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“Millicent Eidson's unparalleled talent shines through in this remarkable work, ensuring a thrilling reading experience. I confidently predict that this offering will be warmly embraced by the literary world, solidifying Millicent Eidson's place among the most esteemed authors of our time.”—Midwest Book Review, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“Dr. Eidson's medical thriller serves up unique and carefully drawn characters, fascinating and chillingly realistic threats, and enough Happily For Now resolutions to satisfy any women's fiction or romantic suspense fan. You won't want to miss this new entrant into the genre. I hope the author is busy writing the next book in this engaging series.”—Reviewer, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“This 2nd book in the Maya Maguire series follows the intrepid CDC veterinary detective as she tries to track down the mysterious tick microbes causing Borrelia infections. Her travels lead her from her home in New Mexico to the European sites of other outbreaks. Meanwhile, Maya is dealing with her own professional and romantic issues. This is a fascinating insider's look at the increasingly menacing diseases arising from animal microbes worldwide.”—Reviewer, Borrelia: A Microbial Mystery
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“The author's background as a scientist working for the CDC gives you an insider's view of this public-health agency at a time of crisis. I recommend Corona to all fans of medical mysteries.”—Reviewer, Corona: A Microbial Mystery
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“The mystery, the characters, the setting, and the uncanny timing of this book make it a compelling read. I would recommend it to anyone who loves medical thrillers, mysteries set in Hawaii, mysteries with diverse characters, books with a strong female protagonist, and fictional tales related to climate change.”—A.M. Reade, USA Today Bestselling Author, Dengue: A Microbial Mystery
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“The Maya Maguire series shows an insider view of CDC and WHO veterinarians, physicians, and conservationists racing to track down the origin of diseases before they can burst into full-scale pandemics . . . For an edge-of-your-seat read by a former CDC scientist, be sure to read the latest in this series.” —Reviewer, Ebola: A Microbial Mystery
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This novel is dedicated to the individuals and organizations that persist in fighting parasitic diseases in the face of funding cuts. Climate change, instability, and poverty continue to increase the risk.
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Author Note
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You might be wondering how to pronounce Fasciola. There are multiple acceptable pronunciations which vary by country. In the US, you may choose to pronounce the “sc” as an “s” or a “sh.”

A useful lecture from several respected experts provides the most common pronunciations in the US, and it also includes the intermediate stages in the liver fluke’s development. Listening to it, even for a few seconds, will make it easier to pronounce the terms in your mind each time you read them. Parasites Without Borders: Parasitic Diseases Lectures #43: Fascioliasis. The entire presentation is valuable if you’d like more information about liver flukes at any point during your reading.

It can be confusing to see some organism names in italics, like Fasciola hepatica, and others not italicized, like Ebola virus. The rules are complicated and a fuller explanation is available from Scientific Nomenclature. 

When words are spelled differently in the US (anemia) and UK-associated countries (anaemia), the spelling appropriate to that country and character is used.

Disease detective work in this novel takes place in late 2022 and early 2023, and it’s based on scientific knowledge and agency capabilities at that time. Scientific understanding, priorities, and resources are already different by the time of this book’s publication. The time difference allows you to consider the evolving challenges and vulnerabilities of the public health system, and to decide what we’re gaining or losing.
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Prologue
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As fog settled on the forested hill, a haunting, high-pitched call swept over the summer pasture. Clumps of white flowers matched the hue of a young woman’s flowing dress. With waist-length flaxen hair tucked behind her ears, she cupped her hands over her mouth to sing for Norsk Rødt Fe, the Norwegian red cattle. Bells on their necks chorused a melodic counterpoint as the herd of two dozen, some solid red and others red-pied, surrounded her.

A hefty, middle-aged man approached and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Sigrid, your mother would be proud that you carry on her tradition of kulning.”

“The cows wouldn’t come in for evening milking if I didn’t do it.” A week after her mother’s death from COVID, Sigrid and her father still mourned, their routines upended by her absence. The evening’s shadowed light, hours ahead of a late summer sunset in southwestern Norway, reflected their shared mood. 

Bjørn Eriksen looked over the animals, then out across the pasture toward the darkened hill of coastal rainforest. “Tulla is missing. Her milk production dropped, and the veterinarian is coming tomorrow.”

“I will look for her if you can do the milking on your own.” Sigrid bent over to pick a flower and twirled it with her fingers. “I’ve decided to take this semester off and live at home.”

“You shouldn’t withdraw from your classes. When you started your master’s degree, your mother was thrilled about your ambition, even though you’re fifty kilometers away.”

“I’ll cancel my apartment and take an online class. You need me here.” 

Causes of Climate Change was a three-week seminar and free. It wouldn’t fulfill her required credits, but she’d keep a toe in academia. And her father wouldn’t harp on her throwing her life away for a small farm that brought in so little income. Once the weather turned cold and the cattle were confined, he might manage better on his own. If she re-enrolled in the winter, she’d commute more than an hour each way.

“We’ll discuss your semester later.” Bjørn ran his fingers through close-cropped, gray-streaked auburn hair. “Take Honnie with you on your search for Tulla. I don’t want you to be alone.”

