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To K and S: The guys in marketing have assured me that this will make millions


To everybody else: This is a work of fiction—outrage accordingly




‘How many valiant men, how many fair ladies, how many sprightly youths [. . .] breakfasted in the morning with their kinsfolk, comrades and friends and that same night supped with their ancestors in the other world!’


– Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron
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86 days before the outbreak


Everything has a beginning. And Bombay Fever began in Geneva, Switzerland.


Hormazd Patel, a twenty-seven-year-old man who lived in Mumbai with his mother, looked glumly at the table in front of him. On it, arranged from left to right in order of increasing price, was an array of Swiss wrist watches. They were beautiful, all made from a variety of expensive metals and precious stones. The ones to the left were simple and elegant and cost no more than five or six thousand euros each. The one to the far right was a chunky, limited edition, double tourbillon watch that cost nearly a million euros.


‘And there you have it,’ said the man sitting across the table from Hormazd. The man wore a fashionable, tight-fitting suit and spoke with a thick French accent. ‘These are the key novelties for this year. From the elegant to the luxurious.’


‘So what do you think?’ he asked Hormazd after a pause. ‘Is it exciting for the Indian market?’


‘These are the best watches I’ve seen at the fair this year!’ said Hormazd.


It was a good lie, well told. This was Hormazd’s seventh trip to the SIHH watch and jewellery trade show in Switzerland. In these seven years, he had sat through hundreds of such product presentations. And after each one, without exception, company representatives expected him to convey enthusiasm. It was how the industry worked. And Hormazd played by the rules.


‘I must tell you, Raymond,’ Hormazd said, ‘each year I think your company has achieved the ultimate. And each year you outdo yourself. These watches are simply magnificent. Kudos, Raymond. Bravo.’


Raymond Dufour beamed and turned around on his swivel chair. On a shelf behind him was a glass bowl filled to the brim with pen drives emblazoned with his company’s logo.


Hormazd took a deep breath, looked down at his shoes, and rolled his eyes.


Raymond swivelled back on his chair, reached across the table, and handed the pen drive. Hormazd promptly slipped it into the pocket of his blazer. ‘So, what would Mr Editor like to ask me?’ This was Raymond’s polite way of saying that the product presentation was over. It was now time for the interview.


Hormazd took a moment to clear his mind. Just one more. Just get this over with and you’re done for the trip. May as well do it properly.


Hormazd opened his notebook and made sure his iPad was still recording audio.


‘Tell me Raymond,’ Hormazd started, ‘why did you choose to go with a double tourbillon this year?’


Raymond leaned back in his chair, paused for a moment to summon a well-rehearsed answer from memory, and then began to speak.


‘Each year we want to push the limits . . .’


Twelve minutes later, both men got up from their chairs. The watches were whisked away from the table by a security guard wearing an earpiece, who quickly and discreetly counted the number of items on the tray. Nothing was missing.


Raymond escorted Hormazd out of the meeting room and into the lobby of the brand’s booth. There were very few people around, and the silence was somewhat unusual. Most of the other booths in the large hall in Geneva’s Palexpo Convention Centre were empty.


‘Please wait a moment. I have a gift for you,’ said Raymond. The Frenchman sounded winded, his façade slowly cracking, the exhaustion beginning to show.


‘Did you have a good fair? Good response from the retailers?’ Hormazd asked with the breezy tone he saved for casual, ‘off the record’ chats.


Raymond paused for a second and wiped the sweat from his forehead with this hand. The meeting room had been extremely warm.


‘Not bad,’ he said after a pause. ‘The response has met our expectations.’


‘Good to hear,’ Hormazd replied.


I knew it! Those watches were terrible. And Raymond knows it too. They are going to have a very, very bad year.


A few minutes later the security guard returned with a large cloth bag. Raymond handed it to Hormazd. ‘I hope you write good things about our watches, yes? Email me if you need anything, okay, Hormazd?’


Both men firmly shook hands.


Hormazd walked out of the booth, down one of the broad avenues that ran the length of the exhibition hall, and then up a flight of stairs to the media centre.


The media centre was empty except for a small group of Indian journalists chatting around a coffee machine. Hormazd walked up to them. They all shook hands, patted each other on the back, and then congratulated one another on the conclusion of yet another trade fair.


‘When are you returning to India?’ The Times of India features editor asked Hormazd.


‘Tomorrow evening . . .’


‘Any plans for first half tomorrow? Some of us were thinking of going down to Lausanne for a few hours.’


‘You guys go. I’m just going to chill at the hotel. Tired, yaar. Don’t want to run around too much tomorrow.’ Hormazd spoke as he watched the machine spit out a cup of acrid coffee.


