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Prologue
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Tokyo, Japan – December 2021

The elderly owner of Advanced Intelligence Robotics (AIR) turns away from his computer terminal to answer his private telephone line: “Suzuki.”

“Shushumi?” says a vaguely familiar, accented voice: “Jacques Sagan.”

“Professor Sagan, what a pleasant surprise!” says Suzuki, leaning back in his office chair and smoothing down his long, white hair. Picking up immediately on the caller’s impatience, he says: “I assume this is not a social call, Jacques. What’s on your mind?”

“I need to see you and Ah-to as soon as possible,” says Sagan, the founder of the Open Mind Institute (OMI) in Hiroshima.

Aware of the urgency in the Professor’s voice, Suzuki replies: “Expect us in Hiroshima tomorrow morning, I will phone you with the arrival time once we are on the Shinkansen (Japan’s high speed Bullet train).”

“Thank you so much, I really appreciate your prompt assistance in this delicate matter.”

After a hasty “good-bye”, Suzuki presses the intercom button to his secretary.


“Yes sir,” he hears her reply.


“Maia, please find Ah-to for me, something urgent has come up.”

Minutes later, I stick my head in the door, “Another mall presentation, sir?”


Ignoring my flippant question, he says: “Something


urgent has come up; I just put the phone down to Prof Sagan, he sounded agitated, no, ‘worried’ is a better word. He would like to see you and me as a matter of urgency.”


“What about?” I ask, perking up.


“He did not say anything over the phone. We will leave on the first Shinkansen in the morning.”

“Great, I’ll grab a couple of spare battery packs in case we are staying over.”

Suzuki chuckles to himself. Gone are the days when employees had to pack an overnight bag of clothes and toiletries. Now it’s spare battery packs. I’d better pack conventionally. Spare batteries won’t do for me.

“Maia, please get a message to Kamin: let him know that we are coming to the Institute tomorrow. He will want to see Ah-to.”


“Hi, Kamin,” I say when he answers his smart phone. “Hey, what’s up?” says my foster brother, sounding


pleased to hear from me even though we speak most nights. I must admit, however, that I do miss him. It’s no fun sitting around here, or even visiting the Gushiken’s, my foster parents. They still have my old body with my limited database to clean the apartment.

“Say, Kamin,” I say, “have you heard anything out of the ordinary being discussed in the Brain ring?”


“Not really,” Kamin replies, “why do you ask?”


“Just that Prof Sagan phoned Suzuki and asked for us to come see him urgently.”


“You’re coming to the OMI?”


“Yes, on the first Shinkansen. See what you can find out in the meantime, will you? Text me, okay?”


“Will do, see you.”
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Chapter One
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I love the Japanese transport system. It is fast, efficient, and quiet because nobody talks. The first bullet train to Hiroshima is filled to capacity with business folk, clutching computer bags and clicking hasty messages on their smart phones.

When Suzuki leans across the centre aisle to me and says: “Did Kamin hear anything?” all their heads turn to look at the intrusion.

Giving a friendly wave with my right hand and an apologetic shrug in Suzuki’s direction, I reply in my high-pitched, girly voice: “He did not hear nothing, teacher.”

“Anything,” corrects Suzuki, joining in the fun of watching the annoyed expressions on the faces of our fellow commuters.

The chauffeur is standing next to a black Honda SUV, the OMI logo prominently displayed on the front doors. Bowing with exaggerated show in my direction, he takes Suzuki’s overnight bag and opens the front passenger door for him to get in, before throwing the Honda’s ignition keys in my direction. While he settles into the rear passenger seat, I adjust the driver’s seat and mirrors, start the engine, and accelerate, while indicating my intention to join the passing traffic.

I am looking forward to going back to the OMI where I received all my Special Forces training, which turned me into one of the most advanced robots on Earth. Now I wonder what Professor Sagan wants from me.

At the institute’s security gate, the driver leans forward. “Ah-to,” he says, “go directly to Prof Sagan’s
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bungalow: he is waiting there for you.”

