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SOMETHING WAS HAPPENING.

SOMETHING FAST.

As he sat in the gloom, trying to grapple with the reality of what was happening, his eye fell on a Gideon Bible on the bedside stand. He remembered reading something in there once, years before, when they’d had that plague scare with the rabbit hunter. What was it? Something about horsemen. There were four of them — yes, of course. Heralds of the end of the world. He’d seen pictures, too. The first one was Conquest, riding a white horse. The second was War, on a blood-red horse; the third, Famine, on a black horse  … 

And the fourth? He racked his memory. Somewhere there in the Revelation of St. John the Divine, the most hideous horseman of them all  … 

He picked up the Bible. Sixth chapter of Revelation, seventh verse:

And when he had opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth beast say, Come and see. And I looked, and behold a pale horse; and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him  … 
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Pamela Tate found the first one lying on the dusty trail just below the saddle leading up into Nada Lake. It was a tiny, helpless little thing, on its back in the dirt — a golden-sided ground squirrel, seldom seen in these northern Washington State latitudes. It lay very still, with no sign of life whatever.

Instinctively Pam reached down and touched it, turned it over on its soft tummy. It was a stupid thing to do, she knew that, but she couldn’t stop herself, the poor sad creature. Then she saw it wasn’t quite dead. Painfully it crept forward in the dust several inches before collapsing, a tiny streak of blood trailing from its mouth. This time when it stopped it didn’t move again.

After a moment Pam nudged it off the trail into the brush with the edge of her boot. Caught by a hawk, she thought, and then dropped for something bigger. Hawks will do that sometimes. She adjusted her pack and started on up the trail toward the saddle, momentarily hating hawks and all their kind. For all her wilderness experience, she had never fully made peace with the cold-eyed law of kill and be killed that prevailed in these rugged mountains. Ground squirrels ate nuts and seeds and hurt nothing at all while hawks tore and rended helpless flesh and blood and bone — and where was the justice to that? There wasn’t any justice, no justice at all.

It was only 7:30 in the morning, but the trail was steep and getting steeper, and the sun was already hot. Pam felt sweat trickling down her shirt and standing out in beads on her forehead. She was a small woman, barely five foot two, with light bones and a deceptively delicate, fragile-looking structure. In truth Pam Tate, for all her dainty appearance, was solid muscle. She carried the forty-pound pack on her back like a rucksack, and after four steep uphill miles this morning her step was still springy. She was quick as well as strong, and sure-footed as a mountain goat, in the peak of physical condition. She had to be, to patrol this great complex of high mountain trails through the Enchantment Lakes Wilderness Area day after day on foot, carrying her food and shelter on her back — it built muscles women weren’t supposed to have. She had once threatened to throw Frank out of bed — all six feet four and 250 pounds of him. He’d looked at her and grinned, lying there like a lump, challenging her to try. She didn’t, of course, he was far too nice in bed — but she knew damned well she could do it anytime she chose.

In the shade of the saddle she stopped for a minute, pulled off her floppy green Forest Service hat and fanned herself with it. Her hair was red-brown and straight, cut just short of the thin gold earrings in her ears, her face even, almost plain, except for a tipped-up nose and very level, calm gray eyes. Not far now, she thought, to her first rest stop. This particular route up into the seven-thousand-foot Enchantment Basin went in three stages: the climb up a million steep switchbacks from the Icicle River far below, finally reaching Nada Lake; a second climb up a rocky trail leading high above Nada to the Snow Lakes, eight difficult miles in; and the final dismal scramble up the Snow Lake Wall, more goat path than trail, into the fantastic wonderland that lay at the top.

Some got no farther than Nada, a long, narrow sapphire-blue lake lying deep and cold in a cut between towering forested crags on either side. Nada itself was sublimely beautiful, with a dozen campsites set in forested areas well above the shoreline. Other hikers went on to the Snow Lakes the first day, to stop overnight before assaulting the Wall. The rugged ones made the whole twenty miles to the top in one day. But Pam had other things to do besides hiking. Three camps along Nada were breaking up as she arrived, and she stopped by each one briefly, checking automatically for discarded trash, garbage thrown in the lake, unburied waste, illegal fires. One party of eight teenagers were boisterous but harmless enough; the other two camps were single couples minding their own business and desiring others to mind theirs, typical visitors to the Enchantments who came to these parts for solitude, not company. All the campers queried her about recent weather conditions “on top” and she answered them as well as she could: a little rain midafternoons, morning and evening sun, warm in daytime but chilly to downright cold at night. Fishing? She didn’t fish, but she’d seen lots of nice trout caught, mostly with small gray or black flies.

