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Yesterday Snowfield, California, was a charming little town basking in the golden afternoon sun.  Today it is a place of nightmare.

An ancient, awesome force has spirited away almost the entire population of the town and left the bodies of those remaining bizarrely disfigured.

What hope can there be for the few still left alive . . .?


This book is dedicated to the one who is always there, the one who always cares, the one who always understands, the one like whom there is no other:

Gerda,

my wife and my best friend.


Part One

VICTIMS

Fear came upon me, and trembling

—The Book of Job, 4:14

The civilized human spirit . . . cannot get rid of a feeling of the uncanny.

—Dr Faustus, Thomas Mann
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The Town Jail

The scream was distant and brief. A woman’s scream.

Deputy Paul Henderson looked up from his copy of Time. He cocked his head, listening.

Motes of dust drifted lazily in a bright shaft of sunlight that pierced one of the mullioned windows. The thin, red second hand of the wall clock swept soundlessly around the dial.

The only noise was the creak of Henderson’s office chair as he shifted his weight in it.

Through the large front windows, he could see a portion of Snowfield’s main street, Skyline Road, which was perfectly still and peaceful in the golden afternoon sunshine. Only the trees moved, leaves aflutter in a soft wind.

After listening intently for several seconds, Henderson was not sure he had actually heard anything.

Imagination, he told himself. Just wishful thinking.

He almost would have preferred that someone had screamed. He was restless.

During the off season, from April through September, he was the only full-time sheriff’s deputy assigned to the Snowfield substation, and the duty was dull. In the winter, when the town was host to several thousand skiers, there were drunks to be dealt with, fistfights to be broken up, and room burglaries to be investigated at the inns, lodges, and motels where the skiers stayed. But now, in early September, only the Candleglow Inn, one lodge, and two small motels were open, and the natives were quiet, and Henderson – who was just twenty-four years old and concluding his first year as a deputy – was bored.

He sighed, looked down at the magazine that lay on his desk – and heard another scream. As before, it was distant and brief, but this time it sounded like a man’s voice. It wasn’t merely a shriek of excitement or even a cry of alarm; it was the sound of terror.

Frowning, Henderson got up and headed toward the door, adjusting the holstered pistol on his right hip. He stepped through the swinging gate in the railing that separated the public area from the bull pen, and he was halfway to the door when he heard movement in the office behind him.

That was impossible. He had been alone in the office all day, and there hadn’t been any prisoners in the three holding cells since early last week. The rear door was locked, and that was the only other way into the jail.

When he turned, however, he discovered that he wasn’t alone any more. And suddenly he wasn’t the least bit bored.
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Coming Home

During the twilight hour of that Sunday in early September, the mountains were painted in only two colors: green and blue. The trees – pine, fir, spruce – looked as if they had been fashioned from the same felt that covered billiard tables. Cool, blue shadows lay everywhere, growing larger and deeper and darker by the minute.

Behind the wheel of her Pontiac Trans Am, Jennifer Paige smiled, buoyed by the beauty of the mountains and by a sense of homecoming. This was where she belonged.

She turned the Trans Am off the three-lane state road, onto the county-maintained, two-lane blacktop that twisted and climbed four miles through the pass to Snowfield.

In the passenger seat, her fourteen-year-old sister, Lisa, said, ‘I love it up here.’

‘So do I.’

‘When will we get some snow?’

‘Another month, maybe sooner.’

The trees crowded close to the roadway. The Trans Am moved into a tunnel formed by overhanging boughs, and Jenny switched on the headlights.

‘I’ve never seen snow, except in pictures,’ Lisa said.

‘By next spring, you’ll be sick of it.’

‘Never. Not me. I’ve always dreamed about living in snow country, like you.’

Jenny glanced at the girl. Even for sisters, they looked remarkably alike: the same green eyes, the same auburn hair, the same high cheekbones.

‘Will you teach me to ski?’ Lisa asked.

‘Well, honey, once the skiers come to town, there’ll be the usual broken bones, sprained ankles, wrenched backs, torn ligaments . . . I’ll be pretty busy then.’

‘Oh,’ Lisa said, unable to conceal her disappointment.

‘Besides, why learn from me when you can take lessons from a real pro?’

‘A pro?’ Lisa asked, brightening somewhat.

‘Sure. Hank Sanderson will give you lessons if I ask him.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘He owns Pine Knoll Lodge, and he gives skiing lessons, but only to a handful of favored students.’

‘Is he your boyfriend?’

Jenny smiled, remembering what it was like to be fourteen years old. At that age, most girls were obsessively concerned about boys, boys above all else. ‘No, Hank isn’t my boyfriend. I’ve known him for two years, ever since I came to Snowfield, but we’re just good friends.’

They passed a green sign with white lettering: SNOWFIELD – 3 MILES.

‘I’ll bet there’ll be lots of really neat guys my age.’

‘Snowfield’s not a very big town,’ Jenny cautioned. ‘But I suppose you’ll find a couple of guys who’re neat enough.’

‘Oh, but during the ski season, there’ll be dozens!’

‘Whoa, kid! You won’t be dating out-of-towners – at least not for a few years.’

‘Why won’t I?’

‘Because I said so.’

‘But why not?’

‘Before you date a boy, you should know where he comes from, what he’s like, what his family is like.’

‘Oh, I’m a terrific judge of character,’ Lisa said. ‘My first impressions are completely reliable. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to hook up with an ax murderer or a mad rapist.’

‘I’m sure you won’t,’ Jenny said, slowing the Trans Am as the road curved sharply, ‘because you’re only going to date local boys.’

Lisa sighed and shook her head in a theatrical display of frustration. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, Jenny, I passed through puberty while you’ve been gone.’

‘Oh, that hasn’t escaped my attention.’

They rounded the curve. Another straightaway lay ahead, and Jenny accelerated again.

Lisa said, ‘I’ve even got boobs now.’

‘I’ve noticed that, too,’ Jenny said, refusing to be rattled by the girl’s blunt approach.

‘I’m not a child any more.’

‘But you’re not an adult, either. You’re an adolescent.’

‘I’m a young woman.’

‘Young? Yes. Woman? Not yet.’

‘Jeez.’

‘Listen, I’m your legal guardian. I’m responsible for you. Besides, I’m your sister, and I love you. I’m going to do what I think – what I know – is best for you.’

Lisa sighed noisily.

‘Because I love you,’ Jenny stressed.

Scowling, Lisa said, ‘You’re going to be just as strict as Mom was.’

Jenny nodded. ‘Maybe worse.’

‘Jeez.’

Jenny glanced at Lisa. The girl was staring out the passenger-side window. Her face was only partly visible, but she didn’t appear to be angry; she wasn’t pouting. In fact, her lips seemed to be gently curved in a vague smile.

Whether they realize it or not, Jenny thought, all kids want to have rules put down for them. Discipline is an expression of concern and love. The trick is not to be too heavy-handed about it.

Looking at the road again, flexing her hands on the steering wheel, Jenny said, ‘I’ll tell you what I will let you do.’

‘What?’

‘I’ll let you tie your own shoes.’

Lisa blinked. ‘Huh?’

‘And I’ll let you go to the bathroom whenever you want.’

Unable to maintain a pose of injured dignity any longer, Lisa giggled. ‘Will you let me eat when I’m hungry?’

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Jenny grinned. ‘I’ll even let you make your own bed every morning.’

‘Positively permissive!’ Lisa said.

At that moment the girl seemed even younger than she was. In tennis shoes, jeans, and a Western-style blouse, unable to stifle her giggles, Lisa looked sweet, tender, and terribly vulnerable.

‘Friends?’ Jenny asked.

‘Friends.’

Jenny was surprised and pleased by the ease with which she and Lisa had been relating to each other during the long drive north from Newport Beach. After all, in spite of their blood tie, they were virtually strangers. At thirty-one, Jenny was seventeen years older than Lisa. She had left home before Lisa’s second birthday, six months before their father had died. Throughout her years in medical school and during her internship at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in New York, Jenny had been too over-worked and too far from home to see either her mother or Lisa with any regularity. Then, after completing her residency, she returned to California to open an office in Snowfield. For the past two years, she had worked extremely hard to establish a viable medical practice that served Snowfield and a few other small towns in the mountains. Recently, her mother had died, and only then had Jenny begun to miss not having had a closer relationship with Lisa. Perhaps they could begin to make up for all the lost years – now that only the two of them were left.

