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  For Debbie . . . my partner in slime ;)




  A big thank you to James Richards for reading through from a microbiologist’s viewpoint. Any errors are mine, not his!
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  PART I




  





  CHAPTER 1




  West Africa




  The girl was only ten. Her name was Camille. She was on her way to collect water from the drinking well, a large battered and dented tin jug dangling from each hand, when she

  spotted it just a few metres off the hard dirt track.




  A dead dog.




  Not an uncommon sight. Except for the fact that it was only half a dead dog. Camille stepped from the track on to the rough ground, mindful of the clumps of dry earth. There were still

  plenty of old rusting landmines to be wary of, half buried in the sun-baked dirt . . . a regular reminder of the days of the civil war.




  As she approached the dog, she could see that it was actually still alive. The tan-coloured animal was whimpering, its front paws clawing at the earth as if it was trying to pull itself along

  the ground. Its head, chest, front paws, the whole front half of its body was intact, then sloped away into a messy shredded end of bones, tendons and spilled organs. Its eyes rolled up at her as

  she stood over it. Its pink tongue lolled as it panted.




  Camille squatted down beside the dying animal. ‘You poor, poor thing,’ she said softly. The dog must have triggered one of the old mines, blown its hindquarters clean away.




  She squatted down and stroked its muzzle. The animal licked her hand, pitifully grateful for the company.




  ‘You sleep, little lady.’ For some reason she was certain the dog was a bitch. ‘You sleep now.’




  Female. In this troubled country, it was always the women and girls who did the suffering. The men did what they did, and everyone else endured. She caressed the animal’s muzzle.

  It licked her fingers, leaving a slick of saliva stained pink with blood.




  The dog quivered and blew froth from its nostrils, then, with a final whimper, it died.




  Camille stood up and looked around.




  There was no gouge of dark, freshly exposed earth nearby that would indicate a recent explosion. Perhaps the animal had managed to crawl some way after being blown up?




  It seemed unlikely. And it had happened recently. She would have heard the bang . . . surely?




  Not that it mattered now. The dog was dead. Her suffering was over. At least Camille had been there to comfort her in the last moments of life. She wiped her damp fingers down her yellow shirt,

  leaving faint pink smudges on the material.




  She winced. The fine cotton felt oddly coarse against her sensitive fingertips.




  Which was silly, because she had skin that was thick from hard work, callouses on her fingers from carrying those water jugs every day. She looked down at her hand . . .




  . . . and saw that the dark pigment had vanished from the tips of her fingers, exposing raw pink flesh that glistened wetly . . . like the tender, not-quite-ready skin beneath a freshly burst

  blister.




  Camille was dead an hour later.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Leon suspected this was something quite different. It was the speed with which it all happened, the speed with which it had gone from being some curious little comment

  he’d heard tagged on to the end of the morning news on the radio, to being the main item on the TV news, to being the end of the world. Three quickly taken steps all occurring within the span

  of a week.




  His ears had pricked up over breakfast, catching those few words on BBC Radio 4, the very last item as he raced to finish his breakfast.




  ‘. . . in Nigeria. There’s very little information as yet coming from the region, but we do know some sort of containment procedure is already being put in place . .

  .’




  He tuned his mum out, and his younger sister, both of whom were talking, neither one listening to the other. Leon struggled to hear the radio beneath the shrill babble of their voices; he was

  sure he’d heard the word plague in there somewhere.




  ‘. . . no confirmation that this is another outbreak of Ebola. In fact, we’ve heard that’s already been ruled out . . .’




  And then the newsreader was off talking about the tedious world of sport: which new athlete was being outed for taking performance-enhancing drugs, which football team was in danger of being

  dropped from the Premier Division . . .




  Just blah-blah-blah. The usual stuff that filled the 8.30-to-8.40 morning slot. Which was his handy daily cue to finish his bowl of Weetos and get going.




  He pushed the bowl of chocolate milk away and stood up. Done.




  Bus to catch for college. Another day to endure. Just like the last, just like the next.




  ‘Leon?’




  He looked up at his mum. ‘Huh?’




  ‘I said don’t forget to bring your sports bag home. Your kit’s probably growing mildew all over it by now.’




  ‘Uh yeah, right,’ he mumbled. He grabbed his rucksack from the back of the chair and headed for the hallway.




  ‘Bowl?’ Grace looked up from her phone. She was busy feeding her virtual pony on the screen. Swipe-drop-munch-neigh . . . points! Like it actually really mattered.




  He sighed at his bossy younger sister. Twelve, and she nagged him like she was his mother, a mini version, but every bit as nag-some. He sighed again and doubled back, picking it up.




  ‘And, Leo . . . you really shouldn’t waste the milk.’




  He drooped his eyelids at her, his version of shove it, poured the milk down the plughole and dropped the bowl into the sink. Half an act of rebellion against his younger sister.




  ‘Good boy,’ said Mum distractedly as she fiddled with the buttons of her blouse with one hand and held her phone to her ear with the other. He squeezed past her, round the kitchen

  table, heading for the hall.




  ‘Leon?’ she called after him.




  He stopped and turned.




  She smiled guiltily at him, the phone still pressed to her ear. ‘It’ll be all right, you know? We’ll all settle in soon enough.’