I turn left obediently at a fork in the tree-lined avenue and come to a stop in front of Professor Sagan’s low, compact bungalow, surrounded by wooden decks and Koi fish-ponds at different levels. The ornately carved teak door is opened by the dishevelled Professor himself, who could easily be mistaken for Albert Einstein.

His hand outstretched in a greeting he opens the front passenger door for Suzuki.

“Shushumi, good of you come at once,” he says, “follow me. We will sit on one of the decks overlooking the koi ponds.” Turning to me he says: “How is the most expensive, experimental robot on Earth?”

“May I add the most advanced and most admired, sir?” I reply. “I hope I can do justice to these superlative attributes, but I must confess I am a little bored with mall security.”

A cheerful “Come sta, amico mio,” breaks my moment of self-pity.

“Valdo Celli!” I cry, spinning around to embrace the genius that designed and created my new body, freeing me from the plastic restraints of the old one.

I hold the young man at arms’ length and consider the slim, handsome features that were passed on to him by his Japanese mother and Italian father. His wild, black hair, tied in a loose ponytail framing an olive- skinned and strong, masculine face, with the dreamy dark eyes of a Romantic.

Professor Sagan’s impatient gesture to be seated breaks our enthusiastic greeting.

“Are you part of this?” I whisper, taking a low seat next to him.

I should not have bothered to sit down as another shout of welcome brings me back to my feet.

“Ah-to!” exclaims Kamin, hugging me before bowing to Mr Suzuki and the professor.

“Are you all done now?” says the latter a little impatiently before addressing us.

“Thank you, Shushumi and Ah-to,” he begins, “for rushing here from Tokyo. Thank you, Valdo Celli and Kamin for giving up your valuable time to listen to the rumblings of an old fool.” Brushing our mumbled protestations aside with a sweep of his hand he continues: “After handing over the command of the Open Mind Institute to my long-standing assistant Hideo Hitachi and my daughter, Akira Sagan, I re-focused my attention on neuroscience, the science of the brain.

“As you already know, I am working on a means to improve the human brain’s capacity. You have heard of the increase in research into the benefits to be gained by the moderate consumption of mind-altering substances, most of them plant based, such as cannabis, cocaine, opium ... all that sort of thing. To get to the point, some of my research led me to the most inhospitable parts of the world. To find new, or lesser-known plant species. I did not go personally, but rather funded an expedition to search for plants used in ancient remedies, most of which use mild doses of hallucinogens.”

He stops to see that we are with him. Not quite sure how we fit into the picture, we continue to look at him expectantly.

“One of the most prolific and yet least explored areas on Earth is the tropical rain forests of South America. The northern countries of Peru, Bolivia, Colombia, Venezuela, and Brazil contain the sources of the Orinoco and Amazon rivers which tributaries later combine to form the two mightiest rivers in South America.”

Taking a deep breath, he continues: “It’s a dangerous region in more ways than one. Apart from the near unbearable heat and humidity, it contains voracious insects such as mosquitoes, and large predators such as the jaguars, the Cayman, and the giant anaconda snake.
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“The insurgence of agriculture and logging has prompted large-scale deforestation, while the emergence of drug cartels and other ruthless exploiters of their fellow human beings have decimated the indigenous Amerindian tribes, driving them off their land, off their rivers, and turning them into hostile antagonists of any foreign intruders. Add the introduction of so-called ‘eco-tourism’ and you come across more and more deprivation and exploitation.

“In my defence, I must admit that I was not aware of the severity of the situation until – well – until an entire party of biologists which I had funded in my personal capacity disappeared off the face of the earth.”

We watch spellbound, as the aging Professor warily wipes his brow, before confessing: “I also found out this is not the first expedition to disappear.” Then – almost as a desperate cry – he adds: “I need to find our men!”

As the four of us shift about uncomfortably in front of him, his eyes come to rest on me. “Ah-to,” he says, “you are the only one that can help me find out what happened to this expedition.”

To my surprise, Suzuki and Valdo Celli nod their agreement immediately, while Kamin sits with eyes wide open.

As the youngest person present, he is not sure what he can do. But – to be honest – neither am I. How can I, a robot, look for a missing expedition in the rainforest of South America?