The county lane rose steadily, and the twilight temporarily grew brighter as the Trans Am ascended out of the shadowed mountain valley.

‘My ears feel like they’re stuffed full of cotton,’ Lisa said, yawning to equalize the pressure.

They rounded a sharp bend, and Jenny slowed the car. Ahead lay a long, up-sloping straightaway, and the county lane became Skyline Road, the main street of Snowfield.

Lisa peered intently through the streaked windshield, studying the town with obvious delight. ‘It’s not at all what I thought it would be!’

‘What did you expect?’

‘Oh, you know, lots of ugly little motels with neon signs, too many gas stations, that sort of thing. But this place is really, really neat!’

‘We have strict building codes,’ Jenny said. ‘Neon isn’t acceptable. Plastic signs aren’t allowed. No garish colors, no coffee shops shaped like coffee pots.’

‘It’s super,’ Lisa said, gawking as they drove slowly into town.

Exterior advertising was restricted to rustic wooden signs bearing each store’s name and line of business. The architecture was somewhat eclectic – Norwegian, Swiss, Bavarian, Alpine-French, Alpine-Italian – but every building was designed in one mountain-country style or another, making liberal use of stone, slate, bricks, wood, exposed beams and timbers, mullioned windows, stained and leaded glass. The private homes along the upper end of Skyline Road were also graced by flower-filled window boxes, balconies, and front porches with ornate railings.

‘Really pretty,’ Lisa said as they drove up the long hill toward the ski lifts at the high end of the town. ‘But is it always this quiet?’

‘Oh, no,’ Jenny said. ‘During the winter, the place really comes alive and . . .’

She left the sentence unfinished as she realized that the town was not merely quiet. It looked dead.

On any other mild Sunday afternoon in September, at least a few residents would have been strolling along the cobblestone sidewalks and sitting on the porches and balconies that overlooked Skyline Road. Winter was coming, and these last days of good weather were to be treasured. But today, as afternoon faded into evening, the sidewalks, balconies, and porches were deserted. Even in those shops and houses where lights burned, there was no sign of life. Jenny’s Trans Am was the only moving car on the long street.

She braked for a stop sign at the first intersection. St Moritz Way crossed Skyline Road, extending three blocks east and four blocks west. She looked in both directions, but she could see no one.

The next block of Skyline Road was deserted, too. So was the block after that.

‘Odd,’ Jenny said.

‘There must be a terrific show on TV,’ Lisa said.

‘I guess there must be.’

They passed the Mountainview Restaurant at the corner of Vail Lane and Skyline. The lights were on inside and most of the interior was visible through the big corner windows, but there was no one to be seen. Mountainview was a popular gathering place for locals both in the winter and during the off season, and it was unusual for the restaurant to be completely deserted at this time of day. There weren’t even any waitresses in sight.

Lisa already seemed to have lost interest in the uncanny stillness, even though she had noticed it first. She was again gawking at and delighting in the quaint architecture.

But Jenny couldn’t believe that everyone was huddled in front of TV sets, as Lisa had suggested. Frowning, perplexed, she looked at every window as she drove farther up the hill. She didn’t see a single indication of life.

Snowfield was six blocks long from top to bottom of its sloping main street, and Jenny’s house was in the middle of the uppermost block, on the west side of the street, near the foot of the ski lifts. It was a two-story, stone and timber chalet with three dormer windows along the street side of the attic. The many-angled, slate roof was a mottled gray-blue-black. The house was set back twenty feet from the cobblestone sidewalk, behind a waist-high evergreen hedge. By one corner of the porch stood a sign that read JENNIFER PAIGE, M.D.; it also listed her office hours.

Jenny parked the Trans Am in the short driveway.

‘What a nifty house!’ Lisa said.

It was the first house Jenny had ever owned; she loved it and was proud of it. The mere sight of the house warmed and relaxed her, and for a moment she forgot about the strange quietude that blanketed Snowfield. ‘Well, it’s somewhat small, especially since half of the downstairs is given over to my office and waiting room. And the bank owns more of it than I do. But it sure does have character, doesn’t it?’

‘Tons,’ Lisa said.

They got out of the car, and Jenny discovered that the setting sun had given rise to a chilly wind. She was wearing a long-sleeved, green sweater with her jeans, but she shivered anyway. Autumn in the Sierras was a succession of mild days and contrastingly crisp nights.

She stretched, uncramping muscles that had knotted up during the long drive, then pushed the door shut. The sound echoed off the mountain above and through the town below. It was the only sound in the twilight stillness.

At the rear of the Trans Am, she paused for a moment, staring down Skyline Road, into the center of Snowfield. Nothing moved.

‘I could stay here for ever,’ Lisa declared, hugging herself as she happily surveyed the town below.

Jenny listened. The echo of the slammed car door faded away – and was replaced by no other sound except the soft soughing of the wind.

There are silences and silences. No one of them is like another. There is the silence of grief in velvet-draped rooms of a plushly carpeted funeral parlor, which is far different from the bleak and terrible silence of grief in a widower’s lonely bedroom. To Jenny, it seemed curiously as if there were cause for grieving in Snowfield’s silence; however, she didn’t know why she felt that way or even why such a peculiar thought had occurred to her in the first place. She thought of the silence of a gentle summer night, too, which isn’t actually a silence at all, but a subtle chorus of moth wings tapping on windows, crickets moving in the grass, and porch swings ever-so-faintly sighing and creaking. Snowfield’s soundless slumber was imbued with some of that quality, too, a hint of fevered activity – voices, movement, struggle – just beyond the reach of the senses. But it was more than that. There is also the silence of a winter night, deep and cold and heartless, but containing an expectation of the bustling, growing noises of spring. This silence was filled with expectation, too, and it made Jenny nervous.

She wanted to call out, ask if anyone was here. But she didn’t because her neighbors might come out, startled by her cry, all of them safe and sound and bewildered by her apprehension, and then she would look foolish. A doctor who behaved foolishly in public on Monday was a doctor without patients on Tuesday.

‘. . . stay here for ever and ever and ever,’ Lisa was saying, still swooning over the beauty of the mountain village.

‘It doesn’t make you . . . uneasy?’ Jenny asked.

‘What?’

‘The silence.’

‘Oh, I love it. It’s so peaceful.’

It was peaceful. There was no sign of trouble.

So why am I so damned jumpy? Jenny wondered.

She opened the trunk of the car and lifted out one of Lisa’s suitcases, then another.

Lisa took the second suitcase and reached into the trunk for a book bag.

‘Don’t overload yourself,’ Jenny said. ‘We’ve got to make a couple more trips, anyway.’

They crossed the lawn to a stone walkway and followed that to the front porch where, in response to the amber-purple sunset, shadows were rising and opening petals as if they were night-blooming flowers.

Jenny opened the front door, and stepped into the dark foyer. ‘Hilda, we’re home!’

There was no answer.

The only light in the house was at the far end of the hall, beyond the open kitchen door.

Jenny put down the suitcase and switched on the hall light. ‘Hilda?’

‘Who’s Hilda?’ Lisa asked, dropping her suitcase and the book bag.

‘My housekeeper. She knew what time we expected to arrive. I thought she’d be starting dinner about now.’

‘Wow, a housekeeper! You mean, a live-in?’

‘She has the apartment above the garage,’ Jenny said, putting her purse and car keys on the small foyer table that stood beneath a large, brass-framed mirror.

Lisa was impressed. ‘Hey, are you rich or something?’

Jenny laughed. ‘Hardly. I can’t really afford Hilda – but I can’t afford to be without her, either.’

Wondering why the kitchen light was on if Hilda wasn’t here, Jenny headed down the hall, with Lisa following close behind.

‘What with keeping regular office hours and making emergency house calls to three other towns in these mountains, I’d never eat more than cheese sandwiches and doughnuts if it wasn’t for Hilda.’

‘Is she a good cook?’ Lisa asked.

‘Marvelous. Too good when it comes to desserts.’

The kitchen was a large, high-ceilinged room. Pots, pans, ladles, and other utensils hung from a gleaming, stainless-steel utility rack above a central cooking island with four electric burners, a grill, and a work area. The countertops were ceramic tile, and the cabinets were dark oak. On the far side of the room were double sinks, double ovens, a microwave oven, and the refrigerator.

