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            "Truth may burn, but it never dies.It simply changes form—from fire, to word, to breath."— Anonymous, The Codex Vitae

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1 – The Healer of Genoa
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The smell of salt and sickness clung to Genoa like a second skin. From the narrow alleys, the cries of vendors and beggars mixed with the ringing of church bells, creating a ceaseless hum that no one truly heard anymore. Beneath a crooked archway near the harbor, Dr. Matteo di Rossi pressed a damp cloth to the forehead of a fevered dockworker, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“His pulse runs too fast,” he murmured, half to himself, half to his apprentice, Luca. “And look at the color—see that gray about his lips? The humors are unbalanced, yes, but this isn’t divine punishment. It’s something... physical.”

Luca, barely twenty and eager to please, crossed himself. “Father Anselmo says the sickness comes from sin, master. That the Almighty cleanses those who—”

“—sweat too much in the taverns?” Matteo cut him off with a wry smile. “Then every sailor in Genoa should already be dead.” He rose, wringing out the cloth, and looked out toward the ships bobbing in the distance. “No, boy. God’s judgment doesn’t crawl under a man’s skin and blister it. The world works by rules—most of which men have yet to learn.”

He glanced at the crucifix hanging from a nail on the wall. His wife had placed it there—Isabella, ever faithful, ever patient. He respected her devotion, even envied it at times. But in these rooms where fever steamed the windows and pain made men curse heaven itself, faith alone had little to offer.

A knock came at the door. A woman stood there, clutching her child so tightly it seemed she feared he’d vanish if she let go. “Dottore,” she whispered, eyes wide. “He coughs blood. The priests say it’s the hand of God.”

Matteo motioned her inside without hesitation. “Then let us see if God’s hand can be persuaded by clean linen and boiled water.”

He had studied in Padua, among men who debated Galen and Aristotle, where air itself was thought to carry invisible vapors of illness. But here, in Genoa’s filth-streaked alleys, theory bowed to necessity. He examined the boy’s throat, noting the dark swelling beneath the jaw, the way his breath came in shallow bursts. The symptoms puzzled him—familiar in their terror, yet... changing.

When the child began to tremble, Matteo wrapped him in blankets and placed a small cup of wine mixed with ground sage to his lips. “If fever is fire,” he said softly, “then we must feed it air, not fear.”

The mother watched, torn between faith and desperation. “The bishop says such treatment denies God’s will.”

Matteo’s gaze hardened. “Then perhaps your bishop should visit the harbor and explain that to the dying.”

Outside, the bells of San Lorenzo tolled the noon hour. The sound echoed off the stone walls like a funeral dirge for reason itself. Matteo closed the shutters against the noise, feeling a strange chill despite the heat. The city was restless. Talk of a new sickness coming by sea—of death that spread faster than sin—filled the taverns. He dismissed it as sailor’s gossip. Yet the harbor air carried a faint, sour scent that made him uneasy.

He turned back to his patient, forcing his thoughts to stillness. There would always be fear. His task, as ever, was to meet it with hands steady and eyes clear.

“Luca,” he said at last, reaching for his instruments. “Fetch more water. And say nothing of this case to the priests. They already think us dangerous.”

Luca hesitated. “Are we, master?”

Matteo smiled faintly. “Only to ignorance.”

Outside, a gull screamed over the harbor. The sound carried far—beyond the docks, beyond the city walls—and vanished into the horizon where ships from the East were already sailing in.

The next morning brought a haze over the harbor, a gray breath that turned the sea into a mirror of ash. Matteo walked the cobbled streets toward the physicians’ quarter, his satchel thumping against his hip, the faint scent of vinegar and herbs trailing him like a signature. Genoa stirred to life around him—vendors shouting the price of figs, sailors bickering over unpaid debts, the clatter of carts delivering fish already spoiling in the sun.

But beneath it all, a new sound persisted—low, tense murmurs. Fear had taken root in the alleys.

When he arrived at the dispensary, two fellow physicians were already arguing at the gate. Brother Paolo, robed in the brown of the Franciscan order, raised a hand to block Matteo’s way.

“You would bring your pagan instruments here again?” Paolo snapped. “The bishop has forbidden the bleeding of patients without clerical consent. It tempts Providence.”

Matteo regarded him evenly. “Providence requires no permission from me, Brother. My duty is to the living, not the comfortable.”

A small crowd gathered—dockhands, apprentices, beggars drawn by the scent of conflict. Paolo’s cheeks reddened. “You defy the Church!”

“I question superstition,” Matteo replied. “If that offends heaven, then perhaps heaven fears the truth.”

