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    To doctors, nurses, and security forces. 


    The purpose of this dedication is to thank you


     once again for your service and dedication 


    during this unprecedented crisis.
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    1. Wuhan, Ground Zero
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At the Wuhan Animal Market







Two tourists, dressed as backpackers, were wandering through the animal market. The atmosphere was hectic. Thousands of people were drifting along the narrow alleys, which were crowded with small stalls on either side. A mixture of shouts in various Chinese dialects could be heard.

“Xavier, why did we come to Wuhan anyway? We’re the only foreigners in this place.”

“We’re here because we’re not your typical tourists picking our way through the markets. We’re in deepest, darkest China and we can go where we like.”

Mike raised his voice as he spread out his arms. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this place. It’s so macabre with all these little animals about to die.”

“I know,” Xavier agreed, frowning. “We came here because I was curious to know what these places were like. But to be honest, I’m not feeling all that comfortable either. If you like, we can cross straight through the market on this street and leave from the other side.”

His friend wasn’t able to answer him. He had a knot in his stomach, but a simple nod was enough to make himself understood.

As they walked, they observed all kinds of caged animals to their left and right: foxes, crocodiles, wolf cubs, giant salamanders, snakes, rats, peacocks, and porcupines. At other stalls, camel, rat, or coyote meat was being sold directly to customers.

At one particular place in the market, Mike stopped right in front of some cages with cute little dogs. One of them reminded him of the pet his family had had when he was small.

“Are you kidding me? They eat puppies too!” The backpacker was shocked. “We should be careful. Any day now we could be served dog meat.”

“Don’t worry. I read in one travel guide that canine flesh is considered a delicacy.” Xavier paused before making a small joke to ease the stress that had built up. “What they might give us, however, is rat meat.”

“I think I’m going to puke.”

“Actually, the flesh of most wild animals tastes like chicken,” Xavier said. “I’m speaking from experience, because one day I tried snake and crocodile at a restaurant in Vietnam. The dish looked unappetizing, but after closing my eyes, putting a piece in my mouth, and chewing, it actually tasted quite good.”

Mike wasn’t enjoying the conversation, but as he didn’t want to appear wimpish, he just nodded at his friend’s comments as though he were following along. In his mind, however, he was visualizing a McDonald’s hamburger.

“The most disgusting thing I ever tried was insects at a market in Thailand,” Xavier continued. “If you ever go, you should try their baby scorpions. They’re crispy like shrimp. The larger ones, on the other hand, you bite them and there’s an explosion of liquid in your mouth. What I just couldn’t try were the hairy tarantulas. They looked scary. But, hey, the most revolting thing I ever saw was a centipede on a stick. The stick went in through its ass and came out of its mouth. The Thais eat it as a snack.”

Just at that moment, Mike couldn’t take it anymore and vomited on the street. Xavier’s laughter, and the inquisitive looks of the Chinese locals buying and selling around him, made him feel even more embarrassed than he already was.

“Okay, okay. I’ll drop the subject. Sorry,” Xavier apologized with some regret. “Here’s a tissue. Clean yourself up, and let’s go. Everyone’s watching us.”

As they left, they passed by what appeared to be the market’s star attraction: a cage full of bats for sale. Apparently, according to the Chinese, bat meat has many health benefits, even though it’s never been proven scientifically.







At the Central Hospital of Wuhan








When a city has more than eleven million inhabitants, thousands of people fall sick every day, but clearly something was off that particular morning.

Dr. Liang was continually being asked to take a look at patients with atypical pneumonia. Statistically, it wasn’t even likely because it’s not a common illness like the flu or a head cold. It’s true, they were at the end of December 2019, but this didn’t explain the tremendous overflow of emergencies. What was especially troubling was the fact that they weren’t even able to come up with an explanation as to why the illness was affecting so many patients at once.

A sneaky thought went through his head: what if it were ... he didn’t even dare name the disease. He decided to talk to a few other doctors about the matter so they could reach a common conclusion together.

“Colleagues, the symptoms are a fever of one hundred degrees Fahrenheit or more, a dry cough, and shortness of breath. Do you have any idea what the cause might be?”