“Excuse me, Professor,” says Kamin, “I need to pee. May I use your toilet?” Much laughter follows as he is given directions to the bathroom.

Professor Sagan and Suzuki are deep into coming to an agreement when Valdo Celli saunters over to me. “Is this your idea? Are you crazy?” I ask him. “How can I go after a missing expedition in such a vast,

inhospitable area?”

He just smiles “Ah-to, how much have you learned in your new body? Do you know of another living person on this planet that can do what you can do? Can withstand as many extremes as you can, needing no food, drink, or sleep? Should I go on, amico? You are the only one!”

Well, if he puts it like that, I think, he is right, there is no one really.

“What about you? Where are you going to be?” I ask him.

“Right there with you. I will find the way for you to take.”

“And me?” asks Kamin, who has joined us and overheard the last bits of our dialogue.

“You are here, at the OMI,” says Valdo Celli, “monitoring our every word, every move; keeping track of us, researching for us, you know: support stuff. And IF we get into trouble, you will know where to send help.”

Pacified, Kamin asks Valdo Celli: “Why you, a designer?”

In reply, Valdo Celli loosens his mane of black hair, pushes it around the sides of his face to fall onto his shoulders, and squints at Kamin. With an Oriental slant to his eyes and his dark skin he could be mistaken for an Amazonian Indian; too clean, perhaps, but that would be easy to change. I am already pulling faces, trying to look the part.

Sagan and Suzuki’s laughter stops our mimicking. “We see you two are already rehearsing your parts. Are we all agreed then?” asks Suzuki, ever the businessman. “Thank you,” says Sagan, “it may turn out to be a false alarm or you may not find them alive, but I know you will find out what happened to them, one way or

another.”
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Chapter Two
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“I have taken the liberty of moving the three of you into one of the vacant guest bungalows,” Prof Sagan tells us later. “I thought you may have lots to talk about before the two of you leave for South America. I will join you in the morning to provide as much background of the expedition as I can.” Linking arms with Suzuki, he continues: “You may stay in the guest suite in this bungalow for as long as you like.”

Suzuki bows and says: “Thank you Jacques, that is very kind of you, but I need to get back to Tokyo after breakfast tomorrow.”

The three of us spend the rest of the evening watching videos of Brazil, the Amazon River, the rainforest, and images of the people that live there.

“These are mixed-race people just like me,” Valdo Celli concludes, “with a touch of Polynesian and African thrown in.”

“Yes,” I agree, “but those indigenous tribes up north have their own characteristic look, and seeing that is where we are headed, we should make ourselves look like them to blend in.”

“How much can you tell us about the expedition?” asks Valdo Celli when the elderly professor joins the three of us in the living room of the guest bungalow after breakfast on the following morning.

“Nothing very much I am afraid,” the professor replies. “I had put up a research request to our biologists, botanists, and traditional medicine students to supply me with information on some of the lesser-known medicinal- plant species of the South Americas. The response was

overwhelming. I selected three mature member-scientists that had provided the most diverse research papers and offered to fund an expedition to South America.

“At that stage, I was unaware of the disappearance of previous expeditions: one from the USA and one from Europe. Neither was I aware of the escalating feuds between the colonial farmers and the indigenous tribes. I naively believed that wild animals, heat, and humidity would constitute the biggest challenges.”

We nod in understanding because one’s first concern is always of natural dangers, not an outright war over the preservation of territory.

“Did the three OMI scientists join another expedition?” asks Valdo Celli.

“Not from the outset,” says Sagan, “they wanted to go upstream as far as public transport, in whatever form, would take them, before joining others, or finding local guides.”


“When last have you heard from them?” I ask.


“Two months ago. They were in Iquitos in Northern Peru, and on their way to the Amazon.”

“In Peru?” Kamin interjects since he has a good grasp of geography, “not Brazil?”

“Something to do with local flights into the Amazon basin, I believe,” says Sagan, looking confusedly from one to the other, “or are headed there ...?” he shrugs.


The typical absent-minded scientist, I think.


“Will Hideo, your assistant, or any of the other member-students have kept in touch with them?” I ask. His face brightens. “Yes, ask Hideo; he will know more. I am afraid that – outside of my speciality subject

of the brain – my mind is quite a jumble.”


