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Introduction

When a city drowns, its stories don’t sink so much as they drift—caught in eddies of
rumor, memory, and the slow pull of the tide. Roads become channels, basements
bloom with salt, and the map redraws itself every few hours as water reclaims the
margins. Sirens sound different across a flooded district; they seem to bend, to blur,
warning and mourning at once. It is in this humid hush, among wind-slapped tarps and
the clatter of pumps, that an investigator arrives with a field kit and a notebook,
tasked not with solving a single murder, but with charting the shape of an invisible
threat.

The case begins, as these things often do, with a body that does not fit its
surroundings. There are the usual questions—the last meal, the last call, the last
person seen—yet the more urgent inquiries flicker beneath: what else did this person
carry? Where did they go, who did they touch, and what currents—literal and
social—drove them there? “Patient zero” is a seduction, a neat pin on a messy board,
the promise that if we find the first spark we can learn to douse the fire. In truth,
beginnings are seldom singular. Still, the search for an origin thread can reveal the
loom: the lines of work and worry that bind a city together.

Our protagonist is a public-health investigator, a professional skeptic who collects
stories with the same care they collect samples. They do not wear a badge, but their
authority is earned in cold rooms and crowded waiting areas, in ankle-deep water
where evidence is brined and perishable. They negotiate with gatekeepers, from
harbormasters to hospital clerks, and hunt for patterns through fogged goggles and
foggier data. Crime scenes, in this world, are not sealed; they spill—into markets and
ferries, family kitchens and backroom clinics—each one a reminder that exposure is a
social geometry.

This is a procedural, which means process matters. You will see how a case definition
tightens like a net, how a line list grows into a living document, how a contact tracer
asks the same question three different ways until an omission turns into a clue. You
will witness the ugly arithmetic of limited tests and late results, and the human politics
that warp every tidy protocol: a dockworker who cannot afford to miss a shift, a
vendor who fears stigma more than fever, a local official who wants reassurance fast
and truth later. Witnesses will be reluctant not because they are villains, but because
secrets feel safer than truth when livelihoods bob at the edge of loss.

The science here will not demand a lab coat to understand. When the story introduces

a concept—attack rate, superspreading, serial interval—it will do so in the flow of a
scene, anchored in faces and rooms and the taste of salt. When numbers appear, they
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will be human-sized: a family gathered on a stoop, a fish-processing line, a passenger
manifest damp at the corners. The maps you encounter are characters with their own
moods—tide charts, transit routes, sewer schematics—each a way of saying where risk
might move next. Data will be missing, and sometimes the gaps will speak louder than
the entries.

What follows is an investigation of contagion as both a biological event and a civic
mirror. Outbreaks do not invent our fault lines; they illuminate them. In a place where
the sea is a neighbor that knocks without waiting, every decision has a wake. The
investigator will balance precision with compassion, chasing a pathogen that is
indifferent to our stories through a city that cannot afford to be. The clues will be wet
and imperfect. The truth will be provisional until it isn’t.

If you have come for a mystery, you will get one: a trail of brine and breath, a ledger
of doors opened and doors shut. If you have come to learn, you will leave with a sense
of how outbreaks are read—not solved like riddles, but interpreted like weather, with
humility and vigilance. And if you have come to meet “patient zero,” you may find, by
the end, that the first case is as much a question about us as it is about them: what
we notice, what we ignore, and what we are willing to risk for the comfort of not
knowing. Pack light. The water is rising, and the undertow of contagion pulls hardest
where the ground once felt sure.
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CHAPTER ONE: High Water Mark

Maren Cole had not slept on the plane, not properly, not in the way that counts. She'd
managed a three-hour shuddering doze in the middle seat of a turboprop from
Richmond, her forehead pressed against the cool plastic of the window, dreaming of
spreadsheets that rearranged themselves into tide charts. When she woke, the sun
was doing something strange to the water outside—as if the ocean had swallowed a
mirror and was coughing light in every direction. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and
wondered, not for the first time, why she had agreed to take this case.

The answer came to her before the plane even touched ground, because it always did:
because someone had to do it, and the someone who usually did it was recovering
from dengue in Atlanta. Maren was the next name on the list, and lists, in her
experience, did not care about your reservations.