Sigrid whistled for the Border Collie. The shaggy black-and-white dog joined her, ears perked as if to say, “Where are we off to?”

They’d almost reached the forest edge when they sank into a foot-deep bog. Sigrid drew out her foot and removed the slip-on sneaker in disgust, dripping mud onto Honnie’s back as the dog circled in distress. “I should have worn boots.”

Honnie barked in agreement, then hopped like a rabbit to drier ground. Sigrid slipped the shoe back on and slogged her way out to join the dog. 

The month had been unusually wet. As long as there was no drought, some people in the village rejected any suggestion of global warming. She shook her head—there was no convincing them. The climate was more complicated—increased temperatures led to unstable weather and erratic precipitation.

Lichens painted every bare patch of light-colored aspens and elms, as if devouring the forest. Amidst the gnarled pines, shafts of evening sunlight lacerated the patchy fog and illuminated the landscape like a Hieronymus Bosch painting. 

Honnie growled and Sigrid pivoted to the dog. The sudden movement hurt her stomach and she was almost too dizzy to stay standing. In mid-August 2022, COVID risk had decreased and she was protected with vaccination and masking—with any luck, it wasn’t that. 

She glimpsed the glowing yellow eyes of a three-headed troll peering through waist-high grass. What was going on? She didn’t believe in the mischievous creatures with bulbous abdomens and stubby limbs, but her parents had warned her to never cross them.

Taking a step to the side, she tripped on the body of Tulla, the missing cow. The sudden shock, on top of her mother’s recent death, brought her to tears. Tulla was gentle and sweet. Until recently, she’d been their best milker, producing a large quantity with high fat and protein levels. The quality earned a bit more from the dairy collective.

She quickly glanced into the forest—the troll had vanished. The creatures were folklore, not literal beings, and she assumed her parents’ caution had been a joke. Every culture had something to hold over children so they’d behave. Stress from her mother’s loss must have triggered the vision. 

Kneeling next to Tulla’s body, she couldn’t spot any breathing. She felt for a pulse on the underside of the tail. Nothing. But Tulla was still warm and appeared uninjured. Why had she collapsed so far from the herd? Sigrid lost the strength to get back up. She remained seated in the damp, one hand leaning on Tulla’s flank and the other on Honnie, who emitted a low, anxious whine. Sigrid lost herself in silence and sorrow, then rallied enough to drag herself home, Honnie tight on her heels.

The next morning, Sigrid awoke even earlier than usual. Growing up on a dairy farm, she was an early riser, and she usually loved the dawning of a new day with all its promise. Sometimes she’d read a brief passage of poetry to fill her mind with wonder before heading to the barn. But with Tulla’s death and this morning’s blood-hued sunrise, she picked a more somber poem from Shakespeare. 

Like a red morn, that ever yet betoken’d

Wreck to the seaman, tempest to the field,

Sorrow to the shepherds, woe unto the birds,

Herbs and foul flaws to watermen and swains.

The lines reflected her depressed and anxious frame of mind, full of foreboding. Bjørn had been silent since she told him about Tulla last night—she could only guess that he was also grieving.

As she completed the milking, he used his tractor to haul Tulla’s body to the barn, arriving just when the veterinarian showed up. The sky had begun to sob, and Noah Dahl emerged like a gnome from his rain slicker. 

Sigrid had known the crotchety vet since she was a child. She concluded his characteristic grumpiness was from long days of getting kicked by cows and horses, plus vacations constantly interrupted by emergencies. Life forces, and the diseases trying to kill everyone off, fascinated Sigrid. But she had no desire to become an animal doctor. Her ideal job would be teaching biology in a university and leading enthusiastic student groups into the hinterlands to discover new species.

“God morgen, Noah,” she said, grateful for his help in solving Tulla’s mystery.

He responded with a simple “Hei.” Then he turned to Bjørn. “I told you to construct a table and hoist these animals onto it. My body can’t bend down anymore.” The harsh tone changed to something softer. “My condolences. Your wife was a magnificent woman.”

Sigrid’s mouth dropped open. She’d never heard him make a similar compliment.

“Tusen takk,” Bjørn answered. “With so much going on, I forgot your request. Tulla’s loss comes at a bad time—I hope you can tell us what happened.”

Noah jerked a pair of vinyl gloves over his hands, veins bulging beneath thin, flaking skin. He’d already placed a full-length rubber apron around his neck and heavy boots on his feet. Since COVID, he’d taken to wearing a mask, something not included in his prior standard practice when opening up an animal in an outdoor, well-ventilated environment.

“Young lady, please take notes.” 

Sigrid scrambled for a pen and pad in an old desk shoved in a corner. Her mother had performed this service in the past—Sigrid’s chest ached with loss.

Noah began his external assessment. “No signs of trauma, bloating, or discharges.” He examined the ears. “No external parasites.”

He made a midline incision on the cow’s right side and reflected the skin. Starting with the abdominal cavity, he removed the liver to a metal tray. Immediately, a slimy brown shape crawled out of the tissue. With the shock of seeing something alive in the carcass, Sigrid almost fainted.

