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Praise for Daniel Kalla

OF FLESH AND BLOOD

“[Kalla] plunges us straight into the frenzied pace of the OR and [into] a medical drama that spans a hundred years. He’s a strong storyteller who keeps his characters moving and struggling, and we’re right there, struggling with them, rooting for them.”

Vancouver Sun

“A rich medical narrative that combines the past with the present and throws into the mix visionary doctors, supportive nurses, hospital politics, children with cancer, celebrity patients, a lethal infection, adultery, and unrequited love.”

Library Journal

COLD PLAGUE

“Similar in many ways to Michael Crichton and even Dan Brown’s bestsellers, Cold Plague is testament to just how good commercial fiction can be: entertaining, informative, and downright fun.”

Winnipeg Free Press

“Plenty of suspense and layering on the kind of scientific detail that fans of medical thrillers crave. Recommend this one to fans of Robin Cook and other such A-listers.”

Booklist

BLOOD LIES

“Kalla strikes again with another perfect page-turner.”

LEE CHILD, New York Times bestselling author

“Fast-paced and smartly written. . . . Kalla has quickly matured into a force to be reckoned with.”

Booklist

“Fans of Presumed Innocent will find welcome echoes of that modern classic in Blood Lies.”

Publishers Weekly (Starred Review)

“Kalla’s well-paced medical thriller has twists that surprise us, but always make sense.”

Entertainment Weekly

RAGE THERAPY

“[Kalla’s] first novel, Pandemic, was as fine a medical thriller as I’ve ever read; his newest, Rage Therapy, is a taut psychological thriller that will pull you into a world of sexual deviancy, murder, and mind games. A very good read.”

NELSON DEMILLE, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Kalla navigates the emerging fields of impulse and rage control therapy, and the issue of doctor-patient abuse, turning it all into an ingenious thriller.”

Ottawa Citizen

RESISTANCE

“Daniel Kalla’s prescription for a perfect thriller includes snappy characters, a pace that sweeps up a reader, and not too much technical jargon. . . . The kind of magnetic story you can’t put down.”

Vancouver Province

“[Kalla] continues his remarkable side career as the author of knowledgeable, but very scary medical thrillers.”

Seattle Post Intelligencer

PANDEMIC

“Michael Crichton ought to be looking over his shoulder. He has some serious competition in Kalla.”

The Chronicle Herald

“Kalla expertly weaves real science and medicine into a fast-paced, nightmarish thriller—a thriller all the more frightening because it could really happen.”

TESS GERRITSEN, internationally bestselling author of the Rizzoli & Isles books

“Very much in the Michael Crichton school of cutting-edge scientifically rooted thrillers. Pandemic is an absorbing, compulsive thriller, the sort of book you could stay up too late reading.”

Vancouver Sun
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Chapter


One

There he is again. Watching, always watching. Doesn’t the old bastard have anything better to do? Vittoria Fornero wonders as she rolls up the blueprint and tucks it under her arm.

The little monk has shown up at the site every day since the first crew arrived to tear down the old monastery. As always, he’s wearing a traditional black Benedictine habit with the hood down, exposing a wispy ring of white hair around his otherwise bald scalp. Every morning at about nine o’clock or so, he appears with a rusty fold-up chair held under one arm and a black satchel worn over the other. Sometimes he sips from a thermos or reads from a well-thumbed leather prayer book. But usually, like now, he just sits near the edge of the excavation pit and watches like a pigeon perched on a building’s eave.

Most of the time the monk blends into the scenery along with the site’s other fixtures such as the giant yellow diggers, piles of lumber, and mounds of rubble and rock. But this morning Vittoria has no tolerance for the uninvited spectator.

“Se n’è andata!” Vittoria calls out to him, as she bundles her flimsy windbreaker tighter to fight off another vicious chill. “Your relic, she is gone, old man, gone. And the funeral is over!”

In truth, Vittoria can still see the ancient brick and stone monastery in her mind’s eye: a simple Romanesque structure that was already crumbling on the south side of the cloister where part of the attached arcade’s roof had collapsed years before. Dilapidated as the monastery was, Vittoria had appreciated its decrepit charm. And even though she is an unrepentant atheist, she carries enough childhood memories of intimidating nuns to feel a bit uneasy over her role in having leveled the ancient house of worship.

The old monk responds to Vittoria’s calculated belligerence with a friendly wave, making her question his hearing as much as she already does his sanity. Regardless, Vittoria isn’t about to be appeased; not this morning, not after he has already compounded her workload and aggravated her piercing headache.

Vittoria wasted fifteen minutes in the cramped overheated trailer that passed for her office trying to calm one of the workers, a pimply-faced apprentice named Emilio.

“Listen to me, Emilio!” Vittoria cut him off in midsentence, unable to listen to another moment of his alarmism. “That freeloading monk is bitter about losing the roof over his head! Nothing more.”

“But, Vittoria,” Emilio muttered. “Brother Silvio . . . he says it’s not just the monastery.”

“What, then?”

“Brother Silvio, he says that the monastery . . . it is built on hallowed ground.”

“To a monk, maybe. But to us it’s just a construction site. No different from any other.” Although, she silently conceded, the crypt below the monastery had come as a surprise. The excavators had not expected to unearth such a complex cellar, with its convoluted network of passages. And all those tiny bones. When Vittoria had first glimpsed them, she instinctively thought of her own two children. But she was in no mood to discuss medieval architecture.

“What about Yas?” Emilio asked.

“What about him?” Vittoria demanded, sounding more defensive than she intended.