Gasps fluttered through the onlookers. Someone crossed themselves. Paolo stepped back, eyes narrowing as though measuring the flames of damnation already licking at Matteo’s heels. “Blasphemy,” he whispered.

“Reason,” Matteo corrected, brushing past him.

Inside, the air reeked of sweat and rot. Two patients lay upon pallets. One moaned softly, the other was silent but for the rattle in his chest. Matteo bent over the first, a sailor with sun-cracked skin and sores along his neck. He had arrived days earlier on a vessel from the East—Caffa, Luca had said.

Matteo lifted the man’s arm; a cluster of swollen lumps marred the armpit. They were black at the center. His pulse faltered like a tired drum.

Luca watched from the doorway, pale. “Master... those boils. I saw the same on the rats behind the fish stalls.”

“Rats?” Matteo muttered, leaning closer. “You’re certain?”

Luca nodded, eyes wide.

For a long moment, Matteo didn’t move. The world narrowed to the sound of the man’s breath and the faint creak of timbers outside. If rats carried this sickness, then it was not divine, nor even moral. It was natural—something that spread, multiplied, lived.

He straightened, jaw tightening. “Burn his bedding. Scrub the floor with vinegar. And keep this quiet. The Church will call it witchcraft if we speak of it too soon.”

When the sailor died that night, Matteo felt no surprise—only a cold certainty that the tide had turned.

As the body was carried out, he found himself staring at the crucifix above the door. It glimmered in the candlelight, the Christ figure watching him with expressionless pity.

“Forgive me,” Matteo murmured. “But I will not pray for understanding. I will find it.”

Outside, the bells tolled again—this time not for noon, but for the dead.

And somewhere beyond the walls, rats scurried through the docks, their slick fur glistening with the filth of a world about to change forever.

By the third day, the city’s whispers had grown into sermons. From pulpits to taverns, men spoke of divine punishment, of sinners struck down for greed and lust. Matteo heard it all as he made his rounds, but what chilled him most wasn’t the priests’ words—it was how eagerly the people believed them.

At dusk, he climbed the steep steps of San Lorenzo to deliver his notes to the bishop’s office. The cathedral loomed over Genoa like a stone leviathan, its white-and-black marble bands gleaming in the firelight of the setting sun. Inside, the air was thick with incense and fear.

Bishop Raimondo sat upon a carved oak chair, hands folded across his lap. “Doctor di Rossi,” he said in a measured tone. “I’ve heard troubling things. You have been bleeding the sick, dissecting the dead, and writing... theories.”

“They are observations,” Matteo replied. “If we are to stop this sickness, we must understand it.”

The bishop’s eyes were cold. “What you call understanding, I call arrogance. Men fall ill by the will of God. To claim otherwise is pride of the highest order.”

Matteo bowed slightly. “Then humility demands we ask why God chooses one man and not another.”

The bishop’s jaw tightened. “Because sin is unevenly spread, Doctor. The righteous need not question.”

Matteo met his gaze, unflinching. “And yet the righteous die beside the wicked in the same bed.”

A sharp silence filled the chamber. The bishop rose, robes whispering like wings. “You tread dangerous ground. Your words border on heresy.”

“So does ignorance,” Matteo said quietly.

The bishop turned away. “Leave Genoa before you infect more souls with your doubts. Take your apprentice, and go.”

Matteo’s heart sank—not from fear, but from futility. To be cast out now, when sickness crept through every alley, felt like surrender. Yet defying the Church could mean the pyre.

Outside, the city roared with the fever of belief. A crowd gathered in the square below—men waving torches, shouting prayers for deliverance. Matteo descended into the chaos, Luca trailing close behind.

“They’re burning the sick,” Luca whispered, horrified. “They think it stops the plague.”

Flames leapt from a quarantined house, sparks rising like desperate souls. Matteo watched, face lit by orange fire, the heat stinging his eyes.

“Fire doesn’t cure ignorance,” he said bitterly. “It feeds it.”

They turned down a side street, away from the mob. From somewhere nearby came the sound of weeping, a mother calling for her child. Matteo’s resolve hardened like iron.

“We will leave soon,” he said at last. “But not before I learn what this is.”

He looked once more toward the burning house, the cross above it blackened by smoke.

In that moment, Matteo di Rossi ceased being merely a physician of bodies. He became a heretic of truth—a man who would rather face damnation than bow to blindness.

The wind shifted, carrying with it the acrid scent of ash and the faint, unmistakable squeal of rats scurrying through the gutters.

