that this is wrong, that he should resist. Without a word, she shifts closer, her thigh brushing against his, her hand slipping into his, and she turns back to the fire. In that fleeting instant, he is shaken, not by the intimate, unsettling touch of her flesh but by what he can see in her eyes: the naked, overwhelming desire that, since the dawn of time, has guided the world. Adam stares into the flames, relishing the warmth of her hand in his. He feels his heart racing; everything around him has disappeared. In a moment that feels endless, at once painful and exquisite, Adam silently prays that nothing will disturb them; he wants her with every fiber of his being and already, in his mind, he is merging with her. He no longer cares about the outside world and its expectations; he feels his body warm and melt in the heady fervor of this moment. This secret, intimate epiphany. Adam closes his eyes and surrenders himself completely. Blood Moon’s warm hand slips from his, her nervous thigh moves away and she gets to her feet and disappears. The enchantment continues for a few seconds more but quickly gives way to a feeling of emptiness and loss as he is faced with the terrible realization: Blood Moon is not for him.



“What the fuck were you playing at? That wasn’t in the script! You’re supposed to get Firefly to fall in love with you, and what do we see? You and her mother falling into each other’s arms.”

This is the first time Adam has heard Paris lose her temper; he has never so much as heard her raise her voice before now. He rubs his face. True, he tends to think of her as a friend and forgets that she is his boss and, of course, witnessed everything.

“I’m sorry. It wasn’t planned. I don’t know why, but Firefly has been really distant. She prefers being with Leona. Blood Moon just happened to be there. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

The voice inside his head falls silent. Paris is thinking.

“Well, at least there was nothing fake about your emotions,” she says, sounding somewhat calmer. “Maybe I’ll use the clip in Saturday’s broadcast and see how the audience reacts.”

Adam heaves a sigh. He cannot bear conflict. Someone has only to raise their voice and he is brutally reminded of his father, of all the things he is trying to forget, the viscous past that clings to him and stops him from moving forward. He is all too aware that wherever you run, you take your past with you, but he hoped that being in the unfamiliar setting of Eden Park would make it easier for him to start a new chapter in his life.

When Paris ends the conversation, he decides not to go straight back to the camp. He desperately needs some air. He climbs to the top of a low hill from which he can see the pond behind the woods. Squeezing his eyes shut, he focuses on his breathing and does some yoga exercises. At least his training for Another Eden has taught him to deal with stress.

He thinks back to Blood Moon’s words. After she stopped crying, she began to speak. Words poured from her. Adam knows that she has been bearing her grief in silence for years now. Somehow he has pierced the dam and cannot repair it. The story flooded out in a series of breaking waves. The illness and sudden death of her son, Little Snowflake. The disappearance of Blood Moon’s lover, Blizzard, which the clan blamed on the Beast, a monstrous mythic figure that breaks through the Confines for the sole purpose of abducting and devouring members of the clan. The Beast is a scourge whose ways are mysterious to them, and since taking Blizzard it has not reappeared. The legend of the Beast is one that Adam had never heard before Blood Moon told him, and it occurs to him Another Eden has never dealt with death or disappearance.

He is shaken from these thoughts by an incoming message on his implant. Victoire sent it a day earlier.

Okay, I know you’re going to say I don’t have a shred of proof. And you’re right. If we had proof, we’d make it public, because the public needs to know that the Institute is deeply corrupt and that it will stop at nothing to achieve its ends.

The results of the blood sample taken from Little Snowflake by the drone mosquito showed he suffered a catastrophic reaction to an experimental drug called ELiXR. The Institute lied when they told viewers it was a bacterial infection; if it was, they could have used the drone to administer antibiotics. So they wheeled out the director of the Institute, and Peter Williams put on a big show. He called a press conference, talked about how the Institute should not play God, how grief was a natural and necessary process. Besides, he claimed, the infection was so advanced that the only way to treat it would be a massive blood transfusion, which would mean abducting Little Snowflake, leaving his mother and the other Neands traumatized and potentially ending Another Eden. But he claimed he would let the public decide whether or not to intervene… then he rigged the votes and let the kid die.

So two points:

First, medical technology in Eden Park is state-of-the-art, and I can’t believe that intensive antibiotics and blood plasma could not have been covertly delivered using drone mosquitoes.

Second, and more importantly: The viewers did not vote NO! Actually, more than 80% voted in favor of medical intervention. Peter Williams deliberately manipulated the results in order to boost ratings.

Adam cannot bear to listen anymore: he deletes the message, claps his hands over his ears, closes his eyes and lets out a roar.





BLOOD MOON

A GREAT WHITE IS tracing angry circles overhead. Blood Moon watches as it moves across the meadow. Her every sense is overwhelmed: the lush grass seems a garish green, the dandelions a blazing yellow. The scent of the undergrowth comes to her in heady, intoxicating bursts: the sweet perfume of violets, the cool spice of damp earth. She feels the gentle caress of a breeze on her cheek and shoulders, tastes the burgeoning spring on her tongue. Never has it seemed so delicious, because everything now is transformed by the memory of the taste, the smell, the velvety softness of Adam’s skin. For the first time since the terrible winter when she lost everything, Blood Moon feels alive, incredibly alive. She vaguely senses that nothing good will come of it, that this happiness cannot last. He is so young, so different, a strange human from beyond the Confines, about whom she knows almost nothing. She knows all too well that the clan would not approve of such a union, but in this moment none of that matters. It has been almost a moon since she took him to the cave and showed him the painting she has been working on. She feels safe in the cave, unobserved. And it was here that she first mingled her breath with his. After so many winters, after so much grief…

Adam says little. He does not judge, he gratefully receives what she has to give and he in turn gives himself unreservedly. His youth, the taut muscles quivering beneath his pale, delicate skin, his smile pure as untrammeled snow and the wellspring of pain he keeps inside. Blood Moon can feel herself joyfully coming back to life. Not that her own suffering has disappeared; on the contrary, it heightens every shard of happiness, giving each moment a special glow that makes it all the more precious. A rare, short-lived pearl of snow.

She trusts the young man completely. Yesterday, before they went to the cave, she took him deep into the heart of the forest and showed him what she had discovered: the body of the Great White. Since the bird is not sacred to him, he would not judge her for her actions. In a strange way, the fact that he is both other and so close made him the only person with whom she could share this secret. The bird was still in the hollow tree trunk where she had hidden it. It was bizarrely unchanged. By now it should have been a mass of bones and feathers teeming with maggots, but no. Adam shot her a curious look but said nothing.

“Later,” he whispered, “in the cave.”

“Do you ever feel as though you are living in a dream?” Blood Moon asked. “As though a different reality exists elsewhere?”

Adam turned away from her. Can it be that he knows something? That there are falsehoods at the heart of the legends of the clan? Ever since she felt her first inkling, suspicion has been eating away at her, like a worm in a ripe fruit, rotting it from the inside.

Adam did not mention the subject today. Blood Moon did not have the courage to raise it again lest it spoil the beauty of the moment. Nor did she tell him about her feelings of foreboding. After all, she has no proof of any kind. Better to wait for a few more suns to pass—perhaps even a whole moon.

The breath of the forest embraces her as one might embrace a secret. Slowly, she wends her way back to the camp, savoring these precious moments of solitude before she goes back to her family. Before long, she spies the village up ahead, but there seems to be a strange commotion. Blood Moon is swiftly brought back to reality. Something about the cacophony of voices bodes ill. She quickens her pace.

There are raised voices coming from outside Leaping Water’s tent. The faces of those gathered around the matriarch are contorted with fear.

“What has happened?” Blood Moon asks.

Azure shoots her a panicked look. Firefly looks utterly distraught. She rushes over to her mother and falls into her arms.

“The Beast! It has come back.”





EVA

THEY HAVE BEEN WALKING now for many hours, pausing only to check the map. The little ones do not stir; the effects of the anesthetic have not worn off. Although it is late autumn, the night is oppressively warm, but as the trail plunges deeper into the forest, the temperature begins to drop. At one point they lose their way and stumble into a vast meadow. They retrace their steps and set off down another path, the pools of light from their headlamps dancing on the grass up ahead. Suddenly it seems to Eva that it is getting brighter. They have no way to check the time: neither has a watch. Without her phone, she feels almost bereft, as though without technology she is incapable of functioning. As the minutes pass, Eva realizes that she is right. While it is not yet dawn, already the horizon is dappled with a faint glow, while the shadows of the night reappear beyond the glare of their headlamps.

They cross a deserted road, then fork right into a forest of spruce trees. The first glimmers of dawn instantly vanish, blocked out by the serried ranks of tree trunks and the jagged branches that cleave the darkness like swords. Even the sounds of the natural world are muted and more distant as their footsteps are silenced by the thick carpet of needles that covers the ground. Suddenly, Eva feels her breath catch in her chest: from not fifteen yards away comes a commotion that sounds earsplitting after so many hours of silence. They stop in their tracks and Noah lays a hand on Eva’s arm.

“The headlamps!” he hisses.

They flick off the torches and stand in stunned silence.

“Was that a bark I heard?” whispers Eva. “Surely Beauty can’t have followed us all this way.”

“No way. It has to be a dog on some farm nearby.”

“But it sounded just like Beauty…”

They wait for what seems like endless minutes but is only a few moments, then begin to walk on, without lighting their torches. Seconds later they hear high-pitched yapping and a flurry of human voices.

“Shit,” mutters Eva. “Shit, shit, shit!”

Before they have time to work out what is happening, there comes a muffled gunshot, followed by a loud whimper of pain.

“Fuck! You’re right, the poor thing must have followed us.” Noah is panicking. “They’ve just shot her!”

The voices are moving closer. Without a second thought, Noah and Eva set off, weaving their way between the trees as swiftly as the darkness and their heavy loads permit. Hardly has she gone twenty yards than Eva realizes she and Noah have become separated. Where the hell is he? She peers into the darkness, but he is nowhere to be found. In the distance, the faint glow of flashlights sets her heart hammering in her chest. She turns and starts to run, her eyes blurred by rushing tears as she hugs New Dawn to her and tries to focus on her mission: she has to get away, give the Institute’s security guards the slip. She has to save herself, but most of all she has to save this little girl. Her eyes pierce the darkness. Her every muscle is tensed; she feels a stamina she never believed possible; though she is panting, and each breath catches in her throat, still she keeps running, keeps moving forward, because she has no choice, because her life is at stake, because she knows there can be no turning back. She knows that there are times when, if you cannot win, it is better to lose everything. Another hundred yards, but now the sounds of voices and racing footsteps are closer. She is caught in a blaze of floodlights and, wheeling around, tries to make out her opponents, but she is blinded by the glare. She stands, frozen like a rabbit caught in headlights, like a stag motionless in front of the barrel of a shotgun, unable to move, when she hears a woman’s powerful booming voice.

“Stop where you are. Lay the specimen on the ground and raise your hands or I’ll shoot!”

Eva feels a wave of adrenaline course through her. She is not about to end her days in prison. She turns and flees, almost flies over the mossy ground despite the burden she is carrying. The weight of New Dawn does not slow her down but gives her wings, and she just has time to whisper, “My little one, my little one,” before the shot rings out and Eva crumples and pitches forward onto a cushion of pine needles that tickle her face. Everything is black. She can smell the strong, earthy scent of the forest floor as it welcomes her, like a foretaste of her future. She will return to the earth—dust to dust—and gradually the warmth seeps away from her body, leaving only the tender, living warmth of New Dawn, still sleeping peacefully.





AZURE

HE SHOULD NEVER HAVE let his guard down; he should have heeded the voices of the shadows and killed the interlopers. Nothing good has come of them. They are too much like the tiny figure nailed to the gleaming amulet. The oldest human, Pablo, seemed kind, but that was just a ruse to lull them into a sense of security. As for the other man, Adam, from the moment he laid eyes on him Azure didn’t trust him. He should have listened to his instincts, convinced Leaping Water of the dangers the clan was facing—or simply taken matters into his own hands. Now he sits wide-eyed, hanging on every word of Tawny Owl, who continues his story as Blood Moon arrives.

“I am sure the Beast is nearby, prowling. I saw tracks in the mud below the field of poppies. Strange footprints marked by regular lines. I sniffed and there was the unnatural smell of the Beast, like onions and rotting fruit. By the breath of the ancestors, I swear to you: the Beast has come back.”

A ripple runs through the assembled crowd. Some bury their faces in their hands; a few raise their eyes to heaven and whisper prayers to the goddesses. Azure bites his tongue and thinks about the amulet. He has not told anyone about his find. As the days passed, he assumed that the confrontation had discouraged the Beast, that it had given up. But he was wrong. Now it is too late to mention anything, as the clan would accuse him of failing to warn them of the danger. He glances over at Summer Falls, whose eyes are wide with fear as she stares at Tawny Owl. She has not made the connection—or at least that is what Azure hopes. Suddenly, Leaping Water raises her hands.

“It is vital that we do not panic. We need to think, to keep our minds clear and sharp. Hurry, we must warn all the members of the clan as quickly as possible. And also the strange humans.”

“Surely this is some joke? It’s out of the question! These strange humans appear out of nowhere and within the span of two moons the Beast reappears. That cannot be a coincidence. And is it not strange that they seem untroubled that they cannot go home because of the Confines? What if these humans deliberately led the Beast to us? What if it is part of their plan?”

Azure’s words hit home, and the members of the little group all turn to look at him.

“Why would they do such a thing?” says Blood Moon, her face a mask of defiance. “Since their arrival, they have shown us nothing but warmth. Have you forgotten that they saved the life of Star Shower? They hunt and forage with us; they share our meals. The least we can do is warn them or they will be easy prey for the Beast!”

A muttering rises to an outcry; those present are clearly conflicted.

“You don’t just share your meals,” says Azure with a sneer. “You share your breath! I know what you and Adam have been doing. And I’m sure I’m not the only one.”

Her eyes glittering with rage, Blood Moon looks as though she would happily strangle the boy. Azure savors his victory while Blood Moon turns back to Leaping Water, looking resolute.

“While there is even the shadow of any doubt, we cannot send the newcomers into the mouth of the Beast. It would be inhuman; it would be unworthy of our clan. I shall go and warn them now, and woe betide anyone who tries to stop me!”

Blood Moon turns and stalks off. Taken by surprise, Azure shoots a glance at Leaping Water, who lays a warning hand on his forearm.

“Listen, all of you,” the shaman says. “Right now it is vital that we be on our guard, but it is also vital that we warn our guests. The danger lies not in them but in the Beast. From this moment no one is to leave the camp alone. If you must leave, take someone with you, and always tell someone where you are going. I need you all to be vigilant. Do not leave the camp after sundown.”

She turns to Tawny Owl.

“Take a few of the hunters and go back to the poppy field. Bring your stakes and the finest spears whose flints have been tempered by fire. See if you can follow the Beast’s trail. Move quickly, now! The opportunity to track the Beast will not come again soon.”

Tawny Owl bows his head respectfully. Azure steps forward.

“I’ll go with you.”





