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The earth does not forget what it has held.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A NOTE ON THE WORLD
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The outbreak did not announce itself.

It came up through the pipes in late July, through the groundwater first, then the canals, then the taps in the houses along the canal corridors of the 0121 telephone dialling zone, which is what people call the Black Country and Birmingham and the dense industrial sprawl between them, the place where England kept its engine for two hundred years until the engine ran out of things to burn and everyone quietly agreed to stop mentioning it.

The organism had been in the deep coal seams beneath Netherton for longer than there were people to have opinions about it. It was old in the way geology is old, which is to say that human timescales were not a concept it possessed. It spread through water because it had always spread through water. It used hosts because that was what it did, the same way a river uses a valley, not with malice but with the simple persistence of a thing following the path of least resistance.

By the time anyone understood what it was, it was in everything wet.

They called the infected the Drowned, because that was what they looked like. Not rotting. Not dead in the ordinary sense. Saturated. Their skin translucent and stretched, their muscles turned to black fibrous cords, their lungs full of the organism so that when they opened their mouths the sound that came out was not a voice but a wet, bubbling exhalation, the sound of something breathing through liquid.

They moved. They gathered near water. They did not eat, did not sleep, did not pursue in the way of ordinary predators. They went where the hive mind sent them and they stayed where the hive mind told them to stay and they waited with the patience of something that has been patient since before the Carboniferous.

The government called it a contamination event and sealed the zone in August.

They called it the 0121.

By November, thirty-one percent of the zone's population had been confirmed infected or confirmed dead or confirmed missing, which was a bureaucratic way of saying that nobody knew where they were and nobody was going in to find out.

In Ward Seven of Dudley Guest Hospital, a fourteen-year-old girl called Lilly Jarvis was sitting on the edge of a bed wrapped in plastic sheeting, picking at a loose thread, and checking her hands every morning to make sure they were still hers.

They were.

They were almost white.

Nobody had explained to her yet what that meant.

But they were working up to it.



​PHASE I: THE BREACH
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​Chapter One: The Ward
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The smell hit before anything else.

Petroleum and rot, sweet and chemical and wrong in a way that settled at the back of your throat and refused to leave, like something had died in the ventilation and everyone had agreed by silent consent to stop mentioning it. I had been breathing it for so long that I sometimes forgot it was there, the same way you stop hearing a motorway if you live close enough to it. Then something would shift, a crack in the window seal or a change in the air pressure outside, and it would rush back in and remind me all over again that the world had gone rancid. That outside these walls, everything wet was black. That the smell was not the building. The smell was the planet.

I was sitting on the edge of Bed Four in Ward Seven of what used to be Dudley Guest Hospital, picking at a loose thread in the plastic sheeting that had been wrapped around my mattress sometime in September when the regular linen supply stopped arriving and the nurses started making practical decisions without explaining them to anyone. The sheet had gone yellow at the edges. Someone had written a small number two in permanent marker near the pillow end, faded now but still legible, the ghost of whoever had processed this room before the hospital became something other than a hospital. I had always wondered what happened to Bed Two. I had been wondering about it since October and I had never asked because asking felt like acknowledging that the answer might be something I did not want to know.

Outside the window, which was sealed with three layers of industrial tape and a sheet of clouded perspex that the nurses had bolted on in November using a drill that had woken everyone at six in the morning and which nobody had complained about because complaining about the drill meant thinking about why the drill was necessary, the sky was the colour of old dishwater. It was always that colour now. The sun came through it like something being seen from underwater, pale and distant and not quite real, a suggestion of light rather than light itself. I had stopped calling it morning and evening and started calling it bright-grey and dark-grey, which was accurate even if it was depressing.

There were six of us left in the ward.

There had been fourteen when I arrived.

I tried not to think about that.

Mrs. Okafor in Bed One was asleep, or pretending to be. She had mastered the trick of lying completely still with her eyes closed and her hands folded over her chest, and I had never in three months been able to tell the difference between her actually sleeping and her simply not wanting to participate in the ward anymore. I respected that about her enormously. She was seventy-three years old and she had survived two actual wars, a stroke, the death of her husband, the emigration of her children to various continents, and now the 0121 outbreak, and if she had decided that she was going to spend the remaining portion of her existence with her eyes closed and her hands folded, that seemed to me like a perfectly reasonable position that I was not qualified to criticise.