The plague had arrived. Genoa simply didn’t know it yet.
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​Chapter 2 – Whispers of Death
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The fog rolled in thick from the Ligurian Sea, swallowing the masts and ropes of the harbor until they stood like crosses in a graveyard of ships. Matteo di Rossi walked along the wharf with his cloak drawn tight, the chill air heavy with rot and brine. Sailors murmured to one another in a dozen tongues, voices low, glancing toward a ship newly anchored beyond the quarantine line—a dark carrack from the East, its flag tattered and motionless.

No bells had greeted its arrival. No harbor clerk had gone aboard. It drifted in like a ghost, and now it sat silent.

“Master,” Luca whispered beside him, “the harbor watch says no one came out to unload. They say half the crew are dead.”

Matteo’s eyes narrowed. “And the other half?”

“Locked below,” Luca replied. “The captain forbade them to disembark.”

He could feel the unease pressing down upon the docks. Dockhands crossed themselves as they passed, muttering prayers under their breath. Word had spread that this vessel came from Caffa—the same city whose ports had closed after reports of “black boils and sudden death.” Merchants called it rumor. Matteo wasn’t so sure.

They reached the end of the pier where the captain’s skiff waited. A city officer in a red tabard stepped forward, blocking their path. “Orders from the bishop,” he said. “No physician boards that ship without Church sanction.”

Matteo studied the man’s trembling hands. “Then tell your bishop that illness does not wait for permission.”

Before the officer could answer, Matteo had already climbed into the skiff. Luca followed reluctantly, clutching the oars. The water slapped cold against the wood as they rowed toward the carrack.

The closer they drew, the worse the smell—thick and sour, like meat left to rot in the sun. Flies hovered above the waterline, a black mist buzzing in unholy communion. Matteo pressed a handkerchief to his nose, but it did little.

They found the boarding ladder and climbed. The deck was deserted, the sails hanging in tatters. A single gull perched on the railing, pecking at something unrecognizable.

“Saints preserve us,” Luca whispered.

“Faith won’t preserve us,” Matteo muttered. “Only understanding will.”

He moved carefully toward the forecastle, where the hatch to the hold was wedged open. Inside, the air shimmered with decay. Rats scattered over the planks. The faint light from above caught glimpses of what lay below—bodies, dozens of them, wrapped in linen stiff with blood. Some had swollen lumps beneath their arms, others blackened hands curled into claws.

Matteo’s throat tightened. He had seen death before—but not like this.

A sound—a cough—echoed from deeper within. He descended the ladder slowly, motioning for Luca to stay above.

A man sat against a barrel, skin pale as bone, eyes glassy with fever. His lips moved soundlessly until Matteo knelt beside him.

“Water,” the sailor croaked.

Matteo poured a few drops from his flask. The man drank, trembling. When he lifted his chin, Matteo saw the dark swelling beneath his neck, the faint pulse of something festering within.

“Tell me,” Matteo said gently. “Where did you come from?”

The sailor’s eyes rolled. “Caffa... we buried them at sea... then the rats came...”

He convulsed, retching dark blood onto the planks.

Matteo held him until the spasms stopped, his mind racing. He touched the swelling through the cloth—it was warm, alive, spreading beneath the skin.

“Master!” Luca called from above. “We should go! The guards are coming!”

Matteo hesitated, looking at the dead around him, then at his ink-stained hands. Every instinct screamed to flee—but the physician in him refused. He pulled a scrap of parchment from his satchel and began to write, noting the discoloration, the odor, the lesions.

If this sickness had come by sea, then Genoa was already doomed.

Still, he whispered to himself, “To understand is to fight. To fight is to live.”

He sealed the note and climbed back toward the fading daylight—unaware that a single rat had slipped onto their skiff, hidden beneath the folds of a discarded cloak.

The plague had found its path ashore.

By nightfall, the harbor was sealed. A red banner hung from the watchtower—Mors adest. Death is here.

Matteo stood on the pier as soldiers drove wooden stakes to close off the wharf. Behind him, Luca paced, pale and agitated. “We should burn that ship, master. Nothing good will come from it.”

“Burning won’t stop what’s already begun,” Matteo said. He watched the faint glow of lanterns aboard the carrack—shadows moving, though none should have been alive. “The sickness travels faster than flame.”

A murmur rose from the gathered crowd—fishmongers, dockhands, wives clutching their shawls. Someone shouted that a curse had come from the East, that God had sent demons in rat-shapes. Another claimed the sea itself was vomiting up the dead. Panic spread through the mob like contagion.

“Back to your homes!” cried the harbor warden, his voice cracking. “The bishop will declare a fast at dawn. The Holy Office will drive this pestilence out!”

Matteo said nothing. His eyes were fixed on a cart creaking toward the cathedral—its cargo covered by a rough linen shroud. He knew what it was before the wind lifted the edge. The sailor he’d tried to save.