  He suspected she was on hold, listening to crackly elevator music. Dead time. Son time.




  ‘I know it’s been hard, Leo, but . . .’




  He knew she felt bad about the way things had been, guilty about everything that had happened recently. Sorry that she hardly had time for either of them.




  ‘Yeah, well . . .’ was all Leon could offer in reply. He shrugged. He couldn’t even manage to find some sort of lame smile to give back to her.




  ‘You’ve got friends now, haven’t you?’ she continued, half stating, half asking.




  He nodded. ‘Sure.’ It was far easier to lie than tell the truth. The last thing he needed right now was Mum telling him how he needed to engage . . . to get out there and

  mix with the other kids.




  ‘How’s your head?’




  Leon shrugged. He tapped his temples. ‘Fine.’




  ‘You got some aspirin? Just in case?’




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘You going for the bus?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  ‘Don’t forget to pick your sister up on the way back.’




  ‘I won’t.’




  Grace had fractured her forearm playing netball. She now had it in a cast and a sling, and Mum wanted him to help her home. Her arm ached, his head throbbed, he suspected Mum was on Prozac . . .

  between the three of them they were getting through drugs like junkies in a crack house.




  Mum looked at him pitifully, and for a moment he glimpsed her old self. Mum . . . before she changed her name back to Jennifer Button, almost forensically removing all trace of

  his dad. Mum from way back when she’d had time for him.




  ‘Leon . . . honey, it’s going to work out –’ Her call suddenly connected. ‘Oh, yes, appointments please.’




  He turned and headed into the hallway, grabbing his jacket off the peg by the front door, and let himself out. If he’d known how this particular week was going to go, how the next few

  months were going to be . . . he would have told her he loved her, that all the crap they’d been through over the last year was OK . . .




  I forgive you, Mum.




  But he wasn’t to know any of that. Today was only Monday. Just like any other Monday. Another stuff-just-rolls-along day, marked by nothing different, except one word he’d just about

  managed to hear on the radio in the background.




  Plague.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  Leon hated this place already. Seven weeks at Randall Sixth Form College, and he’d spoken to no more than a dozen of the other students. Coming in mid-year . . . he might

  as well have arrived smeared with human excrement; every little clique, every little gang was already well and truly established and they all held him at arm’s length.




  No one seemed willing to admit the lanky new kid with the funny New Jersey accent into their little circle.




  Mostly they left him alone. There were a few assholes who picked on him. Nothing particularly inventive – ‘Hank the Yank’ and a few other no-brainers like that. There was a

  little dose of it every day, just five minutes of it usually, then they got bored and moved on.




  When Mum had first dropped the bomb on him and Grace – that she and Dad were splitting up and she was taking them both back home to live near her parents in England – he’d been

  shocked. Tears. Panic. The foundation of his world just whipped out from beneath his feet.




  But also there’d been a hint of relief. Relief from the rows, those barked exchanges in the hallway of their New York apartment. The lowered voices behind the closed bedroom door. Murmurs

  from both of them that ended with a Screw you and the click of a light going off.




  Mum had put a desperately positive spin on things. That England, London, was a ‘totally sick’ place to live. (Oh jeez . . . Mum, puh-lease, don’t even try that

  talk.) She’d told him and Grace that the other kids were going to love their ‘exotic movie accents’, that all the other London kids would be fascinated by their interesting,

  new, stand-out-of-the-crowd American buddies, even though Leon and Grace were both British by birth.




  She completely missed the point. No kid wants to stand out.




  Just like no soldier wants to stick his head up out of the foxhole. Not if he doesn’t want it smeared over the guy standing next to him. And that ‘kewl’ American accent had

  drawn fire for Leon all right. By the end of Day One he was Hank the Yank. By the end of Week One it had mutated into Hanker the Wanker. Hey, because, y’know, it rhymed.




  Genius.




  He wasn’t a Yank, he’d explained far too many times. He was British. British born, British mother. It’s just that he’d happened to have spent the first sixteen years of

  his life in the States. Not exactly a crime.




  There was another outcast in the class; someone else with whom Leon took it in turns to be target of the day. Samir. He’d shortened his name to Sam because he thought it sounded

  cooler. He wandered over to Leon in the hallway at the mid-morning break as Leon was sorting through the rancid tangle of damp clothes in his sports bag. Mum was right – it smelled like

  something was thriving in there.




  ‘’Sup, Leon.’




  ‘Hey,’ he replied, looking up at Sam. Sam’s family had come from Pakistan, but in many ways the way he talked, dressed, carried himself was more ‘British’ than the

  rest of the students in their year.




  ‘My dad just texted me.’




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘He said . . .’ Sam pulled out his phone and swiped it. ‘He said did I see the news.’




  ‘See the news? Why? What’s up?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ replied Sam. ‘Something must’ve happened, I suppose. A bomb maybe?’




  A bomb? If there’d been anything like that tube bomb scare at Shepherd’s Bush a few months back, he suspected the college’s PA system would have announced it.




  ‘I’m going to the library. Want to come?’ asked Sam.




  The college library was more like an internet cafe than a book repository. One side had a row of computers, and the other racks of well-thumbed magazines and untouched newspapers. Oh, and a

  small rotating spindle of paperbacks in the middle that the librarian optimistically refreshed daily with ‘The Latest Teen Must-reads!’.