The boy in Bed Six, whose name I had never learned because he had arrived unconscious in late October on a trolley that came up from A and E and had not spoken a single word since regaining consciousness three days later, was staring at the ceiling with the blank concentration of someone doing very difficult long division in their head. He was maybe nine years old. He had wrists like pencils and eyes that had taken in everything that had happened to him and filed it somewhere very deep, and when he was not staring at the ceiling he was staring at the wall, and when he was not staring at the wall he was sleeping, and sometimes when he was sleeping he made a sound like something leaking.

I looked at my own hands. Turned them over, front to back, the way I did every morning, the ritual that had replaced every other morning ritual I had ever had, the cup of tea and the scrolling through my phone and the arguments with my mum about whether I was getting up or not. I checked the knuckles, the veins along the back, the pale curve of skin between my thumb and forefinger. I checked the soft skin on the inside of my wrists. I checked my palms, which were always slightly cold, had always been slightly cold even before any of this, a thing my mum used to complain about when I put my hands on her arms.

All clean. All the right colour.

No black.

I let out a breath I had not known I was holding, the same breath I let out every morning, the same relief that never quite felt like relief because it was followed immediately by the knowledge that tomorrow I would have to do it again.

That was the ritual. Every morning, check the hands. Check the neck next, the soft skin behind the ears where the veins ran close to the surface. Check the whites of your eyes in the cracked mirror above the sink that still, against all reasonable expectation, ran with clear water, though we had been told in October not to drink from it. If you woke up and your skin was still your skin, translucent and pink and embarrassingly ordinary, then you had made it through another night. You were still yourself. You had not been touched.

If the Ink had found you, you would know. You always knew. It was not subtle, not in the early stages, not when it first took hold. You felt it before you saw it, a heaviness that was not fatigue, a fullness in the tissue that was not inflammation, a sense of your own body becoming occupied by something other than you.

I had seen it happen once, to a man called Pete who had been in Bed Eleven before Bed Eleven stopped being a thing anyone referred to. He was a plumber from Cradley Heath, stocky and loud and always asking if anyone had a pack of cards, always trying to get a game going, always managing to be cheerful in a way that was either genuine or was the most convincing performance of cheerfulness I had ever encountered. He was fine on the Tuesday. On the Wednesday morning he was lying very still, which was the first wrong thing because Pete was not a very-still kind of person, and the black was already in his fingernails, already threading up through the veins of his forearms in thin, perfect lines, delicate as something drawn on with a technical pen by someone who was very good at their job. By the Wednesday afternoon the nurses had sealed his bay with the plastic that was kept rolled up behind the nursing station and called upstairs on the internal phone that still worked even though almost nothing else did.

They never brought him back down.

I did not ask what happened upstairs. I had a very reasonable idea and I was managing by not confirming it.

The ward door opened with its familiar pneumatic hiss, the sound of the rubber seals compressing and releasing, the sound I associated with assessment and blood draws and conversations I did not want to have, and I straightened up automatically because straightening up was what you did when the door opened, it was a survival instinct I had developed in the same way I had developed the hand-checking, as a response to an environment that rewarded the appearance of being fine.

Three people came through: two nurses in their yellow hazmat suits, bulky and faceless behind the visors, the kind of suits that eliminated personality along with biological risk, and behind them a man I had never seen before.

He was tall, around fifty, wearing a dark green army-surplus jacket with no insignia on it and no explanation of the no-insignia, which I had already learned was a way of communicating authority rather than a way of hiding it. His face was lean and angular, the kind of face that had once been handsome and had settled somewhere along the way for authoritative instead, the cheekbones slightly too prominent, the jaw slightly too square, the eyes a flat grey-blue that gave away nothing and seemed to be doing it on purpose. He had grey at his temples and the kind of posture that suggested he had spent years being told he was important and had decided, at some point, to believe it. He was holding a clipboard and he walked the way soldiers walk, like the floor owed him something and was about to pay up.

He stopped at the foot of my bed.

I looked at him.

He looked at me.

In the three months I had been in Ward Seven, I had developed a taxonomy of looks. There was the medical look, quick and functional, the glance of someone cataloguing symptoms. There was the pity look, which I hated more than the medical look, the one that lingered on my age and went slightly soft at the edges. There was the what-are-we-going-to-do-with-you look, which various administrators and social workers had deployed in my direction since my mother's address had appeared in the zone records in August.

