
Page 1 of 7 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Page 2 of 7 
 

THE LAST HOPE  

By Julian Matthews 

 

SUNDAY TIMES: Dec 29, 2024: The last Malayan tiger at the Taiping Zoo being tested for a 

new vaccine for Covid-24 has died. 

 

Senang was a four-year-old male tiger, one of four tigers, that tested positive for the virus 

earlier this year.  

 

In March, the zoo had greenlighted an independent research team to examine the tigers and 

extract their blood to produce a vaccine to fight the deadly new Omega variant, which has 

killed over 50 million people worldwide. 

 

It is unclear why all four tigers suddenly died within this week.  

 

The head of the research team, Dr Riley Kennedy, had yet to respond to The Sunday Times at 

press time. 

 

* 

 

I gripped the gun close to my chest, exhausted from all the running. The jungle is your enemy if 

you are unprepared for worst-case scenarios. I hadn’t marked the trail, a rookie mistake.  

 

Now I was lost, and it was getting dark. Where was Jasni and Carrie? We were separated in the 

haste to get away.  I could not call out, for fear of attracting attention.  

 

The tiger was nearby. I could sense it. It was snarling. I huddled under the bushes. Better stay 

low than climb that tree, I thought. I waited. Tense. 

 

I heard a growl, just behind me. I turned, slowly. A flash of menacing eyes, then it pounced. 

Teeth sinking into my neck. This was it. I screamed… 

 

 

“Doctor Kennedy, wake up! Wake up!”  
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It was Carrie, she was next door and heard me yelling.  

 

“Another nightmare?”  

 

“Yes, the same one,” I sighed, flipping my soaked pillow.  

 

“Can I get you anything? Some water?” 

 

“No. I am okay. Sorry,” I said sheepishly and waved her off.  It was the third night in a row.  

 

“Get some sleep, doctor. We have a long day tomorrow,” she said sternly as if ordering a child.  

 

When did our roles get reversed? 

 

Carrie Anne Yap was my intern and research assistant. She was a microbiologist, doing her 

Master’s in pharmacology and we had been working on my theory of tiger blood extracts as a 

vaccine candidate for the last four years.  

 

I had been discredited after the tiger incident in Taiping, but she chose to stay. Three other 

research assistants had quit. I had taken a liking to her persistence; she was a far more serious 

and disciplined researcher than I had been at her age. She kept in constant contact with the 

other researchers online and handled all the paperwork, work that I disdained. 

 

She still believed in the science. Tigers shared 95.6 percent of human DNA. Several genes were 

altered in their metabolic pathways to fight disease. Their immune systems were the key to 

unlock the vaccine against the coronavirus. With her smarts, and my experience we knew we 

were very close to a solution. 

 

But the long years and late nights had taken their toll. Independent researchers, like us, suffered 

from lack of funding and battles with the powers-that-be. 

 

In mid-2022, Covid-19 deaths had slowed down. WHO declared the pandemic was gradually 

becoming endemic: “The accelerated immunization was working in multiple countries, and we 
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will achieve ‘herd immunity’ by the end of the decade.” I wish I never heard that phrase again. 

The announcement was premature. The herds were about to be hit by a tsunami of variants. 

 

Wave after wave struck in early 2023, each one far more infectious and deadlier than the 

previous one. The virus was smarter than we estimated. It was mutating vigorously, resulting in 

tens of millions of deaths.  

 

Covid-24's Omega variant, first detected in January 2024 in Texas, was the most devastating, 

causing fatality within days. It was worse than Ebola. Global hospitalizations spiked and front-

liners and healthcare resources were on their knees, despite strict lockdowns. 

 

The Big Four pharma giants were still competing to produce new vaccines, while promoting 

endless boosters. Without large-scale testing and consistent peer-reviews, their agendas seem 

profit-motivated and tainted. The backlash for the vaccine for Covid-23’s Sigma variant, was 

especially swift when it was found to cause a sharp rise in heart failure and, in some rare cases, 

blindness. Its distribution was immediately halted.  

 

Governments had become wary, their economies had taken a hit, and we were on the cusp of a 

global recession. People were fatigued and skeptical. 

 

The anti-vax lobby was increasingly influential. There were street protests and rioting daily, and 

multiple incidents of firebombing of research labs. We were at a dead end. The virus was 

winning. 

 

My research was founded on the belief that panthera tigris tigris held the answer. The tigers in 

the Taiping zoo had survived the infection. I extracted their blood and used recombinant DNA 

technology to test for a vaccine candidate. But the anti-vaxxers had broken into the zoo, 

poisoned the tigers and destroyed the lab. It was sabotage. 