Noah used his probe to encourage the creature’s progress toward his specimen jar. “Fasciola hepatica liver fluke, that’s our culprit. A leaf-shaped flatworm that uses spines to pull itself within the body and its suckers to anchor.”

Sigrid swallowed hard to keep from vomiting. It didn’t look like any worm she’d ever seen. A length of 3 cm, if she had to guess, and half as wide.

“She could have up to a hundred of these.” After collecting the first one, he sliced the liver open with his scalpel. “It’s enlarged with thickened and fibrotic bile ducts, plus tissue scarring and necrosis.”

Sigrid didn’t understand the details, but she knew enough to recognize the liver’s uneven appearance. “How would she get something like that?”

Noah sighed. “Let me get my specimens to the laboratory for confirmation, then we’ll discuss all that in detail. The fluke’s life cycle is incredibly complicated, involving your local snails.”

Sigrid’s normally placid father appeared unsettled. “The rest of the herd—is this contagious?”

“Not directly cow-to-cow. But through liver fluke eggs shed in the environment, you and other animals can become infected.”

Sigrid’s fingers went to her belly. She’d felt a slight pain this morning that she assumed was her menstrual cramps, but nothing had started yet. She hoped to God it wasn’t one of those monstrosities.
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Masses of fragrant flowers overflowed wooden fences as Maya Maguire strolled the narrow lanes of Bygdøy peninsula. Was there a more stunning place on earth in late August than Norway? Many residents were still on holiday along the scenic coast or in the mountains. 

But those with children, like Stefan Duda and Kondrat Nowak, were home for the first day of school. Earlier in the morning, she’d joined them to see off Paula, their 11-year-old adopted daughter. An Oslo tradition—cobblestone streets filled with men in business suits, strolling hand-in-hand with their kids on the way to or from their classes.

Maya pushed aside thick black hair to bring her ringing phone to her ear. Getting a haircut was at the top of this week’s to-do list. After completing her Centers for Disease Control and Prevention training based in Santa Fe, she’d escaped from bad memories to Norway. 

“Hi, Mark.” She was confused by the timing of her boyfriend’s call—New Mexico was eight hours behind. “Why are you awake in the wee hours?”

“Later today, I’m representing a woman in court who’s suing for full custody of her children and the dog. What a nightmare—the husband’s a rich oilman and wants to cut her out entirely. I won’t let that jerk get away with it, so I’m doing one last review of my arguments and evidence.”

Maya smiled. Mark’s dogged, ruthless streak was all to his client’s benefit. “I wouldn’t expect any less of you.”

“I wanted to cheer myself up by talking to my favorite lady. Zozobra goes up in smoke on September 2. Will you let me buy a first-class ticket so you can be home for that?”

She settled on a bench in front of the Kon-Tiki Museet, curious about Thor Heyerdahl’s Pacific crossing on a raft of balsa wood. But the museum’s collections could wait. Mark’s mention of Zozobra triggered a vivid, poignant reminder of attending the iconic burning of Old Man Gloom with Manolo, her deceased husband.

“Fort Marcy Park can’t handle sixty thousand drunk, rowdy revelers,” she said, “even when they ban alcohol.”

Mark had to be disappointed with her answer. Their relationship had only recently changed from friendship to something more, during a passionate night before she flew to Norway. Other than their trip to Paris in the spring, they’d done few things as a couple. However, they’d bonded over months of recovery at his ranch as she healed from COVID and he recovered from a horseback fall.

“If not Zozobra, how about Mid-Autumn Festival on September 10?” His deep voice conveyed his talent as an accomplished litigator. “I’m sure your parents would love to celebrate your Chinese heritage. We never talked much about what that means to you.”

Passengers from the Oslo ferry wandered up to the museum door. It was 9:20—they’d have to wait another ten minutes. Maya didn’t want to negotiate her return to the Southwest in the hot sun around other people. 

“Mark, let’s discuss the moon festival in a couple of days.” Except for cultural events her Irish American parents insisted on when she was a child, she hadn’t dwelled on her Chinese heritage. Completing her education and kicking off her career as a veterinary epidemiologist had been her primary focus.

Lately she’d worked on one hazardous viral investigation after the other. First COVID’s animal origins in China, then dengue in Hawai'i, followed by Ebola in West Africa. “I just returned from the Lofoten Islands and I’ve barely unpacked.”

Originally, he seemed to accept her plan to return for her thirtieth birthday celebration. February 14 was soon enough to become responsible again, and she estimated her savings would last the six months.

When she reminded him of that plan before they hung up, Mark sounded agreeable, maybe too much so. He was always thoughtful and accommodating, but Maya didn’t fully trust it. After all, he’d shown his ruthless side when negotiating on behalf of his clients, including her. Not to worry—she was in no rush for another long-term relationship.

Changing her mind about seeing the Kon-Tiki, she headed for the ferry. She could meet Stefan for lunch or visit his World Health Organization office. Talk about Santa Fe had triggered horrifying thoughts of her husband and their unborn baby, dying from the COVID infection she gave them. Stefan could jolly her out of any bad mood.