This man's look was none of those.

He was looking at me the way you look at something you need and are trying to work out how to obtain.

"Lilly Jarvis," he said. It was not a question. He already knew. He had come through the door already knowing.

"Last time I checked," I said.

One of the nurses made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had been allowed to develop properly. It was not allowed to develop properly. The man with the clipboard did not react.

"I am Sergeant Hall," he said. "I am here to conduct a standard assessment."

"You are the third standard assessment this month," I said. "Fourth if you count the woman from the university who asked me questions about my dreams for an hour and a half and then never came back. I have been thinking about that a lot, actually. Whether she found what she was looking for or whether she left disappointed."

"Miss Jarvis."

"I am fourteen," I said. "You can just call me Lilly. Everyone here calls me Lilly. Even Mrs. Okafor calls me Lilly and she calls the nurses by their surnames."

He pulled the chair from beside the empty Bed Three, the chair that lived there because the chair had to live somewhere and Bed Three had been empty since November, and he positioned it at the foot of my bed with the deliberate precision of a man establishing territory. He sat down. He crossed one leg over the other and opened the clipboard with the practised motion of a man who had spent many years turning paperwork into a form of power, who understood that information organised into tick boxes and columns and signatures was a kind of control that looked neutral.

"How are you feeling?" he said.

"Brilliant," I said. "The food is tremendous. I would especially recommend the beige squares they serve on Thursdays. I am fairly confident they were potatoes at some point in their lives, though I have not been able to confirm this with the nurses, who claim not to know, which seems either unlikely or extremely sad."

"Any new symptoms?" he said, pen moving. "Sensitivity to light? Changes in your vision? Numbness in the extremities? Changes in your skin temperature?"

"No," I said. "No. No. And my feet are always cold but that predates all of this."

He wrote something down. I watched his hand move across the page and I thought about the clipboard, about what was on it, about what it contained beyond the tick boxes and the medical shorthand. It probably had my entire history in this place, every blood draw and every scan and every conversation I had had with every person in a yellow suit since August, all reduced to the language of measurement and containment, the grammar of managing a problem.

I knew what I was.

They had tried to explain it in September, in careful measured tones, with a consultant who kept touching his own face through his visor and who used phrases like anomalous serological properties and atypical immune response and further investigation indicated, all of which were ways of not saying the thing directly. They had told me my blood was unusual. That it contained certain properties that the infection did not respond to in the expected ways. That the organism they were studying, the Ink, which they did not call the Ink in official documents but which everyone called the Ink because it was black and it moved through water and it spread like spilled ink along whatever surface it found, behaved differently when it encountered my blood than when it encountered anyone else's.

Differently meaning it stopped.

Differently meaning it broke down.

Differently meaning that a drop of what was inside my veins, placed next to a sample of what was inside the Drowned, caused the black to pull back as if scalded, to lose its structure, to dissolve.

They had not told me that. They had told me anomalous serological properties and left me to work the rest out myself, which I had done over the following months by listening through walls and reading documents upside-down on trolleys left by people who thought I was asleep and by paying the kind of quiet, systematic attention to everything around me that you develop when you have nothing else to do and a fairly strong instinct for self-preservation.

They were calling it the Solvent Effect in the documents.

They had not told me that either.

They thought I did not know.

"We will need another blood sample today," Sergeant Hall said, pen still moving.

"You took one on Monday," I said.

"Yes. We need another."

He said it the way people say things when they have already decided and are telling you as a formality rather than a consultation. I had met a lot of adults like that since August. They proliferated in emergencies, that type, the ones who understood crisis as primarily an organisational problem and who derived from this understanding a kind of authority that did not require justification because the urgency was self-justifying. They bloomed in disasters like certain fungi bloomed after rain.

"Fine," I said.

He stood up. He closed the clipboard. He looked at me for a moment that went on slightly longer than assessment required, the calculating look, the obtaining look, and I held his gaze and thought about the thing I had overheard three weeks ago, the conversation outside the ward at two in the morning between two voices I had not been able to identify, one of which had said the concentration is promising and the other of which had said how much would we need and the first voice had said all of it.

I had filed that away with everything else.

"You are a very unusual young woman, Miss Jarvis," he said.

"Lilly," I said.