  Sam led the way inside. Some heads turned their way from the various clusters of students in the room, tucked closely together and conspiring God knows what between them. He hated entering

  rooms. Heads always swivelled. He much preferred leaving them.




  Leon hid behind Sam Chutani, who seemed to be one hundred per cent bulletproof to the hallway sniggers, sideways glances and curled lips. He dressed like an adult, like an IT consultant: Primark

  suits, loafers, tie and shirt and a fountain pen permanently nestled in his breast pocket. He simply did not give a crap about the others and the peer pressure to conform.




  Leon envied that. Envied Sam his rhino-thick skin.




  Sam sat down at one of the computers and logged on to his student account. ‘My dad watches the Reuters news feed all day long at work. He’s always the first to know if anything has

  happened, anywhere.’




  As the Reuters website opened, Leon expected some large apocalyptic headline to grab their attention. No bombs today, apparently. No crashed planes. No tourist shootings, or shopping-mall

  massacres. Today, for once, there seemed to be an outbreak of sanity.




  Sam pointed out a headline in the tech-business column. ‘That’s what it is.’




  ForTel buys out silicon rival in Indonesia.




  ‘Oh . . . right,’ said Leon. Earth-shattering.




  Sam’s dad ran a small high street PC business, building to order – the price of silicon chips was everything to him. He knew Sam was building his own PC, a

  ‘Monster-Ninja-Kick-Ass Rig’ ready for the ‘final’ Call of Duty due to be released just before Thanksgiving.




  Final? Ha. Leon suspected he’d die an old man before that gravy train stopped running.




  Then he spotted another news item at the bottom of the page.




  Quarantine . . . and some place name of which he’d never heard.




  Sam hit a link and in a flash the page changed to the ForTel homepage.




  ‘Wait!’ said Leon. ‘Can you go back?’




  ‘Sure.’ Sam sighed and went back to the Reuters page. Leon looked for the small headline, but it wasn’t there any more; the page layout was different, a new page of news

  stories.




  ‘Crap, it’s gone.’




  ‘What are you looking for?’




  Leon shook his head. ‘Never mind. It was something to do with a . . . I don’t know, just . . .’




  Sam patted him on the back. ‘You OK, Leon?’




  





  CHAPTER 4




  Ionian Sea, off the West Coast of Italy




  Commander Benito Arnoni stood at the prow of the Levriero with a line ready to throw. The pilot cut the engines of the Guardia di Finanza motorboat as it

  closed the last twenty metres of choppy water.




  The boat before them was one of the usual repurposed fishing vessels used by migrant traffickers, stripped of fishing lines and apparatus to make maximum use of the deck space. The vessel had

  first been spotted an hour ago, and Arnoni’s patrol boat had been hastily dispatched to intercept it.




  Even as a dot on the horizon, it hadn’t looked quite right. Closer to it now, it looked decidedly wrong. No waving arms, no rows of malnourished faces, no painfully thin and terrified

  stick figures braced against each other to keep their balance as the boat bobbed and rocked on the water.




  It looked utterly deserted. Arnoni had no one to whom to toss a line.




  Their motorboat slowly approached the deserted vessel and Arnoni, standing at the prow, stretched and craned his neck to get a better look across its empty deck. No bodies to be seen, but the

  boat looked oddly decorated. Ribbons of bright pink, like streamers from Christmas party poppers, were draped across the rusty paint-flecked deck. Some of those streamers were wound up the

  side of the wheelhouse, up the support stanchions to a radio aerial where a large pink streamer flared out and fluttered like a pennant. For a moment, Arnoni wondered if this boat was

  someone’s idea of a joke. A publicity stunt. Perhaps some conceptual artist’s idea of meaningful ‘art’. Crimson and sepia paint seemed to have been spattered everywhere, as

  if the artist wasn’t quite satisfied that his ribbons were enough of a creative statement.




  As the prow of their launch bumped against the front of the boat, Arnoni threw a leg over the safety rail and hopped across on to its foredeck.




  The first thing that hit him was the stench. A sickeningly sweet yet cheesy smell that reminded him of hanging joints of salted ham.




  And no . . . they certainly weren’t party streamers or decorative ribbons. He hunkered down and inspected the pink webbing more closely. It glistened wetly.




  ‘Merda.’




  The boat looked like an abattoir. As if the contents of some slaughterhouse had been dumped on to the boat from high above. Now he knew what he was smelling: the putrid, sickly-sweet odour of

  rotting flesh. He covered his nose and mouth as he made his way down the side of the boat, shuffling along the narrow foot space, past the wheelhouse towards the open cockpit and the aft deck. A

  low green canvas awning spread over the bow of the vessel rustled and snapped in the breeze. He took a deep breath through his mouth . . . steadying his nerves, his stomach. Knowing, sensing, that

  there was more to see beneath it.




  He ducked down under the awning.




  ‘Gesu Cristo!’ He crossed himself. His very first thought was that he was staring at the handiwork of the devil himself. Some barbaric, playful, diorama ingeniously

  constructed from the parts of humankind.




  Commander Benito Arnoni threw up . . . and just over an hour later, he was dead too.




