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To Lizzie.




Ingen kan tjene to mestere.
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Svalbard, Norwegian Arctic, 78 degrees North

Monday, 7 March, 1520hrs GMT, 1620hrs local

BLINDINGLY WHITE AND bitterly cold, the landscape around them was utterly devoid of life. Bent half double and hunched against the wind, the three muffled figures trudged in single file through the winter afternoon, their snow goggles flecked with tiny crystals of ice. A thin blue nylon cord, tied around their waists, connected the last two to the one in front, their mittened hands steadying their balance as they placed one foot mechanically in front of the other. The blizzard had taken them by surprise. It had come barrelling down the valley, straight from the polar ice cap, eight hundred miles to the north, obliterating the weak yellow disc of the sun within seconds, then tearing and tugging at their thermal protective clothing. Caught out, far from their base camp at Ny-Ålesund, the three environmental scientists from the UK Arctic Research Station had been forced to abandon their field work for the day and make for the nearest shelter.

The hut was tiny, just a distant, solitary blot at the base of a rocky escarpment, its roof obscured beneath a layer of wind-driven snow. No coil of smoke rose from its chimney, no snowmobile lay parked up outside. It seemed no one was home.

‘Better not be locked!’ Chris Coppinger called to the pair behind him, as they tramped up to the door. But the wind stole his words and swept them away down the valley. Coppinger shrugged. Conversation would have to wait until they were inside. He adjusted the sling of the Mauser 30-06 rifle that hung from his shoulder – mandatory protection against the three thousand carnivorous polar bears that roamed the Svalbard archipelago – and pushed open the door.

The smell hit him the moment he stepped inside. At forty-two, with a PhD in atmospheric chemistry, Coppinger was more than familiar with any number of pollutants harmful to humans and plants. This was not a smell he recognized.

‘Bloody hell!’ he exclaimed. ‘This is rank. Something’s gone off in here.’ He moved to one side to make room for the others. They stood in the doorway, stamping the snow off their boots and peeling off their goggles and mittens, their eyes adjusting to the gloomy interior. Coppinger hunted through his pockets until he found a torch. In silence he swept the beam across the room methodically, like the scientist he was, from left to right. A stack of wood, an unlit stove, a metal bucket piled high with coal, a wooden chair, toppled over on to the floor. To its right, a large piece of furniture, an old sofa, covered with a blanket, and there was something on it in the corner, a shapeless amorphous mass. And then it moved.

Dr Sheila Mackenzie, the expedition medic, was the first of the three to react.

‘It’s alive!’ she exclaimed, as she snatched the torch and rushed across the cabin to investigate. She stopped just short of the sofa, nearly dropping the torch, as she clamped her hand over her mouth in horror. Lit by the stark white beam, a human figure lay propped against the back of the couch. The man’s face was hideously disfigured by livid pustules, some oozing yellow matter that trickled down his cheeks. Twin rivulets of dried blood ran from his nostrils past his lips and over his chin, smeared sideways where he had tried to wipe them away. He was wearing a thick woollen chequered shirt beneath a half-open down jacket. The shirt was caked with what looked like black bile, flecked crimson with splashes of half-dried blood. But her attention was focused on something else: the hideously swollen lymph glands just beneath his earlobes. On both sides of his head she could see them clearly in the torch beam and her medical training told her exactly what they were: buboes, a sign of severe infection.

And now this man’s lips were moving – he was trying to say something. Against her better judgement, Dr Mackenzie moved closer to catch his words. His voice was faint and weak, his eyes were closed, but she heard the word clearly. ‘Pamageetye.’ She turned to the others behind her for an explanation. ‘Pamageetye …’ she repeated slowly, for their benefit. ‘What does that mean? Anyone know? It doesn’t sound Norwegian.’

It happened so quickly after that, no one had time to react. As Dr Mackenzie turned back to face the sick man, without warning he arched his body forward off the back of the couch with surprising speed. His whole torso shook with involuntary convulsions. In that same moment, he coughed violently. His mouth wide open in a rictus gape, he emitted a spray of bile, blood and mucus into the air, his face less than two feet from hers, before collapsing, quivering, on to the wooden floor.
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Herefordshire, England

Monday, 7 March, 1530hrs GMT

LUKE CARLTON HELD the slim cylindrical suppressor in his left hand and screwed it quickly and expertly on to the SIG Sauer P226 Mk25 pistol held in his right. Fifteen rounds in the magazine. That should cover him. His breathing measured and under control, he rose from a crouch and moved forward slowly, testing each footfall before he placed his full weight. Any noise, any sudden movement, could give away his position.

Ahead of him, less than twenty metres away now, he could see the door to the room. Would it be locked? And what if it was? Okay, sure, he could shoot out the lock, but then the element of surprise would be lost completely. Stealthily, he approached the door from the side, dropped once more to a crouch and reached up with his left hand. His gloved fingers closed around the chrome doorknob and he began to turn it. Covert single entries: always a heart-stopper. There was a soft click and he felt the catch slide out of place. He eased open the door, just wide enough to squeeze himself through the gap, then dashed through it, moving quickly to the side, minimizing the time he would be silhouetted in the space. Good. He hadn’t been seen.

Luke found himself at the end of a long corridor, exactly as the floor plan had shown. He knew where he was heading: third door on the left. It was slightly ajar and already he could hear shouts and thuds and screams – the sound of a brutal interrogation under way. He was just in time. Holding the weapon in front of him with both hands, he shouldered open the door, taking in the scene in front of him in a split second. The girl was sitting upright, her hands tied behind her, her arms and legs bound to the chair. Her interrogators were either side of her. Big, well-built men with rolled-up sleeves and black balaclavas. Luke didn’t hesitate. He shot the first in the head, then put two rounds into the chest of the other.

As both went down he dropped low, scanning the room for any other threats. There were none. He uncocked his weapon and holstered it, walking swiftly over to the girl on the chair. But she was already up and shaking off the ropes that had ‘bound’ her.

