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            Chapter One

         

         Pacing the length of his spacious office overlooking Magdalen College’s St John’s Square, Sir Quentin was in no mood to have another tricky decision on his plate at such a busy time in the academic year.

         “Quite frankly, Giles, what you’re suggesting is so exceptional, involving yet another lengthy period away, I’m really not sure what to do. It’s undeniable your exploits these past years have brought us many benefits. I’m very conscious of that and appreciate all you’ve done, not just for the College but for the whole university – and, indeed, for science in general. I hope you know that?”

         Sir Quentin turned to look for a reassuring nod.

         “But it has given me a few headaches,” he continued. “The problem’s that some of your more pernickety colleagues have been complaining about the extra workload on their plates. Only the other day, Daniel Shelton was nagging me about it over a pint in the Eagle and Child, and you know what a pain in the arse he can be. They all exaggerate, of course, but it’s something I do have to take into account.”

         Glancing through one of the leaded windows across the lawn, Sir Quentin spotted Fiona sitting on the doorstep of the nearby Grammar Hall, waiting to be called should Giles think her presence might do the trick. The rumour going around that Sir Quentin had developed a soft spot for her was not to Giles’s liking, but he was certainly prepared to take advantage of it should the need arise.

         “What does Dr Cameron think about it?”

         “She’s all for it, Quentin,” replied Giles. “And, one thing’s for sure. I wouldn’t go without her. She’d be essential. At times, she puts me to shame with her perceptiveness and powers of deduction.”

         Sir Quentin turned to peer over his glasses from the far end of the room, and smiled for the first time since the beginning of their meeting.

         “If that wasn’t coming from Professor Giles Butterfield, I might take it with a pinch of the proverbial salt! Not many men would use perceptiveness and powers of deduction as the justification for jetting off to a South Sea island with a pretty and charming young lady.”

         Sir Quentin slapped the back of his hand in self-rebuke.

         “Sorry, that was out of order! Everyone knows the two of you are ‘serious’, as they say. Word had got round long before your Jane spilled the beans about the two of you sharing that hotel room in Rome.”

         “She let that out?”

         Sir Quentin raised his hand again, this time to hide a glimmer of a smirk.

         “Oops! What have I done? No going back now!”

         “She seemed to take great pleasure in it, I’m afraid, Giles. It was the night before that Middle Eastern chap of yours packed his bags and went back to wherever he came from. He was standing right behind her at the time. Looked quite upset; went very quiet, anyhow. About twenty minutes later, he left the room without a word, and that was the last I saw of him. If Nathan Willis hadn’t bumped into him on the coach to Heathrow the next day, I wouldn’t have known where the hell he was. Quite extraordinary! I sent that email to you in Indonesia the moment Nathan called me about it. Judging from what Dr Cameron told me at High Table one evening – I invited her as a special treat when you were in Leeds, by the way – I didn’t imagine he was a great loss. But I was rather concerned about what he may have said to Professor Yamani about our staff having affairs. I was fearing it might be the end of the cosy relationship between the College and his institute. Then, lo and behold, only a week later that huge donation from MECCAR arrived in the College’s bank account.”

         Sir Quentin paused for a moment and looked at Giles over his glasses.

         “I’ve never asked if you heard from him. Did you?”

         “You mean Aram, our research fellow?”

         “Yes.”

         Giles nodded pensively. “While we were in Indonesia. He’d already scarpered from here by then. Said he’d had to return home because his brother had been taken ill. That was it. Nothing else. Haven’t heard a dicky-bird since.”

         “I see. Nevertheless, still very odd.”

         “He always was unpredictable…” replied Giles, “and rather strange. Bit of a problem. Fiona breathed a sigh of relief when I read his message to her. During the flight back from Jakarta, she was praying he wouldn’t return. She’d never trusted him. Reckoned he was dishonest; that he was up to something.”

         “Anything in particular?”

         “Nothing specific… just things he’d got up to in the lab. I used to tell her she was paranoid.”

         Giles reached for his glass of sherry from Sir Quentin’s desk to take an unusually large mouthful. As he did so, he considered the other possible reasons for Aram’s disappearance that had been troubling him.

         “I can see you’re beginning to enjoy my ‘cheap Californian piss’, as I gather you once put it, Giles. Jane let that one slip out, too, I’m afraid. I’d noticed you were in the habit of leaving most of it, of course. But never commented. I knew you’d grow to like the stuff eventually. Everyone does. Has a special nutty flavour with a subtle hint of apricots you don’t find in any other sherry. Grows on you, doesn’t it? I’ll send you a crate when the festive season’s upon us.”

         Giles smiled weakly. “Thank you.”

         “My pleasure, Giles! Only too glad I persevered. Well, to get back to where we were. I don’t want to get Jane into too much hot water, but I’m afraid it was pretty obvious Aram was upset by the thought of you and Fiona having a Latin love-in. Put him in an awkward situation, I suppose. It is a complication, of course, no doubt about that – you and her, I mean. But I’m prepared to tolerate it as long as it doesn’t interfere with your work. Apart from which, she’s a delightful girl. It’s nice to have her around.”

         “Obviously, you were present when Jane blurted it out?” said Giles.

         “Yes. It was during one of my sherry parties. As always, it was a full house. She was standing by that cupboard over there, glass in hand, flushed and giggling like a schoolgirl on her first date. She also mentioned, by the way, that you’d asked her to find the identity card of ‘an olive-skinned French lady’ who’d attended the Sorrento meeting, and to send it to you as soon as possible by courier. Her interpretation, announced with gusto, was that Dr Cameron must have accused you of an infidelity during the symposium – although, I can’t imagine what the card was supposed to prove, other than she was a bit of a corker. Jane went public with that one, too.”

         “What… that she was pretty?”

         Sir Quentin nodded sombrely.

         “Afraid so, Giles.”

         “Good God! I gave Jane strict instructions to keep the business of that identity card strictly confidential… for ever. I’ll be having a very serious talk with her in the morning.”

         “Blame it on my sherry, Giles. So, was it true… about you, her, and Fiona?”

         “No, none of it. As usual, Jane’s speculations were a million miles off the mark.”

         “But you did ask her to send you that card?”

         “Yes.”

         “What was it all about?”

         “Pardon?”

         “I asked what it was about.”

         “Er… let me think…” Giles rubbed his chin briefly. “Oh yes, that’s right… The lady’s university had asked for it. They said they’d noticed her name wasn’t in the official programme, and needed to check she’d actually attended the symposium. As the booklet had announced I was to be the society’s next Hon Sec, they thought I’d be the best person to ask. I said her name wasn’t listed because she’d registered onsite, not online in advance like most of us. So they then asked me to provide her card as proof. Simple as that.”

         “Bit odd, wasn’t it?”

         “Was it?”

         “Well, I would have thought they’d have taken your word for it.”

         “Around here, yes, of course. But everyone has their own rules, don’t they? And you know how difficult the French can be.”

         “That’s true,” said Sir Quentin. “Couldn’t Jane have sent the card directly to France, though?”

         Giles paused while he collected his glass again and topped it up from the cut glass decanter Sir Quentin always kept on the cabinet under the window.

         “My! You’re right about this sherry, Quentin,” he oozed, holding the glass under his nose. “It certainly does grow on you. Definitely a hint of blackcurrants, as you said.”

         “I think you mean apricots, don’t you?”

         “Er… yes, of course. What did I say?”

         “Blackcurrants.”

         “Did I? Sorry. Too many things on my mind these days. Where was I? You see, I can’t even remember that.”

