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The Threat …

“Since the freighter was in motion, riding sluggishly up one long swell and down into the next trough, there was an illusion of life. Yet none apparently existed. No one appeared to greet them or to challenge their presence. In the rapidly failing light, the ship took on an eerie aspect, full of menace …

… of Death

“They approached it cautiously, wondering if it was still occupied. It was, but the man lying there was not asleep as they had first supposed. His eyes, wide open, stared up at the sky, but did not see it. He was dead. The front of his skivvy shirt was crusted dark brown with blood.”
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To Frances and Jerry





Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day; nor for the pestilence that walketh in darkness; nor for the destruction that wasteth at noon-day.

PSALM XCI





NOTE

MODERN man, if asked to name the greatest scourge his species has suffered, would probably put war at the top of his list. With characteristic ego, he considers himself his own worst enemy. Yet he would be wrong. The greatest man-killer of all times brandishes no weapons, issues no communiques and observes no truce. It is so small that relatively few men have ever seen it. It is called bacillus pestis. More popularly, it is known as plague, the black death.

Plague’s war on mankind is older than history and so exact statistics are not available. But … in the sixth century bacillus pestis, raging through the Middle East, slaughtered an estimated one hundred million people. Eight hundred years later it harvested the population of Europe; twenty-five million persons — one in every four — perished, and the wolves feasted on the unburied bodies. Less than three hundred years ago, seventy thousand died in London alone from its virulence.

Then, for reasons that are still unknown, the plague began a slow retreat from the civilized world. At the turn of our century, it sallied forth from the Orient to claim another ten million victims around the globe, but the vast majority of these were the helpless masses of backward lands. At best, this latest attack was only a rear-guard action compared to the full-scale conquests of before. The black death ceased to be the dread spectre of the past. Today, with a well-stocked medical arsenal, modern man thinks of plague, if he thinks of it at all, as belonging to a bygone era as remote as the Crusades.

And yet, almost unnoticed, the two-hundred year retreat of bacillus pestis has come to an end. In a sudden inexplicable reversal plague has again begun to creep outwards from the remote uncivilized areas that have always been its stronghold, its strength apparently undiminished. As yet, no serum or vaccine has been developed which can be termed wholly effective. And if — as in the case of the milder influenza — an even more deadly mutant strain of bacillus pestis should arise, our present system of high speed transportation would enable the black death once again to sweep across the civilized world in a matter of weeks. Or perhaps even days….





PROLOGUE: FROM HIV?-OA


The Marquesas
New Year’s Day

My Dear Cloris,

Here, somewhat delayed, is my usual Christmas letter and I hope that you have had a pleasant holiday season. My own has been rather hectic, as you’ll be able to judge by my new address. Yes, your peripatetic father has found himself a new roost. More of this later.

I trust that the few things I mailed you from Fiji arrived in time and that they pleased you. I thought the wood carving rather nice. It’s sometimes a bit difficult to shop for a young lady I haven’t seen in seven years. Subconsciously, I keep picturing you as still a teenager instead of a grown-up woman of twenty-six. My, I’m getting to be quite ancient. I got your November letter and I’m glad to hear that all is well with you. I sometimes wonder if you’re doing the right thing, burying yourself down there on the Mexican border. A veterinary’s job doesn’t seem very appropriate for a woman, particularly a young and pretty one. You can see how old-fashioned your Dad really is underneath it all! At any rate, your young man — Gabe — sounds nice. Anything serious brewing?

Now about me. You knew that my arrangement with the Osara Maru was a rather loose one, my passage in exchange for my services as ship’s doctor. My original destination was Panama — I have a number of friends there from Navy days — but when we reached the Marquesas, I rather liked the looks of the place and decided to stay over. Or maybe I was just tired of eating rice. Anyway, I’m now located on one of the two principal islands (there are twelve altogether), named Hiva-Oa. There’s a little town here, a fascinating combination of French and native cultures. Only one other doctor, a Frenchman employed by the government, so I’ve hung out my shingle and am waiting for patients to beat a path to my door. My office and living quarters are one and the same, a large cottage with attached shed which I’ll use as a dispensary.

By the way, in case your geography is as shaky as it used to be, the Marquesas are about two thousand miles south-west of San Diego, slightly below the equator. So, actually, we’re not so very far apart this time, for a change. Perhaps I’ll be dropping in to see you when I tire of this beachcomberish existence. I might even prove that your mother was wrong and finally settle down. I would like to see you, certainly.

From the length of this letter, you’ll judge correctly that I’m not doing much work at present. As a matter of fact, I have only one patient. You might find his case interesting, in connection with your animal research. Not that he’s an animal, of course. His name is George (or Georgios) Erastos, and he’s a Greek sailor off a Turkish tramp freighter that’s been watering here. I met him in a local bar night before last. Somehow he discovered I was a doctor and insisted that I treat his hand which was severely inflamed. He claimed it was the result of having been bitten by a “big monkey” — by which, I gather, he meant a chimpanzee. At first, I thought he was merely drunk (after all, what do you expect of a sailor in a bar?) because chimps aren’t found around here. But it turned out that the chimp was aboard the freighter, somebody’s pet, I suppose.

To make a long story short, I treated Erastos’ hand as best I could and sent him on his way. This morning, however, he showed up again, complaining of severe headache, giddiness and pain in the epigastrium, back and legs. Temperature 101 degrees, accompanied by vomiting, diarrhoea and extreme sensitivity to light. My first thought was rabies but the rapidity of onslaught and lack of thick mucus make me doubt this possibility. Anyway, I’ve put Erastos to bed here and as soon as the government doctor returns from his swing around the other islands I’ll get his opinion.