‘Sergeant Louise Kentish. I’m one of the instructors here,’ she told him. ‘Nice going, but you’ll need to be faster through the door next time. The second one might have dropped you.’ She walked over to a table and switched off the tape player that had been churning out the sounds of a mock interrogation. The lights were coming on now, illuminating the frighteningly realistic three-dimensional fibreglass dummy targets on springs that Luke had put down with the live fragmentation rounds fired from his SIG. They were inside the Bunker, the purpose-built underground SAS ‘Killing House’ at Pontrilas, just half a mile from the Welsh border and a short drive from the Regiment’s base outside Hereford. As one of a very small handful of serving case officers in the Secret Intelligence Service qualified in close-quarter combat and hostage rescue, Luke Carlton had just passed his annual certification test. Since joining the SIS he had been sent on more courses than he could remember, but this was one of the few mandatory tests he found himself actively looking forward to. It kept him on his toes and that was how he liked it.

‘Got time for a brew before you go?’ she asked casually, tidying away the last of the exercise’s rope coils and stuffing them into a burlap sack. The fact that any one of Luke’s shots, if aimed a few degrees to one side, would have ended her life did not seem to faze her in the slightest.

He looked at his watch and winced. ‘Christ, no, I’m out of time! I’m supposed to be at an opera in Covent Garden with the girlfriend this evening. Promised her I wouldn’t be late.’

The instructor shrugged and turned away with a smile. ‘Better not let her down, then, had you?’
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Svalbard, Norwegian Arctic

Monday, 7 March, 1545hrs GMT, 1645hrs local

THE MOMENT DR Sheila Mackenzie felt the liquid droplets hit her unprotected face she knew she was in trouble. Long before the Covid-19 pandemic erupted around the globe she had known all about viral loads and the risks incurred by exposure to an infected person. Yet she didn’t panic, she didn’t cry out: she did exactly what her years of medical training had taught her. Calmly, and without a word, she bent down and searched inside her day sack until she found what she was looking for: a sealed packet of antibacterial wet wipes. In the grim world of infectious pathogens, she knew this was tantamount to trying to hold off an advancing army with an air rifle, but she had to go through the motions.

The pustules on the man’s face, the black bile, the caked blood down his chest, that and the swollen lymph nodes, told her this was no Coronavirus. It was something very different. She had no idea how long the incubation period would last before the horrendous infection struck. But unless she got medical attention, and fast, just one look at the slumped figure at her feet told her all too graphically exactly what the end state would be like.

She could hear one of the scientists behind her calling her name, but she ignored him. She was too busy painstakingly sweeping every last inch of her face with the antibacterial wipes. Blot and rub, just as she had been trained to do. Then, one by one, she dropped the contaminated tissues into a plastic bag and sealed it. She was so focused on her task she barely noticed that outside the wind had picked up and the storm was intensifying. She could hear her name being called above the rising din. ‘Sheila!’ The voice was ever more insistent. It was Chris Coppinger, still standing just inside the doorway, swirls of wind-driven snow circling around his boots. He was on his phone to the research station back at Ny-Ålesund. ‘Are you okay?’ he shouted inside the hut. ‘They want to talk to you.’ He held out his phone and started to move towards her but she put out a hand to stop him. He should have known better.

‘Social distancing, Chris!’ she rebuked him. ‘I’m infected. And, no, of course I’m not okay. What the hell does it look like? I’m contaminated now. It’s possible we all are. You can’t come near me and I definitely can’t touch your phone.’ He took a half-step inside the hut, just to catch her words, but no further.

‘Right. Of course,’ he said. ‘So what do I tell them?’ Even in the dim light from her torch she could see the fear in his eyes, which she felt just as intensely herself. But she wasn’t going to show it.

‘Tell them …’ she began, struggling to keep her voice even. ‘Tell them we have a suspected case of a dangerous pathogen. Symptoms resemble bubonic plague. One patient possibly in final stages. One, possibly three, presumed infected. We need a team here now in full PPE gear. Tell them that.’

Dr Sheila Mackenzie cast her eyes down at the slumped figure on the floor and swallowed involuntarily. Would this be her in a few days’ time? The hell it would, Sheila. Get a grip on yourself. This is not going to happen to you. You’re going to get the best possible medical intervention. So you need to stay calm and get through this.

She glanced across the darkened room at her colleague, still busy on the line to Ny-Ålesund, cupping his hand over the phone. The door of the hut was still open and flurries of snow were blowing in so she couldn’t catch everything he was saying. But from the way Coppinger was casting sideways glances at her she caught the gist of their conversation. ‘Standing right next to him … heavy dose … full in the face.’

She looked down at her feet and saw that the sick man had shifted his position slightly. He was still alive, but desperately ill. She did not rate his chances in these conditions.

It was only then that she realized someone was missing. The third member of their team, Victor Skeet, had simply disappeared.

‘Chris?’ She interrupted his phone call. ‘Where the hell has Skeet gone?’
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Longyearbyen Hospital, Svalbard, Norway

Monday, 7 March, 1617hrs GMT, 1717hrs local

DR JAKOB PEDERSEN was on his tea break in the hospital canteen when the call came through from the Arctic Research Station, far away across the ice and snow in the early sub-zero night. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t tea he was drinking from the steaming mug in front of him. It was gløgg, a non-alcoholic version of the mulled wine that warmed him on these endlessly long winter nights here on Svalbard. He took a brief sip from his personal mug, emblazoned with his favourite motto that read: ‘Null stress’ – Norway’s version of ‘No worries’ – and answered the call.