  





  CHAPTER 5




  College finished for Leon at two o’clock. There was a Key Skills class he was meant to attend, taking him to 3 p.m., but he decided to skip it. He went to his locker and

  retrieved the sports bag. The clothes inside were all convincingly damp and muddy. He’d take them home tonight and give them to Mum to throw into the washing machine. And she’d

  dutifully ask him how the football game after college went. He’d tell her it went well, that, sure, he was making friends. That the guys were, like, all totally cool. She’d smile as she

  stuffed his kit in the washing machine and then get back to thinking about work, about herself, thinking about how their father had messed up all their lives so completely.




  Leon’s conceit had worked twice so far. He took his tracksuit and trainers to college, dragged them through a muddy puddle, let them sit damp for a few days then brought them home and told

  Mum he’d had fun kicking a ball around with the other lads.




  Now he made his way through Hammersmith towards Grace’s school; a secondary that looked like a high-security prison from the outside, its small playground fenced high and topped off with

  wire. Mum insisted he met Grace right at the school gates, so she didn’t have to walk home on her own. There had been a girl at another school nearby who’d been assaulted by a gang.

  That had happened a few weeks after they’d arrived from the States and settled into their flat.




  Maybe when she was a little bit older Grace could make her own way home, but not yet and not with her broken arm.




  Her school finished at half past three. Leon had some time to dawdle through King’s Mall. He hung out here on Wednesdays and Fridays (when he was supposedly playing football). It was warm

  and dry and he could usually make his hot chocolate in Starbucks last for ages as he stared at the passers-by.




  He walked past a shop window flickering with the same image across a dozen widescreen plasma TVs: a newsreader, and behind him, over his shoulder, what looked like someone’s mobile-phone

  video, pixellated and blurred. Leon could make out what looked like discarded piles of clothes left in the middle of some dusty street. He quickly realized they were bodies, dozens of them,

  scattered about almost randomly. The video lasted only a few seconds, ended, and then looped around again. Across the bottom of the various TV screens a headline scrolled.




  

    

      

        Unidentified viral outbreak in Nigeria.


      


    


  




  He wondered if this had something to do with the soundbite that had caught his attention this morning over breakfast. He looked around, expecting to see others beginning to

  gather to stare at the screens, but the mall was busy with people who had far less time on their hands than him, certainly not enough to hang around watching TV through a shop window.




  He watched for another couple of minutes, until a commercial break came on. And then he realized he’d better get a move on to pick up Grace.




  ‘I’m worried about you, Leo.’




  ‘I’m fine, Grace,’ he replied.




  ‘No. You’re not. You don’t have any friends. You spend too much time on your own.’




  ‘Jeez. What are you, my mother?’




  Grace shrugged as she walked beside him, small and slight and half her brother’s height. He took her pink school bag and slung it over his shoulder while she adjusted her sling.




  ‘You can be real immature sometimes, Leo. Somebody’s got to look after you.’




  Grace was coping far better than him with the sudden move to London. She’d already been invited to several birthday parties, and from the snatches of chitter chatter he’d listened to

  while she was on her phone she sounded as if she were already well on the way up her school’s social food chain.




  It seemed the whole exotic-accent thing was working in her favour, and of course she played on it, hamming it up so much so that she sounded like some precocious Beverly Hills princess. Even

  before the move, back in New Jersey, she had been popular. Queen of the playground, a member of every after-school club going.




  She placed a hand on his arm and looked up at him. ‘You’re missing Dad, aren’t you?’




  ‘Dunno, a bit . . . maybe.’




  ‘Don’t! He was a complete jerk, cheating on Mom like that!’




  Leon wasn’t so sure it was that one-sided. Yeah, he’d had a thing with someone at work. But Mum wasn’t entirely blameless. She pecked at him all the

  time, always seemed to have something to moan about, to blame him for, whether it was slippers in the hall, bristles in the sink, over-salting the evening meal she’d slaved over or staying

  late at work far too often. He’d overheard him call her a ‘bitter little shrew’ once and wondered why on earth they bothered putting up with each other.




  ‘It takes two to screw up like they did.’




  ‘Men!’Grace tutted.




  Leon smiled. Grace tried to sound like a grown-up, yet most of the time she sounded like one of those precocious child actors who talked about inner dialogue and character

  motivation.




  Leon shook his head. ‘Jesus, Grace, why can’t you just be like every other girl your age and just play with, I dunno . . . dolls or something?’




  She sighed wearily. ‘Play is for children.’




  They walked on in silence for a while, weaving their way along the increasingly busy pavement, filling up with early commuters and the tail end of kids coming home from school.




  ‘Anyway, it’s you we’re talking about.’




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  She tossed her curly dark hair and jutted her chin out. ‘You’ve got to make much more of an effort, Leon. Mom’s stressed out enough as it is.’ Mom. Grace was

  hanging on to her accent as if it were a gift, whereas Leon had been doing his best to bury it.




  ‘She doesn’t need to be worrying about you being some weirdo loner as well.’




  ‘I’ve got friends, OK?’




  ‘So, how come they never call, or come round?’




  Jeez. Gimme a break.




  ‘Because I value my personal space. That’s not a frikkin’ crime, is it?’




  Grace looked up at him, smiling with pity. ‘Just try a bit harder, OK?’




  Pity? From a twelve-year-old!?




  ‘I’m fine, Grace. Can we just leave my social life out of it?’