         “You were about to tell me why Jane couldn’t have sent it to France.”

         “Ah yes, of course. It… er… just so happened that the lady’s head of department was in Rome… to give a lecture.”

         Leaning with his elbows on the mantelpiece, Sir Quentin studied Giles’s reflection in the mirror.

         “Are you okay, Giles? You seem very fidgety.”

         “Yes, I am a little. I suppose it’s because the favour I asked of you is so important to me. After spending the last few weeks in Indonesia helping INDOMED set up their new labs, I’d love to accept their invitation to return for a sabbatical. After so many years of cancer research, I’m chomping on the bit to return to my old stamping ground of virology. Don’t get me wrong. Cancer’s been very rewarding. And you’ve been very supportive from day one. But nothing beats viruses. I find the little buggers as fascinating as ever.”

         Sir Quentin moved from the fireplace to flop into the easy chair by the bookshelves.

         “Ah, that’s better! My back’s been playing up this week. Yes, I understand how you feel about it, Giles. I remember the joy when I had the opportunity to swap magnetism for nuclear physics. However, with the best will in the world, it’s impossible for me to give you an answer on the spot. I’ll have to put it before the Senior Common Room for a collective decision. Democracy and all that! You’ve just returned from one trip to the tropics, and now you want to go on another. I have to tread very carefully. Between you and me, my inclination is to say ‘yes’, and let the two of you get on with it. But I don’t want any accusations of preferential treatment. Trust you understand?”

         “Why on earth should they…?”

         “Money, Giles, money. You must be the most successful money-raiser in the College’s long history. You’re like a magnet to the stuff. First there was the Marchese, then your Russian friend, and now Professor Yamani. One hundred million pounds! Just like that – out of the blue, no explanation. At first, I thought it might have been to compensate us for Aram’s sudden disappearance. A gesture to keep us sweet ahead of the study leave that Professor Yamani wants to spend here. But when I telephoned, he said it was for all the support you’d given MECCAR. That’s a hell of a lot of money, though, just for nailing Stephen Salomon. You don’t think it could be a sort of bribe, do you, to ensure you keep nominating him for a Nobel? After all, you’ve had a few unsuccessful attempts. He might be worried you’re getting tired of the damn business. If so, he’s not the only one!”

         Giles shrugged his shoulders. “Anything’s possible, I suppose.”

         “Or do you know something the rest of us don’t, Giles? Does he have any skeletons in his cupboard?”

         “What makes you think that?”

         “Nothing. Just wondered, that’s all. Have you done him any other big favours: saved his marriage, covered up a sex scandal?”

         Giles shook his head.

         “Well, no point brooding over it, is there?” said Sir Quentin. “We’ve got the cash. Let’s thank our lucky stars and make the most of it.” He paused for a moment. “By the way, now we’re on the subject, how’s MECCAR doing? Any more life-saving genes rolled out?”

         “Not to my knowledge, Quentin. But my guess is their discovery of Achilles was just the beginning. As you may recall, had Ahmad Sharif given his press conference after fleeing to London from Sorrento, he’d have predicted a revolutionary AIDS vaccine was on the horizon. And he was right. What’s more, I’ve heard MECCAR’s going to give the secret of the vaccine to any company that will donate unlimited doses to Africa for the first five years, all subsidised by MECCAR.”

         “Wonderful! What a fine example. And what did you and Dr Cameron think of the new INDOMED centre while you were in Indonesia? Is it up to the same standard?”

         “Definitely. The building and facilities are stunning. Although designed as a sister centre to MECCAR, everything is geared to the study of infectious diseases. How they constructed it so quickly, I can’t imagine. Can you believe, they actually bought a small island off the coast of Bali called Nusa Ceningan, and built it in the centre, complete with its own helicopter pad?”

         “How do you get there?” asked Sir Quentin. “You don’t have your own helicopter yet!”

         “There’s a suspension bridge connecting the island to its larger neighbour, Nusa Lembongan,” Giles replied. “It’s been there for years, an iconic yellow structure. But that’s the only connection between the island and the outside world. And, like Wadi Rum, it’s a really beautiful spot. There’s always been a small tourist industry on the island, mostly young Aussies surfing and snorkelling, and that created a few contractual problems at first. But it was all sorted out. A little piece of paradise, really. The Indonesian government is very happy.”
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         Giles took another sip of his sherry before continuing. “And it’s an absolutely ideal place to study mosquito-borne diseases. They have three programmes in development: one to find a vaccine against malaria, another to find much-needed new antibiotics, and a third on arboviruses. It’s all very ambitious. But, with their money, I’m sure they’ll succeed.”

         “You’ve mentioned those arbovirus things before,” said Sir Quentin. “Tell me about them.”

         “How much time do you have?”

         Sir Quentin reached for his pocket watch.

         “Let’s say ten minutes. But before you start, one quick question. Although most Indonesians are Muslims, Bali’s an exception, isn’t it? I think Hinduism is the main religion there. If the same is true of those smaller islands, is that going to cause friction?”

         Giles shook his head.

         “Not at all. The relations between Hindus and Muslims on the islands are very good, just as they are between all religions throughout Indonesia.”

         “I see.”

         “Okay, a brief rundown on arboviruses. They’re quite a large group of viruses, about five hundred species, all carried by blood-sucking creatures like mosquitoes. They’re important because they cause about twenty different illnesses, mostly in tropical and subtropical regions, but also in parts of the US. You’ve probably not heard of any of them, apart from yellow fever and perhaps dengue fever. However, in many countries, they’re a huge public health problem, and one that’s growing due to global warming.

         “To give you an idea, there are now four hundred million cases of dengue fever each year worldwide. It’s only the female mosquitoes that bite and transmit disease. Normally, both sexes feed on nectar and other plant juices, but when females have mated they need blood to provide protein for their eggs. Birds and small mammals, like squirrels, are the usual source, especially birds. When they bite, viruses can move both to and from the victim. So, mosquitoes give the viruses to birds. Birds give them to mosquitoes. And so it goes on. In this way, birds act as a permanent reservoir. In some mosquito species, infected females also transfer certain viruses to their eggs, and, as they usually lay hundreds at a time, it can be a major cause of the spread of a virus within a species. The West Nile virus, for example, is one that can be spread this way.”

         He paused for a moment. “Not boring you, am I, Quentin?”

         “Pardon?” Sir Quentin responded, jolting slightly. “Er… no, of course not, Giles. It’s fascinating. Please go on.”

         “Okay, good. Now we get to the nitty-gritty. Along with horses, we humans are what are called dead-end hosts. We’re different from birds. When we catch one of these viruses from a mosquito, it multiplies inside us in the same way it does in birds, but in our case not by enough for us to pass it on to an uninfected mosquito that might bite us. Hundreds of millions of people get infected with arboviruses every year. Fortunately, in most cases, we don’t even know about it. The rest, about twenty per cent, develop a flu-like illness with a temperature, headache, muscle and joint pains, that sort of thing, which passes off in a few days. However, in a few people, it progresses to meningitis and inflammation of the brain, called encephalitis. And that’s serious, very serious. In fact, it can be fatal. Fortunately, this happens in less than one per cent of cases. But, when you consider the huge number of people who get infected each year, it adds up.”

         “There must be jabs against the blighters, I presume?” said Sir Quentin.