The tarmac at Port Verge Regional smelled of brine and jet fuel, an old-mariner
combination that clung to the back of the throat. The airport was still operational,
which was more than some of the surrounding infrastructure could claim. From the
taxi window, Maren saw a city that had been through something. Streets in the
commercial district were still ribboned with sandbags, some burst, their contents dried
into pale dunes along curbs. Plywood covered the lower halves of storefronts in the old
fishing quarter, and a few had hand-painted signs—OPEN FOR BUSINESS, WE MADE IT
THROUGH—propped in doorways with a defiance that seemed aimed as much at
themselves as at passersby.

The flood had come six weeks earlier. A convergence storm, the forecasters called
it—low pressure, king tide, and a slow-moving rain system that parked itself over the
coast like an uninvited guest who has already taken off their shoes. Port Verge, a city
built on the assumption that the sea would stay where it was told, discovered
otherwise. Water had poured in from the harbor side, raced through storm drains that
had not been sized for anything like this, and settled into the low neighborhoods like
milk into coffee—slowly, then all at once. At peak inundation, roughly a third of the
city had been underwater. Now, three weeks after the recession, the waterline marks
were still visible: brown tide-stains on stucco walls, kelp draped over chain-link fences,
the faint smell of anaerobic mud that rose from basements like something breathing.

Dr. Tomas Vega met her at the airport in a county SUV with a cracked windshield and
two days of stubble. He was the deputy director of the Coastal District Health
Department, a wiry man in his fifties with the particular weariness of someone who
has been fielding conference calls while triaging a disaster. He shook her hand with
both of his, which Maren took as either a regional custom or a cry for help.
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"Welcome to the field," he said, as if introducing her to a feral animal. "You drove past
two road closures on the way in. Both are technically still active, though the barricades
are more decorative at this point."

Maren nodded and climbed into the passenger seat, setting her bag on the floor
behind her. She carried one hard-shell case with field sampling supplies—sterile vials,
viral transport medium, swabs, cold packs—and a soft briefcase with a laptop, two
notebooks, and a legal pad she'd already filled front and back with questions she
wanted answered before the week was out.

"Tell me about the case," she said.

Vega glanced at her. "Which one? We've got a handful going. GI clusters in Seaview,
respiratory stuff in the shelter population, a couple of wound infections that might be
vibrio. But I'm guessing you're not here for the easy ones."

“I'm here for the one nobody can explain."
He smiled without humor. "Then you're in luck. We've got exactly one of those."

The unexplained death belonged to a man named Ernesto Morla, fifty-eight, a
deckhand on the crabber Nieve Azul. He had been found by his housemate on the
morning of twelve days prior, face down on the kitchen floor of a raised bungalow in
the Alder Creek neighborhood, one of the few streets in Port Verge that had stayed dry
during the flood. The housemate, a retired longshoreman named Dale Kessler, had
woken to find Ernesto cold to the touch, his lips tinged blue, a thin line of something
dark around his mouth that Kessler, with admirable restraint, had not touched.

The county medical examiner had ruled the cause of death cardiac arrest, pending
toxicology. Nobody had looked further. It was, on paper, a man in his late fifties with a
history of hypertension and a bad knee, dead of something that could have happened
on any Tuesday. But the emergency department at Port Verge General had flagged
the case to Vega's office because of two details that didn't sit right. First, Ernesto's
bloodwork, drawn in the ambulance before he was pronounced, showed a white-cell
count that was not elevated, not suppressed, but rearranged—a strange differential
that the ER doctor, a young woman rotating in from the university, had described in
her notes as "consistent with a severe antigenic response." Second, Ernesto's lungs,
when they were finally imaged before the autopsy was declined, showed ground-glass
opacities that the radiologist noted could mean pneumonia, could mean fluid, could
mean nothing at all, but which, in the current climate, made people nervous.

Nervous was Vega's word for it. Maren suspected the radiologist had used a different
term in the break room.
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They drove to the house in silence, Vega occasionally pointing out landmarks with the
practiced tone of a man giving a tour he'd given too many times. The Alder Creek
neighborhood was old Port Verge—frame houses on raised pilings, narrow lots with
chain-link and azalea, a community that had survived hurricanes and nor'easters by
the stubborn logic of elevation and habit. The Morla house was painted a faded yellow
with trim that had once been white and was now the color of old piano keys. A crab
pot sat on the front porch like a gargoyle.