‘Boss, you can chill on the flight back home. Come with us, no? You never come with us anywhere.’


This was true. Hormazd was pleasant and sociable enough during the trade fair. And he dutifully attended the numerous media dinners that took place each night. But that was all. He spent the rest of his time during these trips eating by himself in the hotel coffee shop, no matter how bad the food was, or lying in bed listening to audiobooks. As exhausted as he was, Hormazd couldn’t wait to return to the hotel, drop into bed, slip on his headphones, and get back to an Inspector Maigret novel by George Simenon.


‘Look, Hormazd, you can listen to that audiobook of yours throughout the journey to Lausanne and back. Nobody is going to disturb you. Besides, it will add atmosphere to your book. It will feel more . . . mysterious.’


Everybody laughed and so did Hormazd. He thought for a moment and then agreed.


‘Fine, fine. I’ll come. But please make sure we are back in Geneva in time for the flight. I do not want to be running to the airport.’


It was at that moment that Hormazd sealed the fate of thousands of lives. Including his own. He was about to cause terrors beyond his worst nightmares.
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86 days before the outbreak


An hour or so after the Indian journalists left the media centre, Kanimozhi Balasingham walked in pushing a heavy trolley stacked with cleaning products. Kanimozhi was short, lean and muscular. She looked more like an athlete than a cleaning lady.


In her native Sri Lanka, Kanimozhi, as a child, had been a successful athlete—a good sprinter and an even better long-distance runner. But it was the long jump at which she excelled. Had she persisted with it, Kanimozhi may well have represented Sri Lanka at the Asian Games or perhaps even the Olympics. But when she was around eleven years old, her parents had fled the Sri Lankan civil war and sought asylum in Switzerland.


Now, Kanimozhi was a Swiss citizen, and spoke both French and German fluently. But what she gained in languages and safety, she lost in the form of athletic talent. She jumped a few times at school in Geneva. It never worked out. She couldn’t quite match her exploits in Jaffna.


Kanimozhi looked around the media centre. Not bad. Shouldn’t take more than an hour to tidy up. Maybe an hour-and-a-half.


She parked her trolley near a bank of telephones and began to work through a checklist. First, any garbage lying on the floor. Then, tables and chairs. Finally, the coffee machine and the snack bar.


Around sixty-five minutes later, as Kanimozhi wiped down a leather sofa, she drifted away into thought. The trade fair has been hard work. But the money has been good. What next? I have to find something to do after class. When is that auto fair due to happen? I wonder if they need cleaners . . .


At that precise moment, Kanimozhi noticed an iPad on the table next to the coffee machine. She stood up straight and looked around. The hall was empty. She walked over to the table, picked the tablet up, slipped it into a pocket in her overalls, and carried on with her work.


Half an hour later, she returned the trolley to the janitorial office. Kanimozhi then changed into a T-shirt, jeans and an old, frayed down jacket. She picked up her wages and walked to the tram stop outside the exhibition centre. She took Tram No. 13 from Palexpo to a café by Lake Geneva. She walked in, ordered a cup of tea, and sat at a table by the window overlooking the road outside.


She coughed a few times as she opened the iPad’s Photos app and swiped through the images.


Handsome fellow. Indian by the looks of it. Not a Tamil. No. Not a Tamil.


She coughed again. And cleared her throat. She thought about her cough, and then decided that it must be because of the sudden change in her surroundings.


Kanimozhi had just returned from Sri Lanka after a month-long trip to visit her grandparents. If it were up to her she would have never come back. She loved her relatives and adored the weather and the food back home. But her father wouldn’t let her stay. As far as he was concerned, for the Balasinghams, Switzerland was the future. Sri Lanka was past.


It was a nice iPad mini. The latest model. And Kanimozhi knew plenty of shops in Geneva that would take it off her, no questions asked. She could use the cash. For the last few months, ever since she had booked her flight tickets to Sri Lanka, she had saved all her pocket money and wages from her various part-time jobs. Kanimozhi then spent all of it installing two air conditioners in her grandparents’ home. The old man and woman had been a little bewildered when the delivery men came with the Samsung units. But a few hours later, they were pleased with the outcome.


‘Now you can tell everybody that your granddaughter has brought a little Geneva into your home,’ Kanimozhi told them proudly.


If the ACs had come at a high price, this iPad would go some way towards making up for the expense.


Kanimozhi thought about it for a while. Then she seemed to hesitate.


No.


She opened the Gmail app, searched for ‘hotel booking’, and quickly found Hormazd’s reservation. She picked up her mobile phone, coughed twice, and then punched in the hotel’s phone number.


86 days before the outbreak


‘You have a bad cough,’ said Hormazd as Kanimozhi clutched her cup of tea.