The doctors looked at each other. Apparently, they were all having similar thoughts, but they didn’t dare speak about it openly. Even though they were inside a meeting room, Dr. Liang could still hear the commotion in the hospital corridors. It made no sense for them to waste even more time with this absurd game. He threw aside all caution and said, “I think we’re talking about SARS, which, of course, is an acronym for Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome.”

The other doctors all shook their heads. Dr. Liang’s idea was feasible, but they refused to accept reality. This illness had first appeared in 2003, in the province of Guangdong, China, and had spread rapidly to dozens of countries, eventually killing nearly eight hundred people.

“We’re not going to issue such a categorical statement,” Dr. Chang said, showing some discomfort. “An announcement would have to be made by the Chinese Government or by our country’s health authorities.”

“Perhaps I didn’t express myself clearly enough,” Liang continued. “The symptoms are similar to those of SARS, a coronavirus that disappeared years ago, but it could be a mutation or a virus that shares similar characteristics. I’m just saying we need to investigate the origin of the outbreak. Under the circumstances, it’s crucial we act quickly.”

“I agree,” Dr. Chang nodded. “How do we go about it, though? Any thoughts?”

“I suggest we each talk to our patients and try to find out where they’ve been over the last few days. In the meantime, I’ll request a meeting with the hospital director for later on this morning. By then, we should have enough information to inform him correctly about the situation.”

“Right. Let’s get to work then,” Dr. Chang suggested. He was usually the type of person who liked to complain about everything, but in this particular case, he was grateful the decision had been made by Dr. Liang, who had more initiative. If things didn’t go well, he didn’t want to be the person they’d all blame.

A few hours later, although the influx of cases was gaining momentum, the doctors took a short break to meet with the director of the Central Hospital of Wuhan. They saw themselves as a crisis group. Once they’d all taken their seats, Dr. Liang was the first to speak because clearly all his colleagues were too afraid to do so.

“Director, we believe we’ve detected a new outbreak of SARS, or a similar virus, that’s affecting the population of Wuhan.”

“Are you sure?” the director asked challengingly. “That’s a very serious statement.”

Dr. Liang glanced at his professional colleagues, waiting for a gesture of support from them, but they just gave him blank looks. It was as if they were all afraid of the hospital’s top manager.

“I confirm my statement,” Dr. Liang declared with a decisive tone. “‘Moreover, we believe we’ve detected the origin of the illness.”

“That’s not surprising, Liang,” the director commented, perplexed by the conviction with which the small-time doctor was speaking.

“My colleagues and I spoke to our patients with similar symptoms. Many of them told us they visited the Wuhan animal market a few days ago.”

“Keep going. It’s starting to sound interesting.”

“We believe that bats could be the source of this SARS. In particular, bats being sold at the Wuhan animal market,” Dr. Liang announced, standing even straighter. “We must close the market and declare a health alert!”

A disturbing silence fell over the meeting room. The hospital director rubbed his chin with his right index finger and thumb as he assessed the situation. The other doctors sat inert, like puppets on their chairs, their faces expressionless. Only Dr. Liang seemed to have any blood in his veins. The delay was killing him.

“For the moment, we’re not going to do anything. Go back to your workstations. As you’ve already pointed out, we have a lot of patients to treat today,” the hospital director decided.

“What do you mean?” Clearly upset, Dr. Liang stood up from his chair. “I demand an explanation! We’re risking our own lives as well as those of many other citizens! We need to take drastic action immediately! If we don’t stop this bomb, it could explode in our hands!”

Finally, Dr. Chang reacted. It turned out he wasn’t a puppet after all. He grabbed hold of Dr. Liang to stop him from doing anything crazy. The hospital director wasn’t someone that tolerated insubordination.

“Do you know why I’m sitting in this chair and you’re merely caring for the sick?” the hospital director asked Liang, in a rather contemptuous tone. “Because it’s my job to make decisions and I know all the protocols when it comes to action. We’re not going to shut down Wuhan’s animal market because we have no proof of what you’re saying. The animals will have to be tested, and, if they prove positive, we’ll decide what to do at that time. As for declaring a health alert, I don’t have the authority to do that.”

