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To Elizabeth, Tommy, and Ellie—for their love and patience.

To Barb—for her lifetime of love.
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CHAPTER ONE


JULY 15, 1666

REBEKAH SMYTHE LOOKED DOWN at her brother’s lifeless body, his eyes staring vacantly toward the heaven he had hoped and prayed to inhabit. With a pale and trembling hand, she reached down and closed his eyelids.

She had done the same for her father and three of her sisters—all lying still now in their shallow graves not far from their home; so silent after their days of suffering and anguish. She could not weep for them. Her tears were spent long ago.

She looked at the makeshift cots on which her mother and youngest sister slept fitfully. They had come down with the symptoms just two days earlier. She dared not hold out hope for their survival. In another day or two, if all went as it had for the rest of her family, they’d be gone and she’d be alone. Alone.

By the grace of God, she had resisted the illness. Yet the outcome of her survival would be loneliness. In her darker moments, she wondered how far God’s grace could carry her.

Agnes Hull, who lived in the next cottage down, had also survived the Black Plague and claimed that the warm bacon fat she drank was the reason. She left bottles of the wretched liquid at the doors of afflicted families, but unfortunately, it didn’t work for Rebekah’s family.

John Dicken, who worked in the local mines, was also a survivor. Believing himself immune, he had established himself as Eyam’s village grave digger. He would offer his services the instant he heard of another victim. After burying the body away from town, he would return to claim the burial fee—reportedly taking whatever he fancied. Most were too sick to stop him. Besides, what use was their money if they were dead? Few of the men were well enough to take the job from Dicken, and it wasn’t as if anyone new would arrive to challenge him. After all, the village was under strict quarantine.

Rebekah sat on a stool, staring at the fire. Pushing a lock of hair away from her face, she was overcome by a feeling of self-pity. How had it come to this? Who could have foreseen last September that something as unassuming as a box of cloth from London would start such an epidemic? Mr. George Viccars, a traveling tailor, certainly couldn’t have. As he opened the box—wet from a rainstorm—and laid the cloth out to dry, he could not have imagined what he was unleashing upon them all. Within a day, he developed the telltale symptoms of rose-colored spots on his skin and quickly died.

The Earl, the village’s patron, sent his personal physician from the castle to examine the tailor’s body. The doctor’s diagnosis was Black Plague. It had arrived in Eyam.

And so began a year of terror.

The village had rallied together. Catherine Mompesson, the vicar’s wife, bravely visited the sick families. Ignoring the risk to herself and her family, she had brought words of comfort and a bouquet of sweet-smelling posies, believing it would ward off the stench of disease.

As she sipped some ale, Rebekah thought about the rhyme sung by local children:

Ring a-ring o’ roses,

A pocketful of posies.

a-tishoo! a-tishoo!

We all fall down.

The rhyme went through her mind again and again—

The knock on the door startled her. Few of the villagers would be out and about at this late hour. Perhaps it was the vicar’s wife or the grave digger.

She stood and crossed the room to the door. Her hand was poised above the latch when it occurred to her who might be calling.

Him.

Despite the still warm air of the summer night, she felt a chill go down her spine.

The monk.

He came to the families to aid the sick, comfort the dying, and offer peace to the grieving. The women of the village spoke of him as an angel of light. The men called him a demon, unnerved as they were by the mysterious way in which he appeared and disappeared into thin air. Worse was his appearance. Rebekah had not seen it for herself, but the village gossips claimed that beneath his monk’s cowl, he had skin the color of deep water. Blue, they said. The monk’s skin was blue. A curse, the men said.

She could not believe that a man of God, one so merciful and compassionate, could be cursed.

She lifted the latch and opened the door.



CHAPTER TWO


AUGUST 10. THE PRESENT.

THE BLACK HAWK HELICOPTER descended toward a small flat outcropping near the top of the icy cliff. It had no markings on its matte black surface, an exterior designed to absorb radar signals.

From inside the helicopter, Army Brigadier General Sam Mosley gazed at the frozen valley below—a vast expanse of ice that stretched between two distant mountain peaks. To the untrained eye, it was a wasteland, but the general knew better. What appeared to be a series of ripples in the valley’s floor were actually roofs and camouflage for a large, underground collection of buildings. “The Bunker,” they called it; the only inhabited facility for over a hundred miles.

Icy particles sprang up like a cloud of dust as the chopper nestled onto the snowy pad. This was the emergency landing site, a mile from the regular pad located much closer to the facility. The pilot cut the engine.

Mosley swallowed, forcing back the acidic taste in his throat. Was it fear? No, this was the taste of grim determination—the bitter and offensive bile of a tragic duty to perform.

As the ice cloud dispersed, the general looked across the endless white and remembered the champagne celebration they’d had on the day the scheme to build this laboratory was approved. It seemed like genius—or madness—at the time. Imagine building a lab in the middle of Greenland. Yet all the risk assessments told them the site had the highest probability of safety. Only Mark Carlson, the architect of the entire plan, had expressed doubts. “We’re arrogant,” he said in private, late-night meetings. Often the argument took place over day-old Chinese meals. “Eventually we’ll create something that we can’t contain; something that’s too potent. Nature always finds a way of escape. It doesn’t matter how far into the ice we dig.”

Mosley turned to the pilot, who took off his helmet. “Well?”

“Okay to disembark, General.”

Mosley nodded. “Thanks, Tom. Excellent job, as always.”

“We couldn’t have hoped for a better day,” the pilot said. “The weather crew at The Hague said the conditions would be perfect.”

“Glad they got it right for once.”

Nervous chitchat, Mosley thought. He looked out at the snow and ice, frowned and sighed.

“We don’t have much time, General,” the pilot said.

“No, we don’t.”

“Would you like me to come with you?” the pilot asked.

Mosley shook his head. “Better that I do this alone.” He climbed out of his seat and moved to the rear of the cabin. He dressed quickly and quietly, donning a bright orange suit designed to protect him to fifty degrees below zero.

He glanced at the second suit. The name Mark Carlson was stitched onto the left breast. The thought of Mark gave him pause. Mark should be here. But that would have been too much to ask. Four years of Mark’s life had gone into making this complex a reality. He’d lost a lot in the process: a wife and a child. Some believed he was now damaged goods as a result of those losses. Mosley hadn’t wanted to believe it and continually gave Mark the benefit of the doubt. And yet, he hadn’t invited Mark to this occasion. Why risk pushing him over the edge?

The general put his head cover on last, to give added protection to his face and eyes. Certain he was thoroughly protected, Mosley threw open the door and stepped out.

A sledgehammer of frigid air hit him. He braced himself against the side of the helicopter, then reached up to the door, but the pilot was already there, sliding it closed. The two men exchanged glances and Mosley noticed the pilot was wearing a Beretta M9 pistol holstered to his belt. A precaution. Just a precaution. He bowed to the elements and pressed ahead, ankle deep in a powdery snow that sparkled like kindergarten craft glitter.