Pedersen was a famously placid man. His craggy, weather-beaten features rarely betrayed any emotion. But ten seconds into the call, that changed. He hurriedly pushed away the mug to reach for a writing pad and pen. In his twenty-seven years as the resident doctor in Svalbard’s main hospital, he had never heard of anything like this before. Broken limbs from a snowmobile accident? Sure. A twisted ankle when someone had slipped on the ice? Frequently. He had even, very occasionally, had to attend to some horrific wounds caused by a marauding polar bear. But this? This was unprecedented. When the world had first gone into lockdown with Coronavirus in the early months of 2020, Svalbard had simply shut its doors to international visitors and not registered a single death. But Dr Jakob Pedersen was far from complacent. He knew immediately that this was more, far more, than anything his remote provincial hospital would be able to cope with.

‘A helicopter? Now? At this time?’ He was already shaking his head, although there was no one in the room to see it. One glance at the window told him the storm outside had not abated. If anything it was getting worse. He could hear the wind howling from halfway across the canteen and could just make out the snow piling up in the corners of the window frame.

‘It’s completely out of the question,’ Pedersen told the voice at the other end. ‘Nobody can fly in this. Not without permission from the Sysselmann – the governor – and I can tell you, he is not going to give it. Besides, there is the obvious risk of infection. Surely you can see that. No, I have to follow protocol here.’

Pedersen frowned as he listened to the response. Then his face softened slightly.

‘Yes, yes, I realize she could die if it turns out to be what you say it is. But moving her here? To my hospital in Longyearbyen? Don’t you see? That could start an epidemic! … Tromsø? On the mainland? … The University Hospital? That’s nearly a thousand kilometres away! … Yes, yes, I hear you, but it carries the same risk – the risk of an outbreak. And I will not be responsible for that!’

He paused as a particularly strong gust of wind shook the windowpane, then resumed the conversation. ‘Listen, my friend. I will tell you exactly what is going to happen now. I am going to alert the Norwegian Department of Health in Oslo immediately and I will ask them to activate an infectious disease protocol …

‘What does that mean?’ Pedersen sighed, repeating the other man’s question back to him. ‘It means help is coming, my friend. They have an EMT – an emergency medical team – on permanent standby for just such an eventuality. But I must insist that until then the patients – yes, because that is what they are now – I must insist that nobody goes near them, do you hear me? No one is to be moved or, God help us, this thing will spread out of control.’
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Covent Garden, London

Monday, 7 March, 2010hrs GMT

LUKE CARLTON WAS bored to tears. He had nothing against opera per se, but this? No, this Wagner stuff was definitely not for him. He shifted restlessly in his seat and rubbed his eyes with the tips of his fingers. Twelve years in the Royal Marines, the last four spent with Special Forces in the SBS, and now a fully fledged case officer in the Secret Intelligence Service, running covert MI6 agents into dark and dangerous places. And what was he doing this evening? Watching some bearded bloke in a frilly shirt belt out a load of incomprehensible German onstage while the orchestra crashed and thumped in his ears. Just kill me now, he thought.

He sneaked a glance at his watch and slumped inwardly. Christ, they were barely forty minutes into Act One and there were another two to come, plus intervals. What had possessed him to say yes to this evening? He looked over at the girl next to him and there, sitting poised and elegant, was his answer. Elise Mayhew, twenty-nine years old, art dealer in Mayfair and his girlfriend of more than three years.

‘It’ll be fun,’ she had suggested brightly, some weeks back. ‘It’s a marathon performance of Wagner’s Parsifal at the Royal Opera House. We can go halfsies on a box with Richard and Sarah and I’ll smuggle us in a bottle of champagne and some of those Belgian chocolate truffles you like. Go on, say yes!’

The evening had turned out to be anything but fun. It had got off to a bad start when Luke had turned up hopelessly late, having driven straight from the Killing House on the Welsh borders and then taken ages trying to find somewhere to park. He had kept Elise waiting, alone, nursing a drink at the crowded bar, being bothered by a ruddy-faced man with cigar breath. When he did finally show up, profusely apologetic, they had only just made it to their seats before the curtain went up. Their friends Richard and Sarah had blown them out at the last minute when their babysitter had called in sick. So now here they were, sitting in brooding silence in their half-empty box with two vacant red velvet chairs beside them, the opened bottle of Moët on the floor between them, barely touched. It was as if the gloom of this late-nineteenth-century German opera had somehow managed to wrap itself around the pair of them.

And it was not as if their relationship was exactly firing on all cylinders. More than a year had passed since Luke had returned from a lengthy agent-running op in Iran. The mission had been hailed in Whitehall as a triumph: a kidnapped British minister freed from a remote Gulf island in a daring hostage-rescue operation. Luke and the Service had played a major role in locating him and he had returned to SIS headquarters at Vauxhall Cross to a hero’s welcome. But in Elise’s and his shared flat in Battersea he had met a somewhat less enthusiastic reception. While Luke had been in Iran and out of contact for days on end, Elise’s mother had lost her battle with liver cancer. He had managed to miss the funeral, and for that he had still not been forgiven. When he had finally returned, limbs still aching and the exhaustion showing in the bags beneath his eyes, he had found Elise cold and withdrawn. His absence during the funeral had been unforgivable, she’d told him. She couldn’t help looking at him differently now, she said, and it would take her a long time to get over this.

So there was that, and then there was the other matter of something that had happened while he was in Iran. Something he wasn’t proud of at all. Something he hadn’t yet decided whether to tell her about. For now, he had parcelled it away in a box in his head and called it ‘The Secret’. But sooner or later, Luke knew, he was going to have to do something about it.

Impatient for a distraction, he took out his Service phone, keeping it hidden by his knees. With the tip of his index finger he tapped the print-sensor icon in the top right-hand corner to access S-chat, the MI6 internal messaging and news forum. Hell, anything was more entertaining for him than what they were watching right now. Elise spotted what he was up to, frowned, and wagged an admonishing finger.

‘It’s on silent,’ he whispered.

‘I don’t care,’ she retorted. ‘Put it away!’

Just one glance, just one quick glance, to give him something to think about until the interval: that was all he was asking. Luke coded in his personal ID number and pressed the return key. The words he saw next nearly made him drop the phone.