The freighter is carrying heavy machinery from Livorno, Italy, to some point in South America. Plus, Erastos tells me, some subsidiary cargo in the aft cabin, straw-packed crates, contents unknown. These belong to three passengers, an American and two Italians. Erastos was poking around the crates — out of curiosity, he says, but probably to see what he could steal — when the chimpanzee attacked him. I’m not sure what the connexion is, if any (Erastos speaks very little English, so there’s a language difficulty between us), but if it should turn out to be rabies, the ship will have to be warned and the beast destroyed.

Well, I must close. I’m feeling a bit tired and washed out myself, perhaps due to the miserable weather. Your mother used to say that I wilted in the rain, which is perhaps why I’ve spent so many years following the sun around. I think often of your mother these days and wish that things could have been different, as I’m sure you do, too. Please write me when you can. A letter addressed to Dr. Calvin Howard, Atuova, Hiva-Oa, French Marquesas, will reach me — or follow me wherever I’ve gone. Until then, with all love,

Dad

The letter was waiting in her mailbox when she got home from work, together with the phone bill and a couple of advertisements. Cloris Howard gathered it up with the others, pausing only to glance at the foreign stamp and the postmark before she trudged wearily up the stairs to her apartment. Marquesas, she thought, that’s a new one. I wonder what he’s doing there. But it was a curiosity devoid of any surprise. She had long ago grown used to the idea of her father as a rootless wanderer.

She let herself into the quiet apartment and went around turning on lights since darkness came early to Southern California these January days. As she circled the small living room she methodically disposed of what she was carrying, almost without thinking about it. Her veterinary’s bag found its usual spot on the end table by the door. The phone bill went on top of the desk, to be paid later by cheque. The advertisements she dropped into the waste-basket, unread. When she reached the open door to her bedroom all that she still held was the letter from her father and this she sailed on to the bed while her free hand was beginning to fumble with the buttons of her grey overalls. Without pausing, she continued on to the bathroom and started the hot water running into the tub.

While the tub filled, Cloris completed disrobing and stuffed the discarded clothing into the hamper. It smelled, even the lingerie, of cows and barns and manure. She added a copious amount of bath salts to the water and slid gratefully into the warm aroma. It had been a hard day — field work always was — a gruelling round of ranches and dairies near the border, the routine monthly check to make sure that no foot-and-mouth disease had somehow eluded their vigilance and sneaked across the line from Mexico. As usual, the inspection team had found nothing. But that didn’t make the work any less tiring.

Cloris lay in the warm water for a long while, thinking of little, until it occurred to her to glance at the clock. She sighed; it was later than she hoped, and Gabe was coming by to pick her up for dinner. And Gabe was invariably punctual. So, regretfully, she quitted the tub and began to towel herself vigorously. She was a slender girl, not especially tall, but well formed, almost voluptuous in figure. Few of those who knew her realized this. Cloris was not much of a dresser; most of her clothes were practical rather than flattering. She didn’t take many pains with her face, either. Her dark brown hair was short and uncurled and she wore a minimum of make-up, so that most people seldom saw behind the hornrim glasses she wore a good deal of the time. Yet the fine lines of her face were inherently attractive, lacking only the proper emphasis to achieve beauty. Hers was the sort of face that caused women to remark, “You know, Cloris Howard would really be quite stunning if she’d just take care of herself.” And their husbands to reply, surprised, “Yeah? What makes you think so?”

The idea of herself as a potential beauty had never occurred to Cloris. If it had, her reaction likely would have been, “I’m a vet, not a model — so what does it matter?” It was true that she had won her position on ability rather than looks, and in what was generally looked on as a man’s field, the Animal Inspection and Quarantine Branch of the Agricultural Research Service of the Department of Agriculture. The fact that she was the only woman working on the California-Mexico border spoke for itself. She was highly regarded both by superiors and co-workers and so far, at twenty-six, she hadn’t felt much need for another type of admiration.

Cloris tore open the letter from her father and placed it on top of the dressing-table to read as she brushed her hair. She scanned the pages with the half-smile that her father’s correspondence usually produced, a mixture of affection and amusement. He was twice her age and yet she habitually felt that she was the older of the two. Calvin Howard had never really grown up. He had never been forced to; at fifty he was still bouncing about the earth, wherever his fancy led him, as carefree of responsibility as a child of ten. On the other hand, Cloris had been forced to grow up early. Death had taken her mother and wanderlust had claimed her father and she had been left to the well-meaning but ineffectual care of grandparents. So, in a sense, she had been on her own since childhood. She had long ago put regret behind her, however, and with it any bitterness she might justifiably have felt. But it had left her a legacy of caution, an unwillingness to commit herself emotionally for fear of being hurt.

Your young man — Gabe — sounds nice … Cloris’ smile widened over this. Gabe Wise was nice enough, certainly. But he was not exactly young, forty-one, closer to her father’s age than her own. He was assistant deputy collector of the customs station at the San Diego-Tijuana port of entry; they had begun going together rather steadily for the past six months. For that matter, most of Cloris’ dates were older men. She sometimes wondered if she were subconsciously in search of a father substitute. Or was it that she considered men like Gabe as “safe,” compared to those her own age who might make emotional demands she wasn’t willing to meet? Anything serious? … Well, Gabe had been making sounds recently and she supposed she would have to marry someone someday, still … Cloris shrugged impatiently, not wishing to pursue this thought since it seemed to call for a conclusion she didn’t want to face yet.

