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“Millicent Eidson's unparalleled talent shines through in this remarkable work, ensuring a thrilling reading experience. I confidently predict that this offering will be warmly embraced by the literary world, solidifying Millicent Eidson's place among the most esteemed authors of our time.”—Midwest Book Review, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“Dr. Eidson's medical thriller serves up unique and carefully drawn characters, fascinating and chillingly realistic threats, and enough Happily For Now resolutions to satisfy any women's fiction or romantic suspense fan. You won't want to miss this new entrant into the genre. I hope the author is busy writing the next book in this engaging series.”—Reviewer, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“This 2nd book in the Maya Maguire series follows the intrepid CDC veterinary detective as she tries to track down the mysterious tick microbes causing Borrelia infections. Her travels lead her from her home in New Mexico to the European sites of other outbreaks. Meanwhile, Maya is dealing with her own professional and romantic issues. This is a fascinating insider's look at the increasingly menacing diseases arising from animal microbes worldwide.”—Reviewer, Borrelia: A Microbial Mystery
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“The author's background as a scientist working for the CDC gives you an insider's view of this public-health agency at a time of crisis. I recommend Corona to all fans of medical mysteries.”—Reviewer, Corona: A Microbial Mystery
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“The mystery, the characters, the setting, and the uncanny timing of this book make it a compelling read. I would recommend it to anyone who loves medical thrillers, mysteries set in Hawaii, mysteries with diverse characters, books with a strong female protagonist, and fictional tales related to climate change.”—A.M. Reade, USA Today Bestselling Author, Dengue: A Microbial Mystery
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To public health and healthcare workers who have suffered infections, injuries, and death from Ebola or violent attacks while doing their duty.
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PROLOGUE
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“We are called to assist the Earth to heal her wounds and in the process heal our own—indeed, to embrace the whole creation in all its diversity, beauty and wonder.” Wangari Maathai Nobel Lecture, 2004 

––––––––
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Afi Mountain Wildlife Sanctuary, Nigeria, West Africa—May, 2022

The 420-pound silverback pokes at the stiffened body of his twelve-year-old son on the forested hillside near the Cross River. The stench of diarrhea and vomit permeates the ground nest of sticks and clumps of grass. The patriarch can’t linger. It’s time for him, as the dominant male, to lead his small troop in a search for fruits and herbs. 

Blood dripping from his nostrils and staining his reddish fur, a three-month-old gorilla lies inert in his mother’s arms. The young mother opens her mouth for a high-pitched scream, and another female gorilla joins in. 

The silverback twitches his ears and stretches up to his five-foot height, glancing into the canopy as the deluge begins. They must rebuild their nests in the treetops for the rainy season.

The torrent cascades off the leaves and triggers a swarm of flies, already invading the dead gorilla for their own nourishment. The silverback roars and pounds his chest, startling a greater long-fingered bat, roosting upside down from a branch of the bloodwood tree. The nocturnal carnivore shakes its wings and defecates more guano shiny with fish scales, and Ebola virus, to the nest below.

Emitting a low-pitched growl like a deep rumble, the silverback heads off into the forest to find their next meal. Reluctant to leave, the others glance back to the dead body. The mother cradles her infant, the baby already in transition to the spirit world.
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ONE
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Dr. Stefan Duda pushed through the mesh of vines and sponged his face with his handkerchief. Born in Poland and living the good life in Norway, he wasn’t adapted to the intolerable hothouse of a Nigerian wildlife sanctuary. 

He’d hoped for more moderate temperatures during a spring health planning meeting in Guinea organized by the World Health Organization. But Guinea and Nigeria weren’t far from the equator. Temperate breezes were too much to expect this deep in the jungle, two hundred kilometers from the Atlantic. 

Dr. Jan Kreischer was ahead, out of sight. Stefan’s colleague, who recently completed his internal medicine specialty at Universität Hamburg, was five years younger and pumped for this special trek. Jan had disregarded their guide, Dr. Biko Okeke, and grabbed the lead up the steep trail of Afi Mountain.

Stefan tugged out a water bottle from his pack. “Just a quick break.” He spoke English as the only language in common with Biko, a newly minted Nigerian physician and Igbo tribesman, who’d arranged the weekend excursion for them.

Biko was conflicted about whether to hurry after Dr. Kreischer or stay behind with Dr. Duda. Only fifty lions survived in Nigeria so he wasn’t concerned about a major predator threatening Jan’s life. But illegal hunting with wire snares across the trails was widespread in the sanctuary and he feared the man getting injured. 

Biko noticed drops of sweat on Dr. Duda’s pale face. He must have shaved his beard recently, as evidenced by the lighter skin. Wise choice, along with the cargo shorts, loose dashiki shirt, and safari hat Biko had recommended.

“Keep walking?” Biko asked. The forest was too silent. He climbed over the thick root of a locust-bean tree and picked up the pace.

Stefan had been a champion swimmer in an earlier life and maintained his level of fitness. Once hydrated, he had no trouble keeping close to Biko. After about ten minutes, he spotted Jan Kreischer kneeling at trailside, poking a rotting gorilla body with a stick. Stefan’s fingers instinctively went for the mask in his pocket.

“Get back here,” he ordered, and Jan complied after a few more minutes examining the animal. Biko handed each of them N95 respirators to prevent the transfer of zoonotic diseases, those capable of jumping across species.  