ADAM

ADAM IS WOKEN BY strange, furtive noises. Instantly on the alert, he props himself on one elbow and peers into the darkness of the cave. Blood Moon told him that they are the only two who ever come here, which is why it has been their meeting place since they first “shared breath,” as the Neands say. There is, of course, another reason for coming to the cave, one that he cannot share with Blood Moon: neither the snake eagles nor the dragonfly drones can enter the caves because the rock face interferes with their navigation modules. Here, he and Blood Moon are safe from prying eyes. Paris has grudgingly come to accept their relationship. She knows what has been going on. As she told Adam, she is not about to argue! This isn’t Romeo and Juliet and she is not looking for a part in some tragedy. Adam feels deeply embarrassed that their first encounter was witnessed by millions, and even more so that it was seen by Paris. Outwardly, she has been calm and professional, but secretly she must surely feel hurt. If this is true, she is careful not to let it show. In fact, as she has repeatedly told him, she is thrilled that he has found real happiness in Eden Park. He may as well stay there! And besides, as she put it, it’s good for the show. Viewers are getting to see true love. Adam shivers at the mention of the word “love.” What is happening is worlds away from the production’s typical behind-the-scenes plotting. Adam and Blood Moon have injected reality into a hackneyed show that was beginning to grow stale, and the public can sense it. They are electrified by the relationship. Paris has talked to Adam about the ratings, the polls, the social media. Some women are thrilled that Adam is much younger than Blood Moon, while others are virulently opposed to his Neand lover. Maybe they’re jealous. As for Adam, he cannot begin to explain why, from the first, he was attracted to Blood Moon. Some claim that she represents a mother figure—a facile, intellectually lazy conclusion. The simple truth is that love and desire cannot be analyzed or controlled. You have only to let go and allow yourself to be carried away.

For the thousandth time since he surrendered—surrendered to Blood Moon’s first kiss and took her in his arms—Adam feels a crushing weight on his chest when he thinks about the future. His feelings for her are genuine, but how is it possible to build a relationship on a lie? The more time passes, the more she reveals herself to him, the greater the guilt he feels. And the longer he keeps the truth from her, the more absurd and monstrous it seems. When Blood Moon showed him the mangled body of the drone eagle, he felt ashamed. If he tells Blood Moon everything, he will be forcibly removed from Eden Park, he will lose his job and he will never see Blood Moon again. Then what will become of her? The Institute may decide to eliminate Blood Moon in order to allow the show to continue. It is a catch-22 situation, and the stakes are too high. Adam is beginning to regret not heeding his sister’s warnings.

Suddenly, he starts: this time he definitely heard footsteps. A moment later Blood Moon appears in the flickering glow of the flaming torch wedged into the cave’s wall. Adam is shocked to see that she is utterly distraught; he has never seen such a look on her face.

“What’s happened?”

She comes over to where he is sitting on a deerskin spread over the sandy floor and crouches down next to him.

“I have come to warn you. We are all in terrible danger. Do you know where your people are? We need to let them know as soon as possible.”

“What is it, Blood Moon, what is wrong?”

“The Beast has returned and is prowling around the camp. And it will not leave without taking its prey.”





NOAH

2036

NOAH STOPS AND WIPES the sweat from his face. The October sun is sweltering, even here, high up in the mountains. He pauses for a moment and surveys the flower-strewn meadows that stretch out endlessly below him, then continues his ascent. He has to move quickly. He managed to hide Standing Stone, still fast asleep, in a bedroom in a derelict house near a crumbling village. The village is an hour and a half’s walk from the house, so it will be some time before he gets back. He was reluctant to leave the child alone, but had no choice. Standing Stone is too small to come with him and hide in the forest while Noah gets provisions. Until now, he has been rationing the supplies they brought when they fled the camp, hoping that Eva and New Dawn would somehow find them. But there has been no sign of life. In the three days since they arrived, Noah has been so upset that he has barely slept a wink. But he has not been idle: there is a lot of work to do to make this place habitable. In a previous life, Noah used to renovate apartments in Ghent, but that was a long time ago and he had access to tools and materials. Here, he will have to make everything by hand. Granted, the fact that their new “home” is far from any other houses and the main road offers some protection, but it also presents problems, since it means that Noah can bring back only what will fit in his backpack. But that is not what most concerns him right now. He knows that he is up to the job. He has already found a few old tools in the barn, including a trowel and everything he needs to start a vegetable garden. In the next few months, there is much to do. Winter is coming, and Noah needs to ensure that at least one room in the house is insulated, that the hearth and the chimney are working, and, most importantly, if they are to have fresh water, he needs to reopen the condemned well in the farmyard. That is his most urgent task. He also plans to install a solar panel so that they have enough electricity to power the lights and a connection to the Cirrus, through which he hopes to find tutorials that will help with his building and gardening projects.

Everything would be easier if Eva were here. She was always so grown-up, so sensible. But Noah has no choice but to get used to the idea that he might have to get by without her.

This is what keeps him awake at night. In the evening, as he lies under the blanket next to Standing Stone, he mentally replays the scene of their escape. He is convinced that the barking he heard just before he and Eva were separated was Beastly Beauty. She had probably trotted behind at a safe distance. But why? After all, she had never strayed far from the camp before. Maybe she instinctively knew they were leaving for good. Despite Noah’s brutal attempts to chase her away, she decided to follow them. Noah will never know why, except that it was his fault. She was killed by the first shot he heard. Wracked with guilt, Noah ran through the inky blackness of the forest as fast as he could. At some point he realized that Eva was no longer with him. Then there were more gunshots. Noah raced on and, to his genuine surprise, managed to elude the security guards from the Institute. True, the guards had few resources. They had no dogs to sniff him out, no microchip or phone that they could track. That is something else he needs to buy: a phone. One with a solar charger, until he can find a better solution.

Last night, while Standing Stone was snoring peacefully, Noah tossed and turned, unable to sleep because of the cold, the hard stone floor, the sounds of the birds in the mountains. Over and over he brooded about the moment when he had heard the second gunshot and fled. Ran and kept running as though nothing had happened, moving haphazardly, following the faint outline of the map in the early dawn light. He kept running, taking refuge during the day and moving on at night, with Standing Stone strapped against his chest, serious and silent, as though even the child understood the situation. The journey took several days, during which Noah had to resort to tying Standing Stone to a tree in the depths of the forest while he went shopping for provisions. He could not afford to be seen with the child: the risk was too great. The Institute would have issued an alert. Standing Stone never wailed; he never cried; in a tremulous voice he would say, “Eva? Daw’?” and sit there sadly when Noah shook his head. It was as though he understood, though the idea was absurd. As for Noah, he was in fight-or-flight mode, focusing only on the task at hand, one step at a time, one second at a time. Everything else could be dealt with later. Perhaps Standing Stone realized the urgency of the situation from the curious way that Noah was behaving; that would explain it. As Eva had told him a thousand times, children are emotional sponges: they sense everything.

So Noah had trudged on, discreetly restocking provisions as necessary, using the reserves of cash he and Eva had withdrawn from their accounts a few days before they fled. Finally, he reached the village where his grandmother had lived—the house now served as a retreat for Parisians in search of nature—and from there he scaled the slopes as far as the ruined villages, where he finally found refuge.

He is jolted from his thoughts by the sound of a car engine. He is close to the main road.

Minutes later Noah steps into the little mini-mart. After packing up his groceries, he wanders over to the newspaper stand and there, in the middle of the glossy magazines, he is shocked to see his own face staring back at him from the daily paper.

Noah stops dead. For a moment he is stunned; then he bends down to read the headline: PARK KIDNAPPING: DEFENSELESS NEAND ABDUCTED BY BRUTAL INTRUDER.

He can’t buy the newspaper for fear that the cashier will recognize the photo. Under the headline, he reads:


The kidnapper was not acting alone: he was aided and abetted by a young woman who infiltrated the Institute posing as a researcher. Eva Vandenbos was shot dead during the pursuit while New Dawn, the Neand child she abducted, has been returned, unharmed, to the Institute.



Noah feels a lump in his throat. Squeezing his eyes shut, he sees Eva, his friend, the big sister he never had, her worried frown before she laughed at one of his lame, insipid jokes. The image is quickly replaced by the sad face of Standing Stone, who is waiting, alone and helpless, in the derelict house halfway up the mountain. Noah opens his eyes. He has managed not to cry; now he chokes back a sob and, his throat aching, carries on shopping as if nothing happened. As he wanders the aisles one last time, he picks up a razor. He will trade his long blond hair for a military buzz cut and hope it is enough for him to remain anonymous. Under an unflappable exterior—or so he hopes—he checks out, jokes about the weather, then packs his supplies into his rucksack and sets off up the mountain. Only once he is deep in the forest, sheltered by the trees, far from prying eyes, does he allow himself to weep.





AZURE

HIS WILL IS UNSHAKABLE, he is fierce as a stag at bay; his every limb, his every muscle, is taut. His head is encased in shadows that whisper in voices from beyond the grave that this time the Beast will not escape. As he warily follows Tawny Owl and the other volunteers—Summer Falls, who has always supported him, and Morning Rain, the father of little Star Shower—Azure broods about the things he knows. He knows more than the others in the clan: it was he who snatched the amulet from the Beast, and he vaguely senses that he can use it to his advantage. The amulet is shaped to look like a human, arms outstretched and hanging from a tree split by lightning. The Beast is somehow connected to the newly arrived humans, but now is no time for contemplation: it is time for action. And action is what Azure prefers. He moves forward, gripping his spear tightly, enjoying the feel of the hard wood. His mouth is dry. He glances up at the sky; night is drawing in, and he cannot help but remember his first encounter with the Beast.

No one has uttered a word since they left the camp. Suddenly, Tawny Owl stops and looks around. Turning to the others, he nods toward a muddy pool a short distance away. The three volunteers follow him to the edge and kneel. Following Tawny Owl’s example, they carefully lay their weapons on the dry bank and, plunging their hands into the mire, smear their faces, arms, shoulders and legs with viscous mud to mask their own smell. Soundlessly, they get to their feet. Tawny Owl nods and they set off in single file like fire ants.

Eventually, Tawny Owl once again stops and raises a finger; they have reached the poppy field. Azure swallows hard. Tawny Owl leads them to the tracks left by the Beast: a series of depressions in the soft mud, but, studied closely, they bear the mark of a strange shoe, very different from the simple leather moccasins the clan members wear during the rainy season; it is clearly harder, with ridges in the sole. Tawny Owl kneels and sniffs the tracks and is quickly joined by Morning Rain and Summer Falls. Azure pads over, and in the waning dusk, all four warriors inhale deeply, searching for the spoor left by the Beast. Azure quickly detects the monster’s distinctive miasma, as the elders refer to it; it is exactly what he smelled some nights earlier, during his terrifying encounter. He concentrates on the scent. All four get to their feet, join hands and, closing their eyes, sniff the air as intently as a fox hunting prey. Azure thinks he smells the familiar scent of honeysuckle, but it seems different, heavier, less subtle, followed by hints of pine, hawthorn and moss—faint but sickeningly sweet—a haze of mingled perfumes.

A moment later he opens his eyes and glances at his friends. Tawny Owl nods again and they set off. Not a single word has been exchanged. They follow the trail of the Beast, alert to every footprint, every broken twig, every lingering smell. But the day is fast fading; the trees now cast huge inky shadows over the land, like a black veil jealously enfolding some secret. Tawny Owl is the most experienced hunter in the group, and the other three trust him to lead. Azure stares in wonder as the older man bends over the sticky mass of sodden earth and somehow deduces the direction they must take. Before long they are deep in the forest, with Tawny Owl leading the way over the carpet of pine needles. As the darkness deepens, Azure feels as though he is being engulfed by impenetrable shadows and no longer knows which he should fear, the shadows or the Beast. His heart beats faster as he scans the gloomy forest, but the ghostly silhouettes, the blackened specters of the spruce trees with their countless jagged branches, are not yet ready to give up their secrets. Once the sun has set, the chirruping of the finches fades to an eerie silence broken only by the sound of their heartbeats and the occasional murmur of distant crickets in the meadows. Azure grips his spear, his every sense on the alert. A little farther on he thinks he hears a rustle in the dense undergrowth. A twig snaps: the nocturnal animals have begun to stir. His heart is pounding; he holds his breath. A few steps on, Tawny Owl signals for the little group to halt. Azure takes a deep breath, filling his lungs with the fragrant forest air, listening for the slightest noise. A feeling of unease shudders through his body and that of Summer Falls, who lays a hand on his arm. The thick, many-scented miasma hangs through the air, faint and light as a feather. Azure closes his eyes and is instantly transported back to his first confrontation with the Beast some moons ago. His heart is pulsing in his throat; he is gripped by nameless terror and urged on by the whispering shadows in his head. He feels a breeze move over his face, the stench of foul breath—the breath of the Beast. They are close. The darkness is now so complete, they can scarcely make out their bodies as they move noiselessly across the mossy ground. The sounds grow louder and more distinct, and Azure is astonished to realize that what he is hearing sounds very much like human voices.





ADAM

ADAM’S HEART IS HAMMERING in his chest. He listened as Blood Moon told him about the Beast that invades the land from time to time, and though it sometimes allow many winters to pass without returning, it invariably does and never leaves without taking prey. Clearly, the clan believes that the Beast is a creature from beyond the Confines, perhaps the mother of all beasts. Adam nodded and promised Blood Moon that he would do as she has asked: warn the others like him, be on his guard and never stray from the camp alone. While he did his best to put on a brave face, he clearly looked unsettled. Blood Moon probably assumed he was frightened by the Beast, but he wonders whether this means the Institute is preparing to extract a specimen. It seems unbelievable that Paris would not have alerted them. If one of the Neands has developed the mysterious genetic disease that has afflicted a certain number of members of the clan since Eden Park first opened, why has Paris said nothing?

Adam needs to talk to Paris immediately. He told Blood Moon that he was going to warn his friends, that he had to go alone, that he knew where to find them. That much was true: his three fellow actors are in the forest, cataloguing the diversity and abundance of plant species—a task too difficult to be remotely done using drones. The introduction of the human actors into Eden Park offered the perfect opportunity to take a closer look at the evolution of the flora and fauna in this ecosystem, which has been sealed off for decades. It’s a unique experiment.

For the first time, Blood Moon raised her voice: it was much too dangerous for him to go alone. Hadn’t he heard what she had just said? Adam took her in his arms and reassured her with sweet, comforting words he did not know were in his vocabulary. They left the cave together, but Adam still set off alone. Just once he glanced back: two silent tears had traced furrows over Blood Moon’s cheekbones, but in her eyes he saw that grave aloofness, that look of dull pain she usually reserved for her clan before Adam arrived. For a second he hesitated. But he needed to find out what was happening. He gave Blood Moon a little wave and, with a heavy heart, set off.

He moves through the dark forest, enveloped by the heady smell, a mixture of mosses, pine and honeysuckle.

After a time he comes to a lone oak tree that has grown among the spruces and, leaning against the trunk, switches on his implant and calls Paris. She answers immediately.

“Adam, what the hell do you want?”

Paris sounds unusually curt. Adam mentally curses himself: of course she has been expecting his call. While he may have been safe from prying eyes in the cave, nothing that happens in the rest of Eden Park is secret for long. Paris must be aware of Tawny Owl’s discovery and the discussions back at camp. Adam takes a deep breath.

“The Beast! Why didn’t you let us know there was a raid planned? Who is it taking this time?”

There is a weary sigh on the other end of the line. Adam can picture Paris winding a lock of blond hair around her finger.