She coughed deeply and nodded. ‘I don’t know why. Suddenly from this evening I’ve been coughing badly.’


Hormazd sipped on his coffee.


Kanimozhi had called the hotel an hour-and-a-half ago. The receptionist had tried putting the call through repeatedly. Each time, nobody picked up.


Hormazd had been in bed with his headphones on and hadn’t heard the phone ring. Finally, when Kanimozhi persisted with her calls, the hotel sent somebody upstairs with a cordless phone.


At first, Hormazd had been surprised—he hadn’t noticed the missing iPad till Kanimozhi’s call came through. He asked her to wait at the café and then called for a taxi.


‘Are you sure a cup of tea is enough? Can I buy you dinner or at least give you some money?’


Kanimozhi shook her head vigorously. ‘Please sir. No. I just wanted to help.’


‘I cannot thank you enough.’


Hormazd told her that his iPad was the centre of his life. It had all his photos, notes, emails and recordings from the fair.


‘So, do you go back to India tomorrow?’


‘Yes, in the evening. But first we are going to Lausanne. For a trip. It’s going to be a waste of time. But my colleagues have forced me to go.’


‘Lausanne is very nice. How are you going?’


‘I think we’re hiring cars.’


‘Oh, in that case . . .’ Kanimozhi was about to say something, then changed her mind. Instead she asked, ‘Are you Hindu?’


‘No. Parsi. But what were you going to say?’


Kanimozhi suddenly exploded into a fit of coughing. She covered her mouth with a paper napkin.


‘Sorry. Wow. I need to go see a doctor. So, I was going to say . . . there is a Murugan temple just outside Lausanne. It is very new and very nice. If you have time you should go there.’


Kanimozhi told Hormazd that the temple had been funded by Sri Lankan refugees, and the idol had been flown in from Chennai. Hormazd promised to tell his friends about it. After thanking her again profusely, he got up, walked out of the café, and jogged to a cab across the road.


Kanimozhi watched him go.


Nice man. Wonder if he will go to the . . . maybe . . . maybe I will go tomorrow. Why not? I can ask Murugan to reward me for returning the iPad . . .
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85 days before the outbreak


The next morning, the group of Indian journalists stopped at the temple on their way to Lausanne. Hormazd had insisted. Later, investigators would wonder why a Parsi boy with no apparent interest in any religion, not even his own, decided to visit a Murugan temple in Switzerland. Why didn’t he just drive by?


‘Hormazd, this place is amazing,’ said one the journalists, as the group stood in the courtyard of the Lausanne Murugan temple.


Hormazd agreed. It was an impressive place of worship. Mostly because it was so new. This looks like someone took Babulnath, dry-cleaned it, and shipped it to Lausanne. He was happy he had taken Kanimozhi’s recommendation seriously.


The group took lots of pictures. Some prayed. Some bought souvenirs from a little gift shop. Then, around forty minutes later, they all decided to carry on to Lausanne. Hormazd was the last to walk out of the compound, when he heard a cough behind him.


He turned around and immediately recognised Kanimozhi standing in the courtyard. She was wearing the same frayed jacket. As she coughed, she leaned against an ornate lamp post for support.


‘Hormazd, chalo yaar . . .’


Wow. That cough has really . . .


Kanimozhi let go of the lamp post and fell to the ground. There was a crack as her left cheek hit the stone pavement. Hormazd ran towards her. He knelt by her side, lifted her up by the shoulders and placed her head on his lap. Her face was mottled with blue and grey spots. There was a deep purple bruise on her cheek.


‘Oh my god, are you all right . . .?’


Suddenly, Kanimozhi went quiet. Her eyes bulged, her mouth opened in a silent scream, and her back arched.


‘SOMEBODY CALL AN AMBULANCE . . .’


A man ran towards the gift shop.


Kanimozhi snapped her head back. Hormazd heard a rasping sound.


And then something happened that, in the months to come, would happen over and over again. And each time it happened it would shock those who witnessed it. Even medical practitioners and public health workers, who in their careers had seen some of the worst outbreaks of disease in the world, would watch in awe and disgust. Nothing had prepared them for this. Eventually, someone came up with a name for this final stage in the life of the patient: ‘meltdown’.


No one would ever forget the first time they witnessed a body in ‘meltdown’.


There, in the courtyard of the Lausanne Murugan temple, Kanimozhi was in the throes of ‘meltdown’. Jets of dark, thick blood erupted simultaneously from her mouth, ears, nose and rectum. They exploded on to Hormazd, drenching his clothes and pooling around on the stone pavement. Within moments, it began to turn into a dark sludge that stank.


Hormazd began to scream.


By the time the ambulance crew arrived, seventeen minutes later, Hormazd and the Indian group were nowhere to be found. They had bundled themselves into their cars and had sped back to Geneva.