She was hiking along the trail around Nada toward her usual rest stop when she saw the second ground squirrel. Only sharp eyes could have picked this one up, lying in some bracken at the edge of the trail. It was quite dead, the blood around its nose caked and dusty. Damned busy hawk, she thought as she peered down at it. Too busy. This time she found a stick and pushed the creature deeper into the brush, well away from the trail. Then she pulled a small pad of paper from her blouse pocket and scribbled a note with the date before she went on.

Her rest stop was at a place just a hundred yards before the trail broke away from the forest around Nada and started up the sharp, rocky trail across an ancient rockslide, climbing up toward the Snows. It was a magic glen of ancient towering cedars, deeply shaded and cool. A tiny stream tumbled down from the heights here to empty into the lake a dozen yards away. Pam dropped her pack to the ground, dipped water with her little tin cup and drank deeply. There was a refreshing downdraft from the cliffs above; flies and mosquitoes seldom came here. She flopped down near the creek with her back to a huge log, munched a bite or two of chocolate and leaned back, relaxing totally.

She thought of the ground squirrels — Have to tell Frank — and that turned her thoughts to Frank, as they so often did these days. A sweet guy, Frank, a really sweet, gentle, lovable man. A whole man in every sense of the word — if only he wouldn’t push her so hard, right now. They’d met the first week in June when she’d just arrived at the Wenatchee station for a summer’s work on the fire crew. Something had happened swiftly between them — first fondness, then affection, then, as natural as eating, love and lovemaking. Within two weeks they were living together in the second-story apartment she had found, spending every nonworking hour together. She had had the strong impression, at first, that Frank was decidedly marriage-shy, and that was fine with her. Yet it was Frank who drove her to grab this wilderness patrol job when it came open, knowing it would take her away three to four days a week by herself, alone to think and not be pressed. Loving and living with a man was one thing, but engagement and marriage now? So soon? She wasn’t ready for that.

Frank had pressed harder, lovingly and inarguably insistent. At least an engagement, he had demanded, and finally she had agreed — but not a formal engagement with notices in the papers and rings and all the ties that bind. Just a pledge between the two of them. Her fingers went to the tiny star-sapphire pendant on a white-gold chain around her neck. Frank’s alternative to an engagement ring, and she thought once again, sleepily, what a silly fool she was making of herself. Any woman in her right mind would grab a guy like that and never let go.

For a few moments she dozed, maybe dreamed a little. Then she was vaguely aware of someone coming up the trail from the direction she had come. A small solitary figure. Just a kid out hiking was her first thought — but then she looked again.

It was a boy, hardly eight or nine years old, his dirty blond hair matted and snarled down to his shoulders, half hiding his face. He was filthy, his face and arms and legs caked with grime, his clothing little more than rancid brown rags hanging around his skinny chest and waist. He was totally barefoot and carried a thick walking stick with a tattered bandana bag tied at the top. As he came near, Pam caught a wave of rank animal odor so overpowering it made her wince.

The boy saw the creek and threw himself to the ground, sinking his face in the water. He drank and drank, with frantic grunting sounds. Finally he stood back up, brushed his mouth with his dirty hand, spit into the creek and only then looked straight at Pam.

His face was vile — the most evil, hateful human face she had ever seen. A little boy’s face, but corrupted, the eyes mockingly cruel. A face straight out of hell. Then, before she could get her breath, he moved past her, trudging on up the trail toward the rockslide.

For a moment she sat transfixed, fighting down nausea. Then, as the boy disappeared beyond the trees, she jumped to her feet. The kid was barefoot — and going out on those hot, sharp nocks — She let out a shout and charged up the trail after him, reached the bend, stared up the straight rocky trail.

The trail was empty. It couldn’t be, there was no place he could have gone, but no one was in sight. Not a soul. Nothing. She turned back to her pack, rubbing her forehead. She must have dreamed him. She must have gone completely out for a couple of minutes and dreamed him. Sure she’d seen some weird people on the trail, but nobody like that before. Yek! She went to pick up her pack again, and then saw the third dead ground squirrel lying near the creek a few inches from where her leg had been resting.

The trail up to the Snow Lakes always seemed longer and harder than it really was, a sharp, climbing trail up across the face of a steep rockslide, then a long switchback climbing still higher, totally without shade and baking hot in the sun, shoulder-high bushes in places filled with mosquitoes and biting black flies. A single tiny creek trickling down the rocks offered a pause for a cold drink, then on up through rock outcroppings until she reached the long, cool forested corridor at the top that led down to the Snows. Lower Snow lay off to the left, shaded and shallow; Upper Snow to the right, a large lake with many bays, and with cliffs rising straight upward a thousand feet to the Enchantment Basin to the north and west.