“Look, Adam, I realize this isn’t exactly ideal. To be honest, I’d rather we managed to extract the specimen before the Neands knew anything was happening. The reason I didn’t tell you or the others is because you’re all part of the clan now. These extractions are rare, when a Neand has developed a dangerous genetic illness. It is to prevent their own suffering.”

“So, who are they planning to take?” says Adam, raising his voice. “Who’s sick?”

“I can’t tell you. It could jeopardize the whole mission.”

“Yeah, right!”

Adam angrily shakes his head; he feels like ending the call, but that would get him nowhere. If only Paris were here, in the flesh. She might be a hardheaded businesswoman, but she genuinely cares about the Neands.

“This is unbearable, Paris. You know that, don’t you? At least tell me—”

“Whether we’re taking Blood Moon? I’m sorry, I can’t tell you, Adam. I know you’re upset, and if you’re really finding things unbearable, if you can’t control your feelings and play your role, you will be extracted from Eden Park.”

Adam savagely wipes an angry tear from his cheek. Leave now? He can’t. It’s unimaginable.

“It’s not the end of the world, Adam. Honestly. You do what you can, but if you feel overwhelmed… well, we’re human, aren’t we? I know how difficult this is for you. Personally, I wouldn’t blame you if you decided to quit, although obviously I’d prefer you to stay. Listen: the planned extraction has nothing to do with you and the others. All the recent blood tests have shown that there is nothing to worry about. The scientists here were pretty surprised. But you know the Institute’s policy: if a Neand is condemned, we have to intervene. Your presence in Eden Park doesn’t change that.”

Adam ends the call, squeezes his eyes shut and rubs his temples. For the first time in a long time, he misses his sister, Victoire. Her opinions may be black-and-white, but at least she would know what to do. He sets off at a run, heading down into the valley. Some minutes later he stops in the middle of a clearing where a waterfall tumbles from atop the rocky escarpment. The water splashes noisily into a circular pool, and the stream winds between the trees. Adam hesitates for a moment, then decides to try and make contact. The call echoes in the empty ether, and so he leaves a message.

“Hi, Victoire, it’s me. I need to talk to you. It’s about your activist guy, Stan. I want you to get in touch with him.”

He closes his eyes and catches his breath.

“I need your help. The Institute sent in a team to extract a Neand they claim is seriously ill. I don’t know who they are planning to take.”

He ends the call, his hands trembling. He could not bear to tell her what he truly fears: that they are coming for Blood Moon. He is surprised when his sister instantly replies.

“Message received. Listen, Adam, these ‘extractions’… Stan has found evidence that the Neands being taken out aren’t sick: there is no mysterious genetic condition. He’s discovered that the Institute is using the Neands to develop what he calls induced pluripotent stem cells to create a treatment that reverses biological aging. I don’t really understand it, and we don’t have much to go on. The important thing now is to get you both out. I’ll talk to Stan and let you know.”

Adam sets off down a gentle slope to meet his fellow actors. He walks past a small pond, then across the meadows. He can think of nothing but the threat now hovering over him, like one of the drone eagles, devoid of life, of blood, of meaning. An empty symbol of a time when such majestic birds soared through the skies before they were driven to extinction by humans, whose insatiable greed destroyed their natural habitat. Adam feels his implant vibrate and stops. It’s Victoire again. He is reluctant to take the call: he is out in the open, and there is nothing to drown out their conversation—but, seeing no drones nearby, he decides to answer.

“I’ve talked to Stan. He thinks he might have come up with a way into the Eden Park subnetwork. If he has, we might be able to find detailed concrete evidence of what exactly the Institute is hiding. But we would need your help.”

“What do I have to do?”

“Stan’s team have spent months trying to bypass the firewall; they’ve looked for server misconfigurations, tried encrypted injection attacks, but the whole thing seems impregnable. Then it occurred to him that one possible route into the network would be to piggyback on your connection. Call Paris back, keep her online for as long as you possibly can, use whatever you can think of to stay on the call. Since we’ll be hooked into the same call, Stan thinks he’ll be able to upload a polymorphic virus to her memory cache, which means that for as long as you keep her talking, we’ve got full access to her Cirrus archives. She won’t even know it’s happening.”

“And you really think this poly-whatever virus thing will work?”

“Hey, it’s worth a try. We’re sending a drone that can create a massive electromagnetic pulse that will temporarily disrupt the ThermalEye shield. Stan has one of the earliest versions of the Cirrus implant, and he’s managed to work out exactly which nodes to block. We’ll have the EMP drone hover near the Confines closest to the Neand camp. Now, an EMP is a pretty crude piece of gear: the electromagnetic pulse will knock out all electrical devices, but only in a radius of about six kilometers, and the Institute will quickly work out what’s going on, but it’ll buy you some time. For a couple of hours at least, the Institute won’t have access to the ThermalEye shield, the Confines, or anything connected to Cirrus—which also means that if the Beast is on the prowl, it won’t be able to track its prey. It’s not much, but it’s something.”

Adam passes a hand over his forehead.

“When should I call Paris?”

“It will take Stan and the team a couple of hours to get everything into place. We’ll message you.”



“This is insane! How can they even think of trying to perform an extraction while we’re here in the camp?”

Leona is ranting, Dezba is clearly agitated and Pablo is thoughtfully stroking his chin.

Adam has just told the little group everything he knows. He is reassured by their reaction: maybe it’s not just him who’s being oversensitive. The others are also upset, even outraged, by this threat that hangs over the Neands they share their lives with. One of the clan is about to be abducted from Eden Park, and right now no one knows who. The other humans may not have fallen in love, but since they arrived, all of them have developed genuine feelings of friendship and affection for the Neands. And now they’re expected to sit on their hands and pretend they know nothing while the Institute extracts one of the clan, making each of them complicit. It’s infuriating. Leona is pacing up and down.

“If we just stand by and let them do this, I’ll never be able to look myself in the eye again. It’s outrageous!”

Pablo hesitantly raises his hand.

“Come on, let’s all calm down and think this through. Obviously, the idea of one of the clan disappearing without explanation is upsetting. But we have to remember that the Institute is dealing with a serious, life-threatening illness and believes this is the most ethical and humane thing to do.”

“Yeah, right!” roars Leona.

Adam starts at the sight of a drone eagle circling overhead.

“I need you all to keep calm and follow me!”

He leads them through the meadows toward the waterfall and stops by the edge of the pool. He looks at his colleagues.

“We can talk safely here. The Institute can’t hear what we’re saying.”

“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Dezba says, “but I’ve been thinking. I suggest we contact Paris and let her know that we’re all on the same page. The very least she can do is tell us who the Beast is planning to take.”

Adam shakes his head.

“We can try, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope: I called her before I came to find you, and she refused to tell me.”

“But if the four of us are in agreement, she’ll have to do something. She’ll have to persuade us. Otherwise we threaten to—”

“Strike?” says Pablo, amused. “I can just picture it: the four of us march to the top of Mont Beuvray waving placards! What good will that do?”

The others carry on talking, but Adam is only half listening, engrossed in his own thoughts, largely deafened by the thunderous roar of the waterfall rushing down. He thinks about what Victoire said, about what he needs to do. After a moment he interrupts.

“Look, we all agree that what’s happening is unacceptable. If you’re happy for me to speak for all of you, I’ll call Paris.”

Dezba raises an eyebrow.

“Why you? I’m sorry, Adam, but you’re young and… well, let’s say easily led. I don’t think I’m the only one who’s noticed that Paris has some kind of hold over you.”

Leona and Pablo nod, though they cannot bring themselves to meet his gaze. But Adam knows this is the perfect opportunity to have the sort of long, protracted conversation that will give Stan and his team time to search through the memory cache. He just needs to convince the others. He heaves a sigh. Victoire and Stan are waiting, and there is no time to play mind games. He will have to be firm and direct.

“Please, Dezba. I have to be the one to talk to Paris. I need you to trust me. Please.”

Again she raises an eyebrow. The others wait with bated breath.

“I’ll call her right now, right here in front of you,” says Adam. “I’ll hook you all into the conversation. That way you can hear everything and join in if you want to. Okay?”

Dezba jerks her chin, and the others follow suit. They walk away from the waterfall toward the canopy of trees. Adam does not remotely believe they can persuade Paris to change her mind about the extraction, but right now he doesn’t care: if Victoire and her friends can come up with hard evidence, it might change things. His heart pounding, he makes the call.

“Paris? Yeah, it’s Adam. I’m here with the others. We need to talk.”





AZURE

AT A SIGNAL FROM Tawny Owl, their group comes to a halt. The gathering dusk drapes the forest in a spectral half-light. Nocturnal animals are stirring and warily emerging from dens and thickets. Since Azure can see little more than the ghostly silent and menacing specters of the spruce trees, he focuses on sound and smell. He is now certain that what he is hearing is the sound of human voices. In the deepening darkness, the scent trail they have been following seems stronger, as though they are approaching the source. Tawny Owl has the group form a circle and brings a finger to his lips, calling for utter silence. Azure grips his spear in his right hand and, with his left, strokes the sharp blade of the flint dagger, ready to draw it from his belt at the slightest provocation. He follows Tawny Owl, walking lightly over the mossy ground, careful not to snap a twig. Silence falls, but the telltale smell still lingers. Barely have they taken a dozen paces when they hear a voice, clear and distinct, coming from nearby. Azure stops and holds his breath. He feels a shudder run down the back of his neck. The voice is strange, an unfamiliar nasal drawl, as though the breath of this human—or whatever creature is speaking—is circulating too high in its chest.

“You’re telling me we can’t light a fire? Not even a little one? I love campfires; they’re so romantic. And sitting by a campfire with a beautiful woman like you would make this evening unforgettable!”

A long silence follows these cryptic words. Then there comes a loud sniff and another voice, throaty and female: “No.”

This second voice sounds clipped, the accent more like that of the other humans. Azure is so terrified that he forgets his companions are nearby. His mind is teeming with questions. He forces himself to breathe slowly, to keep calm. Tawny Owl takes a step forward and Azure follows, stepping to one side so he can see what is happening. Between the dark tree trunks he can see two humans sitting on the mossy ground. It is too dark to make out their faces, but the smell is unmistakable. Azure sees they are two unknown strange humans, a female and a male. The female is clearly angry.

“Neands aren’t wild animals,” she says irritably. “They’re perceptive, intelligent; they have excellent vision and significantly better hearing than we do. They’re not going to be scared off by fire; in fact, they could use it to track us. Because of your stupid blunder, they already know we’re here. Right now, they’ll be searching. Stalking us. They could be close by and we have no way of knowing where, because the ThermalEye is down, so I have no geolocation data. We can’t afford to take risks.”

The male gives a low whistle.

“Look, you don’t have to like me,” he growls, “but the least you can do is show a bit of respect. I’m going to have a serious word with your boss when I get back. How can the ThermalEye be down? This is supposed to be a state-of-the-art research facility. Oh, and you can stop being so damn condescending. Here you are, preaching to me about how Neands aren’t wild animals, but you’re not a doctor: you’re a glorified vet!”

The female sighs.

“No, I’m a scientist, an experienced professional. I have spent decades here at Eden Park leading the extractions, ensuring that the process is ethical and humane and, most of all, that the Neands are recovered alive and healthy—because otherwise, you won’t be looking so young this time next year, will you? Now shut up: I thought I heard something.”

Azure stands frozen, spellbound by the voices. Although he knows some of the words, he cannot make sense of what he is hearing. Nor can he understand why these Beasts seem so calm. They sound like rational, intelligent animals—nothing like the bloodthirsty monsters Leaping Water and the old-timers warned about. But as the minutes pass, Azure feels a visceral wave of revulsion rising from the pit of his stomach to the crown of his head. What does it matter whether they are rational or whether they can speak? The alien stench is unmistakable: these are Beasts that, since the dawn of time, have been invading their land and abducting members of the clan, including his father. Azure finds himself thinking about Blood Moon; though he blames her for many things, deep down he knows that she is not responsible for his misfortune. Blood Moon did not want Blizzard to be taken. She has suffered just as he has. The blame lies with the Beasts. He feels a surge of black hatred so fierce, it leaves him gasping for breath. Azure did not come here to understand; he came to take his revenge. Slowly and silently, he lowers his arm and lays his spear on the ground, then reaches in his belt for the flint knife and grips the handle. He can feel his blood pulse in his fist, in his temples. His breathing quickens as he hears the shadow voices in his head shriek: KILL THEM! KILL THEM! He is ready. First the male. Then the female. He gauges the distance to his prey, considers his tactics: Where to strike when you know nothing about your enemy’s anatomy? He senses rather than hears a slight movement to his left. As though he can read the boy’s thoughts, Tawny Owl lays a warning hand on his shoulder. It’s now or never. Azure cannot allow Tawny Owl to thwart his plan. He has a right to avenge himself; he has waited far too long. In an instant, he shrugs off the friendly hand, darts between the trees and launches himself at his prey. KILL THEM! KILL THEM! He glimpses a head, a torso, raises his knife and blindly slashes, hoping to hit some vital organ. The keenly honed flint sinks into the soft flesh with disturbing ease; the Beast is fat, fatter than any animal Azure has ever killed, and it makes no move to defend itself. Azure raises his knife and stabs over and over again, insensible to everything around him, oblivious to the thick, hot, coppery blood streaming down his hand, his arm, spattering his face, which is contorted into a terrible rictus, spraying into his mouth, which is open in a scream. Not a scream: a howl; he realizes that he is howling and the shadows in his head are howling too. In a deafening roar that rends the night, he spews out all his pain, his rage, his grief. His howl is endless and manifold, a vast choir of voices. The shadows retreat and he finds himself alone, still screaming. He realizes that the Beast has stopped moving, though he is still slashing at the body. His companions call to him, try to hold him back, to pull him away, and gradually Azure comes back to earth. In the horror and confusion, the female has fled, while the male lies before him in a pool of blood. Azure, little Azure, the orphan who has so often been dismissed and underestimated—Azure has killed the Beast.





ADAM

FOR THE FIRST TIME since he arrived in Eden Park, Adam is stressed. He sits staring into the dancing flames of the campfire, anxiously biting his nails. Living in the open air has brought him a sense of tranquility he never knew existed. Despite his concerns about the role he is playing, being at one with nature, a world away from his previous life, has helped him achieve a state of calm. He no longer spends his time regretting the past or worrying about the future; he lives in the moment. He feels as though he has finally found his place. Or at least he felt he did. Now everything is changing. The fragile life he has begun to build could be shattered at any moment. How can you build something solid on rotten foundations? His fleeting happiness already seems to be fading.

The conversation he and the others had with Paris lasted for more than an hour. Adam can only hope that it was long enough—not that the discussion achieved anything beyond Paris grudgingly agreeing to talk to the director about postponing the extraction while making it clear the chances are slim. Upset and unsure what to do next, the four head back to the camp. They have no choice but to wait. Meanwhile, Adam is desperate to check for any news from Victoire, but with everyone else around, he doesn’t dare activate his implant. On the orders of Leaping Water, the clan has gone to bed, but Adam is not the only one awake. He can hear whispers from some of the tents. Meanwhile, night has spread its cloak of darkness. In the distance, a couple of tawny owls call to each other. There has been no news from the Neands who set off to track the Beast—not that Adam expects any surprises. Even if Victoire and her friends did manage to temporarily bring down the ThermalEye shield, anyone working for the Institute would be careful not to be caught unawares.