A Polish physician in his late thirties, he’d created a good life in Norway, except when his zest for public health puzzles interfered with his commitment to his family. When he returned home after his own Ebola infection in Africa, Stefan said he’d learned his lesson about work-life balance. At least, that’s what he told Kondrat, Maya, and anyone else who would listen.
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Maya strolled past the luminous Opera House with its slanted slab of white marble piercing a massive wall of glass. She entered the reconstructed Munch Museum, all piles of aluminum paneling, unbalanced and leaning at the top. She preferred ornate buildings from earlier centuries to stark modern ones. But Stefan had assured her it was quite beautiful, every floor providing unobstructed views of Oslofjord.

Inside the Deli Og Kafé, she spotted him at a table on the terrace. His swimmer’s physique always reminded her of Michael Phelps, but Stefan was lighter in complexion with tousled brown hair. When he sported a beard, he looked like John Krasinski in A Quiet Place. They’d been friends since 2016 when working on master of public health degrees at Columbia University, so six years already.

“Thanks for luring me to this museum,” she said after giving him a hug. “I can’t wait to see The Scream.”

His contagious smile disappeared. “Ja, we have both felt like that painting.”

She knew what he was talking about. “Have you talked to Biko?” 

Biko Okeke was a younger WHO physician. His sister had been killed only a few weeks earlier in Nigeria, when they all were attacked during the Ebola investigation. Stefan still had a slight limp from the shotgun blast to his foot.

He nodded. “I called him this morning about some WHO business, but he’s still on bereavement leave until the end of the month.”

“I keep Biko and Nneka close to my heart. If you talk to him again, let him know. How about Sinachi?” The guard had come close to death due to blood loss from the wound in his arm.

“Fantastic news—he’s out of the hospital and back to work.”

She didn’t hold the nighttime assault against Sinachi—everything had happened too fast. Maya had suffered no long-term injuries, other than the psychological ones. 

Stefan dove into his salad. “I gained a couple of pounds during our vacation in the Lofotens. Kondrat likes me a bit more buff.”

Maya toyed with her pita and hummus. “I’m happy you two reconciled, although I miss your company at the apartment. Thanks for arranging with the landlord to let me take it over.”

“And if Kondrat ever kicks me out again, it has that second bedroom.” Stefan’s tone was lighter than his expression.

As long as she was in Norway, Maya would do everything possible to reinforce Stefan’s commitment to his civil partner. They couldn’t split up after so many years together, especially with a child. With a tightness in her chest, Maya remembered what it was like to lose the love of your life. Biko’s loss of his sister was just as awful.

“Were you trying to urge Biko back to work?”

“Our headquarters office in Geneva is worried about a worldwide surge in Fasciola, including Africa.”

“The liver fluke—I’ve never seen a case.”

“You might be able to encounter animal and human ones soon. Turns out Norway has a cluster outside Bergen.”

Maya recalled a video of the flatworm. Veterinarians, like physicians, became somewhat inured to yucky stuff. But on a scale of things to turn your stomach, the large parasite was near the top. As it migrated through livers and bile ducts, it looked nothing like the innocuous earthworms she’d used for fishing bait.

“I assume the local authorities are involved,” she said.

“They are.”

“How about the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control? They’re so close by in Sweden.”

“Fasciola’s not their major priority. But this may expand into a multinational study to identify global risk factors, so more appropriate for WHO.”

Maya found fascioliasis fascinating. Another important animal-to-human disease, spreading from cattle and sheep. She hadn’t planned on another zoonotic challenge so soon, but . . . 

“It would be great to have a public health vet on my team,” Stefan continued, “one who’s good at study design and analysis.”

That lure was familiar—he’d used it before. He had a habit of drawing her into problematic investigations.

A Herring Gull swooped low and distracted Maya’s musings. As a breeze fluttered her hair, she gazed out over the expanse of blue water, dotted with sailboats and commercial vessels. A cruise ship anchored nearby on the docks. 

There wasn’t a good reason to say no. If she couldn’t handle the zigs and zags of infectious disease outbreaks, she should have gone into academia instead of public health response.

She smiled. “When have I been able to turn you down? Just make sure that this time, I don’t get arrested.” She never passed up the chance to needle him about bat caves in China.
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THREE


[image: ]


Stefan, his damaged foot resting on a pillow, took in the scene from his back patio. He was walking okay, with limited pain, but didn’t mind Kondrat fussing over him. Paula beamed as she bent over the table, blonde locks dusting her neat placement of the plates and silverware.

“Takk, kochanie.” Stefan reached out to pat her hand. The Polish expression for ‘loved one’ applied to his daughter and his partner, who bustled in with a plate of salmon, Maya’s favorite.

Kondrat brushed back his coppery hair as he pulled out a chair for their guest. If Stefan had been standing, he would relish his natural dominance over others, including Maya and Kondrat. But sitting down, they were almost at eye level, and he deferred to Kondrat as their host.

“I explored the Munch Museum this afternoon,” Maya said. “I can’t believe The Scream was painted in 1893. Munch described it as ‘the infinite scream of nature.’ It’s timeless—just as appropriate today.”

Kondrat headed to the kitchen and returned with a set of drink coasters decorated with the painting. “His theme is still relevant what with climate change, species losses, and unending wars.”