Suspected Plague Outbreak

UNDER NEWS BLACKOUT. Oslo station reports suspected Bubonic Plague outbreak on Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard. Up to four people infected. Possible terrorism link. Norwegian NIS service investigating.



He read it twice, studiously ignoring the death stare he knew he was getting from Elise beside him. And suddenly the phone was vibrating in his hand. Incoming call. From Vauxhall Cross. Luke catapulted himself out of his chair and burst through the swing doors into the empty corridor, where he took the call with his hand cupped over his mouth.

It was Angela Scott, his immediate boss, and she sounded more stressed than usual. ‘You’ve seen the news on S-chat?’ she asked him.

‘Yes, just now.’

‘Listen, Luke, we’ve got a situation up there.’

There followed one of those awkward pauses he had become all too familiar with. He reckoned she must be thinking how much she could tell him.

‘I’m still here,’ he prompted her.

‘So, someone has gone missing. One of our Arctic scientists, Victor Skeet.’

‘And?’

‘We think his disappearance is highly suspicious. We need your help in finding him.’

‘You mean tracking him down, right?’

‘Yes, if you put it like that. But there’s something else …’ Her voice trailed off. Again came the pause. ‘Luke, I’m duty-bound to tell you he may be infected with whatever this disease turns out to be. So once you’ve located him you’ll need to keep your distance, do you understand? You’ll be working with Norwegian military trackers. When you find him, you call in the medics and they’ll take it from there. Is that clear?’

‘Crystal. Angela, you do realize I’m not a scientist and I’m not a medic, so—’

She cut him short. ‘Save it, Luke. The Chief has already put your name forward. You spent twelve years in the Royal Marines, with God knows how many winters digging snow holes or whatever it is you people do up in the Norwegian Arctic. There’s no one else in the Service with your skill-set for this one, so you’re in the frame now.’

A girl in a bright scarlet dress was coming towards him down the corridor with a trayful of ice-cream tubs, an eyebrow raised. He waved her away with a forced smile.

‘So listen,’ Angela continued, ‘there’s a plane at Northolt waiting to fly you up there and it’s being fuelled as we speak. D’you have your passport with you?’

‘Always.’

‘Good. I told them you would. You’ll be met off the plane in Svalbard and fully briefed. The Norgies will give you all the kit and protective gear you need before you set off.’

There were a hundred and one things Luke wanted to ask her, but he had only the one question. ‘Small point, Angela, and forgive me for asking. But bubonic plague? You’re asking me to go to Norway and track down someone who might be carrying plague, right? Sorry, just wanted to be clear on that.’

‘You can cut out the sarcasm, Luke. This is a deadly serious situation. And, yes, you’ll be given the full range of protection necessary. They’re lining you up for a course of injections the moment you land. Good luck.’

‘That sounds joyful. Thanks.’

‘Oh, and Luke? Make sure you find him, won’t you?’ He could hear her anxiety down the line, her sharp intake of breath. ‘There’s rather a lot riding on this.’
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Barentsburg, Svalbard

Monday, 7 March, 2015hrs GMT, 2115hrs local

VICTOR SKEET PULLED open the heavy outer door beneath the blinking neon sign that said ‘Hostel Pogol’ in English and, beneath that, in Cyrillic. He stamped the worst of the snow off his boots on to the frayed and threadbare doormat and opened the inner door into Reception. Immediately he felt a welcome surge of warmth as the central heating swept over him. The elderly woman behind the desk looked up from her novel, adjusted her glasses on a chain as she gave him the once-over, then pushed the register towards him across the desk. She pointed to a sign pinned to the wall: ‘750 Norwegian krone for a bed for the night. Or 5,000 roubles.’ She shrugged. She didn’t care, the choice was his. Skeet did not need to see the room to know it was a rip-off. Beggars couldn’t be choosers in a place as remote as this and he was in no position to argue, so he handed over the notes without a murmur.

The fact was, he was now in a state of suppressed terror. He had just spent nearly five hours running away from what he was certain was a biological death sentence. Whatever the hell it was back there in that hut, he, for one, was not going to hang around to find out. The whole place had stunk of sickness and death, which was why he’d ventured no further inside than the doorway. One look at that dying man on the sofa with all those pustules and black vomit, and Skeet was out of there. He had probably never moved so fast in his life. Propelled by fear and self-preservation, he had battled his way through the storm, ignoring the plummeting temperatures, the inherent danger of polar-bear attack, and struck out for the nearest settlement, the Russian mining community at Barentsburg.

Head down against the wind as the night closed in, he had concentrated on putting as much distance as possible between himself and that hut. True, he did feel a slight twinge of guilt about abandoning his two colleagues back there, but not for long. If they wanted to stick around in that place and go down with whatever bug that guy had, well, good luck to them, but Victor Skeet was going to look after number one, thank you very much. Skeet was an ice-core engineer by profession, although back home in Cambridge he liked to tell people he was an ‘extreme engineer’. Since joining the 145-strong community of scientists and support staff at the UK Arctic Research Station on Svalbard, he had kept largely to himself. When others chose to take their holiday leave in Britain, he had always opted for the shuttle flight down to Oslo. Yet he never spoke about what he got up to there. He knew people probably thought of him as a dark horse, and he didn’t care.

And now he had a plan. He would check himself into a discreet hostel in Barentsburg, paying cash, and in the morning he would get himself on to the very first chopper flight down to the international airport at Longyearbyen. If he moved fast he should be able to get off this godforsaken archipelago while the locals were still out searching for him in the snow. From there, he would fly to Oslo, where he could hide up for a few days in Agnetha’s flat. Lie low and wait for the fuss to die down. He just had to hope that brute of a husband was still away on the North Sea rigs.