Jenny turned left as soon as she stepped through the door, and she went to the built-in secretary where Hilda planned menus and composed shopping lists. It was there she would have left a note. But there was no note, and Jenny was turning away from the small desk when she heard Lisa gasp.

The girl had walked around to the far side of the central cooking island. She was standing by the refrigerator, staring down at something on the floor in front of the sinks. Her face was flour-white, and she was trembling.

Filled with sudden dread, Jenny stepped quickly around the island.

Hilda Beck was lying on the floor, on her back, dead. She stared at the ceiling with sightless eyes, and her discolored tongue thrust stiffly between swollen lips.

Lisa looked up from the dead woman, stared at Jenny, tried to speak, could not make a sound.

Jenny took her sister by the arm and led her around the island to the other side of the kitchen, where she couldn’t see the corpse. She hugged Lisa.

The girl hugged back. Tightly. Fiercely.

‘Are you okay, honey?’

Lisa said nothing. She shook uncontrollably.

Just six weeks ago, coming home from an afternoon at the movies, Lisa had found her mother lying on the kitchen floor of the house in Newport Beach, dead of a massive cerebral hemorrhage. The girl had been devastated. Never having known her father, who had died when she was only two years old, Lisa had been especially close to her mother. For a while, that loss had left her deeply shaken, bewildered, depressed. Gradually, she had accepted her mother’s death, had discovered how to smile and laugh again. During the past few days, she had seemed like her old self. And now this.

Jenny took the girl to the secretary, urged her to sit down, then squatted in front of her. She pulled a tissue from the box of Kleenex on the desk and blotted Lisa’s damp forehead. The girl’s flesh was not only as pale as ice; it was ice-cold as well.

‘What can I do for you, Sis?’

‘I’ll b-be okay,’ Lisa said shakily.

They held hands. The girl’s grip was almost painfully tight.

Eventually, she said, ‘I thought . . . When I first saw her there . . . on the floor like that . . . I thought . . . crazy, but I thought . . . that it was Mom.’ Tears shimmered in her eyes, but she held them back. ‘I kn-know Mom’s gone. And this woman here doesn’t even look like her. But it was . . . a surprise . . . such a shock . . . and so confusing.’

They continued to hold hands, and slowly Lisa’s grip relaxed.

After a while, Jenny said, ‘Feeling better?’

‘Yeah. A little.’

‘Want to lie down?’

‘No.’ She let go of Jenny’s hand in order to pluck a tissue from the box of Kleenex. She wiped at her nose. She looked at the cooking island, beyond which lay the body. ‘Is it Hilda?’

‘Yes,’ Jenny said.

‘I’m sorry.’

Jenny had liked Hilda Beck enormously. She felt sick at heart about the woman’s death, but right now she was more concerned about Lisa than about anything else. ‘Sis, I think it would be better if we got you out of here. How about waiting in my office while I take a closer look at the body. Then I’ve got to call the sheriff’s office and the county coroner.’

‘I’ll wait here with you.’

‘It would be better if—’

‘No!’ Lisa said, suddenly breaking into shivers again. ‘I don’t want to be alone.’

‘All right,’ Jenny said soothingly. ‘You can sit right here.’

‘Oh, Jeez,’ Lisa said miserably. ‘The way she looked . . . all swollen . . . all black and b-blue. And the expression on her face—’ She wiped at her eyes with the back of one hand. ‘Why’s she all dark and puffed up like that?’

‘Well, she’s obviously been dead for a few days,’ Jenny said. ‘But listen, you’ve got to try not to think about things like—’

‘If she’s been dead for a few days,’ Lisa said quaveringly, ‘why doesn’t it stink in here? Wouldn’t it stink?’

Jenny frowned. Of course, it should stink in here if Hilda Beck had been dead long enough for her flesh to grow dark and for her body tissues to bloat as much as they had. It should stink. But it didn’t.

‘Jenny, what happened to her?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘I’m scared.’

‘Don’t be scared. There’s no reason to be scared.’

‘That expression on her face,’ Lisa said. ‘It’s awful.’

‘However she died, it must have been quick. She doesn’t seem to have been sick or to have struggled. She couldn’t have suffered much pain.’

‘But . . . it looks like she died in the middle of a scream.’


3

The Dead Woman

Jenny Paige had never seen a corpse like this one. Nothing in medical school or in her own practice of medicine had prepared her for the peculiar condition of Hilda Beck’s body. She crouched beside the corpse and examined it with sadness and distaste – but also with considerable curiosity and with steadily increasing bewilderment.

The dead woman’s face was swollen; it was now a round, smooth, and somewhat shiny caricature of the countenance she had worn in life. Her body was bloated, too, and in some places it strained against the seams of her gray and yellow housedress. Where flesh was visible – the neck, lower arms, hands, calves, ankles – it had a soft, overripe look. However, this did not appear to be the gaseous bloat that was a natural consequence of decomposition. For one thing, the stomach should have been grossly distended with gas, far more bloated than any other part of the body, but it was only moderately expanded. Besides, there was no odor of decay.

On close inspection, the dark, mottled skin did not appear to be the result of tissue deterioration. Jenny couldn’t locate any certain, visible signs of ongoing decomposition: no lesions, no blistering, no weeping pustules. Because they were composed of comparatively soft tissue, a corpse’s eyes usually bore evidence of physical degeneration before most other parts of the body. But Hilda Beck’s eyes – wide open, staring – were perfect specimens. The whites of her eyes were clear, neither yellowish nor discolored by burst blood vessels. The irises were clear as well; not even milky, postmortem cataracts obscured the warm, blue color.

In life, there had usually been merriment and kindness in Hilda’s eyes. She had been sixty-two, a gray-haired woman with a sweet face and a grandmotherly way about herself. She spoke with a slight German accent and had a surprisingly lovely singing voice. She had often sung while cleaning house or cooking, and she had found joy in the most simple things.

Jenny was stricken by a sharp pang of grief as she realized how very much she would miss Hilda. She closed her eyes for a moment, unable to look at the corpse. She collected herself, suppressed her tears. Finally, when she had reestablished her professional detachment, she opened her eyes and went on with the examination.

The longer she looked at the body, the more the skin seemed bruised. The coloration was indicative of severe bruising: black, blue, and a deep sour yellow, the colors blending in and out of one another. But this was unlike any contusion Jenny had ever seen. As far as she could tell, it was universal; not even one square inch of visible skin was free of it. She carefully took hold of one sleeve of the dead woman’s housedress and pulled it up the swollen arm as far as it would easily slide. Under the sleeve, the skin was also dark, and Jenny suspected that the entire body was covered with an incredible series of contiguous bruises.

She looked again at Mrs Beck’s face. Every last centimeter of skin was contusive. Sometimes, a victim of a serious auto accident sustained injuries that left him with bruises over most of his face, but such a severe condition was always accompanied by worse trauma, such as a broken nose, split lips, a broken jaw . . . How could Mrs Beck have acquired bruises as grotesque as these without also suffering other, more serious injuries?

‘Jenny?’ Lisa said. ‘Why’re you taking so long?’

‘I’ll only be a minute. You stay there.’

So . . . perhaps the contusions that covered Mrs Beck’s body were not the result of externally administered blows. Was it possible that the discoloration of the skin was caused, instead, by internal pressure, by the swelling of subcutaneous tissue? That swelling was, after all, vividly present. But surely, in order to have caused such thorough bruising, the swelling would have had to have taken place suddenly, with incredible violence. Which didn’t make sense, damn it. Living tissue couldn’t swell that fast. Abrupt swelling was symptomatic of certain allergies, of course; one of the worst was severe allergic reaction to penicillin. But Jenny was not aware of anything that could cause critical swelling with such suddenness that hideously ugly, universal bruising resulted.

And even if the swelling wasn’t simply classic postmortem bloat – which she was sure it wasn’t – and even if it was the cause of the bruising, what in the name of God had caused the swelling in the first place? She had ruled out allergic reaction.

If a poison was responsible, it was an extremely exotic variety. But where would Hilda have come into contact with an exotic poison? She had no enemies. The very idea of murder was absurd. And whereas a child might be expected to put a strange substance into his mouth to see if it tasted good, Hilda wouldn’t do anything so foolish. No, not poison.