“The day before last, Yas wasn’t feeling so good,” he said. “And then yesterday he didn’t show up. I haven’t seen him since.”

“So what? He’s probably just hungover.”

“Yas doesn’t drink. And he’s not answering my texts or calls. Brother Silvio says—”

“Enough, Emilio! For the love of God!” Vittoria held up her hands. “Not another word! Or you’ll end up on the docks looking for work scrubbing the fishing boats. Just like where Yas will soon find himself!”

Vittoria digs her thumbs into her temples, trying to squeeze away the throb along with the memory of her conversation with the panicky boy. She wishes Emilio hadn’t mentioned Yas.

Her legs tremble and another chill overcomes her. The ecstatic TV weatherwoman promised record temperatures for Genoa this morning. The bright April sun has already risen high over the rolling hills above the city, where the site is nestled, but Vittoria doesn’t seem to benefit from its warmth.

Maria warned her that she was too sick to work. Of course, Maria was like that, keeping their twins home at the first sniffle. Vittoria can’t help but smile to herself. Life hasn’t always been easy for two of them, living together in a city as traditional as Genoa, but Maria is still the best thing to have ever happened to her. And, as usual, Maria was right. Vittoria can’t remember ever feeling worse. Her breathing is inexplicably heavy. Each step is an effort. Her head is on fire. But it’s her armpit that bothers her most. The bluish lump under it has swollen to the size of a robin’s egg and throbs like a toothache. Even the light contact against her overalls is agonizing.

But Vittoria hasn’t missed a day’s work in twenty years. She’s certainly not about to take time off now, not when the crew is behind schedule and the boss is so worried over the financing. Her first order of business today is to permanently rid the site of this interloping monk before he scares other workers and puts them further behind. She should have had the security guards deal with him weeks ago, but now she will just have to do it herself. She squares her shoulders and marches toward Brother Silvio.

As she reaches close enough to inhale a whiff of his coffee, Vittoria has to pause to catch her breath. An invisible flame ignites her innards from toes to scalp. Her knees tremble so violently she half expects them to clatter.

The old monk tightens the cap on his thermos and leans forward in his chair. His eyes twinkle. “What is wrong, my dear?” he asks. “Can I be of assistance?”

“Yes! You can get the hell off my—” A sudden coughing fit silences her.

Vittoria feels phlegm climbing up her windpipe and shoots a hand to her mouth. For a moment or two, she can’t breathe at all. When the hacking finally subsides, she senses sticky warmth in her grip. Panic seizes her, even before she opens her palm and sees the wad of congealed blood.



Chapter


Two

The poor woman looks like death warmed over, Sonia Poletti thinks as she runs a gloved hand along the patient’s forearm in search of a vein. The skin is unnaturally cool to the touch, and the patient’s breathing is ragged despite the bulky mask that mists concentrated oxygen over her mouth and nose. Experience tells Sonia that the woman will soon wind up in the intensive care unit on a ventilator, but it’s not her place to comment.

Sonia assembles a rainbow array of color-topped test tubes on the stretcher beside the patient’s elbow. Once filled, each of them will be destined for a different analyzer, ranging from a highly sophisticated protein spectrometer to a plated slide under a pathologist’s microscope.

The woman raises her head off the pillow but can only hold it up for a few seconds before it flops back down. “Are you a doctor?” she asks in a raspy, air-hungry voice.

“I am from the laboratory. I’m here to collect more blood samples.”

“More blood? Will you leave me any?”

“Yes.” Sonia smiles behind her surgical mask. “More than enough.”

The patient coughs so violently that the test tubes on the mattress rattle. “They still don’t know what I have?”

The nurses outside the room mentioned possible tuberculosis, but Sonia didn’t delve. She’s too preoccupied with making sure she gets out of work on time today, of all days. She touches the woman’s arm. “We have the best doctors here. If they don’t already know, they will soon.” She pauses. “You are Vittoria Fornero?”

The patient nods.

Sonia kneels beside the bed. Out of habit, she spins the hospital bracelet over the woman’s wrist, double-checking the identity. She applies a tourniquet above Vittoria’s elbow, tightly enough for the vein below it to pop to attention. She effortlessly slides a butterfly needle through the skin and into the vein. Blood snakes up the connected tubing. Sonia attaches the other end of it to the first of the test tubes.

“You have children?” Vittoria croaks.

“One.” Sonia suppresses a smile. “Florianna—Flori—she is five.”

“I have two, myself. Twins. Eight years old. One of each.”

“Good for you, the complete set,” Sonia says, but there is little chance she will ever have a boy or another girl. Flori’s father had left her before the end of her first trimester. Sonia is only thirty-one years old and, as her mother keeps telling her, could still have several more children. But she won’t. Flori is joy enough for her.

Vittoria hacks another wet cough. “I wish I could hold mine again.”

“Soon,” Sonia mutters, but her mind has already drifted back to Flori’s dance recital, which will be held later tonight. She must get home in time to finish sewing the tail onto her daughter’s tutu.

Vittoria’s body jerks with another coughing fit. The noise is awful, like an old truck engine struggling to turn over. Sonia notices Vittoria wiping at her eyes. Blood-splattered phlegm has sprayed out from under the oxygen mask and onto her own forehead.

Sonia grabs a tissue from the box on her basket. She leans forward and wipes the mucus away. Vittoria offers her a small smile. Their eyes lock, and Sonia spots fear in the other woman’s eyes.

Suddenly Vittoria convulses with another cough. Sonia feels something wet graze the exposed cheek above her mask, and she jerks her head back.