Skeet knew he was almost certainly going to be sacked from the Arctic Research Station for this. Well, fine. Do your worst. Because that surely had to be a whole lot better than dying of convulsions with a slick of black vomit all down your front. There was no question about it, he told himself. He had made the right call. It was only then, as the Russian lady on Reception waddled down the corridor ahead of him, showing him to his dingy room, that he began to feel the first pangs of a real killer of a headache.
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Longyearbyen Airport, Svalbard,

Tuesday, 8 March, 0643hrs GMT, 0743hrs local

OUT OF A cloudless pink sub-zero dawn, the Royal Norwegian Air Force C130 Super Hercules transport aircraft descended towards the icy runway at Longyearbyen airport. Sitting strapped into one of the red canvas bucket seats that lined the fuselage, Luke Carlton shook himself awake. How many times, he wondered, had he experienced the eerie weightless sensation in the pit of his stomach as the C130 corkscrewed down out of an Afghan sky to dodge any incoming groundfire as they came in to land at some beleaguered outpost? But this was different: now he was up against a very different threat, an unseen biological enemy that no amount of tactics and firepower could bring down.

He’d had to make an unseemly early exit from the Wagner performance at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden. For Elise, that had been the final straw. Following his late arrival and apparent total lack of interest in the evening, Luke’s apologies had cut no ice with her: ‘That’s the last time I organize something like this,’ she’d told him, as he headed off to the black BMW the Service had sent to take him to Northolt. By 10 p.m. he had been airborne, getting his head down for some kip on the five-hour flight up to Tromsø, just north of the Arctic Circle.

He knew it was coming – Angela had forewarned him – but Luke had always loathed injections. So what followed was not exactly happy hour: 4 a.m. and a reception committee of men and women in white coats, ‘parachuted’ in from the Health Ministry in Oslo, all lined up to pump him full of serums to guard against whatever might be out there. And what was out there sounded horrific.

‘Bubonic plague,’ he had read en route. ‘A highly infectious disease … caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis … spread by fleas from rats … causes swelling, fever and usually death.’ Deadly plague! In this age? Surely this was something that belonged back in the Middle Ages. He moved on to symptoms. ‘Nausea, fever, vomiting, bleeding and skin turning black with gangrene. Within 7 days of exposure, swollen, tender lymph glands called buboes appear. Onset of symptoms can be sudden.’ Now he could appreciate how those military medics must have felt when they’d flown into West Africa to tackle the Ebola outbreak in 2013, an assignment dubbed on social media ‘Operation Certain Death’.

But there was little time to dwell on the nature of diseases before it was on to the C130, along with the emergency medical team and two trackers from Norway’s FSK Special Forces, for the final ninety-minute hop across the Barents Sea to the most northerly inhabited piece of dry land on Earth.

When the ramp went down, the Arctic air rushed in and suddenly everyone’s breath was frosting. ‘It’s minus twenty-six degrees centigrade below,’ remarked Stian, the Norwegian tracker next to him, with a cheery smile. Outside, he could hear the four turboprop engines powering down, but inside the dimly lit fuselage seatbelts were being unbuckled and people were springing into action. Virologists, epidemiologists, nurses and civil protection officers busied themselves checking medical equipment, PPE suits and masks, freeze-dried supplies and cold-weather gear. Luke had been issued with a set of multilayered Gore-Tex Arctic survival clothing, including thermal underwear, facemask and fur-lined mittens, leaving his redundant London clothes crammed into a day sack at his feet.

Luke already knew that working through the night, with extreme urgency, the Norwegian government had put together Operation Isbjørn, pulling in all the necessary components for a disaster-management team. They were clearly taking no chances. At the forward end of the fuselage he could make out the isolation tent, its clear plastic sides revealing three beds in a row. A pipe connected the tent to a cylinder of oxygen, and he could also see a large, corrugated plastic wastepipe leading from the opposite corner to a metal container. That in turn was connected to a motor. The isolation tent was ready to receive.

Luke had barely had the chance to exchange more than a few brief words with the two Norwegian Special Forces trackers before they all took off from Tromsø. After that, well, the back of a C130 transport plane was just too damned noisy for any attempt at conversation. But now they were out on the runway, moving clear of the gaping cargo door with all the gear being unloaded. They were splitting into two teams: the main body of medics would deploy by helicopter to the hut, the site of the original infection, then evacuate Coppinger and Mackenzie – the suspected casualties – under quarantine conditions. Luke and the trackers would focus on one thing alone: hunting down and isolating the man who had gone rogue, the missing ice-core engineer, Victor Skeet, before he could infect anyone.

Stian, the lead tracker, who held a captain’s rank in the FSK, was motioning for Luke to follow him into a snow-blasted pre-fab cabin on the edge of the airstrip. The moment they went through the door, Luke felt the full blast of the fan heaters inside and he spotted a Thermos of coffee and a stack of white styrofoam cups on a table. A long cardboard box stood open beside it, revealing its blue contents.

‘Medical facemasks,’ announced a woman, who introduced herself as a police officer from the tiny local contingent in Longyearbyen. ‘Please help yourselves. We have plenty to go around.’ There was a medic from the hospital too, a young man with a wispy blond moustache on his upper lip. He confessed straight away that, other than Coronavirus, he knew very little about infectious diseases. Someone – the police officer, Luke assumed – had already pinned up a large-scale map of Svalbard on the wall. It was overlaid with a sheet of transparent acetate, marked up with a blue chinagraph pen to indicate distances and timings.

‘We start with what we know,’ said Stian, when they had all dumped their kit in a corner, peeled off a layer of clothing and filled up on caffeine. He was tapping the map and speaking in English for Luke’s benefit. He looked, to Luke, typically Scandinavian. Blond hair, blond eyebrows, pale, piercing ice-blue eyes. Not massively built, like some US Delta Force operator, but still exuding a quiet confidence, giving Luke the impression that he probably knew exactly what he was doing in this sub-polar environment. Almost the only thing that he and Luke had managed to establish in their brief acquaintance so far was that they had both seen operational service in Afghanistan. Stian had done some interesting work in the precipitous, pine-clad gorges of Kunar province, trying to find, fix and eliminate the elusive Al-Qaida cells. With limited success.