         “Not so, I’m afraid. With the exception of yellow fever, there are almost no vaccines. And that’s where INDOMED comes in. They have an ambitious plan to develop a vaccine that would protect us against every single type of arbovirus in existence. And that’s why the centre’s new Director, a chap called Teuku Shihab, is desperate to identify the virus that recently caused a devastating epidemic on a tiny Pacific island called Ni’ihau.”

         “Which, in turn, is why he wants you to go back… to help him?”

         “Yes.”

         “Where is this Ni’ihau?”

         “It’s one of the Hawaiian Islands. Very small, the most northerly. As I thought you’d ask, here’s a map.”

         Giles withdrew a folded sheet of paper from his inside pocket to show a photocopied map of the islands that Fiona had prepared.
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         Sir Quentin raised an eyebrow as he studied the map.

         “Keep going.”

         “Nobody knows exactly what sort it of virus it was,” said Giles. “But what we do know is that it was carried by a host of mosquitoes that suddenly appeared from nowhere, and that everyone who was bitten died in a matter of days.

         “It’s unheard of. There’s never been anything like it. And Teuku’s frantic to be the first to get the answers. He sees it as a golden opportunity for INDOMED to make a big splash, like MECCAR did with Achilles. But, despite all the sophisticated lab equipment at his disposal, there’s not much he can do without outside help. Teuku’s a world expert on antibiotics, but doesn’t know much about viruses, and he doesn’t yet have a top virologist on board. And that’s where I come in. He reckons I’m the ideal person to help him out. It seems Rashid Yamani put my name forward as someone they could trust.”

         “What do you know about him?” asked Sir Quentin.

         “Teuku?”

         “Yes.”

         “After graduating in medicine at the University of Jakarta, he emigrated to join the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, where he remained for about ten years. A series of jobs in industry followed, mostly on the West Coast, ending in a biotech company in Oregon. And that’s where he was when he was headhunted by INDOMED’s search committee. He was trying to find new antibiotics in endophytes at the time.”

         “I really should be moving, but this is interesting,” said Sir Quentin, looking at his watch again. “What are they?”

         “They’re unusual bacteria and fungi that only live inside plants, and there’s hope they may be a goldmine of new drugs. In fact, they’ve already been found to produce a valuable anti-cancer drug.”

         “I see.”

         Giles paused for a moment.

         “A remarkable career, considering Teuku started life in Jakarta’s Jembatan Besi slum. He’s clawed his way to the top – and, of course, he wants to stay there. If he can discover what happened on that island, he’s made for life. He’s desperate to beat the Americans to it.”

         Sir Quentin got up from his chair. As he meandered around the room, his thumbs tucked behind his belt in his usual posture when deep in thought, Giles sensed he was making real progress.

         “Very interesting, Giles, very interesting indeed. Well, it’s been good to have this chat. I do understand your position. But, as I said, I need to consult your colleagues. And right now, I also need to nip to the Bodleian.”

         He nodded towards several stacks of paper and open books on his desk.

         “And then I have to return to that lot with a deadline of eight o’clock tomorrow. I’ve also several overseas calls to make. Denise was gesticulating behind your back a few minutes ago to tell me it’ll soon be too late. So, as I said, hold fire for a few days, and I’ll be in touch.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         It had been a little more than two years since Giles and Fiona had returned from their fateful meeting with Virginia Brandolin in Rome. Back in their routine of lab work and tutoring the students – punctuated, in Giles’s case, by the chores of committee meetings and university administration – Fiona had succeeded in getting the grant she needed to ensure the continuation of her appointment for another three years. Helped by Giles’s timely intervention, her new ideas on antibodies and cancer had been published in a reputable journal, and, with the pressure of insecurity off her mind, her work in the lab had blossomed.

         Over the summer break, Gunnar Eriksson and his wife had spent a week at Giles’s cottage in Little Compton, when the four of them had got on famously. Bill Eccles had followed on their heels from Majorca with his new girlfriend, from whom Fiona had taken the opportunity to learn some Catalonian recipes. The visits had made Giles’s Sundays, so often spent alone pruning and weeding in the garden while Fiona remained in Oxford for her Italian lessons, more than worthwhile. Meanwhile, in Cape Town, Conrad had been awarded a bonus by Southern Security Systems for his role in exposing Stephen Salomon, an achievement that had brought the company much good publicity, making his long-cherished ambition to buy a second home in the Drakensbergs’ Champagne Valley a reality.

         The one person about whom there had been no news in all that time was Stephen Salomon. Even Hank Weinberg, now the CEO of his own biotech start-up in Dallas, had little information. All anyone knew was that, soon after leaving the National Cancer Institute, Steve and Marie-Claire had gone their separate ways under a cloud of acrimony. Always anxious to protect the reputation of a pedigree that included a congressman, a three-star General and a captain of industry, Marie-Claire had been unable to come to terms with her husband being at the centre of an international scandal. Although he’d repeatedly denied any wrongdoing over Deidamia, sticking to his claim that his only motive had been to make what he’d assumed to be the Bedouins’ DNA switch available to the world, suspicions of intellectual property theft had been too widespread and entrenched for him to be offered another position of leadership, academic or industrial.

         Giles was one of the few who’d been inclined to give Steve the benefit of the doubt, although he did wonder if this was merely because he himself had transgressed on so many occasions. From his raid on Steve’s office in Bethesda, to his failure to tell Virginia Brandolin in Rome about Brigitte Dubois Yusuf, he had crossed the line whenever he felt he could justify it. In which case, how would he have behaved had he been in Steve’s shoes if something of such inestimable value to humanity had fallen into his lap under similar circumstances?

         A rumour that Steve had been offered a job in Canada had circulated for a while, but nobody knew if it was true. What was known for sure was that he had sold the family home for a knock-down price after Marie-Claire’s departure and moved in with his daughters in La Jolla Shores, the smart residential community just north of San Diego. He had not left a forwarding address, and Giles had received no replies to his many emails and telephone messages. Steve’s absences from congresses around the world, normally essential events in his agenda, seemed to confirm he’d dropped out of academic life altogether.

         Meanwhile, Giles had slowly become adjusted to being a minor celebrity. No longer fearful of journalists or of being the star of school prize days and Women’s Institute garden parties, he had grown to reluctantly accept his unsought status. Recognition of more lasting value had been bestowed when the Swedes had made him a Commander Grand Cross of the Order of the Polar Star for protecting the reputation of the Nobel Prizes. Jordan had soon followed suit with the Grand Cordon of the Order of Independence for his role in protecting MECCAR’s interests. Less grand, but more appealing to his instincts, had been his appointment to the official list of Nobel Prize nominators, announced by Gunnar Eriksson on the cottage terrace in Little Compton one summer evening. To Giles’s great disappointment, the nomination he had rustled up for Rashid Yamani after returning from Stockholm had been unsuccessful, the Assembly voting instead for a Japanese expert on stem cells, the undifferentiated embryonic cells that can be transformed into any other type, from heart muscle to nerve cells, by tweaking their genes. The knowledge that he would no longer have to round up support for Rashid’s future nominations, but simply fill in a form and take it to the nearest post office, had taken a great weight off his mind.

         It had been around the time of Bill Eccles’ visit to the cottage that Giles had been invited to help Teuku Shihab set up his virology laboratories in MECCAR’s new sister centre in Indonesia. As an expert on antibiotics with little experience of viruses, Teuku had agreed with the Advisory Committee that it would be good if someone with an international reputation in the field could help him get the virology labs off to a fast start. With Sir Quentin’s blessing, Giles had accepted the invitation and travelled to Nusa Ceningan with Fiona. Though brief, the visit had been a great success and they had returned to Oxford pleased to have played an important part in INDOMED’s preparations for the future.