The wind made a mournful sound as he walked toward the edge of the cliff. Mosley clenched his teeth—not against the cold, but out of a brutal resolve. He stopped and surveyed the scene once more. As a soldier, he hated these moments. As a general, he knew the responsibility was his. For him as a physician, this action went against everything he believed—against the oath he had sworn when he finished medical school. He searched for comfort in the sad thought that the people below were most likely already dead.

He reached into his pocket and retrieved a small black cell phone. Opening the protective cover, he carefully punched in a sequence of numbers. When he came to the last number, he hesitated and glanced back at the helicopter. He saw the pilot through a slim open crack in the Black Hawk’s door and knew the pilot had orders to shoot him if he showed any hesitation or attempted to deviate from the plan in any way. The Glock held only six rounds, but one .45-caliber bullet was all that an expert marksman needed to kill him instantly.

Mosley’s thumb pressed the final digit and he cursed himself. This was their plan of last resort—the one the experts and the computer models had always said couldn’t happen, wouldn’t happen. They had insisted the lab was foolproof, that a breach of its safeguards and a failure to contain its virus was unimaginable. Yet the unimaginable had happened, and now Mosley had to do the very thing he’d assured Mark they’d never have to do. From the corner of his eye, he saw the Black Hawk’s door open wider. He was taking too long. The pilot was probably taking aim even now.

The general moved his thumb to the SEND button and turned toward the complex. Critical lifesaving work had gone on in that lab. Years of effort. Its potential had been so great, yet so unfulfilled, and now there’d be nothing but terrible loss.

With a defiant gesture, he pressed the button. At first nothing happened. Then, far below, the ground heaved in the center of the complex, rising as if a fist punched the underside of the ice, growing larger and higher until the white earth burst open with an explosive roar.

Mosley stepped back. The ice—and everything that had been the Bunker—blew upward, followed by a massive fireball. The concussive blast hit him, a surprisingly strong wave that nearly knocked him off his feet. He fought it, balancing forward.

In less than half a minute everything was calm again. The secret lab had been incinerated along with its entire staff and an untold amount of data about all things viral.

Mosley stood frozen, his gloved hands clenched. “It had to be done,” he said to no one. Turning on his heel, he walked toward the helicopter. He could only hope that the virus had been completely destroyed.

If even one viral particle had survived, it was possible that the world would not.



CHAPTER THREE


AUGUST 11

THE METAL CORRUGATED ROOF caught the blistering African heat and pushed it downward past the wobbling ceiling fans to the meeting room below. The air was heavy with humidity. Even the gathering flies moved sluggishly, lazily, as if weighted by the muggy atmosphere.

David sat on a chair in the center of the small makeshift stage at the head of the room. From here, he could see it all: the flies and the horror of death laid out before him. He scanned the room. No movement. He turned his head to look out an open window, out to the compound.

For all intents and purposes, it looked like an average African village—a dirt road down the middle and pathways lined with wooden huts, metal shacks, and a few makeshift cottages. A gray cement maintenance shed sat in the center of the compound with donated equipment and supplies to provide them with running water and, at least for a few hours a day, electricity.

Beyond that shed were the schoolhouse and the cafeteria. The work house, with the many sewing machines the women used to make the clothing that helped subsidize their community, sat off to the side. A few yards from there, alone and away from the rest of the structures, was David’s single-room main office. Through the trees, he could see its flat roof and the small satellite dish mounted on a corner.

David’s hands hovered above the laptop resting on his lap. A small icon on the screen told him that he had a strong signal and full access to the Internet thanks to that satellite dish—a dish that he’d fought against installing. It was yet another connection to the corrupt and depraved world that he had struggled so hard to escape.

Why else would he create a commune in Gabon, of all places? Certainly not to replicate his life in America. This had been a chance for him, his family, and his congregation to break free. But his no-contact rule backfired when Hank Hillier came down with malaria earlier in the year. Malaria was a common malady and easily treated, but Hank’s had gone to his brain and he developed a near-fatal case of cerebral malaria. Only by the grace of God were they able to contact a local missionary pilot and transport him 150 miles to a specialty hospital in Lambaréné. It was a close call that left David and his congregation nervous about their isolation.

With great reluctance David agreed to install the dish and hardware. Just in time, too. Not long afterward, Sarah McFerran was stricken with appendicitis and, with a single e-mail, she was airlifted to the pediatric hospital in Libreville.

Both Hank and Sarah lay dead in the collection of bodies before him, and now David would use the satellite dish to send out his last words—not as a cry for help, but to ask for forgiveness.

He groaned and rubbed his tired eyes, squeezing them shut. How did it come to this? How did he go from being a trendy atheist in college, proud of his intellect, relishing his militant cynicism against all believers in God, to the countercultural pastor of a Christian commune in the middle of a west African jungle?

No doubt, when their bodies were finally discovered, the press would pore over the details of his life in a vain attempt to answer that question.

They would simplify the complexities of his faith and conviction; gloss over the corruptions and decadence of American culture that drove him to take his family and congregation to Gabon; and caricature them all as mindless cult members, rather than the thriving and rigorous group of disciples they truly were.

He ached to think of it, and he closed his eyes as he thought of his missteps, his misguided idealism, and in the end, his business naiveté that put the community on the edge of financial ruin and sent him into the arms of The Corporation for help.

The Corporation. It had seemed like an answer to his prayers. The representatives expressed genuine interest in David’s hope and vision, and they were persuasive, offering David a ludicrous amount of money in exchange for some help and cooperation. It had appeared so simple and safe. Only his wife, Rachel, expressed any deep concern. Something in her heart told her it was wrong. “It doesn’t feel right,” she had warned, but couldn’t explain why.

David looked at the bodies closest to the stage. Rachel was there along with his two young, precious daughters and his teenage son. The front edge of a sea of corpses.

The altar sat a few feet from David. It had been hand carved from an ancient oak tree that had fallen outside David’s first church—such a long time ago. A wooden chalice beckoned him. A scrap of bread sat on the wooden plate next to the chalice. There was just enough left for him.

David looked down at the laptop computer. He blinked. His eyes burned. He began to type. This was his final confession. A last e-mail to his father—a man who never accepted or affirmed him, much less ever indicated he loved him. What a surprise it would be. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d spoken to his father.

David began to type. He was determined not to write with sentimentality or melodrama. He recounted in the simplest terms his hopes and dreams with Rachel and how he believed, as a matter of faith, that their community was created to help save humankind, both spiritually and physically. Lofty goals, but attainable. Even now, David believed they could have succeeded if only he had been wiser and more discerning, if only he’d listened to Rachel, if only he hadn’t shaken hands with the Devil.

Now it was all undone. A failure of the greatest kind. A tragedy, just as Rachel had predicted. David concluded his e-mail by asking his father for forgiveness. It was the last thing he needed to do, the most important thing left to do.

A harsh squawk drew David’s attention to the back door. A vulture landed in the courtyard. Then another. They knew. They were gathering. Soon, there would be no stopping them. Soon, his compound would contain a congregation of scavengers.

David’s eyes filled with tears as he shook off the thought of what would happen to the dead bodies strewn across the meeting-room floor. What were they but empty vessels? God had secured their souls. His gaze fell again upon the men and women, boys and girls who’d put their trust in his leadership.