Dammit! She stumbles back a step, grabs an alcohol wipe—the ones meant for cleaning the equipment—and scrubs roughly at her skin.

Vittoria can’t stop coughing now. The stretcher shakes with each fit.

Sonia reassures herself that her own skin test has long been positive for tuberculosis, meaning she had already been exposed to it and cannot acquire it again. She knows she should still report the incident to her manager and to Employee Health and Safety. But there’s no time. She promised to send her mother a video clip of Flori’s dance, and she still has to charge the camera. So, instead, she scrubs her cheek with another wipe and then sweeps up the tubes and hurries from the room.



Chapter


Three

Eight years. Alana Vaughn hasn’t seen him in over eight years. He has changed so little. True, the cheeks are a bit fuller, ruddier, too. But his smile—“all melty blue eyes and endless dimples,” as a smitten English nurse once described it—is the same.

“Ah, Alana. Ciao bella . . . Even more beautiful than memory serves!” Dr. Nico Oliva says.

His familiar voice, deep and rich with that perpetually amused timbre, ignites long-forgotten butterflies. “And you, Nico, are even more Italian than I remember.”

Nico shrugs in a can’t-be-helped way, and she’s reminded again why she fell for him in the first place.

His office is predictably minimalist in terms of furnishings and with just a few framed medical degrees and three black-and-white photos of African landscapes, one of which she recognizes from their mission together in Angola. He steps out from behind his desk and kisses her on each cheek, leaving behind a trace of citrus. “You didn’t have to come in person.”

“Yes. Yes, I did.” His text was so unexpected, and so welcome.

“Did you have trouble finding my office?”

“Not really.” But she actually did.

Alana has wandered the halls of some of the most formidable hospitals, from Johns Hopkins to the Mayo Clinic, but the Ospedale San Martino is among the most sprawling, seemingly constructed in fits and starts over decades. The signage didn’t help. Alana speaks passable German, having lived in Heidelberg as a teen when her parents were stationed there for a year, but her Italian is almost nonexistent. Navigating the curved hallways and hidden staircases of the labyrinthine hospital to reach Nico’s office in the Department of Infectious Diseases was no easy feat.

Nico studies her unabashedly. “So much catching up to do. Dinner, soon. I insist.” He smiles again. “But you must be anxious to see the patient, no?”

“Yes. Very.”

“Come. I will take you.” He reaches for her arm and interlocks his elbow with hers, the contact familiar, comfortable. Maybe too much so.

The hallway is lit by fluorescent tubes and smells of bleach. It’s crowded with staff and patients, who are lost in conversations, hands as busy as their mouths. No one seems to pay any attention to the sight of two people, one of whom wears a lab coat, walking arm in arm. Alana smiles to herself. Only in Italy.

“Where are you staying?” Nico asks.

“The Grand Hotel Savoia.”

“Ah, by the station.” Nico glances away. “I would’ve loved to have you stay with us, but Isabella . . . and the children . . . there would be no rest for you.”

Of course there’s an Isabella. Alana expected nothing less, but she still slips her arm free of his. “Kids, Nico? As in plural? I had no idea.”

“Yes. Enzo is three now, and Simona just four months. Can you imagine? Me?” He laughs and looks away momentarily. “A boring family man.”

“No. I really can’t.”

Nico finds her gaze again. “And you? Have you . . .”

“I don’t stay in one place long enough to have a hamster, let alone a family.”

She can tell that he sees through her levity. “I miss the action, Alana. What we used to do. What you still do.”

She thinks of her previous outbreak-containment missions, such as yellow fever in Guyana, drug-resistant tuberculosis in Central Asia, and, of course, Ebola in West Africa. The faces of the dead and dying, particularly the children, who are always most susceptible. “Some things are better left unseen, Nico.”

He doesn’t comment, but she realizes he’s not convinced. As they round another corner, he says, “Tell me, I originally tried you at your WHO email address. The email, it bounced back to me. Of course, I would never misplace your mobile number, but . . .”

Alana remembers his unexpected text, and how excited she was to hear from him, their painful parting forgotten. She might have found an excuse to visit him in person regardless of the circumstance, but two words in his note—the plague—had started her packing for Genoa without a second thought. “I’m not with the World Health Organization anymore, Nico.”

“Oh? I thought you were what we used to call a ‘lifer.’ ”

I once did, too. For a moment she considers telling him about her disastrous final mission in Liberia during the height of the Ebola crisis. Nico worked for the WHO; he, of all people, would understand. But all she says is, “I needed a change.”

“You were in Geneva, no?” he asks, confused.

“Not far away,” she says vaguely.

“Alana.” He arches an eyebrow. “You are not back with the military, are you?”

“There’ll be time later to catch up. Over wine,” she says, regretting the words the minute they pass her lips. “Nico, please, tell me about the patient.”

“Vittoria Fornero, a forty-two-year-old previously healthy construction worker,” he says. “She arrived here at the hospital two days ago. Fever and coughing up blood. Within twenty-four hours, she was placed on life support.”

Alana feels the tension building in her shoulder. “You isolated her right away, I hope?”

“Of course,” Nico snorts. “Initially, the other doctors thought it might be tuberculosis.”

“What made you think otherwise?”

“I found the lump in her right armpit. There was no mistaking it. A classic bubo.”

“Did you biopsy it?”

“No need, Alana. The sputum cultures. No question, it is the plague. The Yersinia pestis bacteria that causes it grew on the culture plates faster than rats breeding in a slum.”

Alana finds the turn of phrase ironic, but she holds her tongue as they join two cleaners inside an elevator who are lost in conversation of their own, speaking what might be Russian or Ukrainian.

