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Prologue 

Wednesday, August 11, 1700 

 

Go thou to Rome – at once the Paradise, 

The grave, the city, and the wilderness; 

And where its wrecks like shattered mountains rise, 

And flowering weeds, and fragrant copses dress 

The bones of Desolations nakedness… 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Adonais.” (49-52) 

 

The afternoon was ending, but the August sun was still high and parching the 

Eternal City below with unrelenting intensity. Many citizens of Rome had made the 

wise decision to leave for the coolness of the mountains or the breeze of the seaside, 

but some could not afford the luxury of escape. Doctor  Lancisi was one of them 

and now he was bearing the consequences, sweating copiously. This was not to be 

expected of his wiry figure and yet his normally dry skin felt irritatingly sticky. 

Lancisi knew that profuse sweating could be a sign of a heart problem, but he knew 

his own body too well to be seriously concerned. He just made sure to drink  lots of 

water and avoid heavy meals and alcohol in the summer – or in any other season, 

for that matter. This summer, though, had been more cruelly hot than any he could 

remember. He would have gladly retreated behind the stone walls of his country 

house on the breezy shores of Lake Bracciano, but he had duties requiring him to 

stay in Rome. During the other three seasons, he taught Surgery and Anatomy at 

Sapienza University to mobs of jolly students who seemed  to care more for the pubs 

than the libraries. Lancisi loved teaching, but it deprived him of time for 

experiments and studies. The silence of summer                                     at the university amplified his 

concentration, and in the past couple of months, he had already made significant 
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progress on two very interesting research topics and was hoping to write up the 

results for at least one of them by the beginning of the next academic year. 

The other main reason why he needed to stay in Rome was his duty as a 

personal physician of the Pope. His Holiness was a remarkable man, but he did 

demand Lancisi’s devoted attention. The doctor did not find this to be a burden, as 

he liked Pope Clement, the eleventh of that name. He had also served as the 

physician to the two Popes before him, but they were old and conservative men; 

conversing with them on non-ecclesiastical topics was quite difficult. Pope Clement  

was a very different man. He was in his mid-fifties, about the same age as Lancisi, 

and he was deeply and sincerely interested in science and art. The doctor had known 

him for many years, as they had studied at the same school, the College of Rome, 

and had later met on numerous occasions in the Vatican. They had always  had a 

great mutual understanding, and Lancisi had been relieved to see Cardinal Albani 

elected unanimously as the new Pope five years ago. 

The doctor passed the last of the marble columns and left the shady arcade 

under which he had been walking near the entrance of the Church of St. Yves. He 

immediately regretted it and unbuttoned the starched white collar of his black frock. 

How wonderful would it have been if he could have stayed in his cool university 

office! There he could remain in his linen underclothes and perform                experiments as 

long as he wished. His Holiness, however, had requested his presence                at the Vatican 

at sunset via a messenger and it was not wise to keep him waiting. Lancisi sped up 

his pace to find the carriage that was waiting for him outside the                              university. 

Normally he would walk to the Vatican, but an hour in that sun would be too much 

even for a man with his stamina. The inside of the carriage was                    also stifling hot, but 

at least the roof offered some protection from the sun, and  the movement produced 

a refreshing breeze. While they were driving along the river Tiber, though, a foul 

smell hit the carriage like a tidal wave. It was too early for mosquitoes, but 
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Lancisi knew they would soon come. He looked pensively at the river’s muddy 

waters while passing the St. Angelo bridge towards the magnificent castle of the 

same name and thought of the appropriately called Roman Fever, which  had hit the 

city every year for millennia. Understanding the nature of this disease was one of 

the two things he was presently working on, and he was quite convinced that he 

was close to making a break. He wanted to prove that the fever had its origins in the 

Tiburine swamps and the swarms of mosquitoes they produced. This remained a 

theory to be proven, but he thought it a realistic one. 

Lancisi’s brain was still occupied with this problem when the carriage was 

stopped for a check by the colorfully dressed Papal guard. The doctor knew the 

procedure well: a search for concealed weapons would follow. Everybody in the 

Vatican knew him well, but the Pope was not only the leader of Christianity but also    

an important political figure. “Security” was not just an empty word in the Holy See.                                                

On top of that, the Papal States were in the middle of a political crisis and were 

surrounded by enemies who would not shy away from dirty tricks. 

Clement XI was waiting for him by the Fontana dell’Aquilone, the Fountain of The 

Eagle, in a large white tent built for the summer. His Holiness was dressed in a 

simple light white cassock and was sipping a lemonade from a large glass. Good, 

Lancisi smiled, he remembers my advice to stay hydrated. The Pope noticed the 

doctor and the accompanying guard, dismissed the latter and outstretched his hand. 

The Ring of The Fisherman reflected the last rays of the sun, and Lancisi                    duly kissed 

it. The Pope motioned him to sit on the bench,  and Lancisi obliged. He surmised that 

the purpose of the visit was hardly related to the health of Clement XI. He had 

thoroughly examined His Holiness last week and found him to be in an excellent 

physical and mental state. Such a difference from his predecessors, the doctor 

thought, and praise the Lord for that! Lancisi was still in his thirties when he was 

appointed as a physician to Pope Innocent XI. His first papal appointment did not 
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last long, as that Pope had an untreatable kidney  disease. Lancisi personally 

performed Innocent’s autopsy and saw the two enormous stones in his kidneys. Each 

stone was the size of a child’s fist. The next Pope also bore  the name Innocent and 

was not that sick but simply old. Lancisi took good care of him, but he died 

nevertheless five years later, at the turn of the new century. There was something 

symbolic about that, Lancisi thought. The new Pope Clement   XI was very devoted 

and with pure intentions, but at the same time he lacked the straight-jacket 

conservatism of his predecessors, and his mind was much broader. He was also a 

practical and diplomatic man. 