‘And what we know is this,’ continued Stian, in his stilted but near-perfect English. ‘At some time close to sixteen forty-five hours local yesterday afternoon, the target departed the hut where the initial infection took place.’ Interesting turn of phrase, Luke thought, calling Victor Skeet ‘the target’. ‘Suspect’, ‘patient’ or even ‘victim’ might have been more politically correct, but, hey, if that was the direction they were heading, he was fine with it.

‘We know he has not returned to the hut. So only two things can have happened. Either our Mr Skeet has tried to survive out in the open or he has found the nearest shelter.’ He grimaced. ‘Last night I am told the temperature here on Svalbard fell to minus thirty-four.’ Now he was looking at Luke. ‘Let me ask you, Mr Carlton, does this countryman of yours have the skills to survive in those conditions?’ Minus 34°C. Luke knew from bitter personal experience that even if you dug yourself a snow hole and stayed out of the wind you still needed the right kit, the right skills and the right frame of mind to stay alive in those temperatures. He had asked Vauxhall for everything they had on Skeet before he took off from Northolt, so now his answer was unequivocal.

‘Can Skeet survive in the open? No. Not a chance. He has no military training, no combat survival skills. He’s an ice-core engineer so, yes, he’ll be used to low temperatures, but not without back-up and a team behind him. So if he’s on his own I’d say he has only one option: to head for the nearest shelter.’

‘Exactly.’ Stian spoke as if he had already reached that conclusion some time ago. ‘And that would be Barentsburg, right here.’ He tapped the map again. ‘The distance from here to that settlement is just thirty-six kilometres. We have a helo at our disposal. A Super Puma is fuelled up outside and we can be there inside twenty minutes.’

Luke was shaking his head. ‘Sorry, Stian, I just don’t think that’s wise,’ he said, putting his coffee down. ‘We’ve got to keep this low-key, remember? Find Skeet, isolate him, get him quarantined and off the island. Those were my orders – unless you guys were told something different?’ He looked from one to the other, but nobody said anything. ‘So, landing a bloody great chopper on the edge of town is only going to spook him, right?’

There followed a brief exchange in Norwegian before Stian turned back to Luke. ‘It’s agreed. You are correct. We go by snowmobile. This will take us longer, of course. I estimate one hour. We leave in twenty minutes.’
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Barentsburg, Svalbard

Tuesday, 8 March, 0704hrs GMT, 0804hrs local

VICTOR SKEET THOUGHT he might be losing his mind. Next to no sleep at all, a thumping headache, sweat pouring off him all night in this overheated Russian-style hotel room. A Coronavirus? Was this SARS-Covid-22? Surely not possible all the way up here in the Arctic. So should he turn himself in? Get himself to a hospital for treatment? That would certainly seem to be the sensible thing to do. But then they’d slap him in isolation for God knows how long and now he had already committed himself. He had gone and texted Agnetha in Oslo and she’d sent him an immediate and enthusiastic response. The coast was clear, she’d told him. Her husband wasn’t due back from the North Sea rigs for another nine days, Skeet could come and stay until at least the weekend. And her bed was warm and ready for him … Fine. He’d recuperate at her place.

When dawn broke over the snowbound Russian mining colony of Barentsburg, Skeet made up his mind. He would hole up here in the Hostel Pogol for another day until he felt well enough to travel. He reached up and touched his temples with his fingertips. They felt warm, but, no, he definitely wasn’t burning up. So this was probably nothing more than a brief bout of winter flu. He’d keep up his fluid intake and sleep it off. Just one more day, then he’d be as right as rain.

Skeet sat in the hostel’s near-deserted canteen and toyed distractedly with his breakfast. An undercooked sausage, a plate of cold blinis, a dish of lumpen syrniki cottage-cheese pancakes. When the Russian waitress came over to pour him his tea she looked him up and down and tut-tutted. ‘You not good,’ she pronounced.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Not well,’ she corrected herself. ‘You are not well.’

‘You’re right about that,’ Skeet conceded. ‘I feel like shit. Do you have any painkillers?’

She looked at him blankly.

‘Painkillers,’ he repeated impatiently, pointing at his head. ‘You know, paracetamol? Nurofen?’

‘Ah!’ Her face brightened as she understood the question. ‘No. We don’t have.’ Then she held up her finger. ‘But I give you poroshok.’ She came back a few minutes later with a glass of warm brown liquid. ‘Drink,’ she commanded, and Skeet gulped it down. It tasted foul. But when a human being is under duress the mind will often clutch at straws. Skeet’s mind now did exactly that. He was starting to get better, he told himself, no doubt about it. You can’t beat a local remedy. He thanked the waitress, put some krones on the table as a tip and pulled himself to his feet. Maybe if he got a few minutes of fresh air it would do him good, just as long as he stayed inconspicuous.

He fetched his jacket from his room and turned the collar up. He put on his black woollen beanie and pulled it down tight over his forehead. He would keep his eyes on the ground and avoid eye contact with anyone. As the first rays of the Arctic sun were lancing across the sparkling, frozen street, Victor Skeet stepped out of the Hostel Pogol into the sub-zero morning. He was unaware that at that exact moment three men with very specialized skill-sets were closing in on him.
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Near Cambridge Science Park, England

Tuesday, 8 March, 0730hrs GMT

THE MOBILE BESIDE her rang twice before she answered it. ‘You’re up early!’ she said cheerfully, as she reached for her first cigarette of the day.

‘Shut up and listen. Something’s happened. Up in Norway.’

‘Go on.’

‘I can’t say much. We need to meet.’

‘You know that can’t happen. Come on, tell me.’

‘There’s been a … there’s been an accidental release.’

‘What?’ she exclaimed, sitting bolt upright and stubbing out the cigarette before she had even taken a drag. ‘How many infected?’

‘We don’t know yet. But Vasiliev’s gone, we know that.’

‘Gone? What d’you mean, “gone”? Be specific.’

‘He’s dead! All right? … He went down very fast. They had to leave him in the hut.’