         Sir Quentin’s email to Giles informing him of Aram’s sudden departure from Oxford had arrived just before he and Fiona had attended INDOMED’s official opening celebrations in the Batu Karang resort on Nusa Ceningan’s close neighbour, the much larger island of Nusa Lembongan. By then, Fiona had adjusted to the prospect of Aram being in the laboratory for a few more years and had set up a system to protect her files from his prying. But she had remained uncomfortable in his presence nevertheless, finding it difficult to discuss her work openly in the lab or leave an experiment running when out for a cup of coffee or a visit to the library.

         Consequently, the unexpected news had been more than welcome. But it had also been a puzzle, and a troubling one at that. Perhaps she’d been keeping too close an eye on him, she had feared, to the extent he’d suspected she was onto his undercover work for MECCAR and taken flight to alert Rashid Yamani of the fact. Giles had thought that highly unlikely, preferring to believe Aram had probably left for family reasons. When Aram’s later message had arrived to say his brother had been admitted to Qatar’s Al Amal Hospital for emergency heart surgery, that had seemed to be the answer. But, after discovering the hospital was a cancer centre, Fiona was no longer convinced. Giles’s reassurance that heart muscle can be affected by tumours just like any other tissue, albeit rarely, had done little to settle her mind.

         Though enthralled by her first experience of the tropics, Fiona had found Indonesia’s climate a tad too hot and humid for her liking. There had been days when she had longed to feel Scotland’s cool breezes on her skin, its misty drizzle on her face. Apart from the occasional walk to Nusa Ceningan’s west coast to feel the sand between her toes at the Le Pirate Beach Club, or farther south to listen to the pounding of the surf at Mahana Point, she’d spent most of the time in the air-conditioned laboratories of INDOMED’s top floor. When not working there or in her office, she would usually be found reading or writing on the terrace of the villa that Teuku had provided for the duration of their visit.

         It had been while she’d been dozing on the terrace one late afternoon, after finishing Murphy’s classic account of the yellow fever outbreak in eighteenth-century Philadelphia, that Giles had skipped up the wooden steps from the garden with news that was to change their lives.

         “Fiona! Wake up! I’ve been talking to Teuku in the library. Had a long chat. It’s really important.”

         Fiona had wiped her eyes, her book having fallen from her lap. Stooping to pick it up, she had gathered from the state of Giles’s shoes that he must have taken the shortest route from INDOMED’s main building.

         “I can see you’ve been in a hurry. What is it?”

         “He’s been telling me about a mysterious epidemic.”

         “Near here?”

         “No, thank goodness. On one of the Hawaiian Islands.”

         “When?”

         “Last month.”

         “Serious?”

         “Extremely.”

         Fiona had pushed the leather Ottoman on which she’d been resting her feet in his general direction.

         “Go on, I’m listening. Sit down.”

         “Thanks. It was on the smallest and most westerly of the islands, a place called Ni’ihau. It’s got… or, I should say, had… a total population of barely two hundred, all native Hawaiians speaking their mother tongue. A really unique spot. In the space of twenty-four hours, most of them went down with the same illness. In each case, it started with one or more ulcers, usually on an arm or a leg, or on the neck. Then a high fever developed, followed by multiple organ failure ̶ the liver, kidneys, heart, brain, all at once. Everyone who went down with it died. It was devastating, unprecedented.”

         “How awful! What was it due to, Ebola?”

         “No. Ebola’s nothing like that.”

         “So?”

         “That’s the big question.”

         “Nobody knows?”

         “Yes and no. The previous evening, a swarm of mosquitoes had arrived from nowhere, and most of the victims thought they’d been bitten where their ulcers had developed. Now, as you surely know from your youth in the highlands and islands, mosquito bites cause itchy red bumps, never ulcers.”

         “Except that part of Scotland doesn’t get mosquitoes. It gets tiny little midges. But never mind. Go one.”

         “Really? Anyhow, the patients were rushed by helicopter to The Queen’s Medical Center in Honolulu. The medics there had never seen anything like it. After scratching their heads, they did the obvious thing. They took blood samples and tested them for as many mosquito-borne viruses they could think of. And what they found was staggering.”

         “What?”

         “Most of the patients started producing antibodies to the West Nile virus.”

         “Never heard of it.”

         “It’s a virus that’s carried by some species of mosquito in many parts of the world – Europe, India, Africa, USA, for example. But it’s never been known on any of the Hawaiian Islands. Not only that, but its effects are normally completely different. Many people get infected every year. In the USA, about two per cent of the population do at some time in their lives. But the vast majority don’t even know it. They don’t develop any symptoms at all, and soon produce antibodies that kill the virus. And that’s that. Over and done with. The rest, about a third of those infected, develop an illness that’s a bit like a mild attack of influenza – a temperature, headache, aches and pains, and so on. And that’s as bad as it gets. Only in a very small number, about one per cent, does it produce serious complications.”

         “Such as?”

         “Meningitis and infection of the brain.”

         “Do those people die?”

         “Only about one in ten. So that’s a tiny percentage of the total infected. And they’re usually old or already ill for some reason.”

         “And these Hawaiians had been young and healthy?”

         “Exactly. But what’s also important is that, even in the very worst cases, West Nile virus never produces an ulcer at the site of the mosquito bite. So, the whole thing’s bewildering. The blood tests seemed to be saying it was due to West Nile virus carried by the mosquitoes. But, clinically, it couldn’t have been that at all. It was something else, something completely different.”

         “Now I understand why you said it was a mystery! Why is it called West Nile virus, by the way, Giles? Was it originally discovered in Egypt?”

         “Not exactly. It was first identified in Uganda before the Second World War. And that’s where it seems to have stayed until the fifties, when it turned up in Egypt. Then, in the nineties, it spread to the Mediterranean region, presumably carried by birds.”

         “Why not by humans?”

         “Because, once we’ve caught it from one mosquito, we can’t give it to another one; nor can we infect anyone else. Horses are the same. We’re both what entomologists call ‘dead-end hosts’. But birds are different. When they’re infected, they either get sick and die, or the infection becomes chronic. In either state, they can pass it on to any uninfected mosquito that bites them. In this way, birds act as permanent reservoirs of the virus, and can carry it from country to country.”

         “Interesting.”

         “So, to get back to where I was,” Giles had continued. “The first time it appeared in the USA was in 1999, when it turned up in New York. And from there it gradually spread across the country to the west coast.”

         “How on earth did it cross the Atlantic Ocean?”

         “They think a mosquito must have hitched a lift in an aircraft or a boat.”

         “Which is presumably also how it got to Ni’ihau?”

         Giles had shaken his head.

         “No, I think we can definitely exclude that one. First, there’s no airport on Ni’ihau, only a helicopter pad for a service to and from the neighbouring island of Kauai. And the only boat service also goes between the two islands. There are no tourist boats. Ni’ihau is privately owned, and you need a permit to set foot on it. The locals call it ‘The Forbidden Island’. Anyhow, as I said before, West Nile virus has never been known on any of the Hawaiian Islands. Hawaii and Alaska are the only two states of the USA where it doesn’t exist. So, wherever it came from, it wasn’t from another part of Hawaii.”

         “What about a cruise liner?”

         Giles had shaken his head again.

         “Nope! They don’t call into Ni’ihau. It’s not particularly attractive. Unlike the other islands, it’s not tropical. It’s very dry. In fact, it has so little rainfall, its lakes sometimes dry up.”