Perhaps I’ll be dropping in to see you … Somehow she couldn’t quite imagine it, after so long a time. Yet, it would be nice to see him again. Despite all his shortcomings as a father, Calvin Howard still retained an aura of glamour for his daughter. And, though she prided herself on being self-reliant, needing no one, it was secretly reassuring to know that she was not completely alone in this world. There was something in the tone of the letter that made Cloris wonder if perhaps her father, at last, was tiring of his gipsy existence. She slipped into a pleasant daydream, picturing the two of them together permanently. They would have to get a larger apartment, perhaps even a house with a yard like real families owned and … “Oh, that’ll be the day!” Cloris said aloud, puncturing the fancy with a rueful laugh. “I can just picture Dad mowing a lawn!”

Yet the thought persisted as she turned to the bulk of the letter, the case history of the Greek sailor. Her professional interest captured, she frowned over the scanty facts. No, Dad was right: it couldn’t be rabies. The onset of the illness was too abrupt. She wondered if her father could have misunderstood the sailor’s broken English. Well, perhaps his next letter would shed some light on the business, though chances were that by the time her father wrote again he would have long since forgotten about it.

The doorbell startled her back to the present. She glanced guiltily at her wristwatch but it was still a half-hour before the time she had specified. However, there was no doubt who it was. Annoyed, she murmured, “Does he have to be so blasted eager?” Raising her voice, she called, “All right — just a minute!” She put on her robe and went to let Gabe in.

It wasn’t Gabe, after all, but an elderly man carrying a clipboard and the yellow envelope of a Western Union message. “Miss Cloris Howard? Cablegram for you.” He proffered the envelope and clip board. “Bottom line. The office has been calling you since about noon but — ”

“I’m sorry. I just got in a short while ago.” Cloris closed the door and tore open the envelope. Who in the world would send her …

She glanced automatically at the signature but it meant nothing to her. So she read the message and at first that didn’t make sense, either — it must have been delivered to her by mistake. Then she went suddenly pale and her lips moved in a faint sound of protest, an “Oh, no!” that was barely audible. She put her hand on the doorknob to steady herself. The metal was cold to her touch and she removed her hand quickly and stared around the little apartment.

She stood by the door for a long time, her gaze indrawn and unseeing. Finally, she sighed and walked stiffly across the room to the telephone. With slow movements, she dialled Gabe Wise’s number.

The phone rang for a while before Gabe answered it, out of breath. “I was halfway out to the car,” he explained. “Be at your place in ten minutes.”

“That’s why I called.” Her voice was even and controlled. “Don’t come, Gabe. Not tonight. I can’t go out with you tonight.”

“Really? What’s happened, Cloris? Anything wrong?”

“I can’t talk now.” Her voice broke slightly but she steadied it immediately. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She hung up without saying goodbye and opened the cablegram again, with a faint hope that somehow she had misunderstood its message.


INFORMATION HERE INDICATES YOU NEXT OF KIN DR. CALVIN HOWARD. REGRET INFORM YOU DR. HOWARD DIED SUDDENLY SIXTH JANUARY. CAUSE OF DEATH NOT YET DETERMINED. EFFECTS HELD PENDING INVESTIGATION. SINCERE CONDOLENCES ON YOUR GREAT LOSS. DUVAL, COMMISSIONER.



But I just heard from him today, Cloris protested to herself. He was coming to see me, we were going to be together again, I had such wonderful plans….

She balled up the cablegram and threw it across the room. It bounced into a corner and lay still. “It isn’t fair!” Cloris cried at it. “Damn it, Dad, it isn’t fair!” Her words echoed in the apartment that was suddenly more empty than it had ever been. Cloris flung herself face down on the studio couch and let the tears come.

A buzzing sound awakened her. For a moment, Cloris couldn’t figure out where she was. The location of the bed was wrong and the coarse fabric pressed against her cheek didn’t have the smooth feel of linen. She raised her head sharply. She was lying on the studio couch in the living room, rather than her bed, and the buzzing sound came not from her alarm clock but from the telephone. Foggily, she understood. She had cried herself to sleep on the couch. When? How long ago?

As the telephone continued to ring, she studied her wristwatch. Ten o’clock, a little over three hours since she dropped off. But why was the apartment so bright, the sun streaming in through the venetian blinds when … “Holy smoke!” Cloris exclaimed as realization struck. “It’s morning! Where have I been, anyway?” Last night’s shocking news, plus fatigue, had acted like a drug, fifteen hours’ worth.

She scrambled down the couch and seized the telephone. “Hello?”

“Cloris? This is Mannheim.” More properly, Dr. Thomas Mannheim, her superior at A.I. & Q.B. “What’s happened to you?”

“I’m sorry, Doctor. I guess I overslept.”

“Well, I was a little worried. You didn’t show up this morning and then I just ran into Gabe Wise at coffee and he thought something might be wrong.”

Cloris looked across the room at the crumpled yellow ball of paper in the corner. “It’s just that — last night I got word that my father had died.”