Vega knocked. Dale Kessler opened the door holding a coffee mug in both hands, as if
the caffeine alone were keeping the building upright. He was a large man, gone soft in
the way that men go soft after decades of hard work, with a walrus mustache and
eyes that had the faraway look of someone recently startled.

"Doc Vega," he said, and then looked at Maren. "Who's she?"

"This is Investigator Cole," Vega said. "State public health. She's come to help us look
into Mr. Morla's death."

Kessler blinked. "Look into it? He's dead, isn't he?"
"He is," Vega said. "We want to understand why."

Kessler studied Maren with the open suspicion of a man who had already been
questioned by people less competent than she appeared. He stepped aside and let
them in. The house smelled like coffee, old wood, and something faintly chemical that
Maren could not immediately place—a sharp, almost iodine-like note that some part of
her brain was already cataloging without permission.

The kitchen was where it had happened. The floor was linoleum, cool and faintly tacky
underfoot, with a floral pattern from a decade that had not been fashionable then and
was not fashionable now. A small table with two chairs had been pushed to the side.
Ernesto's body had been removed, but the floor still bore the faint outline of his
form—a shadow of displaced dust, nothing more, and yet Maren understood why
Kessler had described him as face-down in that precise spot. The geometry of a final
moment lingered in rooms the way perfume lingers in a coat.

Maren put on nitrile gloves from the box she carried, not because Vega had asked her
to but because proximity to a death scene was professional instinct, and she did not
trust the idea that anything was clean until she had checked. She looked at the floor,
at the counter, at the sink where a single mug still sat drying on a rack. She opened
the refrigerator—an old model, humming unevenly—and found the usual architecture
of a single man's kitchen: a six-pack of local lager, butter, a half-jug of milk with a date
three days past its courage, a container of leftover rice with something green in it that
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had achieved a kind of autonomy, and wrapped in butcher paper on the bottom shelf,
a fillet of red fish she could not immediately identify, its eyes glassy but not yet
condemned.

She closed the refrigerator. "Did Mr. Morla cook last night?"

Kessler, who had settled into a kitchen chair with the resignation of a man with no
appointments for the rest of the day, nodded. "He liked to cook on Fridays. Fish
mostly. He'd get it from the market on Dock Street, or sometimes off the boat if Reyes
had a good haul."

"Anybody else eat the same meal?"

"He ate alone that night. | was over at my daughter's. He didn't like to be disturbed on
Fridays. Said it was his one good day."

Maren wrote this down. She wrote everything down. She had learned early in her
career that memory was a document that degraded with every copy, and her
notebook was the original.

"Did he seem ill before this? Any complaints? Fever, nausea, stomach trouble?"

"He had a cough. Been coughing since the flood, and you can't tell me that's not
gonna happen when your living room's been under saltwater for a week. Other than
that, he was fine. Strong as an ox. That man could haul traps in weather that'd make
the Coast Guard stay ashore." Kessler took a sip of coffee. "I'm not a doctor, but | got a
feeling he died of a heart attack, and | got a feeling you're here because somebody
thinks otherwise."

Maren did not answer. She moved to the front porch and stood for a moment with her
hands in the pockets of her field jacket. The porch overlooked Alder Creek, a narrow
tidal inlet that smelled of mud and decomposing marsh grass. The water was low now,
having pulled back several hundred feet from its flood peak, leaving a tideline of
debris—foam, a child's plastic sandal, a tangle of fishing line, and a mat of dark
organic matter that she assumed was kelp but that her training told her to consider as
a possible vector for anything waterborne.

Ernesto Morla, crabber. Dead in his kitchen. A fish from the market and a cough from
the flood. It was, she thought, either nothing or everything, and the first trick of her
trade was figuring out which before anyone else decided for her.

She spent the rest of the morning at the county health department, in a windowless

conference room that Vega's staff had converted into a temporary command post.
Two folding tables formed an L-shape. One held a laptop connected to a projector; the
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other was buried under paper—printouts of case logs, hospital admission records,
laboratory results, and what appeared to be a hand-drawn map of the local watershed
that someone had annotated in red pen. A whiteboard in the corner listed, in uneven
handwriting, a series of dates, names, and question marks.