A jungle brain? I think but refrain from saying it.


Then we all smile and thank him for his time, before promising that we would get back to him if we thought of other questions.
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Hideo now literally runs the OMI and we get on well together. He also had taken a personal interest in my training for Special Forces engagements.

“May I come and say ‘Hello’?” I ask him when he answers his phone.

“Sure, you can watch me feed my face, while you stick your plug into a charging socket. Say 12 o’clock?” “Thank you,” I say amused by the way we agreed to

have lunch together.

While Kamin and Valdo Celli familiarise themselves with the upper Amazon River, I take a walk across to the Brain Ring to meet with Hideo.

“Hey, Ah-to,” I hear Tamika’s familiar voice from a shaded seating area under one of the many trees.

“Hey, Tammy,” I say in reply, calling the young student councillor and instructor by her preferred nickname.

“What are you doing back here?” she asks, beckoning for me to sit next to her.

Tammy knows all the gossip at the OMI, I think. She will be useful.

“Can we meet later?” I suggest, “I am due to meet Hideo shortly.”

“Sure, you know where to find me. See you later.” Then I head over to Hideo’s usual corner of the large circular rest area.

“Good to see you,” says the tall, muscular, middle- aged man now in charge of the Institute. “Have you come for a work-out in the gym with me?”

“I am afraid not, Hideo,” I say, “I am hoping you can connect me with colleagues of the three biologists that went on an Amazon expedition for Prof Sagan a while back.”

Hideo looks surprised at first, but then nods. “Makes sense: if anyone has a chance to find the three, it will be you. Shoot, how can I help?”


“Did you know those three?” I ask. “I can get their


personal files from Admin but what I meant is: do you know them personally?”

“I get it,” he replies. “Yes, I know them well enough in the academic and personal way. They are brilliant scientists: down-to-earth, reliable people. All three are very fit and had been on remote expeditions all over the world.

“Ah-to, between you and I: the professor was spooked by some recently released video footage, some going back more than ten years. Now he is full of remorse that he funded the biologists to look for little or unknown plant species in the rainforest. They are hundreds of kilometres from civilisation. How can they stay in continuous contact?”

I nod, tending to agree with his usually excellent judgement.

“Benjiro, 32 years’ old, is the most senior of the team. Hansuke, aged 27, is the most practical man I know, not at all what one expects from a scientist, while Koji is at 23 the youngest in the team, and an expert in rainforest plants. As I said, they are fit, outdoor guys that know how to look after themselves.”

“Are they married?” I ask. “Any families they would have kept in contact with? Never mind, you have an institute to run, let Kamin do the investigations.”


“Kamin Gushiken, your stepbrother? Is he going?” “No, no,” I reassure him, “he is our communications


link.”


“Oh, that’s alright, he can keep track of you.” “Precisely,” I conclude as he leaves to return to his


office, “thanks for your help.”

“Come on in,” says Tammy when I tap on her half-open door. Pulling up a chair next to her desk, I say: “Benjiro, Hansuke and Koji – do you know them?”


She blanches, catches herself, and says calmly: “I do,
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why do you ask?”

“Ladies first,” I smile, “Talk to me; I mean talk, don’t quote what I can find in the files.”

“Benjiro and Hansuke I know very little about but Koji and I had been seeing a lot of each other before he left,” she says.


“A lot? Like in boyfriend and girlfriend?” I ask. “Sort of,” she says.


“When last have you heard from him, and – more importantly – from where?”

She hesitates, pulls up her PC, and opens an e-mail folder.

“Three weeks ago, from a place called Manaus in Brazil. He wrote that they needed to obtain some type of special permit and a guide to go into some reservation set aside for indigenous Indians that wanted no contact with ‘Whites’: the local farmers, or the outside world.”

Not quite sure what to make of this information, I file it for the time being and resolve to research the subject when the humans are sleeping.

“Tammy, one more thing,” I say. “Can you find out more about Benjiro and Hansuke – if friends or family have heard from them? Will you let me or Kamin know the moment you hear something?” I am in the process of getting up when she stops me.