Disease?

If it was disease, bacterial or viral, it was not like anything that Jenny had been taught to recognize. And what if it proved to be contagious?

‘Jenny?’ Lisa called.

Disease.

Relieved that she hadn’t touched the body directly, wishing that she hadn’t even touched the sleeve of the housedress, Jenny lurched to her feet, swayed, and stepped back from the corpse.

A chill rippled through her.

For the first time, she noticed what lay on the cutting board beside the sink: four large potatoes, a head of cabbage, a bag of carrots, a long knife, and a vegetable peeler. Hilda had been preparing a meal when she had dropped dead. Just like that. Bang. Apparently, she hadn’t been ill, hadn’t had any warning. Such a sudden death sure as hell wasn’t indicative of disease.

What disease resulted in death without first progressing through ever more debilitating stages of illness, discomfort, and physical deterioration? None. None that was known to modern medicine.

‘Jenny, can we get out of here?’ Lisa asked.

‘Ssssshhh! In a minute. Let me think,’ Jenny said, leaning against the island, looking down at the dead woman.

In the back of her mind, a vague and frightening thought had been stirring: plague. The plague – bubonic and other forms – was not a stranger to parts of California and the Southwest. In recent years, a couple of dozen cases had been reported; however, it was rare that anyone died of the plague these days, for it could be cured by the administration of streptomycin, chloramphenicol, or any of the tetracyclines. Some strains of the plague were characterized by the appearance of petechiae; these were small, purplish, hemorrhagic spots on the skin. In extreme cases, the petechiae became almost black and spread until large areas of the body were afflicted by them; in the Middle Ages, it had been known, simply, as the Black Death. But could petechiae arise in such abundance that the victim’s body would turn as completely dark as Hilda’s?

Besides, Hilda had died suddenly, while cooking, without first suffering vomiting, fever, incontinence – which ruled out the plague. And which, in fact, ruled out every other known infectious disease, too.

Yet there were no blatant signs of violence. No bleeding gunshot wounds. No stab wounds. No indications that the housekeeper had been beaten or strangled.

Jenny stepped around the body and went to the counter by the sink. She touched the head of cabbage and was startled to find that it was still chilled. It hadn’t been here on the cutting board any longer than an hour or so.

She turned away from the counter and looked down at Hilda again, but with even greater dread than before.

The woman had died within the past hour. The body might even still be warm to the touch.

But what had killed her?

Jenny was no closer to an answer now than she had been before she’d examined the body. And although disease didn’t seem to be the culprit here, she couldn’t rule it out. The possibility of contagion, though remote, was frightening.

Hiding her concern from Lisa, Jenny said, ‘Come on, honey. I can use the phone in my office.’

‘I’m feeling better now,’ Lisa said, but she got up at once, obviously eager to go.

Jenny put an arm around the girl, and they left the kitchen.

An unearthly quiet filled the house. The silence was so deep that the whisper of their footsteps on the hall carpet was thunderous by contrast.

Despite overhead fluorescent lights, Jenny’s office wasn’t a stark, impersonal room like those that many physicians preferred these days. Instead, it was an old-fashioned, country doctor’s office, rather like a Norman Rockwell painting in the Saturday Evening Post. Bookshelves were overflowing with books and medical journals. There were six antique wooden filing cabinets that Jenny had gotten for a good price at an auction. The walls were hung with diplomas, anatomy charts, and two large watercolor studies of Snowfield. Beside the locked drug cabinet, there was a scale, and beside the scale, on a small table, was a box of inexpensive toys – little plastic cars, tiny soldiers, miniature dolls – and packs of sugarless chewing gum that were dispensed as rewards – or bribes – to children who didn’t cry during examinations.

A large, scarred, dark pine desk was the centerpiece of the room, and Jenny guided Lisa into the big leather chair behind it.

‘I’m sorry,’ the girl said.

‘Sorry?’ Jenny said, sitting on the edge of the desk and pulling the telephone toward her.

‘I’m sorry I flaked out on you. When I saw . . . the body . . . I . . . well . . . I got hysterical.’

‘You weren’t hysterical at all. Just shocked and frightened, which is understandable.’

‘But you weren’t shocked or frightened.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Jenny said. ‘Not just shocked; stunned.’

‘But you weren’t scared, like I was.’

‘I was scared, and I still am.’ Jenny hesitated, then decided that, after all, she shouldn’t hide the truth from the girl. She told her about the disturbing possibility of contagion. ‘I don’t think it is a disease that we’re dealing with here, but I could be wrong. And if I’m wrong . . .’

The girl stared at Jenny with wide-eyed amazement. ‘You were scared, like me, but you still spent all that time examining the body. Jeez, I couldn’t do that. Not me. Not ever.’

‘Well, honey, I’m a doctor. I’m trained for it.’

‘Still . . .’

‘You didn’t flake out on me,’ Jenny assured her.

Lisa nodded, apparently unconvinced.

Jenny lifted the telephone receiver, intending to call the sheriff’s Snowfield substation before contacting the coroner over in Santa Mira, the county seat. There was no dial tone, just a soft hissing sound. She jiggled the disconnect buttons on the phone’s cradle, but the line remained dead.

There was something sinister about the phone being out of order when a dead woman lay in the kitchen. Perhaps Mrs Beck had been murdered. If someone cut the telephone line and crept into the house, and if he sneaked up on Hilda with care and cunning . . . well . . . he could have stabbed her in the back with a long-bladed knife that had sunk deep enough to pierce her heart, killing her instantly. In that case, the wound would have been where Jenny couldn’t have seen it – unless she had turned the corpse completely over, onto its stomach. That didn’t explain why there wasn’t any blood. And it didn’t explain the universal bruising, the swelling. Nevertheless, the wound could be in the housekeeper’s back, and since she had died within the past hour, it was also conceivable that the killer – if there was a killer – might still be here, in the house.

I’m letting my imagination run away with me, Jenny thought.

But she decided it would be wise for her and Lisa to get out of the house right away.

‘We’ll have to go next door and ask Vince or Angie Santini to make the calls for us,’ Jenny said quietly, getting up from the edge of the desk. ‘Our phone is out of order.’

Lisa blinked. ‘Does that have anything to do with . . . what happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jenny said.

Her heart was pounding as she crossed the office toward the half-closed door. She wondered if someone was waiting on the other side.

Following Jenny, Lisa said, ‘But the phone being out of order now . . . it’s kind of strange, isn’t it?’

‘A little.’

Jenny half-expected to encounter a huge, grinning stranger with a knife. One of those sociopaths who seemed to be in such abundant supply these days. One of those Jack the Ripper imitators whose bloody handiwork kept the TV reporters supplied with grisly film for the six o’clock news.

She looked into the hall before venturing out there, prepared to jump back and slam the door if she saw anyone. It was deserted.

Glancing at Lisa, Jenny saw that the girl had quickly grasped the situation.

They hurried along the hall toward the front of the house, and as they approached the stairs to the second floor, which lay just this side of the foyer, Jenny’s nerves were wound tighter than ever. The killer – if there is a killer, she reminded herself exasperatedly – might be on the stairs, listening to them as they moved toward the front door. He might lunge down the steps as they passed him, a knife raised high in his hand . . .

But no one waited on the stairs.

Or in the foyer. Or on the front porch.

Outside, the twilight was fading rapidly into night. The remaining light was purplish, and shadows – a zombie army of them – were rising out of tens of thousands of places in which they had hidden from the sunlight. In ten minutes, it would be dark.
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The House Next Door

The Santinis’ stone and redwood house was of more modern design than Jenny’s place, all rounded corners and gentle angles. It thrust up from the stony soil, conforming to the contours of the slope, set against a backdrop of massive pines; it almost appeared to be a natural formation. Lights were on in a couple of the downstairs rooms.

The front door was ajar. Classical music was playing inside.

Jenny rang the bell and stepped back a few paces, where Lisa was waiting. She believed that the two of them ought to keep some distance between themselves and the Santinis; it was possible they had been contaminated merely by being in the kitchen with Mrs Beck’s corpse.

‘Couldn’t ask for better neighbors,’ she told Lisa, wishing the hard, cold lump in her stomach would melt. ‘Nice people.’

No one responded to the doorbell.