He left. The door sealed behind him with that soft compressed click, the rubber seals doing their job, and I lay back on the plastic mattress and looked at the ceiling tiles and thought about the last thing my mum had said to me before the outbreak reached our street and she had put me in the car and driven me to the hospital because she had seen something in the water that came out of the tap and she did not want me near it.

She had said: stay out of trouble, Lill.

She had said it like she always said it, with the half-exasperation of someone who knew it was largely pointless advice when directed at me specifically. She had said it and then she had kissed me on the forehead and gone back to the house and I had sat in the hospital car park for twenty minutes trying to decide whether going in was more or less terrifying than going back, and eventually the smell had decided for me, the petroleum smell coming through the car's ventilation, and I had gone in.

That was August.

I had not seen her since.

I thought about that a lot.



The blood draw happened at two in the afternoon, which was when they always did it, and it was Nurse Chen who came, as it was Nurse Chen who almost always came, because the other nurses had rotated out of Ward Seven's assignment or been reassigned or whatever word the management was using for the various disappearances that characterised life in this building, and Nurse Chen was what remained.

She was short and quick and efficient and she had, from the very beginning, talked to me like a person rather than like a specimen or a problem or a case number, which was not as common as you might expect and which I valued in a way that had become increasingly difficult to articulate as the months passed. She had a habit of humming while she worked, not a recognisable song, just a sound, a low tuneless vibration that meant concentration, the auditory equivalent of a dog wagging its tail. She had also, since sometime in October, tied a small plastic yellow duck to the inside of her visor, one of those bath ducks, miniature, with a painted-on smile, that swung gently when she moved. The duck's name was, I had decided unilaterally, Gerald. She had never confirmed this. She had never denied it.

Gerald was swinging as she settled onto the stool beside my bed and opened her kit with the moves of someone who had done this so many thousands of times that the actions had become entirely automatic and she could have conducted them blind.

"Left arm today," she said.

"It was right arm on Monday," I said.

"Left arm today," she said.

I gave her my left arm. She swabbed the crook of my elbow with the alcohol wipe, the cold chemical spread of it, and I looked away at the sealed window while she found the vein, which she always found on the first try because she was very good at what she did.

"How is the headache?" she said.

"Gone," I said.

"Mostly gone or actually gone?"

"Mostly gone," I said. "Still there if I turn too fast. Like it is waiting just out of sight."

She made a small sound. Not alarm. Not dismissal. The sound of someone filing information carefully.

"You should tell Doctor Patel," she said.

"Doctor Patel has not been on the ward in eleven days," I said.

A pause. The specific pause of a person who knows something and is deciding how much of it to share. I had become very good at identifying that pause, the architecture of it, the half-second of calculation that preceded selective honesty.

"The new rotation—" she started.

"Nurse Chen," I said. "Where is Doctor Patel."

Another pause. She was drawing blood now. I could feel the pull of it, that small strange sensation of something being taken, the body noticing.

"He has been reassigned," she said. With care. The word reassigned carrying the weight of a word being used to stand in for something else.

I looked at her. She was looking at the vial. Her face behind the visor was composed and neutral in the specific way of someone maintaining composure by concentrating very hard on something technical.

I looked at Gerald.

Gerald swung.

"Okay," I said.

She capped the vial and held it up to the fluorescent light the way she always did, checking the colour, the density, the translucency. The colour was wrong, the same way it had been wrong since the first blood draw in August, the same impossible wrong. My blood was almost white. Not anaemia-pale, not low-iron pale, actually almost white, with the faintest suggestion of red at the centre of the vial, like someone had mixed a drop of strawberry cordial into a glass of water and called it blood. It looked like something that had forgotten what it was supposed to be, that had been diluted past the point of recognition.

Nurse Chen labelled the vial with the sticker she kept ready on the back of her wrist. She set it in the tray. She began packing up her kit with her efficient economical movements.

"Anything else hurting?" she said.

"My feet are cold," I said.

"They are always cold," she said.

"Yeah," I said. "But now I am mentioning it again. For the record."

She clicked the kit closed. She picked up the tray. She stood and she adjusted Gerald with one gloved finger, straightening him, and then she looked at me. Really looked, directly, the look she deployed when she had something to communicate that could not be communicated in the language available to her.

"Get some sleep tonight," she said. "Proper sleep. Early."

I looked at her.

"Okay," I said.

"I mean it," she said.

I understood that she meant it in a way that had nothing to do with the quality of my rest.