That morning they had each taken communion, knowing it would be their last. After praying together, they lay down, and went to sleep. David was happy they all went peacefully.

And now, it was his turn.

He finished the note to his father:

We were wrong, Dad. Now it’s cost me my dream, my family, my community, and my life.

It may be a very long time before we are found, since none of the local tribe members come to our compound unless we invite them. I am afraid there will be a cover-up if The Corporation finds us first. That is why I am writing to you. If you can do anything to prevent this evil from spreading, in the name of God, do it.

I love you, Dad. I pray that God will touch you—and you’ll accept Him—so we’ll be reunited in heaven. I’ll be waiting there for you.

Your son, David

He reread the e-mail, knowing there was so much more to say. He pressed the SEND button. A box popped up, confirming its passage. He leaned back and sighed.

With little energy, he turned off the computer, stood, and approached the altar. He was surprised at the sweet aroma. He looked at the flowers on the altar. I don’t remember the orchids smelling so wonderful. He inhaled the fragrance deeply, then dropped to his knees, his hands pressing against the smooth oak.

A prayer from his days as an altar boy welled up in his memory. “Father of mercies and God of all comfort, our help in time of need, we fly unto thee for succor in behalf of this thy servant . . .” He couldn’t remember the rest of this ancient prayer. So, he drank the last of the poison in the cup. God grant that, in this death, there may be true life eternal.

The poison would work quickly, so he rose and went to his family. Rachel’s arm was thrown over her face, as if she had decided not to watch what would unfold. The girls’ dead eyes stared at nothing, their expressions serene. Aaron, his son, was on the floor, his face turned away and pressed into the crook of his arm.

David kissed his wife, but couldn’t bring himself to do the same to his children. Taking his place next to her, he reached over and pulled her close, his eye catching sight of the telltale red splotches on her arm. Then, as if he needed one last confirmation, he looked at his own arm.

Yes—they were there.

Perhaps he would be vindicated after all. Perhaps they had stopped the horror from spreading.

The numbing poison-induced sleep came over him like a soft blanket. He closed his eyes. Into Thy hands I commit my . . .

And then he heard a voice.

“Dad.”

It came as a whisper.

He opened his eyes. Aaron, stood over him. David attempted a smile, remembering the stories of others who’d come this way before—of the long tunnel with the bright light, of family members returning to walk “over” with their loved one. There to greet him was his boy looking as he had not an hour ago, with his sandy blond, buzz-cut hair and his lean face, which had only just lost its boyish roundness as the passage to manhood had begun. It was a passage that David had stolen from him.

David wanted to speak, but couldn’t frame the words. He blinked, trying to clear his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so sorry,” his son said.

David’s eyes widened, horrified. His son wasn’t an angel. His son was still alive.

“Dad, I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t!” Aaron knelt over him, his eyes wide and wet.

David’s body lay helpless. His paralyzed vocal chords could make no sound; his arms could not reach up. Not even a tear could form. Why was his son alive? Didn’t he know what would happen? He’d been inoculated with the evil along with everyone else. The deadly virus was in his system. His death, inevitable and sure, would be awful.

With a final slow exhalation David knew he had failed once again.

Darkness circled in his open eyes, moving to the center of his vision, obscuring everything to a single pinpoint as he lost consciousness. Dear God, forgive me.



CHAPTER FOUR


GENERAL MOSLEY SETTLED INTO the large leather chair behind his cherrywood desk at The Hague. He swiveled away from the mounds of paperwork awaiting his attention and leaned his head back. He rubbed his hands over his face, and let out a long breath. He was still weary from the flight back to Holland the previous afternoon.

Damage control. When did my job become nothing but damage control?

He had debriefed his superiors at the Pentagon and the CIA by teleconference. “Mission accomplished,” he’d reported. They commended him on a job well done. He chewed the inside of his lip and thought, Mission accomplished, yes—if the mission was to bury an unmitigated disaster beneath tons of ice. But what about the cause of the disaster? Whose mission was it to discover that? And whom would they make the scapegoat?

Not me, he decided. Sure, there’d be appearances before top-secret subcommittees to discern what had happened at the laboratory and how to keep it from happening again. And a disaster like this always had budgetary ramifications, but he wouldn’t let them lay the blame on his shoulders.

He groaned and wondered when he’d become such a heartless bureaucrat thinking about debriefings, subcommittees, budgets, and avoiding blame when so many lives had been lost to the failed experiment.

He had known and worked with some of those scientists for over a decade. They had families who, even now, were receiving the terrible news about their loved ones. Not the full truth, of course. Only a handful of people knew that. But all employees had a detailed cover story. Their cause of death would be explained in noble and heroic terms, as if that would soothe the surviving wives, husbands, sons, and daughters. Hopefully, the generous checks they would receive would buy them some comfort.

Mosley tried to console himself with the knowledge that the team hadn’t died in vain. They had sacrificed their lives to save untold millions—those who might have died in the future from fatal viruses with names few in the public sector even knew.

He squinted at a large computer screen on the opposite wall. It displayed a map of the world, with multiple colors indicating viral outbreaks anywhere they had been diagnosed in the past year. Some colors remained constant, others blinked to indicate a new report.

He tapped a key on the keyboard to highlight any outbreaks of Filoviridae, a family of viruses containing the dreaded Ebola and Marburg viruses. Red dots flickered in parts of the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. Each dot represented individuals who, even as he sat in the comfort of his office, were dealing with these aggressive and relentless viruses. There were far too many.

Filoviridae were a formidable and fearsome foe. He had seen the effects for himself, seen how the virus moved quickly, passing rapidly from person to person. Unknown to most of the world, the mutations of these viruses were becoming far more dangerous. The chances of regional epidemics—even a worldwide pandemic—increased almost daily. It was only a matter of time before the big one, the Hiroshima of viral outbreaks, would hit some part of the world and begin its horrific spread. Like a cancer, once it began to metastasize, he doubted it could be stopped—unless his teams could find a treatment.

Mosley looked away from the map and his eye caught a slip of paper by the phone. The message stated that Mark Carlson had called from a medical symposium in Cairo to find out if there was a conclusion to the Greenland crisis. The message detailed where he could be found only in an emergency. His cell phone would not be working.

There’s a conclusion all right, and you won’t like it.

He held the slip of paper in his hand and dreaded how he would explain to Mark that the lab in Greenland had been compromised, and then utterly destroyed. How was he expected to drop that into a conversation?

Standing again, he began to pace. What had gone wrong? How had the virus broken free in the lab? How had it killed so many so quickly?

Mosley considered sabotage, a betrayer in their midst. But who? The staff had been rigorously vetted at the highest levels, with extensive psychological testing. No suicide saboteurs in that crew. More than likely a careless technician had sent the virus into the air, where the other employees then picked it up, triggering the crisis.

By the time the first rosy death mark had shown up on a technician’s chest or arms, the entire facility could have been infected. Excruciating death came quickly—so quickly, in fact, that headquarters had received only one phone call and two urgent e-mails from separate employees. Then silence.