Jenny stepped forward, pressed the button again, and returned to Lisa’s side. ‘They own a ski shop and a gift store in town.’

The music swelled, faded, swelled. Beethoven.

‘Maybe no one’s home,’ Lisa said.

‘Must be someone here. The music, the lights . . .’

A sudden, sharp whirlwind churned under the porch roof, blades of air chopping up the strains of Beethoven, briefly transforming that sweet music into irritating, discordant sound.

Jenny pushed the door all the way open. A light was on in the study, to the left of the foyer. Milky luminescence spilled out of the open study doors, across the oak-floored foyer, to the brink of the dark living room.

‘Angie? Vince?’ Jenny called.

No answer.

Just Beethoven. The wind abated, and the torn music was knitted together again in the windless calm. The Third Symphony, Eroica.

‘Hello? Anybody home?’

The symphony reached its stirring conclusion, and when the last note faded, no new music began. Apparently, the music system had shut itself off.

‘Hello?’

Nothing. The night behind Jenny was silent, and the house before her was now silent, too.

‘You aren’t going in there?’ Lisa asked anxiously.

Jenny glanced at the girl. ‘What’s the matter?’

Lisa bit her lip. ‘Something’s wrong here. You feel it, too, don’t you?’

Jenny hesitated. Reluctantly, she said, ‘Yes. I feel it, too.’

‘It’s as if . . . as if we’re alone here . . . just you and me. . . and then again . . . not alone.’

Jenny did have the strangest feeling that they were being watched. She turned and studied the lawn and the shrubs, which had been almost completely swallowed by the darkness. She looked at each of the blank windows that faced onto the porch. There was light in the study, but the other windows were flat, black, and shiny. Someone could be standing just beyond any of those panes of glass, cloaked in shadow, seeing but unseen.

‘Let’s go, please,’ Lisa said. ‘Let’s get the police or somebody. Let’s go now. Please.’

Jenny shook her head. ‘We’re overwrought. Our imagination is getting the best of us. Anyway, I should take a look in there, just in case someone’s hurt – Angie, Vince, maybe one of the kids . . .’

‘Don’t.’ Lisa grabbed Jenny’s arm, restraining her.

‘I’m a doctor. I’m obligated to help.’

‘But if you picked up a germ or something from Mrs Beck, you might infect the Santinis. You said so yourself.’

‘Yes, but maybe they’re already dying of the same thing that killed Hilda. What then? They might need medical attention.’

‘I don’t think it’s a disease,’ Lisa said bleakly, echoing Jenny’s own thoughts. ‘It’s something worse.’

‘What could be worse?’

‘I don’t know. But I . . . I feel it. Something worse.’

The wind rose up again and rustled the shrubs along the porch.

‘Okay,’ Jenny said. ‘You wait here while I go have a look at—’

‘No,’ Lisa said quickly. ‘If you’re going in there, so am I.’

‘Honey, you wouldn’t be flaking out on me if you—’

‘I’m going,’ the girl insisted, letting go of Jenny’s arm. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

They went into the house.

Standing in the foyer, Jenny looked through the open door on the left.

‘Vince?’

Two lamps cast warm golden light into every corner of Vince Santini’s study, but the room was deserted.

‘Angie? Vince? Is anyone here?’

No sound disturbed the preternatural silence, although the darkness itself seemed somehow alert, watchful – as if it were an immense, crouching animal.

To Jenny’s right, the living room was draped with shadows as thick as densely woven black bunting. At the far end, a few splinters of light gleamed at the edges and at the bottom of a set of doors that closed off the dining room, but that meager glow did nothing to dispel the gloom on this side.

She found a wall switch that turned on a lamp, revealing the unoccupied living room.

‘See,’ Lisa said, ‘no one’s home.’

‘Let’s have a look in the dining room.’

They crossed the living room, which was furnished with comfortable beige sofas and elegant, emerald-green Queen Anne wing chairs. The CD player, tuner, and amplifier were nestled inconspicuously in a corner wall unit. That’s where the music had been coming from; the Santinis had gone out and left it playing.

At the end of the room, Jenny opened the double doors, which squeaked slightly.

No one was in the dining room, either, but the chandelier shed light on a curious scene. The table was set for an early Sunday supper: four placemats; four clean dinner plates; four matching salad plates, three of them shiny-clean, the fourth holding a serving of salad; four sets of stainless-steel flatware; four glasses – two filled with milk, one with water, and one with an amber liquid that might be apple juice. Ice cubes, only partly melted, floated in both the juice and the water. In the center of the table were serving dishes: a bowl of salad, a platter of ham, a potato casserole, and a large dish of peas and carrots. Except for the salad, from which one serving had been taken, all of the food was untouched. The ham had grown cold. However, the cheesy crust on top of the potatoes was unbroken, and when Jenny put one hand against the casserole, she found that the dish was still quite warm. The food had been put on the table within the past hour, perhaps only thirty minutes ago.

‘Looks like they had to go somewhere in an awful hurry,’ Lisa said.

Frowning, Jenny said, ‘It almost looks as if they were taken away against their will.’

There were a few unsettling details. Like the overturned chair. It was lying on one side, a few feet from the table. The other chairs were upright, but on the floor beside one of them lay a serving spoon and a two-pronged meat fork. A balled-up napkin was on the floor, too, in a corner of the room, as if it had not merely been dropped but flung aside. On the table itself, a salt shaker was overturned.

Small things. Nothing dramatic. Nothing conclusive.

Nevertheless, Jenny worried.

‘Taken away against their will?’ Lisa asked, astonished.

‘Maybe.’ Jenny continued to speak softly, as did her sister. She still had the disquieting feeling that someone was lurking nearby, hiding, watching them – or at least listening.

Paranoia, she warned herself.

‘I’ve never heard of anyone kidnapping an entire family,’ Lisa said.

‘Well . . . maybe I’m wrong. What probably happened was that one of the kids took ill suddenly, and they had to rush to the hospital over in Santa Mira. Something like that.’

Lisa surveyed the room again, cocked her head to listen to the tomblike silence in the house. ‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘Neither do I,’ Jenny admitted.

Walking slowly around the table, studying it as if expecting to discover a secret message left behind by the Santinis, her fear giving way to curiosity, Lisa said, ‘It sort of reminds me of something I read about once in a book of strange facts. You know – The Bermuda Triangle or a book like that. There was this big sailing ship, the Mary Celeste . . . this is back in 1870 or around then . . . Anyway, the Mary Celeste was found adrift in the middle of the Atlantic, with the table set for dinner, but the entire crew was missing. The ship hadn’t been damaged in a storm, and it wasn’t leaking or anything like that. There wasn’t any reason for the crew to abandon her. Besides, the lifeboats were all still there. The lamps were lit, and the sails were properly rigged, and the food was on the table like I said; everything was exactly as it should have been, except that every last man aboard had vanished. It’s one of the great mysteries of the sea.’

‘But I’m sure there’s no great mystery about this,’ Jenny said uneasily. ‘I’m sure the Santinis haven’t vanished for ever.’

Halfway around the table, Lisa stopped, raised her eyes, blinked at Jenny. ‘If they were taken against their will, does that have something to do with your housekeeper’s death?’

‘Maybe. We just don’t know enough to say for sure.’

Speaking even more quietly than before, Lisa said, ‘Do you think we ought to have a gun or something?’

‘No, no.’ She looked at the untouched food congealing in the serving dishes. The spilled salt. The overturned chair. She turned away from the table. ‘Come on, honey.’

‘Where now?’

‘Let’s see if the phone works.’

They went through the door that connected the dining room to the kitchen, and Jenny turned on the light.

The phone was on the wall by the sink. Jenny lifted the receiver, listened, tapped the disconnect buttons, but could get no dial tone.

This time, however, the line wasn’t actually dead, as it had been at her own house. It was an open line, filled with the soft hiss of electronic static. The number of the fire department and the sheriff’s substation were on a sticker on the base of the phone. In spite of having no dial tone, Jenny punched out the seven digits for the sheriff’s office, but she couldn’t make a connection.

Then, even as Jenny put her fingers on the disconnect buttons to jiggle them again, she began to suspect that someone was on the line, listening to her.

Into the receiver, she said, ‘Hello?’

Far-away hissing. Like eggs on a griddle.

‘Hello?’ she repeated.

Just distant static. What they called ‘white noise.’