They had carried him ashore without his permission.

“Luca,” he said tightly. “They’ve brought the body into the city.”

The apprentice followed his gaze, horrified. “Saints preserve us—why would they—”

“To prove it’s not a curse,” Matteo said bitterly. “And in doing so, they’ll spread it to everyone.”

He strode after the cart, his cloak flaring behind him, ignoring the cries of the guards. Inside the courtyard of San Lorenzo, the bishop’s men had already begun their ritual—holy water splashed, incense burned, and chants filled the night air. The corpse lay on the cobbles like a discarded offering.

“Step away!” Matteo barked, kneeling beside it. “Don’t touch him!”

A young friar turned, indignant. “We are cleansing his soul.”

“You’re poisoning his neighbors,” Matteo snapped. He pointed to the swelling under the dead man’s arm. “You see this? It spreads by touch. You cannot pray away contagion!”

“Contagion?” The friar spat the word as though it were filth. “Heresy! Only sin spreads between men!”

The bishop himself appeared at the doorway, drawn by the commotion. His expression was stone. “Doctor di Rossi,” he said coldly, “your defiance will be your undoing.”

Matteo rose slowly, trembling—not with fear, but with fury. “No, Excellency. My undoing will come from blindness like yours.”

Gasps echoed from the courtyard. The bishop turned his back and signaled to the guards. “Remove this man. And tomorrow, burn the body.”

Matteo allowed them to push him out, though every instinct screamed to stay. He walked through the sleeping city in silence, Luca trailing him, the echo of chants still haunting the air.

At his home, Isabella waited by candlelight, their young son asleep in her lap. She looked up as he entered—his face gray, his hands trembling.

“What have you seen?” she asked.

He sat heavily, staring at the flame. “The beginning of something that will devour us all.”

Outside, a bell rang once—then again—slow and hollow, the first of many that would toll before the year was done.

And from the docks below, the rats began their quiet march inland.

By dawn, the whispers had become screams.

Matteo woke to the sound of bells clanging from every parish tower in Genoa. He threw on his cloak and stepped into the street—the air itself seemed feverish, thick with the smoke of hastily lit pyres. The city had changed overnight. Doors were barred, priests moved in pairs with crucifixes raised high, and the stench of fear was stronger than the sea.

Luca met him near the well, eyes wide with disbelief. “It’s spreading, master. Two men from the docks died before sunrise. The fishmonger’s wife too. They say her neck turned black.”

Matteo rubbed his temples, exhausted though the day had barely begun. “It’s not divine wrath—it’s contact. The body of that sailor carried more than death; it carried instruction. And no one would listen.”

They pushed through the marketplace, now a ruin of overturned stalls and abandoned goods. At the edge of the square, a crowd had gathered around a small cottage. Smoke poured from its roof.

“They’ve set it alight,” Luca whispered. “There’s still people inside!”

Matteo’s pulse surged. He shoved past the mob, coughing as the heat struck his face. A man with a wooden cross barred his way. “Stand back! They were marked by God’s plague!”

“They were marked by ignorance!” Matteo shouted, seizing a bucket from a bystander and hurling water at the flames. “You’ll burn half the quarter before you purify your sins!”

The man swung the cross at him; Matteo ducked, caught the shaft, and shoved him aside. He could hear crying from inside—faint, ragged. Luca grabbed his sleeve. “Master, please—”

“Fetch help!” Matteo roared, disappearing into the smoke.

The heat was unbearable. He wrapped his cloak around his mouth and pushed through the doorway, stumbling over broken furniture. A woman crouched in the corner, clutching a child. Both were covered in soot, eyes wide with terror. Matteo pulled them to their feet and led them into the street as the roof groaned and collapsed behind them.

The crowd fell silent, watching as he staggered out carrying the child. Then came the murmurs—first awe, then suspicion. Someone hissed, “He touches the cursed and lives.”

A priest pointed a trembling hand at him. “Sorcery! He consorts with death!”

Matteo met his gaze, chest heaving. “If knowledge is sorcery, then may every man learn to conjure it.”

He turned away, handing the child to a woman nearby. The mother collapsed at his feet, sobbing prayers of thanks.

Luca reappeared, face streaked with ash. “They’ll come for you now,” he warned. “The bishop won’t forgive this.”

Matteo stared at the burning house as sparks rose into the pale sky. Somewhere in the chaos, he thought he heard the distant chime of a ship’s bell—another vessel entering the harbor, perhaps already carrying more death.

He felt the weight of it pressing down: the futility, the enormity, the knowledge that he was trying to dam a flood with his bare hands. Yet beneath that dread was something harder, sharper—resolve.