“Plus emerging diseases,” Maya added.

Stefan wasn’t surprised that Kondrat, with his master’s degree in biodiversity, would have that opinion. Unfortunately, the degree hadn’t led to a secure job. Stefan admitted it was his fault. With his frequent investigations in exotic locations, Kondrat had been the one designated to manage the home front. 

A sudden pain pricked between Stefan’s shoulder blades. He popped an angina pill. His cardiologist couldn’t say how much longer these attacks, probably related to his Ebola infection, might last.

“Pappa, are we okay here in Norway?” Paula’s plaintive question, directed to Kondrat, reflected the existential angst impacting everyone in the Baltics since Putin invaded Ukraine in February. The TV show Okkupert had foreshadowed a sinister Russian infiltration of Norway’s oil production after a climate change-fueled hurricane.

“Ja, we will be fine.” Stefan jumped in to answer. Norway was part of NATO, so there were plenty of partners for defense, including the US.

“Paula, you live in one of the happiest countries on Earth.” Maya’s face, expressing an added maturity after all she’d gone through, glowed with maternal reassurance.  

Stefan envied her smooth skin. He didn’t see her use much sunscreen, but Chinese people seemed to get away with that. The missing left baby finger from a flash bomb in Atlanta and some keloid scars on her forehead, arms, and legs from various incidents might be off-putting to some men, looking for a China doll. But since he didn’t lean that way, it didn’t bother him. She was loving, thoughtful, and brilliant, the perfect friend.

“Speaking of emerging diseases . . .” Stefan speared a lamb meatball from his bowl of inderøysodd, a Norwegian soup with boiled potatoes and carrots. “Maya and I need to fly to Bergen tomorrow.” 

“At least it’s not out of the country.” Kondrat’s tone implied his reluctant acceptance. “What for?” 

Stefan didn’t want to mention liver flukes at the dinner table—too disgusting. “Fascioliasis, and let’s not get into details here.”

Kondrat switched the conversation to Paula’s first day of school. After she gushed about an upcoming class trip to the nearby Viking Museum with its collection of historic boats, she carried out a tray of small jars filled with tilslørte bondepiker. 

Obscure peasant girls—a literal translation, but the dessert was a mouth-watering layered concoction of roasted sugary breadcrumbs, apples, cinnamon, and whipped cream. Just as pretty to look at as it was to taste. Kondrat had prepared something special to celebrate their first full day back at home, and now Stefan was escaping once more.

I’m a bad boy, Stefan chastised himself, while everyone dipped their spoons.
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The next day, Maya leaned over the railing of the Bjørnafjorden ferry after Stefan parked the rental car on the deck. He’d insisted on driving despite his foot injury, and appeared to be handling it fine. The flight to Bergen had been less than an hour, and the drive, too. 

The sky almost melded with the water except for the rugged stripe of forested green hills. If she ignored the ocean, the scenery reminded Maya of Flagstaff, Arizona, where she lived until she was 14. Or Colorado, where she completed high school at age 16, a BS from the University of Colorado at 19, and her DVM from Colorado State at 23. 

A refreshing light wind kept them cool during the 12-minute boat ride, then they hopped back into the car before driving off onto the fjord’s eastern bank. Spotting a campground, she asked, “Have you guys ever stayed there?”

“No, but it’s a scenic spot.” 

For another thirty minutes, purple and yellow flowers bordered the road curving between mountain and water. They minimized conversation as he navigated tight curves on asphalt without a center line. On the steep hillside to their right, thick foliage ended at the roadside with a narrow patch of mowed grass. On the left, a guard rail prevented a drop-off to sporadic harbors with small boats.

As they passed through the village of Eikelandsosen, Stefan said, “Only town of any size in this area. Do you want to get lunch?”

Maya found two snack bars in her daypack. She was too excited over her first Fasciola cases to take time for a meal. “This is okay for now.”

After ringing a small lake, the road reached a cluster of mowed pastures mounded by bales of hay. The GPS on Stefan’s phone directed them to a white home and red barn, each two stories and covered with A-framed shingled roofs. A man on the front porch stood to greet them, along with a sheepdog that ran to the fence.

“Dr. Duda, I presume?” the man asked as Stefan and Maya unloaded from the sedan. “And Dr. Maguire?”

Maya knew that some countries used the doctor title only for physicians and those with PhDs, so she welcomed his recognition that her veterinary training was at the doctoral level.

“Hallo, herr Eriksen.” Stefan offered the man a handshake, and Maya did the same.

“Call me Bjørn. I already had visits from the Ministry of Agriculture and Food, the Food Safety Authority, and the Institute of Public Health. You can’t imagine my surprise to hear from the World Health Organization.” He guided them to a wicker settee.

From Bjørn’s expression, Maya guessed he must feel overwhelmed, as if he’d done something wrong—a typical reaction when someone became the focus of government inspections.

But Stefan was an expert at gladhanding. “Yours is the first recent cluster of fascioliasis, sometimes called fasciolosis, in this area. You’re hardly alone—this is a widespread problem. We want to determine how to stop it, and your farm is a good place to start.”