“Cloris, I’m terribly sorry to hear that.” Mannheim’s voice expressed genuine sympathy. “Why don’t you count on taking a few days off? You’ve got some leave coming and until you feel better — ”

“Thank you.” Cloris sighed. “I don’t suppose there is much use my coming in today, considering how late it is. Probably tomorrow, though.”

“Take your time,” Mannheim urged. “We’ll be able to struggle along without you for a few days, anyway. And if there’s anything my wife or I can do to help — anything at all — please call on us. Promise?”

Cloris promised and hung up. She was grateful to Mannheim for his concern but friendly agencies were of little help at a time like this. She knew from the past that nothing helped very much except time, and that was already at work on her behalf. The initial shock of her father’s death was passing; this morning she could view it more calmly. His loss was saddening but it created no real vacuum in her life; they had been apart too many years for that. The sadness she felt now was more for what might have been than for what had been.

She dressed slowly in slacks and a pullover sweater. Her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty-four hours but preparing her own breakfast, and then eating it alone, seemed an uninviting prospect. She felt a need for human companionship, even that of impersonal strangers. So she brushed her hair quickly, touched up her mouth with lipstick and left the apartment.

The morning mail had already been stuffed into the box at the foot of the stairs. Cloris gave it only a cursory glance, intending to leave it for later. Then her eyes widened in surprise. The top letter bore a familiar bold handwriting — her father’s. It was the last thing she had expected, almost like a voice from the grave. With a thudding heart, she sat down on the steps and tore it open, a wild hope arising in her that somehow the cablegram was wrong and that her father was alive, after all.

Her hopes fell as she saw the date of the letter. January third, three days before the date mentioned in the cable. The cablegram had leapfrogged the slower-moving letter in transit — and there was no mistake.

In addition to the letter, the envelope contained a second, smaller envelope, comparatively heavy. Cloris put this aside and began to read her father’s last communication, wondering if he had known of his imminent death and if this was meant to be his goodbye. However, there was nothing in either the tone or content of the message to bear this out.

My dear Cloris,

I imagine you’re surprised to hear from me again so quickly, considering my usual poor performance as a correspondent, and you’re probably wondering if your old man is in some sort of trouble. Well, stop worrying — I’m fine.

However, I would like to have your help on something that has me rather baffled. It’s the Erastos case, the Greek sailor I wrote you about a couple of days ago. I’m sorry to say that he died during the night despite everything I could do to prevent it. And, though I hate to admit it, I’m still uncertain as to the cause.

I believe I wrote you concerning the symptoms in my previous letter. These were followed by a sharper rise in temperature, 104 degrees yesterday, culminating in 107 degrees last night, at which time Erastos went into delirium not unlike the D.T.s. In addition, there was accompanying inflammation of the eyes and a swelling of the tongue. Death came about four o’clock this morning.

The closest thing I’ve been able to come up with is some sort of plague, though it varies in certain particulars from the types I’ve observed or read about. That is, there were no buboes as in bubonic, or apparent involvement with the lungs as in pneumonic. Unfortunately, the local doctor still hasn’t returned from the other islands so I don’t have anyone else to consult, in case this might be something endemic to the Marquesas of which I’m unaware.

And that’s where you come in, my dear. I’m enclosing some slides, blood and sputum samples, which I’ve stained as best I could. I don’t recognize the bacillus but I thought that, with all the lab equipment available in your work, you might be able to identify it for me. Since there’s apparently some connection with the chimpanzee, you might care to do a paper on it, a follow-up to your dissertation.

I know you’re probably pretty busy and I wouldn’t bother you if I didn’t think there was a need for speed. When I notified the port authorities this morning of Erastos’ death, I learned that the Kaisar-i-Rum (that’s the freighter he was on) has already sailed. Its destination is listed as Mazátlan, Mexico, but of course tramp freighters often change their itineraries — as I well know. But if this should turn out to be plague or something like it, the Kaisar-i-Rum would have to be notified and proper precautions taken. Believe me, Erastos’ death wasn’t a pretty one.

I brought in the local priests to attend him at the end. Not that it mattered much to him, I must admit. He seemed to be under the delusion that he had been cursed and kept mumbling about being struck down by Aphrodite or some name that sounded like that. It doesn’t seem logical that he should identify a chimpanzee with the Goddess of Love but delirium plays strange tricks. Well, whatever the truth, modern medicine wasn’t able to help the poor fellow very much. I gave him the full course of antibiotics and sulfa but without apparent result.

Well, I’ll wind this up now and get it off to you. I would appreciate any help your shining citadel of science might give a poor struggling M.D. In the meantime, I think I’ll go to bed and sleep for about two days straight. I’ve been working around the clock with Erastos and it’s left me with a headache a mile wide. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know. I’ll hope to hear from you soon. Until then, with love,


Dad

P.S. — Did I tell you in my first letter that the painter Gauguin is buried here? He is.



Cloris continued to sit on the steps for a while after she had finished the letter, gazing across the small patio without really seeing the tropical blooms that grew there. At last, she gathered up the two envelopes and went back up the stairs to her apartment.

From the corner she retrieved the crumpled cablegram and read it again, although she already knew the words from memory … DIED SUDDENLY … CAUSE OF DEATH NOT YET DETERMINED …

Carefully, Cloris opened the smaller envelope. It was plump and soft, packed with cotton wool, containing four rectangular glass slides. Each was labelled along one edge with adhesive tape on which had been written in pencil “blood spec.” or “sputum spec.” respectively. Cloris handled them gingerly, not through fear of the bacillus since it had been killed prior to staining, but to avoid smearing.