“We’ll not hide,” he said at last. “If reason is to survive, someone must defend it.”

He turned toward home, toward Isabella and their son, the world’s noise fading behind him. The streets were lined with silence, broken only by the scrape of rats along the stones.

The plague had entered Genoa. And with it, Matteo’s war had truly begun.
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​Chapter 3 – The Rat and the Ship
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The sea lay flat and gray beneath the morning sun, the kind of silence that only follows great death. The carrack from Caffa drifted against its moorings, rocking gently as if asleep. But Matteo knew better. The harbor guards had abandoned their posts; even the gulls had vanished from the masts. Only the whisper of waves against the hull broke the stillness.

Matteo tightened the rope securing his small skiff. Luca waited inside it, face pale, eyes darting toward the quarantined ship. “We shouldn’t be here,” he muttered. “They say the sailors are cursed. That their bodies move at night.”

Matteo adjusted the strap of his satchel and met his apprentice’s gaze. “If the dead move, it is because the living refuse to look upon them.” He gestured toward the ladder hanging from the ship’s side. “Fear keeps us ignorant, Luca. And ignorance will kill more men than plague ever could.”

He began to climb. The rope was slick with salt and rain, but Matteo’s hands did not falter. When he reached the deck, he found it littered with abandoned tools, broken casks, and scraps of torn sailcloth. A half-eaten meal sat congealed on a table near the helm. Everything felt... paused, as though life had been plucked from the ship in a single breath.

Luca followed reluctantly, crossing himself as he stepped aboard. “It smells of death,” he whispered.

Matteo nodded. “Then we are in the right place.”

They moved toward the forecastle hatch, where a thick board had been nailed across the door. Someone had scrawled Latin words in charcoal: Non aperias. Peccatum infra.

Do not open. Sin within.

Matteo’s hand hovered over the inscription. “They thought the sickness was a punishment,” he murmured. “Perhaps they tried to seal it away.”

“Maybe we should do the same,” Luca said under his breath.

But Matteo was already drawing his knife. The wood groaned as he pried the board free. A foul, wet gust escaped the darkness below—an odor so dense it made them both stagger.

Matteo wrapped his cloak over his mouth and descended the ladder. The air was thick and heavy, the hold dimly lit by a single shaft of sunlight piercing through a crack in the hull. Rats scurried along the beams, their eyes gleaming red in the half-light.

At first he thought the shapes on the floor were sacks of grain. Then his eyes adjusted.

Bodies—dozens of them. Men slumped where they had fallen, skin stretched thin and black, lips drawn back over their teeth in silent terror. One man still clutched a rosary, its beads fused together with dried blood. Another’s hand was nailed to the deck, as if he had tried to hold the door shut from inside.

Luca stopped halfway down the ladder, his voice breaking. “Sweet Mother of God...”

“Stay there,” Matteo said, though his own stomach churned. He crouched beside one of the corpses, examining the skin. The telltale swellings were there—the buboes—dark and swollen beneath the arms and groin. But something else caught his attention: a tiny wound on the man’s ankle, a crescent of broken flesh.

He leaned closer, tracing it with his gloved finger. “A bite mark,” he said softly.

From the shadows came a faint rustling. Then another. Matteo turned slowly toward the sound. A rat crept along a beam, its fur matted, its eyes bright and watchful.

In its mouth was something small and pink—a scrap of human flesh.

Luca made the sign of the cross, trembling. “Master... let’s go.”

Matteo straightened, his voice low. “No. Not yet. This is how it travels. Not by sin, not by air alone—but by these creatures.”

The rat froze under his stare, then vanished into the darkness.

Matteo drew out his journal and began to write by the dim light, his hands steady despite the tremor in his chest. “The sickness dwells not in the spirit, but in the vermin that walk among men.”

He closed the book and looked up toward the hatch. “We have seen enough,” he said.

But as he climbed, his foot struck something soft—a small pouch hanging from a nail, tied with string. He opened it. Inside was a folded letter, its edges stained with blood. The writing was crude but legible: “To any who find this—burn the ship. Do not let it reach land.”

Matteo’s breath caught. He looked toward Luca, who waited above, and then back toward the rows of dead below deck.

“It’s already too late,” he whispered.

The ship rocked, and from somewhere deep in the hold came the faint squeal of more rats, hundreds of them, stirring in the dark.

By the time Matteo and Luca reached shore, the harbor was deserted. Word of the ghost ship had spread faster than the tide—merchants had fled inland, and guards stood watch with torches, refusing to let anyone approach. The smell of pitch and smoke filled the air; men whispered about burning the docks before nightfall.

Matteo strode past them, his satchel heavy with notes and samples wrapped in cloth. His face was pale but composed, the mask of a man who understood too much to allow fear its voice.