Lancisi realized that the Pope was examining him, smiled, and apologized. 

His Holiness waved aside his words with a benevolent smile. If it was not for the 

difference in clothing and ranks, the two men could have easily passed as brothers. 

They were of a similar age and complexion, spoke softly and made similar gestures. 

They even shared the same Christian name, Giovanni. Of course, Lancisi never 

called the Pope by his first name. It was not in his nature to get too intimate with 

the Pope who was his patient               and whom he, as a devout Christian, respected deeply 

as the leader of the Faith. 

The Pope offered him lemonade. Lancisi gratefully accepted. One of the 

boys, sitting under the shade of a nearby tree, immediately brought the drink with 

some ice in it. The precious cold lumps were harvested from locations high in the 

Alps, put in hay-wrapped barrels and brought to the palace. They drank for some 

minutes in silence until the Pope said, “Doctor, I guess you wonder while I called 

you after our last meeting only last                                             week?” 

“I hope your Holiness feels fine?” 

 “I feel as healthy as an eighteen-year-old boy.” The Pope let out a small 

laugh,  and for a brief moment his black eyes mischievously lit above his longish 
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but well- proportioned nose. “Unfortunately, that cannot be said of our Roman 

subjects…” 

The Pope stopped to take a sip, used the white monogrammed silk napkin to 

dry his lips and continued, “The city administrators are reporting to me a worrying 

increase in the number                                             of people who have died in the city in the last week…” 

“Well, this may be quite normal. The heat always brings more deaths, by 

exhaustion or fever…” 

“I am not that worried by the overall increase of mortality, and I agree that this  

may be quite normal, may the Lord give peace to the souls of the departed! What I 

am really concerned about is the increase in sudden deaths!” 

The Pope slightly raised his voice at the word “sudden.” This was the most 

agitated state Lancisi had ever seen him in.  

The doctor enquired, “Pray explain what you mean by ‘sudden,’ your 

Holiness? And how big is the increase in numbers?” 

The Pope took a sheet out of the fold of his sleeve and started reading. 

“In the past ten days, more than fifty people have dropped dead. Fifty-three, to  be 

exact. Most of them were in perfectly good health at one moment and dead an hour 

later. The city records show that the average number of such occurrences for the 

month in August in the past ten years is between ten and fifteen people. So we have 

a fourfold increase here. Does not seem normal to me.” 

Lancisi nodded thoughtfully. The Pope lowered his head and his voice. The 

Vatican had its fair share of spies. 

“I would not be surprised if this turns out to be some kind of provocation by 

our enemies to sow chaos in our capital. You are aware of the current political 

situation, I am sure…” 

The doctor knew well that the predicament the Pope was in. In the same month 

of November in which he had been elevated to the Pontificate, the king of Spain, 
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Charles II, had died without leaving issue. A political skirmish for the Spanish 

succession had ensued, resulting in a full-blown war between France and Spain on 

one side and the English, the Dutch and the Austrians on the other. The Papal States 

were in the middle of all this and, as good as a diplomat as the Pope was, he could 

not keep staying neutral forever – the conflict was too big and engulfing for that. He 

would soon have to pick a side, and he knew that a wrong choice could be disastrous 

for the state and his papacy. 

The Pope looked straight into Lancisi’s hazelnut eyes, and switching from 

Latin to their native Italian, said, “Look, Giovanni, I know that it all may be a 

coincidence or just a run of bad luck, but I will be honest with you as I always have. 

The number of deaths itself does not worry me excessively; only our Lord himself 

knows why he decides to call some souls to Heaven earlier than others. There is 

however something that is really strange and truly scares me…” The Pope paused 

and looked thoughtfully at the eagle on top of the fountain. He truly sounds alarmed, 

Lancisi thought. I have never seen him like this.  

The doctor gently pressed the issue. “Pray share that with me, your Holiness! 

You know that doctors are like confessors; we keep everything in and let nothing 

out!” 

Clement smiled. “I know, and I trust you especially, Dottore. We have gone 

through many things together, my friend, and we both know that the ways of the 

Lord are sometimes difficult to decipher for us, mortal men. Still, there is something 

weird going on. What I have in mind particularly is what happened to a family called 

Riva. Here are the details…” 

The Pope picked up the sheet closer to his eyes and started reading. “The Riva 

family are rich merchants, doing business mainly with the Venetians and the 

Ottomans. They can trace their lineage in Rome for at least three hundred years. 

They are devout, regularly visit Mass. The father has done some business with 
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Venetian Jews and Dutch Protestants, but there are no signals whatsoever of 

anything untoward. He regularly pays his taxes and has contributed money for the 

building of a church in the neighborhood. And yet…” 

The Pope briefly paused before continuing, “And yet there seems that this 

particular family is visited by Death much more often than others. The son, Antonio 

Riva, passed away in his sleep last year. He was twenty when that happened. It was 

assumed at the time that he was afflicted by a broken heart due to the love he had 

for a young girl who was much below his social status such that his father, Gianni 

Riva, would not agree to their marriage. Last week, however, Gianni’s daughter, 

Lucrezia, collapsed in the kitchen and passed away soon after that. She was twenty-

two and by all accounts happily married with a baby son. When her father heard the 

news, he also grasped his heart and fell to the floor. The servants tried to revive him, 

but he was soon dead too.” 