In time to come . . .


The Swiss police were initially keen to track down these tourists. Most of all, they were eager to find the man who appeared on CCTV cameras, trying to help the dying woman. What happened to him? Had he fallen ill? Did he know her?


But, as days passed, the police began to lose interest. The autopsy on the woman had been inconclusive. She had died from some form of haemorrhagic fever. One policeman suggested that perhaps Kanimozhi had been poisoned. Maybe she had been involved with some unsettled vendetta from the Sri Lankan civil war. Tests for most known poisons returned negative.


When, after a month, no one else in Lausanne showed similar symptoms, the police closed the case and handed the frozen body back to the Balasinghams. Local authorities in Lausanne concluded that perhaps she had caught something during her trip to Sri Lanka.


By then, the microscopic bug that had destroyed Kanimozhi Balasingham had travelled halfway across the world. It had taken the long route from Jaffna to Mumbai. And now it found itself in an exceedingly friendly environment.


It could get down to doing what it did best—kill.
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Justice Kashyap Commission of Inquiry


Reference: PS 4/PI 17/Maha/Session 4


File type: Raw transcript of interview, audio recording


Location: Provisional Lok Sabha Complex, Port Blair


Security clearance level: 2


Note: This recording features two voices


Justice Kashyap [JK]: Start recording. Two members. PLSC. 23 February. Can you please state your name and occupation?


Aayush Vajpeyi [AV]: Aayush Vajpeyi. Special assistant to the Indian high commissioner to New Zealand.


JK: Thank you for coming all the way to Port Blair. Can you state your Aadhar number please? For the record?


AV: 14L1437.


JK: At the time of the incident that this commission is currently investigating what was your occupation?


AV: At the time of the outbreak, I was posted in Mumbai as a social medical officer.


JK: What do you mean by social medical officer? An SMO?


AV: Sir . . . everybody knows this . . .


JK: Mr Vajpeyi, some of the questions put to you by the commission will be of an obvious nature. Many of these things have been covered by the media and in other official reports. But I would still like you to answer them. It is in the interest of the nation to have all possible details on record.


AV: Of course. I understand perfectly, sir.


JK: Very good. So please explain what the responsibilities of an SMO were at the time of your posting in Mumbai.


AV: The SMO was a new designation, created three years ago, within the public health system. As a part of a new national plan to combat drug-resistant diseases . . .


JK: This is the Srivatsa programme?


AV: Yes, sir.


JK: How did the SMO fit into Srivatsa?


AV: Ummm . . . I think I should first explain Srivatsa . . .


JK: Please go ahead. We have plenty of time.


AV: I will not get into the absolute details here. Unless you want me to . . . okay. Around the year 2010, researchers began to find strains of well-known diseases in India that were not responding to the usual antibiotics used to treat them. TB patients . . . tuberculosis patients . . . for instance . . . were simply not responding to TB medicines. And even if they were, doctors were being forced to administer higher concentrations of these drugs . . .


JK: Were the diseases themselves changing? Becoming stronger?


AV: Yes. But not exactly. Let me explain it like this. Assume, sir, that you are suffering from a disease. Say TB. You have a hundred cells of TB inside you. Let’s say that 75 per cent of these are killed by normal doses of the usual medicines. But 25 per cent are not.


JK: Why not?


AV: The most basic reason is that disease cells sometimes undergo mutations as they multiply. And every once in a while, one of these mutant cells stops reacting to the usual drugs. It achieves immunity. There are other complicated reasons as well . . .


JK: Carry on.


AV: Sir . . . I am sure you have spoken to experts regarding this topic? I am not really a specialist . . .


JK: Perhaps. But I would like very much to listen to Aayush Vajpeyi’s version.


AV: Okay. So assume that 25 per cent of the TB cells in your body are drug-resistant. Now, as you consume your normal doses of TB medicine, the 75 per cent begin to die away, leaving the resistant mutations behind. Step by step, the 25 per cent start proliferating inside you. Eventually, what you have is a colony of disease cells that is perhaps totally drug-resistant.


JK: So, what happens to the patient then?


AV: The patient deteriorates. Sometimes he gets better . . . and then he gets worse. He needs larger doses and stronger drugs to defeat these resistant cells. But the drug-resistant strain spreads . . . and strengthens . . . and spreads . . .


JK: Interesting. So Srivatsa was . . .?


AV: A national plan to get to the bottom of this problem. By attacking it at every level—hospitals, clinics, nurses, researchers, pharmacies, pharmaceutical companies . . .


JK: Where does the SMO come in?