         “So, what’s the answer?”

         “Teuku reckons some infected mosquitoes must have been blown across the Pacific. Either that, or the virus arrived in a migrating bird, which then infected a local mosquito, and its eggs… they lay hundreds… were also infected.”

         “So, when a mosquito gets infected from biting a bird, any eggs the mosquito lays are infected, too?”

         “It can happen with the West Nile virus, yes. But not in all species of mosquitoes… only some.”

         “Do migrating birds call into Hawaii?”

         “I don’t know, Fiona. It’s certainly a long way from anywhere, isn’t it? We need to look into it.”

         “Where did Teuku get his information from? I’ve seen nothing in the news or journals about it.”

         “That’s something else I don’t know. He said he’d tell me more when we next meet.”

         “Which will be when?”

         “Tomorrow. Our regular weekly session over lunch in his very smart personal dining room.”

         “How posh!

         “It’s certainly a puzzle, isn’t it? D’you think you could fetch me some of that iced tea you brewed earlier, dear, while I think it over? It’s so muggy today!”

         While Giles was in the kitchen, Fiona had closed her eyes in the hope of coming up with a plausible answer to the mystery. Obviously, there must be one, she had thought. It was just a question of thinking of it. She’d always been of the opinion that, if you’re worth your salt as a scientist, you should be able to formulate a working hypothesis to explain any set of observations or events.

         As Giles was returning with the tray, her face had lit up.

         “I’ve had a few ideas, Giles. Here, quickly! Put that on the floor. There are two questions. No, wait a minute, three. Why was the virus so lethal? Where did it originate? And how did it get to… what was it called?”

         “Ni’ihau.”

         “Thanks. Starting with number one, do you know if the genes of the West Nile virus are made of DNA or its close relative, RNA?”

         “RNA.”

         “Good! Because RNA viruses, like the AIDS virus and flu, tend to mutate easily, don’t they? That’s why it’s so difficult to produce effective vaccines against them. So, perhaps a normal West Nile virus somewhere in the world mutated into one that was much more vicious. Yes?”

         Giles had nodded. “Certainly a theoretical possibility. Even though it had mutated, it might still be detectable by the same blood tests, of course.”

         Fiona had smiled as she stretched to pat herself on the back.

         “And I had another idea, Giles. It might have been a normal West Nile virus, but it had such a terrible effect because native Hawaiians have never been exposed to it before, and therefore never acquired any natural resistance. Don’t forget how a host of infections – syphilis, measles, smallpox, tuberculosis, and others – devastated the Hawaiians when Europeans arrived in the eighteenth century. Historians think the population was reduced to less than a tenth of its original size.”

         Giles had agreed.

         “I suggested that to Teuku, actually, but he said modern Polynesians don’t seem to be any more susceptible to arboviruses than the rest of us. Surprising, I know, but that’s how it is. Apparently, outbreaks of dengue fever, due to a related virus, have occurred on both Hawaii and Tahiti, and in neither case were the indigenous people seriously affected.”

         “Then I’d put my money on a mutation. What sort of tests did the medics do? You mentioned they’d detected antibodies in the patients’ blood. Anything else?”

         “Not really. By the time they’d obtained those results, all the patients had died. Serum from clotted blood samples had been stored in a freezer, but as there wasn’t much and they were afraid to waste it, they decided to leave them alone while seeking the advice of the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta. However, before that happened, somebody left the freezer door open over a long weekend.”

         “And the samples were ruined?”

         “Every single one.”

         “Was there no temperature alarm?”

         “It didn’t go off. It failed.”

         Fiona had stared at him in alarm.

         “Oh my God! This is a real emergency, isn’t it? If that virus spreads, we could be the next dinosaurs. What about the mosquitoes? Were any caught?”

         “No. Once they’d got the positive blood tests, a team of entomologists from the University of Hawaii at Mānoa set up a few mosquito traps on the island, but they didn’t catch any. They’d either died before the team got there, flown off somewhere, or been blown away. Whatever the explanation, the scientists don’t even know what species they were.”

         “How many species are there?”

         “On the Hawaiian Islands, only a few. But, according to Teuku, there’s more than three thousand worldwide. But not all of them can carry West Nile virus. Here, drink your tea before the ice cubes melt.”

         “Thanks.”

         Fiona had adjusted the cushion in the small of her back as she prepared for a quiet hour while the sun was setting behind the thicket of acacia trees that bordered the garden. Finding the pouf not to his liking, Giles had pushed it under Fiona’s legs, before fetching the rocking chair from the living room.

         “Oh, look!” she’d exclaimed on his return, pointing to the garden. “There’s the pair of spotted doves we saw yesterday. Which makes me wonder. Did anyone think of testing the birds on Ni’ihau? Perhaps some of them got bitten by the same mosquitoes?”

         “Yes, they did, albeit rather belatedly. They erected some nets among the trees. But, again, no luck. Plenty of birds were caught, but none was infected.”

         “How about horses?”

         “There were a few on the island. But none became ill, it seems, and there were no signs of bites on any of them.”

         “I can see I’m not getting very far!”

         Rising from her chair, Fiona had poured her tea onto one of the potted guava bushes that stood at the top of the terrace’s short staircase.

         “Hope that doesn’t hurt them! Don’t be offended, Giles. It was very nice, but I’m not in the mood for caffeine right now. My brain needs soothing. So I’m off to make one of my herbal teas. By the way, a couple of days ago I discovered a new one to add to the supplies I brought here from Oxford. It’s called kratom. A man in the market recommended it to me. He said it’s made from the leaves of a local tree.”

         “I’d look it up if I were you, Fiona. I think I’ve heard of it. Might be addictive.”

         “Really? Okay, I’ll stay with Moroccan mint for now. Care for a mug?”

         “No, thanks. This Yorkshire’s doing me a power of good.”

         
             

         

         Fiona had returned to the terrace to find Giles sniffing the flowers of a bush that overhung the wooden railing.

         “Aren’t they gorgeous?” she’d exclaimed. “Apparently, it’s called ylang-ylang and it’s indigenous round here. The housemaid… a surprisingly well educated one, I must say… told me in her almost perfect English… well, perfect, apart from that twang she’d picked up as a teenager in Boston… that oil distilled from those yellow petals is one of the ingredients of Chanel Number Five. She also said it wasn’t Coco who invented that concoction, by the way. She was offered ten mixtures of oils by somebody, and the one she liked most just happened to be the fifth. Isn’t that a hoot? Who’d have guessed that?”

         “Or that she spied for the Nazis.”

         “What! Never did like the stuff anyhow.”

         
             

         

         The next day, Giles had been busy all morning lecturing to INDOMED’s new laboratory staff, before joining Teuku for lunch in his penthouse dining room on the tenth floor of the building. Decorated with traditional Balinese wooden sculptures and Javanese batiks, and with glass walls providing a panoramic view of the neighbouring islands, it was a place to which Giles was always happy to return.

         
             

         

         During their previous lunches, always on a Friday, Giles had developed a liking for his host. The bond had not been as swift to develop as in Rashid’s case, but Teuku was a very different person. His true character revealed itself more slowly. By nature, he was less confident and more self-critical than his opposite number in MECCAR. Perhaps for this reason, his style of leadership was also very different. While Rashid would invariably attempt to cover up his shortcomings after finding himself in unfamiliar territory, hastily bluffing his way out of trouble or changing the subject, Teuku would openly admit to his ignorance of a topic and never hesitate to seek the advice of others.