  They walked past a convenience store, and she stopped suddenly. ‘OhmyGod!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I need to buy a paper! They’re doing coupons for free Maybelline samplers all this week.’ She headed for the open door. ‘I miss a coupon – I lose out. Wait

  here.’




  Leon nodded obediently, watching his sister stride inside – so small for her age with drainpipe arms and legs and knobbly knees, her long dark curls held tidily back from her face by an

  Alice band . . . and so annoyingly precocious. Even as a baby she’d been protective of Leon, patting him affectionately on the nose as she sucked on a bottle of milk.




  Among the halal meat hanging in the shop window, he saw handwritten ads taped to the glass. Beneath the awning, the afternoon edition of the Evening Standard sat on a rain-damp rack, a

  tall headline spread across the entire front page.




  MYSTERY VIRUS IN WEST AFRICA.




  He took a couple of steps closer to the window to read the story beneath.




  . . . an as yet unidentified virus has turned up today in several other isolated villages in Nigeria, Cameroon and Ghana. The World Health Organization has already despatched a scramble team

  to the three locations where symptoms have been reported. There are reports that personnel from the United States military’s medical research division, USAMRIID, have also been sent. So far

  neither organization has commented on the nature of the virus, although some eyewitness accounts from within the affected villages have talked of extensive haemorrhaging and ‘external

  bleeding’, symptoms similar to those of Ebola.




  Grace came out of the shop, leafing through the paper in search of her coupon page.




  ‘You seen this?’ asked Leon, pointing to the newspaper rack.




  She momentarily cocked an eyebrow at the headline before returning to her own paper. ‘Oh, you worry far too much. It’ll be another false alarm.’




  She led the way up the busy street. Leon cast one last glance back at the window before following her.




  





  CHAPTER 6




  Amoso, West Africa




  Dr Kenneth Jones leaned over in his seat to look out of the window. Below, the small town of Amoso was barely visible in the night. There were no street lamps on, although one

  or two buildings were showing lights, presumably portable generators. He could see several oil-drum fires scattered across the area, but apart from that it looked like a ghost town; there was

  nothing going on down there, no cars on the roads, no pedestrians.




  ‘I can’t see anything moving,’ he said into his throat mie.




  The helicopter’s beam played steadily across the narrow streets, picking out the flat corrugated iron rooftops encrusted with aerials and satellite dishes.




  Jones spotted something pale flicker into the intense beam of light and out of it again. And then in . . .




  It was just . . . a plastic bag stirred up by the down-draught of the helicopter.




  Dr Gupta leaned forward to take a look. The face-plate of his containment suit clunked awkwardly against the window.




  Above the deafening drone of the helicopter, Jones heard Gupta’s voice over his headphones. ‘Dammit. I can’t see anything useful in here . . . these UN-issue suits are too

  bulky.’




  Jones nodded. He hated them. They were incredibly cumbersome and stifling. He was just about managing to hold in check a suffocating sense of claustrophobia. The sooner they were done getting a

  sample back to their hastily assembled UN ops centre, hosed down three separate times and out of these damn suits, the better.




  ‘Are we safe to go down?’




  ‘We clear the ’elicopter first, Doctor.’




  Jones looked at the five men sitting across the cabin from him: French Foreign Legion. Elite troops – Jones knew them by their reputation. ‘We establish a safe perimeter,’ the

  squad’s sergent continued. His accent was thick. ‘Then you come out. You understand me?’




  Jones nodded quickly.




  ‘Relax,’ added the sergent. ‘We take good care of you two.’




  This wasn’t Jones’s first time. He had gone into Sierra Leone in 2014 at the first outbreak of Ebola, and last year there’d been the suspected outbreak of Marburg in Liberia.

  But this time there was the added danger of bullets, hence the legionnaires accompanying them. He and Dr Gupta had been briefed that there might be a Boko Haram presence in the town; the

  government forces had cleared Amoso half a dozen times of those terrorists, and they kept creeping back in like a persistent cold.




  Dr Gupta turned to the other men in the helicopter’s cabin. ‘We don’t know if there are any survivors down there. If there are, we must keep them well back. If this is an Ebola

  outbreak—’




  Jones looked at Dr Gupta. ‘It’s not Ebola. This is too fast a spread pattern.’ He pulled a face. ‘We don’t know anything yet. Haemorrhaging, that’s

  what eyewitnesses have reported. Ebola, Marburg, Lassa, it might be a pathogen related to one of those. But . . .’




  There’d been just nine seconds of footage from a mobile phone. That’s all. Nine grainy, hand-shaken seconds. The only visual information from which they’d had to work. Dr Jones

  had seen bodies . . . dozens of them lying in the streets of this small town earlier this afternoon. Heard a woman’s voice, shrieking, terrified, the camera view whipping frantically from

  side to side.




  Then it had ended abruptly.




  Gupta was listening to a message coming in on another frequency. Jones saw him nod and reply, his words drowned out by the deafening roar of the helicopter’s engine. And then his voice

  came clear and crisp over the headphones.




  ‘The pilot is taking us down now.’




  The helicopter lurched forward, gliding across the town as its floodlight swung from side to side, trawling for a suitable place to land. It picked out a crossroads clear of any obstructing

  vehicles then quickly began its descent.