Camera footage, sent over the security system’s satellite feed, showed the carnage. The scenes were abhorrent and repulsive. There was no choice but to incinerate the Bunker in the hope that every mutant virus within would be destroyed.

He glanced at his watch. It was nearly time to debrief his executive team on all that had happened. His aide came through the doorway, tapping on the door as he entered.

“Excuse me, General,” Major Kevin Maklin said in an apologetic tone.

“What is it, Kevin?”

“I’m sorry, but there’s an inspector from Interpol here to see you. Martin Duerr.”

“Am I scheduled to see him?”

“No. He said it’s urgent.”

“Urgent? How?”

“He wouldn’t tell me. He said he must speak with you personally.”

Mosley looked at his watch again. “All right. I’ll give him a few minutes.”

His assistant stepped out and a short man with a round face, oval wire-framed glasses, and wild white hair came in. He wore a tan suit that on anyone else would have looked crisp and sharp. On him, it hung like bad curtains.

“General Mosley?” he inquired in a low voice that came as a rumble from somewhere deep inside of him. He had a Swiss accent.

“If it’s about those parking fines . . .”

The man chuckled politely. “No, sir. That’s the police. Parking fines are not within our jurisdiction.” He handed Mosley his credentials: a picture ID and gold badge with the blue insignia of a sword and globe overlaid with the letters OIPC/ICPO—the French and English acronyms for the International Criminal Police Organization, also known as Interpol, the world’s largest international police organization. “I’m an inspector for Interpol. I’ve been sent from our headquarters in Lyon.”

“Beautiful city. What can I do for you, Inspector Duerr?”

Duerr looked as if he wanted to sit down, but Mosley didn’t offer him a seat. “Have you ever heard of the Return to Earth movement?”

Mosley thought about it. “No. Should I have?”

Duerr shrugged, then produced a notepad from his pocket. Without looking at it, he said, “Return to Earth is an extremist group, a combination of fanatical environmentalists and animal-rights activists who’ve joined forces.”

Mosley gazed at the inspector but didn’t react.

Duerr cleared his throat. “They believe that humankind has lost its right to govern the earth because of its abuse of the world and of animals. In essence, they believe that humans should be returned to the earth, as in dead and decomposing, so that the earth can return to its natural state in harmony with the animals.”

“I see.”

Duerr closed the notepad. “To be blunt, General, they’re terrorists—suicide bombers for Mother Earth. They will do anything to take humankind out of the equation. Anything. They’ll target individuals, families, industrial plants, factories, polluters, pharmaceutical companies, biochemical research sites, cosmetic companies, and any other entity they deem worthy to put on their hit list for testing on animals or hurting the earth.”

“Am I on their hit list?” Mosley asked. “Is that why you’re here?”

“Not in the way you think. But your name did come up in one of their meetings.”

Mosley scowled. “What meeting?”

“A cell meeting in Switzerland. They have cells worldwide, a loose network that supports and encourages one another. But members maintain enough distance to keep us from effectively tracking them. The individuals often don’t know who the other members are. There might be two or more working on the same project and they won’t know it. So, when we grab one, the others disappear into the woodwork.”

“If you can’t track them, then how do you know I was mentioned?”

“One of our agents has infiltrated a cell in Basel. This is a significant breakthrough for us, as you can imagine. We have access to some of their activities as never before. Our agent flagged your name—in connection with some top-secret facility in Greenland.”

Mosley felt a cold hand squeeze his heart. He pressed his lips together to keep from speaking.

The Interpol agent nodded. “Yes, I know. I do not have the clearance for you to confirm or deny the existence of any top-secret facilities, but I want you to know that they know about it and my agent was led to believe that they were going to take some sort of action against it.”

“What sort of action?”

“We don’t know,” the inspector replied. “Their modus operandi is usually centered around destruction, sabotage, intimidation.”

“Hypothetically speaking, if we were to have any sort of facility or facilities, and of course, I’m not saying or even insinuating that we do or would, why would they target us?”

“Any facility that experiments on animals is suitable for attack. Or perhaps you were doing something that posed a risk to the environment. Or you may have been working on something that would accelerate their efforts to erase humankind from the earth. Pick one.”

Pick one, or all three. Was it possible these fanatics knew what they were testing and believed they could unleash a pandemic by infiltrating and sabotaging the facility? He swallowed an unnerving feeling of fear.

“How strong are they?”

The inspector pursed his lips. “They’re, shall we say, resourceful. Not only do they seem to have endless funding, but the ability to find out what a government or company is doing and where they are doing it is astounding. They seem to have followers buried deep within the most guarded enterprises. They insinuate themselves anywhere and everywhere. Some members are experts in various fields, working at the highest levels. Or they plant an employee with, say, an outside contractor for a security firm, the military, or a government on one or more highly secure sites. Or, perhaps a janitorial-service employee works at a secret site. You get the idea.”

“What do you need from me?” asked Mosley.

“I want you to be aware, to warn your people in a discreet way, so as not to jeopardize our operation.” Duerr thought, then added, “I need access to you in case we need your help. And, of course, I will keep you informed as best as I can.”

Mosley thought about Greenland. How differently would things have turned out had he spoken to Duerr earlier? “All right, Inspector. I’ll help in any way I can.”

Duerr waited as if something else should be said, then bowed slightly. “Merci, General.”

Once the inspector had left, Mosley called Maklin into the office.

“Sir?”

“Get the team in here. We’ve got a problem.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mosley sat down in his chair, his mind working on how he could alert their research facilities about Return to Earth without alerting the terrorists.

A gentle chime sounded behind him and he spun the chair around to face his computer screen. An e-mail alert. He clicked on the message box.

His body stiffened when he saw the sender’s name. The message loaded and the text appeared. As he read, his hands became sweaty and his mouth dry.

It began, “Dear Dad . . .”



CHAPTER FIVE


AUGUST 12

MARK CARLSON LAY ON his hotel-room bed and considered the constant noise of the traffic outside his window. He hated being awakened at dawn. The horns on the cars must be attached to the brakes and gas pedals. The thought didn’t amuse him. He heard the soft whoosh of the air conditioner kick in—a pleasant sound; a soothing sound.

He felt slightly hungover. The dampness from his perspiration meant he would need a shower before taking a cab over to the American University. He was expected to attend a lecture sometime that morning, or was he giving one? He was having difficulty remembering. Something about molecular virology. He rolled over to face the window and winced at the morning light. He’d forgotten to close the curtains.

Through the smeared glass he could see the tops of half-finished buildings, purposefully left that way so the owners wouldn’t have to pay taxes on them. Cairo. What a mess. High-rises above, hovels below. Smog in the air, rubbish in the streets. It was hard for him to connect this metropolis to the once-great city of the Pharaohs, the place where all the mighty civilizations had come at one time or another. The Greeks, Romans, Ottomans, the French under Napoleon, and British had all come and gone. Here was the city of the Nile, now reduced to squalor and traffic.

He made a feeble effort to sit up and decided against it, allowing his head to fall back onto the pillow. His glance fell to a flashing light on the telephone—a message, maybe several. He had refused to pick up the phone when it rang—rang again—and again. He knew who was trying to reach him.