To the naked eye, the slides revealed nothing. Yet they bore the killer that had struck down the Greek sailor, George Erastos. And Cloris felt a growing conviction that she held in her hand her father’s slayer as well. The two deaths so closely linked, both of unknown origin, could scarcely be put down to coincidence.

Dr. Calvin Howard’s last message to his daughter, virtually his dying request, had asked her to help him fight this unknown killer. The request had come too late to save him. But he could be avenged; the challenge was still there to be met.

Cloris accepted it. Studying the slides in her hand, she murmured, “I guess the first step is to see what you look like. I’d better know who I’m fighting.”





CHAPTER ONE

THE BORDER

DR. THOMAS MANNHEIM raised his head and frowned across the binocular microscope at Cloris. “I wish I knew more about the subject,” he said. “Then perhaps I’d be able to discuss the matter intelligently.”

“Take another look at these plates,” Cloris suggested. She pushed the textbook closer to him; it lay open to an illustration of a typical culture of bacillus pestis, greatly magnified. “When you consider the symptoms, can’t you see the physical similarities?”

“I’m afraid I’m looking at the physical differences. Your father’s specimens are so much larger. And the knob on one end — that certainly isn’t like classic plague bacillus. You admit that yourself.”

“I know. I’ll grant that it doesn’t have exactly the classic appearance. But it kills just as well, if not better. Under those circumstances, the fact that these specimens are somewhat freakish — well, I don’t consider it significant.”

“I suppose,” Mannheim mused, “a mutation is always possible. It’s not a pleasant thought in connection with plague but it’s possible.”

“I’m not trying to play discoverer, Doctor, or get my name put up for the Borden Award. My only concern is that I think something ought to be done, and quickly.”

Mannheim smiled at her. “Understand, Cloris, I’m not really arguing with you.” He was a tall lanky man, a bit stooped, with an iron-grey crew-cut. In his right ear he wore a hearing aid with the amplifier clipped to the pocket of his white smock. “But I just can’t be sure. After all, I’m like you, a vet, not an M.D. Show me glanders or anthrax and I’ll give you a definite yes or no. But when it comes to a monster like this — using the word in its scientific sense, of course …”

Cloris nodded reluctantly. They were alone in the small lab that adjoined Mannheim’s private office. She had worked at the microscope for half an hour before calling in her superior for consultation. She was disappointed that she had not been able to convince Mannheim, at least not completely, since she respected his ability. But she had no intention of surrendering. “At the moment, I don’t have a whole proof. But I think that what I do have deserves investigation, at least.”

“I agree. However, we’re hardly set up here for this sort of thing.” Mannheim stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I think I’d better act in accordance with approved governmental procedure and pass the buck. Why don’t you set up an appointment with Public Health for this afternoon?”

“I could go see them right now,” Cloris said, gathering up the slides. “After all, I’m officially off-duty today.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll phone over and tell them to expect you.”

“Well, thanks, Doctor, but that isn’t really necessary.”

“Perhaps it is. When Caruso was there, it didn’t really matter, but I understand the new head man — Slatore — is a bug on protocol. Don’t want him thinking you’re going out of channels. Might prejudice the whole thing.” Mannheim patted her shoulder in fatherly fashion. “I know this means a good deal to you, Cloris, and I certainly sympathize. But if you don’t mind a word of warning — don’t let emotion interfere with reason. It’s important to maintain your scientific detachment, you know.”

She drove east along San Ysidro’s main street towards the headquarters of the Public Health Service. San Ysidro was a small town, its only real purpose for existence being the port of entry from Mexico. Though on the American side, it was actually almost as much Mexican in character and population as Tijuana on the other side of the line. Most Americans thought of San Ysidro as consisting of little more than the border gates, plus a few motels. In reality, however, the little town was a sprawling complex of government services, separate but interlocked, all concerned in some fashion with the tide of population and commerce that flowed back and forth between the two countries. No less than six different departments of the federal government maintained offices here, plus local law-enforcement agencies. Border Patrol … Public Buildings Service … Mexican Fruit Fly and Citrus Black Fly Control Project … Customs Agency Service … Shore Patrol … Immigration … each playing an individual role amid the complex problems arising from the meeting of two nations, two languages, two cultures. They did their work quietly and without fanfare for the most part. The public was generally unaware of their existence, except for the handful of uniformed inspectors who manned the border gates themselves. But this was as it should be, since the success of the operation was in inverse ratio to the amount of attention it attracted. It was a standard remark among the men who worked there that, “The only time the order gets into the papers is when things go wrong.” Things didn’t go wrong very often.

The Public Health Service offices were located adjacent to the ancient brown stucco customs house at the main border crossing. It was not an elaborate layout and was designated officially as merely a quarantine station. Its routine function consisted of examining immigrants and alien visitors and certifying them free of communicable disease, and the administering of immunizations, mainly smallpox, to Americans returning from extended visits to Mexico and other South American countries. Actually, due to its strategic position, it did considerably more, serving as a watchdog and listening post against possible health dangers to the south. It was for this reason that Mannheim had suggested Cloris consult them now.

The male nurse was giving smallpox vaccinations to a group of tourists who had returned on the noon flight from Acapulco but he broke off his work to greet Cloris. “The doc’s waiting for you in his office. He was just on his way out to lunch when Mannheim phoned. What’s up?”

“Don’t know yet for sure. Shall I go right on in?”