Vega poured her a cup of coffee from a pot that had been on a hot plate for what
Maren estimated was longer than any single shift at the department. She took it,
tasted it, and decided that survival, not quality, was the point.

"Here's what I've pulled so far," Vega said, pulling up a spreadsheet on the laptop. He
turned the screen so she could see. It was a line list—thirteen rows, each one a
person. Columns included patient identifiers, age, onset date, symptoms, and
exposure history, though many of the exposure fields read UNKNOWN or LEFT BLANK.

"Thirteen cases of what, exactly?" Maren asked.

"Good question." Vega tapped the screen. "We've got eight with gastrointestinal
symptoms—vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal cramping. Three with respiratory
complaints—fever, cough, shortness of breath. And two, including Morla, who don't fit
neatly into either bucket. Mixed presentations. Neurological involvement in one
case—an older woman from the Point who was found confused and disoriented by her
neighbor, developed a fever, and was admitted to the hospital. She's still in, by the
way. ICU."

Maren studied the list. The cases spanned a three-week window. The earliest onset
was eight weeks prior—not long after the flood. The latest was eight days ago. The
geographic spread was scattered, but with a gravitational center around the
waterfront neighborhoods: Seaview, Alder Creek, the Point, the district around the fish
market.

"Is there a common exposure?"

Vega made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a sigh. "That's the sixty-
four-thousand-dollar question. I've got people eating local seafood, wading through
floodwater, spending time in shelters, breathing recirculated air in half-submerged

buildings. There's no single thread that links all thirteen. That's why we called you."

Maren understood the subtext. They had called her because the pattern wasn't
obvious, which meant it was either an emerging pathogen or a data problem—or both.
In her experience, it was almost always both. Data problems were not glamorous, but
they were where investigations lived or died. Missing fields, inconsistent definitions,
records that had been entered by hand and transcribed wrong, patients who had seen
three different providers and described their symptoms differently each time—each
gap was a brick removed from the wall, and eventually you couldn't see the shape of
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the thing behind it.

"I need a few things," she said. "First, access to the hospital records for all thirteen
cases, including imaging and labs. Second, a list of the seafood vendors operating in
these neighborhoods—especially the ones near the waterfront. Third, water quality
data from around the time of the flood. And fourth—" she looked at Vega "—I'd like to
visit the fish market on Dock Street."

"The fish market is closed."

“Then I'd like to visit the closed fish market. You'd be surprised what you find in a
closed fish market."

He studied her for a moment, then nodded. "I'll set it up. But Cole—" He lowered his
voice. "There are people in this town who don't want this looked into too closely. The
flood took a lot, and now the recovery is the only thing keeping businesses alive. If
word gets out that there's a contamination concern, the seafood industry here is done.
People will lose everything."

"I'm not here to close anyone's business. I'm here to figure out what killed Ernesto
Morla and whether it's killed anyone else."

"Same thing sometimes," Vega said quietly, and turned back to his computer.

The fish market on Dock Street was a cinderblock building with a corrugated tin roof
and a hand-painted sign that read FERGUSON'S FRESH CATCH, EST. 1971. It was, in
another life, the kind of place tourists would photograph—the weathered paint, the
coils of rope, the rubber boots lined up by the door. Now it was padlocked and silent,
the parking lot empty except for a pelican perched on a drainpipe, watching her with
the particular disdain that pelicans reserve for things that are not fish.

Maren did not try to pick the lock. She didn't need to. The back door was secured with
a hasp and a padlock, but the hasp was old, and the wood around the screws had
rotted in the flood. She pressed the door and it swung inward with a complaint of
rusted hinges and the unmistakable aroma of decomposing marine protein.

Inside, the floor was slick with dried residue—salt, fish oil, and something darker that
she suspected was drain backflow from the flood. Coolers lined the walls, unplugged
and open, their interiors spotted with rust. A long display case ran the length of the
room, its glass smeared with grime. She could see, pressed into the surface of the
case, the ghostly imprints of fish arranged by size—the daily inventory, fossilized in
condensation and filth.