Lancisi listened attentively. As was his long-standing habit, he was making 

notes in his small black notebook with a leather cover and the gold initials GL on it, 

the work of the best Florentine leather manufacture.  

The Pope advised him, “I know that you need your notes but make sure that 

they are for your eyes only. So, we have three cases of sudden deaths in the same 

family in less than a year. The thing is that people are disturbed. The Riva family is 

well-known. The news of what had happened to them is spreading fast, and I am 

afraid that there have been rumblings that the Riva family is cursed and that they 

should be expelled from Rome or else a terrible fate will befall our beloved city. We 

have to do something about it, or this problem may sabotage the peace.” 

The doctor had the sudden urge to scratch his left calf, which was itching 

terribly from the sweat. Of course, he did nothing like that and instead asked, “What 

would you like me to do, Your Holiness?” 

The response was swift and precise. 
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“I would like you to investigate the Riva deaths and see who or what is behind 

them. I am quite sure that there is a reasonable explanation and that it has nothing to 

do with a curse, but I want to hear your learned conclusion on it. It would also be 

good to investigate some of the other deaths; they may be related. The corpses of the 

Riva family and some of the others are in the city morgue. They were not buried 

because foul play was suspected. We have also put armed guards at the gates – just 

in case. Be quick; time is of the essence.” 

“I concur that we have to move quickly, if only for purely medical reasons. 

The corpses will decay quickly in this heat, and we may lose some valuable 

evidence. I will immediately attend to it. May I humbly ask you for some help on 

your side?” 

“Goes without asking, my son. What will you need?” 

“I need some assistance with getting information about the cases. The 

autopsies I will perform myself, but I may also need a hand there.” 

“Of course, this is reasonable, and I have already thought of that.” The Pope 

seemed quite pleased with himself. “Vittorio Alemani, the deputy mayor, will come 

to your office at the university tomorrow morning and will be at your disposal as 

long as you need him. He also knows all the details of the cases. He has proven his 

trustworthiness on a couple of other occasions, so we don’t have to worry about the 

leakage of information. I believe that he used to be a student of yours, so you surely 

must already know him.” 

Lancisi nodded. He had taught a couple of courses to Vittorio Alemani and 

liked him. He had been promoted to the office quite young mainly because of his 

family connections, but he was a serious and clever man nevertheless. This was 

perhaps the best development in this otherwise macabre case.  

Twilight had fallen over the gardens, and it made the silhouette of the eagle 

statue on top of the fountain look as if it were perched on a Roman legionary 
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standard. The Pope suddenly rose to his feet and made a gesture to one of the boys 

to pick up the empty lemonade glasses. It was obvious that the audience was over. 

The doctor promised to send a message as soon as he had news of any kind and 

kissed the Pope’s ring again.  

Clement inclined his head and quietly said, “I expect you to give this issue the 

highest priority. And Giovanni…be careful! Be very careful! We don’t know whom 

or what we’re dealing with here!” 

 The doctor confidently smiled and nodded his head, but an uncomfortable 

feeling had nested in his chest while he was making his way towards the noisy and 

haphazard world beyond the palace walls. 

 Vittorio Alemani, a solidly built man with а dark complexion and a small 

beard, was waiting for him in the university yard next morning. His head was 

adorned with an expensive-looking red velvet cap with a feather. Lancisi invited him 

to his university quarters, where he had a big laboratory and a smaller office for 

books and meetings, in the middle of which was a solid oak table. This is where they 

sat and started discussing the case without the ceremonial exchange of introductory 

courtesies. Vittorio was deferential to the man who had taught him in the past but 

saw no reason not to talk to him as an equal. After all, his position allowed him to 

show some confidence. 

 Lancisi was asking him short but precise questions, and Vittorio replied in the 

same manner, just as he had been taught by the doctor at the university. He gave 

exact figures of the sudden deaths, their distribution by region, age, sex and even 

religion. The Jews seemed to be afflicted proportionately to the Christians. There 

goes the theory about Jewish sabotage, Lancisi thought. He knew what Vittorio was 

capable of as an intellect but still was impressed by the younger man’s level of 

organization and analysis. He obviously had a great career as an administrator in 

front of him. He had even prepared a complete list with the names and the ages of 
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the diseased on which a small cross notified whether the corpse was still preserved 

in the morgue.  

 I have taught him well, the doctor proudly thought, and said aloud, “You have 

done an excellent job, Vittorio! Congratulations!” 

 The blush on the young man’s face was obvious even in the shady room.  

 “What is your plan, Doctor Lancisi? How would you like to proceed?” 

 The doctor pensively bit the end of the quill he used to take notes. He knew 

that this was an untoward habit but could not help it. The Pope had also noticed it 

and had subtly teased the doctor a couple of times. His Holiness had a sense of humor 

one would not expect from a top clergyman.  

 Lancisi circled a dozen names marked with a cross. “I would like to perform 

autopsies on these. We will leave the Riva father and daughter last.” 

On the way to the morgue, Vittorio told the doctor about the Riva family. It 

seemed that there was nothing bad to be said about them; the family was 

exemplary. Antonio Riva always paid his taxes in full and on time; the whole 

family did not consume alcohol and went to church regularly. Vittorio’s people 

had also talked to the broken mother, Cecilia Riva, to the family’s neighbors, and 

to their priest. They had all described the deaths as completely unexpected. The 

deceased had all been in very good health except possibly Antonio. Cecilia had 

mentioned that he had had problems climbing the stairs and had complained of a 

fast heartbeat, especially after the heavy meals in which he obviously indulged 

quite often, maybe to compensate for his lack of other sins. Vittorio described him 

as a “heavy, red-faced man.” 