“Are you going to tell me?” she demands, “or must I beat it out of you? You said for me to go first; now it’s your turn. Why you? Why Kamin?”

After swearing her to secrecy, I tell her of Professor Sagan’s request to find the three biologists. She listens incredulously at first, then, slowly, she begins to nod: her eyes even begin to crinkle into a smile.

“Of course,” she says eventually, “the Special Forces Robot, the chameleon that can blend in. And Valdo Celli?”


“He does the human bits,” I tell her.

“Could work,” she says, “I’ll see what I can dig up.”



That night, when everyone is asleep in our guest bungalow, I replay the days conversations verbatim in my head.

The first conversation with Professor Sagan I replay several times. He is a neuroscientist interested in mind- altering plant substances. He funds an expedition into the rainforest which he has researched in depth for years.

How much does it cost to fund an expedition? - that can’t be cheap.

I run over our conversation with him from earlier in the morning. During our question time, he had played at being dumb and couldn’t remember (or wouldn’t?) where they were: Peru or Brazil? What should I make of that? Please: the man is a brilliant scientist.

The second conversation with Hideo is what I had expected to hear: the three biologists are fit men, perfect for the expedition.

Then he had said: “Between you and I, the Professor got spooked by some recently released video footage, some going back more than ten years ...”

Spooked by who? Who had released that old video footage? And why?

Conversation three with Tammy revealed that she had been dating Koji “sort of” – nothing really. But, if they had been dating more than “sort of’, wouldn’t Koji have talked about nothing else than his expedition? Is Tammy telling me all she really knows?


Lots to think about.
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Chapter Three
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Valdo Celli and Kamin are sitting in the designer’s office staring at a map of the over 6,800-km long Amazon River which they have projected onto the only wall large enough, opposite the small office window.

I walk over and point to where the Rio Negro and the Solimoes rivers unite at Manaus, the capital city of the state of Amazonas, which has a population of over 2,2-million people, and say: “You can forget about looking east, towards the ocean. Our men were in Manaus three weeks ago, before heading up-river.”

“And how do you know that? Did Hideo know?” asks Valdo Celli, while Kamin zooms in on Manaus. I tell them about my conversation with Tammy and her promise to assist us getting more information from the other men’s friends and families.


“So, what are we waiting for, let’s go,” says Valdo Celli. “How?” I ask.


“You surprise me,” he replies. “After all we taught you, you ask ‘How?’ And there I thought you had it all figured.” “I have,” I reply, looking at Hideo, who has just

walked in the door.

“You have until tomorrow morning to organise yourself some Brazilian IDs, valid in the State of Amazonas,” he says. “Here is a little cash for you: Valdo Celli, hide it well. One of our VETOL (Vertical Take-off and Landing) jets will take you to a quiet spot near Manaus and drop you off. From then on you are on your own.”

Tossing a meagre roll of money, held together by a rubber band, to the designer, Hideo crocks a finger at us to follow him to one of the photography labs attached to the sound-stages which the OMI uses for its in-house

media productions and presentations. “Remember Ah- to, you and I can connect via the Alpha Supercomputer to my OMI Scan file. All you need is a satellite or network connection in case of an emergency.”

Valdo Celli has obviously worked on a plan already. In the wardrobe department he is given a dark-skinned body stocking that covers him like a skin to his neckline, disappearing under his long, now loose, black hair. A make-up artist uses what looks like liquid skin to contort his facial features, before skilfully applying dyes and permanent make-up to turn him into a non-descript, Brazilian peasant at whom nobody would give a second glance.

I am given a similar treatment minutes later, but my teenage haircut is covered with a skull cap of long, almost blue-black hair, cut with a low fringe that all but covers my tell-tale lens-eyes. Dressed in frayed, torn khaki pants; an equally non-descript, threadbare, once-white shirt; and scuffed hide shoes, we look like ... second-generation Amazonian Indians that work in the forest. Photos are taken, cut to size, aged and attached to crumpled, much-used ID cards. Two brothers – Olavo and Valerio dos Santos Marques Pereira with an obscure address are created right there and then.

Kamin, who has been videoing the transformation for
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