“So who does?” Dr. Liang yelled, completely losing control.

“According to China’s infectious diseases law, the local government must first report the outbreak to the national health authorities and then obtain approval from the Council of State before making any announcement. Subsequently, if the alleged virus were to leave China, the matter would need to be referred to the World Health Organization so it could declare it an international health emergency, or, depending on its extent, a pandemic.”

Dr. Liang was unable to hide his fury. He didn’t like what he was hearing at all. On the other hand, China was a very watertight country and it was possible the director was correct as far as procedure was concerned.

“One last thing before you all return to work,” the director announced in a threatening tone, as he stood up and pointed his finger at each doctor in turn. “You may not reveal any details about this alleged virus to anyone, not even your family members! We don’t want any unnecessary alarms to be raised. If I learn that any of you have ignored my warning, I’ll see to it personally that you experience the full weight of Chinese law!”
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    2. Black Amber Corporation
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In a Secret Location







It was clear to him that all the members were already gathered in the meeting room. As soon as he entered through the main door, he could see a long table with twenty chairs evenly distributed on either side, in addition to the one at the head of the table. Through a large window at the back, he could see several skyscrapers.

“Hello, my friends! Thank you for attending this meeting.” Boss, who was chairing, raised his voice. “Our time has come! After a year of waiting, the moment we’ve all been preparing for is finally here!”

Applause flooded the room. The attendees were euphoric. It was obvious the members didn’t get along with each other very well, nevertheless, they appeared to share the same goal and had all worked hard to achieve it.

“Let’s start with the first item on the agenda. Our old friend, the Siberian Wolf, has something to announce.”

At these meetings, none of the members used their real name. The issues under discussion weren’t exactly legal or even ethical. In fact, to make it seem as though they’d never actually met, everyone used a nickname.

“Dear friends,” the Siberian Wolf greeted them in a strong Russian accent as he rose from his chair and gazed at the faces of the other members. “I’m seventy-eight years old and my health is failing, yet I want to ensure that my legacy lasts. That’s why, as a member of the Black Amber Corporation, I’m passing my seat over to my son. He’ll represent my interests as if I were present.”

There was more clapping. Some members were happy to applaud the work of this man over the years, while others felt worried. He was a long-time member, and they didn’t like having strangers join their select group.

The Siberian Wolf nodded and began walking slowly toward the door, which opened a few seconds before he got there. His son entered the room and gave him a tight hug. The older man took the opportunity to whisper a few words into the younger man’s ear.

As the other members of the board of directors watched expectantly, the Siberian Wolf’s son moved over to the table and sat down in the seat his father had just vacated. Tall and thin, he was the youngest of them all and had a disturbing vibe about him.

“For some of you this will seem unnecessary, but since there’s a new member among us, I’ll remind you all of the reason why we’re here,” Boss said, pointing to Lotus Flower, one of the most impatient and annoying members. “We are the Black Amber Corporation, a secret organization that has existed for decades and whose sole purpose is to enrich its members to unimaginable limits. To be here, you must be important. Some of us belong to noble families, while others are presidents of governments. We also have generals, oil magnates, and CEOs of large companies among our members.”

Humility wasn’t a virtue of any of the meeting attendees. Hearing Boss’s speech, they felt even more important. Boundless greed was rampant among them.

“Now,” Boss continued after a short pause, delightedly imagining the pupils of all the other members reflecting dollar signs, “if we follow the rules, we can earn money to a certain extent. After that, we need to draw up a complex plan just like the one we’ve just embarked upon. We’ve created a new type of virus that will not only cause chaos in the world but also allow us to earn unforeseen riches.”

The Siberian Wolf’s son appeared satisfied. He wasn’t scandalized in the least by the Black Amber Corporation’s plans. Like his father, he lacked any ethical principles and was eager to thrive and earn his father’s pride.

“However, it’s clear that to confront even greater challenges, huge sacrifices will be required,” Boss continued, softening the tone of his voice. The most uncomfortable moment of the meeting had just arrived. “Consequently, I require a new contribution of funds equal to two hundred million dollars from each of you.”

His colleagues around the table weren’t so happy now. A widespread uproar ensued, expressing numerous complaints about this new request for funds.