She moved carefully, her flashlight cutting a pale swath through the dimness. Behind
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the counter, she found a clipboard with a delivery log—dates, supplier names,
quantities. The last entry was dated the day before the flood, and it listed a shipment
of shellfish from a supplier in Biloxi. She photographed it with her phone, careful to get
the angle right so the text was legible.

On the floor near the back wall, she noticed something that stopped her: a patch of
dark discoloration, roughly the size of a welcome mat, that had seeped into the
concrete around a drain. It was still faintly damp, despite the rest of the floor being
dry. She crouched beside it and noted the smell—that iodine edge again, sharp and
clinical, not the ordinary rot of fish. She unscrewed a small vial from her kit, scraped a
sample into it with a sterile spatula, and sealed it.

She was sealing the vial when she heard the voice behind her.

"You're not from the insurance company."

Maren stood and turned. A woman was standing in the doorway, backlit by the
daylight outside. She was perhaps sixty, compact and sturdy, with silver hair pulled
into a braid that hung over one shoulder like a rope. She wore rubber boots and a
jacket with the logo of a marine supply store that Maren recognized.

"No," Maren said. "Public health."

The woman stepped inside, her boots leaving wet prints on the floor. She looked
around the market with the eyes of someone cataloging damage—not for the first
time, but with a precision that suggested she'd been doing it in her head for weeks.
"That's Ferguson's," the woman said. "My father built that case." She ran a finger
along the display counter. "He built it himself. Quarter-inch steel, sealed with marine

epoxy. Nothing was supposed to get in."

Maren introduced herself. The woman introduced herself as Grace Ferguson, owner of
the market and daughter of its founder.

"Were you here during the flood?" Maren asked.

"I was in the back office. Watched the water come through the loading dock like it had
somewhere specific to be." Grace's voice was flat, practiced. She had told this story
before. "It took everything. The refrigeration went out first. By the time the water was
knee-high, the coolers were floating."

"Have you heard about the cases? The illnesses in the neighborhood?"

Grace's eyes moved to Maren's sample kit. "What are you testing for?"
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"We're still narrowing that down."

Grace looked at her for a long moment, and Maren recognized in the woman's face the
particular calculation of someone deciding how much truth to trade and how much to
hold back. It was a calculation Maren saw in every outbreak—in every emergency
room and nursing home and restaurant kitchen. The arithmetic of disclosure.

"There were drums," Grace said slowly. "On the loading dock. Industrial drums. They
washed in with the flood tide. | didn't know what was in them. Nobody did. My father
would have known—he knew every supplier, every product that came through that
dock. But he passed two years ago." She paused. "The county took samples after the
water went down. They said everything was within normal limits."

"The county tested the water?"

"They tested what was left in the puddles. By the time they came, the water had been
sitting in the sun for a week. Anything that was alive in it was dead by then. Anything
that wasn't alive had sunk into the ground or washed out to sea."

Maren wrote everything down. She wrote it exactly as Grace said it, because the order
of someone's words—the sequence in which they chose to tell a story—was as much

data as the story itself.

"Would you mind if | came back tomorrow?" Maren asked. "I'd like to look at the dock
area and, if possible, get a sample from the drainage pipe out back."

Grace looked at the ruined market around her. "lI've got nothing left to protect. Take
what you need."

On the drive back to the health department, Vega watched Maren in the rearview
mirror. She was in the back seat with her notebook open, her pen moving in quick
staccato bursts, and she had that expression—that particular furrow of concentration
that he had seen on pathologists and homicide detectives, the look of someone
assembling a world out of fragments.

"You think the fish market is connected?" he asked.

"I think the fish market is a place," Maren said. "I'll know if it's connected when | know
what killed Ernesto Morla. Right now, I'm not even sure | believe the cause of death."

Vega glanced at her. "You think he was murdered?"

"I think he died of something his doctor didn't look for. That's not the same thing."
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She turned a page in her notebook. At the top of it, she had written a single line: What
was in the drums?

She underlined it twice and moved on.
The tide, out in the harbor, was coming back in. Maren could see it through the
windshield—a thin silver line advancing along the seawall, slow and patient, as if it had

all the time in the world. In Port Verge, the water always came back. The question was
never whether. The question was what it brought with it.
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