She told herself there was nothing except the ordinary sounds of an open phone line. But what she thought she could hear was someone listening intently to her while she listened to him.

Nonsense.

A chill prickled the back of her neck, and, nonsense or not, she quickly put down the receiver.

‘The sheriff’s office can’t be far in a town this small,’ Lisa said.

‘A couple of blocks.’

‘Why don’t we walk there?’

Jenny had intended to search the rest of the house, in case the Santinis were lying sick or injured somewhere. Now she wondered if someone had been on the telephone line with her, listening on an extension phone in another part of the house. That possibility changed everything. She didn’t take her medical vows lightly; actually, she enjoyed the special responsibilities that came with her job, for she was the kind of person who needed to have her judgment, wits, and stamina put to the test on a regular basis; she thrived on challenge. But right now, her first responsibility was to Lisa and to herself. Perhaps the wisest thing to do was to get the deputy, Paul Henderson, return here with him, and then search the rest of the house.

Although she wanted to believe it was only her imagination, she still sensed inquisitive eyes; someone watching . . . waiting.

‘Let’s go,’ she said to Lisa. ‘Come on.’

Clearly relieved, the girl hurried ahead, leading the way through the dining room and living room to the front door.

Outside, night had fallen. The air was cooler than it had been at dusk, and soon it would get downright cold – forty-five or forty degrees, maybe even a bit colder – a reminder that autumn’s tenancy in the Sierras was always brief and that winter was eager to move in and take up residency.

Along Skyline Road, the streetlamps had come on automatically with the night’s descent. In several store windows, after-hours lights also had come on, activated by light-sensing diodes that had responded to the darkening world outside.

On the sidewalk in front of the Santinis’ house, Jenny and Lisa stopped, struck by the sight below them.

Shelving down the mountainside, its peaked and gabled roofs thrusting into the night sky, the town was even more beautiful now than it had been at twilight. A few chimneys issued ghostly plumes of wood smoke. Some windows glowed with light from within, but most, like dark mirrors, cast back the beams of the streetlamps. The mild wind made the trees sway gently, in a lullaby rhythm, and the resultant susurration was like the soft sighs and dreamy murmurs of a thousand peacefully slumbering children.

However, it wasn’t just the beauty that was arresting. The perfect stillness, the silence – that was what made Jenny pause. On their arrival, she had found it strange. Now she found it ominous.

‘The sheriff’s substation is on the main street,’ she told Lisa. ‘Just two and a half blocks from here.’

They hurried into the unbeating heart of the town.
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Three Bullets

A single fluorescent lamp shone in the gloom of the town jail, but the flexible neck of it was bent sharply, focusing the light on the top of a desk, revealing little else of the big main room. An open magazine lay on the desk blotter, directly in the bar of hard, white light. Otherwise, the place was dark except for the pale luminescence that filtered through the mullioned windows from the streetlights.

Jenny opened the door and stepped inside, and Lisa followed close behind her.

‘Hello? Paul? Are you here?’

She located a wall switch, snapped on the overhead lights – and physically recoiled when she saw what was on the floor in front of her.

Paul Henderson. Dark, bruised flesh. Swollen. Dead.

‘Oh, Jesus!’ Lisa said, quickly turning away. She stumbled to the open door, leaned against the jamb, and sucked in great shuddering breaths of the cool night air.

With considerable effort, Jenny quelled the primal fear that began to rise within her, and she went to Lisa. Putting a hand on the girl’s slender shoulder, she said, ‘Are you okay? Are you going to be sick?’

Lisa seemed to be trying hard not to gag. Finally she shook her head. ‘No. I w-won’t be sick. I’ll be all right. L-let’s get out of here.’

‘In a minute,’ Jenny said. ‘First I want to take a look at the body.’

‘You can’t want to look at that.’

‘You’re right. I don’t want to, but maybe I can get some idea what we’re up against. You can wait here in the doorway.’

The girl sighed with resignation.

Jenny went to the corpse that was sprawled on the floor, knelt beside it.

Paul Henderson was in the same condition as Hilda Beck. Every visible inch of the deputy’s flesh was bruised. The body was swollen: a puffy, distorted face; the neck almost as large as the head; fingers that resembled knotted links of sausage; a distended abdomen. Yet Jenny couldn’t detect even the vaguest odor of decomposition.

Unseeing eyes bulged from the mottled, storm-colored face. Those eyes, together with the gaping and twisted mouth, conveyed an unmistakable emotion: fear. Like Hilda, Paul Henderson appeared to have died suddenly – and in the powerful, icy grip of terror.

Jenny hadn’t been a close friend of the dead man. She had known him, of course, because everyone knew everyone else in a town as small as Snowfield. He had seemed pleasant enough, a good law officer. She felt wretched about what had happened to him. As she stared at his contorted face, a rope of nausea tied itself into a knot of dull pain in her stomach, and she had to look away.

The deputy’s sidearm wasn’t in his holster. It was on the floor, near the body. A 9mm pistol.

She stared at the gun, considering the implications. Perhaps it had slipped out of the leather holster as the deputy had fallen to the floor. Perhaps. But she doubted it. The most obvious conclusion was that Henderson had drawn the pistol to defend himself against an attacker.

If that were the case, then he hadn’t been felled by a poison or a disease.

Jenny glanced behind her. Lisa was still standing at the open door, leaning against the jamb, staring out at Skyline Road.

Getting off her knees, turning away from the corpse, Jenny crouched over the weapon for long seconds, studying it, trying to decide whether or not to touch it. She was not as worried about contagion as she had been immediately after finding Mrs Beck’s body. This was looking less and less like a case of some bizarre plague. Besides, if an exotic disease was stalking Snowfield, it was frighteningly virulent, and Jenny almost surely was contaminated by now. She had nothing to lose by picking up the pistol and studying it more closely. What most concerned her was that she might obliterate incriminating fingerprints or other important evidence.

But even if Henderson had been murdered, it wasn’t likely that his killer had used the victim’s own gun, conveniently leaving fingerprints on it. Furthermore, Paul didn’t appear to have been shot; on the contrary, if any shooting had been done, he was probably the one who had pulled the trigger.

She picked up the gun and examined it. The magazine had a ten-round capacity, but three rounds were missing. The sharp odor of burnt gunpowder told her that the weapon had been fired recently; sometime today; maybe even within the past hour.

Carrying the pistol, scanning the blue tile floor, she rose and walked to one end of the reception area, then to the other end. Her eye caught a glint of brass, another, then another: three expended cartridges.

None of the shots had been fired downward, into the floor. The highly polished blue tiles were unmarred.

Jenny pushed through the swinging gate in the wooden railing, moving into the area that TV cops always called the ‘bull pen.’ She walked down an aisle between facing pairs of desks, filing cabinets, and work tables. In the center of the room, she stopped and let her gaze travel slowly over the pale green walls and the white acoustic-tile ceiling, looking for bullet holes. She couldn’t find any.

That surprised her. If the gun hadn’t been discharged into the floor, and if it hadn’t been aimed at the front windows – which it hadn’t; no broken glass – then it had to have been fired with the muzzle pointing into the room, waist-high or higher. So where had the slugs gone? She couldn’t see any ruined furniture, no splintered wood or torn sheet-metal or shattered plastic, although she knew that a 9mm bullet would do considerable damage at the point of impact.

If the expended rounds weren’t in this room, there was only one other place they could be: in the man or men at whom Paul Henderson had taken aim.

But if the deputy had wounded an assailant – or two or three assailants – with three shots from a police handgun, three shots so squarely placed in the assailant’s body trunk that the bullets had been stopped and had not passed through, then there would have been blood everywhere. But there wasn’t a drop.

Baffled, she turned to the desk where the gooseneck fluorescent lamp cast light on an open issue of Time. A brass nameplate read SERGEANT PAUL J. HENDERSON. This was where he had been sitting, passing an apparently dull afternoon, when whatever happened had . . . happened.

Already sure of what she would hear, Jenny lifted the receiver from the telephone that stood on Henderson’s desk. No dial tone. Just the electronic, insect-wing hiss of an open line.

As before, when she had attempted to use the telephone in the Santinis’ kitchen, she had the feeling that she wasn’t the only one on the line.

She put down the receiver – too abruptly, too hard.

Her hands were trembling.