“You might have learned some valuable lessons for us.” Maya hoped he could feel part of the big picture, rather than a bug under a dissecting microscope.

“Depends on what you want.” Bjørn’s tone was clipped. “My family’s been through too much.”

Maya consulted her notes, quickly gathered in the morning before their flight. “I understand that most of your herd is infected, and has been treated with triclabendazole. Do any of your cattle go into meat production, if not used for milking?”

“Yes, most of my bull calves will be sold. I have several more weeks until I can do that, or market any of my milk. It’s a huge loss of money.”

Maya sympathized. Drug withdrawal periods were required to keep residues out of the human food chain, but they were difficult for the farmers.

A musical voice filtered through the screen. “Pappa, who’s here?” The dog barked and danced between Bjørn and the door.

“My daughter, Sigrid, is really sick from the worms so I made her a bed in the parlor.”

At that moment, a passing cloud decided to share its blessings in the front yard, and Bjørn invited them inside. Maya didn’t mind the gentle mist from the shower that drifted into the porch, but she was dying of curiosity to meet her first Fasciola patient.
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Stefan and Maya donned their COVID masks before stepping across the threshold. He was struck by the young woman’s appearance. With her thin frame and long blonde hair, he imagined Paula looking the same in a few years. 

Sigrid was propped on several pillows in a hospital bed positioned close to the window. The walls were lined with bookcases—he’d have to abandon his preconception that rural residents were less intellectual.

Her smile cheered up the darkened room as she set a book on the end table. Stien Tilbake Til Livet: Om sopp og sorg by Litt Woon Long, a Chinese exchange student who married a Norwegian. Then he died and she recovered with a Mushroom Pickers group. 

He should find the English translation for Maya, titled The Way Through the Woods: On Mushrooms and Mourning. It could be perfect for her. Apparently Maya had moved on to some sort of relationship with her attorney, but the sorrow from her husband’s death seemed to emanate from her pores.

He pulled up a chair close to Sigrid’s bedside and Maya perched on a nearby couch. As agreed upon ahead of time, she took out a pad to take notes.

“I’m a public health physician,” he explained. “I can share my knowledge with you in case it’s helpful. What are your symptoms?”

“It started with a funny feeling in my abdomen when we saw the fluke moving around in Tulla. I thought it was hypochondria, or my monthly cramps. But then they saw eggs in our stool samples. My abdominal pain, vomiting and diarrhea increased. An ultrasound found bile duct dilation and some flukes. I’ve been too dizzy to climb the stairs to my room.” 

“How were you treated?”

“We both got the same medication as my dairy cows.” Bjørn stepped out of the kitchen with a teapot and cups. “It doesn’t seem fair. I had only a slight fever and she’s been sick for weeks.” He set the tray on the dining table and began to pour. “This is brewed with our local herbs like heather flower and nettle. Would you like some?”

In the New Year, Stefan had resolved to stick with products that were part of the official food inspection system. He’d come down with food poisoning from a Hong Kong street market after Maya headed inland with the Chinese wildlife biologist. Things that were too natural, unverified by science, made him nervous. “Nei, takk. I’m fine for now.”

Maya enthusiastically accepted a cup. After tugging her mask below her chin, she gushed over its aroma while Stefan focused again on Sigrid.

“I was so sorry to hear about your mother’s death from COVID.” Before he could continue, Maya joined in.

“I lost both my grandmother and husband to COVID before we had vaccinations. I wish we’d had them sooner—they’re so effective.”

Bjørn’s face reddened. Stefan appreciated Maya’s attempt at consolation, although she didn’t mention her baby. She likely assumed that Sigrid and Bjørn would be more cooperative if they had something in common. But Stefan didn’t know if Fru Eriksen had been vaccinated—some living in the hinterlands didn’t believe in it.

He retook control of the interview. “Bjørn, have your physicians mentioned the possibility of your wife having liver flukes?”

Bjørn slammed a fist on the table. His teacup fell to the floor and shattered. “Are you accusing me of killing her?”

Stefan glanced at Maya, appalled that Bjørn in his grief had jumped so quickly to that conclusion.

Sigrid turned paler, if that was possible. “Pappa, please calm down. I’m sure Dr. Duda was just being thorough.”

Maya leapt up to gather the pieces, but Bjørn pushed her aside. “We’ve had enough interrogation for today.”

Stefan moved to the home’s entrance, followed by Maya. “I’m so sorry I upset you,” he said. “Can I contact you on a better day?”

Sigrid waved goodbye before Bjørn slammed the door. 

Once inside the sedan, Maya let out a deep sigh. “I’d hoped to see his pasture. It’s the likely source of infection for his family and his cattle.”

A devious smile bloomed on Stefan’s face. “I’m sure we can find a spot that isn’t visible from the house.”

Maya shook her head. “Bjørn just kicked us out. Are you kidding?”
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Stefan parked the rental sedan on the pasture’s edge. Humidity intensified the deep green of the foliage and thickened the August sky. Having grown up in the arid Southwest, Maya found saturated air uncomfortable to breathe, and it coated her skin like slime.

“Bjørn was pretty angry,” Maya said. “Instead of trespassing, it might be wise to wait until he calms down.” Her tone was teasing, but she meant every word. Sometimes Stefan was like a pit bull. When he got an idea, he wouldn’t let go.