Donna. His wife. Well, his ex-wife.

Having failed to reach him on his cell phone, she was now trying to reach him on the hotel line. Why did he tell her where he was staying? Why did he tell her anything? They’d been divorced for three years. They were, in theory, leading separate lives. But only in theory.

There was a sharp knock on the door. He rolled over, pulling the pillow over his head.

“Mr. Carlson?” An accented voice. It sounded like the concierge from his floor. “I apologize for bothering you, Mr. Carlson. I know you wish not to be disturbed, but these men have come . . .”

The concierge was interrupted by two other low voices.

Mark groaned.

Someone slipped the plastic key into the electronic lock. It beeped and the door clicked open.

“Dr. Carlson?” A uniformed man entered: American military; a young marine. Another just like him followed.

Mark sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re to come with us, sir.”

“Says who? I’m with the private sector now, remember?”

“Brigadier General Sam Mosley hasn’t forgotten and he wants you to move—immediately.” The first marine handed Mark an envelope.

This must be about the Greenland facility. He opened the seal. As he did, the second uniformed marine opened the closet, grabbed Mark’s suitcase, and began to collect Mark’s belongings.

Distracted from the envelope, Mark said: “I can do that,” and got to his feet.

“It will be faster if I do it, sir,” the second soldier said and handed him a pair of trousers and shirt.

Until that moment, Mark had forgotten that he was standing in his T-shirt and boxers. Mark began to dress. “Where are we going?”

“To the airport.”

Mark snorted as he put on his trousers. “No kidding. And from there?”

The young marine looked as if he might not answer, then said, “West Africa. Gabon, to be specific.”

“Gabon!” Mark exclaimed. “That’s the wrong direction from Greenland.”

The marine’s brow pinched up. “Greenland?”

“Never mind.” Mark turned his attention back to the envelope, assuming that it would explain all.

It didn’t.

The message contained a variety of numbers and letters to indicate that it was from Mosley’s office at The Hague. It looked like gibberish, but the main message was clear enough to Mark.

The Bunker was compromised. Contract terminated.

Mark found himself slumping back onto the bed. A sharp pain went through his head. His chest felt constricted.

“Sir?” the first marine said from a distant place.

“This has to be a mistake,” Mark said, the words falling like dry stones from a desert cave. “All those people . . .”

“Sir?” the first marine inquired again.

Mark pressed his hands against his face as a wave of grief tumbled over him, followed by a swell of fury. “Will the general be in Gabon?”

“I believe so.”

Mark was on his feet again. “Then let’s go.”



CHAPTER SIX


BEAUTIFUL MORNING SUNSHINE GREETED the Reverend Andrew Knight as he stepped from the house that served as his church’s rectory. A tall, slender man, he bowed slightly to avoid the stone archway over the front portico—one of the drawbacks to living in a house built in the fourteenth century.

He blew at the steam rising from his fresh cup of tea and began a short stroll through his front garden. He surveyed the variety of colors in the late-summer flowers and shrubs: the lilac blue clematis blooms; the white Japanese anemones; the deep red dahlias; the orange daylilies; the pink, yellow, and white snapdragons; the welcoming circles of yellow and brown rudbeckias; and the vibrant red, pink, and white roses covering the trellis.

He made a mental note to call the church ladies’ committee to come and transplant some of the petunias, geraniums, and marigolds to hanging baskets and tubs for decoration in the church.

He smiled as he listened to the birds chirping in the yew trees scattered around the old rectory—his home.

Taking a deep breath, he silently thanked God for the lovely day, the lovely garden, and the lovely life he had as the vicar of St. Lawrence’s Church in the tiny village of Eyam. It had been his pleasure to serve there for the past five years.

Ambling across the lawn, Reverend Andrew moved toward the old wooden gate in the high hedgerow that separated the rectory from the church grounds. He knew that once he stepped through that solid old door his duties would begin in earnest. Eyam may have been a small, ancient village, but it often had modern problems—or so his parishioners told him.

Bob and Anne would be in for their premarital counseling. The Altar Guild expected him to attend their monthly meeting. The Eyam Historical Society also needed his attention since St. Lawrence was a significant stopping point for swarms of tourists and bus tours of schoolchildren. The bishop would be by for a late morning visit to discuss the leadership crisis at St. Mark’s in an adjoining parish and all of this before lunch.

Andrew shook his head as he reached for the latch to the door, but before his fingers touched the iron, the door was thrown open. Startled, he stepped back, the hot tea splashing on his hand.

“Steady on!” he cried.

A tall man with a plaid cap, stubbled chin, worn overalls, and mud-caked gardener’s boots stood framed in the doorway with his heavy brows knitted up in surprise.

“Philip!”

“I’m sorry, Vicar,” the man said in a thick northern accent. He pulled off his cap, unleashing a mop of unkempt white hair. “Didn’t mean to startle you, but you have to come and see. It’s terrible. Terrible.”

“What’s terrible?” Andrew asked. He immediately thought the old water pipes in the church had finally burst and flooded the floors.

“This way,” Philip said, already turning and shuffling up the stone path toward the church. Andrew followed, wondering how bad the damage was and what it would cost to fix, but instead of going straight to the church building, Philip suddenly turned to the right, taking the path to the graveyard.

“The graveyard?” Andrew no longer noticed the hot tea splashing down both sides of his cup.

“Hannah Rogers,” Philip called over his shoulder.

Andrew frowned, perturbed that Philip would expect him to remember everybody and every body in the graveyard. “Remind me, please.”

“Hannah Rogers died in August 1666—Black Plague.”

“Right. What about her?” What could be so urgent about the remains of a woman who had died more than three hundred years ago?

Philip pressed on, leading Andrew past the ancient headstones, around a large ornate marker, and then stopping abruptly. More tea splashed onto Andrew’s hand as he gasped at the astonishing sight.

The grave had been dug up.

He stepped closer, peering into the dark hole with an opened sarcophagus at the bottom, its top leaning open. The inside was completely empty. The body was gone.



CHAPTER SEVEN


MARK HATED THE ANTICONTAMINATION suits. They were bulky and, in this environment, stiflingly hot. There were air-conditioned suits available, but they weren’t to arrive until later in the day. He would have to endure the heat, he decided. He hadn’t been brought all this way—on such short notice—to wait.

The flight had taken four hours in a military jet from Cairo to Brazzaville, the capital of Republic of the Congo. A military attaché for the general briefed him with only the sketchiest of information about an obscure missionary outpost and a mass suicide with an unknown body count and said that he should expect a World Health Organization (WHO) team to be on the scene. But Mark couldn’t discern whether the attaché was being secretive or didn’t know what was going on. And there was no forthcoming answer to the obvious question: why was Mark being sent on this assignment? Technically, he was a consultant to the military through Ahaz Pharmaceutical. So why had Mosley plucked him out of Cairo to come to Africa?

In Brazzaville, he had been whisked from the military jet to a Black Hawk for the next leg of the journey. A two-hour flight in the helicopter took him the rest of the way. As he came closer to meeting up with the general again, his thoughts returned to the Bunker in Greenland—and how General Sam Mosley had left him out of any decision making about the crisis there.