She and Nico emerge on the sixth floor. Though they are the only ones in the hallway, Alana still lowers her voice. “Did you start her early on antibiotic coverage?”

Nico grimaces. “The moment I saw her! Even before we had the culture results. Broad-spectrum antibiotics, including both levofloxacin and doxycycline.”

“Yet she still wound up on a ventilator?”

“There was a short delay when the working diagnosis was still tuberculosis,” he concedes. “She grew so ill, so rapidly. Like almost nothing I’ve ever seen, Alana.”

“When was the last case of the plague in Italy?”

Nico stops, as does Alana. “Six or seven years ago. Two missionaries from Madagascar brought it to Milan.”

“So how the hell does a construction worker in Genoa catch the plague?”

“Vittoria was in Africa three weeks ago with her family. In Addis Ababa, where her youngest sister married an Ethiopian. There have been recent cases reported in East Africa.”

Alana’s thoughts race. “That’s too long. The incubation period of the plague bacteria is usually two to six days. She should have gotten sick weeks ago.”

“It can take longer. Besides, what other explanation could there be?”

Alana thinks of a few possibilities, but she doesn’t share them. “Nico, this isn’t just the bubonic plague—”

“Of course not. It’s in her lungs. She has the pneumonic plague.”

“And when was the last case of that in Italy?”

“Three . . . maybe four hundred years? Who knows? Perhaps not since medieval times.”

They fall silent for a moment or two until an overhead speaker crackles to life. A voice calls out urgently, repeating the same phrase three times. Alana doesn’t need to know the words to understand their intent.

Nico pivots and breaks into a run. Alana rushes after him, ducking through a set of sliding doors just before they close. Inside, the sign above the desk reads CENTRO DI RIANIMAZIONE, and she immediately recognizes the space as an intensive care unit.

Alarms are blaring. Uniformed staff members cluster outside a glassed-in room in the far corner. A woman is howling somewhere, but Alana can’t spot her among the throng.

Nico weaves through the crowd, Alana close behind. A plump middle-aged woman grabs him by the arm. “Dottore Oliva! Mia Vittoria!” she cries, sputtering rapid-fire words between sobs.

Nico lays an arm consolingly across the woman’s shoulders. Her wailing only intensifies.

Alana darts her eyes toward the room’s window. The scene inside is reminiscent of the worst days of the Ebola crisis. Four staff members are wearing the maximal personal protective equipment, better known as PPE, from hoods with transparent face masks to waterproof booties. They buzz around a woman on a stretcher, their frantic energy palpable through the glass. Even the patient—who is hooked to a web of tubes and wires—is not still. She thrashes on the bed in an uncontrolled seizure.

Nico glances over his shoulder to Alana, his expression as helpless as that of a lifeguard watching a swimmer drown in waters too rough to permit rescue.

The tube leading from the patient’s mouth to the ventilator turns from clear to red, as though it has been suddenly connected to an artery instead of her lungs. “DIC,” Alana mutters to no one in particular, recognizing disseminated intravascular coagulation—the patient’s blood-clotting factors are failing her as badly as her heart.

“Vittoria! Vittoria!” The woman shakes free of Nico’s arm and hurls herself at the window. She pounds on the glass until two nurses have to forcibly peel her away.

The patient’s back arches, lifting her whole body off the stretcher except her head and her heels, as if she is trying to levitate. She holds the unnatural pose for what seems like ages but then collapses, motionless.

But it’s not a good kind of still. Alana knows that even before the blood begins to seep from Vittoria’s nose and eyes.



Chapter


Four

Today marks the twenty-third day of January, in the year of our Lord thirteen hundred and forty-eight.

I, Rafael Pasqua, son of Domenico, was born here in Genova in the year thirteen hundred and eleven. I will most assuredly die here.

Never before have I committed my memories to parchment, but I am compelled to do so now. Forgive me, I am not a man of letters. I am a barber-surgeon, not one of the learned physicians educated at university. However, I was most fortunate to apprentice under the great Antonio Calvi, who practiced our craft in a way few will match and fewer still will ever surpass.

Today, I buried my beloved wife, Camilla. How my hand trembles as I write her name. She was twenty-nine years old, and as beautiful as a spring lilac. I can yet hear her voice. I could fill her grave with my tears.

In this terrible void, I am comforted, however, by one thought. What Camilla and I once viewed a curse, that she could never bear us a child, has amounted to a small blessing. She died, as I will, without ever knowing the pain of having to bury one’s own child. Would that I could say the same for so many others in Genova. Oberto, the keeper of the local tavern, has already buried two sons and four daughters. I tended Oberto’s wife in her final hours, and I am of the belief that she died not of the pestilence, but of a broken heart.

Such was not the case for Camilla. She went to bed in vigorous health and woke up suffocating in her own phlegm. Another among countless victims of the chest plague.

I dug Camilla’s grave today with the aid of my colleague, Jacob ben Moses. Unlike so many other physicians, Jacob has never looked down his nose at my craft. Together we have formed a partnership of sorts. By law, he is only allowed to tend to fellow Jews, but I turn to him for his advice in circumstances when I am most perplexed. In return, I perform surgery on his patients when they require it. Jacob is well past sixty years but he continues to work as hard as any man in Genova. And today I learned that the old Jew has a remarkably strong back for a man of such advanced years.

Why, you may wonder, would two men who have dedicated their lives to the study of medicine be digging a grave with their own hands? Absurd as it may seem, I cannot afford the price of a gravedigger. Besides, blessed is the man who could find a gravedigger still alive and not frightened to take on the work.