 They entered the morgue at about noon. The building provided a much-needed 

respite from the heat, which had not relented from the previous day. The doctor and 

Vittorio had to descend to a deep cellar, comprising several connected rooms with 

flat stone slabs on which the bodies were laid. Normally, they would not spend more 
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than a couple of days there because, even in the dark and cold cellar, swift decay 

was inevitable, and ice was expensive. Also, usually nobody cared about drowned 

beggars and stabbed prostitutes. In this case, however, upon the instructions of the 

office of the mayor, special care had been taken to preserve the bodies with 

embalming fluids. Still, the smell was everywhere, and the two men needed to use 

special masks rubbed with aromatic oils. Such masks made their wearers dizzy 

shortly after putting them on, but they would rather face headache than the 

permeating stench. 

 Lancisi had performed hundreds, if not thousands of autopsies in his career. 

He did not truly enjoy them – no sane person would – but every time he opened a 

human body, he was fascinated by its perfection. The Good Lord had indeed created 

an organism in which each system had its purpose and fulfilled it magnificently. 

Sometimes the relationship between these systems was so complex that it evaded 

comprehension by the human brain, which was, of course, also created by Him. It 

had to be on purpose, Lancisi often thought. God had not made the body perfect so 

that humans would remain mortal and could not challenge Him. Or maybe 

sometimes he had only been joking – as perhaps with the appendix and the wisdom 

teeth. Some organs, however, the doctor considered to be more sophisticated than 

others. He was especially intrigued by the heart and its ability to beat more than two 

billion times in a lifetime. It seemed very close to the perpetuum mobile the 

alchemists always aimed for and never achieved. Of course, he also liked studying 

other organs like the brain and the kidneys, but somehow the heart piqued his 

scientific interest the most.          

 They had already asked the morgue personnel to bring the bodies of the people 

whose names Lancisi had circled to the autopsy room on the upper floor in pairs. 

The doctor would have much preferred to use the facilities of the university, which 

were better equipped and more familiar to him, but it was not practical to move so 
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many bodies. The best he could do was to bring his own instruments and ask for 

better lighting, which, he was happy to see, was amply provided. They had agreed 

that Vittorio would take over the obligation of writing down the notes for each 

autopsy. After their initial conversation, the doctor suspected that the younger man 

would do a better job at that than he himself could. He would concentrate on the 

technical aspect of the procedure, which would need to be faster than normal, 

keeping in mind the sheer volume of work, the heat, and the smell. 

 The autopsies of the first pair of corpses did not produce anything surprising. 

A man in his fifties had obviously been struck by a brain aneurysm. “Probably too 

much wine,” Lancisi thought, quietly tut-tutting. The other man had died from a 

burst appendix. Then the other pair was brought, and the procedure of cutting and 

examining the bodies started all over again. By the end of the day, they had managed 

to finalize the autopsies of eight bodies – six men and two women. The causes of 

death for all of them save one were clear – brain aneurysms, heart infarctions, and, 

in one case, sepsis. It was obvious to Lancisi that the heat had a major role to play, 

but he could not see anything beyond the ordinary events that sometimes, 

unfortunately, end human lives.  

 The doctor and Vittorio shared a carriage to the center of the city, as their 

houses were both on the Aventine hill. Lancisi was tired, sweaty, and desperately 

needed a bath. Vittorio was quiet for some time but then turned to him and asked, 

“Tell me, Doctor Lancisi, have you come to any conclusions yet?” 

 “Not so far, Vittorio. Most of the cases seem quite straightforward, and I think 

that heat and the fever that comes with it are the main culprits. Yet…” 

 “You are thinking of the man in the last pair?” 

 “Precisely. There was no clear reason for his death. He seems to have been 

well-fed and in excellent general health. And yet he died suddenly.” 

 “Indeed.” 
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 Vittorio was silent for a moment and then continued, “Forgive me for asking, 

but…could it be a curse?” 

 Lancisi laughed for the first time in the last couple of days. “No, it is definitely 

not a curse. I firmly believe that, while everything happens with the Lord’s 

permission, He does have His own logic in arranging things. Science must try to 

figure out this logic in order to understand the world around us. I have seen patients 

whose mental and physical health has been seriously influenced by the behavior of 

other people, but it has always been a result of direct psychological pressure. What 

I mean is that if the victim knew that he or she was cursed, this might lead to a 

potentially dangerous consequence or perhaps even death, but this is because of the 

effect that this knowledge has on the victim’s state of mind. It is possible that, for 

example, the man whose death we found no reason for might have been under such 

pressure, but I strongly doubt that all of them were. Again, we are speaking about a 

person-on-person effect. A mass curse is an old wives’ tale, and you, as my student, 

should know that…” 

 Vittorio was a bit ashamed but tried not to show it. 

 “So, you think that there is a logical explanation?” 

 “Certainly. We just need to apply a methodical scientific approach to find it. 

But worry not, tomorrow we have the most important autopsies coming. We will 

find out what had happened to the Rivas.” 