AV: One of Srivatsa’s core ideas was to change the way in which antibiotics were being used in society. Some people self-medicate instead of going to a doctor. Others stop their doses as soon as they feel better—perhaps to save money—instead of completing the treatment. Pharmacies sell just about anything over the counter, making this problem worse. One of the biggest factors driving the emergence of drug-resistance is the horrible, casual misuse of medicines.


JK: And your job was to interact with society at large and change people’s behaviour?


AV: Exactly. Door to door. Talking to people. Visiting hospitals. Talking to staff at pharmacies.


JK: Did it work?


AV: Yes. But no thanks to Srivatsa. Bombay Fever did our work for us. Drug misuse has plummeted since then.


JK: Just to digress for a moment. Have you witnessed a Bombay Fever meltdown? An actual patient undergoing that? Mr Vajpeyi? I asked you . . .


AV: Many times, sir. Many, many, many times. It is . . . the worst thing I have ever witnessed in my life. The worst.


JK: I am sorry. I have only ever seen it in video recordings.


AV: There are videos? I thought every single recording had been . . .


JK: There are some. I am sorry if I upset you. But there will be other questions which will probe the details of the outbreak.


AV: Of course. I understand.


JK: Very good. Can you tell me, in your words, how Bombay Fever came . . .


AV: At first we all thought it broke out at Bandra Kurla Complex . . .
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4 days before the outbreak


Amod Patil, who would later become infamous as Subject Zero—the first confirmed Indian casualty in the Bombay Fever outbreak—sat in his parked Hyundai i20. The car was in the farthest corner of the staff parking area outside the ICICI Bank building in Mumbai’s Bandra Kurla Complex. It was a little before midnight and there were just three other parked vehicles in the lot.


Patil looked at his watch impatiently. 11.23 pm.


Seven more minutes to go.


Patil had spent the preceding two-and-a-half hours in the driver’s seat, sifting through a stack of office documents. They were mostly proposals and price lists from service providers—caterers, taxi services, printers, housekeeping firms, event managers—the types of companies that would offer their services to a ‘new media’ start-up.


Patil was bored, sleepy and hungry. He turned around, reached for the back seat, retrieved his gym bag, and tossed it into the passenger seat next to him. As he unzipped the bag, Patil grimaced. The car was filled with the stench of sweat. But Patil was famished and he recalled that he usually carried a few packets of wholemeal crackers in his gym bag for emergencies.


As he munched on a cracker, Patil glanced at his watch again. 11.29 pm.


Close enough.


He stepped out of the car and looked around. He then walked past the parking lot, crossed a small service lane, and then the car park by the adjoining building. He strode towards the building’s façade, swiped his identity card at the access door, and stepped into a large, oval-shaped lobby.


Here, he asked a security guard, who sat behind a desk: ‘Have they left?’


The guard, later Subject 21 or 22, nodded with a smile.


Brilliant. I have achieved complete secrecy.


Amod Patil walked towards the elevator, pressed a button, and shivered. The lobby, awash with cold air from the building’s massive climate control system, was at least 10 degrees colder than outside.


What a waste of electricity.


As Patil waited for the elevator, he pulled out a folded piece of paper from his trouser pocket. Listed on the sheet were thirty-six entries, empty boxes next to each one. On top, in bold, was the title: ‘Housekeeping Checklist’.


Amod Patil, the newly recruited admin manager for The Indian Opinion, entered an empty newsroom—small by the standards of most Indian media organisations, with workstations for just twenty-five employees. The company had just started hiring, and all but eight seats were empty. In some cases, office chairs lay cocooned in plastic wrapping.


Patil took a pen from his workstation and held it in one hand, the checklist in the other. He then started a slow and methodical inspection of the quality of work done by the housekeepers who had come at around 11 pm.


Over the previous week Patil had received several complaints about smelly toilets, dirty carpeting and sloppy cleaning. He had decided to inspect the quality of the cleaners’ work right after they left. His plan was to take photographs of all the inadequate work, and email this, along with a strongly worded letter, to the housekeeping contractor.


Forty minutes into his inspection, Patil was in a very foul mood. The quality of work in the newsroom itself was appalling. He now had to check both the men’s and women’s toilets.


God help me. If they can’t vacuum the carpets . . .


Surprisingly the women’s toilets had been cleaned very well.


The men’s, less so.


In particular, Patil was bothered by the washbasins. None of them had been scrubbed. One basin had globules of viscous yellow fluid splattered on the mirror behind it.


Patil rolled his eyes.


3 days before the outbreak


Past midnight, Patil had ticked off every item on his checklist. Another twenty minutes, and he had sent his email to the contractor.


He got up, slipped the checklist into a drawer, and then popped into the men’s room. As he began washing his hands, his eyes kept going to the little splatter of yellow on the mirror.