Since the COVID pandemic, all trips to see the critically endangered gorillas required masking. Gorillas shared ninety-eight percent of human DNA and the Cross River species had fewer than three hundred individuals in the wild. 

Stefan’s mask helped counteract the overwhelming odor of rotting flesh from the decaying carcass, swarmed by ants and carrion flies. He noticed Biko eyeing a second dead gorilla, this one a baby nestled on a leafy bed.

Biko regretted leading a gorilla trek with the COVID public health emergency still in place. An earlier tour group might have introduced the disease to the jungle animals. Many of his fellow countrymen believed that Nigerians were naturally protected from the Chinese virus, and some of the four million people in Cross River State relied on bush meat from wild mammals for their diets.

But Biko prided himself on being a sanctuary ally. Along with his younger sister Nneka, who worked as a guide, he had assisted in the distribution of posters warning villagers against eating gorilla carcasses. Their meat was viewed as a gift of free food from the local deities.

Stefan snapped into epidemiologist mode. All dead animals and people were data points, not formerly living beings for mourning. “We should take samples.” But they didn’t have protective clothing, scalpels, or test tubes, let alone a way to refrigerate their specimens.

“These bodies will be gone once we return.” Biko waved his arm toward the top of an African corkwood tree and its fan-like leaves. “Do you see the Egyptian vulture? It is a young one.”

Through thick mist beginning its descent down the forested hillside, Stefan made out beady eyes and a sharp black beak. The bushy head of reddish-brown feathers crowning a white face didn’t generate revulsion like other vultures with faces of naked red flesh. Two larger ones with whiter plumage and yellow heads screeched as they swooped for a landing on the same tree. The younger bird emitted an arresting growl that Stefan had never heard from an avian species.

Something brushed his bare legs, then painful pinches as ants swarmed and began to bite. 

“You’re right, Biko, there’s nothing we can do. Jan, let’s get out of here.” Despite his experience in pathology labs, Stefan gagged with the stench, enhanced by the cloying fog. Let nature take its course.
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A plastic water bottle, tossed by a Paris street protestor with the force of youthful rage, smacked Maya Maguire on her nose the minute she stepped out of the limo. Mark Zielinski, her vacation host, tugged her back down to the leather seat. 

“Are you okay? Let me look at it.” His voice was tender, more aligned with his closet poet than his high-powered legal career that paid for the Paris trip.

Mark fingered aside the thick swoops of Maya’s shoulder-length black hair. Her nose was already turning red, in contrast to the hue of her youthful skin made more golden by strolls in the Jardin des Tuileries on the other side of the Seine. No fresh abrasions joined her forehead scars from the fallout of several public health investigations. He kissed the small flat mole near her left eye.

“It only hurts a bit,” Maya said. Through the tinted window, she eyed a huge sign carried by two husky women. They looked older than most of the college-aged marchers, perhaps pushing thirty like her. MARCHE CONTRE L’INACTION CLIMATIQUE.

“Pleading a handicap so we could drive through a climate protest wasn’t a good idea.” She eyed a raging bonfire of scrap wood on the sidewalk in front of the Musée d’Orsay. “Makes us look like part of the hated elites.” 

She should have lobbied harder for them to park on a street farther way from the demonstration. Fully recovered from her lengthy COVID recuperation at Mark’s New Mexico ranch, she could have pushed his wheelchair. 

Or their chauffeur would have done that for them. The Frenchman forced his door open into the surging crowd, then formed a fist with his left hand. He arched his arm up toward the overcast sky, and slapped his left bicep.

“Bras d’honneur,” Mark whispered. “French version of fuck you.”

The chauffeur opened Maya’s door and helped her to the sidewalk, then Mark slid over on the seat and stepped out.

“Monsieur Zielinski,” the driver said, “would you prefer your cane or the wheelchair?”

People shouting in French surged. Their yellow fluorescent vests made the driver jumpy, reminding him of earlier anti-government protests that had turned violent. A waving mass of colorful flags obscured the view across the river, but the noisy tumult seemed confined to the Left Bank.

“Maybe we should have gone to the Louvre again,” Maya said.

They’d braved a mass of other tourists to see the Mona Lisa yesterday, and Mark had no desire for a second visit. “Let’s try the cane. If I get tired, they’ll have a wheelchair for me to borrow.”

As boys in soccer jerseys surrounded them and began to rock the vehicle, the driver retrieved the cane and waved it, shouting, “Merde!”  

“Bonne chance,” he said while handing the cane to Mark. Then he jumped in the front seat and sped away. Maya looped her hand around Mark’s left elbow and guided him through the crowded crosswalk.

On the fifth floor, they paused to admire Monet’s Mount Kolsaas in Norway. “I’ve never seen a winter scene by Monet before,” Maya said. “While I was working toward my master’s in public health degree, I frequented all the New York museums.”

“You’ve been to Norway, right?”

“Three years ago, but just to Oslo. I helped my colleague Stefan Duda with a Borrelia investigation.”

Mark frowned. “Borrelia? What’s that?”

Maya laughed and gently tapped her fist on his large head topped with dark brown hair, now grown out into a short ponytail at his neck. “You can’t have Alzheimer’s when you’re barely past fifty. Remember my tickborne disease investigation when you got my car accident charges dropped? That was Borrelia.” 

Mark took her left hand, missing its baby finger. “Yes, I do, and the subsequent stun grenade at the Lyme disease demonstration. I thought you might quit such a hazardous profession.”