         The habit had served Teuku well in industry, and he had no reason to change it now. In fact, his new team welcomed the approach. It gave them confidence that INDOMED’s journey would always be guided by a consensus based on facts and experience, not by the diktat of a single person distorted by prejudice or pride. They also loved the way his office door was always open, figuratively if not physically. The moment someone entered, no matter how junior, he could always be counted on to push his papers to one side, shut down his computer, and return his Conway Stewart to its alabaster stand. Whether it was a senior faculty member or a cleaner, they were all treated with the same consideration and courtesy. The body language he’d acquired in the southern states, coupled with his regular attire of leather sandals, jeans, and a cotton T-shirt, would at once put them at ease, whether to discuss the complexities of enzyme inhibition in malarial parasites or the difficulties of cleaning the exterior of his office windows.

         When the offer of INDOMED’s top job had landed on his desk in Portland, Teuku had been reluctant to consider it. He’d been enjoying his work, and he and his American wife, a senior partner in a law firm in Cascade Locks, to the east of the city, had just moved into a large house overlooking the Columbia River, and were in the process of decorating their skiing lodge near Montpelier in Vermont. They were relatively affluent and content with their daily routine, with a son and a daughter doing well at a local school, and friends who could be relied upon. The thought of leaving it all and returning to Indonesia after so many years had held few attractions. Although his elderly parents were still living in Semarang, an eight-hour drive from Jakarta, he’d been able to visit them annually – and, by good fortune, they were still in good health. Pulling up the anchor and accepting the insecurity and unfamiliar responsibilities of directing a new research centre on Bali’s doorstep had been a daunting prospect, despite the attractive salary and the promise of working conditions equal to those in MECCAR.

         After delaying his decision for several weeks, the scales had been tipped when Rashid Yamani made a courtesy visit following a lecture tour in California.

         “How will anyone take seriously a new research centre on a tiny tropical island, in a country with no history whatsoever of scientific achievement?” Teuku had quipped. “Your situation was completely different, Rashid. The glorious history of Islamic scholarship is all around you in Wadi Rum. The creation of MECCAR was like a dormant bud springing to life from the desiccated remnant of a once magnificent Cypress, a fountain bursting through the sand to nourish the minds of fellow Muslims and scientists everywhere.”

         “Very poetic!” Rashid had scoffed. “Perhaps you missed your true vocation! But poetry is for poets. We’re scientists. We have our heads on our shoulders, not buried in the sand. Open your eyes, Teuku. The world has changed. Islam needs world-class research centres, and you and I are the sort of people to make them happen. With your talents and experience, I’ve no doubt INDOMED will be just as big a success as MECCAR.”

         Rashid’s only advice had been to waste no time setting up the virology laboratories.

         “Your forte is discovering new antibiotics, Teuku. Wth the latest equipment that INDOMED will provide, I’m sure you’ll race ahead of the field. No problem. Same with the malaria programme. As you know, the search committee has appointed a real high-flyer from New York, who’ll be with you soon. It’s the third programme, the one on arboviruses, that you might need help with. Unfortunately, the committee still hasn’t found the right person. And that’s worrying. With global warming on the rise, insect vectors of disease are also on the rise. Soon, mosquitoes, ticks, and the rest will be invading new territories, taking their infections with them, passing them on to the local animals… and, eventually, to us. And there are virtually no vaccines. We’re going to need some very soon. The field’s going to be hugely important. And the Americans will be competing for the laurels. You’ll need to move quickly, very quickly. Get someone here you can trust, and then grab any opportunity to make a breakthrough.”

         At this point, Rashid had thumped his fist on the desk in a gesture Teuku would never forget.

         “I did it with the Achilles gene, didn’t I? Now it’s your turn.”

         When Giles had entered the dining room for their regular weekly chat, Rashid’s parting words had been at the forefront of Teuku’s mind. Once they’d shaken hands and sat down, prompting the waitress to open their silk napkins and serve soto ayam soup from a ceramic pot, Giles had sensed that something special was in store. Normally laid back and spontaneous, there had been a clumsy hesitancy about Teuku’s body language, his movements oddly out of sync with his words, as if his thoughts were somewhere else. Resisting his usual habit of leading the conversation, Giles had waited to see what was on Teuku’s mind.

         “Good week, Giles?” Teuku had opened, his eyes fixed on his soup as he tucked his napkin into the neck of his T-shirt.

         “Yes thanks, Teuku. No problems. Very good progress, once again. Thanks to Fiona’s hard work, we’re still on track to have everything up and running on time.”

         “Great! I don’t know what I’d do without you Brits. Rashid certainly gave me good advice when he suggested I entice you here for a while. He’s a very big admirer of yours. Knows we can trust you.”

         “That’s nice to know. As a matter of fact, I’m a great admirer of him, too.”

         “Yeah, he’s a great guy, Giles. I agree. Very sharp, boundless energy. Pretty daunting, really, the prospect of trying to compete with him.”

         “Is it necessary to look at life that way? You’re in a very different field, Teuku. Why the competition?”

         “Well, you know… he got off to such a flying start with MECCAR, everyone will be expecting me to do the same. With the facilities, equipment, and funding I’ve got, they’ll think I’ve no excuse. It’s a huge amount of pressure on my shoulders. It’s almost as bad as having a Nobel Prize winner as your father. God, I couldn’t cope with that one!”

         “I think you need to be more philosophical, Teuku. People have to understand that what we discover, or don’t discover, as scientists isn’t just down to how clever we are. As you know, there’s much more to it than that. Luck comes into it, too – what field we’re in; what pops out of our experiments; whether what we discover turns out to be important. These are things we’ve little control over, no matter how bright we are or how many hours we put in.”

         As Teuku reflected on his words, Giles had recalled the chat he’d had with Conrad on the same theme in Cape Town.

         “Yeah, of course, you’re right, Giles. Nevertheless, it has become a bit of an obsession with me. Getting off to a fast start, I mean. Making a breakthrough of some sort. I feel I owe it to the organisation to keep up the momentum, to justify the faith they’ve put in me. I’m praying for an ‘Achilles gene’ of my own, so to speak. Sounds stupid, I know. But that’s the way it is.”

         Teuku had paused for a moment and then focused on his soup.

         “Anyhow, let’s eat before this goes cold. It’s a very special chicken soup in these parts. Don’t be alarmed by the chunks of black meat floating around. They’re not rotten or burnt. It’s a rare type of Indonesian hen called ayam cemani. They’re jet black everywhere, and when I say everywhere I mean everywhere: feathers, skin, organs, meat, beaks, even the bones. I almost said teeth! It’s due to a mutation that affects the distribution of melanocytes. We rear our own down by Blue Lagoon on the south coast. We’ve also got an organic veggie plot there.”

         Teuku had lifted a celery leaf to his nose. “Ah! Gorgeous! That’s where this came from. You can’t beat organics.”

         “Absolutely.”

         “Giles, to change the subject, I need to finish that Ni’ihau story I was telling you about. May I?”

         “Please do. I’m all ears.”

         “Thanks. Just before we broke up last time, you asked me how I’d got all that information about what had happened, considering there’s been nothing about it in the journals or TV.”

         Pausing with his spoon in his hand, Teuku had glanced at the waitress and nodded towards the door. Once she had closed it behind her, he had whispered across the table.

         “I heard it from one of those Alhazen research fellows. I gather from Rashid you’ve got one in Oxford?”

         Giles had nodded.