I do not presume that I will live long enough to fill many pages of this diary. Perhaps there will be only this single entry. However, as long I draw breath, I carry an obligation, for posterity, as well as all the lost and wasted lives, especially that of my precious Camilla, to record how this pestilence has leveled my once-great city.

Perhaps, as many of the priests and bishops pontificate, the apocalypse has already arrived, summoned by our own sins. But I must record what I see. I have dedicated my working life to science, and what more is science than carefully documented observation?

Like all things to reach Genova, this plague swept in southwest by sea. It was no demon or ghoul who transported the pestilence. It was Genovese-born merchants and sailors. They carried this curse all the way from the East, from Caffa, beyond Asia Minor.

The first of the plague-infested ships appeared on the horizon in late autumn. We had been forewarned by Neapolitan traders of their approach, and our soldiers were able to turn the vessel back with flaming arrows and other onslaughts. At the end of December, only days after the celebration to mark the birth of our Lord, another infected ship slipped into harbor. The treacherous captain hid the dead and dying belowdecks. He greedily sold his infested wares to unsuspecting traders in the port, poisoning our noble city. Once the damage was done, he sailed his cursed ship away, and is rumored to have spread the pestilence throughout Sicily and Greece.

Within days, the dying began. The rotting carcasses of pigs, goats, rats, cats, and dogs were the harbingers of the pestilence.

Now that the plague has reached us, there is no escaping death in any walk of life. It is not only the gravediggers who put themselves at terrible risk. Doctors who tend the sick, priests who offer last rites, and lawyers who draw the wills, they, too, all perish.

Earlier today, as Jacob and I dug my wife’s grave, he muttered away in his unintelligible tongue. I asked him what he was chanting, and he replied that it was a Hebrew prayer for the dead. When I suggested that he would be wise to save his prayers for the living, he laughed and pointed out that the dead were the only ones who still had hope.

I asked him why he would continue to work if he believed this to be so. He replied that he was old and should have died several winters before. Medicine was all he had ever known, and it was too late for him to stop now, despite the futility of the work.

Jacob lowered his shovel. He told me he understood what it meant to bury a wife, as he had lost his Miriam ten winters before. He assured me that the pain lessens, but the loneliness persists. He asked me why I intended to remain in Genova after burying Camilla. Why would I risk certain infection when I could escape north for France or the Holy Roman Empire, where so many of our colleagues already have gone?

Do you not believe that the pestilence would follow after me? I asked.

Undoubtedly, he agreed. But pockets of refuge will be spared.

And what of the sick here in Genova? I demanded. Did we not owe them a debt of obligation?

Jacob indicated the graves all around us and asked, what do we possibly have left to offer the infirm?

I persisted, perhaps only out of the same stubborn pride that vexed Camilla so thoroughly it drove her to once liken me to a blind jackass. I told Jacob that we do make a difference by draining patients’ boils, bleeding them when the humors are unbalanced, and applying other time-honored remedies.

Jacob stared at me in disbelief. Then he spoke the words that sank my heart even lower: Rafael, we doctors have failed our patients so utterly that it astounds me they have not yet turned on us.

Even though we have failed them thus far, it does not mean that we always will, I replied.

The old Jew’s only response was to strike his shovel into the unforgiving soil. Nothing more was said between us as we gave my Camilla back to the earth.

Do I not fear the pestilence? you might ask. I fear it more with every agonizing death I witness. With each victim who is covered in weeping sores. Every man, woman, or child whose lungs are so filled with bloody phlegm that there is no space for other vital humors. Yet the thought of being one of the few spared, alone and destitute, frightens me so much more.
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Five

Nico is waiting outside the hotel for Alana with a cup of espresso in each hand and greets her with a quick peck to both cheeks. There’s an unexpected chill in the spring air, and she appreciates the coffee as much for its warmth as its refreshing bite.

Nico’s hair is slicked back, each strand in place, and his pressed shirt and matching navy jacket are contoured to his chest. But his face reveals a different story. Alana remembers the look too well. Eight years later, it’s even more pronounced. The eyes more bloodshot, the bags beneath them deeper. She also notices the tiny clusters of veins snaking along his cheeks that she hadn’t observed yesterday. She thinks back to all those nights-before from their time together—Nico insisting on opening a second or third bottle of wine when he should have stopped at least one sooner.

Time hasn’t dulled her memories. Alana can still picture the moment she first laid eyes on Nico in the one-room compound that passed for a hospital in rural Angola. She had already heard at length from the chain-smoking English nurse who drove her in from the airport about the “movie-star-gorgeous” Italian doctor, but Alana hadn’t expected him to be such a natural leader. He was only thirty-two at the time, a year older than Alana, but he ran the little hospital with veteran authority, seamlessly navigating critical decisions and agonizing dilemmas such as how to ration their limited supply of potentially life-saving intravenous fluids. But Alana, who was fresh out of training and determined to prove herself on her first WHO assignment, refused to be awed or outperformed. She kept her distance at first. It was only after Nico contracted cholera, and Alana had to nurse him to health, that their mutual attraction burst through. Within a week of his recovery, they were sleeping under the same mosquito netting. They got very little rest, though, working eighteen-hour days and spending much of their downtime intertwined in sweaty embraces, their heated sexual chemistry intensified by the life-and-death nature of their mission. After two months in Angola, she was head over heels in love in a way she had never experienced.

Alana doesn’t comment on Nico’s appearance now, but her expression must give something away. “A long night,” he explains with a forced smile. “Not every day do you lose a patient to the plague.”