  Below, the town seemed to stir to life, dust and rubbish whipped up into a frenzy by the intensifying downdraught. Finally, gently, with a thud that Jones felt rather than heard, they were down

  on the ground.




  The sergent pulled the sliding cabin door open and let his four men exit first. They scrambled out of the cabin, clumsy and heavy-footed in their biohazard suits, on to the pot-holed tarmac of

  the road, all of them dropping to a kneeling position and scanning the perimeter with quick, precise movements.




  Jones watched the sergent and his men, one by one, getting to their feet and securing covered positions around the helicopter. Whispered orders in French crackled over their earpieces, and

  finally the sergent gave the doctors the all-clear to get out.




  Gupta tapped Jones’s leg. ‘You ready?’




  Jones nodded. ‘Bit scared to tell the truth.’




  ‘We’d be idiots not to be.’




  Gupta stepped out and Jones followed, awkwardly struggling to keep his balance. The air pack on his back was heavy, forcing him to lean forward like an old crone carrying firewood. He looked

  about him. To their left was one of the few buildings in the town that had lights on. A sign in Hausa and English – REPAIRS, FIXES,

  SALE OF CAR AND TRUCK – indicated that not so long ago it had been a garage. The sign was pitted with ragged bullet

  holes, the cinderblock walls either side of the raised shutter door too.




  Open for business.




  By the flickering beam of his torch, he could see mounds of cloth dotted around the junction, fluttering in the downdraught as the helicopter’s blades still spun and the pitch of the

  engine slowly wound down.




  Gupta walked cautiously towards one of the small mounds of cloth and knelt down beside it.




  Jones heard his voice over the intercom. ‘What the hell is this?’




  Dr Gupta beckoned him to come over.




  ‘Jones . . . come and have a look here.’




  He hurried over and knelt down beside him.




  There was no corpse, certainly nothing that could be described as a body. Instead, they were looking at a mess of darkly stained clothes wrapped around a bundle of bones, patchy and mottled. A

  skull lay on the road beside the pile . . . mostly vanilla-coloured bone, with just a patch of dark scalp and a tuft of hair left where the victim’s crown would have been.




  Beneath the bones and clothes, a dark puddle of viscous liquid had pooled.




  ‘My God. Complete liquefaction of all the soft tissue . . .’ Gupta shook his head. ‘In just a few hours?’




  ‘That’s impossible,’ whispered Jones.




  There were other humps of cloth and bone on the road. ‘It kills quickly.’




  Jones nodded. He knew what Gupta was getting at. It had killed too quickly for these victims to make their way to some triage centre. They’d literally dropped where they’d been

  standing.




  ‘That’s . . . an encouraging sign,’ said Gupta. The phrase felt poorly chosen. ‘At least it appears there is no incubation period.’




  ‘Flash-fire infection,’ said Jones. Perhaps this pathogen, whatever it was, was going to be too efficient for its own good; no hosts living long enough to quietly carry the infection

  to fresh pastures. Hopefully it might burn itself out before it could spread too far.




  Gupta pulled out a small plastic container and a sample pipette. He set the container down and unscrewed the cap. He then picked up the pipette in his thick gloved fingers. ‘I will get a

  sample of the fluid.’




  Carefully he touched the tip of the pipette to the dark liquid. Jones thought he saw the surface quiver or ripple slightly. Gupta squeezed the rubber bulb and released. Air bubbled out, and the

  liquid, thick as syrup, began to climb up the inside of the narrow glass cylinder. Finally, he placed the pipette in the container and screwed the cap back on.




  ‘We should look around . . . try to see if there are any survivors.’




  Gupta panned his torch across the front of the garage. Through the half-raised shutter, the glow from a solitary fizzing strip light spilled out.




  They made their way across the uneven road, potholed with cracks and craters – decades-old tarmac that needed resurfacing. Gupta ducked down under the raised shutter. Jones followed him

  inside.




  The oil-stained concrete floor was littered with tattered blankets, discarded tins of food, clips of ammunition and Kalashnikovs.




  ‘Oh shit,’ whispered Jones. Gupta heard him and nodded.




  The town was back in Boko Haram’s possession.




  ‘They must have been billeted here,’ said Jones.




  ‘I see no bodies, though.’




  ‘Then they must have fled.’




  ‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ said Gupta. Boko Haram propaganda videos portrayed them as benevolent protectors and saviours of the people. In reality, they took what they needed,

  abducted whom they wanted and moved on.




  The sergent ducked under the shutter and stood up beside them. ‘Everything is OK?’




  They both nodded. ‘We’re fine,’ said Jones. ‘Fine.’




  He nodded. ‘D’accord.’ He looked around. ‘The militants were here.’




  ‘And left in a hurry.’




  The sergent shook his head. ‘No. Not even in a hurry. They would not leave their guns behind.’ He quickly barked an order in French, and several seconds later two of his men ducked

  under the shutter and joined them.




  ‘You two stay here. We will check this place.’




  Gupta and Jones nodded.




  Jones watched as the three soldiers worked together silently, two covering, one moving, probing every dark corner of the garage. Finally they disappeared out of sight as they went through a

  doorway at the back.




  Gupta looked at him. ‘Terrified?’




  ‘Very.’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘This is not Ebola.’ Gupta’s comment sounded halfway between a question and a statement.