“I for one am not about to make yet another contribution!” Hyena shouted excitedly as he hit the table hard with his right fist. “Over the past year, I’ve contributed almost a billion dollars and I’ve yet to see any profit. We’re all here to make money, not lose it.”

“We’re all billionaires here,” Black Widow pointed out. It was clear she understood the magnitude of what they were about to set in motion. “I mean, we all have over a billion dollars in our accounts. Some of us ... like you, Hyena ... have a hell of a lot more than that. Don’t be so stingy.”

“We’re a team,” Boss confirmed as he clenched his fist to encourage his team to stay strong. “We predict we’ll multiply that amount by ten, twenty, or even a hundred under special circumstances.”

“If I retire, will the corporation return the contributions I’ve made over the past year?”

“I suppose so.” Boss hesitated for a few seconds, but finally gave in. “We don’t want anyone here to be unhappy.”

Hyena didn’t hesitate. He got up suddenly and walked out the door without even a backward glance at his colleagues. He then slammed it behind him. As the other members around the table began excitedly talking to each other, Boss made a phone call to Slater.

“Hyena’s approaching the exit. Get rid of him properly.”

“Of course, Mr. Spencer.” Slater, who was one of the few people who knew Boss’s real identity, was a hardened character.

As Hyena emerged from the elevator on the ground floor and headed toward the building’s front door, he passed in front of Slater. The lackey headed toward him to fulfill Boss’s command, murmuring “Goodbye, Mr. Hyena.”

Once the disgruntled man had overtaken Slater, the latter dropped his submissive attitude, pulled out his pistol, and shot Hyena in the back of the head. He then called maintenance to clean up the blood near the reception desk. He would get rid of the body himself; it was his job to solve any problems that arose.

Up in the meeting room, having heard the gunshot—although it was somewhat muffled by distance and the windowpanes—no one was in any doubt as to what had happened. But just in case, Boss took the trouble to point it out. “There can be no witnesses to what we’re about to do! And let’s not forget the sensitive information Hyena was privy to by being a member of the Black Amber Corporation. Would anyone else like to withdraw their contribution?”

The silence in the room was uncomfortable. Some faces showed worry, others fear, and Lotus Flower’s, simply boredom.

“Very funny, Boss!” the Asian representative said, demonstrating his ennui. “Hyena was an asshole and deserved what happened to him. When are we going to talk about the plan, the reason behind our meeting today?”

“Very well. Once the proposed new contribution from all members has been approved, we can move on to the next item on the agenda.”

It was as if Hyena’s murder had never occurred. The atmosphere had relaxed a bit. The corporation members turned their attention to Boss once again.

“Our agents have created a ground zero for the new biological weapon at the animal market in the Chinese city of Wuhan. From now on, we’ll call it a coronavirus.”

The Siberian Wolf’s son raised his hand and waited for someone to give him the floor. He was unaware of the proper protocol, but he had a question that was tormenting him.

“This isn’t high school!” Lotus Flower remarked. “You can talk any time you want to, kid.”

“I’m the Siberian Wolf! I’ve replaced my father, so speak to me with respect!”

“Wolfcub at most.” The representative’s almond-shaped eyes, which clearly betrayed his Asian origin, were mocking.

“Go ahead and ask your question,” Boss interjected, pointing at the young man, aware of how annoying Lotus Flower could be.

“Why did we create the virus’s ground zero in Wuhan rather than in a more populous city like Beijing or Shanghai?”

Actually, it was a good question. Boss was worried that only the new guy had had the courage to ask. However, he’d already prepared the answer and simply gave the speech he’d learned by heart the night before.

“It’s true Wuhan has only a little more than eleven million inhabitants,” Boss put emphasis on the word ‘only,’ “which isn’t much compared to Shanghai’s twenty-four million or Beijing’s twenty-one million. However, Wuhan has other advantages. It’s colloquially known as ‘the Chicago of China.’ It represents one of the most important transportation centers, due to the multitude of railways, roads, and highways that cross each other, connecting it with several very important cities. It’s a key location in Chinese domestic transportation and regarded as the political, economic, financial, and commercial hub of central China.”