He hopped out and glanced around. “No buildings, vehicles, or people. We’ll be fine.”

“If you say so.” In the habit of deferring to her older, more experienced colleague, she decided to go along. After all, they were in his country and he was the only one officially employed on this investigation. 

She reached for her hiking boots. They’d keep her steadier over uneven ground. 

“What are we looking for?” Stefan shaded his eyes with his hand and peered off in all directions.

“So now I’m in charge . . .” She slipped her small notebook and pen into her pants pocket and donned her Yankees cap, a gift from her father-in-law. “You didn’t give me time for much research and I’m on vacation.”

“I bet you were up all-night finding peer-reviewed literature. When we return to Oslo, I can put you on a WHO contract.”

She’d done contract work with Stefan for a private foundation on coronavirus in bats, then for WHO in Africa on Ebola, but she’d come to Norway for a break. “I’ll think about it. Let’s complete our inspection before we get caught.” She trudged off into the field, Stefan following.

“Anything related to Fasciola that we should look for in the pasture?” He plastered on a grin. “I had no time for trip prep because I was busy making it up to Kondrat for being gone again.”

Maya flushed. She was happy to hear the couple’s relationship continued to improve, but wanted to be spared the details. “Watercress is most often implicated. Livestock defecate Fasciola eggs which lodge in snails, the intermediate host. Snails then release larvae which attach to aquatic plants, forming small cysts called metacercariae.”

“The Eriksens and the cows became infected by eating those plants?”

She nodded. “Or by ingesting any free metacercariae floating in the water.”  She should have asked Bjørn the source of their drinking water. One more question for when he settled down.

“Sorry we didn’t have time to stop for sampling equipment,” Stefan said.

“Once we have permission to be here, we can check with a Bergen lab for supplies.” As her boots sank into a ditch with flowing water, she held her phone close to a plant with small green leaves. “My app says this is watercress.”

She slipped on latex gloves and fingered one of the leaves. “The cysts look like grains of sand. See these here?”

Stefan bent over. “I’ll have to take your word for it—I need glasses.”

She checked the GPS coordinates on her phone, then wrote them on her notepad and took a photo.

“Metacercariae can also attach to duckweed and water mint.” She pulled up their pictures and headed farther into the pasture, looking for the plants. Turning around to verify Stefan still followed, she spotted a truck at the roadside. Bjørn popped out and raced toward them, waving his arms widely.

“Uh, oh.” Maya held onto Stefan to steady herself as she pivoted in the slushy soil. Before Bjørn got halfway to them, a SUV parked next to his truck. It was white with yellow and black stripes on the front door and hood, POLITI in black letters on the rear door. A young woman in a dark uniform and cap climbed out and hurried to join Bjørn.

“Faen.” Stefan spit out the word between tight lips. 

Maya assumed he’d used a Norwegian expletive. Why did she keep cooperating with him on unauthorized investigations that got her into trouble? But she wouldn’t trade the excitement and new adventures for anything.
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Stefan assumed a friendly posture, reaching out his hand to shake the policewoman’s. “Hei. We didn’t mean to intrude—just doing a little reconnaissance.”

“I want them arrested!” Bjørn spun from the cop to Stefan. “Are you looking for my wife’s gravesite to dig her up?” 

Stefan had hoped to persuade Bjørn into testing his wife’s body. If a re-analysis helped understand why she died, it should be worth it. He recognized it was an emotional subject for the Eriksens, but knowing was always better than not knowing.

“We’re only trying to identify plants associated with liver flukes,” Maya said. “I hope to develop some advice to reduce the risk for you and your herd.”

“Bjørn, if they leave promptly, there’s no reason for charges.” The policewoman held his forearm as he flexed his fingers.

“We’re on our way.” Stefan bowed as a gesture of respect. “I’m sorry again for your loss and we only want to be of assistance.”

To counter his impetuous nature, he had tried to practice patience and diplomacy. But at this point, the only way to erase the initial bad impression would be making themselves scarce.

“See, nothing to worry about,” he assured Maya as they climbed into their sedan. “Let’s head to our hotel. I’m starving.”

“Sure.” But Maya’s shrug indicated her disappointment that their reconnaissance was derailed. 

Stefan decided to put her prodigious brain to work. “Unless it makes you carsick as we wind along the fjord, check PubMed for additional treatments I can recommend to Sigrid. I recall albendazole as an option.”

“Hope I can maintain my phone signal. We’re in the middle of nowhere.” 

“You shouldn’t have a problem. We have two main mobile networks with widespread coverage.” Maya likely didn’t realize how many services the North Sea oil revenues funded for the rural areas.

Fifteen minutes later, Maya spoke up. “Albendazole isn’t very effective. Tramisole combined with oxyclozanide can work in some cases. This study recommends monitoring treatment success through liver biomarkers.”

During the return ferry ride, clouds swept over most of the sky and the fjord turned slate gray. They stayed inside the car and Maya found another article on her phone. “Look at the reduced liver fluke damage after treatment with zinc oxide nanoparticles. The worm’s spines have disappeared and the egg is wrinkled. Unfortunately, that drug isn’t on the market yet.”