 They met next morning after an early breakfast and again shared a ride, 

Lancisi’s instrument case between them. The first pair of autopsies showed similar 

results to the ones they had performed the day before – a heart attack and a brain 

hemorrhage. While he was performing the autopsies, the doctor thought that Vittorio 

had not approached the table even once. Maybe that is why he did not become a 

doctor and turned to an administrative career – he lacked the intellectual curiosity 

one needs for this profession. Lancisi sighed.  Or maybe he was squeamish about 
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blood and open bodies. Then they brought the Riva father and daughter. The father 

was, as described earlier by Vittorio, a tall and heavy man who nevertheless had 

quite attractive facial features. Lancisi then looked at Lucrezia Riva’s naked body, 

and a sudden pang of sorrow pierced his heart. Lucrezia had been a very pretty girl 

indeed, with fine curly hair, smooth white skin, long legs, full breasts, and the face 

of an angel. She had been created to love and be loved, the doctor thought, and yet 

she now lay as fragile as a china statuette on the dissection table. The doctor had 

long ago started to think of women as patients only – Science was his only mistress 

– yet now the sight of the dead girl deeply disturbed him.  

 Lancisi performed the autopsies in complete silence. Just as with the last body 

from the previous day, he could not find any reason for the deaths. The girl seemed 

to have been in great physical condition in spite of the obviously problematic recent 

childbirth, and the father was obese and had some kidney stones, but otherwise, his 

organs seemed healthy. He would have to dig deeper, Lancisi thought, and started 

re-examining the organs. He was reviewing the tissues of the girl’s heart, which had 

been dissected transversally when he saw it. It was so obvious, and yet somehow, he 

had missed it before. He went to the father’s heart to confirm his suspicion and let 

out a satisfied grunt.  

 Vittorio, who had been watching silently, exclaimed, “Did you find 

something, Doctor?” 

 “I think I did. May I ask you for something, Vittorio? Please go to the 

attendant and ask him to bring the last body from yesterday. The one we were 

wondering about.” 

 Vittorio obliged, and fifteen minutes later, the body was brought to the room. 

Lancisi was still examining the girl’s heart but, upon the body’s arrival, turned his 

attention to it. He then showed Vittorio, who was hovering, “The same thing. Do 

you see something out of order in this heart, Vittorio?” 
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 Vittorio analyzed it carefully before admitting, “Not really. Seems quite 

normal to me.” 

 “Look at the thickness of the septum.” 

 The younger man squinted his eyes and then exclaimed, “I see it now! It is 

twice as thick as the normal ones, isn’t it?” 

 “Indeed it is. Normally you would expect the thickness of the septum in a man 

of forty to be about the diameter of a finger. This one is double that. So are the ones 

in the bodies of the Riva family. The girl’s septum is actually three fingers thick!” 

 “What about the other bodies?” 

 “I checked the first bodies from today while you were gone. Their septums 

are normal. I am quite sure they are also normal in the other bodies we saw yesterday. 

But, again, for all of them, we have a logical and obvious explanation.” 

 “So, you think that this…deformity…is the reason for their death?” 

 “I would be very much surprised if it isn’t. The thickened septum obviously 

somehow prevents the natural flow of blood from the atrium into the ventricle. It 

will need a lot of further study, of course, but for the time being, I can say that this 

is the only common denominator for the bodies in which we found no obvious reason 

for death.” 

 Doctor Lancisi had an audience with the Pope two days later. This time, His 

Holiness met him in his personal audience room because the fickle Roman weather 

had speedily switched from desert heat to a tropical rain. The Pope’s secretary, 

Monsignor Visconti, kept the doctor company while they were waiting for the head 

of the Christian faith to finish his prayers, then ushered him in the room and 

discreetly left, closing the door behind him. The interior was tastefully decorated 

though not excessively so. A wood-carved crucifix, a present from a convent in 

Spain, hung on the longer wall. Lancisi liked this oeuvre; it was obvious that a lot of 
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talented work had been invested in it. Jesus looked almost lifelike in his suffering, 

with a great anatomical depiction of his body.  

 The Pope looks exhausted, the doctor thought. Maybe I should ask him if I 

could examine him after our talk or on one of the next few days.  

 His Holiness seemed to sense his thoughts – he had this uncanny ability – and 

waved, “I guess that you are thinking that I look tired, my dear doctor? Worry not; I 

am not sick. I did not sleep a wink last night because my meeting with the Austrian 

ambassador stretched too long. One would expect more Teutonic restraint from our 

northern neighbors, but he is a man who never stops talking. He did tell me much 

political news I did not know yet, though. And after that, I was just too animated to 

sleep.” 

 “Your Holiness should remember to take the tonic that I have given you for 

exactly such cases.” 

 “I forgot, mea culpa! I promise this will not happen again, no need to add that 

sin to my soul. But pray tell me, do you have news for me?” 

 He sat down by the elegant cherry wood table and motioned Lancisi to do the 

same. This time he offered the doctor no drink. Obviously, the Pope’s time today 

was limited. 

 “I do. I think that I know what is happening.” 

 Lancisi briefly told the Pope the events from the last days and what his 

conclusions were. The doctor’s presentation was succinct and precise, just like his 

scientific articles. Clement XI was listening attentively with his head rested on his 

right hand.  

 Finally, he said, “So, let me sum it up. You are saying that most of the deaths 

were caused by brain and heart strokes, as well as other well-known problems. And 

that many of them were caused by fever?” 
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 “Yes, Your Holiness. And may I say something that I have been thinking of 

bringing to your attention for a long time now?” 

 “Of course, what is it?” 