She left. The door sealed. I lay back and listened to the ventilation and Mrs. Okafor breathing and the distant nothing of a corridor that might have had movement in it, and underneath all of that, underneath everything, the sound that had been there for three weeks and that I could not explain and had not mentioned to anyone.

The sound the pipes made when the Ink was moving through them.

Low and wet and rhythmic, a breathing kind of sound, a patience kind of sound, the sound of something that had been in the walls since before the walls were walls and would be in the walls long after. It rose at night and quieted during the day and it had a frequency that I felt more in my chest than heard with my ears, a resonance, a vibration that was somehow specific to me, aimed at me, that I was picking up the way an aerial picks up a signal.

I pressed my hands over my ears.

I waited for it to stop.

It did not stop.



It was twelve forty-seven in the morning, I know because the clock on the wall at the far end of the ward was the one thing in the building that still worked with complete reliability, when I heard the doors.

Not Ward Seven's door. Not the soft pneumatic compression of the rubber seals that I knew in my sleep. The doors further up, the heavy fire-rated ones at the end of the sealed corridor that were never opened except when something was being moved, equipment or supplies or the kind of thing that got moved at night in a hospital that had stopped being a hospital and was now something else, something with fewer windows and more locked rooms.

I had been lying awake because lying awake was what I did at night. Sleep had become a thing I visited rather than a thing I lived in, a brief unreliable place I went to and came back from with no particular control over the timing. The plastic sheeting crinkled when I breathed. The monitors beeped their small persistent beep. The pipes breathed in the walls.

I sat up.

The corridor light, the flat institutional white that made everything look like a photograph taken under distress, was visible under the gap at the bottom of the ward door. In that gap I could see shadows. More than one person. Moving with urgency, or with the controlled pace of people who had decided not to call their urgency by its name.

I got out of bed. Cold floor. Cold feet. Both expected.

Mrs. Okafor did not stir. The boy in Bed Six had his eyes open, which they sometimes were at night, and he was looking at the door, but he said nothing because he never said anything, and I had stopped waiting for him to.

I padded to the ward door and pressed my ear against the seal.

Two voices. Both male. Both held low and precise in the way of people accustomed to being overheard and managing it.

Sergeant Hall. I knew his voice now, the clipped placement of each word, the controlled flatness of a man who considered tone a resource to be spent carefully.

"The second batch confirms it," he said. "The concentration is sixty-eight percent stronger than the March samples. The degradation rate has actually reduced, which the lab did not anticipate."

"That is enough for a viable dose?" A second voice, older than Hall, with a quality to it like a board meeting, like a man accustomed to framing everything in terms of viability.

"Enough for forty viable doses," Hall said, "assuming the extraction process holds within the predicted parameters."

"And if it does not hold within the predicted parameters?"

A pause. The specific length of a pause that contains a decision already made.

"Then we lose the source," Hall said. "And we look for another. Though the probability of a second Solvent-positive subject presenting in the zone is—"

"Negligible," the board-meeting voice said.

"Negligible," Hall agreed.

I stood against the door seal with my cheek pressed to the cold rubber and I thought: the source. I thought about the vials in the tray and the concentration being sixty-eight percent stronger than the March samples and the forty viable doses and the word lose applied to a person and I thought: yes. That is me. That has always been me.

"The Decommissioning is confirmed for the seventeenth," the board-meeting voice said. "The firebombing schedule has been approved at the ministerial level. The Zone goes dark."

"I know," Hall said.

"If we are going to move her, it has to be before the seventeenth. After the seventeenth the northern roads are part of the controlled perimeter and we cannot move anything through them without—"

"I know," Hall said again. The quiet finality of a man who has been managing this problem for longer than the conversation suggests and does not need to be reminded of the timeline.

The shadows moved away. Their voices went with them, down the corridor, through whatever doors they had come from.

The corridor went still.

I stood at the ward door for a very long time.

The seventeenth.

I did not know what today's date was. Nobody told you the date in here and I had stopped asking in November because the asking cost something, the small admission that time passing mattered, that there was somewhere else I was supposed to be. There were no calendars on the walls. The windows were sealed against the knowledge of seasons. Days arrived and left with a sameness that was functional and probably intentional, the institutional version of what they did in casinos, removing the clues that might tell you how long you had been there.

The seventeenth.

The zone goes dark.

Forty viable doses.

If the extraction process holds.