By the time the fjords were behind them, the highway had expanded into six lanes that paralleled train tracks, apartment complexes, and businesses. “Makes you want to turn around and go back to nature, doesn’t it?” Stefan smiled at Maya. 

“Even if it’s killing cattle and making people sick?” 

Maya had a point. Nature had its beauty but didn’t always provide the solace that people sought.

When they reached the Sentrum, he drove them on cobblestone streets with colorful older buildings intermixed with modern ones. Along the harbor’s main street, he paused in front of an old stone hotel. After arranging for parking, he got them checked in.
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In his room, the gold-tinged umber walls matched the furniture and bedding, providing a restorative calm. Stefan perched for a moment on a small bench seat that overlooked the harbor through narrow windows. Then he headed out to the hall. When he knocked on Maya’s door, she answered while pulling her hair into a fresh ponytail. 

“Feels good to get out of the car and the clutches of the Politiet i Norge,” he joked.

She frowned. “One of these days, this type of incident won’t have a happy ending. Wouldn’t I be at greater risk, as a foreign national? They might have deported me.”

Either she was needling him or catastrophizing. She tended toward anxiety and panic, mostly remedied by lots of therapy. She must realize that she had little to fear from Norway’s police force. They weren’t allowed to carry weapons, keeping pistols and machine guns locked up in their vehicles.

“Norway is multinational.” He adopted a mock serious expression. “Our deportation process is lengthy with several levels of appeal.”

She slugged him in the shoulder, then headed briskly to the elevator. “You owe me a wonderful dinner.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

EIGHT


[image: ]


Steps away from the hotel, Maya was finally able to take in the full view of the Bryggen, the old commercial buildings lining Bergen’s harbor. She’d read up about the history when Stefan told her where they’d stay the night. 

The wooden structures, alternating red, tan, and white, had steep A-framed roofs. Although some stone cellars dated to the 15th century, the buildings themselves had been repeatedly destroyed by fire. The area had been the center of Hanseatic trade throughout the entire region starting around 1350.

Maya was glad the historic area was so close—her legs were tired. Maybe it was the struggle through the rough pasture with uncomfortably wet feet, then a raging homeowner leavened by a kindly policewoman. At a restaurant just a block down from the Bryggen, Stefan grabbed a table on the sidewalk so they could enjoy the evening air and harbor view.

Maya ordered the traditional fish soup. She didn’t want anything too heavy.

“I’m having reindeer steak with Nordic gravy,” Stefan said. “I’d be glad to give you a taste.”

With her agreement, Stefan ordered two glasses of the locally-brewed Hansa Pilsner. After a few sips, Maya felt a warm tingle migrate from her arms down to her legs. She wanted to enjoy a casual evening with a friend, but Sigrid’s slow recovery still bothered her.

She showed her notes to Stefan. “I never found a better treatment for Sigrid. Triclabendazole, which she already got, is the primary recommendation from WHO and CDC.”

“You’re so thorough with your research, I figured it was worth your checking, just in case.”

After their plates were cleared and Stefan paid the bill, a crowd of Japanese tourists hurried by, monitoring their watches and phones.

“The cruise terminal is past the old fortress,” Stefan said. “They’re probably making sure they don’t get left behind.”

The beer relaxed Maya so much, she almost forgot they were on a work trip. “I can imagine worse places to get stuck than Bergen.”

“We got lucky on the weather—it’s one of the rainiest cities in Europe. I prefer short visits over living here, despite its beauty and charm.”

Maya pushed aside her beer. “Have you recommended an additional dose of triclabendazole to Sigrid?”

“I should do that. Let me reach out now.” As the air cooled and the sky pinkened, Stefan glanced at the empty tables, then put the call on speaker.

“Sigrid, this is Stefan, here with Maya. How are you?”

“God kveld, Stefan. I’m sorry Pappa called the police. I don’t mind if you look at our fields.”

“We may come back. Are you still feeling poorly?”

“Ja, the abdominal problems. Could it be from the medication and not more worms?”

As someone who zealously examined every possibility, Maya understood Sigrid’s concern.

“That’s possible,” Stefan said. “But if your liver enzymes are still elevated, it’s more likely some remaining liver flukes. Have you talked to your physician?”

“Nei. His medicine didn’t help so Pappa lost faith. We’re both into natural healing. He made me a tea of plants from our farm—Artemisia and Allium.”

Maya glanced at her notepad. “That’s phytotherapy. Some scientists studied those plant extracts but didn’t determine treatment success rates.” She wondered if Bjørn stumbled on that combination by accident, or perhaps he was reading the medical literature, too.

“It’s possible you have liver flukes that are resistant to triclabendazole, the drug you took,” Stefan said. “It’s a growing problem worldwide, but sometimes a second dose is effective. 20 mg/kg body weight in two divided doses 12-24 hours apart. Call your physician to request that and be monitored.”

“I told you to leave us alone!” Bjørn’s voice exploded through the speakerphone, loud enough for a teenage couple strolling the sidewalk to turn around. The call cut out, and Maya sank deeper into her chair.
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