Adam pushes off his deerskin blanket, gets to his feet and soundlessly walks away from the camp. When he finally feels he is at a safe distance, he activates his implant. Instantly a familiar icon flickers on his retina: a message from Victoire. The fire crackles as the last embers crumble. Adam’s heart is pounding; he needs to be in the forest, to be alone so he can concentrate.

Once under the cover of the trees, he sits down, takes a long, deep breath, steels himself and opens the message. Images silently flicker over the Cirrus lenses. There is no voice message, only a series of images Stan has retrieved from the memory cache that detail research findings, classified reports, patent applications. Holding his breath, Adam skims through them: “… Blood plasma and bone marrow extracted from living Neand subjects injected in infancy offer an exponential possibility for age reversal… change in DNA methylation patterns, transcript profiles, and tissue function with no loss of cell identity… Early randomized double-blind trials of ELiXR recorded an average reversal of one year for each two years of treatment… Increased inoculations and advances in real-time nucleocytoplasmic compartmentalization have meant that, at standardized doses, the ELiXR formula can reverse cellular aging by two years for every one year of treatment… dismissed the concerns about serious side effects including mania, paranoia and delusions in some Neand subjects…” Adam wipes away the sweat streaming and rubs his eyes, as if to erase what he is seeing: “… continue to target high-value customers in the global 1%… carefully vetted and approved clients… establishing additional research reservations in western Canada, China and the Indian subcontinent to ensure confidentiality… While certain clients—self-styled “hunters”—have been allowed to visit the reservations, the board feels that this practice should be stopped, and Anna Smith has demonstrated that the limited financial gain from such ‘safaris’ does not outweigh serious concerns for both visitors and livestock…”

There is a detailed report of safety concerns from Anna Smith, whom Adam remembers meeting: a lean, athletic woman, well past retirement age, but whose skills are irreplaceable since she has been working at Eden Park since it first opened.

With the back of his hand, Adam wipes away the angry tears coursing down his cheeks, flicks off his implant and watches the Cirrus lenses grow dark. How could he have been so naïve? The “extractions” are not about alleviating the suffering of Neands cursed with some rare genetic disease. The Neands are simply guinea pigs, petri dishes to be used to create some age-reversal treatment for bored billionaires for whom one lifetime is not enough. Adam bites his fist to stifle a roar as he imagines the pain and horror of Neands being hunted and kept alive as “livestock” whose blood plasma and bone marrow are harvested. Outraged and bewildered, Adam gets to his feet and is just about to head back when he hears a commotion in the distance: the Neands tracking the Beast have come back to camp.





NOAH

2040

“PAPA!”

Noah lets out a roar, and wheeling around scans the dense forest behind him. A spry little boy appears and races down the hill. Noah is furious.

“Jules! What did I tell you? You’re supposed to wait at home. What are you doing here?”

The boy bursts into tears as though his whole world is falling apart.

“Papa, I want to go shopping with you. It’s not fair: you always go to the village on your own!”

Noah frowns and kneels down next to the child.

“I’ve told you a thousand times that it’s too dangerous for you to come to the village. We might run into the bad men who are looking for you and they might take you away.”

The little boy sobs harder.

“Why are the bad men looking for me, Papa? I don’t want to stay in the house every time you go out. It’s no fun.”

“Remember I told you that the bad men killed your mama? They’re really evil!”

Noah thinks for a moment. The boy has already followed him down to the valley and almost as far as the main road without him noticing. Taking the boy back up the mountain now would mean an additional several hours’ walk, and he doesn’t dare send him back on his own even if Jules is a smart, resourceful boy, given that he’s barely seven.

“Okay, you can come with me this time. But you have to behave, and if anyone talks to you, I’ll tell them you’re my nephew visiting for the holidays. Promise?”

“Promise!”

Jules is once again all smiles. With the back of his hand, he wipes the tears from his chubby face. Noah ruffles his hair. He’ll just go to a store a little farther from the town center. Easier to be anonymous there than in the little mini-mart he usually visits.



When they get back to their mountain refuge, Noah lights a fire in the hearth and Jules slips under the blanket next to him. They are quickly joined by Belle, a little sheepdog Noah adopted two years ago, who snuggles between them.

“It was fun going to the supermarket, Papa. I didn’t know there were so many people in the whole world.”

Noah cannot help laughing.

“You have so much still to learn, little man!”

The boy suddenly looks at him seriously.

“But I know lots of things, don’t I, Papa? I know how to fish in the stream and how to plant potatoes and dig them up. I know how to help you when you build walls, I can make a fire and I can even bake bread… Do all the children in the village know how to do those things? Do they know more things than me?”

Noah runs his hand over his face. He always knew that there was no way he could keep Standing Stone isolated forever. Would the Institute ever stop searching for a missing Neand child? Sometimes at night, when Jules is asleep, Noah turns on the phone he keeps hidden from the boy and watches promo videos for Another Eden. New Dawn is growing up fast, and while the Institute’s staff are still running Eden Park, the Neand clan is gradually growing. Noah knows it is dangerous to ever use the phone: the whole point of living off the grid is to protect Jules. What is worse, the clips leave him feeling drained and heartbroken, but he cannot help himself.

Ever since they took refuge on the mountain, Noah has had to deal with a range of pressing problems: renovating the shack to make it habitable, making sure they have a decent standard of living, creating a vegetable garden to ensure they have a ready supply of essentials. Over the years, he has taught Jules vital skills so he can survive if Noah were to disappear. This is his worst nightmare, his greatest fear, because no one else even knows the boy exists. Noah dismisses this thought. He is still a healthy young man. But he knows that he has a duty to teach Jules how to live in society so that he can one day fit in. But if the boy gets sick and Noah has to call in paramedics, will they recognize that he is Neanderthal? Granted, the AI diagnostic tool he bought is state-of-the-art and should be enough for him to keep track of the boy’s health. Assuming that nothing major goes wrong…

But the fact remains that, if he is to be safe, he has to remain anonymous. At seven, the prominent brow ridge and the projecting midface common to Neanderthals are not sufficiently pronounced that they would attract attention, but when he is older it will be a different story. He knows only one thing for certain: what happened today has proven Standing Stone may be joining the outside world sooner than he thought.





BLOOD MOON

SHE HAS BEEN WATCHING over Snow and Firefly for hours now, and they have finally fallen asleep. As for Blood Moon, she cannot seem to settle. She is worried about Tawny Owl and the other hunters. Not that she believes that they will find the Beast: the monster is too cunning to allow itself to be caught. But what if they do? Their very breath is at stake. But that is not her only worry.

Her instinct whispers to her, a secret she cannot admit even to herself, and yet as time passes, her instinct has become a certainty. Her moon blood should have come several nights ago. It follows its own rhythm, and it is not uncommon for it to arrive late, usually without consequence. But not this time. Something deep within her body tells her that her blood will not flow again for many moons—and she knows what that means. It is like a tiny shift in her being; a small difference in the way she sees and smells the world around her; an imperceptible change in the taste of food and even the salt on Adam’s skin; a nebulous feeling that is sometimes so intense it makes her dizzy. Confused, she senses that the new breath growing inside her is connected to the greater whole. One more detail in the fresco whose meaning she cannot fully grasp. She is reluctant to speak to Adam, afraid to say the words, to face this new reality, which fills her both with sweetness and with a terrible fear—the fear of the past corrupting the idea of the future.

Blood Moon is roused from her thoughts by the sound of shouting and quickly leaves her daughters’ bedside. Outside, in the glow of the blazing campfire, she sees Tawny Owl and Morning Rain in an agitated state. Leaping Water has just emerged from her tent and other members of the clan are rushing to join them. In a few steps Blood Moon joins them. Everyone is seated but talking at once, and it is impossible to understand what they are saying. Leaping Water raises her hands.

“Stop! Calm down! Calm down! Tawny Owl, you tell us what happened!”

“The Beast!” he says, panting for breath. “We’ve found it. In fact, there were two of them and they were not monsters. They could speak just as we can. They were as close as we are to you when Azure lost his head, he hurled himself at one of the Beasts and killed it. The second one ran away. We tried to track her, but it was fruitless.”

The clan all get to their feet but sit down again at a gesture from Leaping Water, who then hands the talking stick to Tawny Owl and asks him to continue with his detailed account of the hunt. The others from the group add details here and there. They had found Azure rocking back and forth, his eyes hollow, his face and body spattered with dirt and blood. Summer Falls ran back to fetch some of the others. Firefly screamed when they returned and saw what loomed behind him: a bloodied corpse with arms outstretched and bound to a tree. They are still clearly shaken up. All except Azure, who is icily calm. Summer Falls explains that she tried to stop Azure from touching the corpse, but he ignored her warnings and pushed her away. When Leaping Water finally broaches the thorny subject of the Beast’s resemblance to the mysterious humans, Azure leaps to his feet and grabs the talking stick.

“I need you all to listen to me. There is only one possible conclusion: the Beast is a strange human and these new humans are Beasts. Granted, the Beast I slew was heavy and fat, like a bear about to hibernate. That is why it does not look like the others. But otherwise they are the same.”

A ripple runs through the clan. Blood Moon is careful not to intervene, since she knows she would be criticized for her closeness to Adam. Evening Thunder gets up and takes the talking stick.

“I am not convinced. Since they first arrived, the mysterious humans have been generous and kind; they have shown no ill intent. Many of us think of them as friends. They are almost part of this clan. Like you, I saw the Beast strung up on the tree. Not only did I see it, I smelled it. The smell of his skin, his hair, the curious clothes he wore, the strange gleaming spear he carried… nothing of the kind can be said of the mysterious humans who live with us.”

As Evening Thunder once more takes his seat, the clan again begins to murmur. Blood Moon has not taken her eyes off Azure: there is something about his self-satisfied smile she does not like at all. He seems far too confident. What is he planning? Azure gets to his feet and a hush falls around the campfire.

“It is time I told what happened some moons ago. The Beast has been prowling around the camp since not long after Blood Moon and I confronted the bear. I went back into the forest at night and there I felt the presence of the Beast.”

“Nonsense!” shouts Firefly. “If this happened, then why did you not say so? And even if this is true, what difference does it make?”

“It changes everything.”

Azure falls silent; he is sparing with his effects. He rummages in the pouch that hangs about his waist and takes out a tiny object that glints in the flickering firelight, then holds it up for all to see. The clan draws closer to get a better look. Blood Moon is baffled: it is a small, shimmering cross with a body nailed to it—the body of a human.

“That night was the first time I fought the Beast. In the darkness, I could see nothing. But I managed to wound it. This I know because it screamed in pain. And I tore from it this amulet. This is my proof. The Beast was wearing a talisman depicting a curious human. We must face facts: these humans are dangerous. What do we truly know of them? Only what they choose to tell. They’ve never explained how they crossed the Confines. We need to question them, force them to tell the secrets they have hidden. Once that is done, they must suffer the same fate as the Beast.”



Blood Moon lies in wait, staring up into the darkness. It will soon be time to put her plan into action. On reflection she decides that it was a wise decision for her to take up the talking stick before the meeting ended: it has bought them a little time. Besides, something had to be done to stop Azure from persuading the clan to harm the mysterious humans, a prospect she finds unbearable. The decision was made that they would be taken prisoner and separated from each other. Blood Moon’s closeness to Adam helped her convince Leaping Water that she should be allowed to question him, alone and at dawn. If he knows anything about the Beast, who better than Blood Moon to get the truth out of him? She must take advantage of the bond of trust between them. The clan will then meet to decide what to do, depending on his answers. Blood Moon’s fingers stroke the strange cross-shaped talisman. She insisted that Azure give it to her so that she could prepare her questions for Adam. She wonders how he will react when she shoves it under his nose.

Her daughters are sleeping peacefully. Tonight the fire will burn all night long, and most of the clan will sleep with one eye open; they were utterly unprepared for recent events. Never before have they known enemies, at least not this kind. Blood Moon is suspicious of Azure. There is something in the feverish glint in his eyes she finds disturbing, as if an outside force has taken possession of him. After the grisly deeds last night, he frightens her. Now that Azure has tasted human blood, who knows what he will do? In the long memory of the clan, no human has ever killed another.

The clan is the family; the family is the clan. Personal disputes rarely get out of hand, and when they do, the whole clan rallies to restore peace within its ranks. They are no strangers to conflict, to heartbreak, to low blows. But to kill one of their own—even if, as in this case, it was not quite one of their own—is unprecedented. Blood Moon thinks perhaps it is Azure who should be tied up and punished for acting rashly without consulting the clan. She dares imagine what they might have learned by questioning the Beast… assuming that this human truly was the Beast. It all could be a mistake. Her mind cannot grasp the implications.

But such things do not matter now. Blood Moon cannot bear to wait until dawn before she questions Adam. She needs to be alone with him tonight, somewhere they cannot be overheard. It is true that she is afraid of what he might say. Her instincts tell her that Adam knows more than he has admitted—about the Great White, about the Beast, about everything. Blood Moon sits up and listens: a few muffled snores, nothing to disturb the calm that has settled over the camp. Blood Moon pushes off the deerskin and soundlessly slips out. She stands motionless for a moment, surveying the camp, the fire and the crude huts. Nothing is stirring. Blood Moon heads to the edge of the village, where she finds Adam sitting on the ground, his hands lashed behind the trunk of a birch tree: when he sees her, he starts. A few paces away, Morning Rain and Autumn Leaf are sitting in front of a small fire with their spears next to them. Blood Moon steps into the firelight.

“I could not get to sleep, so I decided to question him straightaway. Might as well get it over with.”

“Leaping Water said you would question him at daybreak,” Autumn Leaf says doubtfully.

“What difference does it make whether I question him now or at daybreak? Now I need you to move away and leave me alone with him.”

The guards look at each other.

“Listen, you both know that it doesn’t matter when I question him,” says Blood Moon. “Leave us now before I complain to Leaping Water about you.”

“All right, all right! But we are not leaving. We have orders not to take our eyes off the mysterious humans.”

The two guards take their spears, move away a few paces, and sit down on the grass, their eyes fixed on Blood Moon. She walks over to Adam, who is still tied to the birch tree, and kneels down. In the wan glow of the small fire, she can make out his haggard features. Unable to find words, she gently runs her fingers over his brow and across his cheekbone, taking him in her arms and laying her head on his shoulder.





ADAM

ADAM BURIES HIS FACE in Blood Moon’s hair and inhales. He cannot bring himself to speak, preferring to postpone the fateful moment. For as long as he stays silent, he is safe. Blood Moon is here, huddled against him: nothing and no one can take her from him. The leather straps are biting into his wrists, his arms are numb from long hours spent sitting stock-still, but just now his aches and the threats that hang over him mean nothing. The flickering firelight illuminates Blood Moon’s face, playing over her prominent cheekbones, her lofty brow, her hair tangled and disheveled by sleep. In her eyes, Adam can almost see her racing thoughts, yet no sound escapes her lips. Still, he knows that she has come here to find out the truth: for the clan, for herself.

Adam silently wishes he could freeze this moment. He knows he has little time left, and although the future is uncertain, the one thing he knows is that the life they have known here in Eden Park is a thing of the past.