“Yeah, you know the way.” The nurse turned back to his patient. “Now this may tickle a little bit …”

Cloris went down the short hallway and knocked on the door that was lettered Station Director, Private. At a murmur from within, she opened the door and entered. “Dr. Slatore?” she inquired. “I’m Cloris Howard. I believe Dr. Mannheim phoned you I was coming.”

“Why, yes,” the man behind the desk said, rising. “Won’t you sit down?” Dr. J. Wesley Slatore was a small man, precisely dressed in a sombre suit that suggested a minister rather than a doctor. He wore rimless glasses that gave his narrow face an owlish expression. “Forgive my surprise. Mannheim said he was sending his assistant, Dr. Howard, over to see me on an important matter. But I didn’t realize …”

Cloris smiled politely. “You find women just about everywhere these days.”

“How true.” Slatore didn’t look as if he quite approved.

Cloris opened her purse and produced her father’s letters and the cablegram. “Perhaps it will save time if you’ll read these first.”

Slatore glanced at his wristwatch but accepted the sheaf of papers without comment. He removed his glasses to read. Cloris lit a cigarette and puffed nervously, watching him. Slatore turned the pages rapidly skimming the contents. Only when he finally came to the cablegram did he pause and then, with a questioning look at Cloris, go back and reread portions of the letters. At last, he laid the sheaf of papers aside and cleared his throat. “Miss Howard, I’m very sorry.”

Cloris said, “Thank you, but I’m sure you realize that I didn’t come here for sympathy.”

“Just what did you come to me for?”

“Dr. Slatore, I believe that my father — and the Greek sailor — died from a type of plague, quite possibly a mutant of pasteurella pestis. Something highly contagious and very dangerous. If I’m right — ”

“Hold on,” Slatore interrupted, frowning. “Just what are you basing all this on? Seems to me you’re taking quite a long leap in the dark just from these.” He tapped the papers on his desk.

“My father mentioned blood and sputum samples.” Cloris dug into her purse again and brought forth the small packet. “I wish you’d examine them, as I have.”

Slatore hesitated, murmuring, “I have to be in San Diego this afternoon,” but took the packet she held out to him. He crossed to the cabinets against one wall of his office and got out a microscope which he placed on his desk. Cloris got rid of her cigarette and lit another one, waiting. Unnoticed, some of the grey ash fell on to the lapel of her tailored suit.

Slatore examined each of the four slides, no expression discernible on his face. “Just how much do you happen to know about bacillus pestis, Miss Howard?” With the unconscious snobbery of some M.D.s, he wasn’t recognizing her claim to the title of doctor.

Cloris ignored the slight; at this moment, it didn’t matter whether Slatore approved of her or not. Levelly, she said, “Bacillus pestis is an aerobic pathogenic parasite, non-motile, and gram-negative. In appearance, it is short, thick, capsulated and round on both ends. Is that what you were after?”

Slatore studied her. “For a vet, you seem to know quite a bit about it.”

“My dissertation topic was dissemination of plague by animal carriers. I haven’t forgotten it.”

“Well, in that case, I won’t have to go into an extensive explanation of just why and how these samples differ from bacillus pestis. I should think you’d have spotted the variations yourself.”

“I did. The abnormal size and the bulbous end are the only variations that can be seen in these killed specimens. And there are still more points of similarity than there are of variance. That’s why I believe this may be a mutant form.”

“H’m,” Slatore said doubtfully. “Of course, mutants can occur.”

“Let me carry this a little further.” Cloris leaned earnestly closer. “Suppose that this is mutant — with all of the original bacillus’ power and something else besides, a resistance to antibiotics. Don’t you see the potential danger this represents, to any place that Turkish freighter happens to stop?”

“The key word in your theory is ‘suppose.’”

“I may be wrong,” Cloris admitted. “And if I am, it’s a mistake that hurts no one. But if I’m right … I think the only thing to do is to get in touch with the people down at Mazatlan, and make sure that the ship is quarantined until an investigation can be made.”

Slatore drummed his fingers on his desk. After a moment, he said, “Before we go off half-cocked, let’s consider the facts as we know them. Facts, not supposition. Actually, the sum total of our knowledge is contained in these letters, which we unfortunately have no way of checking.”

“There are the slides,” Cloris pointed out.

“The best that can be said for the slides is that they’re inconclusive.”

“Erastos died. That seems conclusive to me.”

“But, my dear young woman, even your father — a medical practitioner and present on the scene — wasn’t sure of the cause of death. I believe he mentioned the possibility that it may have been some disease endemic to those islands.”

“Read the cablegram again,” Cloris suggested. “It says that the cause of my father’s death is unknown. Surely, if the disease is endemic to the Marquesas they would recognize it, wouldn’t they?”

“How can you be sure that your father’s death and the death of the Greek sailor have anything in common?” Slatore had the air of scoring a small triumph. “For all the cablegram tells us, your father might have been struck by lightning. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be facetious about it. But I’m trying to get you to separate logic from emotion.”

Cloris studied her cigarette. It trembled slightly in her slender fingers. “Both you and Dr. Mannheim seem to believe that because I’m a woman I’m not capable of reasoned thought in a situation that happens to involve me personally.”

“Let’s not put it on a basis of sex differences. That isn’t the point.”