“I see,” Black Widow smiled. “In 2020, Chinese New Year will be celebrated on January the 25th and from Wuhan the virus will quickly spread throughout the country.”

“Exactly!” Boss was glad to see that some of those present proved to have more than two functioning neurons. “Oh, I almost forgot. Another point in favor of Wuhan is the fact that we have people at the central hospital of that city.”

“The director of that particular health facility informs me that the coronavirus has already been detected by its doctors,” Lotus Flower reported, thus informing the others that this was one of his contacts. “However, as planned, they’ll delay disclosure so that the virus can spread a little more.” Right now, he was feeling quite proud as he sat among his colleagues. “Our number one goal should be to delay releasing information to the public as long as possible so that in the meantime it can infect greater numbers of the population.”

“So how was this coronavirus ground zero created?” Wolfcub inquired curiously.

“It wasn’t anything too elaborate. Our agents sprayed the virus on several bats at the Wuhan animal market.”

The members were satisfied with the progress made. They’d been preparing this risky yet innovative plan for a year. It was now only a matter of time before the coronavirus spread and they’d start to make buckets of money.

“Well, as there seem to be no more questions, let’s adjourn this board of directors meeting. We’ll meet later to discuss the progress of the disease and our new source of income!” Boss proposed enthusiastically.







At Boss’s Residential Palace







That same night after the Black Amber Corporation meeting had finished, Mr. Spencer arrived home in his private jet. He took a good hot shower, dined on the delicacies prepared for him by his service staff, and was finally on his way to bed. Since it had been an exciting day, he wasn’t sure he’d sleep, so he decided to take a pill so as not to leave anything to chance.

Before getting into bed, he picked up one of the books on his bedside table. It was the real answer to Wolfcub’s question as to why they had started the spread of the new coronavirus in the city of Wuhan. How much culture his colleagues lacked was obvious, but he’d keep that secret to himself.

The book in question was The Eyes of Darkness by Dean Koontz, written in 1981. This novel talked about the Wuhan-400 virus, a biological weapon developed in laboratories located on the outskirts of this Chinese city. The main difference in this case was that the mortality rate of this fictitious virus was 100%, while that of the new coronavirus they’d invented barely reached 3%. Of course, story books weren’t the same thing as reality. Mr. Spencer resented the fact that he couldn’t replicate it in such a way that it would honor his favorite book completely, but it would still be enough to meet his goals.

Another question he’d been prepared to answer but no one had asked was, “Why launch the coronavirus now?” The answer could be found in another of his bedside books. He lifted it up and leafed through its pages. The novel in question was End of Days by Sylvia Browne, which suggested that a serious respiratory disease would explode in 2020 and affect the entire world.

Perhaps he was a sentimental fool, but the symbolism of having the necessary power to create a new coronavirus, planting it in the city of Wuhan, and doing so precisely in 2020 made him proud. It also provoked in him a feeling of superiority over the rest of the human race and fueled his insatiable egocentrism.
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    3. Hit and Sunk
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Marcus had lost so much lately. He was now thirty-four years old—still relatively young—but he felt tired. The vitality that had once characterized him was disappearing inexorably. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he’d gradually abandoned all his sports activities. He used to love them. As a result, he’d lost some muscle mass. It wasn’t something to worry about yet, but it was evident.

He still had money, a fortune, in fact, a family inheritance. And he’d always been lucky with women. He was handsome and a smooth talker. What he’d lost was the attractive smile that had made them go crazy. He rarely laughed anymore.

He should have been happy because, objectively speaking, he was a lucky guy, but something had died inside him a year ago and he’d never fully recovered. Psychologists had assured him that his grief would fade over time, but they hadn’t specified a date. It could be a week, a month, a year, or even longer.







At the Reina Sofía Museum in Madrid







That afternoon, Marcus made the firm decision to escape his usual routine of the past few weeks. He had been spending his days compulsively binging on TV series while squandering the wine reserves stored in his mansion’s cellar.

Gonzalo, a former college classmate, had sent him an invitation to one of his exhibitions. Apparently, he was now a sculptor, and his work could be viewed at one of the most prestigious museums in Spain. Who could have guessed? Gonzo, an artist! How many times had they skipped class to play card games in the cafeteria?