  Jones nodded. ‘No pathogen works this fast. It’s not Marburg. It’s not L21-N. I have no idea what it is.’




  ‘Perhaps a chemical weapon?’




  He shrugged.




  Suddenly the sergent’s voice crackled over their earpieces. ‘Dr Jones? Dr Gupta! Come, please!’




  They looked quickly at each other then hurried over towards the doorway at the back of the garage. Jones stepped through first. He could see torch beams whipping back and forth across what

  looked like a small store room. It was difficult to understand what he was seeing by the stark flickering beams. He turned to his right, saw a switch and flicked it hopefully.




  A strip light in the ceiling blinked reluctantly several times then finally winked on.




  ‘God!’ Jones gasped. He looked down at the bundle of clothes and bones and the pool of dark brown mulch beneath it . . . then at the bizarre sight spread across the

  floor.




  





  CHAPTER 7




  Mum arrived home late from work, as she always did these days. Grace had made a start on preparing dinner by the time she got home. That was one of the new routines

  they’d got into the habit of over the last six months. Back in New York, Mum had always been waiting for them at home at the end of the school day, all milk and cookies and ‘how was

  your day?’




  She worked for an estate agent in Shepherd’s Bush now. Her days were spent taking buses and tubes around West London, meeting potential clients to show them around ridiculously overpriced

  and dingy terraced houses. Nowadays it was Leon and Grace waiting with the milk and cookies and asking her how her day had been.




  ‘Rubbish.’ She dropped her keys in the kitchen bowl. ‘Lots of standing around like an idiot and waiting.’ She kicked her work shoes off into the shoe basket and gave

  Grace a hug. ‘How are my two babies?’




  Leon rolled his eyes.




  ‘How’s your arm?’




  Grace was stirring the pan with her good arm. ‘Sore.’




  ‘Leo! Why are you making her do the cooking?’




  ‘I’m not making her. Jeez. You know what she’s like – she took over. She said I was doing it all wrong.’




  ‘You want some aspirin, honey?’




  ‘I’m OK. Maybe at bedtime. Hey . . . by the way, I got a commendation for my short story,’ Grace crowed. ‘My English teacher is putting it up on the school

  website.’




  ‘Oh wowzers . . . clever girl!’ She kissed the top of Grace’s head and looked over at Leon. ‘And what about you? How was your football?’




  ‘Soccer,’ he corrected her.




  ‘No . . .’ She wagged a finger and smiled. ‘Over here we call it football.’




  Leon sighed. ‘It was OK.’




  ‘Did you score any goals, love?’




  ‘Sure. One or two I guess.’




  ‘Did you put your dirties in the laundry basket?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  ‘Good boy.’ She let Grace go, came round the breakfast bar and put an arm round him. Leon let her squeeze him and made a token effort to squeeze her back. He knew it was her guilt

  reflex; another day spent focusing on rebuilding her life, her career, and all that she had left to offer her kids at the end of the day was a squeeze and a few token questions.




  ‘I’m exhausted,’ she sighed. ‘Been on my feet all day.’ She slumped on one of the breakfast stools. ‘So . . . what do you guys fancy doing at the weekend? I

  heard there’s a music festival in Hyde Park. We could go and—’




  ‘I got Pony Club on Saturday,’ said Grace.




  ‘You can’t ride with your arm.’




  ‘They’re showing us mucking out and grooming. I gotta go.’




  Mum turned to Leon and raised her brows.




  ‘Sorry, Mum . . . I got a clan meeting.’ Leon kept in touch with a few friends back home. Once a week they hooked up on Skype and mostly played dumbass shooters that bored Leon, but

  at least it was some form of contact with his old life.




  ‘We could go in the evening if you guys want?’




  The prospect of pointlessly milling around a rock festival with his mum and kid sister was pretty grim. He could see her cajoling them to go see this and that, herding them like a sheepdog, all

  phony excitement and forced smiles, and then it would eventually end up with her moaning at them for being miserable when all she was trying to do was get them to spend some quality time together.

  The tube journey back home would be in silence . . . and Sunday would be one long sulk.




  ‘Fine,’ she sighed. ‘It was just an idea.’




  ‘Maybe next time, Mum,’ offered Leon.




  She nodded at that and almost looked relieved. ‘OK.’




  They sat in silence for a minute. ‘Mmmm! What’s cooking?’




  ‘Out-of-the-jar own-brand sauce,’ replied Grace. The microwave pinged in the corner. ‘And nuked pasta.’




  They ate off their laps in the small living room. Leon on the sofa with Mum, Grace sitting on the beanbag, a fork in one hand and the TV remote right beside her. Another rerun episode of Big

  Bang Theory was about to start.




  ‘Grace, can we have something else on now?’




  By that Mum meant EastEnders or some cookery show.




  ‘How about the news?’ Leon asked.




  She looked at him. Surprised, possibly even impressed. ‘Yeah . . . the news, why not?’




  Grace rolled her eyes and huffed, then zapped the channel over to BBC1.




  ‘Something caught your interest, Leo?’




  ‘There’s the African thing.’




  Mum shrugged and looked at him. ‘What African thing?’




  He pointed with his fork at the screen. ‘Over there? On the telly?’