 

I had no more blood specimens to trial and had to find new tigers. 

 

* 

 



Page 5 of 7 
 

"Jasni, this is it!" I yelled excitedly at my Orang Asli guide, pointing at the photos.  Finally, a 

hazy blur of an orange and black cat, just exiting the frame, showed up.  "He's a big fella. At least 

five, maybe six years old,” said Carrie. 

 

For nine months, we had set 40 camera-traps trying to locate the elusive tiger in Kuala Tahan. 

Once there were around 500 Malayan tigers, now less than 50 remain on the peninsula. I 

wanted to go immediately, but the superstitious Jasni said Friday was not a good day to hunt 

tigers. 

 

"Ya doktor. Besuk pagi," said Jasni calmly, and turned to retire for the day.  

 

Carrie, ever the clear-eyed one, agreed. She said we both needed to rest, gave me a look for a 

second or two, then left. 

 

I pondered her dark brown eyes all night long. What was that look? Fatigue or admiration? I 

knew she had no affection for this old professor, only for the work and what she could learn. 

Perhaps, she too, like the others, was ready to quit. It had been four long years and our 

international funding had dried up. There were 53 other remaining tigers in 25 zoos and wildlife 

rehabilitation and conservation centres around the world, but we received rejection after 

rejection.  

 

We were on our last legs. A wild tiger was our last hope.  

I felt Carrie’s disappointment. Was the look a betrayal? No. Her loyalty was unquestioned. It was 

now or never. I drifted off to sleep in a brown haze. 

 

* 

It was still dawn when we arrived deep in the jungle where we set the camera trap. Jasni located 

the tiger’s tracks and we shone our lights in pursuit.  

 

We came to a watering hole where the tiger had lingered. We found an unobtrusive spot, 

downwind, to await its return. Mosquitoes feasted on our exposed arms. Carrie did not say a 

word all morning. She is silent, crouching. 

 

Two hours later the twittering birds suddenly hushed, and we knew it was close.  
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Jasni gestures to my left and I raise my tranquilizer gun to aim. 

 

The tiger emerged like a ghost. I met its gaze across the forest clearing, its celestial eyes like twin 

dark planets in a far-off galaxy. 

 

It growls, not in anger, but deliberately, as if projecting a warning: "Stand down. Stay back." 

 

Oddly, Jasni suddenly gets up from his crouching position, exposing his whole frame. He then 

slowly kneels as if in prayer. He indicates with his eyes for Carrie and me to follow suit.  

 

I lower the barrel of the gun, rise up, then bow my head in deference, my heart pounding. Carrie 

does the same, clasping her hands together like she was in church. I sense we are in the presence 

of something beyond my logical understanding, a higher power. 

 

I smell jasmine and cloves. Soft morning rays stream through the canopy of tall yellow meranti 

towering above us. A misty shroud envelopes the space between us and the tiger.  

 

The tiger remains still, unfazed. It is raw beauty in the flesh. It steps out of the shadows into the 

clearing, the glint of citrus fur contrasting against ebony, velvety stripes, almost like a painting 

in an art gallery. 

 

"Harimau jadian," whispers Jasni. 

 

A were-tiger? I heard about it only in fables. I look at Carrie incredulously. But she is staring at 

the tiger, frozen and mesmerized. 

 

Then it speaks to me. I hear it in my head.  

 

"I know you have come to rescue humanity. I am not the one. Nor the last. There are others." 

 

I am in a dream—or a nightmare. "You will find the cure. It is inside you. Life always finds a 

way." 
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Amid the mist, the tiger transforms into feminine form, an immaculate symmetry. I am 

transfixed. Just behind her, two small heads peek out. Curious, curly-haired, wide-eyed 

children. Their skin is pale, contrasting brightly against the jungle-green, their eyes are pink, 

eyelashes white. Albinos! 

 

"Let us go in peace." 

 

Then, all three shape-shift back into their orange and black coats and the elder one turns, 

emitting a low growl, shuffling the cubs along. Their tiny yelps are the last sounds I hear as they 

disappear into the foliage.  

 

Jasni taps me on the shoulder and shakes me from my stupor. I am covered in sweat and 

trembling.  

 

"What just happened? Did you hear it, too?" I ask Carrie.  

 

She is shaking. “It spoke…” she trails off. 

 

"Pulang!" Jasni says curtly and turns commanding me to follow.  

 

I move obediently, silently, the words still ringing in my head: “Life always finds a way.” 

 

 

### 
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