It was true they hadn’t seen each other for a number of years. After graduating from college, they’d each gone their separate ways. However, Marcus had decided to visit his friend. He wanted to support him at this very special time, despite not being a great fan of art in general.

The wealthy young man was walking around the exhibition looking for his friend but couldn’t see him. Perhaps he’d changed. How embarrassing it would be if he’d already passed by him and hadn’t recognized him. He stopped in front of a life-size figure of a girl about twelve years old, sitting on a platform, and cuddling a baby in her arms.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and a familiar voice informing him gently, “That’s my daughter ... the sculpture.” Gonzalo pointed to it when the young man in front of him appeared confused.

Marcus turned around to see his friend. His fear of not being able to recognize him had been unfounded. Gonzalo was unmistakable. Still thin, he was wearing glasses and had lost a bit of hair. Marcus gave him a warm hug.

“What a great artist you are! When you told me you were a sculptor, I imagined figures composed of multiple interlocking segments. Something totally modern. I must admit, I find the statue of your daughter magnificent, especially the expression of tenderness on her face. It’s impressive. Congratulations.”

“Thanks, Marcus. Coming from you, that’s quite a compliment. I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to see you again.”

“And what’s more, this figure looks even more real than those at the Wax Museum.” Marcus couldn’t help but be surprised.

“That’s true. Figures at wax museums look fake somehow. I use a new technique for my sculptures. They’re made of silicone, but not how you might think. I make a simple design on my computer and print it with a 3D printer. Each of my figures takes two hundred hours of work. They’re all handcrafted.”

Marcus reached out to touch the sculpture. He was surprised when his finger met little resistance and the girl’s skin curved slightly on contact.

Gonzalo showed Marcus photos of his work on his Instagram account and explained how he created the mold, filled it with silicone and extracted the figure, the painting process, and how he put natural hair on it, one strand at a time, and then trimmed it with a razor. What got Marcus’s full attention was when Gonzalo showed him photos of his other works on his cell phone: sculptures that weren’t part of the museum exhibition. One was a life-size bust of Walter White, the protagonist of Breaking Bad, one of his favorite series; another he liked was the head of Jack Nicholson because it had an overwhelming degree of detail.

For the first time in a long while, Marcus was feeling relaxed and would have stayed longer. However, there was a sudden buzz in the room: Queen Sophia had arrived to view the works at the museum that bore her name. She was showing an interest in Gonzalo’s sculptures and began an informal conversation with him. Cameras were being aimed at them by a curious group of looky-loos.

Marcus didn’t want to take up any more of Gonzalo’s time. He’d let him enjoy his success and they would talk longer another time.







At a Bar in the Capital







The oasis of tranquility Marcus had felt on admiring the success of his former college classmate vanished quickly. He felt the pressing need to consume some alcohol and entered the first bar he came across. He asked for a bottle of their best wine, and they gave him one that cost twenty euros! Accustomed to the expensive tastes of his private cellar, his palate would have to endure something different on this occasion.

Images from the past entered his head: his brother, his nephew, and the woman he had loved ... who had all disappeared from his life in a traumatic way. He took a long sip and found he’d already consumed half the glass of wine he’d been holding in his hand.

Just at that moment, his cell phone rang. He glanced down to see who was calling him and frowned. It was Ricky, his best friend, but he didn’t feel like talking to him. It wasn’t Ricky’s fault, but he reminded him of everything that had happened.

For a few seconds, Marcus hesitated about whether to accept the call or not. Having missed three calls from Ricky this week already, he couldn’t put things off any longer. He finally pressed the phone’s green button.

“What’s up, Ricky?”

“Hey, Marcus! How’s it hanging?”

“Fine, thanks,” his friend replied automatically.

“Come over for a drink at my place anytime you like, just like the old days. We should talk about what happened. I think you need to debrief. If you don’t, you’re going to burst, man.”

“Maybe later, Ricky. I’ll call you another day. I’m a little tied up right now.”

There was a brief silence and Marcus took the time to take another sip of wine. Ricky used the pause to realize Marcus was stalling. He knew his friend well, and whenever he said those particular words, it meant he didn’t plan on returning his call.