What is that? Soap?


Amod Patil stood straight, pulled a tissue from the dispenser on the wall, and looked at himself as he wiped his hands clean.


Patil was a thirty-two-year-old single man in the prime of his life. He had never felt or looked better. And this was beginning to tell on the way his social life had blossomed over the last three months.


Since moving to Mumbai, Patil had been on dates at least once every weekend. Most of them went very well. Patil always made it clear that he was not looking for anything serious or long term. In fact, he wasn’t even particularly looking for sex. He seemed to enjoy the conversation and the company of his companions, and often stayed in touch with them afterwards.


Thus, in a very short time, Amod Patil had nurtured a large social network in Mumbai. Members of this circle would describe him as a nice, hard-working man whose only fault was vanity. Patil was somewhat obsessed with the way he looked.


Later, when they put together his complete medical history, investigators would realise why Patil had been fanatical about staying in shape. For most of his life, Patil had been morbidly obese. It was only after his thirtieth birthday that he had embarked on a strict regime of diet and exercise.


Patil crumpled the paper towel. He was just about to throw it into the empty bin when he stopped. He leaned forward and wiped the yellow splatter from the mirror. He noticed that some of the liquid had dried into a crust. So, Patil ran the used towel under a tap for a moment, and scrubbed the mirror clean. He then balled up the paper again and threw it away.


In the morning, Amod Patil would come to work feeling a little under the weather.


‘It is okay,’ he’d tell one of the reporters at The Indian Opinion, ‘it is just a mild cough.’
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84 days before the outbreak


The driver who worked for Rapid Cabs, a radio taxi company, slowed his car outside the small, freshly painted guard post. He rolled down his window. Inside the guard post, a policeman sat in front of a small metal desk, on which was a large ledger.


‘Destination?’ The policeman spat out the words.


‘Cusrow Baug,’ the taxi driver replied. The policeman carefully wrote this down.


‘Passenger name?’


The taxi driver turned around and looked at the passenger in the back seat. ‘Sir?’ he mumbled.


His passenger sat slumped. His eyes were closed. He seemed asleep. Then, he spoke without moving or even opening his eyes. ‘Hormazd Patel,’ he muttered before gently coughing twice.


‘Hormazd!’ repeated the taxi driver.


‘Go!’ said the policeman even before he had finished writing it down.


The taxi swung out of the Mumbai airport’s exit lanes and swerved into the main road outside. Within moments, it was stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Hormazd sat up, looked at the traffic through the windscreen. He exhaled dejectedly, then coughed again.


The driver had forgotten to roll up his window, and hot, humid air mixed with exhaust fumes streamed into the car.


‘Boss, close the window, no?’


‘Sorry, sir.’


Hormazd slumped back into the seat. After a few moments, he pulled out his mobile phone, reactivated data, and opened the browser application. He then punched in the words: ‘Lausanne Murugan temple woman death’.


Google returned seven results.


Six of these were identical—copies of the same Reuters wire story that stated that two days prior, a woman had died at a temple in Lausanne under mysterious circumstances. Local authorities in the city said they were still investigating. The victim was identified as Kanimozhi Balasingham, a Sri Lankan Tamil refugee who lived in Geneva with her parents. She was a student at the University of Geneva who worked part-time as a cleaner and babysitter. She had just returned to Switzerland after a two-week holiday in Jaffna. The Lausanne police said they had no evidence of foul play and reassured the public, and especially the Sri Lankan community, that there was no reason to panic or worry.


Hormazd read the story once more.


No mention of any Indian tourist. No mention of the iPad or even the trade fair.


The seventh and final search result led Hormazd to a community website run by Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Switzerland. There was a blog entry on Kanimozhi’s death with details on how readers could send messages and money to the grieving family.


Hormazd coughed again.


‘Sir, are you okay?’


‘Yes, I am fine. Thank you.’


‘Where are you coming from—if you don’t mind me asking?’


‘Geneva. In Switzerland.’


‘Wow. How is the weather there? Not like this boiling heat in our Mumbai?’


‘No, no. It was very cold there.’


‘Is that why you are coughing?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


I fucking hope so, man. I fucking hope so.


‘Take care, sir. There is a viral fever going around Mumbai. My wife and daughter are both ill. The little one hasn’t gone to school for four days.’


‘Hmm.’


Hormazd was no longer paying attention. He was reading the comments under the Kanimozhi blog post, most of which discussed the circumstances surrounding her death. Several were in agreement that Kanimozhi had been targeted by some anti-Tamil outfit—perhaps a Sinhala agent. Some relayed ‘rumours’ that Kanimozhi was spotted with a group of ‘brown guys’ at the temple. A few were convinced that she had been killed by an anti-immigrant Swiss racist group. While such groups usually targeted Muslim refugees, they were happy to pick on anybody who seemed sufficiently foreign.