Maya had been through too many years of grief and therapy to allow any setbacks. “After Manolo’s death and my China incarceration, nothing can knock me off track.”

She smiled at Mark’s rugged countenance, more aligned with his role as a New Mexico rancher than his position as a powerful attorney and philanthropist. Other than his dark features, he had little in common with her deceased husband, who had been younger than Mark by almost two decades. Both were raging extroverts—a counterbalance to her innate tendency to be in her head, trying to make everything into numbers she could analyze.

Maya refocused on Monet’s next painting, the Poppies at Argenteuil. Its vivid field of red flowers beneath a cloud-flecked blue sky made Maya yearn for an escape from the fervor of a big city. 

Last fall, she’d investigated a dengue fever outbreak in Hawai‘i. She always felt grounded when connected with nature, even in the face of deadly mosquitoes. And that’s what motivated the protestors, too. Protect the planet’s environment and creatures before the tipping point of runaway droughts, fires, sea level rise, and pandemics.

A young woman shoved them aside and slapped a poster onto the painting’s surface. She yelled in French too quickly for Maya to understand, but her white tee-shirt said +4◦ L’ENFER. 

“That means hell, right?” Maya struggled to remember her Duolingo lessons during the months of trip planning.

Mark nodded. “She may be referring to what Paris will be like with increased temperatures. But gluing something to a famous painting—that’s taking it too far.”

Three guards brushed past them to hustle the vandal away and museum staff guided everyone else out of the gallery. Maya remembered the barriers and safety glass over the Mona Lisa. Would museums have to do that with all their artwork?

She grabbed a table in the art nouveau Café Campana near the massive translucent clock built into the museum’s north face. Golden lamps floated down from the high ceiling and panels on one of the coppered walls glowed with the vibrant blue of an imagined fish tank.

A bustling waiter stopped by their table. Maya ordered the quiche saumon épinards and Mark the salade César. Within minutes, the waiter opened a 2021 pinot noir, the most expensive on their list other than champagne. 

After approving the choice, Mark lifted his glass in a toast. “Here’s to a magical week with you in the City of Light. It sure was worth extending my trip beyond the legal conference.”

Maya returned his toast with a grin, then handed him her phone. “Take a picture—I want to send it to my parents.”

She posed in front of the massive clock, a remnant of the museum’s initial incarnation as a nineteenth century railway station. At five foot six inches, her head blocked only the bottom of the Roman numeral VI. Mark smiled, remembering the significance of her red sundress. In Chinese culture, the color symbolized good fortune and happiness.

No question, Dr. Maya Maguire was an intriguing mix of the exotic as a Chinese orphan, combined with the earthiness of someone raised in Arizona, and the challenging brilliance of a veterinarian working in public health. An expert in all species and the spillover of their dangerous diseases.

The waiter dropped Maya’s side salad to their table and she twisted with impatience in her model pose, all the protest turmoil suddenly making her hungry. “Mark, dépêche-toi, s'il te plait.”

“I am trying to hurry,” he said. “It’s hard to see your face with the glare coming through the clock.” He snapped the picture.

Only two days left on their joint vacation, Mark reflected as he waited for their main course. They’d broken past any awkwardness because of their initial attorney/client relationship and their age difference. They’d bonded during months of physical therapy for his spinal injury from a spooked horse and her long COVID infection. 

But despite his best intentions, their physical relationship had not moved beyond first base. He’d hoped that Paris would drive disease data and statistical analyses out of her head, plus dreams or nightmares of a dead spouse. 

Still, the trip had been a success. After a week in Paris, all work set aside, she seemed reborn as a confident, sexy woman at a major transition point in her life. In June, her Centers for Disease Control and Prevention training program would be done, and she’d made no decision about next steps. She was fond of both New Mexico and Arizona where Mark maintained offices, and her parents still lived in Flagstaff. Odds were she’d remain in the Southwest.

Maya’s phone rang as the waiter delivered the main courses. She picked it up and held it close to her ear. “Stefan, this is a surprise. Where are you off to these days?”

His voice was so weak, she barely recognized it. “Conakry, Guinea. I’ve got Ebola. Unlucky Friday the 13th.”
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Stefan shifted his phone away from his face, overcome by a spasm of hiccups. Biko, geared up with personal protective equipment required by the Conakry hospital, handed him a cup of water.

Stefan was grateful that the fog in his brain had mostly dissipated. “Thanks, Dr. Okeke, you’re the best.” Covered head to toe in PPE, his Nigerian friend was recognizable only by his black-framed glasses and goatee.

Stefan glanced around the isolation ward of the international hospital, crowded with other conference attendees infected with Ebola virus. The stench of diarrhea was overwhelming. Over loud cries for help, he could barely hear Biko’s voice. He couldn’t imagine the conditions in one of the public hospitals.

“I appreciate your care,” Stefan said, “risking your own health.”

Biko shook his head. “I am immune from my infection in 2016.”

Stefan took a quick sip from the cup, the cool liquid soothing his throat. “We don’t know how long acquired immunity lasts.” 

With a start, he remembered Maya and brought the mobile to his ear. “Sorry, brain’s been fuzzy. Didn’t mean to leave you hanging. I hope we’re okay after what happened in China.”

“It’s been a whole year, don’t worry about that.” Her timbre had started low but became more strident. “What the hell is going on?”

Biko placed a damp cloth on his forehead and Stefan relaxed into the pillow. “A dumb-shit internist poked at a dead gorilla and got infected with Ebola. He spread it to the rest of us.”