He can still hear Paris’s words ringing in his ears, sharp as the blade of a guillotine. The moment she found out they had been taken prisoner, she contacted the actors. They were almost hysterical. Adam was as worried as the others: after the group came back from the forest, he saw how demented Azure seemed. He looks ready to kill, and now there is nothing to stop him. He has finally found a target for the rage that has been roiling inside him for so long. Adam does not blame him. He feels he understands the boy and that the two of them are not so very different. Azure has had his share of grief and loss; he has endured the vagaries of chance—or the shadowy decisions made by the Institute. But it is more than that: there is a fury smoldering inside him, simply waiting for the chance to explode, an all-consuming frenzy that reminds Adam of his own father. If Azure were to learn the truth, he might be happy to have an excuse to unleash that monstrous rage—an excuse and easy victims.

The very thought of Paris makes Adam sick to his stomach. He did not say a word about what he learned from Victoire and Stan and simply played the brave little soldier. Besides, he has more important things to worry about just now. Paris tried to reassure him: yes, the Institute is aware of what has happened; no, they have no intention of leaving the actors in the hands of the incensed Neands. The “incident” will not be broadcast: the world is not ready to see the wanton, brutal slaughter of a human by a Neand. Paris hastily convened an emergency meeting to come up with a strategy to extricate the actors without putting their lives in danger, but also without alerting the clan to what is happening. She explained to Adam that he and the others need to be a little patient; the Institute is not about to launch a commando raid and risk traumatizing the Neands by introducing concepts that are far beyond their comprehension, nor are they prepared to use violence. The very survival of the project is at stake. The most important thing is that the Neands know nothing.

Aside from the fact that he no longer trusts Paris, he has no faith that her plan will work. How would the Neands react if they were actually confronted with the truth? How does anyone react to the unknown? Can we see something that we cannot name, something we cannot understand or question? How can a two-dimensional being understand three-dimensional space? How can anyone understand their own universe if they are unable to step outside it?

But most importantly, how will Blood Moon react in a few moments when he tells her the truth? Because this is what he intends to do. He has a choice. Darkness and the canopy of trees should protect them from the drones, which usually circulate only during the day. He has to be honest with her, persuade her to set him free and run away with him. He has to do everything in his power to make sure they escape and hopes Victoire and Stan can help.

Adam summons all his courage and breaks the silence.

“I can see the questions just by looking in your eyes. Go ahead, ask me.”

Blood Moon lets out a sigh and glances toward Morning Rain and Autumn Leaf, who are watching from afar.

“I am afraid of your answers.”

There is a long silence again. At length, Blood Moon speaks once more.

“Adam, I need answers. You know that. The clan has sent me to ask these questions, and your fate and that of the other humans will depend on those answers. But before you say anything, I have something I must tell you.”

She lays a hand on her belly.

“I am carrying a new breath within me. It is a promise, the fruit of our mingled breath. That is why… I fear your answers…”

Blood Moon falters and trails off. Adam, feeling dizzy and disoriented, squeezes his eyes shut. He is overwhelmed by a black rage at the Institute and a terrible fear that he will lose Blood Moon. He is filled with a mixture of unease and fearful wonder. But he has no time to think about his feeling: it is his turn to speak. He thinks for a moment, weighs his words carefully. It is important that he helps Blood Moon understand—and more important still that he does not lose her.

“I… I don’t know what to say. I never expected this. But it only makes me more certain that I have to tell you everything I know. And that, no matter what happens, I am yours.”

Adam pauses for a second and sits up. Blood Moon turns her sad eyes on him.

“The reason we were able to cross the Confines is because they are simply a barrier constructed by other people like us. This land where you and your clan live is not all of earth. Earth is unimaginably bigger. And it is teeming with Sapiens, the name we give to humans like me and Dezba and the others—so much so that there are few places like this land of yours that exist anymore. Outside the Confines, there are immense deserts and cities. Deserts are vast expanses of land with no water, no food, where nothing grows and no one can survive. Cities are like the clan village but many thousand times bigger, like giant anthills.”

There is no hint of sadness or fear now in Blood Moon’s eyes as she stares at him solemnly. He has to tell her everything before she can speak.

“That is not all. The reason we have lied to you is because it was our people who created you. It was my people who brought your first ancestors into the world. Actually, our peoples are distantly related. Like… like fallow deer and roe deer. But humans of your kind have not lived on earth for many millions of winters. Some Sapiens discovered a way to bring your people back to life. My people did this… The goddesses you worship do not exist. They were invented by Sapiens like me who told these stories and legends to your ancestors. They enclosed the lands where you live and created the Confines to keep you prisoners here, and they watch you from afar. They say it is to learn about your ways, but mostly it is to distract themselves from their dull and lonely lives. Remember the strange Great White you shot down? The reason it looked like no living creature you had ever seen is because it was not a bird. It was not living but a tool created by humans like me to send images beyond the Confines.”

Blood Moon’s back is ramrod straight now; her eyes are glittering fiercely.

“I cannot comprehend what you are saying—the words you use are new and strange—but one thing I understand: You are saying that my whole life has been a lie? That everything has been a lie?”

“No, no, don’t say that! Yes, it’s true that you have been deceived, but… but what you have lived is real!”

“I do not understand what role humans like you have played in this, but you have said we are not free… that, though we believed it, we were never free?”

“You are right, Blood Moon. But it is not so simple. I was born and raised outside the Confines, but I did not have much more freedom than you have. The only difference is that humans like me, Sapiens… if we study and we learn, we can begin to discover something of the internal and external forces that decide our fate. But such knowledge is not simply a privilege. I saw how shocked you were when I drew a lion in the sand. I did not understand why at the time, but now I think I do. It is as though humans like me seek to dominate everything around them, to dominate nature itself. Not simply by imprisoning it in a drawing, though perhaps that is where it starts. We distance ourselves from nature, while you live in harmony with it. We seek to control the things we cannot understand. We cannot seem to help ourselves. And that is what we were trying to do when we created this land, this park, when we brought your people back to life.”

Adam pulls on the ropes binding him and leans forward.

“I lied about the reasons I came here. I was stupid. I did not realize what I was doing. The four of us were sent here so that our two peoples… so that roe deer and the fallow deer could meet again. To create new and beautiful stories. For the entertainment of those Sapiens watching from outside the Confines. I was sent here with a mission, one that was imposed on me, but it did not go according to plan. Instead, I fell in love with you, Blood Moon. That was not supposed to happen. From that moment, everything between us has been true, I promise. What I feel for you is real. You have to believe me.”

Blood Moon turns away. She takes a little object from the pouch that hangs from her belt. It is the silver pendant of Christ crucified. Her voice rises and quavers as she tries to suppress her rage.

“Azure snatched this talisman from the Beast many moons ago. I refused to believe that there was some connection between the Beast and you, but I was wrong. I defended you. I persuaded Leaping Water and Azure to spare you, yet everything you have done since you came here has been a lie. Azure was right to kill the Beast. It was one of your Sapiens, wasn’t it? He intended to snatch one of the clan. For what reason? To do what? Tell me!”

Adam bows his head.

“At least tell me what they have done to Blizzard?”

“He is dead. All those taken by the Beast are dead.”

Blood Moon jumps to her feet. She towers over Adam, her nostrils flaring to the rhythm of her heaving chest.

“I will ask you one more question, and I want you to be honest. If you truly care about me, be honest.”

Adam looks into her eyes and feels a lump forming in his throat as he waits for the blow.

“Little Snowflake. What did your Sapiens do? Are they to blame for his death?”

Adam carefully weighs his words.

“Do you really want to know, Blood Moon? The humans who run the Institute may not have caused Little Snowflake’s illness, but they had the power to cure him and chose not to, although most of the Sapiens watching asked them to.”

Blood Moon shakes her head; tears are streaming down her face. Before Adam can react, she unsheathes the flint knife from her belt and kneels down next to him. A blaze of light dances in her eyes as she presses the blade against his throat. Her hand falters, and with a groan, she pulls away and slides the flint behind the tree trunk. Quickly, she gets to her feet and, ignoring the questions from Morning Rain and Autumn Leaf, races away from the village and plunges deep into the forest. Though Adam’s limbs feel like lead, he knows he has to make the most of this window of opportunity. Groping behind him, he finds the flint and slashes at the leather straps holding him prisoner with the feverishness of a man with nothing to lose. Keeping a wary eye on the Neand guards, who are arguing about what they should do, he grinds the sharp flint against the leather until he finally feels it give way. He pushes himself up onto his knees, trying to ignore the painful numbness in his limbs, and, seeing the guards have decided to run after Blood Moon, sets off in the opposite direction, into the darkness, into the unknown.





STANDING STONE

2048

OLGA HAS ALL THE things that Jules does not: a slender figure, a house in the middle of the village, neighbors, an older sister, a mother, a school and a smartphone that connects to her Cirrus implant so she can watch movies, listen to music, immerse herself in the new Elysium realms—in a word, a normal life. A life. In two weeks, Jules will turn fifteen. Fifteen years is something to be celebrated. But, as every other year, his only celebration will be a birthday cake with his father in the shack he now thinks of as a prison. He cannot bear the isolation anymore, this daily grind of life in the mountains. Jules loves the mountains and the fresh air, but why does he have to choose between one or the other? After all, he is not suggesting that they move to the city. He just wants to visit the village more often, get to know people his own age, be normal. He knows that it is dangerous; he knows that there are bad men out there who want to lock him away. His father has told him often enough, though Jules still does not understand why these men are angry with him. If his father knew that he talked to Olga on his clandestine visits to the village, he would be furious and say that Jules was stupid and reckless. But meeting Olga is one of the most beautiful things that has ever happened to him. For the first time in his life, he has a friend. For the first time, he can speak to someone other than his old dog Belle—someone who responds with words instead of licking his face with her rough tongue.

Olga is the daughter of the couple who run the mini-mart and helps them out after school and on weekends. She and Jules are the same age. But she does not look like him: with her long, black curly hair and her sweet little face, she reminds him of the women he sometimes sees on what she calls “socials” on her phone. Jules is ashamed of how he looks; he feels clumsy and awkward. He does not understand why he and his father are so different from each other. His father tells him he looks like his mother. But Jules cannot check, since he does not even have a photo of his mother. Whenever he raises the subject at home—in his prison—his father retreats into a painful silence. Jules is tormented by the terrible sense of injustice. Why did bad men kill his mother? He sometimes feels as if his blood is boiling in his veins; he pictures himself as a vigilante tracking down the thugs who destroyed their lives, forcing them to live in hiding, cut off from the world—he imagines facing them down, maybe throwing them into a dungeon—and he dreams of how proud his father would be, how his face would light up with that faintly mocking smile, and they would finally be rid of the shadow that hangs over them.

Sometimes, when Jules finished his shopping, Olga would be having a snack break. This is how they first met. He was drawn to her and tried to find out what hours she worked so he could accidentally bump into her. Whenever she was behind the counter, she would smile at him, while her parents hardly deigned to look at him; his face is always hidden by his sunglasses and his baseball cap.

“It’s my break now,” she said one day as she handed him the receipt. “I’m going for a vape. Want to come?”

Since then, he usually accompanies her. They go out to the little parking lot and sit together on the low crumbling wall and talk. Jules occasionally takes a puff of her vape. The first time it was so disgusting, he thought he might choke.

“Why do you use these things?”

Olga laughed.

“It’s normal—it tastes horrible at first—but when you get used to it, it’s cool: you feel like you’re floating inside your own head. And anyway, it looks sophisticated. Especially strawberry-flavored ones. All my friends at school do it.”

School. Olga talks to him about school every time, and Jules dreams about it every night. When he told her that it was his father who homeschooled him, Olga was amazed.

“Are you serious?”

Jules lowered his head, embarrassed. He felt himself blush. He was surprised by Olga’s reaction.

“You’re so lucky! You don’t have to sit through boring classes given by lousy teachers. I’m so jealous!”

He thought he detected a hint of admiration in her eyes. That day, he decided Olga really was his friend.

The weeks that followed convinced him that he had been right to trust her. He dreamed of inviting her home and showing her where he lived. He told her he lived up in the mountains, far from anywhere, and made her promise not to tell anyone. His father would skin him alive, but it was not as though he had given her the GPS coordinates: “up in the mountains” is pretty vague. And Jules feels that he can trust this girl.

Lately, there have been no breaks. Olga’s parents have been nagging her and started asking questions about Jules, about where he lives, where he goes to school, who his parents are. They have become aware of the teenagers’ budding friendship and are wary of the boy’s intentions. Now Jules and Olga secretly meet and go for long walks in the forest. It is better this way: there are no witnesses, so Jules does not feel as though he is really betraying his father. And they have more time together. His father trusts him, and when Jules is away, Noah assumes the boy is hiking or foraging. Olga tells Jules about her life, about what normal teenagers do: listen to music, chat on socials, ride bicycles, drive cars and go on holiday. Jules teaches her how to tell the difference between toxic death cap mushrooms and chanterelles, how to spot the tracks of badgers and wild boars, how to whittle things from wood.

Sometimes they sit on a soaring rocky outcrop and lose themselves in silent contemplation of the landscape. In such moments Olga often talks about things that bother her: recently, a friend at school showed her undercover footage taken in industrial pig and poultry farms that has haunted her so much, she has begun investigating intensive farming on Cirrus. Eventually, she decided to become vegan, much to the consternation of her parents, who—as usual—prove they do not understand her at all. While her parents claim they worry about her health, Olga is appalled by their indifference to how animals are treated and the impact of industrial farming on the climate. It makes for a tense atmosphere at home, but Olga stands her ground.

“I don’t understand how anyone could treat animals like that,” says Jules.

He refused to look at the pictures, which make him horribly uncomfortable.

“You have to be completely cut off from nature to be able to do things like that. I feel sorry for people like that.”

“I don’t!” Olga says angrily.

But upon thinking about what Jules has said, she realizes he has a point.

“You’re right: they’re completely divorced from reality. And it’s not just them: we all are. You’re the only person I know who understands nature. We’ve cut ourselves off from our origins, from the environment, and we can’t even protect the ecosystem.”

But Olga is not discouraged: via the socials, she has met hundreds of other young people concerned about these issues, and she and some friends have decided to join an activist group.

“An activist group?” Jules asks.

“Yeah. You know: not a committee or a protest or something for old fogies who are scared to take risks. Activist groups work undercover; we even use assumed names, and we’re prepared to break the law if we have to, because we’ll never change anything by getting people to sign petitions.”

Today, Olga and Jules arranged to meet at their usual place some twenty minutes’ walk from the village. By the time Jules arrives, Olga is already waiting. At a glance he can tell something is wrong.

“What’s the matter? Have you been crying?”

The young girl rushes over to him.

“I need to talk to you about something serious, Jules. I know this is going to sound crazy but, well, I’ve always thought that your face… I don’t know how to say this, but I’ve always thought you looked a little like the Neands on the television, though it never clicked. It was only when I was chatting online with Diego, one of the other activists, that I realized. It all fits: your age, the way you look, the fact that you live completely off the grid with this guy who says he’s your father…”

Jules is terrified by the way the conversation is going. He grabs Olga’s wrists.

“Have you been talking to people about me? Did you tell them where I live? You promised, Olga! It’s a matter of life and death: no one can know where I am.”