‘Fuck. Let me think for a moment. Can we shut it down?’

‘Nope. It’s too late for that.’

‘How the hell did it happen? No, wait, don’t tell me now. You need to inform Vilnius. And the others. You know what this means, don’t you?’

‘What?’

‘We’re going to have to bring everything forward. There’s no more time now. And, listen, don’t call this number again.’

She cut the conversation short, took out the Sim card and walked into the bathroom. She tore off a sheet of toilet paper and wrapped it tightly around the Sim, dropped it carefully into the toilet bowl and pressed the flush, standing over it until it was gone.
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Svalbard

Tuesday, 8 March, 0742hrs GMT, 0842hrs local

TO DR SHEILA Mackenzie it felt like the onset of flu. Headache, high temperature, aching joints, chills. But she was under no illusions. This was no winter flu and she didn’t think it was respiratory either. The incubation period was way too short for that. She knew that whatever was coursing through her body was of a whole different order. One look at the lifeless figure slumped by the sofa, his torso stained with blood and vomit, told her that. To her shame, she had not even noticed when the last breath had passed his chapped and bleeding lips. He had simply expired, and just after 4 a.m. they had called it in to the research station.

Sheila Mackenzie also knew that if help didn’t arrive soon, then whatever had killed the man on the floor was just a glimpse of what was coming down the tracks for her: the horror that would precede her own death. Her medical training made it hard not to think about what was going on inside her body right now. In unpleasantly graphic detail she could envisage the microscopic battles being waged in her bloodstream as the pathogen swarmed through her veins, attacking the healthy cells, then replicating with incredible speed, breaking down more cell walls, invading those neighbouring cells and taking them over. If she was feeling the first symptoms already then this pathogen was virulent; its onset was rapid and severe. She knew she didn’t have much time.

‘Chris?’ she called to her colleague, for the third time in an hour. ‘Any word from the base station?’

Chris Coppinger had positioned himself just outside the half-open door, a precaution he had taken on her advice. As an added measure, he had wrapped a scarf across his nose and mouth, which also gave him some protection from the sub-zero blasts that came barrelling down the valley. The Mauser rifle remained slung over his shoulder in case any marauding polar bears should come calling, but, right now, he considered them to be the least of their worries. She saw him glance down at his phone and shake his head.

‘Nothing since that last call,’ he replied, his voice muffled by the scarf. ‘But, Sheila, they’re on their way, I promise. The Oslo team will have everything they need to fix this. So just hang in there … Okay?’

Sheila Mackenzie didn’t answer. She turned away from him and shuffled closer to the stove in the corner, wrapping her arms around herself. Chris had ventured inside the hut just long enough to light it last night, but it had been a rush job and now there was precious little warmth emanating from it. For the second time she removed her gloves to feel beneath her ears, checking for swollen lymph glands, then searched involuntarily for the hideous pustules she had seen on the man on the couch. Nothing. Not yet anyway.

Had she slept at all? She couldn’t be sure. No, she definitely hadn’t. It is hard to close your eyes and drift off when the temperature is well below zero, there’s a man dying on the floor a few feet away, and you can’t get it out of your head that you’re going to be next. She kicked herself for landing in this situation. Less than three weeks to go before her contract on Svalbard was up and then she would have been back home in London. And now another thought was crowding into her head: Roberta, her niece, her baby niece. Would she ever see that precious child again? If she hadn’t been so paralysed with cold and fear she might have allowed herself a tear or two. But something else was distracting her, a noise, coming from outside and from somewhere up above.

It was the sound of approaching rotor blades.
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Barentsburg, Svalbard

Tuesday, 8 March, 0752hrs GMT, 0852hrs local

LESS THAN FORTY kilometres away, Luke was in position. So, too, were Stian and the other tracker, flanking him on either side, their breath frosting in the still air, spaced thirty metres distant but close enough to see each other’s hand signals clearly. They had left the snowmobiles behind them, parked up next to a locked building on the edge of town, and covered the last 500 metres on foot, approaching on snowshoes in near-total silence.

Luke had been busy. In the few short minutes Stian had given them for personal admin before they set off, Luke had spoken to Vauxhall twice. Getting hold of Victor Skeet’s personal phone number had been easy: MI6 had had no trouble in procuring it from his employers at the Arctic Research Station. Tracing Skeet’s text messages had taken longer and had pulled in the resources of both GCHQ and their transatlantic cousins, the NSA. He had sent only one and they had immediately traced it to a residential apartment in Oslo. That address would soon be getting a visit. The far more urgent question was where Skeet had sent it from. The answer arrived on Luke’s phone in a simple set of coordinates:


78.0649 degrees N

14.2337 degrees E



Barentsburg. That was it; it was the confirmation they needed. Skeet was hiding in Barentsburg. His footprints from the day before might have vanished in the snowstorm but his digital footprint was still a dead giveaway. Pinpointing his GPS location from the phone in his pocket had led them to where they were now. Luke took in the scene from his vantage point, squatting at a half-crouch next to a drainpipe that ran down the corner of a building. In front of him: an empty, snowbound street where the Arctic wind came scything down from the mountains. Half a dozen cars of dubious vintage, all parked up and idle, their windscreens half obliterated with snow and ice, a wooden shop sign that swung back and forth in the wind. It was unspeakably bleak.

And there, emerging from the hotel that matched the coordinates he had been given, was Victor Skeet. Luke watched him through a pair of Steiner rubber-coated tactical binoculars after first checking he fitted the photo he’d been sent on his phone. To his right, one of the Norwegian trackers lay flat on his front, squinting down the telescopic sight mounted on a Barrett MRAD sniping rifle, his finger resting lightly on the trigger guard, the barrel supported by a folding bipod. It was a precaution, nothing more. Everyone wanted Skeet alive, in quarantine, and talking. But his behaviour had been nothing short of erratic and there was a serious risk he could be contagious. No one was taking any chances here: all three men were wearing their surgical masks.