“Have you talked to Kondrat?”

Just like Maya to be worried about his family. “He hung up on me.”

“I don’t believe it.”

Stefan couldn’t accept it, either. But they’d had a fight before the trip about all his travel. Kondrat had threatened a ‘divorce’ if he didn’t slow down, not that they’d ever legally married. 

He heard Maya’s muffled voice. “Mark, can I use your international dialing plan for Oslo?” Then she came back on the line. “I’ll call Kondrat, maybe I can provide some reassurance. How are you doing?”

Stefan breathed a sigh of relief. The offer meant she forgave him for arranging the dangerous China bat expedition. And she’d seen in person how prickly Kondrat could be about their frequent separations due to work. She knew how to handle him.

He mustered his strength to answer her question, if he could remember all his signs and symptoms. “Fever, headache, sore throat, and joint pain. Really weak. Not nearly as bad as some others, like my colleague Jan Kreischer.” 

Biko stirred at his bedside. “Don’t forget the seizure.” 

Stefan ignored the prompt. “Thanks, Maya, let me know what Kondrat says.” He ended the call and dropped the mobile to his bed. Hopefully, she hadn’t heard what Biko added. There was a limit to how much he wanted to freak out his family.
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In the critical care unit, the nurse almost wasn’t quick enough to offer the stainless-steel bowl as the patient vomited over the side of the hospital bed. 

“Add an antiemetic to the treatment regimen for Dr. Kreischer,” Biko said to the nurse. “If we don’t get this vomiting under control, he may go into shock.”

Jan appeared semi-conscious as his body continued to heave. When he shifted to lean back against the metal headboard, blood began to leak around his IV line. Biko moved quickly to apply a gauze sponge and the nurse bandaged Jan’s arm. 

Biko checked the chart. “His platelets are too low and he’s anemic. I’m concerned about a coagulation problem. I’ll prepare orders for a transfusion of platelets, plasma, cryoprecipitate, and red cells.” 

Biko leaned across the bed in Jan’s line of vision. “Dr. Kreischer, do you recognize me? I was your host for the gorilla trip.” 

Jan’s gaze remained vacant and he didn’t answer. As the initial case, it appeared he was the source of infection for the others. Jan was also the most advanced in his clinical course, on the road to organ failure if they couldn’t turn things around.

Biko put a hand on the plastic chair to steady himself, weak with guilt over leading the excursion. He’d been excited to attend a big conference in Guinea only months after completing his community health and primary care residency. His training at the Lagos University Teaching Hospital was a respected pipeline for those interested in public health. 

Several weeks before the meeting when the registration list was shared among attendees, Stefan contacted him about the Nigerian gorilla sanctuary. He and Jan offered a generous donation for gorilla protection and Biko’s education program if he’d lead a quick trip before the meeting started. 

Biko had protested. The drive from his apartment in Lagos to the sanctuary could take eight hours one-way, and when their gorilla tour was completed, the flight to Conakry for the meeting would require another day. He finally acquiesced, proud to demonstrate his home country’s progress in conservation. 

On Monday morning when the meeting kicked off, Jan’s generic ‘dry’ symptoms began, which were similar to Stefan’s current condition. Jan tested negative for COVID and felt confident he wouldn’t spread his mild viral infection to other attendees who all wore masks throughout the proceedings. Unfortunately, there were numerous social events with meals and drinking. 

Late Thursday afternoon as the conference ended, other attendees began to fall ill, and Jan crashed. Real-time rapid laboratory tests confirmed Ebola virus species orthoebolavirus zairense.

Biko updated Jan’s treatment regimen and reviewed the status of other patients. On duty at the hospital for almost 24 hours straight, he headed to the anteroom and removed his PPE.

––––––––
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Outside the hospital, Biko could see the narrow blue-topped spires of the Grand Mosque, the largest in West Africa. Its loudspeakers broadcast the Azaan, Muslim call to prayer. Although he himself was Christian, many meeting attendees were Muslim. He hoped there would be additional prayers for them today.

Like Stefan, Biko was a World Health Organization employee. He’d been ordered to check in at twelve o’clock with Dr. Vazir Shah, the Regional Director for Africa. The man valued punctuality, so a bit longer to wait.

He stood beneath the shade of a palm tree, trying to relax. Guinea was so close to the equator, the temperature didn’t vary much year-round. But the weather this week had been unusually warm, approaching 40° Celsius.

Struggling to catch his breath, he stared out into Sangareya Bay. A fellow med student had taken him sailing once in the Lagos Lagoon. How he’d love to escape onto another boat right now.

His mobile buzzed with the alarm and he placed the call. Dr. Shah was a rare Sunni Muslim from South Africa, speaking only English and Afrikaans, so Biko spoke in English. 

“Good afternoon, sir,” he said after the secretary patched him through.

Dr. Shah avoided the usual niceties. “What’s the count at your hospital now?”

“Nine hospitalized, two in critical condition. No deaths, but with a fatality rate of fifty percent, that may change soon.”

“And you believe the index case was Jan Kreischer, exposed a week ago on your gorilla tour.”

“Yes, sir. We did not send anyone to test the gorillas, so we are not sure.” He regretted allowing Jan to surge ahead on the trail. 

As a new physician, Biko had been uncomfortable giving orders to his white colleagues. He appreciated their attendance at a meeting about the health care economics of West Africa, but also felt a twinge of resentment that his continent required so much outside help.