Luca hurried beside him. “Master, if the bishop finds out we boarded that vessel—”

“He will,” Matteo interrupted. “And he will call it blasphemy. But truth does not wait for permission.”

They reached the guild hall, a crumbling building once used for grain accounts and now serving as the meeting place for Genoa’s physicians. Inside, four men sat at a long oak table: Brother Paolo, the bishop’s medical envoy; Doctor Scarlatti, whose pride filled any room faster than his patients’ screams; and two younger scholars who spoke little, their robes smelling of perfume meant to ward off “bad airs.”

Matteo laid his bundle upon the table and unwrapped it. The men recoiled. Inside were his instruments, a few vials of dried blood, and the small, dead rat he had trapped in the ship’s hold.

Scarlatti grimaced. “God preserve us, man—what is this?”

“The answer,” Matteo said. “The plague spreads by touch. Not by sin, not by the stars, but by creatures that carry death in their blood. The sailors died of bites—small wounds near the legs. The boils come later.”

Brother Paolo crossed himself, face tightening. “You trespassed upon a quarantined ship to chase rats? You risked your soul for vermin?”

“For knowledge,” Matteo shot back. “Look!” He pointed to the rat’s blackened mouth. “Do you see that? The same sores that mark the dead. These creatures spread it from ship to ship, man to man. You pray for deliverance while they crawl beneath your feet.”

The younger scholars exchanged uneasy glances. One of them whispered, “If he’s right...”

Paolo slammed his fist against the table. “If he’s right, then God’s creation is corrupted beyond redemption! Would you accuse the Almighty of error?”

“I accuse us of blindness!” Matteo said, his voice sharp enough to cut the silence. “We were given minds to see the world’s workings, not to hide from them behind incense and fear!”

Scarlatti sneered. “You speak like a pagan philosopher, not a healer. The Church will not abide such heresy.”

“Then the Church will burn its own salvation,” Matteo said coldly. He gathered his notes and turned to leave. “The pestilence will not ask for confession before it kills you.”

Luca followed him out into the alley. The air outside was heavy with heat, though the sun had not yet set. From the distant docks, a faint orange glow flickered—men setting fire to the carrack.

“They’re burning it,” Luca said.

“Too late,” Matteo murmured. “The rats have already fled.”

As they walked, the sound of distant coughing rose from the houses near the water. One by one, windows slammed shut. Candles flickered behind curtains as prayers began to fill the night air.

Matteo stopped, looking back toward the harbor, where black smoke now curled into the reddening sky. He thought of the sailor’s warning, the letter still tucked in his satchel: Burn the ship. Do not let it reach land.

“It reached us,” he whispered. “And now it will never leave.”

Behind him, church bells began to toll again—slow, deliberate, and endless.

The plague had found its city.

The bells of San Lorenzo tolled until the city seemed to vibrate with dread. Each strike rolled across the rooftops like thunder, marking not the hour but another soul departed. The smell of burning tar and death clung to the wind. Genoa was becoming a furnace of fear.

Matteo stood in his study, staring at his journal. Pages filled with diagrams, symptoms, and sketches of lesions—his own desperate testament against superstition. Yet every word felt futile. Truth, he was learning, had no pulse when the world refused to listen.

“Matteo,” Isabella said softly from the doorway. Her hands trembled as she held their son, sleeping fitfully in her arms. “They’re saying the disease spreads by sight. That the afflicted carry the devil in their eyes.”

Matteo turned to her, exhaustion carved into his face. “Ignorance spreads faster than disease. They will kill one another before the sickness needs to.”

“Then leave, I beg you,” she pleaded. “Take us north, anywhere. I will not lose you to your pride.”

He looked at his son, the boy’s small hand resting on her shoulder, and for a moment his resolve wavered. But outside, the cries of the dying echoed through the streets, and the physician in him would not yield.

“If I leave now, Isabella,” he said quietly, “there will be no one left to speak reason when the fires begin.”

“They already have,” she whispered. “The Church blames the foreigners. They say you consort with them, that you brought this curse from the docks.”

A sharp knock interrupted her. Luca burst through the door, his face gray. “Master—the guards are coming. They’ve arrested the apothecaries. They’re calling it witchcraft!”

Matteo’s jaw tightened. “And who leads this?”

“The bishop’s men,” Luca said. “They’re burning the infirmary.”

Matteo grabbed his satchel and shoved his journal inside. “Then we’ll take what we can and move the patients. The truth must survive, even if we don’t.”

Isabella caught his arm. “You’ll die for this, Matteo.”