She only nods. There was always an excuse back then, too.

“And Vittoria’s wife, Maria . . .” He massages his temples with his free hand. “She is beside herself with concern over their children. The twins.”

Alana stiffens. “Are they sick?”

“No. Italian mothers, they do not do so well with bambinos with colds. Imagine the plague . . .”

Six more days until they are clear, Alana thinks, but she doesn’t need to remind Nico of the incubation period for Yersinia pestis. “Is the family quarantined?”

“Yes. At their house.”

“And what about her workplace?”

“Quarantined?” He shakes his head. “She wasn’t coughing until the day of her collapse. And it is an outdoor construction site.”

“Still, Nico . . .”

The fog of his hangover seems to lift, and his gaze sharpens. “My patient is dead. The only case. It is a matter for Public Health now.” He frowns. “And you, Alana? Why are you so invested?”

“The pneumonic plague in Europe! I know it’s only a single—probably imported—case. But, Nico . . . in your wildest dreams, did you ever imagine you would see that?”

“Ah. So you will remain here merely out of . . . medical curiosity?”

She shifts from foot to foot but maintains their eye contact. “I’m with NATO now.”

He grimaces. “NATO?”

“Yes,” she says, lowering her voice as if to compensate for his. “Infectious diseases surveillance.”

“Ah, of course. Stopping bioterrorism.”

“That’s a bit dramatic,” she says, though she can’t help but glance around to ensure no one on the street is listening. “Besides, natural epidemics pose just as much of a potential security threat as biological warfare. Especially the plague.”

He chuckles, not buying it. They wordlessly set off for the Ospedale San Martino, walking along the winding Via Cairoli until it expands into the majestic Via Garibaldi. The street is lined with towering palazzos, all baroque arches and pillars splashed with opulent colors. Despite their hurried pace, Nico acts as guide, naming each architectural gem built by a powerful banking family during the Renaissance.

As impressive as the historic street is, Alana is too preoccupied to pay attention. “I won’t stay too long,” she says. “There are another four or five days where we still could see spread of the plague from Patient Zero.”

“Vittoria. Her name was Vittoria Fornero.”

“Look, I’m sorry for her family, but my concern lies with the potential spread.”

“You are, of course, assuming she is Patient Zero.”

Alana has wondered that ever since she first heard about the case. “I was hoping to speak to Vittoria’s wife.”

“Why? What could she add?”

“Details about their African trip. How Vittoria might have been exposed.”

“I already discussed this with Maria.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Vittoria, too, before she slipped into the coma. She took a day trip without the rest of the family—outside of Addis Ababa—to the Menagesha National Forest. There are many wild animals in that park. All potential carriers for plague-infected fleas.”

“But there haven’t been any cases reported near Addis,” she says. “Or anywhere else in Ethiopia.”

“Yes, but next door, in South Sudan. Seven cases in the past year alone.”

“From South Sudan to Ethiopia? That’s a fair distance for a flea to hop.”

“Surely that’s up to the WHO to investigate. Not NATO.”

“Why don’t we at least visit her workplace, Nico? Talk to her colleagues?”

Nico studies Alana skeptically for a long moment and then breaks into the first heartfelt laugh she has heard from him all morning. “Why not? It’s been a long while since I chased an outbreak with you. Besides, Alana, those green eyes of yours . . .” She feels her cheeks warming, as he pinches three fingers in front of his face and adds, “A man might crawl over glass for them.”

They reach the garage beside the hospital where Nico’s silver Audi SUV is parked. Nico drives them through the heart of the city, whizzing past more colorful churches and palazzos—adorned with columns, domes, pilasters, and pediments—than Alana can keep straight. As Nico navigates the winding streets, he offers her a crash course on the city’s geography and its past. She has lived and traveled all over Europe, but she can think of few cities that embody as much living history as Genoa does, from the web of narrow medieval streets, known as caruggi, in the old city to the Enlightenment-era splendor of the gold-leaf mansions that line Via Garibaldi.

As they head away from the water, the grand walls give way to the rolling hills above the city. Nico explains how Genoa is built like an amphitheater, rising steadily upward from the horseshoe-shaped harbor. Although he grew up in Rome, his pride in his adopted city is obvious. “In spite of our aging population, the economy here is booming again. You might say Genoa is experiencing a second Renaissance.”

“Seems like an appropriate locale for one,” she says.

“The site where Vittoria was working is particularly high-profile here. Controversial, too.”

“How so?”

“To begin with, Marcello Zanetti is behind it.” He waits for a glimmer of recognition, but she shows none. “You haven’t heard of him?”

“Why would I have?”

“Ah, Marcello is a local celebrity. He was mayor for six years. Many imagined him for higher office.”

“So what happened?”

“He retired from politics to return to his construction business. And this San Giovanni redevelopment is his most ambitious project. It will be the tallest apartment tower in Genoa, with spectacular views from the hilltop.”

“What’s so controversial about it?”

“There was an old monastery there before.”

“And the Church was okay with them tearing it down?”

“Marcello says the place was crumbling anyway.”

“Hold on. You know him?”

“Of course. Marcello is Isabella’s uncle.”

“Your wife’s uncle? That’s kind of coincidental.”

Nico shrugs. “Only to our advantage. Otherwise, how else would we access the site?”

He turns onto a dirt road lined with pylons. Dust flies over the windshield and the vehicle shimmies along for half a mile or so until a massive construction site materializes ahead of them. He pulls over into a gravel-lined lot and parks between a pickup truck and a tractor. They climb out into the warmer sunshine under skies marbled with benign clouds, with the smell of diesel floating on the breeze.