 “I have been studying the origins of this fever for several years now, and I am 

convinced that I know what causes it. It’s the mosquitoes. I have still not finalized 

my experiments, and I do not know the exact mechanism, but I would bet ten years 

of my life that it’s them. When they bite the skin, they inject in the open wound their 

saliva, which must contain a poison or some parasite that infects people who then 

develop fever. Unfortunately, it cannot be seen even with the best microscope I 

currently have. But – again – it is the mosquitoes!” 

 Pope Clement was looking at him, amused. He had never seen the normally 

serene and restrained doctor so animated. 

 “Very well, let’s say that you are right. What shall we do about it?” 

 “Drain the swamps on the Tiber. Thus, the mosquitoes will not have a 

breeding ground, and the city will get a respite from them!” 

 The Pope was taken aback. “Drain the swamps? Do you know how much it is 

going to cost – if it is possible at all, that is?” 

 Lancisi carefully worded his reply. “I concur; it will not be easy. But, should 

it be possible, this will bring the greatest benefit to the city since – well – since St. 

Peter’s Basilica was built!” 

 Clement involuntarily smiled. “It took my predecessors at the Holy See more 

than a century to finish St. Peter’s, my son. Nevertheless, I will keep what you said 

in mind, I promise. Please prepare your conclusions on this matter in a paper and 

have it delivered to me. And now, what is it with this heart problem?” 

 Lancisi forgot for a moment that he was speaking to the Pope and switched to 

his professor mode. “In my opinion, life depends on the equilibrium between the 

functions of three organs: the heart, the brain, and the lungs. I think that sudden death 
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could be the result of an imbalance between these systems. As far as the heart is 

concerned, sudden death must be caused by structural anomalies of the heart and 

great vessels. These could be caused by either systolic or diastolic dysfunction.” 

 The Pope was struggling to follow Lancisi’s line of thought but nodded in 

encouragement. 

 “It seems that some people develop an unusual thickening of the wall 

separating the left and the right part of the heart. I guess that Your Holiness is 

acquainted with the heart structure and how the heart works?” 

 The Pope carefully said, “I know some things about the heart’s structure. Why 

don’t you briefly explain the mechanism?” 

 “Very well. The movement of the heart and the large vessels is divided into 

systole and diastole, contraction and relaxation, and both are essential for life. For 

that reason, a sick man can die suddenly if the heart cannot contract in its alternate 

motion. This normally happens when its structure is seriously weakened. I have 

identified abnormalities in the wall dividing the left and the right ventricles of the 

heart. It is normally this thick…” – the doctor showed the middle part of his 

forefinger. “The thickness in the afflicted people is more than double that, sometimes 

even triple” – he put three fingers together to demonstrate. 

 “So, you think this is enough to cause the death of these poor souls?” 

 “Well, it certainly seems enough to disturb the normal work of a delicate 

mechanism such as the heart. And when this happens…” The doctor shrugged. 

 “So, no curse is involved here either?” 

 “None whatsoever. You can trust me on that, Your Holiness. This is all a 

deficiency of the human body. It does seem to be spreading in certain families, but 

we know of many familial diseases. These poor people were just unlucky, not 

cursed.” 
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 The Pope sat for almost in minute in silence, looking at the crucifix. He then 

said, “Jesus teaches us to love our brethren, Giovanni, but many of them, 

unfortunately, do not love us back and want to hurt us. I am afraid that this is exactly 

what the enemies of Rome will try to do in this situation, and we have to act fast.” 

 “Just tell me what you think needs to be done, Your Holiness.” 

 “I would like you to give a public lecture on this topic at the University and 

explain the reasons for this unfortunate concentration of sudden deaths in our capital. 

The Holy Church will have the task of spreading the word as far as its influence 

reaches. And, may I say, that is very far indeed!” 

 Lancisi slightly bowed. “Consider it done, Your Holiness. I will have the 

lecture ready within a week.” 

 The Pope rose, and Lancisi took it as a sign that this was the end of the 

audience. Pope Clement, however, waved him to remain seated and went to a 

bookshelf nearby, picking up a large, leather-bound folder: 

 “You have done a great work, and you have our deepest gratitude. Of course, 

I expected nothing less, but still, intelligence and diligent work need to be rewarded. 

This is why I am you giving this,” and he handed Lancisi the folder. 

 Intrigued, the doctor opened it without even asking for permission. The folder 

contained more than thirty folios, which looked very old. Lancisi started carefully 

browsing them while holding his breath. The folios were incredibly accurate 

engravings of dissections of the kidneys, the brain, the muscles… One of them had 

a representation of the heart with arrows and explanations of how the blood flows 

through the different veins. Lancisi could not believe his eyes. 

 “But these are the anatomical engravings of Bartolomeo Eustachi, the famous 

anatomist! I thought that these folios were lost more than a century ago!” 

 The Pope looked pleased with the doctor’s excitement. “They were – until by 

a lucky coincidence, one of the librarians in the Vatican library found them forgotten 
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on one of its many shelves a couple of weeks ago. Bureaucracy has its advantages, 

you know; documents are kept in our archives forever. When the find was reported 

to me, I decided that there would be no worthier man than yourself to receive them.” 

 Lancisi was still in awe but gathered his composure. “Please accept my 

deepest gratitude, Your Holiness! May I also ask if I could eventually publish these 

works to honor their long-deceased author? This will bring a great benefit to the 

medical science.” 

 “Of course, you can. Not only that – I will become the patron of this edition 

and will finance its printing.” 