  She turned and watched. Currently the news was running through the tail end of the headlines recap; how the PM’s son was coping with his first term at an inner-city academy, Betsy

  Boomalackah on the red carpet, promoting her new movie. Then it cycled back to the headline story.




  

    

      

        A senior cabinet member caught up in a sex scandal . . .


      


    


  




  ‘What African thing?’ asked Mum after a couple of minutes.




  Leon shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s over . . . it was, like, on the TV news this afternoon.’




  The very next item was the African thing. A reporter was on the ground in Abuja, Nigeria, wearing khakis, a flack jacket and a blue helmet.




  ‘. . . scenes of violence today as Boko Haram fighters pushed south into the city’s northern suburbs . . .’




  ‘That African thing?’




  Leon shook his head. ‘Not those Boko guys . . . the virus thing. It was, like –’




  The image on the screen changed to a press conference, flash photography, a panel of worried-looking faces behind a forest of microphones.




  ‘. . . continuing mystery surrounding the news this morning of the outbreak of an, as yet, unidentified virus in Northern Nigeria, which now appears to have spread to the neighbouring

  states of Ghana, Benin and Cameroon.




  ‘Dr Ahmand Saliente, a spokesman for the World Health Organization, has already ruled out the possibility that this is an outbreak of Ebola, the frightening haemorrhagic disease that

  was brought to public attention several years ago. “We know this is not Ebola or Marburg, and we wanted that message to get out quickly. We are dealing with something that has a very

  different and rapid spread pattern . . .”’




  ‘Oh –’ Mum wound pasta on to her fork – ‘those poor people. It’s one thing after another over there, isn’t it?’




  ‘. . . the as yet unidentified virus has spread remarkably quickly in just twenty-four hours, and the foreign office has issued an advisory travel warning to those considering trips to

  any of the West African nations . . .’




  ‘That doesn’t look good,’ said Leon.




  ‘Are you worried about it?’ Mum asked.




  He hunched his shoulders. ‘Just saying . . .’




  She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Leo . . . don’t get all worked up about it. I know what you’re like. You’ll obsess about it, just like your –’




  He closed his eyes and stifled an urge to snap at her. She was going to say Just like your dad . . . She’d managed to stop herself, though.




  The news had moved on to a story about Amazon trying to buy out Walmart.




  ‘Is that it?’ said Grace. She picked up the remote. ‘Can I change it back now, please?’




  Mum nodded. ‘It depresses me . . . the news. One thing after another.’ She tried tacking on something humorous about the prime minister’s son and whether his best mate in year

  seven was a midget bodyguard in disguise, but Leon’s attention was elsewhere.




  He pulled out his phone and logged on to DarkEye.com. It was his go-to website for conspiracy news. There were dozens of links to do with the story. He hit one that took him to a place called

  UnderTheWire.com. The banner proudly claimed they served up the world’s unfiltered news. News that the likes of Fox, CNN and even the BBC ‘Don’t Want You to See!’.

  The latest submitted story, right at the top of the page, was of ‘smoking-gun evidence’ that NASA never landed on the moon. The next headline down was about Taylor Swift being a secret

  CIA operative.




  The third article was what he was after.




  There are unconfirmed reports that the mystery illness in Amoso and several other towns in Nigeria has turned up in a number of other locations outside of

  West Africa. The source of this UnderTheWire story is unknown, although it could well be tapped intelligence traffic, or from somebody within the WHO, or perhaps the US military biological weapons

  division, USAMRIID. There is speculation that this may be a bio-weapon being tested out by the US on a number of radical Islamic strongholds, a small-scale field-testing of some sort. There are

  even rumours of a CIA mission currently investigating the outbreak sites to evaluate the weapon’s effect . . .




  ‘Leon?’




  He looked up at his mother. ‘Huh?’




  She tapped the side of his phone with her fork handle. ‘I don’t want you sitting up all night fixating over this and giving yourself a headache for tomorrow.’




  ‘Just showing an interest in something . . . OK?’




  ‘Come on . . . phone away, please. Let’s at least have dinner together before you disappear on to the internet.’




  Dinner together? Hardly. It was the three of them eating a microwaved meal off their laps while they gazed in silence at an old rerun.




  ‘Fine.’ He tapped his phone off and tucked it back into his jeans.




  





  CHAPTER 8




  Amoso, West Africa




  A small tributary of dark viscous liquid flowed across the concrete floor of the storage room towards an open door that led to a side alley. At several places, the liquid flow

  had branched.




  ‘Jesus . . .’ Dr Jones whispered.




  The branching looked like a photo of a river delta taken by satellite . . . fanning out, branches off branches. Like a root system seeking nutrition.




  He squatted down and dabbed at the liquid with a sample stick, then he dropped the stick into a plastic container and labelled it.




  His eyes tracked a small tributary of liquid that had emerged from the bundle of clothes and bones on the floor.




  That’s not right.




  He looked around for something, and saw what he wanted: a can of Coke, stacked in a pile of other canned goods, no doubt ‘commandeered’ from the town’s people. He popped the

  can’s tab and poured its contents on to the floor. The liquid hissed and bubbled in a puddle, but what it wasn’t doing was flowing in any particular direction. There was no

  slant to the floor.




  The viscous fluid from the body, on the other hand, was somehow making its own ‘decision’ about which way to flow.
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