But the general had not yet arrived at the compound and the military leadership in the operations tent just outside its boundaries had little to say to Mark. The WHO team, from the regional office in Brazzaville, was in charge for the moment, or so he was told. Thwarted from asking questions or getting answers, he checked in with a rather short and frantic medical officer who had reviewed his clearance and warned him to prepare for the worst inside the compound: “Some sort of mass suicide by a commune of Americans.”

Mark suited up and took several deep breaths to confirm that his respirator was functioning properly. It was. But Mark continued to breathe deeply, attempting to fight off the worrisome anticipation of what he was about to see. He stepped from the tent.

Movement overhead caused him to look up in time to see a large flock of Palm-nut vultures circling above. The vultures resembled sea eagles, with an impressive wingspan and equally impressive appetite. No doubt the sudden invasion of living beings had disturbed them from a feast. He could only hope that none of the birds had already begun to feed. If whatever had caused the deaths inside was infectious, then it was possible that the birds, or any other animal, might carry and spread the disease.

Looking at the freakish birds reminded him of when—and how—he’d first encountered them in August 2007. He’d led a medical team to Mweka, deep in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where the funeral of two village chiefs had triggered an epidemic in four villages. Two hundred and seventeen people fell ill. One hundred and three people died. All from Ebola.

Mark stopped where he was, a deeper concern preying on his mind. Was it possible that the general had other motives for summoning him to this site? What if it wasn’t a mass suicide, but a new outbreak of Ebola?

Mark clenched his teeth. Few people in the world knew more about this horrible virus than he did. And the name alone conjured up memories of what it did to its victims: the initial bleeding under the skin, the malaise, the body aches, the high fever. Then, untreated, things would grow worse and the victim would lose blood through uncontrollable vomiting and diarrhea. Dehydration would follow, and then coma. It was a horrible death.

Is that what he was walking into? He looked at the nervous WHO officer. The man gave a humorless smile and the thumbs-up , certifying him to enter the disaster scene. He would be allowed twenty minutes max.

Mark swore to himself and walked through the gate, past the stern-looking armed guards. Somewhere overhead he heard the dull thump thump thump of helicopters drawing near. Maybe one was carrying the general.

He looked up, noticing that the vultures had beat a rapid retreat, and squinted at the arriving aircraft. He thought from the design that they might be gunships. As they flew closer and then over the compound, he could see the barrels of the .50-caliber machine guns sticking out each side of the helicopters. His stomach lurched with potent anxiety. Why would they have gunships here? Were they concerned about looters? Were they ready to shoot anyone who tried to break in, or were they afraid someone might try to break out?

Inside the gates, Mark walked past the various buildings that surrounded the central courtyard. It was a ghost town. As instructed, he went straight to the structure with a signpost: THE MEETING ROOM. Rivulets of sweat formed and dripped down his face, soaking into his shirt.

He stepped into the large hall and abruptly stopped. His body stiffened. As a trained forensic pathologist, he was expected to be desensitized to death, even gruesome murders and suicides. However, he was not prepared for this.

Corpses were strewn across the pews and on the floor. At least two hundred, he guessed.

A dozen forensic technicians were hard at work, photographing and collecting specimens from the bodies. Another team of technicians had begun to bag the bodies, arranging them in neat rows along a sidewall.

Mark stood where he was, stunned by it all. This is another Jonestown. His eyes fell upon a small girl—probably no more than three years old—in a “Sunday best” dress. He looked away. He wasn’t ready for this kind of job. What was Mosley thinking?

He felt a light touch on his arm and turned to face Dr. Susan Hutchinson, a forensic pathologist with whom he had worked in the past.

The respirator muffled her voice when she said, “Welcome, Dr. Carlson.”

He nodded. “Hello, Dr. Hutchinson.”

“I’m surprised to see you here,” she said. “Does Ahaz have something to do with this?” The question was an accusation.

“I’m a little surprised myself,” he said, fixing his eyes on her. “I don’t know what this has to do with Ahaz, or me. What’s your take on it?”

She turned toward the room. “A charismatic religious leader and his flock all poisoned themselves for some sick reason. We haven’t found any notes yet, but we’re going to check the computers and the surrounding buildings for any journals or letters. Hopefully, we’ll get to the bottom of this. Once we’ve identified the poison and ruled out any infectious cause—”

“Are you worried about an infectious cause?” he asked.

She raised an eyebrow and then tipped her head for him to follow her. “Look at this.”

Mark kept his eyes on her as they navigated through the bodies. He didn’t want to look at the victims; he didn’t want to see any more dead children. But she led him to the body of a woman, Caucasian, probably in her late thirties. Mark was struck by the feeling that he’d seen her somewhere before. Susan bent and unbuttoned the woman’s blouse, revealing the victim’s chest and abdomen. They were covered with large pink and reddish spots, a number of them coated with dried blood.

“What do you make of that?” she asked.

Mark felt a burning behind his eyes and struggled against the hitch in his throat as he stared at the woman’s face. She looked serene. Where have I seen her before?

“Mark?” Susan prodded.

Mark turned his focus to the woman’s skin and felt a dark dread. He hated it when his worst suspicions became reality. “It looks like this is from a hemorrhagic virus.”

“Ebola or Marburg?”

He nodded and stood up. “Possibly.”

“Is it possible that it’s not a virus, but was caused by a toxin or poison?”

“Let’s hope so,” he said, but doubted it.

“Mark, what’s going on here? Why is The Hague taking an interest in this? How did they find out about it in the first place?”

Mark shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

Susan rose and frowned at him, as if deciding whether to believe him. “All right. Back to work.”

As she walked away, Mark’s mind reeled from the possibilities. He looked around the room, sweat drenching his face and body. The WHO team was busy at their work. He thought about the personal interest from The Hague. More specifically, he wondered how General Mosley was connected.

Mark squatted to look again at the woman at his feet, at the coloring and texture of the spots on her skin. He shuddered as a horrible thought came to him, and then several pieces suddenly clicked into place. He knew for certain why General Mosley had brought him here. He rose and started in Dr. Hutchinson’s direction.

“Susan.” He tried to affect calmness in his stride.

The doctor turned.

“You and your team must abandon this site,” he said.

“On what grounds?”

“Trust me,” he said, wanting to sound friendly and diplomatic. “It would be best for all of you to get out of here. Now.”

She frowned at him. “We’re not taking orders from you.”

“I know. But I would suggest you listen to me.”

“Spell it out, Mark, or we stay.”

“It’s possible that though a poison was the cause of death, it was not what led to it.”

She moved closer to him, the lines on her brow deepening. “I’m listening.”

“It may be that these people had contracted a virus and knew they were going to die. So they poisoned themselves as a less painful way of escape.”

Her voice grew louder, “And what makes you suspect that?”

He stared at her for a moment. “I’m not authorized to tell you that.”

She threw her arms into the air as if summoning lightning from God. “I knew it! This has something to do with Ahaz and your reckless experimenting. I can’t believe you guys.”