“I know, but do you know why? You don’t, do you? Well, I do!”

She shakes off his grip, takes out her phone and quickly taps something on the screen. A minute later she shows Jules an old news article.

Jules cannot see straight, the words seem to dance in front of his eyes: a Neanderthal, a young child, a bungled kidnapping… His whole world is crumbling; the ground is slipping away. When he finally hands back the phone, he slumps onto the ground, stunned.

“My father? You think he’s been lying to me all these years? You think he’s not my father, that he’s a kidnapper… I don’t believe it!”

Olga crouches down beside him.

“No, wait, you don’t understand! The kidnapper—I mean your father—he’s the hero. It’s like when activists rescue laboratory animals. The Neands are kept in this huge park, and the Institute claims they’re free and that they’re living without outside interference, but it’s fake. It’s like a human zoo. I mean, these people are human beings just like us. You’re as human as I am, aren’t you?”

For a long moment Jules sits frozen and unable to react. In spite of his horror, he finally asks:

“Can you show me, please? I need to see the Neands.”

Though she is clearly reluctant, Olga does as he asks, and Jules watches the video with a mixture of disgust and fascination. After a few minutes he gets to his feet and, without a word, sets off up the mountain as fast as he can, deaf to his friend’s anxious cries.





BLOOD MOON

THE TEARS FLOW IN spite of her. Tears of pain and rage. Adam lied to her. Azure was right: the strange humans are connected to the Beasts, to the monsters that live beyond the Confines. Blood Moon’s heart is in her mouth; it feels as though it might burst. She does not know whether this is because of the new breath growing inside her or because of Adam’s explanation, which she still does not fully understand; whatever the reason, her whole body, her every pore, is shrieking about treachery and lies—the lies on which her world is built. The delicate, imperfect equilibrium, the fluidity and forces that have been her world these many winters, the life that for all its disappointments and pain offered permanence and support. All that has crumbled. She is more distraught than she has been in many winters. Her whole body shakes and she can taste blood on her tongue. She quickens her pace, gasping for breath, ignoring the branches scratching her skin as she passes. She focuses on familiar feelings, on the aching muscles in her legs. She weaves through the trees, races across the meadows. The first rays of dawn cast a pale glow over the ghostly shapes of night. Animals head back to their burrows and their lairs, but Blood Moon hears nothing but the sound of the blood pulsing in her temples. When she reaches the crumbling stone, she stops and falls to her knees, her cheeks streaked with tears. Moment later, as she is struggling to regain her composure, she hears the voice of Morning Rain calling to her: Adam’s guards have followed her. She waits for them to arrive and, in the faint dawn light, studies their bewildered faces. The two guards dare not say a word. In the end, it is Blood Moon who breaks the silence.

“We need to get back to the camp. I have to talk to Leaping Water.”



A timorous sun emerges from the veil of mist, silhouetting the village up ahead. Blood Moon rushes over to the tree where Adam was tethered and feels a mixture of relief and disappointment when she sees that he has disappeared. She heads toward the shaman’s tent and bursts in like a rabbit being chased by a fox. The old woman opens a bleary eye. Blood Moon kneels down and shakes the old woman awake.

“Leaping Water! I have spoken to Adam.”

The elderly matriarch shakes her head as though to chase away the shreds of dreams lingering in the meanders of her mind and tells her unexpected visitor to wait outside. Blood Moon steps out of the tent, her mind racing as she wonders how she can relate what Adam told her, how to weave the fragments into something intelligible when the whole world is slipping away from under her. The world beyond the Confines, the mysterious humans they call Sapiens, the Institute and its mysterious role… Did Adam not say that these humans thought they were goddesses? When she sees Leaping Water emerge, Blood Moon takes a deep breath.

Words pour from her lips in a chaotic torrent. As Blood Moon speaks, she is vaguely aware of a crowd gathering around them, of the disbelieving faces staring at her.

As if from nowhere, Azure suddenly appears and interrupts.

“These words of yours are clear as winter fog, but I have realized one thing: I was right. We should never have placed our trust in the mysterious humans. They are traitors! Now, tell us where we can find Adam so that we can make amends for your mistake. I know that you are the one who set him free. Once that is done, only one thing remains: to eliminate the three others.”

“I have no idea where Adam is,” Blood Moon screams, “and I forbid you from touching one hair on his head!”

Leaping Water raises a hand to calm the situation.

“We will make no decision about the fate of the mysterious humans until we are sure of their role and their intentions. Do I make myself clear? But if, as you say, Adam has disappeared, we need to find him as quickly as possible.”

Azure is on the verge of exploding. He attacks Blood Moon.

“It is your breath that has blinded you to the dangers that we face. These mysterious humans are a threat. We have to destroy them!”

Blood Moon vehemently shakes her head, then turns and sets off at a run, deaf to the voices behind her.





ADAM

“VICTOIRE, YOU AND THIS Stan of yours will help, won’t you? Just post all the incriminating docs you found in the memory cache. Paris and the board of directors will be arrested, and when all hell breaks loose I’ll be able to take Blood Moon and get the hell out of here!”

“Are you freaking serious? That’s your big plan?”

Victoire’s exasperated tone awakens new fears in Adam. The moment he escaped, he ran for the cave, hoping that once she recovered from the shock, Blood Moon would join him in their secret refuge. But that was hours ago and there is no sign of her. Adam still desperately wants to believe; after all, even if she’d made up her mind before she questioned him, she didn’t have to give him the flint knife. The fact that she helped him to escape surely means that she still cares about him, despite everything. Adam has spent the intervening time trying to devise a plan: he knows it’s risky, that there are several things missing, but at least it’s a start and gives him a glimmer of hope, the vague feeling that he has some control over events.

“We’re not planning to go public,” says Victoire, her tone serious. “At least, not right now. I mean, what exactly would we gain by doing so?”

She shakes her head and stares into the distance, struggling to find the right words. The purple dye in her hair has almost washed out, making her look older.

“Right now we’ve got no hard evidence. The images from the memory cache would never be admissible in court because we acquired them illegally, and even if some judge claimed they were in the public interest, the Institute could torch the original files and claim the images are digitally manipulated. Don’t forget, the Institute is owned and controlled by Williams Corp., and they have a lot of media clout. And besides, the whole thing is pretty moot, given that Neands are not designated as humans and they have no rights, no legal status. Sure, we could start a public firestorm, but without hard proof, without someone on the inside, I’m not sure whether it would actually work. I’m sorry, little brother, but this is the real world we’re dealing with. And you think I’m an idealist.”

Victoire gives him a sad smile and runs a hand over her forehead.

“And that’s not all. You’re telling me you plan to run away with Blood Moon. Have you considered the implications? Blood Moon has no papers; legally, she doesn’t exist. You’d have to go spend your whole lives in hiding. And how would she adapt? How would she cope? She knows nothing about the world beyond the Confines. I’m sure the people who watch Another Eden would find it very romantic, but crying while you’re watching some corny scripted reality show is one thing; accepting the idea of a human sharing his life with a Neand in the outside world is a very different prospect. Stan thinks that the best thing to do is bide our time. You’ll be able to talk to Paris over the next few hours, and that will give us a chance to gather as much information as possible. If we leak the info we’ve got now, the Institute will just issue a statement saying that the Neands are not hurt or mistreated during the medical research and tell everyone how their program provides vital lifesaving treatments around the world. Then it will ramp up its security measures. We can’t just pull the plug now: we’re so close to getting everything we need.”

Adam feels a black rage welling up inside.

“So you’re suggesting I just sit around and twiddle my thumbs until you and your friends are ready? Well, too bad, because my mind is made up. She’s pregnant, Victoire. Blood Moon is pregnant!”

Victoire stares at him open-mouthed.

“I have to do something! If I wait around any longer, I’ll be killed or I’ll go insane. There has to be a way out. If this Stan guy is the die-hard activist you say he is, then talk to him. You’ve got to help us.”

“I’ll do everything I can, I promise. I’ll get back to you soon.”

Before Adam can say anything, she ends the call.





AZURE

THE RED MIST OF rage that descended on that fateful night has not dispersed, but it is more ragged now, letting in muddled thoughts that make it difficult for Azure to breathe and to think clearly. The brutal battle with the Beast gave him a certain satisfaction, but it was short-lived: Blood Moon’s revelations are threatening to undermine his sanity. He once again feels himself succumbing, as he did that night when his hand ripped the flint dagger from his belt and he was overwhelmed by the devastating, irrepressible power of the shadows. They are becoming increasingly intrusive. Tomorrow, Azure will no longer exist: the shadows will have assumed control. He can feel it. He cannot quite understand what Blood Moon’s revelations actually mean beyond a terrible sense of betrayal that only serves to increase the power of the shadows. He feels them urging him on to plunge his flint knife into every person who crosses his path. They are all connected to the Beast, all enemies in one way or another. It is time these Sapiens were told that their little game has gone on long enough. The clan is not dolls to be toyed with.

But he is hesitant; perhaps it would be wiser to keep them alive, find out more about the world beyond the Confines. Or perhaps Azure and his people could use them to barter, safety and freedom in exchange for the lives of the three remaining humans. This thing called the Institute might withdraw, leave the clan in peace. It is worth considering.

Hearing a noise in the forest, Azure gets to his feet. Has Blood Moon come to her senses and returned to her clan? But the rustling noise is not Blood Moon. Azure stares wide-eyed as the human called Adam appears. A small crowd gathers around him as he quickly heads toward Leaping Water’s tent. Azure rushes to block his path.

“What are you doing here? How dare you return to our camp!”

Adam looks at him defiantly; he is at least a head taller than the boy, but Azure is not intimidated.

“I’ve come for Blood Moon. Where is she?”

Azure lets out a laugh.

“You truly have some nerve! Even if we knew where she was, we would not tell you. She has seen through your lies; she wants nothing to do with you. How dare you come here after you betrayed us!”

“I’m sorry, Azure.”

Adam spins around, brandishing his flint dagger, then throws it to the ground. Leaping Water has just appeared.

“Please listen to me, all of you. I am truly sorry. I did not come here to harm you. There were things… things I did not understand. Not all strange humans are evil. It is true we were given roles when we arrived, but our lives here were real, the friendships we have forged with you are genuine. I swear it. Why do you think I told Blood Moon the truth? In doing so, I violated every order I was given, I put myself at risk, but I could not leave you with no answers to the questions you have been asking for so long.”

He turns back to Azure.

“You say I have some nerve coming back here? Perhaps you are right. But the truth is, if you do not kill me, there are those who probably will. You have every right to be angry, Azure. I know the terrible things you have endured, losing your mother and your father. I lost my mother when I was very young. My father is still alive, but I wish he was the one who died. He terrorized his children and I grew up learning to make myself as small as possible to avoid being beaten. Just remember, my friend: like you, I have known grief. We are not so different. The Confines do not change that. But right now it is not just about me or even about Blood Moon: she is carrying a child—our child. Do you understand, Azure? I love her. I want to be with her. But to do that, we have to find a way to get out as soon as possible. So I have come back to ask for your help.”

Azure bites his tongue, stares into Adam’s blue-gray eyes and sees that he is sincere. No one could lie like this, not even a strange human. Leaping Water steps forward.

“We do not know where Blood Moon is, Adam. She ran from the village like a madwoman some time ago.”

She turns to Firefly and Snow.

“Do you have any idea where your mother might have gone?”

“Perhaps to the top of the mountain?” says the elder girl.

Leaping Water nods and turns back to Adam.

“What are you waiting for?”





BLOOD MOON

A LIE.

Blood Moon leans against the trunk of a spruce tree clinging to the slopes and gazes down into the valley. The tree soars up to several times her height. When others from the clan come here, they go to the summit a little farther on so they can overlook the earth, but Blood Moon has always preferred this secluded spot. The actual peak is bare and rounded like a pebble endlessly polished by living waters. But here there are trees and steep slopes as far as the eye can see. Blood Moon feels that if she started running, she would take flight. The lush forests and the undulating landscape, crisscrossed by rivers and streams, stretch out before her, vast, vulnerable and unspoiled. Now she sees it all through new eyes: for the first time, it is no longer quite the earth, her earth, but a picture, a representation, like the ochre paintings on the walls of her cave—or worse, the sand drawing in which Adam tried to imprison the lioness. What she sees is a lie, a deception—but it is not without beauty. Blood Moon feels as though, finally, she is seeing the whole fresco, even if she is not yet able to interpret it. She cannot seem to find calm; it is as though the new breath in her belly is stealing part of her, making her weaker. In her tortured mind, everything fuses: Adam’s revelations, her suspicions, her disappointments, the idea that the Confines do not encircle the earth, that there is something beyond, some mystery, a haze, a land to be explored, perhaps. The mountain’s breath ruffles her hair like the promise of a caress. A combination of joy and fear: joy at once again being whole, being multiple, a fusion of beings, of breaths, a fount of love more powerful than all the goddesses and all the mysterious humans and their plans; fear at the memories of the past, the image of Little Snowflake’s smile that constantly resurfaces, brighter and more painful than ever, at once a warning and a threat. Tears roll down her cheeks like rain; she tastes their bitterness and wipes them away with the back of her hand.

Suddenly, to her right, there is a rustling sound. Blood Moon immediately pulls herself together and reaches for the small sharpened flint tucked into her belt. But before she can draw it, her sense of danger fades: Adam steps out of a thicket, his eyes red, his features drawn. She thinks she sees relief on his face. She bites her lip. She has no desire to listen to his explanations, his apologies, his promises, even his concern. Instead, she decides to sit and stare down into the valley, to pay no attention to the newcomer or the fresh tears streaming down her cheeks like uninvited strangers.

Adam sits next to her. When he speaks, it is in a soft, gentle tone; his voice is low, his mouth all but pressed against her ear, his whisper barely a whisper. She can feel his delicate breath and it sends shivers through her body, brings a warmth to her belly. His words are for her and her alone; not even the rustling leaves have the right to know. He tells her what she longs to hear, tells her of his love for her, for her skin, for everything she is, a love stronger than any fear, a love that makes no promises, that knows that it is transitory, yet so potent that it justifies anything, however irrational or insane.

“Come away with me,” he says.

Blood Moon closes her eyes, intoxicated by the sound of his voice, which briefly takes her out of this world she thought she knew, this world that suddenly seems so ominous. She buries her face in the crook of his neck, brushes her hair against his cheek, like a fearful animal admitting defeat and surrendering to its fate.





ADAM

UNTHINKINGLY, ADAM FLICKS ON his implant in the hope that there is some news. Nothing. As soon as he and Blood Moon reach a cave, he tries to contact Paris so that Stan can try to get more evidence. But that is not his only reason. Summoning all his acting skills, he adopts a helpless tone and tells Paris about the pregnancy, pleads for her help, begs her to protect Blood Moon.

Paris is so shocked that she can barely speak. Blood Moon’s pregnancy changes everything. She puts the call on hold while she talks to her fiancé, Peter. The ten minutes of static hum that follow are the longest in Adam’s life. His mind is racing; every fiber of his being is caught between fight and flight, hope and despair, and he is terrified that Paris is just stalling while she sends a squad to capture them both.