Few of these commentators, Hormazd noticed, seemed to care for the exact details surrounding Kanimozhi’s death.


How did she die? How did she die . . . like that? It has to be poison of some kind. No disease can possibly kill in this manner.


Hormazd looked out of the window. They were still on the Western Express Highway. It would take an hour to reach his flat. Possibly longer.


‘Boss, I am going to sleep for a bit. Will you wake me up when you are near Cusrow Baug?’


‘No problem, sir.’


In time to come . . .


The next morning, Hormazd Patel went back to work. For the first two or three days, he was unproductive. His mind constantly went back to what happened in Lausanne. Every few hours he searched for news updates. He even installed a browser extension on his computer that translated Swiss newspaper websites to English.


All too soon, as Kanimozhi Balasingham dropped out of the Swiss news cycle, Hormazd Patel regained his focus.


His cough persisted. But it was mild, never got worse, and eventually Hormazd learnt to ignore it.


And then it got worse.


By the end of his week in India, Hormazd was in bed with a cough, headache and a mild fever. He also felt a dull throbbing pain in his armpits. His mother Siloo Patel was convinced he had an ear infection. She always got an ear infection when she travelled on an aeroplane.


‘Hormazd,’ she said, seated next to him on the bed, ‘why don’t you try my medicines for a day or two? If you are still unwell you can go and see Dr Kamat.’


Hormazd agreed. Work was piling up and he was eager to get back to the office as soon as possible.


Siloo went to her medicine cabinet on the wall above the television set in the living room, and looked for three bottles, respectively marked ‘Fever’, ‘Cough’ and ‘Ear Infection’.


She removed a tablet from each. Hormazd swallowed all three in one go with a draught of water.


Siloo Patel did not know that her ‘Cough’ and ‘Ear Infection’ bottles both contained drugs with identical compositions. She had just given her son a massive dose of the antibiotic amoxicillin.


Within hours, Hormazd Patel began to feel better. Instead of visiting Dr Kamat, like he should have, Hormazd decided to continue consuming mother’s cocktail of drugs for the next eight days.


On the thirteenth morning after his return to India, he felt perfectly fine. The cough, fever and ache in his armpits had all subsided.


Siloo’s drugs had eradicated most of the malignant organism that had colonised Hormazd’s lungs. Most—but not all. Even as Hormazd got better, a small remnant of the disease inside him began to grow. Slowly.


Unbeknownst to anybody, Hormazd Patel had become the carrier of a new, immeasurably more potent mutant strain of the bacteria that had reduced Kanimozhi Balasingham to a bloody puddle on the grounds outside the Lausanne Murugan temple.
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3 days before the outbreak


Nabeel Karimudeen, founding editor of The Indian Opinion, and its oldest employee, walked into the conference room at exactly 10.54 am. He settled into the chair at the head of the table. On the wall behind, a large, flat-screen LCD display played a montage of six TV news channels—four Indian, one American and one British. The screen was a mess of scrolling text and talking heads.


The display had its audio output turned down to zero at Karimudeen’s express bidding. If any employee of The Indian Opinion wished to watch a news channel, he was expected to do so at the PC with earphones. Allowing even a second of what Nabeel called the ‘noxious vomit that is broadcast news’ to seep into the newsroom was bound to provoke an instant and brutal response from the founding editor.


Nabeel placed a Moleskine notebook on the table and opened it to a page that had been marked with an old, fading Air India boarding pass. He then began to go through the notes he had made earlier that morning during his drive to work.


Slowly, six of the remaining seven members of The Indian Opinion’s staff began to shuffle into the conference room and settle into chairs. Each person set the mobile phone to mute and then placed a notebook on the table.


At precisely 11.00 am, Nabeel Karimudeen spoke.


‘Good morning. I’ll just quickly go through some notes I made this morning . . .’


Amod Patil scrambled into the room, coughed sharply twice, and then sat down. Nabeel looked at him. It was unlike Amod Patil to be late.


‘Amod, are you okay?’


‘Yes, sir. It is just a mild cough. I am fine.’


‘Are you taking anything for that?’


‘Yes, I had medicines at home.’


‘Please see a doctor before you take anything strong, Amod,’ said Janani Ganesh, the deputy editor.


Nabeel continued: ‘As I was saying. My morning notes. Just a few minor things before we get to the World Financial Forum. Tushar, can you follow up on why they still haven’t released the GDP numbers for this quarter? It is unlike the current dispensation to be sloppy with such things.’


Tushar Jain nodded and immediately reached for his notebook.


‘See if there is any bad news they are trying to dress up. Namita, what are you busy with right now?’