“Perhaps it is. But if I’m to be marked down for having womanly emotions, then I think I should be credited with another feminine quality — intuition. You’re right — I can’t prove that my father died of plague. But I know it just the same. That plague is now headed for Mexico on the Kaisar-i-Rum. It may be there already. I believe that it has to be stopped immediately, before it can kill anyone else.” Cloris met Slatore’s gaze squarely. “That may be emotion to you, Doctor, but to me it’s just plain logic.”

Slatore fidgeted. He muttered, “I can’t go about stirring up the whole Western Hemisphere on some wild-goose chase. You’re asking me to go out on a limb. You should see that.”

Cloris saw, and her heart sank. Slatore, new in his job and anxious to make good, didn’t relish the idea of initiating a project that could conceivably backfire and make him appear ridiculous. In a way, she couldn’t blame him; in any government position, the first rule was self-preservation.

Slatore was continuing, “Besides, Mexican quarantine is reasonably effective. If there should be something to what you say, they’ll spot it, no doubt about it.”

“But how many people are going to die first?” Cloris collected the slides and the letters and rose. “Mazatlan is only a thousand miles south of us, Doctor. Six hours away by air. I hope for everyone’s sake that Mexican quarantine is as effective as you say.”

She was at the door when Slatore spoke. “Wait a minute.” Cloris waited but did not return to her chair. She watched him put on his glasses and take them off again, turn them over and over in his hands. Finally, Slatore said, “I trust you know that I consider I’m making a damn fool of myself.”

“You mean you’re going to help?”

“I suppose so.” Slatore grudgingly reached for the telephone and with his other hand waved at the chair she had vacated. “Sit down, Dr. Howard. It looks like a long afternoon.”

Ross Mallory strode out of the office and barely restrained himself from slamming the door behind him. He descended the stairs two at a time, almost hoping that somebody would get in his way so that he might knock him down. But no one did and he emerged into the afternoon sunshine, still chewing his rage.

Grandstander, Kelso had called him. Glory-grabber. Show-off.

“Should have kicked his teeth in,” Mallory muttered to himself. “Should have taken this damn badge and made him eat it.”

The badge he referred to was the gold eagle insignia on his uniform pocket, designating him as a patrol inspector in the U.S. Border Patrol. He wore it slightly at an angle in a jaunty, devil-may-care manner typical of him. It was this attitude that had got him into trouble before, though never so deeply as at present. Mallory was a tall man, big-boned and burly, with a thick mane of black hair. His strong, arrogant features were redeemed from cruelty by the humorous twist of his mouth, which made it appear as if he were secretly amused by the world and himself as much as anything. At this moment, however, there was nothing good-natured about his expression. Mallory was mad.

He slid behind the wheel of his official jeep and stared back at the battered old two-storey farmhouse that was Border Patrol Sector Headquarters — his headquarters, virtually his home, for five years, ever since being assigned to the San Ysidro sector direct from training school. Today, though, Mallory would have been pleased to see the place in flames.

The dog on the bucket-seat beside him whined to remind Mallory of his presence. His name was Samson and he was a cross between a boxer and a pit bulldog, large and powerful. Mallory had raised him from a pup and they were a good deal alike, aloof and self-sufficient, needing no outsiders.

“Shut up,” Mallory advised Samson; like many solitary men, he treated the dog more as an equal than an animal. “You should have heard what Kelso said about you. You’re nearly as bad as I am.”

The trouble had started two days before when Mallory had received a tip that a well-known alien smuggler was going to attempt a midnight border crossing to the east. The smuggler was an ancient foe, hard to apprehend, and the tip had looked good. Mallory had neglected to inform sector headquarters and had staked out the area himself, together with Samson. That had been his first mistake, according to Kelso. A Mexican had appeared on schedule, had failed to halt when challenged, turning to flee instead, and Mallory had sent the dog after him. That had been his second mistake. For the Mexican turned out to be no smuggler at all but merely an alambrista, a poor peon hoping to slip across the line and find work. Illegal entry, yes — but nothing to warrant the mauling Samson had given the man before Mallory could call the dog off. So the coup Mallory anticipated had turned instead into a fiasco that aroused the wrath of Mexican officials and Tijuana newspapers alike.

Not to mention Kelso, who was district Border Patrol chief. “I’ve been chewed out all the way back to Washington with everybody along the line taking a good healthy bite,” he had told Mallory. “And all because of a headline hunter who thinks he’s too good to play on the team. I’m sick and tired of your tactics, you and that mongrel. You’re on the wrong side of the border, Mallory. You seem to think you’re another Colonel Aguilar. The only reason I don’t boot you out here and now is that I don’t have a man to replace you.”

Maybe you’d be doing me a favour, Mallory reflected bitterly, recalling Kelso’s words. But he didn’t really believe it. Like all the rest of the Border Patrol, he was proud of his job and unwilling to give it up. He couldn’t explain why, not in words; none of them could. Certainly, it wasn’t the salary that held them. Mallory made less than five thousand per year, and out of that had to furnish quarters, subsistence and even his uniforms. It wasn’t the hope of advancement. After twenty years, he might conceivably rise to the rank of chief patrol inspector and its still meagre pay of less than seven thousand dollars. That is, if he lived that long. Insurance companies rated the Border Patrol the most hazardous of all U.S. law-enforcement agencies, and the honour rolls of those killed in service, conspicuously mounted in all sector headquarters, bore this out. Nor was the work easy or the hours short; the P.I.s were actually never off duty, and they were expected to be experts in everything from tracking and judo to criminal law and electronics. But, all the same, few ever quit the Patrol voluntarily. Fifteen hundred of them, less than one per mile of the border they were expected to defend, they continued on year after year, held to the job by the fierce pride that distinguishes every elite corps. Aloud, they ridiculed the Patrol’s motto — Honour First — but they believed it secretly. Chatos, the Mexicans called them. Hardnoses.