And Skeet’s behaviour right now was troubling. Watching him through the 10x42mm viewfinder, Luke saw him stumbling around the empty street, missing his footing and clutching his head. It was time to act. Luke signalled to Stian, waited for him to acknowledge, then stood up and walked quickly towards Skeet. He heard a shout from behind him, a warning from Stian that this man was probably infected, but Luke was still several metres off when he called: ‘Victor Skeet! I’m unarmed. We’re here to help you.’

Skeet stopped abruptly in his tracks. Luke could see that his face was bare, unmasked.

‘Who the hell are you?’ Skeet yelled hoarsely.

Luke didn’t reply. He was now less than twenty metres from his target.

‘You need medical help!’ Luke called out again. ‘You need to stay exactly where you are and we’ll bring it to you.’

There are some moments, Luke thought, that can seem like a lifetime: the seconds before he went through the doorway of a mud-walled compound of a high-value target in Afghanistan, a weapons-drawn face-off in the Gulf of Aden with a skiff full of Somali pirates high on narcotic qat, the instant before his first kiss with Elise. This, right now, was one of those extended moments. He saw Skeet look him straight in the eyes, he saw him hesitate, and he saw him turn and break into a run, making for the nearest buildings.

‘Stoppe!’ The shout came from behind them, the command sounding identical in Norwegian and English. But Skeet was moving fast now, closing the distance between himself and a row of green-painted buildings. He wasn’t stopping for anyone.

The crack, when it came, was deafening, shattering the stillness of the Arctic morning, splitting the air as the bullet broke the sound barrier and slammed into its target. Skeet fell, clutching his right thigh, and groaned once. Luke could see him staring down in consternation at where his blood was spurting out, as if from a garden hose. A crimson pool was rapidly forming on the pristine snow. Everything in Luke’s training was telling him to race forward and slap a tourniquet on before the man bled out. He had spent enough time in Afghanistan and Iraq to know Skeet had been hit in his femoral artery by the high-velocity bullet. But Skeet, they all suspected, was carrying the pathogen, and Luke simply couldn’t take that risk. He knew that an average adult human has around five litres of blood in their body, but, left unstaunched, a severed major artery will usually be fatal within two minutes. And so it was, on that icy morning in Barentsburg.

Victor Skeet, ice-core engineer, Arctic researcher and resident of Cambridge, England, took 124 seconds to die on that empty, frozen street in Barentsburg. He had, at least, enjoyed a quicker death than the man who had infected him.
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Svalbard

Tuesday, 8 March, 0757hrs GMT, 0857hrs local

THE NOISE OF the helicopters approaching the hut was deafening. But to Dr Sheila Mackenzie it was the welcome sound of salvation. The choppers would be bringing in the very people who would save her life. That’s it. Just dose me up with the right antibiotics and I’ll get through this in a week or two. Might even write a paper on it for the British Medical Journal once I’m over it.

Oblivious to the icy blast of wind that blew open the door to the hut, ignoring the chills and the beginnings of a fever she could feel pulsing through her body, she waited patiently for the people in protective suits to arrive. But when they did appear, framed in the doorway, it was still a shock. In the clear, sub-zero air of the Arctic morning, she could see six human figures wearing full PPE as they approached the hut, clad in shiny grey chem-bio spacesuits, their faces concealed behind black respirators. Two were carrying assault rifles, a precaution she thought totally unnecessary. Why? What did they think she was going to do to them? Two more had stretchers. Chris Coppinger ventured out a few paces beyond the door of the hut to greet them, but was met immediately by a shouted command in English.

‘Get down! Do not move!’

She saw him hesitate, then raise his arms and drop slowly to his knees. One of the men had his weapon trained on her kneeling colleague. This was surely absurd. Then came another shout.

‘On the ground! Stay exactly where you are!’

Things happened in a blur after that. Sheila Mackenzie had expected to be treated with care and sensitivity, like the vulnerable patient she was. Instead, she felt more like a captive animal in a lab. Two figures wearing protective suits advanced towards her, ignoring the medical details she was trying to give them, and then they forcefully laid her on a stretcher and bound her arms tightly across her chest. Next, one placed a breathing apparatus over her mouth and nose, covering them completely, with a tube connected to a cylinder that in turn was attached to the stretcher. Her relief quickly gave way to feelings of helplessness and rage as they carried her, half jogging, towards the waiting helicopter. Unable to raise her head, she had no idea what was happening to her colleague, Chris, or to the dead man back in the hut. And why weren’t they treating her immediately? Because this headache was rapidly becoming unbearable. Nobody spoke to her.

The flight in the helicopter was loud, claustrophobic and mercifully short. Incapable of movement, she stared up accusingly at the faces that peered down at her, blank and unspeaking, from behind their Perspex masks. Someone, she guessed, had given the daft order that she was not to be spoken to. She heard the pitch of the rotors changing, then a gentle double bump as the wheels set down on a hard surface. Now everyone was up and moving and, once again, she was being carted off like a piece of merchandise. There were a few brief seconds of cold sunlight. Then she saw she was being carried into the cavernous interior of a military transport plane. Still immobile, she fought to contain a surge of panic. Why wasn’t anyone telling her what was going on, for God’s sake? The stretcher-bearers pushed open the flaps of what looked to her like an isolation tent and set her down on a collapsible hospital gurney. They departed, and now another man appeared, also in full protective gear, but clutching a handwritten note in his neoprene-gloved hand. He held it up close to her face so she could read it.


My name is Dr Eckhardt and you are under my care. I must apologize for the conditions, but we believe you have been infected with a very serious pathogen. You will be treated. You are now on a Norwegian Air Force plane, which will fly you to Brize Norton airbase in England. From there your case will be assessed by the British Defence Scientific Laboratory at Porton Down. I wish you a speedy recovery.



He held up the note until she had read it to the end, then left. Porton Down? Jesus Christ! That was where the government researched some of the deadliest diseases on Earth. So that was it. They were going to keep her alive like a lab rat, long
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