The WHO team stopped their work and stared at Susan.

“I’m sorry,” Mark said softly.

She pushed past him to take the center of the room. “Okay,” she shouted, “Everyone out!”

They looked at her, puzzled.

“Leave your equipment and specimens,” she ordered. “Everyone out!”

Calmly and professionally the team abandoned their places and filed out.

Dr. Hutchinson turned back to Mark, jabbing a finger at him. “I can only hope for your sake that this is a natural Ebola or Marburg virus—and not one of yours.”



CHAPTER EIGHT


AFTER FINISHING HIS VARIOUS calls around the parish, Reverend Andrew Knight returned to the church office and parked his rusting Volvo in his private parking space. He was uncomfortable having a reserved place to park, but the parishioners had insisted.

Still, he made them take down the little sign with his name on it and the cutesy hand drawn symbol of a clerical collar. Climbing out of the car, he took a deep breath. He loved the summer months in Eyam and the smells of the gardens and fresh-cut grass.

A brown Rover sat in one of the guest spaces. Walking past it, he noticed a police radio and clutter of forms and reports on the passenger seat. The police radio could belong to anyone on the force. The clutter, however, had to belong to Ian Glover. Maybe he’d made some progress on the mystery of the missing body.

Andrew picked up his pace along the stone path to the office.

Joan Thompson, the longtime church secretary, stood up when he walked in and thrust a condolence card into his hand. “Sign it before you go in, please,” she said. “It’s for Myrtle Skinner. Her mum just died and I want to get it off to her before you disappear into your office.”

As he signed the card, he motioned toward his office. “Is it Ian?”

“Yes.”

“I thought as much.”

“He’s been waiting for only a few minutes. I took in a cup o’ tea.”

“Thank you, Joan.” Andrew didn’t know what he’d do without Joan. She knew about everyone and everything in Eyam, making her an extremely valuable asset for the thirty-five-year-old vicar.

Andrew walked down the short hall to his office. Ian Glover, a detective for the county constabulary, but also a local resident, stood at the window, a mug of tea in his hand.

“Hello, Ian,” Andrew said brightly.

Ian turned to him, his bushy eyebrows lifted high in what seemed like a permanent expression of astonishment. He had a round face with ruddy cheeks and wore a brown corduroy jacket over a faded white shirt. His trousers may have been black at one time, but now were an odd gray, well loved and well worn. The entire ensemble reminded Andrew of detectives he’d seen in TV shows from the 1970s.

“Good day, Vicar,” he said in a thick Derbyshire accent. “Just admiring the view of your back garden.”

They shook hands. Ian took two steps to the guest chair, and Andrew sat down in the squeaky metallic chair behind his desk.

“A peculiar business, this grave robbery,” Ian said as he nestled into the chair. “We’ve been working the case since you rang.”

“Have you learned anything new? Is there some kind of nationwide grave robbing going on?”

Ian blew a deep breath from his round cheeks. “Well sir, to be candid, we haven’t a clue about it. Whoever dug that hole did a professional job. More than professional, in fact, since it hardly looks like a human being did it. Clean as a whistle. No boot prints or hand marks or tire tracks. Might’ve been done by someone hanging from a tree like that fellow in the Mission: Impossible movie.”

He sipped his tea. “And, piling the dirt on a cemetery drop cloth—that was a thoughtful touch. Not your run-o-the-mill body thief, I’d say.”

“Have you ever run into one of those?” Andrew asked.

Ian laughed. “Not at all, now that you mention it. It’s a mystery, Reverend.”

“A mystery indeed.”

“You’ve not had anything like this before, have you?” Ian asked.

“Not in my tenure here.”

“Any idea why they’d take that body in particular? Is it likely she’d been buried with something valuable? I need a reason why that grave was chosen. I mean, it can’t have been for the body itself. Surely there wouldn’t be much left to it. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust and all that.”

Andrew rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t believe she was buried with anything valuable.”

He glanced down at his notepad. “Hannah Rogers was one of the first to die in the Eyam plague of 1665–1666, if I recall my history.”

“You recall it well.” Andrew was always aware of being the outsider in these conversations. The locals knew the history of their village in painstaking detail, and took some pride in it.

“Quite a decision your predecessors had to make,” Ian said—referring, Andrew knew, to the decision made in 1666 by William Mompesson and Thomas Stanley, two mutually antagonistic clergymen who came together long enough to decide to quarantine the village rather than risk allowing the disease to spread across the countryside.

“It was.” The self-sacrifice of a seventeenth century village to lock itself away from all outside contact after the Black Plague appeared was an inspiration to Andrew. Within a year, 257 men, women, and children had died, over half the total population.

“Though it makes for good tourism now, doesn’t it?” Ian added.

Andrew nodded. Eyam had become a tourist stop for those who had been captivated by its plague story and for students from schools all over the country who were required to study the event. The church, the rectory, and even the house where the plague started—the Plague Cottage it was called—were landmarks for the hundreds who came through the village every year.

“Is it possible that whoever robbed Hannah’s grave was a morbid collector of things related to the plague?” Andrew asked.

“It’s possible. There are a lot of freaks out there.”

“Has anyone checked any other grave sites to make sure they haven’t been burgled?”

“We’ve checked. Yours was the only one.” Ian scratched at his chin. “You know, in the old days bodies were stolen from graves for doctors to use in the medical schools, or for experiments to help science. That sort of thing.”

Andrew thought about it for a moment. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to steal a body from here. What if the plague was somehow still alive in those old bones?”

“What if, indeed.” Ian sipped his tea loudly again. “That’d be a terrible mess, now, wouldn’t it?”



CHAPTER NINE


GENERAL SAM MOSLEY’S helicopter descended onto a field near the compound. The engine was cut and Mark watched the general through the spray of dust. He remained in the cabin and held his head low for a moment, as if in prayer. Then he placed his cap on his head and opened the helicopter door. He walked toward them, but not with his usual energetic stride.

Mark moved front and center with Dr. Susan Hutchinson at his side.

“General,” Mark shouted, by way of welcome. He wished he’d had a few minutes to talk to him without Susan. There was no chance of that.

The general shook his hand and said, with an expression full of weariness, “I’m sorry.”

Mark nodded. A conversation for another time.

Mosley shook hands briskly with Dr. Hutchinson. “Update?” he asked as he walked with them toward the operations tent. In the past hour it had become the center of activity.

Dr. Hutchinson reported, “Two hundred and seventeen confirmed dead. No survivors have been found.”

“Cause of death?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to tell me,” she said. “Obviously there’s more going on here than meets the eye.”

The general gave her an impatient glance. “Let’s begin with what you know, Doctor,” he said.

A soldier snapped a salute as they entered the tent. A dozen men in uniform hovered around tables covered with communications equipment, maps, graphs, reports, and assessments. All came to attention when the general entered.

“Privacy, please!” Mosley shouted. All but a single communications officer under a pair of headphones left the tent. The general went to a silver container of coffee and poured three cups, handing them around. “Go on, please.”

“My preliminary assessment is that the cause of death was by poison,” Susan said. “It appears to be a mass suicide, General.”