“All right, Marcus. We’ll talk later! Take care.”

“Bye, Ricky.”

When he went to pay for his drink, the waiter refused his money, which was unusual. He explained, “Sir, your bill’s been taken care of by the young lady who’s on her way out the door.”

Marcus immediately looked toward the bar’s exit. A tall, beautiful woman with long curly red hair was smiling at him. She wore an elegant trench coat with matching hood, and her high heels enhanced her slender figure even further.

By the time he decided to act, the mysterious woman was already gone. He felt the urge to go out and look for her, but the barman grabbed his arm and said, “She asked me to give you this.” He then handed him a piece of paper with a telephone number written on it. “Why do these things never happen to me? Today’s your lucky day, kid.”







At the Rocasolano Mansion







A few hours later, Marcus was at his residence, sharing his bed with the beautiful woman from the bar. He was still feeling depressed, but sex was something instinctive, animal like; it didn’t depend on his mood. Whenever he got the opportunity, he’d grab it. Period.

After they were finished, she had fallen asleep peacefully in the nine-foot-wide bed Marcus had in his bedroom. It was ideal for all kinds of sex games. What’s more, its size gave him the needed space to get away from the arms of the women who always sought to hold him, even in their sleep.

He got out of bed, trying not to make too much noise. He’d had a lot of practice. He couldn’t help but notice that the girl had an impressive body and perfect facial features. The little they had talked, she’d seemed nice. But the usual thing had happened: she had reminded him of his ex, who’d betrayed him in the worst possible way. Even so, he missed her.

Once he was dressed, he went downstairs to look for Mariela, a member of his service staff. This was a process she was perfectly accustomed to.

“Sir, would you like me to take care of the girl’s welfare in your absence?”

“Yes, as usual, please. Right now she’s sleeping like a baby. When she wakes up, give her some breakfast. One of those meals you make so well. If she asks for me, tell her I had to go out on a personal matter and not to wait for me. Tell her I have her phone number and will call her.”

“Of course, sir.” Mariela nodded submissively. She didn’t care much for the women the mansion’s owner brought home because they were rarely the same ones. Usually it was a different girl every time. She wasn’t one to criticize the lord of the manor, but it didn’t seem right to her. Although she understood why, too many women in such a short time had made her rather insensitive.







At James Rocasolano’s House







Later that same night, at dawn, Marcus had ended up at his brother’s old home. He would go there whenever he had a major downturn. No one had lived there for a year. His financial advisor had suggested he sell it or rent it out, but he didn’t need the money and it had strong sentimental value for him.

He switched on a dim lamp standing on a small table next to the living room couch and picked up a framed photo of himself and his brother James. He couldn’t hold back his tears and collapsed once again.

The funny thing was, they hadn’t even gotten along all that well in life. Now that James was no longer by his side, Marcus missed him. He felt he’d wasted his time fighting absurd battles of ego and envy.

Marcus was someone whose life was dissolute and whose only mission seemed to be to squander the family fortune, while James had been the extreme opposite: not only responsible and serious, but also noble and loyal like few others. He’d achieved job success and had been a reputable scientist. He’d also had a family: his son had been a treasure, and his wife ... well, it was better not to talk about her.

Marcus had been delaying his decision for some time due to his own fear and insecurity, but the time had come. The next day he’d make some calls. His brother deserved a suitable farewell.
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    4. Dr. Liang’s Regrets
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At the Central Hospital of Wuhan







Nothing had changed in the weeks following the discovery of the new virus. Every day, Dr. Liang treated more patients with a clinical scenario similar to SARS. To make matters worse, the hospital director still wasn’t taking any action.

Every time Liang spoke to his fellow doctors, no one dared take a step forward. Everyone was afraid—including Liang—ever since they’d returned to work as if nothing had happened, for fear of reprisal.

One day, however, something finally triggered Dr. Liang to act. Since his cell phone had been on silent mode, he was surprised to discover he’d missed a call from his mother. He took advantage of a short, five-minute break at work to call her back. He wanted to talk about something other than illness, hospitals, or viruses.
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