         “Well, this one’s called Mouktar Souleiman, and he’s from Djibouti. He was given a fellowship in the Pacific Center for Emerging Infectious Diseases Research in Honolulu. That’s where The Queen’s Medical Center sent the blood samples from the Hawaiians for analysis. And it was Mouktar who did the lab work as part of his research project. He was the one who detected the antibodies to West Nile virus. At first, his chief, a bastard called Oscar Robinson, didn’t believe him. ‘How could a serious illness like that have been caused by such an innocuous virus?’ he said. ‘It’s not possible.’ Accusing Mouktar of sloppy work, he made him repeat everything.

         “Anyway, when the lad got the same results again, Robinson still didn’t believe him. He got one of his favourite techs to repeat the tests a second time. It took her a while, as she needed to order new reagents and wasn’t familiar with the procedures. But when she eventually got it done, her results confirmed what Mouktar had been saying. By now, a lot of time had been lost. So much so that all the patients had died and their bodies returned to their relatives. Not knowing what to do with what remained of the blood samples, and not wanting to waste any, Robinson decided to ask the CDC people for advice. Not a bad idea, of course. The only problem was that, while the CDC was waiting for key members of its staff to return from a congress, some clown left the door of one of the lab freezers open over a weekend. And…”

         “Don’t tell me. It was the one containing the samples?”

         “How did you guess? The freezer had been installed the previous week, and nobody had checked it. All the samples were ruined. When none of the technicians owned up, the blame was dropped on Mouktar. Without any evidence, Robinson simply assumed it was his fault. Mouktar was adamant he had nothing to do with it. He said he was working at home on the Friday before the weekend in question, and didn’t return to work until the Tuesday. A few days later, Mouktar was handed a letter from Robinson accusing him of gross negligence and forbidding him from entering the lab until further notice. His stand-in was the same girl who had checked the antibody assays… who also happened to be Robinson’s mistress… or so everyone reckons.”

         “And you’re satisfied this Mouktar is telling the truth?”

         “Absolutely. His record is pristine. I’ve spoken to him several times on the phone. Sounds like a first class guy. He’s devastated. There’s no doubt in my mind he’s a scapegoat. After all, he’s easy prey, isn’t he? He’s new; he’s very young; he’s an Arab; and he’s from a small country hardly anyone in the USA, never mind in Hawaii, has ever heard of. So, as you can imagine, he’s pretty sore. In fact, more than that – he’s vengeful, which is why he decided to leak everything to me. He also sent me copies of his test results. He wants to move to INDOMED to try and determine the precise nature of the virus. He wants to outdo that Robinson beast. And I can’t blame him. He’s a bright kid. He had a bright future. And then this happened. It could ruin his career.”

         Teuku had ladled more soup while waiting for Giles’s response.

         “You haven’t met him, Teuku?”

         “Not yet.”

         “So, how do you feel about it? Are you going to take him on?”

         Teuku had nodded energetically.

         “No question. He needs help. And he’s a good guy. But I have to be honest, Giles. There’s more to it than that. It’s not just Rashid and MECCAR I’m going to be compared with during the next few years. That Robinson guy and his fancy-named centre in Honolulu are just as important. In truth, they’re probably my biggest competitors. Listen to this.”

         Teuku had pushed his bowl to one side and stretched to take an iPad from the bottom shelf of the dessert trolley.

         “Okay… I’m looking at their website here. After describing the place as… wait for it… a ‘multi-disciplinary centre of excellence’, the splurge goes on to to say the focus of their research is ‘new, emerging and re-emerging microbial threats of regional concern and global importance.’ And, if that isn’t enough, it goes on to say… and this is the crucial bit… they’re aiming to develop ‘effective low-cost treatments and affordable vaccines for tropical infectious diseases…’ which, of course, is exactly what Rashid and the rest in Jordan are expecting me to do. Enough said?”

         Giles had taken the iPad from Teuku’s hand.

         “Have you checked their recent record, their publications, and so on?”

         “Yep, and they’re very impressive, Giles. If I could beat them to solving the mystery of that Ni’ihau epidemic, and then develop a vaccine, it would put INDOMED on the cover of Nature or Science at a stroke… even Newsweek. It would show the world what we’re made of. We’d have the Americans, the Brits, French, Germans, Japanese, the whole lot in the palms of our hands. Why? Because we’d have saved the world. Those skeeters and their killer viruses might have disappeared for now, but my bet is they sure ain’t left the planet. One day, they’ll be back.”

         Teuku had pulled off his napkin and tossed it across the table.

         “And if they turn up in the USA, or Asia, or Europe, instead of a tiny island in the middle of nowhere, they’ll make the Black Death of mediaeval times look like an outbreak of nits in a kindergarten.”

         “But this is pie in the sky, isn’t it, Teuku? What can you do, with or without Mouktar? Even with the best labs in the world, you can’t do anything without blood samples to work on. And there aren’t any, are there? They were all ruined, and the patients are dead. So…?”

         With an affected wink, Teuku had rubbed his hands before looking around uneasily.

         “These glass walls make me nervous, Giles. Finish your soup. Then we’ll go outside.”

         After he and Teuku had shared a bottle of local beer in the relative solitude of INDOMED’s gardens, Giles had not returned to the villa. Instead, after sending Fiona a brief text message, he had walked to the Bakung Hindu temple near the yellow suspension bridge that connects the island to Nusa Lembongan. His intention had been to sit on the temple’s steps and mull over the implications of what Teuku had disclosed. However, finding the place populated by a coach-load of tourists, he had crossed the water to the Sakenan Lembongan temple, and from there followed the road bordering the mangrove forest on the eastern shore as far as the temple of Empu Aji. Knowing how Fiona would be fascinated by the buttresses and aerial roots of the plants, he had stopped en route to take a few cuttings for her pots on the terrace. The stillness of the forest, with no sound but the calls of unseen birds among the branches and leaves, had been captivating.

         On reaching his destination, Giles had found a religious ceremony was underway and had stopped to watch the process, using the stump of a nearby Sukun tree as a stool. It had been the early part of the Shodasha-upachara Pooja, when the faithful, on this occasion fifty or sixty women in brightly coloured traditional dresses, embark on the sixteen stages of worship of their elephant-headed deity. When it had seemed that the offerings, bathing, anointing, and chanting would never cease, a young girl had left her mother’s hand to run towards him, frantically waving a stick and screaming.

         “Hati-hati! Kobra! Ada ular kobra di belakang Anda!”

         Giles had recognised only the single repeated word. But that was more than enough. Jumping up, he had run towards the road as fast as he could manage, not stopping to look back until he had reached the safety of the fractured bitumen, weeds, and pebbles. By then, the girl was with her mother again, waving to him with a broad smile on her pretty face. After making his way towards her, stepping gingerly between the clumps of grass and bushes as he went, he’d removed his watch and presented it to her. As far as he had known, it was the only time he had owed his life to another.

         He had arrived back at the villa at around five o’clock to find Fiona stretched out on the bed with her open laptop balanced on her abdomen.

         “Hello, Giles! You look as if you’ve been through a bit of an ordeal. Are you okay?”

         “Yes, thanks, just about! I’ll get you up to date later. Now’s not the best time. Been doing some research?”

         “You know me! And I have some interesting news for you.”

         Raising herself, Fiona had tucked her feet under her bottom.