I went back to my bed and I sat on the edge of it with my cold feet on the plastic floor and I looked at the small dark rectangle of the sealed window and I thought about all of it in the precise, systematic way I had trained myself to think about things since August, laying each piece next to each other, seeing what shape they made.

The shape they made was not complicated.

It was, in fact, very simple.

The shape they made was: before the seventeenth, or not at all.

I needed to talk to someone.

And at that precise moment, with the timing of a universe that either has an extremely black sense of humour or does not have a sense of humour at all but occasionally achieves the same effect through coincidence, the ward door opened.

Not Hall. Not the board-meeting voice. Not a nurse.

A man in a grey industrial overall, thick across the shoulders and carrying his size with the ease of someone who had been that size for a long time and had made a practical arrangement with it. He had a respirator pushed up on his forehead rather than over his face, which meant either that he was not worried about the contamination in here or that he had decided the risk was acceptable, and a headtorch unlit on a band over the same forehead, and he was carrying a toolbox that had been repaired with electrical tape and was clearly very old and had been through a number of things. He moved with the quiet, purposeful pace of someone who had calculated the route and the timing in advance and was executing a plan that existed entirely in his own head.

He stopped when he saw me sitting up in the half-dark.

I looked at him.

He looked at me.

He had a broad face, heavy jaw, the kind of dark eyes that had been through enough to become economical, to stop giving more away than the situation required. Late forties, maybe very early fifties, difficult to tell. There was a scar along his left cheekbone, old and silver, that curled slightly at one end in a way that made it look like a comma, like a pause in a longer sentence. He had the hands of someone who fixed things for a living, the knuckles rougher than the rest of him.

"You are supposed to be asleep," he said. The accent was thick and flat and Black Country, the vowels coming up from somewhere deep, the consonants landing with a solidity that suggested they had always been there.

"So are you," I said. "Probably."

He looked at me for a moment. Not the obtaining look. Not the specimen look. Something else, something that was evaluating and precise and not unkind.

"Max Dennis," he said. "I am here to check the pipe fittings in the boiler access below this ward."

"At nearly one in the morning," I said.

"Pipe fittings do not work business hours," he said.

"Right," I said. "Do you always check pipe fittings by entering through the ward rather than through the maintenance corridor access, or is that a tonight-specifically thing?"

He looked at me for another moment.

"Tonight-specifically," he said.

I thought about that.

"There is a sound in the pipes," I said. "Has been for about three weeks. Not a mechanical sound. Something else. Like breathing. Like something very large breathing."

He went very still.

Not startled still. Deliberately still, the stillness of someone controlling their reaction to information they had suspected but not confirmed.

"How long exactly?" he said. The question precise, focused.

"Twenty-three days," I said. "I started keeping a count. It gets louder at night. It changes frequency sometimes, like it is paying attention."

He set the toolbox down on the floor with the careful deliberateness of a man deciding to be somewhere for longer than he had planned. He pulled the chair from beside the empty bed nearest to mine. He sat down. He reached into the toolbox and produced a small pen torch, very old, the chrome worn to the brass in places, the clip bent at the end, and he turned it on and held it between his teeth so the light pointed at the floor between us, a small contained circle of yellow in the grey institutional light.

"All right," he said, around the torch. "I think you and me need to have a very quiet conversation."

I looked at him. At the pen torch. At the toolbox that had been repaired with electrical tape and had a faded sticker on the side that said something ending in ergy Solutions above a logo that had mostly peeled away but might once have been a flame.

"Okay," I said.

And in the half-dark, with the pipes humming low in the walls around us and the ventilation system maintaining its institutional white noise and Mrs. Okafor breathing the steady breath of someone who had decided not to participate in whatever this was, Max Dennis started to talk.



He talked for twenty-three minutes. I know because I counted, in the same way I had counted the days of the sound and the days since Doctor Patel disappeared and the days since my mum had driven me to the hospital car park and kissed me on the forehead and gone back to the house.

He talked the way people talk when they have been carrying something for a long time and have decided that the weight is no longer worth the carrying, when they have found the specific other person with whom putting it down is possible. Not unburdening, exactly. More like distribution. Like taking a weight and dividing it into two equal parts because two people bearing it is more survivable than one.

He had been with the Regional Decontamination Authority since September. Before that, twelve years in industrial hazardous materials management, seismic survey work mostly, Black Country sites primarily. He knew the geography of the 0121 zone the way people know places they have worked in for a long time, not with the emotional knowledge of a person who grew up somewhere but with the precise functional knowledge of someone who has spent years understanding what was underground and what that underground was doing.