Along the back wall of the room were two bulletin boards, a photocopier, a locked gun cabinet, a police radio, a fax machine, and a computer workstation. The fax seemed to be broken. She couldn’t make the radio come to life; although the power switch was in the on position, the indicator lamp would not light, and the microphone remained dead. The computer, with its modem, offered a communications link with the outside world – but it was not working, either.

Heading back to the reception area at the front of the room, Jenny saw that Lisa was no longer standing in the doorway, and for an instant her heart froze. Then she saw the girl hunkered down beside Paul Henderson’s body, peering intently at it.

Lisa looked up as Jenny came through the gate in the railing. Indicating the badly swollen corpse, the girl said, ‘I didn’t realize skin could stretch as much as this without splitting.’ Her pose – scientific inquisitiveness, detachment, studied indifference to the horror of the scene – was as transparent as a window. Her darting eyes betrayed her. Pretending she didn’t find it stressful, Lisa looked away from the deputy and stood up.

‘Honey, why didn’t you stay by the door?’

‘I was disgusted with myself for being such a coward.’

‘Listen, Sis, I told you—’

‘I mean, I’m afraid something’s going to happen to us, something bad, right here in Snowfield, tonight, any minute maybe, something really awful. But I’m not ashamed of that fear because it’s only common sense to be afraid after what we’ve seen. But I was even afraid of the deputy’s body, and that was just plain childish.’

When Lisa paused, Jenny said nothing. The girl had more to say, and she needed to get it off her mind.

‘He’s dead. He can’t hurt me. There’s no reason to be so scared of him. It’s wrong to give in to irrational fears. It’s wrong and weak and stupid. A person should face up to fears like that,’ Lisa insisted. ‘Facing up to them is the only way to get over them. Right? So I decided to face up to this.’ With a tilt of her head, she indicated the dead man at her feet.

There’s such anguish in her eyes, Jenny thought.

It wasn’t merely the situation in Snowfield that was weighing heavily on the girl. It was the memory of finding her mother dead of a stroke on a hot, clear afternoon in July. Suddenly, because of all of this, all of that was coming back to her, coming back hard.

‘I’m okay now,’ Lisa said. ‘I’m still afraid of what might happen to us, but I’m not afraid of him.’ She glanced down at the corpse to prove her point, then looked up and met Jenny’s eyes. ‘See? You can count on me now. I won’t flake out on you again.’

For the first time, Jenny realized that she was Lisa’s role model. With her eyes and face and voice and hands, Lisa revealed, in countless subtle ways, a respect and an admiration for Jenny that was far greater than Jenny had imagined. Without resorting to words, the girl was saying something that deeply moved Jenny: I love you, but even more than that, I like you; I’m proud of you; I think you’re terrific, and if you’re patient with me, I’ll make you proud and happy to have me for a kid sister.

The realization that she occupied such a lofty position in Lisa’s personal pantheon was a surprise to Jenny. Because of the difference in their ages and because Jenny had been away from home almost constantly since Lisa was two, she had thought that she was virtually a stranger to the girl. She was both flattered and humbled by this new insight into their relationship.

‘I know I can count on you,’ she assured the girl. ‘I never thought I couldn’t.’

Lisa smiled self-consciously.

Jenny hugged her.

For a moment, Lisa clung to her fiercely, and when they pulled apart, she said, ‘So . . . did you find any clue to what happened here?’

‘Nothing that makes sense.’

‘The phone doesn’t work, huh?’

‘No. Not even the cell phone.’

‘So they’re out of order all over town.’

‘Probably.’

They walked to the door and stepped outside, onto the cobblestone sidewalk.

Surveying the hushed street, Lisa said, ‘Everyone’s dead.’

‘We can’t be sure.’

‘Everyone,’ the girl insisted softly, bleakly. ‘The whole town. All of them. You can feel it.’

‘The Santinis were missing, not dead,’ Jenny reminded her.

A three-quarter moon had risen above the mountains while she and Lisa had been in the sheriff’s substation. In those night-clad places where the streetlamps and shop lights did not reach, the silvery light of the moon limned the edges of shadowed forms. But the moonglow revealed nothing. Instead, it fell like a veil, clinging to some objects more than to others, providing only vague hints of their shapes, and, like all veils, somehow managing to make all things beneath it more mysterious and obscure than they would have been in total darkness.

‘A graveyard,’ Lisa said. ‘The whole town’s a graveyard. Can’t we just get in the car and go for help?’

‘You know we can’t. If a disease has—’

‘It’s not disease.’

‘We can’t be absolutely sure.’

‘I am. I’m sure. Anyway, you said you’d almost ruled it out, too.’

‘But as long as there’s the slightest chance, however remote, we’ve got to consider ourselves quarantined.’

Lisa seemed to notice the gun for the first time. ‘Did that belong to the deputy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it loaded?’

‘He fired it three times, but that leaves seven bullets in the magazine.’

‘Fired at what?’

‘I wish I knew.’

‘Are you keeping it?’ Lisa asked, shivering.

Jenny stared at the pistol in her right hand and nodded. ‘I guess maybe I should.’

‘Yeah. Then again . . . it didn’t save him, did it?’
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Novelties and Notions

They proceeded along Skyline Road, moving alternately through shadows, yellowish sodium-glow from the streetlamps, darkness, and phosphoric moonlight. Regularly spaced trees grew from curbside planters on the left. On the right, they passed a gift shop, a small cafe, and the Santinis’ ski shop. At each establishment, they paused to peer through the windows, searching for signs of life, finding none.

They also passed townhouses that faced directly onto the sidewalk. Jenny climbed the steps at each house and rang the bell. No one answered, not even at those houses where light shone beyond the windows. She considered trying a few doors and, if they were unlocked, going inside. But she didn’t do it because she suspected, just as Lisa did, that the occupants (if they could be found at all) would be in the same grotesque condition as Hilda Beck and Paul Henderson. She needed to locate living people, survivors, witnesses. She couldn’t learn anything more from corpses.

‘Is there a nuclear power plant around here?’ Lisa asked.

‘No. Why?’

‘A big military base?’

‘No.’

‘I thought maybe . . . radiation.’

‘Radiation doesn’t kill this suddenly.’

‘A really strong blast of radiation?’

‘Wouldn’t leave victims who look like these.’

‘No?’

‘There’d be burns, blisters, lesions.’

They came to the Lovely Lady Salon, where Jenny always had her hair cut. The shop was deserted, as it would have been on any ordinary Sunday. Jenny wondered what had happened to Madge and Dani, the beauticians who owned the place. She liked Madge and Dani. She hoped to God they’d been out of town all day, visiting their boyfriends over in Mount Larson.

‘Poison?’ Lisa asked as they turned away from the beauty shop.

‘How could the entire town be poisoned simultaneously?’

‘Bad food of some kind.’

‘Oh, maybe if everyone had been at the town picnic, eating the same tainted potato salad or infected pork or something like that. But they weren’t. There’s only one town picnic, and that’s on the Fourth of July.’

‘Poisoned water supply?’

‘Not unless everyone just happened to take a drink at precisely the same moment, so that no one had a chance to warn anyone else.’

‘Which is just about impossible.’

‘Besides, this doesn’t look much like any kind of poison-reaction I’ve ever heard about.’

Liebermann’s Bakery. It was a clean, white building with a blue-and-white-striped awning. During the skiing season, tourists lined up halfway down the block, all day long, seven days a week, just to buy the big flaky cinnamon wheels, the sticky buns, chocolate-chip cookies, almond cupcakes with gooey mandarin-chocolate centers, and other goodies that Jakob and Aida Liebermann produced with tremendous pride and delicious artistry. The Liebermanns enjoyed their work so much that they even chose to live near it, in an apartment above the bakery (no light visible up there now), and although there wasn’t nearly as much profit in the April-to-October trade as there was the rest of the year, they remained open Monday through Saturday in the off season. People drove from all the outlying mountain towns – Mount Larson, Shady Roost, and Pineville – to purchase bags and boxes full of the Liebermanns’ treats.

Jenny leaned close to the big window, and Lisa put her forehead against the glass. In the rear of the building, back in the part where the ovens were, light poured brightly through an open door, splashing one end of the sales room and indirectly illuminating the rest of the place. Small cafe tables stood to the left, each with a pair of chairs. The white enamel display cases with glass fronts were empty.