“Tell me again why you weren’t wearing masks.” The tone lowered, becoming ominous.

Was he about to be fired? “I feared heat exhaustion as we climbed the trail, sir. Neither of them were adapted to a rainforest environment. We had our masks ready to put on, once we spotted the gorillas.”

“You could be wrong about the exposure for Dr. Kreischer,” Dr. Shah said. “The average incubation period is a week so the timing of your outbreak is on the shorter side if related to the animals. Perhaps there’s Ebola brewing in Conakry from another source. Guinea had an outbreak with sixteen cases and twelve deaths just a year ago. Where was Dr. Kreischer before the meeting?”

“I picked them up last Thursday night at the airport in Lagos. They flew in from the Democratic Republic of the Congo where they were working on dengue fever.”

“The DRC had Ebola cases last year as well. I’ll advise their hospitals to be on increased alert.”

Dr. Shah cleared his throat, then continued. “I’m most concerned about the Conakry attendees returning home using many different modes of transportation. It may be up to three weeks before they start to show symptoms.”

“And the precise ways in which Ebola virus can spread has some uncertainties,” Biko said.

“Yes, but close contact is a risk factor. It’s a logistical nightmare, with over a hundred conference participants, plus employees of the hotel and local venues for dining and drinking. At each destination, health staff need to triage those getting off planes and trains. We have an emergency situation report ready to issue this afternoon.”

“Should we consider vaccine for our hospital staff?”

“Your outbreak is still small. I will discuss it with Guinea’s health minister, who must make the request to the International Coordinating Group in Geneva.”

Presumably WHO would have someone else manage the vaccine campaign—Biko was already overwhelmed at the Conakry hospital. Because of his previous infection, he was unlikely to be at personal risk. However last fall, a nurse relapsed from her 2016 infection and died. Four others who attended her funeral became infected and died too. 

He needed to pace himself and stay healthy to combat the outbreak. A huge international disease threat required multiple countries to marshal their resources, and he might have set it in motion.
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Maya hung a damp washcloth on the towel rack, refreshed from the cool water on her face. She had first met Stefan’s partner when she and Stefan studied public health together at Columbia University. 

Their friendship was enhanced during her Borrelia investigation in Oslo where the couple lived. But she was still unsure exactly how to handle Stefan’s request that she talk to Kondrat. She knocked on the door connecting her Paris hotel suite with Mark’s.

“Come in,” he shouted.

He stood at his balcony railing in front of the Eiffel Tower, sliding glass door open and white curtains billowing in the breeze. She tugged him a step back from the edge and slipped an arm around his waist.

“Sorry I made you cut our Musée d’Orsay visit short, but Stefan sounded bad. I needed to get my thoughts together in a quieter place, before trying to call Kondrat.”

“Not a problem, we can go back tomorrow.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’d love that. It’s been a great trip, although the view from the top of the Eiffel Tower was a bit overwhelming.”

His fingers caressed her ear. “So that’s why you appeared nervous in those selfies we took looking down to the Seine.”

A fear of heights was relatively new. But last fall she had a nightmare, imagining her husband tumbling from a sandstone arch they’d visited in Arizona to celebrate their engagement. His crushed, bloody body seemed too real. The dream had been rich with the memories of pungent pines, carried by a light breeze that felt fresh on her skin.

She shivered. She’d been proud to conquer panic attacks after Manolo’s COVID death and the dengue outbreak in Hawai‘i. After all, she was now twenty-nine. It was time to develop some self-confidence. And Manolo no longer haunted her dreams every night. A little vertigo while on the Eiffel Tower or a hotel balcony—no big deal.

“I need to make my call to Norway now.”

Using his cane, Mark took slow steps into the suite’s living room, then handed her the phone. “Take your time. I’m turning on the TV news to find out if the demonstrations will muck up traffic again tomorrow.”

She frowned at his aggrieved tone. “You don’t think they have a point? They’re worried about climate change threatening the planet and the need to support low-wage workers.”

He opened his mouth to respond but she waved her hand and headed for her suite. Touching base with Kondrat was more urgent.

She’d texted him through WeChat when they first got back to the hotel so he’d accept a FaceTime call from a strange number, and he answered immediately. 

Almost three years since she’d last seen Kondrat in person, but he hadn’t changed a lot. Still thin, but muscular and tanned. His close-cropped copper hair gleamed in the sunlight of his back patio. He had served fantastic meals there when she worked with Stefan in Oslo.

“Hei min venn,” she said, remembering a Norwegian greeting. She hoped Kondrat still considered her a friend. Stefan was unrelenting when focused on a public health goal, whereas Kondrat was driven by his emotions and the protection of their family.

“Are you still working with Young Friends of the Earth Norway?” she asked.

He nodded. “Good to see you, Maya. Yes, Natu rog Ungdom, we call it. But only part-time, arranged around Paula’s schedule.”

“What’s she up to these days?” She remembered their daughter fondly, who was eight on Maya’s Oslo trip. The couple had adopted her from a Moldovan institution for kids with learning disabilities. She had thrived in Norway and Kondrat deserved more of the credit than Stefan.

“Ballet lessons year-round, skiing in the winter. Right now, she loves to garden with me.” Kondrat looked strained, as if he were pretending everything was fine. “And you, Maya, what are you doing in Paris?”