He told me what the Ink was, or what the working theory was, because nobody was entirely certain yet and the people who had been certain in September had revised their certainty several times since. An organism, he said. Old. Old in the way that the rocks themselves were old, the Carboniferous seams running beneath the whole of the Black Country, the coal measures laid down before there were vertebrates on land. An organism that had been in the deep rock for longer than there were plants and which had used water as its medium because water was what moved through rock, water was how things got from one place to another in geological time.

It had come up through a bore. A drilling survey team in Netherton had punched through a seam in late June and opened a pressurised pocket and the organism had come up through the bore casing and into the groundwater before anyone understood what was happening and from the groundwater into the canal network and from the canal network into everywhere that water went, which in the Black Country was everywhere, because the Black Country was built on water, on the canal system, on the industrial hydrology of a landscape that had been redirected and redirected again for two hundred years.

By the time anyone understood what they were looking at, it was in the taps.

He told me what the Drowned were. He said it plainly, without softening, because I had gathered by now that Max Dennis did not soften things as a general practice, that he regarded softening as a form of dishonesty, an imposition of his own comfort onto the other person's ability to handle information.

The infected. The saturated. The people in whom the organism had taken up residence and redirected, the biological machinery of a human body repurposed to the organism's requirements.

They were not dead. He was clear about that. They were occupied.

He told me about the Decommissioning. His voice changed when he said it, went flat in a specific way, the specific flatness of a thing you have thought about every day for a long time and have had to find a way to be neutral about because being anything else is not sustainable. The seventeenth. Every remaining urban structure in the 0121 zone, firebombed. The infected burned in place. The idea being to starve the organism of hosts, to create a cordon of nothing between what was inside the zone and what was outside, to stop the spread by removing the medium.

"And the people still in the zone," I said.

He looked at the torch between his teeth. He took it out of his mouth and held it in his hand.

"There are not supposed to be any people still in the zone," he said.

"But there are," I said.

"But there are," he said.

I thought about the ward. About Mrs. Okafor and the boy in Bed Six and the three people behind their curtains at the far end who I had barely spoken to. About Nurse Chen who came in every day without a hazmat suit on bad stock days and with one on good days and who had a plastic duck named Gerald on her visor.

About the hospital being in the zone.

"What about this hospital?" I said.

He looked at me.

"This hospital is in the zone," he said.

I let that settle.

The ceiling tiles looked the same. The ventilation kept up its white noise. The clock at the end of the ward said twelve fifty-nine.

"Nurse Chen told me to get proper sleep tonight," I said. "She said it like she meant something by it."

He looked at me with something that in better circumstances, in different light, would have been a kind of respect.

"She did, did she," he said.

"She has known for longer than tonight," I said. "The way she said it. She has known for a while."

"Some of the staff know the timeline," he said. "Not all. The ones who know have been making decisions about what to do with that information."

"And she decided to tell me to sleep," I said.

"She decided to tell you to sleep," he said.

I thought about June Chen, who had been kind to me for three months in a place where kindness was not the default operating mode, who had given Gerald a visor-home and hummed while she drew blood and looked at me with the message-in-the-eyes look that meant: I cannot say this but I am saying it.

"The sergeant," I said. "Hall."

"Yeah," Max said.

"I heard him tonight," I said. "In the corridor after midnight. He was talking about the source and forty viable doses and losing the source if the extraction process did not hold. He was talking about moving me before the seventeenth."

Max was very still.

"And before you ask," I said, "yes, I know that I am the source. I worked that out in October. I know about the Solvent Effect, I know about the compound in my blood, and I know that the extraction process that produces forty viable doses is not something I am going to survive."

He looked at me.

He had the face of a man recalibrating rapidly, taking in new information and rearranging his understanding of the situation around it.

"How do you know about the Solvent Effect?" he said.

"Upside-down documents on trolleys," I said. "And I can hear through that wall if I position myself against the right section of the headboard."

A pause.

"Right," he said.

"So," I said. "Given all of that. And given that you came in here at midnight through the ward rather than through the maintenance corridor, which suggests that checking the pipe fittings is not the primary objective of tonight's visit. When do we leave?"

He stared at me.