Jenny prayed that Jakob and Aida had escaped the fate that appeared to have befallen the rest of Snowfield. They were two of the gentlest, kindest people she had ever met. People like the Liebermanns made Snowfield a good place to live, a haven from the rude world where violence and unkindness were disconcertingly common.

Turning away from the bakery window, Lisa said, ‘How about toxic waste? A chemical spill. Something that would’ve sent up a cloud of deadly gas.’

‘Not here,’ Jenny said. ‘There aren’t any toxic waste dumps in these mountains. No factories. Nothing like that.’

‘Sometimes it happens whenever a train derails and a tank car full of chemicals splits open.’

‘Nearest railroad tracks are twenty miles away.’

Her brow creasing with thought, Lisa started walking away from the bakery.

‘Wait. I want to take a look in here,’ Jenny said, stepping to the front door of the shop.

‘Why? No one’s there.’

‘We can’t be sure.’ She tried the door but couldn’t open it. ‘The lights are on in the back room, the kitchen. They could be back there, getting things ready for the morning’s baking, unaware of what’s happened in the rest of the town. This door’s locked. Let’s go around back.’

Behind a solid wood gate, a narrow covered serviceway led between Liebermann’s Bakery and the Lovely Lady Salon. The gate was held shut by a single sliding bolt, which yielded to Jenny’s fumbling fingers. It shuddered open with a squeal and a rasp of unoiled hinges. The tunnel between the buildings was forbiddingly dark; the only light lay at the far end, a dim gray patch in the shape of an arch, where the passageway ended at the alley.

‘I don’t like this,’ Lisa said.

‘It’s okay, honey. Just follow me and stay close. If you get disoriented, trail one hand along the wall.’

Although Jenny didn’t want to contribute to her sister’s fear by revealing her own doubts, the unlighted walkway made her nervous, too. With each step, the passage seemed to grow narrower, crowding her.

A quarter of the way into the tunnel, she was stricken by the uncanny feeling that she and Lisa weren’t alone. An instant later, she became aware of something moving in the darkest space, under the roof, eight or ten feet overhead. She couldn’t say exactly how she became aware of it. She couldn’t hear anything other than her own and Lisa’s echoing footsteps; she couldn’t see much of anything, either. She just suddenly sensed a hostile presence, and as she squinted ahead at the coal-black ceiling of the passageway, she was sure the darkness was . . . changing.

Shifting. Moving. Moving up there in the rafters.

She told herself she was imagining things, but by the time she was halfway along the tunnel, her animal instincts were screaming at her to get out, to run. Doctors weren’t supposed to panic; equanimity was part of the training. She did pick up her pace a bit, but only a little, not much, not in panic; then after a few steps, she picked up the pace a bit more, and a bit more, until she was running in spite of herself.

She burst into the alley. It was gloomy there, too, but not as dark as the tunnel had been.

Lisa came out of the passageway in a stumbling run, slipped on a wet patch of blacktop, and nearly fell.

Jenny grabbed her and prevented her from going down.

They backed up, watching the exit from the lightless, covered passage. Jenny raised the pistol that she’d taken from the sheriff’s substation.

‘Did you feel it?’ Lisa asked breathlessly.

‘Something up under the roof. Probably just birds or maybe, at worst, several bats.’

Lisa shook her head. ‘No, no. N-not under the roof. It was c-crouched up against the w-wall.’

They kept watching the mouth of the tunnel.

‘I saw something in the rafters,’ Jenny said.

‘No,’ the girl insisted, shaking her head vigorously.

‘What did you see then?’

‘It was against the wall. On the left. About halfway through the tunnel. I almost stumbled into it.’

‘What was it?’

‘I . . . I don’t know exactly. I couldn’t actually see it.’

‘Did you hear anything?’

‘No,’ Lisa said, eyes riveted on the passageway.

‘Smell something?’

‘No. But . . . the darkness was . . . Well, at one place there, the darkness was . . . different. I could sense something moving . . . or sort of moving . . . shifting . . .’

‘That’s like what I thought I saw – but up in the rafters.’

They waited. Nothing came out of the passageway.

Gradually, Jenny’s heartbeat slowed from a wild gallop to a fast trot. She lowered the gun.

Their breathing grew quiet. The night silence poured back in like heavy oil.

Doubts surfaced. Jenny began to suspect that she and Lisa simply had succumbed to hysteria. She didn’t like that explanation one damn bit, for it didn’t fit the image she had of herself. But she was sufficiently honest with herself to face the unpleasant fact that, just this one time, she might have panicked.

‘We’re just jumpy,’ she told Lisa. ‘If there were anything or anyone dangerous in there, they’d have come out after us by now – don’t you think?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Hey, you know what it might have been?’

‘What?’ Lisa asked.

The cold wind stirred up again and soughed softly through the alleyway.

‘It could have been cats,’ Jenny said. ‘A few cats. They like to hang out in those covered walkways.’

‘I don’t think it was cats.’

‘Could be. A couple of cats up there in the rafters. And one or two down on the floor, along the wall, where you saw something.’

‘It seemed bigger than a cat. It seemed a lot bigger than a cat,’ Lisa said nervously.

‘Okay, so maybe it wasn’t cats. Most likely, it wasn’t anything at all. We’re keyed up. Our nerves are wound tight.’ She sighed. ‘Let’s go see if the rear door of the bakery is open. That’s what we came back here to check out – remember?’

They headed toward the rear of Liebermann’s Bakery, but they glanced repeatedly behind them, at the mouth of the covered passage.

The service door at the bakery was unlocked, and there was light and warmth beyond it. Jenny and Lisa stepped into a long, narrow storage room.

The inner door led from the storage room to the huge kitchen, which smelled pleasantly of cinnamon, flour, black walnuts, and orange extract. Jenny inhaled deeply. The appetizing fragrances that wafted through the kitchen were so homey, so natural, so pungently and soothingly reminiscent of normal times and normal places that she felt some of her tension fading.

The bakery was well-equipped with double sinks, a walk-in refrigerator, several ovens, several immense white enamel storage cabinets, a dough-kneading machine, and a large array of other appliances. The middle of the room was occupied by a long, wide counter, the primary work area; one end of it had a shiny stainless-steel top, and the other end had a butcher’s-block surface. The stainless-steel portion – which was nearest the store-room door, where Jenny and Lisa had entered – was stacked high with pots, cupcake and cookie trays, baking racks, bundt pans, regular cake pans, and pie tins, all clean and bright. The entire kitchen gleamed.

‘Nobody’s here,’ Lisa said.

‘Looks that way,’ Jenny said, her spirits rising as she walked farther into the room.

If the Santini family had escaped, and if Jakob and Aida had been spared, perhaps most of the town wasn’t dead. Perhaps—

Oh, God.

On the other side of the piled cookware, in the middle of the butcher’s-block counter, lay a large disk of pie dough. A wooden rolling pin rested on the dough. Two hands gripped the ends of the rolling pin. Two severed, human hands.

Lisa backed up against a metal cabinet with such force that the stuff inside rattled noisily. ‘What the hell is going on? What the hell?’

Drawn by morbid fascination and by an urgent need to understand what was happening here, Jenny moved closer to the counter and stared down at the disembodied hands, regarding them with equal measures of disgust and disbelief – and with fear as sharp as razor blades. The hands were not bruised or swollen; they were pretty much flesh-colored, though gray-pale. Blood – the first blood she had seen so far – trailed wetly from the raggedly torn wrists and glistened in streaks and drops, midst a fine film of flour dust. The hands were strong; more precisely – they had once been strong. Blunt fingers. Large knuckles. Unquestionably a man’s hands, with white hair curled crisply on the backs of them. Jakob Liebermann’s hands.

‘Jenny!’

Jenny looked up, startled.

Lisa’s arm was raised, extended; she was pointing across the kitchen.

Beyond the butcher’s-block counter, set in the long wall on the far side of the room, were three ovens. One of them was huge, with a pair of solid, over-and-under, stainless-steel doors. The other two ovens were smaller than the first, though still larger than the conventional models used in most homes; there was one door in each of these two, and each door had a glass portal in the center of it. None of the ovens was turned on at the moment, which was fortunate, for if the smaller ones had been in operation, the kitchen would have been filled with a sickening stench.
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