He paused, meeting her eyes. “If dying means they remember there was one man who tried to see the world as it is—not as fear demanded—then it’s a death with purpose.”

He kissed her forehead, lingered for one heartbeat too long, and was gone.

The streets outside were chaos. Smoke curled through the alleys; the smell of burning herbs and pitch masked the stench of decay. Crowds swarmed the square, shouting prayers, beating drums, dragging the sick from their homes. Matteo pushed through them, Luca close behind, shouting for order—but his voice drowned beneath the roar.

At the foot of the cathedral steps, the bishop stood flanked by soldiers. Torches burned in iron bowls, their light dancing over his crimson robes.

Matteo climbed halfway up the steps before being stopped by two guards. “Your Excellency!” he shouted. “You cannot fight pestilence with fire! You’ll only drive it deeper into the flesh of the city!”

The bishop raised his hand, silencing the crowd. “And what would you have us do, Doctor? Dissect the dead? Drink poison and call it cure?”

Matteo’s voice cracked with desperation. “Study it. Record it. Learn! The sickness moves by contact—by vermin that feast upon the dead. We can contain it if we understand it.”

The bishop smiled coldly. “Vermin, you say. Then let us begin with the rats that walk upright.”

The guards seized Matteo by the arms as the crowd cheered. Luca lunged forward, but Matteo shook his head. “No. Go,” he whispered. “Keep my notes safe. The truth must live.”

As they dragged him toward the dungeon beneath the cathedral, the bells began to toll again—slow, solemn, endless.

Above the din, Matteo heard only the scurrying in the shadows. Rats, bold and unafraid, crawling through the cracks of the holy walls.

The plague had entered even the house of God.
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​Chapter 4 – The Merchant’s Widow
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The bells had stopped. Now there was only silence—the kind that comes after the city has run out of prayers.

Matteo di Rossi sat alone in a cell beneath the cathedral, his back against the cold stone. The air was thick with damp and incense smoke from above. His wrists bore the red marks of rope where the bishop’s guards had bound him. Somewhere in the distance, the chant of monks drifted down through the cracks in the ceiling—muffled, mechanical, and eerily calm.

He had not been here long, but time had already warped into something shapeless. It was the sound of footsteps that returned him to the world—a guard approaching, torch in hand.

“Doctor,” the man muttered. “The bishop commands your presence. There’s... a death he cannot explain.”

Matteo rose slowly, forcing the stiffness from his legs. “There are thousands,” he said dryly. “Why summon me for one?”

The guard said nothing, only gestured for him to follow.

They led him through the cathedral’s side doors, out into the evening. The city had grown quieter—not with peace, but exhaustion. Streets once thick with traders now lay scattered with broken carts and abandoned wares. Smoke hung low over the rooftops like a bruise.

At the steps of a marble townhouse, the bishop waited. Behind him, servants huddled, their faces veiled. The door stood open, and from within came the sound of weeping.

“The widow of Signore Alighieri,” the bishop said, his tone clipped. “Her husband fell ill three days ago. She remained untouched. Until now.”

Matteo glanced at the servants. “She is alive?”

“For the moment,” the bishop said. “You will examine her. Discreetly. And you will speak no word of your heresies.”

Inside, the air was heavy with perfume and candle wax—an attempt to mask the odor of sickness that clung to every breath. Matteo followed the sound of sobbing up the grand staircase to a bedroom lit by trembling light.

The woman lay beneath silk sheets, her skin slick with sweat, her hair matted to her temples. The buboes had risen high along her neck—swollen, black, glistening. She shuddered with each labored breath, clutching a rosary that left small indents in her palms.

Matteo approached quietly, motioning for the maid to step back. He dipped a cloth in vinegar and pressed it to the woman’s brow. Her eyes flickered open—gray and frightened.

“Am I cursed?” she rasped.

He hesitated. “No, signora. You are afflicted, not condemned.”

Her lips trembled. “The bishop says I am punished for pride. I thought my husband’s death would spare me. But the fever burns through my prayers.”

Matteo glanced toward the doorway, where the bishop lingered like a shadow. “Faith and fever do not speak the same language,” he murmured. “Try to breathe.”

He examined the swellings carefully. When he drew his hand away, it came back streaked with blood and pus. He wiped it on his sleeve without flinching.

“She will not last the night,” he said softly.

“Then pray for her soul,” the bishop replied.

Matteo turned, anger flaring in his eyes. “Her soul is not dying—her body is. And perhaps the same poison that kills her flows through this city even now.”

The bishop’s gaze hardened. “Enough. Leave her.”

Matteo looked once more at the woman, whose breathing had grown shallow. “I will not leave her to superstition,” he said.