I pulled my knees up to my chest and looked at him over the top of them. Cold feet and hospital-issue socks and a grey hoodie that was too big for me because I had always been too small for things, it was a whole ongoing issue. I probably looked about eleven.

"I have thought about what I would do when someone came," I said. "I have thought about it quite a lot. And the conclusion I kept arriving at was that I could not do it alone, and that whoever was going to come would also not be able to do it alone, and that you coming here and sitting down in this chair means that you know that too. So."

He looked at the pen torch in his hand.

"Tomorrow night," he said. "Two in the morning. I am pulling a section of pipe in the maintenance corridor on sublevel two that runs under the east wall. There is a service duct behind it, about sixty centimetres wide, that exits into the loading bay on the east side."

"And I fit in a sixty-centimetre duct," I said.

"Yes," he said.

"And you?" I said.

"It will be uncomfortable," he said. "But manageable."

"And after the loading bay?"

"Car park," he said. "East perimeter wall is the lowest point. Canal is two hundred metres from the east perimeter. The Dudley Tunnel entrance is three hundred metres from there."

"The canal tunnels," I said.

"It is the only route through the zone that the government checkpoints do not cover," he said.

"Because it is full of the Ink and the Drowned," I said.

"Yes," he said.

"And you have been through before."

"Twice," he said.

"With a group?"

"Alone," he said.

I thought about going through an underground canal tunnel full of infected water and infected people in the dark, alone. I thought about the specific quality of courage required for that, the kind that does not announce itself, the ordinary industrial kind.

"Right," I said. "Tomorrow night. Two a.m."

"And Lilly."

"Yeah."

"The blood draw in the morning," he said. "You let them do it. You behave exactly as you always behave. You do not give them any reason to move the timeline."

"I know how to perform normal," I said. "I have been doing it for three months."

He stood up. He picked up the toolbox. He pulled the respirator down over his face and looked at me for one more measured second through the visor.

"Sleep if you can," he said.

"I will not be able to," I said.

"No," he said. "Probably not."

He went through the ward door and it sealed behind him with the soft compressed click of the rubber seals and I was alone with the hum and the dark and the small yellow circle of light from Gerald's direction that was in fact the light above the nursing station at the far end.

I lay back.

The pipes breathed in the walls.

I thought about the seventeenth.

I thought about tomorrow night.

I put my hand in my pocket and found the notebook, which I kept there always, had kept there since August, the hard cover of it a physical constant, a thing that was mine and only mine in a place where almost nothing was.

I thought: forty viable doses and they are not particularly bothered about leaving enough behind for you.

And I thought: two a.m.

And I lay in the dark and I did not sleep and I listened to the Ink breathing in the pipes, patient as geological time, and I thought about all the things I was going to write down when I had somewhere to write them.

In the morning, Nurse Chen came for the blood draw.

I held out my left arm without being asked.

She capped the vial. She held it up. The blood inside was translucent and pale and almost white, barely real, the colour of something apologising for existing.

Sergeant Hall was in the doorway.

He was watching the vial.

The expression on his face was not complicated. It was the expression of a man looking at something that belonged to him and verifying that it was still where he left it.

I put my arm back under the sheet.

I looked at the ceiling.

Two a.m., I thought.

And the pipes breathed, and the Ink moved, and somewhere below us, somewhere deep and patient and old as the rock itself, something that had waited through millions of years of geological silence waited a little longer.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two: Below the Ward
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I spent the whole of the next day being exactly, perfectly ordinary.

This was harder than it sounds, and it sounds hard. When you know that you are going to do something irreversible, when the knowledge of it sits behind your sternum like a coal that has just caught, the temptation to signal it is constant and enormous. The human body wants to be known. It wants other people to understand what it is carrying. It leaks, if you let it, through the jaw and the eyes and the quality of your silences, through the way you look at things you might be seeing for the last time without meaning to look at them that way.

I did not let it.

I had had three months of practice at performing fine. The performance of fine had been, for three months, the thing that kept me off the special-watch list, out of the room upstairs where people went and did not come back, in the category of stable and cooperative rather than at risk and difficult, which was a category that led, as far as I could tell from the various overheard conversations and upside-down documents, to a different kind of extraction and a different timeline.

So I performed fine.

I asked the morning nurse whether the beige squares that arrived on Thursday were ever going to be explained to anyone's satisfaction, and she said she genuinely did not know what they were, and I said that seemed like a significant
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