And now Ross Mallory, whose nose was as hard as the best of them, was suspended. “I’m not firing you,” Kelso had concluded, “but I can’t put you back on the line, not while all this heat is on. I’ll have to find you some job where you can’t cause me any more trouble.”

They glared at each other, two tough men, separated by authority.

“But the next time I read your name in the newspapers,” Kelso growled, dismissing him, “it had better be in the obituaries.”

Mallory started the jeep’s engine. He had been relieved of his regular duty but not all duty. Studying his record to make sure the reprimand covered all Mallory’s past sins as well as the present one, Kelso had discovered that he had failed to keep his immunizations up to date. His typhoid and tetanus booster shots were a month overdue. Kelso had ordered him to repair this oversight forthwith. Mallory reluctantly headed down the freeway in the direction of Public Health.

The border crossing was quiet, semi-deserted. The race track operated only on weekends, the dog track and jai alai didn’t open until evening and there wasn’t much doing in Tijuana on a Tuesday afternoon to draw visitors. On both sides of the line, the crossing guards lounged in the shade of their customs houses, stirring only to give a cursory examination to the occasional passing automobile.

Public Health wasn’t doing any more business than the rest of the border interchange. The dispensary was empty except for the male nurse who was drinking a coke and reading an old magazine. He looked up, yawning, as Mallory came in. “Hi,” he said. “What’s your problem?”

“Need a booster,” Mallory replied shortly. He was in no mood for banter.

“Okay. Mallory, isn’t it?” The nurse put down his magazine and went to the filing cabinet. He thumbed through the cards until he found the proper one and studied it. “Uh-huh. Due for a T’n’T. Smallpox coming up in about six months, too. Want to get that out of the way now?”

“No. Just give me what I’ve got coming,” Mallory said, removing his shirt. “Speed it up, won’t you?”

“What’s your rush? The germs aren’t going nowhere.” He dabbed the upper part of Mallory’s left arm with alcohol. “Hold steady now.”

Mallory winced as the hypodermic punctured his flesh. The pain was slight but he had never got used to injections; he often said he’d rather be shot by a bullet than by a needle. Once in the army he had passed out during an inoculation, a fact of which he was ashamed and never mentioned, and he lived in dread of it happening again. With his free hand, he held tightly to the treatment table.

“Now the other arm,” said the nurse, discarding the first needle and picking up another. “Well, turn around, huh?”

As he did so, Mallory discovered that they were not alone in the dispensary. A young woman had come out of the inner office and was filling a paper cup at the water cooler. He recognized her as the Howard girl from A.I. & Q.B.; the border community was too closely knit not to know everyone who worked there, at least by sight. She was watching him as she drank and Mallory thought that her gaze held amusement as if she had detected how tightly he gripped the table. The idea angered him; he was in no mood to be laughed at. He snapped, “Well, haven’t you ever seen anybody get a shot before?”

“Oh, is that what it is?” She coloured slightly with anger but her voice was cool and sarcastic. “I thought from the way you were gritting your teeth that it must be an amputation, at least.” She turned and went back down the short hallway before Mallory could think of a reply.

“All done,” announced the nurse. Mallory hadn’t even felt the second inoculation. “Say, what’s with you two anyway? I’ve heard of love at first sight but this is ridiculous.”

“Who asked you? Just make sure those shots go on my record, that’s all.”

“Okay, so it’s none of my business.” The nurse commenced to rinse the syringes at the sink. “I wish somebody would tell me what’s going on around here, though. First, she comes busting in here looking like the world is due to fold any minute. Then Slatore doesn’t take his lunch hour, cancels all his appointments, and they’ve been holed up in his office ever since. Now you show up with a chip on your shoulder and start shouting back and forth with her. Some days I think the whole world’s screwy.”

Mallory put on his shirt. “Why don’t you write a book?”

“Who’d believe it? You know, the whole trouble is that somebody tipped the United States and all the screwballs just naturally rolled down here into this corner. In my profession, I could tell you some things that — ”

He broke off as the outer door to the dispensary opened and a heavy-set man stomped in. Like Mallory, he wore the uniform of the Border Patrol but with insignia denoting his higher rank, that of district chief. This was Barry Kelso, Mallory’s superior, whom he had just left less than a half-hour before. Kelso was only medium height but built like a barrel, with short powerful arms and legs like tree trunks. His face was granite hard and his bristly hair sprouted above it like brush over a cliff. As usual, a cigar, unlighted, protruded from one corner of his mouth.

Mallory was surprised to see him but Kelso didn’t pay him any attention. He spoke to the male nurse. “Where’s the doc? I got a call to come over.”

The nurse indicated Slatore’s office door, with a glance at Mallory that said see-what-I-mean? Kelso looked at Mallory, too. “Glad to see you’re following orders for a change.”

“Nice of you to check on me.”

“I wouldn’t waste my time.” Kelso started to push past Mallory, then paused. “By the way, I got your new assignment. Report to headquarters in the morning to start teaching the refresher course in Spanish. You replace Burak. We’ll see if that will keep you out of trouble for a while.”
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