As they head toward a cluster of trailers, a diminutive man in a black robe approaches from the opposite direction. He is flanked on either side by two lanky security guards; the contrast in their relative statures is striking. Neither of the guards has a hand on the balding monk, but it’s obvious they are escorting him off the site. The monk smiles at Alana and Nico as they pass, and his bright eyes light with amusement, as if the three of them are in on the same inside joke.

Up close, the excavated pit is even more expansive than Alana had anticipated. It cuts deep into the hillside. Slabs of concrete foundation crisscross its base, interspersed with mounds of rubble, piles of lumber, and stacks of rebar. Men in yellow hard hats work in groups while bulldozers rumble back and forth. Saws hum and drills screech. The ground vibrates from the heavy machinery.

The door to one of the nearby trailers flies open and a young man steps out, haphazardly straightening his hard hat. He doesn’t make eye contact as he bustles past Alana, but his acne-riddled face is flushed and sweaty.

Two more men emerge from the trailer. One is dressed in construction gear, while the other wears a black suit. Trim, with silver hair, the older man possesses an air of easy authority. As soon he spots Nico, he bounds over with open arms and greets him with a hug and a kiss to both cheeks. Amid much laughter, they chat in rapid-fire Italian while the younger man stands off to the side.

Finally, Nico turns to Alana and extends his hand. “Marcello, please, Dr. Alana Vaughn.”

Zanetti clasps her hand in both of his. “It is a pleasure, Dr. Vaughn.” His accent is thicker than Nico’s. “Nico tells me good things. Such good things.”

Although she’s pleased to hear Nico has been discussing her with his wife’s uncle, she also feels irrationally annoyed, as if he’d disclosed an actual secret between them. “Thank you, Mr. Zanetti.”

He squeezes her hand once more before letting go. “Marcello. I insist. Only Marcello for someone of your reputation and your presence, my dear.”

“Alana.” She smiles, appreciating his Old World charm but wondering how many times the same line has passed his lips.

“Marcello, we were hoping you might tell us about Vittoria Fornero,” Nico prompts.

Zanetti’s face saddens. “I knew Vittoria for years. Her father, Bruno, was one of my original foremen. He used to bring her to the sites when she was just a girl. She apprenticed under him. As good as Bruno was, Vittoria was even better. The best. And it was never easy for her. Here in Italy, construction is still a man’s world.”

Alana nods sympathetically. “No one on the site had any inkling she was sick?”

Zanetti waves the suggestion away. “She never said a word. Not one. And she didn’t miss a moment of work until her . . . collapse.”

Alana still fails to understand how someone with active plague could slog through a day of construction work. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Perhaps three days ago.” Zanetti nods to the trailer. “Yes. She sat down with me and the architects. To review the plans.”

“Inside?” Alana frowns.

“Of course.” Zanetti glances over to Nico. “Where else?”

“How did she look?” Nico asks.

“The same as always. So serious, Vittoria. So focused.”

“You didn’t hear her cough?” Alana asks.

“No. Not at all.” Zanetti’s voice is calm, but his eyes are calculating. “You think she might have already been contagious?”

“No, Marcello,” Nico reassures. “Not if she wasn’t coughing.”

“We have asked everyone here. No coughing,” Zanetti says. “Vittoria was well one moment, and . . .” He snaps his fingers.

It seems appropriate to pause, so Alana waits a little while before she asks, “Marcello, have you heard of anyone else at the site falling ill? With a fever? A cough? Even just a rash?”

“Nothing.” Zanetti turns to the man in the overalls and converses with him for a few moments before reverting back to English. “No. Not so much as a sneeze. Paolo says he has checked with all of the crews.”

“Still, why not just stop work here for a few days?” Alana suggests. “A week at the most. Until we know the risk is completely gone.”

Zanetti squints at her. “The other doctors, from the government—”

“Public Health,” Nico offers.

“Sì! Public Health. They assured us there was no more risk. Besides, my dear, a week . . .” Zanetti flutters a hand up and over his head. “You have no idea what that might cost.”

Less than what an outbreak of the plague would. Alana keeps the thought to herself. “Marcello, on our way in, we passed a monk. He was being escorted away—”

“Brother Silvio! Such a character! Funny little man. He comes every day.”

“Why?”

Zanetti taps his temple and laughs. “He is losing his mind. Senile, yes? Sometimes he gets in the way. It’s not his fault.”

“Is that so?” Alana says.

“Do not worry about our little monk, my dear. He will be back tomorrow! That is one thing he never forgets!” He exhales again. “It’s such a shame, you know.”

She assumes he is still talking about Brother Silvio, but instead he motions toward the construction site. “We tried to save her. The old monastery. We were going to turn her into a beautiful museum. As part of the complex.”

“What happened?” she asks.

“The engineers. They took their magical measurements. They tell us she was—” He turns to Nico and switches to Italian again.

“Structurally unsound,” Nico translates.

“Unsafe. Yes. We had to take her apart. But we will build a memorial to the monastery right here on the ground floor. Something special. It will make even Brother Silvio proud.” He kicks at the loose soil by his foot. “Trust me, the spirit of San Giovanni will soon rise again.”



Chapter


Six

Today is the twenty-seventh day of January, in the year of our Lord thirteen hundred and forty-eight.

Had you asked me a week prior whether the suffering could worsen or the sorrow deepen, I would have told you it was not humanly or divinely imaginable. How wrong I would have been. No person is left unscathed, no family untouched. Death grows insatiable.