He stayed long after the bishop departed, through the deep hours of the night. The woman’s moans grew faint, her rosary slipping from her hand. When dawn touched the window, she was gone.

Matteo closed her eyes gently, then knelt beside the bed, exhaustion pressing down like stone. He whispered—not to heaven, but to himself. “It spreads by flesh, not faith.”

Outside, the bells began again—this time not for prayer, but to warn the living.

Rumors moved faster than the wind: that the doctor had defied the Church, that he had spoken to death and lived. And somewhere in the harbor, another ship arrived, unannounced, its rats already running for shore.

By the next morning, the merchant quarter was unrecognizable. Silk curtains hung half-drawn from balconies, fluttering above streets that stank of vinegar, incense, and fear. Families boarded up their doors. Servants fled through alleys carrying bundles of food, leaving their masters to die behind locked gates.

Matteo walked through it all with his cloak pulled close, Luca at his side, both silent except for the scrape of their boots on the stones. Behind them, the tolling of the cathedral bells followed like an accusation.

“She’s dead,” Luca said finally. “The widow. Everyone knows.”

“They would have known soon enough,” Matteo replied. “The disease leaves few secrets.”

“But they say you touched her, master. That you didn’t pray before or after. The bishop’s men are calling it proof of heresy.”

Matteo stopped. His voice, when he spoke, was calm but brittle. “If touching the sick is heresy, then compassion itself stands condemned.”

He turned a corner and nearly collided with a crowd gathered outside the Alighieri home. The door was barred, but still they pressed against it, shouting prayers and curses. A friar stood at the steps, waving a crucifix and calling for the house to be burned before the curse could spread.

Matteo stepped forward. “Enough! There is no curse—only contagion.”

The friar rounded on him, eyes blazing. “You!” he spat. “You defiled the widow’s chamber! You carry her corruption!”

“Her corruption,” Matteo said coldly, “is ignorance. You would burn knowledge to keep yourselves warm.”

Gasps rippled through the crowd. Someone threw a stone—it struck the wall beside him and shattered. Luca grabbed his arm. “Master, please!”

But Matteo’s fury had broken loose. “You cannot pray away a plague,” he shouted. “The air itself carries death, the rats carry it further still! Open your eyes before you burn the city to ashes!”

The friar’s voice rose above the chaos. “Blasphemy! This man serves the Devil’s science!”

Two soldiers pushed through the mob, ordered by the bishop to arrest any who disturbed “public faith.” One of them recognized Matteo and hesitated. “He’s the doctor,” he murmured.

“The heretic,” the friar corrected.

Matteo’s jaw tightened. He met the soldier’s gaze and said quietly, “If you want to save your soul, soldier, wash your hands instead of your conscience.” Then he turned and pushed through the crowd before the guards could seize him.

They made it to the alley behind the house, breath ragged, hearts hammering. Luca looked ready to collapse. “We can’t keep this up. They’ll hang you for this.”

Matteo glanced toward the sky—the smoke of burning incense mixed with the darker plumes of pyres. “They’re already hanging reason,” he said. “I’m just the rope.”

He reached into his satchel and withdrew his journal, thumbing through the pages covered in cramped script and sketches. “We’ll leave soon. But not until I’ve written all I can. Someone, someday, must know what really happened here.”

A cry erupted from the street—a mother’s wail, high and piercing. Matteo turned. Through the gap in the wall he could see a young woman kneeling beside a man collapsed on the stones, his neck already swollen, skin blackening.

Luca whispered, “How fast it moves...”

“As fast as fear,” Matteo said grimly. “Faster.”

He closed his journal and looked north, toward the city gates. “Genoa is lost. But the truth doesn’t have to die here.”

Behind him, the crowd outside the widow’s house was still chanting prayers, still waiting for a miracle that would never come. The plague had found its temple—in rumor, in faith, in fire.

And Matteo knew: the time for saving Genoa had passed. The time for witnessing it had begun.

By week’s end, Genoa was no longer a city—it was a wound that would not close. Smoke hung low over the rooftops, thick enough to choke. The harbor had fallen silent, ships anchored in quarantine or already aflame. Bells rang not by the hour, but by the corpse.

Matteo and Luca worked through the nights, tending to the few who dared let them near. The apothecaries had fled. The priests carried incense instead of medicine. And the bishop—ever certain, ever blind—had turned his sermons into weapons.

“Beware the false healers!” he thundered from the cathedral steps. “The Lord’s hand tests us, yet some men deny His will. This pestilence comes not from heaven, but from their heresy!”

Every word was an arrow aimed at Matteo’s name.

He stood in the shadow of an alley across the square, watching the crowd swell. Luca shifted beside him, whispering, “They’ll come for us next.”
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