“Playing tourist.” Their brief delay in discussing Stefan might be deliberate for both of them, but it was too important to postpone. 

“I talked to Stefan this afternoon,” she said. “He sounded weak, but hanging in.”

“He paints everything with a rosy tint, even when it’s not justified.” Kondrat’s exasperated expression vied with his loving inflection. “Did he tell you how he caught Ebola?”

“Yes.” But Guinea experienced periodic Ebola outbreaks from exposures in-country, so she wasn’t sure they could rely on the gorilla story.

“He was gone for two outbreaks, meningitis in Niger and dengue in the Congo.” Kondrat took a long drink of his red wine. “He finally had a few days before that meeting in Guinea. Instead of coming home, he flew to Lagos for the gorilla trip.” 

Maya understood the logistics. Those countries were in the same region, and with the conference only lasting four days, Stefan would have been home in Oslo soon. Now, his hospital release date was uncertain. She assumed he’d recover, but with Ebola, there were no guarantees.

Her role wasn’t to speculate but to reassure. “The hospitals in Conakry have lots of experience in caring for Ebola patients, and I believe he’s in one of the best.” 

She decided not to provide any odds of bad outcomes like death. Published studies indicated the case fatality rate was over sixty percent. Zaire virus, the type they had in Nigeria and Guinea, was the most lethal. 

“Do you think I need to fly down there?” Kondrat asked. “The school year hasn’t ended for Paula, so I can’t bring her to either set of grandparents in Poland.”

That was a subject she could be firm on. “You’d never be allowed to see him—the isolation is strict with Ebola. And there’s nothing you could do to help him.”

Tears streamed down Kondrat’s cheeks. “I feel so helpless. All his trips around the world for terrible infectious diseases, and he’s never been sick before.”

Like Maya, Stefan was an epidemiologist, not a front-line human health care provider. That provided considerable protection from infection. But they still needed to take precautions when interviewing ill people or investigating the source of their diseases. 

Maya ignored Kondrat’s complaint about Stefan’s work/life choices. She had a difficult time balancing those herself. Until the trip to Paris with Mark, she couldn’t remember when she’d taken a week-long trip just for fun.

But she understood Kondrat’s vexation. “Talk to him and his caregivers. His morale while he recovers will be important.” 

“You’re right, thanks Maya.” Kondrat carried his wine glass into the kitchen. “I need to pick up Paula from her dance lesson. Why do you think Stefan called you, by the way?”

Maya smiled. “After the China trip, I think he’s looking for any excuse to re-establish our friendship.”

“I’m glad he did, so we can reconnect, too.”

As the call ended, Maya set Mark’s phone on her bed and got up to stretch. If she helped to heal the rift in Kondrat’s and Stefan’s relationship, that would be a major accomplishment for the day. She recognized a strong bond at its core, so her intervention might have been unnecessary.

She opened her laptop for a quick review of her emails. Mark didn’t like her doing that, insisting that she put work behind her. But leaving emails unchecked would make her more nervous than facing hundreds when back home.

One had been sent from Faye Simpson, the retired New York City Public Health Veterinarian. <Maya, do you know about the WHO alert on Ebola? NYC is gearing up for plane flights.>

Stefan’s little excursion was spreading its tentacles.
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Mark, yearning for progress in his relationship with Maya, ordered the chauffeur to stop the car under the tree canopy. “Let us out here, we’ll walk.” 

Crêperies lined Rue du Montparnasse on both sides. Strolling families filled the narrow street, absent most cars. Lesson learned from the Musée d’Orsay—don’t force your way through a crowd of Parisians, inviting them to take out their anger on his expensive vehicle. The rental company charged an exorbitant fee to remove paint thrown at the limo on their museum trip.

Mark maneuvered the brick pathway with his cane. As Maya laced her fingers through his, each of her touches shot lightning from his head to his toes. 

An advantage of delayed gratification—her slightest breath in his ear practically made him orgasmic. He hoped the whiff of the forbidden didn’t play a role—she was young enough to be his daughter, if he’d ever had kids. And too many wealthy men fetishized Asian women, thinking they were submissive. Clearly they hadn’t met Maya.

At the corner, she paused beneath the green trellis dripping pink flowers, almost too vibrant to be real. “How about this café?”

“I don’t like the traffic noise,” he answered. “I’m up for walking further.”

She almost tripped as she focused on the old six-story buildings fronting the street. “Trees growing on those wrought-iron balconies, so beautiful.”

He never tired of trips to Paris, an exciting combination of big city energy with old world charm and pockets of nature. Seeing it again through virgin eyes was wonderful. Not that Maya really was a virgin, but her experiences couldn’t compare to his own.

“Is this okay?” Maya paused at a small table in the street, protected from traffic by a line of low wooden fencing.

Mark spotted the waiter, a guy closer to Maya’s age and enviably fit. “Bonjour, monsieur,” Mark said. “Pouvons-nous nous asseoir à cette table?”

The young man nodded. “Bien sûr, you may sit at this one. Here is the menu.”

Mark plopped into the wicker chair in frustration. Parisians switched to English too quickly when they recognized an American accent. Quite a change from three decades earlier when he studied abroad and they ignored anyone with imperfect French pronunciation.

Maya’s French proficiency remained limited despite daily practice. Her eyes had glazed over when Mark asked the chauffeur in French which parts of Montparnasse Ernest Hemingway and Pablo Picasso favored. It devolved into a lengthy history discussion that Maya didn’t follow.