“What was the poison?” he asked.

“We’re running tests. Or, rather, we were.” She frowned at Mark. “We can’t identify the poison yet.”

Mosley set the coffee down without drinking any of it. “Do you agree?” he asked Mark.

Mark shook his head. “The formal cause of death might be suicide by poison, but the bodies have the telltale signs of a hemorrhagic Filoviridae virus. We would have to evaluate samples to be sure, though all of the samples are in the compound.”

Mosley faced his friend. “We can’t take the risk of bringing them out.”

“Them?” Susan asked. “Do you mean the samples or the bodies?”

“Both.”

“We have to know for sure, General,” Mark said. “It may not be what we think.”

Their eyes met and argued.

“We’ll need full autopsies, General,” Susan insisted.

“No, Dr. Hutchinson,” Mosley said firmly. “No autopsies. No samples. It’s too risky.”

Susan was undaunted. “What do you mean, too risky?”

Mosley looked at Mark, then back at Dr. Hutchinson. Mark kept his mouth shut to see how the general would answer. Finally he said, “This is not just from poisoning, Dr. Hutchinson, and it’s not one of the usual Filoviridae viruses. I’m afraid it’s something a lot more dangerous.”

“Like what?” she asked.

“Like something that can be spread very quickly by secretions and maybe even by airborne particles.”

“Just what virus are we talking about, General?” Susan asked. “I don’t know of any Filoviridae that can be spread by air.”

Mark waited. How much would the general tell her?

Mosley diverted his gaze from her to Mark. “This has been a test site for it, Mark. Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t.”

Susan stepped between the two men. “This is no time for cryptic comments. Explain to me what you’re talking about.”

“Am I permitted?” Mark asked Mosley.

“We have no choice,” he replied.

Mark faced her. “Dr. Hutchinson, the company I consult with . . .”

“Ahaz,” she said, as if she enjoyed saying the name just to express her contempt for it.

“Ahaz and the military have been researching the Ebola and Marburg viruses.”

“Researching them? How?”

“We’ve been working to create a safe version of the viruses.”

She looked from Mark to Mosley. “Are you serious? Safe versions?”

“Our theory was that if Ebola could be kept in a viable form, but with the risk of infection removed, then conventional labs could study it.”

“How can you keep it in a viable form without the risk of infection? To study it, you’d need the virus to replicate itself in the lab. Take that away and your work is useless.”

“Agreed. So, we first made Ebola harmless by taking away the single gene that allows it to replicate.”

“What gene did you remove?” Susan asked.

“It’s called the VP30 gene,” Mark replied.

“The VP30. You took it out and replaced it with what?”

“Researchers from the University of Wisconsin in Madison found that kidney cells from monkeys contained the protein the virus needs to reproduce.”

“Monkey kidney cells?” Susan thought about it a moment, then nodded. “I’ve read about that. Because the cell provides the protein and not the virus itself, the virus could theoretically only replicate within those cells.”

Mark was impressed. “That’s right. We believed that, even if transferred into a human, the virus would be harmless. Then we could study it further in the hopes of creating a medicine to block the virus and its effects or, even better, to create a vaccine.”

“What proof did you have that the modified virus wouldn’t slip its leash and spread?”

“We tested it thoroughly in a number of animal models. It didn’t cause disease in various live animals, even at extremely high doses.”

“And human subjects?” she asked. “Did you test it on humans?”

Mark looked to the general for help. Was he allowed to mention what happened in Greenland? Could he speculate about what may have happened here at the compound?

Susan looked from the general to Mark. “Mark, who were the first human subjects?”

Mark stared at her, unable to answer.

Her eyes widened. “Don’t tell me this was your first test!” Her face turned red. “You unleashed it on these innocent people?”

“No,” Mosley finally said. “This wasn’t our first test. I’ve only just learned that this group was inoculated with what was thought to be the deactivated form of the virus, but the work here wasn’t done by us.”

“Ahaz did it without your knowledge?” she asked.

“It would seem so,” Mosley said.

Susan stormed around the tent, marching in a circle. “Reckless, irresponsible, insane . . .”

“Susan, the animal studies were excellent,” Mark said. “There was no reason not to move on to human studies in various parts of the world.”

“No reason?” She gestured toward the compound. “There’s your reason! You tested your work on over two hundred people here—and it went wrong.”

“Will you stop with the accusations and listen? It wasn’t one of our sites!” Mark exclaimed, his own impatience rising. “Our partnership didn’t sanction these tests. We sanctioned the careful testing of single volunteers in certified BSL4 labs—and never in more than one lab in any one country.”

“What difference does all that make if Ahaz has gone renegade on you?” Susan went to the tent door. “So where are they? They’ve got to be around here somewhere.”

“I expect to find out as soon as I can,” Mosley said.

“I bet you will,” she said. “You’ll find them so you can work out your cover story. Or have you already got one?”

Mosley glared at her. “There’s no cover story.”

“Sure there is. It’s obvious, isn’t it? That preacher was the inside man, ready to take care of the situation for Ahaz if it went wrong. I’ll bet he was paid very well to keep the poison ready.”

The general held up his hand. “Be careful with what you say.”

Susan was clearly beyond being careful, as she turned back to the general. “I can see the well-planted headlines: another mass suicide at the hands of yet another egomaniacal preacher.”

“No!” the general snapped. “That is not the plan! You don’t know the first thing about it—or him. The young man who led that group was not an egomaniac. He was good and kind. Whatever he did, he did out of love for his people.”

Mark was taken aback by Mosley’s show of raw emotion.

“Love?” Susan asked, surprised, as she walked back toward Mosley. “First you tell me you don’t know anything about this test, and now you seem to know all about the leader of that group. Do you want to explain that to me?”

Mosley looked at her, his eyes hard. “Because the leader of the group was my son.”



CHAPTER TEN


DETECTIVE INSPECTOR IAN GLOVER had been gone only a few minutes when Joan Thompson appeared at the vicar’s door. She held a tray of tea but he noticed it had two mugs. She placed the tray on the desk and handed Reverend Knight one mug before sitting down in the guest chair with the other.

“We’re going to have a talk?” Andrew asked, looking at her quizzically.

“You know, if you want privacy, you really must close your door. I could hear everything you and Detective Glover said.”

Andrew sipped his tea, waiting for her to continue. She didn’t. “Is there something on your mind, Joan?”

“I wouldn’t have thought about it if Ian hadn’t mentioned doctors and scientists using bodies like they used to.”

“And?” Andrew inquired.

“Well, a few years before you arrived, some doctors and scientists from Washington, D.C., came here.” She cupped her mug of tea in both hands and rested it on her knees. She looked like a schoolgirl. “It was all to do with a doctor. Stephen Bryant or no, wait, Brian Stephens. He’d done research with HIV, the one that causes AIDS.”

“Why would that bring them here?” Andrew was unsure where she was going.

“Because of the plague. They wanted to investigate the similarities between whatever caused the plague and whatever causes AIDS. They thought there was a link. Better still, they thought Eyam might give them a few clues about a cure.”
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