When Paris comes back on the line, she sounds relieved, even elated. Peter Williams is thrilled by this unexpected development; there is no intention of them separating Adam and Blood Moon or removing them from Eden Park. Adam feels an overwhelming wave of relief: his racing thoughts are stilled and he can think only of Blood Moon, their child and their future together. He is so dazed he barely registers what Paris is saying until he hears her say sharply, “Did you get that?” Adam apologizes and listens as Paris tells him to wait in the cave while she talks to the medical team about how best to support Blood Moon.

The call clicks off. Blood Moon is staring at him intently. Adam strokes her face, pulls her to him and holds her for a long moment, filled with a poignant sense of awe and wonder. He is just about to tell her that they are safe, that the humans at the Institute will help and protect them, when he receives a call from Victoire.

“You need to go to the Confines right now. Stan picked up an encrypted message sent by Williams to the Institute’s clinical director. He plans to use the baby for research. He said the baby was potentially a ‘reservoir of biogenetic diversity’ that could exponentially accelerate progress on ELiXR. When you get to the Confines, we have a local unit with an EMP generator capable of temporarily disabling the ThermalEye shield and allowing you both to cross. Stan and I are already on our way; we’ll pick you up on the road leading out of Eden Park and take you to a refuge in the mountains. It’s not far, and no one knows it exists, so you’ll be safe there.”

Adam feels a cold shudder run down his back, but he tries not to let Blood Moon see the terror that he feels.

“Williams has sent in a commando unit. You need to hurry!” Victoire urges.

Hardly has Adam ended the call when Blood Moon suddenly jumps to her feet.

“I can hear people coming…”





BLOOD MOON

SOUNDLESSLY, THE TWO LOVERS made their way through the bowels of the earth, determined to shake off their pursuers. Now they are pressed together in the ominous darkness. Blood Moon is attentive to every sound and smell. She holds her breath, troubled by the dank air in the cave. Suddenly the sense of danger dissipates and the faint, slightly acrid smell disappears; was it ever really there? Her eyes wide, Blood Moon peers into the darkness, but still she can see nothing. She takes a shallow breath and strokes Adam’s cheek:

“Come.”

With hushed steps, they walk on through the tunnel. It feels as though the path is rising, that they are on familiar ground. The air is warmer now. Before long, a faint glow bathes the rock face in shimmering reflections. They clamber over a pile of boulders, emerge into the daylight and find themselves in the heart of the forest, between majestic spruce trees. Adam lays a hand on Blood Moon’s arm.

“Wait. If they do catch us, they will probably try to separate us. And the world beyond the Confines is full of dangers. You have to understand that. You have to be sure.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

They set off at a run, never pausing for breath. Blood Moon knows every tree, every hill. Her bronzed bare feet fly over the dead leaves and the pine needles.

Is she truly capable of giving up all that is familiar to her and venturing into the unknown? They are being tracked by the Sapiens—or the Beast, the name hardly apt anymore. She will not let them take Adam or her new breath from her. This is her first glimmer of happiness since the winter in which she lost everything. As they approach the invisible barrier of the Confines, Blood Moon slows and stops. Now it is Adam’s turn to lead and take her with him. She reaches out a trembling hand, but where the breath of the goddesses usually rises, there is nothing. She hesitates for a split second, then crosses over.

They continue to race through the woods beyond the Confines. It is nothing like the hell depicted in the legends of the clan; in fact, it is no different from the forest that they just left. Adam was telling the truth. Blood Moon feels utterly disoriented; she has never been outside her vast but familiar territory. She feels lightheaded; her pace slows. After a time, an unfamiliar scent reaches her nostrils; at first it is barely perceptible, then more and more intense—a mysterious exhalation, so acrid she wrinkles her nose. Suddenly, Adam stops: in front of them is a wide ribbon of earth that is gray and foul-smelling. Its curves are too regular, too well-proportioned to be natural. It must be the work of humans.

Blood Moon kneels on the rough surface, scratches with her fingernail and sniffs. Her ears are ringing. Adam helps her to her feet and points to the horizon: there, just behind the rocky promontory… the gray ribbon winds on across the plains and hills, seemingly forever.





AZURE

ANOTHER ONE DOWN! AZURE has never seen so many of them together. If he had any doubts about what Blood Moon told them, they would have disappeared: the Great Whites clearly are the eyes of the humans—or their envoys. Each time Azure shoots one down with a rock sling, others appear. A whole flock of dead—or, rather, inert—birds now lies at his feet.

After Adam left, the clan convened a meeting at which Leaping Water spoke. No one wished to leave this land they knew so well. What use did they have for the giant villages of humans described by Blood Moon? If these humans live on top of one another, in places where it is difficult to breathe—places where trees, birds, animals, insects and streams have no place—they are not to be envied. No, Azure and his kind are better off here in their own lands, moving camp with the passing seasons. They spoke to the three others. The clan is prepared to release them but on one condition: the clan wishes to stay and live here, as it always has, but with no interference from the humans, with no threat of another Beast coming one day, with no Great White spying on them. Dezba, Leona and Pablo will be set free and, in exchange, the humans beyond the Confines will leave them in peace. Now they only have to wait: if Adam spoke the truth, other humans will soon arrive. In the meantime, Azure is furiously trying to chase the Great Whites, urged on by the shadows that are growing ever louder in his head and making it impossible for him to think clearly. He scans the sky, gripping a stone, ready to hurl it into the air. When each new bird appears, he cups his hands and shouts:

“Leave us alone! Go and never come back!”

He is startled when Firefly lays a hand on his shoulder. Snow is standing next to him, staring at him with a serious expression.

“Azure,” says Firefly, “more humans are coming! Tawny Owl has been watching the Confines from the mountain. There are two groups: one is heading toward our camp; the other has gone into the forest. Tawny Owl thinks that they are searching for the cave where Blood Moon used to paint. Perhaps she is hiding there with Adam.” She nods toward her sister. “We are going to go there now. Do you want to come?”

Azure nods, his heart pounding at the prospect of more bloodshed.

He strokes the flint tucked into his belt, and the three set off.





ADAM

VICTOIRE WAS AS GOOD as her word: Adam and Blood Moon were able to cross the Confines and have just come to the main road. Adam has not switched off his implant; he needs his sister to be able to contact him.

They walk quickly along the verge. Adam can feel his heart pulsing in his throat as he scans the horizon for the car that is supposed to save them. Suddenly, Blood Moon comes to a halt.

“I hear a strange rumbling. Like a roaring waterfall.”

Just then Adam hears the growl of an engine. At last! In a minute, Victoire will be here. Suddenly, a jeep hurtles around the corner and screeches to a halt, the doors fly open and Paris leaps out. She is followed by a tall, thin man in a dark suit who looks strangely familiar. He has never seen Paris with a private security guard, but perhaps Adam met him at some point during his boot camp training.

“Adam!” Paris says, and there is a crack in her voice. “You should have listened to me, Adam. You should have waited in the cave. You can trust me.”

“Paris is right, Adam. Blood Moon and her baby are precious. We at the Institute would never do anything to endanger them,” the man says, his tone cool and authoritative.

The voice is also eerily familiar. It does not sound like someone Adam knows but a voice he has heard in an Elysium realm or one of the old tubes he and his mother used to watch on Cirrus. That grave, almost paternal tone.

“No one is going to hurt you,” the man says, and smiles. “But with everything that’s happening right now, we need to take you both back to the Institute so that we can check on Blood Moon and keep you both safe.”

And in that moment Adam sees it all.





AZURE

FIREFLY LEADS THE WAY through the dark forest. All three move soundlessly, their senses alert to the slightest sign of the strange humans. Not that Azure is worried: when Adam and the others first arrived, he quickly realized these Sapiens do not possess the clan’s acute sense of smell and hearing. Even so, fear is beginning to gnaw at him: from up ahead come strange noises, the sound of voices. The little group advances slowly and stops a few paces from the others. Hidden by the dense vegetation, Azure holds his breath: he can make out several figures. They are all dressed in the same drab green clothes the Beast was wearing, and, slung over their shoulders, each has a strange shiny stick like the one Azure found near the body of the Beast. Some kind of weapon. Are they planning to kill Adam and Blood Moon?

After a few words whose meaning Azure cannot fathom, the humans push aside the dense foliage and magically disappear into the rock face. The cave. Firefly brings a hand to her mouth.

“They’ve found the entrance!” she whispers, her eyes wide in with terror. “By the breath of the ancestors… Do you think they will kill them?”

Azure is not thinking at all.

“They probably intend to take Adam away with them. But don’t worry, we will not let them hurt your mother.”

Only as he says these words does Azure truly realize that if Blood Moon were to die, the whole clan would be devastated, especially her daughters. He feels a wave of guilt: he cannot bear the thought of Firefly, the girl he loves, suffering the terrible grief he has endured.

“Firefly, you’ve been in the cave. What is it like inside? Is there another entrance?”

The girl nods and, beckoning Azure and Snow to follow, leads them through the tangled vegetation, heedless of the thorns and scratches. Azure realizes that they are skirting a rocky outcrop in the foothills of the mountain. Abruptly, Firefly stops.

“Look: this is the other entrance. And the grass around it has been recently trampled.”

All three crouch down and study the fresh footprints. Azure suddenly jumps up.

“It’s Blood Moon and Adam. They must have heard the humans coming and made a run for it. You can see from the tracks that they headed this way, toward the Confines! Go on, follow them!”

The two girls look at him in surprise.

“I’ll buy you some time. I can throw the humans off the scent. Trust me.”

Snow and Firefly exchange a glance, then set off. Azure watches them go, breathing fire: with the shadows shrieking in his ears and his flint knife burning in his palm, he turns and, with a baleful sneer, heads straight for the entrance to the cave.





STANDING STONE

2048

JULES RACES UP THE steep slope, his mind so clouded by rage that he cannot think straight. As he nears the shelter, he sees Belle scampering up to meet him, but he runs straight past her. The little dog scurries after him, whimpering, surprised by his reaction. Hearing the loud, repeated thwack of an axe, Jules heads toward the noise and finds his father on the edge of the forest, chopping wood. His face is flushed, his forehead streaming sweat. When he sees Jules, he drops the axe and stops to catch his breath.

“What’s up, little man? Where have you been?”

He picks up a canteen from a nearby rock, takes a long drink of cold water and is about to say something but stops when he sees the boy’s grim, unsmiling face.

“What’s the matter? What’s happened?”

Jules glares at him, unblinking, overwhelmed by emotion.

“I know everything. You’re not my father.”

The man who has loved and cared for him for so many years stares back helplessly and lets his arms fall to his side. He is visibly stunned, and there is no sardonic glint in his eyes.

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s Olga, the girl whose parents own the mini-mart. We’ve been meeting up; we’re friends now… She showed me the article. About how you kidnapped me.”

“You’re friends? You’re meeting up with strangers? Are you crazy, Jules? You know how dangerous that is!”

“You always told me that I could be kidnapped—but that’s not true. You’re the one who kidnapped me. You’re only worried what will happen to you.”

Noah clenches his fists, takes a deep breath to calm himself and takes a step toward the boy.

“You couldn’t be more wrong. In fact, it’s the opposite: I resigned myself to a life of solitude in order to save you! I risked my life to get you out of Eden Park.”

“You deprived me of my story. You’re just as bad as the people at the Institute!”

“No I’m not! You were a child. You were too young to understand. I always planned to tell you when you were old enough.”

“And when were you going to tell me? I’m almost fifteen, for fuck’s sake!”

Noah moves closer and lays his hands on the boy’s shoulders.

“I love you like my own son. Everything I did, I did for you, I swear!”

“So why the lies, the secrecy? And don’t try to say you did it to protect me.”

“But that’s exactly why I did it.”

Noah steps back and runs his fingers through his blond hair.

“And I suppose I was afraid of how you would react. And the older you got, the more difficult it was to imagine explaining things to you… And it’s hard for me to talk about her…”

“ ‘Her’? You mean Eva Vandenbos, your partner in crime?”

Noah explodes.

“My ‘partner in crime’? How dare you! Eva loved you like her own son; she gave her life for you. She was the one who nicknamed you ‘my little man’; she called you ‘Pierre’ because your name was Standing Stone. Eva was the first person who saw you as a human being! Jules, I swear on my life, we only ever wanted what was best for you.”

Jules shakes his head. He can tell that Noah is sincere, and he remembers how Olga tried to reassure him, but his anger is too raw, too overwhelming.

“You’re my son; in a sense I feel as though all the Neands are my children. I’ve spent the last ten years building a network of activists. If you come to my workshop, you’ll see I—”

“Shut up!”

The boy claps his hands over his ears and runs, heading up the slope toward the peak. After a time, he slows his pace. Belle is still following him. He tried to shoo her away earlier, but it was useless. He feels his eyes well with tears as he presses on, climbing higher and higher, moving farther and farther away from civilization. He is consumed by a terrible sense of injustice… but now that he knows the truth, what can he do with this burden?





BLOOD MOON

THE TWO STRANGE HUMANS who stepped out of the gleaming metallic animal that reeks of death are smiling at her, yet Blood Moon senses a threat. The female human seems to know Adam; the male says nothing more, but his body is tensed and his eyes are dark with shadows. All four stand frozen in the dazzling sunlight.

“No.” Adam’s voice rings out. “No, Paris, we won’t be going anywhere with you.”

The female human looks confused and sad.

“Please, Adam, don’t make this difficult…”

The male standing next to her is angry and impatient. Suddenly he pulls out a shiny metal object and points it at Blood Moon.

“We don’t have time for this shit. Get on your knees, hands behind your heads!”

“Peter? What are—”

“Shut up, Paris. On the ground, right now!”

Adam falls to his knees by the road and clasps his hands behind his neck. Blood Moon cannot bring herself to do likewise. Her native pride and the blood of her ancestors tell her she must hold her head high. These two humans are clearly from the “Institute” that Adam talked about. They are the ones who should be on their knees, begging for forgiveness. As she stands motionless, unsure of what to do, the human with the weapon steps toward her.

“Do as he says, Blood Moon!” Adam says, his voice choked with fear.

Still Blood Moon does not move. She stares into the stone-gray eyes of the male, trying to calculate how many steps, how many seconds, it would take to overpower him. He is a slender creature, almost a youth, not much older than Adam, she thinks. And what is this weapon? Do humans throw it like a spear or wield it like a club? It hardly matters: she is still sure that she can subdue him.

The loud blast of the thick spear is almost deafening. Blood Moon flinches and staggers back, her ears ringing. There is smoke coming from the weapon and the projectile has gouged a hole in the ground as big as her fist.

“Just a warning shot. A hollow-point bullet can do a lot of damage. Now, get on your knees.”

“Please, Blood Moon!” Adam whispers frantically.

Blood Moon squats down as though about to kneel beside him, but as she does so, she flicks her wrist in a movement so swift, it is nothing but a blur of shadow and sunlight. There is a whistling sound, a faint distortion in the fabric of reality. A whisper of wind on stone, followed by a dull, visceral thud. The razor-sharp flint buries itself in the right shoulder of the male, who drops the weapon and falls to the ground, howling in pain. Without a second thought, Blood Moon launches herself from the crouched position, straddles the male, twists the flint in the wound and, with a cruel smile, grabs his hair and slams his head against the asphalt, knocking him unconscious. She deftly removes the bloody flint and raises her arm to strike a fatal blow when she hears Adam’s voice.