She pointed her finger at the menu. “I’ll have la gallette aux épinards.”

Mark smiled. “A tasty combination of strong flavors, the buckwheat and the spinach. Will you share a bottle of Chenin Blanc? I wish we had time to visit Touraine, a glorious wine region.”

Maya swirled her hair between her fingers, inadvertently revealing the small scars on her forehead. He didn’t know the details for all of them.

“I can’t be hung over for my flight to New York tomorrow. This week has been awesome, but work awaits.” She grinned. “You haven’t been a fan of me checking emails.”

“I hoped the vacation would provide a well-earned break. Let’s see, I’ll pretend it’s still breakfast and have jambon et oeufs.”

On her phone, Maya studied the restaurant’s reviews. “Look at the egg in this photo. It’s soft, not fully cooked. That’s dangerous for bacterial infections like Salmonella.”

Mark grimaced. Most of the time, he enjoyed this new assertive Maya, more self-confident than the timid stats nerd who first came to his attention four years earlier in the Arizona anthrax attack. Her mother hired him after the FBI detained Maya, accusing her of being the firefighter who starts fires to become a hero putting them out. 

Their in-person interactions increased the following year when her car hit the already-dead body of a Jicarilla elder on a remote New Mexican highway. After Mark got the charges dropped, their sole remaining legal contact was an informal consult about sexual harassment from Dr. Russo, that entitled prick she worked with. Mark still burned with anger at the guy, and the fact that he got away with it.

To her later regret, she disregarded his advice to bring in the police and file an official workplace report. She had an exasperating tendency to obsess over a decision before taking action. But the death of her husband and unborn baby from COVID brought her closer to Mark in shared disability and redemption.

“Seeing germs everywhere can be a bit much,” he complained, then brushed her palm in apology.

She ducked her eyes. “You’re right, my parents say the same thing. I’m sorry.” 

They placed their orders, agreeing on cider instead of wine. Exuberance replenished the vacation atmosphere when a band strolled by. Four young men in dark pants, light blue shirts, and brown berets led the crowd in lively folk music, played with an accordion, saxophone, drum, and flute. Scruffy backpackers and families with kids danced in the street.

“What’s going on with your friend and Ebola?” Mark asked as the food arrived. “I remember that huge scare a decade ago.”

“You’re probably thinking of the 2013-2016 outbreak in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. An estimated thirty thousand cases with over ten thousand deaths. Infections spilled over to other African nations plus the US, UK, and Italy. Other outbreaks followed, but nothing to that scale.”

How did she possibly have those details at her fingertips? She must have been researching late at night. “I hope Stefan is recovering.” 

He knew Maya became heavily invested in her friendships, especially when someone’s health was in jeopardy, their own relationship an example.

“Communication is challenging but I think so.”

“Glad to hear it. Have you talked to Dr. Grinwold about staying in New Mexico when your training is up in June?”

Maya traced her fingers over the sweet crepe listings on the dessert menu. “Yeah, he offered me the permanent position of State Public Health Veterinarian.”

“That’s fantastic! You’ll accept it, right?” Mark was cautioned by the stillness in her expression.

“Those jobs don’t open up very often, and New Mexico has been without one for a while. CDC funded my three training years, so it made sense for him to avoid spending state money before it was needed.”

Maya coughed as a smoker at the next table lit up. Mark knew she hated it. Her secretary’s husband died of lung cancer and they bonded over losing spouses at a relatively young age. But Europe was more laissez-faire about smoking outside, a common feature of the cafés. 

Putting on her N95 mask, always at the ready, Maya set the dessert menu on the table. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to call it an evening.”

Irritated at their romantic dinner cut short by the smoker, and her avoiding a question about the New Mexico position, Mark called the chauffeur. Despite his momentary displeasure, he adored Maya’s intelligence, drive, and emotional depth. She wasn’t hard to look at, either. 

With his money and influence, other women were available. But Maya’s unattainability enhanced her appeal. He always loved a challenge.

On the other hand, her work obsession was excessive, and spilled over to their relationship. She was polite and never nagged him, but he refused to feel guilty about choices that posed any health risks, like a bad diet or horseback riding.

Public health people shouldn’t be in charge of public health decisions, the most important lesson he learned from COVID. Only elected officials should decide on school closures and mask requirements. Lives saved wasn’t the only goal—the health of businesses was equally vital.

Issues to keep to oneself, if one hoped to score with a particularly sexy public health vet.
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Maya kept one hand on Mark’s elbow as they pushed through boisterous Sunday night crowds and waited on the sidewalk for their ride. Hopefully at some point, she could come back and wander around as an ordinary tourist to experience the city without Mark’s limo, fancy restaurants, and high-class hotel.

She regretted that their route wouldn’t cross the Seine, magical at night with sparkling reflections from the lights of nonstop tour boats. But as the chauffeur dropped them at the hotel, nothing compared to the glimpse of the Eiffel Tower, a glowing golden beacon. She could stare at it for hours, but hurried to help Mark to his room. 

As he relaxed on his sofa, she opened his drapes wide so they could relish the view, unobstructed by trees. “Can I get you anything to drink before I head to bed?” she asked.

“You know me, I can’t fall asleep without my favorite Scotch.”

She grabbed his bottle from the bar and poured him a couple of ounces. He liked it neat, only rarely on the rocks. After she handed it to him, he tugged her down, then held the glass close to her lips. “Don’t make me drink alone,” he said, expression plaintive.