 The Pope was silent for a moment and then said, “You see, Giovanni – taking 

care of our soul is extremely important for its eternal salvation. Still, we should not 

forget about the body. We should all be striving to prevent unnecessary suffering 

and premature death. Life is precious and should be preserved at all costs!”  
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Chapter I 

Monday, April 24, 2017 

 

 Chiara Cecchi, née Riva, was driving her red Fiat Panda along the Fi-Pi-Li highway 

that connects Florence with Pisa and Livorno, going west towards the sea. She was 

normally a very calm driver and tried to avoid any problematic situations on the 

road, but this afternoon her patience was wearing thin. Other drivers were cutting in 

front of her or tailgating her while flashing their lights. On top of that, the repair 

works that had started a year ago had outlasted the last Italian government and still 

created significant traffic jams. She was now stuck on the right side of the narrow 

two-lane highway like many other cars. The one to the left of her was a sporty 

Mercedes SUV with two men in their late twenties. The one in the passenger seat 

was a bearded guy with unkempt hair and a trendy hipster beard. He looked to the 

right at Chiara, then fixed his brown eyes on her. He obviously liked what he saw 

and nudged the driver to attract his attention. Both men started blowing air kisses to 

Chiara, and the passenger opened his door window, letting rap music blare out of the 

car’s interior.  

What’s up with the male obsession with facial hair these days? Chiara thought 

and involuntarily smiled. The owner of the beard took this as an encouraging sign 

and started saying something, but Chiara pumped up the radio volume and kept her 

car window closed. He seemed undeterred and was obviously asking for Chiara’s 

telephone number; his hand was making the old-fashioned dialing gesture. He was 

about to be disappointed because she just kept smiling and kept her gaze forward. 

At that moment, the left lane uncorked, and the Mercedes had to proceed to avoid 

angry honks from the cars behind. Chiara looked at its taillights amusedly – the little 

road flirt had improved her mood. The bearded guy’s pleading look reminded her of 
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a dog asking his master to take him out. She was used to men staring at her, and 

while this could be sometimes irritating and even intimidating, she did need a boost 

of confidence now. Though getting divorced at the age of thirty-four was not the end 

of the world, was it? Chiara looked at the folder she had left on the passenger seat. 

Today her attorney, the indomitable Signora Laura Barotti, had filed the divorce 

papers in the Florence court. Lapo would be mad; this immensely pleased Chiara. 

The bastard deserved that and more. 

The queue started moving, and she pressed the accelerator pedal. Half a mile 

later, she took the exit and passed under the highway to go south and start climbing 

into the hills. The roads there were narrow and winding, but Chiara knew how to 

navigate them; this was her turf. She was just entering a long straight section of the 

road when her heart started racing and she felt light-headed. She pulled over, 

struggling to capture her breath with her hands on the steering wheel.  Her heart 

continued skipping beats like a drunk musician in a piano bar but, after a couple of 

minutes, finally went back to its normal rhythm. Chiara took a long drink from the 

water bottle in the door storage space to her left and leaned back, resting her head 

on the seat support. She had not fainted this time, but her head hurt, and her blood 

pressure was obviously low. The young woman looked through the front window 

and saw that the road ahead was framed by long cypress trees, which, in the falling 

twilight, formed the perfect impression of a tunnel. How very appropriate, she 

thought. 

Chiara drank some more water and waited for five more minutes until the fog 

lifted a bit from her brain. She was used to not feeling good for prolonged periods 

and had learned to mask her weakness with a disarming smile. It all started fifteen 

years ago, two weeks before her prom night. Chiara and Antonia were excitedly 

browsing through the ladies’ fashion department of the trendy Rinascente 

department store in Florence. Her sister was only fourteen, a teenager with braces 
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and a huge poster of the singer Jovanotti on the wall above her bed. Both girls were 

beyond excited as they would normally not even imagine shopping in such a posh 

place. This time, however, their father, Sandro, had given his blessing for the 

purchase of a prom dress befitting his daughter’s beauty and his love for her. “Just 

keep it real, beetle,” he said, “try not to run into the four figures. After all, I am just 

a poor farmer.” He was smiling while he watched his girls try to remain serious in 

this temple of fashion only to start giggling and teasing each other time after time. 

Every time they called him “Babbo,” the affectionate Tuscan slang for “father,” his 

heart melted. A sales assistant in a smart black shirt was looking amusedly at them 

while trying to remain professional and help Chiara make the best choice. This 

turned out to be a difficult task as everything looked good on the girl. She had just 

put on a red Fendi dress and was showing it to Antonia and the assistant when 

suddenly her heart started racing wildly, and the world of colorful clothes around 

her swirled. Luckily there was a chair next to the mirror; she collapsed on it. Her 

father, sister, and the sales assistant rushed to see what was wrong.  Chiara was 

gasping for oxygen like a fish out of water. She did not black out, but it took her ten 

minutes to partially recover. On her father’s insistence, the dress selection was 

canceled, and he took Chiara to the emergency room of the Santa Maria Nuova 

hospital. The tests there did not show anything conclusive. The young doctor stated 

that the fainting was probably caused by dehydration and the excitement around the 

shopping. The electrocardiogram did show some deviations from the norm, he said, 

but he did not expect the problem to reappear. 