“Stop!”

Her breathing ragged as an ailing heart, Blood Moon wheels around and sees that the female human, Paris, has picked up the glistening weapon and is pointing it at Adam.





ADAM

ADAM SCRAMBLES TO HIS feet and stares at Paris. She is pale and clearly shaken. The snub-nose revolver in her hand quivers. She glances at the man sprawled on the road, still unconscious, then brings a finger to her trembling lips.

“I don’t understand, Adam. Why didn’t you trust me? You know I’ll take care of Blood Moon and the baby! I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you. Surely you must know that.”

Adam glares at her.

“Yeah, that’s why you showed up here with your boyfriend firing a gun.”

Paris has gone over to check on Peter Williams. She feels for a pulse, heaves a sigh of relief, then looks at the gun she is holding and shakes her head.

“I had no idea he had this thing. I don’t know why he brought it. Maybe he was scared, but I do know he would never have used it. For God’s sake, Adam, he’s a pacifist, a humanitarian, a scientist; he’s not a thug. Now, help me get him into the car and we can all head back and we’ll take care of Blood Moon and her baby.”

“You’ll take care of them, all right. You’ll lock them up in a laboratory for the rest of their lives, subject them to endless experiments, treat them like—what is it the Institute calls them?—oh yes: like ‘livestock’! Oh, I know all about the extractions, Paris. I’ve seen the documents! How could you lie to me?”

Paris looks genuinely shocked. She is pale and clearly disoriented.

“I’ve never lied to you. The extractions… those were to treat Neands who were terminally ill.”

“Oh, please, spare me the Little Miss Innocent act. You’re not really going to stand there and tell me you knew nothing: you’re about to marry this creep. You had to know this whole thing was a sham. The philanthropy, the altruism, ‘for the good of mankind,’ even Another Eden—all smoke and mirrors. This isn’t science and compassion and understanding; it’s about money. It’s about the inoculations you gave to infant Neands to promote the growth of antiaging factors. It’s about the side effects, the paranoia, the delusions; it’s about extracting Neands so you can harvest their blood plasma and bone marrow to make ELiXR, the age-reversal treatment you sell to sadistic billionaires terrified of their own mortality!”

Paris shakes her head vehemently.

“What are you talking about?” she says, her voice faltering as she struggles to breathe. “You don’t know what you’re saying. When I was appointed producer of Another Eden, they told me that a small number of the Neands develop a form of prion disease, a degenerative illness like Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, which attacks the brain and causes hallucinations, paranoia… like Summer Storm. You remember?”

“Azure!” Adam snaps. “He was going to be the Beast’s next victim, wasn’t he?”

“All this bullshit about inoculations and human vivisection is a myth,” Paris says heatedly. “It’s a conspiracy theory spread on Cirrus by terrorists and animal rights activists. As for this thing about ELiXR, I’ve never even heard of it, and frankly I don’t believe it exists. There’s not a shred of evidence—”

“You want evidence?” Adam growls, but something in Paris’s eyes makes him hesitate. Surely she must know.

Paris stands shell-shocked as a series of images flashes across her Cirrus lenses. Adam sends the images from the memory cache, the decrypted messages, including the last message sent by Peter Williams.

“I… I didn’t know… You have to believe me. I would never… I mean…”

There is a sound of crunching gravel. Adam, Paris, and Blood Moon watch as the man recovers consciousness, heaves himself onto his knees, then warily stands up. He brushes down his vintage Yohji Yamamoto jacket and surveys the three of them.

“Give me the gun, Paris.” His tone is light, blasé, but he keeps a wary eye on Blood Moon, who has been standing in the background, trying to make sense of the conversation.

“I don’t think so.” Paris sounds nervous and unsettled. “There are things we need to talk about first.”

“We can talk as much as you like later. Right now we all need to get out of here. Now, give me the gun.”

Paris shakes her head violently.

“Tell me about ELiXR, Peter—”

“Oh no,” Adam interrupts, looking the man in the eye. “That’s not Peter. Allow me to introduce you: this is Hugo Williams.”





AZURE

AZURE FEELS THE BLOOD pounding in his temples, inflamed by the voices in his head, which no amount of pleading can silence: KILL THEM! KILL THEM ALL! He moves through the dark tunnel, his left hand running along the cold rock face while his right grips his flint. He has taken hardly a dozen paces when the presence of humans becomes palpable: his sensitive nostrils can detect their strange, pungent smell. He peers into the shadows, looking for some sign of them. Though they are moving stealthily, he can feel the vibrations of their footsteps, can just make out the light of their torches, which do not flicker like flames but give off a cold, deathly glow. Azure moves toward them soundlessly through the dust. Only a few more paces… The voices in his head are wailing, an infernal shrieking cacophony; he has to quiet them, to get this done; he cannot wait for tomorrow. Slowly he creeps behind one of the humans and raises his hand above his head—this is the point of no return, he can sense it, it will end here—and he brings his flint down, aiming for the nape of the neck, the exposed strip of flesh between the sort of shell the human is wearing on his head and his thick clothing. The blade rips through skin and muscle. Azure strikes again and again and again. He can barely see for the red mist before his eyes, barely hear for the deafening roar of the shadows. He has just enough time to see the strange cold lights moving toward him before his head explodes. He drops the flint and crumples on the ground, senseless. He brings his hand up to his forehead. The fog is thicker now but he can see the shadows bending over him, smiling as they reach out their hands. It is time.





HUGO

2168

PARIS LETS OUT A strangled cry that sounds midway between a scream and a laugh.

The blazing sun scorches the earth. Cicadas chirrup in the long grass. The sleek car parked by the cracked road looks absurdly incongruous against the dust and heat. In the distance, beyond the dense trees, the sound of muffled cries comes from beyond the Confines.

“That’s insane, Adam. That’s not—that’s not possible.”

“It’s true, Paris.”

“Ha!” Hugo’s soft chuckle is cool and dispassionate. “You know what these people are like: they traffic in lies and conspiracy theories. They’ll use anything they can to tear down what we have built.”

Paris gives a wan smile and shakes her head.

“I’m sorry, Adam… It’s just not possible. Peter’s grandfather has been dead for more than a century.”

“No, Paris, he’s been alive for more than a century. This is Hugo. The original. He was the original subject of the ELiXR trials, and when he couldn’t hide the age reversal anymore, he became a recluse, faked his cancer diagnosis, and reappeared as his own son, and now he’s back as his own grandson. Check the Institute records. The facial scans, the retinal scans, the fingerprints—they’re all his. He’s been hiding in plain sight. Always just one step ahead of his own obituary.”

Paris turns and studies the face of this man she loves, this man she planned to marry. His smile fades, the mask slips and he gives a loud laugh.

“As another great man once said, ‘Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.’ I suppose I should be flattered it took someone this long to figure it out.”

Paris staggers backward. Her hand tightens on the gun dangling by her side.

“Then it’s true,” she says tonelessly.

“Of course it’s true. I am Hugo Williams. Founder. Visionary. Still very much alive—thanks to the work that we pioneered. You should be proud.”

“Proud?”

“I have achieved something no one else has. I did not cheat death; I conquered it. And you… you’re going to be part of the next chapter.”

“By lying and manipulating? By abusing and exploiting human beings?”

“They’re not human beings, Paris; even you could not be that naïve. Besides, they wouldn’t exist without me. I gave them a future. I gave you a future. We could still have it. Together.”

His voice softens. Infinitely slowly, he moves toward her like a predator circling prey.

“I love you, Paris. That was real. It still is. Whatever my name is, I’m still the man you fell in love with.”

He is inches away, his eyes locked on hers.

“Give me the gun.”

Paris’s hands tremble. For a moment, she seems lost in his eyes.

Adam looks on in horror.

“Paris, don’t!”

Still she does not move, as though spellbound. Hugo reaches out and gently places a hand over hers.

“It’s just you and me now.”

Then he lunges for the gun.

The split second that follows is a blur of hands, sweaty, tense, struggling for control, and the wind whips the dust around their feet, and the gun jerks erratically. Blood Moon is dazed and uncomprehending. Adam steels himself and is about to lunge forward—

A shot rings out. Amid the lush forest, beneath the boundless sky, it sounds like no more than a twig snapping. A wood thrush flutters up from a thicket.

Hugo’s smile has turned into a rictus; he stumbles back and collapses onto the road. Beneath his clutching hands, blood blossoms like a flower.

Paris stares sightlessly at the crumpled body.

“Paris…?” Adam says warily. She does not move, does not speak. Then Blood Moon steps forward and quietly lays her hand on the strange woman’s shoulder. Paris flinches, then exhales, a sound between a sob and a wail.






BLOOD MOON

BLOOD MOON CAN HEAR the thuds of bare feet on dry ground. Turning around, she is surprised to see Snow and Firefly running toward them.

“Mama!”

Their faces streaked with tears, the two girls throw their arms around their mother. Puzzled and disoriented, the girls survey the extraordinary scene. They are not troubled by the human lying on the ground. In their young lives, they have seen death all too often. They know its face, its cold finality. What they cannot understand is the glittering metallic beast crouching on a path that extends as far as the eye can see, and the strange human female whose body is covered with a shiny blue fabric unlike anything they have ever seen.

Adam awkwardly attempts an introduction:

“Snow, Firefly, this is Paris.”

Paris looks at the girls in wonderment.

“In five years, I’ve never seen a Neand up close.”

Blood Moon can sense that another metallic animal is approaching. She pulls her daughters to her, fearful that the same grisly scene will be played out again. A moment later it appears. This metal beast is battered and dusty. When it reaches the small group, it stops and a door opens. Blood Moon looks at Adam, whose face lights up when he sees the humans inside.

“Blood Moon, this is my sister, Victoire!” Adam says as a young female with hair the color of violets nervously gets out. She does look just like Adam. She gives Blood Moon a hopeful smile, and Blood Moon smiles back. Then the new human sees Paris and the body on the ground.

“Oh, shit… Now what do we do?” Victoire says.

“Go,” Paris says in a half whisper. “Go, Adam. You need to get out of here.”

“We can’t just leave you here. What will happen to you?”

“I don’t know and I’m not sure I care, but I’ll be fine. The fallout from what you’ve discovered will cause such a storm that my role in it will seem insignificant.”

“We have to get moving,” Victoire says. “The ThermalEye shield is still deactivated so you can’t be tracked by your implants. Later, at the refuge, we’ll have them removed. I should warn you, it hurts like hell, but once it’s done, you’re free.”

Blood Moon gestures to her daughters. “We have to take them with us. We can do that, Adam, can’t we?”

“No!” says Firefly, clearly moved. “This is your adventure, Mama, yours and Adam’s. We have talked with Leaping Water. We plan to ask the humans to leave us alone: no more Great Whites, no more visits from the Beast. We have decided to stay together in our own land.”

Blood Moon glances at Paris: this human from the Institute must know whether it is possible. Paris shrugs and smiles.

“When the dust settles on this almighty scandal, I don’t think anyone—the public, the media or the government—will let the Institute trouble you again.”

Blood Moon lays her hands on her daughter’s shoulders and looks at her gravely, then turns to Snow.

“Are you sure? You both want to stay?”

A broad smile lights up her eldest daughter’s face.

“Yes, Mama. You do not need to worry about us. We came because we were concerned for you, but we do not want to leave.”

“We haven’t got much time,” Adam says. “We have to go now.”

He turns to the two girls and bows his head.

“Thank you… for everything.”

Blood Moon hugs her daughters, the breath of her breath; then Adam takes her by the hand and leads her to the glistening metallic animal.

Quickly, Victoire pulls out two weapons like the one now lying next to the dead human, but smaller. She hands them to Snow and Firefly.

“I hope you won’t need to use it, but with Sapiens you can never tell!”

As Victoire shows them the safety and trigger, Adam helps Blood Moon into the belly of the glistening animal. She is overwhelmed by intoxicating new smells. She feels a wave of nausea; her mind is reeling as she lays a hand on her belly. This time she is heading into the unknown. There is no way back. Will she ever see her family again? How will she adapt to this vast world about which she knows nothing? The glistening animal lurches forward. Blood Moon turns back and watches the diminishing figures of Firefly and Snow until they round a bend and disappear. She squeezes Adam’s hand, which she has been holding the entire time; then, turning forward, her eyes meet those of another human who is sitting next to the girl with violet hair. They are the shining eyes of a wizened old man with prominent cheekbones and a broad, flat nose much like the features of people in her clan. She feels as though she knows him. The female with the violet hair introduces them:

“Adam, Blood Moon, meet Stan… the grandson of Standing Stone, one of your earliest ancestors!”

The man smiles.

“Hello, Blood Moon.”





THE AGE OF BREATH




To a child yet to be born,

I am writing this letter directly to you. By the time you are old enough to read it, much water will have passed under the bridge. Will you be healthy? Will the Sapiens let you live your life in peace? I truly hope so.

We rescued you from Eden Park, from the prying eyes of Sapiens, from their narrow view of those who look upon the lives of other creatures and consider them inferior. You, like me, are the embodiment of the meeting between our species. Will your father’s bloodline be enough to protect you? Will the Sapiens grant you the legal standing they have denied our people for more than a century? That is what my grandfather Jules (some knew him as Standing Stone) fought for and what I have been fighting for all my life. The Sapiens have ravaged the earth, leaving it sick and dying. But they are no better than us, and no worse. They are just mammals, after all. Perhaps we ask too much of ourselves, Neands and humans. Perhaps we need to learn to let things go, to accept that we have little control over our lives. Whatever happens, you should know that there are Sapiens who love us, welcome us and help us. So this is my advice: Do not reject them. Get to know them. Otherness can be a blessing.

Not all Sapiens are destructive. For tens of thousands of years, they considered themselves a race apart. They believed that they alone could master language, invent myths and tell stories. That they alone could transcend their own existence.

But they were not always alone. Our people, whom Sapiens call “Neanderthals,” also lived in times long ago. By bringing us back to life, Sapiens have brought back a lost part of their collective unconscious: the other, the alter ego, the alter Homo. Sapiens have finally turned away from the belief to which they unthinkingly subscribed: speciocentrism. It is a difficult word. I will explain it to you one day.

But remember that Sapiens have many things to dazzle us. They have made so many discoveries about our world. Take evolution, for example: it is amazing to realize that a combination of chance and selection pressure could produce such a profusion of living creatures in all their intricate complexity. That evolution could have led to the marvel that is our body: what a miracle to be able to feel the world through our cells and our skin! How could something so perfect exist? The infinite, aleatory beauty of life is enough to make you weep. But mortality is the price we have to pay for the existence of such magic in the world.

Would the world be different today if our people had survived? No one can answer that. Only one thing is certain: your birth is an opportunity to be welcomed. I truly believe that.

Stan

Paris, 2168





THE RUSTLE OF WIND in the beech trees. Sun burning skin. The sirocco has brought the desert sands far from home. A gust of wind whips up clouds of dust, which falls back in whorls, insinuating itself between eyelashes, stinging the eyes. The child is learning to walk. He takes his first hesitant, faltering step, urged on by the reassuring presence of his parents holding his chubby wrists in their strong hands. He turns his little face toward the sun, parts his lips to reveal his first pearl-white teeth and offers the shining star the gift of his milky smile, which heals all wounds and reconciles humanity to itself, to its mortality, to life.
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