“No thank you. Alcohol gives me rebound insomnia when it wears off. I told you, I need to be rested for my early flight.”

She pulled out her phone to check the time and the screen displayed a WhatsApp message from Kondrat. <Please call immediately.>

Tilting it toward Mark, she asked, “Can I use yours again?” 

Too busy getting ahead on her work so she could have the week off, she never figured out an international calling plan. Before the trip, she agreed with Mark to minimize her time on the phone, so she hadn’t anticipate the need.

He handed his over, and she closed the door between their rooms for privacy during an anticipated emotional discussion with Kondrat. On FaceTime, his brow scrunched and moisture flooded his eyes.

“The call cut off while I talked to Stefan’s doctor in Conakry, who told me he’s broken out with a rash and his skin is peeling away. He’s so vain, can you imagine how he’ll react to any facial damage?”

“Why didn’t you talk to Stefan directly?”

“They wouldn’t put me through. Stefan has severe headaches and is kind of out of it.”

“I’ll text what I find out.” But after hanging up with Kondrat, her call to the hospital failed to connect.

Her immediate instinct was to change her schedule—Guinea was closer to Paris than the States. But her wiser angels weighed in. How could she help in Conakry? Surely the phone connection problem was a short-term issue and they’d get through in the morning. Some countries had evening blackouts, perhaps affecting landlines or cell service there.

She texted Kondrat the situation and suggested they touch base tomorrow. Then she rejoined Mark in his half of the suite. He’d changed into a white silk robe painted with dramatic black whooshes of Chinese symbols.

“Here’s your phone, thank you. No luck getting through to the hospital, but I’ll contact them when I’m in New York.” Always attracted to silk, she fingered his sleeve. “I haven’t seen this before.”

Unwilling to send him the wrong message, she pulled her hand away. “Listen, the call with Kondrat freaked me out and I really need to turn in.”

He recaptured her wrist and drew her closer. “I saved this for our last night. By now, I hoped we’d be more relaxed around each other.” He leaned in for a kiss and she turned her head to accept it on her cheek.

Overwhelmed with intense sexual tension, she couldn’t deny a strong urge to melt into his arms. It would only be natural after spending so much time together during her COVID recovery. He was a good guy, she was sure of it, and wouldn’t take advantage of her like Enzo Russo.

One finger on her chin, he swiveled her face in alignment with his, then lowered his lips to her own. Commanding but gentle, and a wave of electricity flashed throughout her whole body, concentrated in her groin. Please, please, take me. Despite the powerful thought, she remained silent. What was holding her back?

When he drew her closer, she froze just before full-frontal contact. She shifted her hands to his chest. “I...I can’t, it’s not the right time.” Maybe it was her mind stuffed with worry about Stefan.

He didn’t look happy but stopped immediately, unlike Enzo who’d used his larger size to pin her down.

“You know I’d hoped for more on this trip,” Mark said, his voice pleading.

That’s why she’d paid for her own plane ticket. He’d already booked the hotel suite and insisted on handling the meals and museum visits. They’d argued about it, but he refused when she tried to offer him euros.

“Mark, I’m not saying never, just not now. I don’t want to lead you on or promise something for the future. You’re special to me but it doesn’t feel right at this moment. I can’t explain it. I’m sorry.”

He flashed his most brilliant smile, a winner with juries. “You’re calling the shots, I’m in no rush. Some things are worth waiting for.”

She turned for the door. “See you bright and early. Seven still okay?”

He nodded and tightened the belt on his robe. She guessed that he was naked beneath it. Oh, what she wouldn’t do to give into the impulse.

“Fais de beaux rêves, ma chère,” Mark said.

“I hope so.” If Ebola didn’t haunt her dreams. “Merci, Mark, bonne nuit.”
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All weekend in the Conakry hospital, fuzzy memories of his eleven-year-old daughter flitted through Stefan’s mind. Because of her learning disability, whenever Paula became frustrated while reading, she’d pound the couch with a toy plastic bat. 

In his fevered state, his head morphed into that cushion and he raised his hands to block the imagined blows.

Then his surroundings became visible again—beds in the isolation ward were full of patients, some crying out in pain and others too quiet. A young man in a nearby bed haunted him with tear-filled, blood-red eyes.

Pale light filtered in through clerestory windows and cheered him up. Like others who lived in northern climes, his moods were tied to sunshine. Scandinavian design emphasized lots of windows and connections with nature. Reaching his family—his top priority.

He called out to a PPE-clad hospital worker rushing by. “Can you help me?” When the man turned, he recognized Biko.

“Dr. Okeke, where’s my phone?”

Irritated by the interruption, Biko was relieved to see that it was Stefan, looking much healthier. 

He smothered his guilt that he played any role in Stefan’s and Jan’s Ebola infections by guiding the gorilla trip. The WHO leaders had concluded that these new illnesses were likely related to the outbreak last year. Cases could go undetected for months in a city like Conakry with 2.5 million people.

“How are you doing, Dr. Duda?” 

Biko checked Stefan’s chart. “Your altered mental status was caused by hypoglycaemia which we controlled with a continuous infusion of dextrose. Your blood glucose level an hour ago was in normal range.”

Stefan propped himself higher on his pillow, relieved that his foggy brain wasn’t related to something more serious. He tried to remember Ebola virus disease treatment options. “EVD monoclonal antibodies—are they available here?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