It did. A couple of days later, Chiara felt dizzy again, and her heart rate 

galloped. This time Sandro took her to the cardiology department of the bigger 

Careggi University Hospital. The doctors there made some initial tests and told 

Chiara that she needed to stay at the hospital for further evaluation. The girl was 

scared witless. She had been to a hospital only once at the age of six, when her 
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mother passed away from cancer, and she had a vague memory of weird smells, 

tears, and grief. Fortunately for her, her situation was much better. Everybody was 

very kind, and she was lucky to be in the same room with Marina, a girl of her age. 

They were soon chatting excitedly, forgetting about their surroundings and health 

problems. Over the next twenty-four hours, Chiara was made to wear a strange 

plastic box hung on her neck and attached to her chest with electrodes. She would 

get used to Holter monitors as a routine part of her life, but then she just thought it a 

nuisance. The box was heavy and pulling a bit on her neck, so she was very grateful 

when the nurse finally disconnected the electrodes. She had to also ride a weird 

stationary bike whose wheels got harder to spin every two minutes while the sleeve 

on her hand measured her pulse and blood pressure. She gave blood for tests several 

times and was subjected to an echography examination. It was mesmerizing to watch 

her heart contract on the screen and to hear its beats, pinging like the sonar of a 

submarine in a war movie. The middle-aged woman in a white coat who was 

pressing a slimy plastic implement against Chiara’s chest kept smiling at her 

reassuringly. At that point, Chiara did not have a clue what her condition was. It was 

only on the next day, when she and her father went to the doctor’s office, that she 

heard the bizarre word combination “hypertrophic cardiomyopathy” for the first 

time. She would hear this seemingly innocuous phrase much more often after that. 

It changed her life forever.  

The Fiat Panda entered the shades cast by the cypress trees, and Chiara’s 

shoulders slightly shuddered. She always imagined that her cardiac arrest, the event 

in which her heart would stop beating not just for a moment but for good, would be 

like entering a tunnel. Chiara had a pretty good idea of how it would eventually go. 

Her heart would speed up to more than 200 beats per minute, and then she would 

mercifully faint. After a minute, her heartbeat would flatline, and she would enter 

The Tunnel. Funny thing is that she did not think that it would be like one of those 
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dark, depressing railway tunnels with charred walls. She rather visualized it as a 

bush tunnel like the one you would find in the garden of a magic castle. It would 

smell of wet soil and green leaves, and Chiara would be walking down it attracted 

by the dim light at its end. She would take her time – after all, there is no real hurry 

in these things. But she knew that she would have to reach the end of the tunnel. 

Everybody gets there sooner or later. 

The car exited the tree section, and Chiara squinted at the rays the setting sun 

flashed in her eyes. Her heartbeat had calmed down, and she felt much better, almost 

normal. The thought that she was going back to her childhood home was soothing. 

The farm was near the small town of Montespertoli, where Chiara finished high 

school. She had always had a gift for foreign languages and was speaking good 

English and French before she turned eighteen. She applied to the language 

department of the University of Florence. Five years later, she graduated with a 

master’s degree and a diploma for valedictorian of the class. Her professors were 

encouraging her to pursue a career in science, but Chiara decided otherwise. She was 

now teaching English to lower middle school pupils in Florence. It was a tiring but 

rewarding experience.  

The Fiat Panda climbed a steep hill and made a sharp turn left on an unpaved 

road. Babbo needs to finally put some asphalt on this road; it is scaring our guests 

away, Chiara thought. The farm had originally produced mainly olive oil and some 

wine, but twenty-five years ago, her parents had decided to bring in some additional 

income and had adapted one of the old houses on the farm for agritourism. Sandro 

was still paying the loan to the bank, but it was well worth it. The house could 

accommodate up to four guest families and soon became popular with foreigners 

because of its proximity to all important sites in Tuscany and the warm hospitality 

of the owners. In 2010, Chiara helped her father fill in the application documents for 

a European Union grant for the development of agritourism and was pleased to see 
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his ecstatic face when it was approved six months later. They used the grant money 

to build a new swimming pool and create a professional website taking online 

reservations in English, German, and Italian. The road to the farm, however, hadn’t 

changed since the times of the Medicis. The cost was simply too much for a single 

farm to handle. Well, maybe there will be more grant opportunities, Chiara thought. 

She would have to check out the available support programs. 

She reversed the Panda under the green plastic roof of the parking space – 

another future building improvement to be considered. Her father’s old 4x4 wagon 

was there along with three other cars with foreign registration numbers – German, 

Austrian, and Dutch. The week was obviously good for the occupation rates of the 

guesthouse. Business was always quieter in the winter and then picked up from the 

middle of March. Her father noted when they last met that many people had started 

booking a stay in the winter. “The weather in February can be actually quite mild, 

and the crowds at the museums are smaller. A clever choice if you are a history 

buff!” he said. Sandro Riva had only finished high school, but he was a practical and 

hard-working man. Chiara was his first child, and he had always shown a great 

amount of affection for her. Of course, he also loved Antonia, his other daughter, 

but his connection with Chiara seemed to be even stronger. When she was a child, 

he had the habit of playfully pulling her curly hair, and he still did it sometimes. As 

a teenager, she protested vigorously, but now she loved it. He was quite conservative, 

though, and she did not know how he was going to react to the news about the 

divorce paper filing. She could only hope that the pasta she was about to prepare 

would soften him up. Chiara smiled and started going down the path to the house, 

having almost forgotten about the arrhythmia. After panicking the first couple of 

times, she had become accustomed to such occurrences. It was the crushing 

normalcy of having to live with a time bomb in your chest. You know that it is there, 
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but after time you forget about it. If you listened carefully, however, you could still 

hear it ticking. 

  