‘I am working on that Ethiopian food story . . . the new restaurant near the airport . . .’


‘Oh, yes. Good story. But finish it soon? We need to build a bank of feature stories. Something to keep traffic coming over weekends?’


‘Will do. I’ll file it tonight. And then we can chat tomorrow morning after the meeting?’


Nabeel nodded.


‘Mr Pradip Saha, have you done anything productive over the last few days?’


Everyone laughed. Nabeel constantly picked on the young economist who was the website’s senior editorial writer. Pradip was an excellent essayist.


‘Any luck at all with getting Mehta to write for us, Pradip?’


‘Not yet. But we’re getting there. It isn’t an issue of money. He is just far too committed to The Indian Express.’


‘Tell him we don’t want exclusivity. Pay him more. Show him circulation figures for The Indian Express. Do whatever it takes. Get him. We need him.’


‘On it.’


One by one Nabeel exhausted his list of story ideas. One by one the reporters around the table solemnly made notes in their own books.


Finally, Nabeel brought up the big event. In three days, the India Summit of the World Financial Forum (WFF) would take place in Mumbai. The Indian Opinion had been chosen as ‘exclusive online media partner’. The appointment had been something of a media coup. It had raised eyebrows and made some senior editors all over Mumbai and Delhi very upset.


Two things had convinced the organisers. First, Nabeel had a brilliant track record as a reporter and editor. Second, one of the venture capitalists who backed The Indian Opinion had made phone calls to some very important people at the WFF headquarters in Geneva.


‘I cannot emphasise this enough. This is our big break. If we can pull off the India Summit . . . boom! It may not blow our traffic off the charts. But it can make us a lot of money and establish credibility. Janani will commission and edit all the stories. But I will keep an eye on everything. Everything. Don’t screw this up, guys.’


Nabeel then looked at Amod.


It was highly uncommon for morning meetings at newsrooms to involve anybody from the non-editorial side of the business. But Nabeel’s team was so small that he had to involve all employees. He couldn’t let Amod and the marketing manager feel that they weren’t a part of the team.


‘Amod?’


Amod, who had been holding his fist to his mouth all through the meeting, suddenly exploded in a fit of coughing. He apologised and informed everyone about his late-night raid. ‘I’ve given the contractor three days to improve his ops, or ship out.’


‘Awesome,’ said Nabeel.


Next, it was the marketing manager’s turn. She gave a brief overview of revenues in the usual vague terms. ‘Overall,’ she said a few minutes later, ‘things are looking okay. Not great. Just okay. As long as our headcount stays small, we should keep making money. Hopefully Lufthansa will renew their campaign this week.’


‘Very good. Thanks all. Everyone can leave except the leadership team.’


Everyone chuckled. The leadership team currently comprised just two people: Janani Ganesh and Nabeel Karimudeen.


After the team left, Janani closed the door. ‘How did the interview here with Hormazd go yesterday?’ she asked Nabeel.


‘Very well. Well, under the circumstances. He was running a fever and had a bad cough.’ Nabeel looked through the glass walls of the conference room. Amod was chatting with Rochelle Mendonca.


‘Anyway. So yes. I think he is most likely on board. We need someone senior who . . . who understands features. Namita is great. But she needs guidance. Hormazd is a good guy. Hope he joins us.’


Janani nodded, a neutral expression on her face. ‘How does that leave us in the manpower department?’


‘Not very well,’ Nabeel said. ‘If Hormazd comes on board that is a big chunk of my hiring budget gone.’


‘Hope it works out, I guess.’


‘Hmm.’


Nabeel got up and Janani followed. Suddenly, she stopped. ‘Wait. There is one more thing. I should have brought it up before.’


‘Go on.’


‘Have you seen this SMO thing on Facebook?’


Nabeel looked at her blankly.


She continued, ‘Okay, so there is this SMO guy, part of that Srivatsa scheme.’


‘Srivatsa? The health thing?’


‘Yeah. He has pissed off a whole bunch of people. Apparently walked into a building full of Muslim families and insisted he speak to men and women.’


‘Cue: social media meltdown?’


‘Yep. I want to pick it up before the TV guys do. I think there is a good story here, Nabeel. A proper story about public health.’


‘Sure. Use your editorial judgement. And report the heck out of it.’


‘Of course.’


Both journalists left the conference room and went to their respective workstations. Janani’s seat was towards the end of the newsroom. Nabeel had his own office. He walked in and closed the door behind him.


Shortly before lunch, Rochelle Mendonca knocked on Nabeel’s door. She had an idea that would eventually change everything. ‘Sir, I was wondering . . . since we are the exclusive online partner, can we also do short online videos from the Summit? Something quirky and cool?’
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