I barely have strength left to apply quill to parchment. The muscles in my arms throb. The stench of pus is embedded in my nostrils. I lanced buboes and applied fresh salves long after sundown.

The tempers run short in our once-great city. Earlier, the townspeople jostled violently for position in the queue to consult with me. More than once, the shouting led to fisticuffs. I had to banish one man, the local tanner, after he barged into my room demanding immediate attention even as my fingers were buried deep in the armpit of another.

People are not the only victims of this sickness. So, too, are common values such as decency, compassion, and even order. The spectacles I have witnessed in recent days would embarrass even the most seasoned of men. This pestilence has driven people to the extremes of deportment. I have seen panic on the faces of hardened soldiers and stoic acceptance in the eyes of young naïfs. Some say it has turned men either toward heaven or hell.

Many cling with blind zeal to prayers and rituals. They spend most of their time at church, and to demonstrate their sacrifice to God, some even shun the most basic comforts, including food or drink in the daylight hours and a bed after nightfall.

Others feel abandoned by God, and therefore freed of the obligation to live by His laws. They carry themselves with wanton disregard and, at times, shameless gall. They gamble on the street, drink themselves to stupor in the daylight, carouse openly with those who are not their wives or husbands. I have heard that several among them support their hedonism by looting the property of the newly dead or, even worse, that of those too infirm to resist.

Who am I to judge? We each carry our burden in our own way. Still, I must confess to being saddened to have learned that my former protégé has joined the ranks of the hedonists.

Lorenzo Mirandolo apprenticed under me for two years. The boy showed true promise. I once observed him reset a shattered ankle on a peddler whose weighty cart had rolled over his foot. Lorenzo aligned the deformed foot and ankle with such precision that, within three months, the peddler was walking again with only the slightest of limps.

Sadly, Lorenzo’s family served as the earliest of kindling for this newly lit bonfire of death. His mother died before the New Year arrived, and his father, two sisters, and youngest brother all succumbed in the following week. Lorenzo went nearly mad with sorrow.

One morning, early in January, he did not arrive at the appointed hour to help clean the surgical utensils. Punctuality was among his most consistent virtues, so I was concerned that he, too, must have fallen ill. When I told Camilla that I was going to seek him, she warned me to curtail my expectations. Her intuition proved correct. Camilla was prescient that way. I shall never forget the tears of sorrow she cried, two summers before, upon telling me that she was with child. She foresaw then that she would never carry the baby to life.

I found Lorenzo in the lowliest of the local taverns by the harbor. As I entered, a scrawny three-legged dog chased a piglet across the straw floor, stopping only to urinate against the leg of a table. Though it was not yet noon, revelers filled the tavern, which reeked of spilt ale and burnt meat. It took me a moment to sight Lorenzo on the far side of the room, where he tottered on his chair with a whore straddling his lap.

Rafael, he called to me, instead of his usual honorific of Signore Pasqua. Come drink with us, my good master!

You are already drunk, Lorenzo, I observed upon reaching his table.

And so should you be, he announced, causing the wench on his lap to cackle and raise her mug in agreement.

There is work to be done, I said. More work than ever.

Lorenzo laughed bitterly, and his voice grew louder still. The only work left for us is to bide our time until death gets around to claiming each of us, too.

Not all of the afflicted die, I said. There is hope for some. And it is our duty as surgeons to offer them the best opportunity for survival or, at the very least, a modicum of comfort in their dying.

Tell that to my mother, my father, my sisters, and especially my brother!

There are no words to soothe such losses, I said. However, no loss, no matter how great, permits us the luxury of abdicating our duty.

Lorenzo slammed his mug onto the table, spilling ale over it, and labored to his feet, toppling the harlot to the floor. You are a decent man and a good teacher, Rafael, he cried. But you are a cruel fool to confuse high-mindedness for hope!



Chapter


Seven

The long silences are the worst, Alana thinks, as she listens to her boss, Monique Olin, breathe on the other end of the secure voice-over-Internet line. She remembers the parting words of Gavin Fielding, her Scottish predecessor at NATO: “Don’t believe the fuckin’ Mother Teresa act! Monique can be one terrifying old cow when she doesn’t get her way.”

In the eighteen months since Alana assumed her role as director of biological surveillance for NATO, she has come to realize that Fielding was only half joking about their mutual boss. Alana respects and even admires the fiftyish Frenchwoman, who has risen to the level of assistant secretary general, one promotion away from the very top of the old boys’ club that NATO continues to be. Among other responsibilities, Olin oversees Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear Defense, or CBRN as it’s always referred to at headquarters. She can be collaborative in her approach, but once her mind is made up she demands absolute compliance. And God help anyone who thinks otherwise.

Olin finally breaks the silence on the line. “So you went to Genoa despite my explicit instructions?”

“Monique, it’s the first case of pneumonic plague Western Europe has seen in several hundred years!”

“And what does that have to do with you?” Olin asks quietly. “Or NATO?”

“How can the recurrence of the plague in Europe not represent a potential security threat?”

“This is an issue for Italian Public Health,” Olin mutters, her exasperation revealing traces of her usually nonexistent French accent. “If NATO were to get involved every time a European tourist brought something back from the developing world—”

“This isn’t some sex tourist lugging antibiotic-resistant gonorrhea back from Cambodia. It’s the fucking plague, Monique!”

“We only go in when we are invited,” Olin says, unmoved. “Not before.”

“You could get us that invitation,” Alana persists, realizing she would be wise to back off but was unable to stop herself.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Olin says. “But I won’t try. And you will return to Brussels. Immediately.”
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