         “I looked into whether those mosquitoes could have flown across the Pacific Ocean to Ni’ihau from the coast of, say, California, and taken their infection with them. But it’s a non-starter, as most species can fly only a few miles. So then I looked into air currents across the ocean, to see if they could have been blown there. I got quite excited when I learnt that the Trade Winds provide a steady flow of air from North America to the Hawaiian Islands at an average speed of about fifteen miles an hour. Given that the distance is about two and a half thousand miles, it would take about a week for an insect to be blown from one to the other. As this is shorter than the average life span of a mosquito… usually about six to eight weeks for a female, one or two for males… I thought that’s what could have happened. However, I then learnt that, when producing eggs, which is the only time they suck blood, the females need to feed every two or three days. So, they would have arrived either very hungry or very dead. And I think it’s safe to assume it would probably be the latter. Also, the idea of being blown across begs two questions.”

         Fiona had paused for a moment to take a sip of water.

         “First, if they’d come from the western seaboard of the USA or Mexico, why hadn’t there already been a similar epidemic there? And second, why had they landed only in Ni’ihau, the most westerly of the Hawaiian Islands, and not a single one, as far as we know, on any of the other seven islands they would have passed over? So, I think we can forget about that scenario. Agreed?”

         “Agreed. Is there more?”

         “Yes. Next, I’ll tell you what I’ve learnt about migrating birdies. But first, you tell me your news.”

         “Okay.”

         After dusting the seat of his trousers, Giles had joined Fiona on the edge of the bed. Having decided he would leave the best part until the end, he’d started by telling her what he had learnt from Teuku over lunch and then described his visit to the temple, avoiding any mention of his time with Teuku in the garden.

         Preferring not to contemplate what might have happened at the temple, Fiona had questioned whether there really had been a cobra. After all, he hadn’t seen it, had he? Perhaps the girl had played a trick on him, she’d suggested, to ensure he didn’t hang around for the rest of the ceremony? The truth was he’d been an unwanted intruder. But Giles had been adamant. The look on her face had said it all.

         “Now, if that wasn’t enough for one afternoon,” Giles had continued, “get ready for what came between the black chicken and the snake.”

         “I’m ready.”

         “After lunch, Teuku herded me outside to a quiet spot in the azalea plot, where he confided that Mouktar Souleiman had offered much more than mere information. You see, when the blood samples were sent from The Queen’s Medical Center to the Pacific Center for Emerging Infectious Diseases Research, Mouktar was given the job of unpacking them, pipetting the serum from each one into clean tubes, and putting them in a freezer. Unknown to his boss, he actually did more than that. He also transferred a small amount of each sample into a separate tube that he popped into liquid nitrogen, the temperature of which, as you know, is much lower than in a freezer. Nobody had asked him to do that, and nobody else knew about it. But, having been taught good habits during his previous job, he’d decided to keep some samples in reserve. He’d also had in mind the possibility of doing some experiments with them, ones that would need ultra-deep frozen serum. And he is still the only person… apart from Teuku, me, and now you… who knows these extra samples exist.”

         “And…?”

         “He’s offered them to Teuku.”

         “They’re coming to INDOMED?”

         “Yes.”

         “Wow! But how will he get them here? I thought you said before that he’d been banned from the lab?”

         “He has. But Robinson’s secretary has a soft spot for him and warned him what was coming. So, in the dead of night he transferred the tubes from the liquid nitrogen into a box of dry ice, and took them to his flat, which is where they’ve remained ever since.”

         Giles had shifted to a more comfortable position on the bed.

         “With those samples, of course, INDOMED will be the only research centre in the world that has any chance of discovering the true cause of the epidemic. Teuku sees it as a golden opportunity to make as big a splash as MECCAR did with the Achilles gene. If he can beat everyone else to sorting it out so a vaccine can be developed, INDOMED will probably have saved the world from a huge disaster. It could even mean a you-know-what. And, of course, Mouktar would be more than happy to see Robinson humiliated.”

         Fiona had looked at him and frowned.

         “But Teuku isn’t in a position to analyse the samples yet, is he? He has the labs, the equipment, lab techs, bags of money… but no expert virologist who could take it on. It might be months before he can do anything, by which time it might be too late.”

         Giles had got up and walked to the bedroom door, before spinning to face her.

         “All of which would certainly be true, if there was nobody who could stand in to provide the necessary expertise at short notice. But, of course, if there were somebody, or even better two somebodies, Teuku’s problem would be solved… wouldn’t it?”

         “You’re saying he’s invited us?” Fiona had gasped, slamming her laptop closed. “He’s asked you and me to take it on?”

         Giles had nodded as a broad grin swept across his face.

         “Gosh! I can hardly believe it, Giles. And what did you say?”

         “That I’d think about it, which is what I did for the rest of the afternoon… between swatting flies and running away from cobras.”

         “And…?”

         “On my way back, I called him on my mobile to say I was very attracted by the idea, but would have to consult with you. And then, if you were in agreement, we’d have to ask Sir Q for another period of study leave.”

         “Of course I’m in agreement!” Fiona screeched. “It’s a no-brainer! Why did you need to think it over? Is there a problem I don’t know about?”

         “I’m not sure how Sir Q will react. I was wondering how best to go about it. Obviously, I can’t be totally open and tell him everything.”

         “But you have decided?”

         “Yes.”

         “So, why not call him here and now, and just tell him we need a few more weeks? What’s the time? Oh yes, sorry… of course… your watch!”

         Fiona had re-opened her laptop.

         “Okay,” she continued, it’s about ten-thirty in the morning there. He’ll probably be in his office. Perfect!”

         Giles had shaken his head.

         “Unfortunately, dear, I think we’ll have to return to Oxford to ask him. It would be too easy for him to say ‘no’ on the phone. He’s much more likely to agree to it face to face. I know him too well. On the blower, it can be: ‘Terribly sorry, Giles. Would love to help. But just not possible. Will explain later. Must go now. Bye.’ But in his office, with a glass of that ghastly sherry in his hand and his eye on the mountain of work that’s perpetually on his desk, he almost always gives in. That’s something I learnt pretty quickly when I first arrived in Magdalen.”

         “Okay, if we have to, let’s do it. When would Mouktar get the samples here? Did Teuku say?”

         “No, only that he’ll bring them in his baggage, addressed to INDOMED and marked ‘for medical research’ with a letter attached from Teuku to show the customs people. The usual sort of thing. Then, once they’re safe and sound, Mouktar will resign from his position in Honolulu. Teuku’s giving him a job. He’d work with us in the lab.”

         “Wonderful!” said Fiona, clapping her hands together. “But there is something that worries me a wee bit. Who owns the samples, do you think? Are they the university’s property? And, if so, is Teuku entitled to give them to INDOMED without permission? What if it’s theft? Where would that put us?”

         “Very good question, to which I’m afraid I don’t have the answer. I don’t know if Teuku’s thought of it. I certainly hadn’t.”

         “I’ll look into it. Meanwhile, let’s get ready for dinner. We’re supposed to be eating in style at The Palms, aren’t we?”

         “I almost forgot!”

         “I’m going to wear my new dress. And, on the way there, I’ll tell you all I’ve learnt about bird migration.”

         As Fiona had walked towards the bathroom, she’d paused at the end of the bed, dropping her eyes to the bamboo rug with its intricate pattern of entwined snakes.

         “That’s the last time I’ll fall asleep on that terrace! I don’t suppose there are many words in Indonesian that sound like ours. Thank God ‘cobra’ is one of them. Otherwise, you mightn’t be here now. The other day, the gardener told me cobras have enough venom to kill an elephant.”
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