She reached the Snows by 10:00 A.M. and found her favorite campsite, on a trail through the rocks on the north side, shielded from the rest of the lake by a high rocky point. There was work to do, so she pitched her tent and stored her pack inside without any loss of time. First she made the mile-long trek down the south side of the lake, past all the campsites, carrying just a small rucksack, pausing to talk to this or that camper, making a mental census of how many had gone up into the basin that morning. A dozen people were around the lake, some pleasant and talkative, some more silent, uncommunicative. Returning by noon, she fired up her little stove, made a cup of tea and munched on salami and cheese for lunch. Then she went back along the trail to the section that needed work. There was a place where a creek meandered down from the mountain to the south, spreading out into a swampy area, now just boggy because of the dry weather but filled with devil’s club and wild blackberry all the same, a knee-deep sump in wetter weather. She found where the trail crew had been working with chain saws a week before, dropping five-inch lodgepole pines and bucking them into eight-foot lengths to be used to build a log trail over the swamp. Pam found her own cache of tools stored nearby: a huge machete, a Pulaski with its sharp adz blade on one side and ax on the other, with a file for sharpening it, a hammer and a big bag of six-inch galvanized spikes. She set to work, chopping out roots with the Pulaski, laying short logs for supports, splitting out support stays and driving them into the mud with a heavy rock she found, then setting in the eight-foot lengths of lodgepole and fixing them together with toenailed spikes and anchoring them to the supports with more spikes. It was hot work and slow; by 6:30 P.M. she only had sixteen feet of log trail in place, still not properly secured all the way around, but enough for use. She stored her tools away again and headed back to her camp, ready to quit for the day.

A headache had come on late in the afternoon, and her right wrist and left ankle were itching inexplicably, a fact that only reached her consciousness when she had scratched at them for half an hour. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to drive off the headache, but it persisted, to her disgust — she never had headaches. Back at camp, secluded from view of the rest of the lake, she stripped naked and plunged into a deep blue pool by the rock, felt the icy water bite her scalp and underarms and breasts and groin. God it was cold! but good, good to get the dirt and sweat off. She used a tiny turkish towel to dry off, then lay naked on the rock to catch the dying sun’s warmth, hoping to shake off the headache — but it didn’t go away.

She was dressed in her woollies for the night, starting up her little gas stove to cook macaroni and cheese for dinner when she saw the smoke billowing up from the far side of the lake. Open campfire. The bastards, she thought, they just won’t read signs, will they? Since the dip in the lake her chest felt tight and she was coughing repeatedly, as though something in her chest needed to come up but wouldn’t. She pulled on her outer clothes, stuck her citation book in her pocket and started off toward the illegal fire, still coughing.

It was halfway around the lake, an enormous crowd of campers, twenty that she could count and who could guess how many more? Their tents were down on the very lakeshore, and a huge wood fire was blazing on a rock. Half a dozen people stood around the fire, including a large, beefy man with a .38 Special pistol on a belt around his waist. He turned to confront her as she walked into the campfire circle.

“What are you planning to shoot?” she asked, pointing to the pistol.

“Rabbits,” the man said.

“There aren’t any rabbits this high,” Pam said. “And the squirrels, ground squirrels and marmots are all protected.”

“So I’ll shoot chipmunks,” the man said.

“That’s pretty big game for a man.” Pam looked at the blaze. “Quite a fire you’ve got there.”

“Say, who the hell are you?”

“Forest Service. Wilderness Patrol,” Pam said.

“So why don’t you piss off, lady? We don’t need you around here.”

“You’ve got an illegal fire going here.”

“What do you mean, illegal fire?”

The headache was pounding behind her eyes. “I mean there’s a fire closure in this area,” she said irritably. “These woods are tinder-dry, they can go off like dynamite with one little spark. Fires were closed out a month ago; there’s a clear notice at every trailhead and dozens more tacked up all over the place, including that tree over there: no fires except camp stoves.”

The man laughed and looked at his companions. “So the girlie is going to make us put out our fire. How about that, guys?”

Suddenly Pam was tired of all this. She stepped up very close to the big man with the pistol, looking up into his face. For a moment she was wracked with coughing, but fumbled her citation book out of her pocket. “Mister, I don’t care what you do with your fire,” she said when her voice came back. “What’s your name?”

“Jack B. Nimble. What’s yours?”

“Okay.” She glanced at a pack near the fire with a stenciled name and address on it. “That says Robert B. Comstock, 314 Sand Way, Canon City, Colorado. That’s good enough for me; let Mr. Comstock carry the load.” She was writing in her citation book. “You have an illegal fire, Mr. Comstock or whoever you are. That’s point number one. You have at least twenty people in this one camp, where the legal limit is eight to one campsite. That’s point number two. You’ve got a camp directly on the shore of the lake, when the Wilderness Law at the trailhead specifies one hundred feet back at a minimum. That’s point number three. Now you can take your three citations and pay the judge a nice fat fine for each one, or you can break up this cozy mess and set up legal camps. Take your choice. I don’t care what you do — but I’ll be checking.”

She ripped off a copy of the triple citation and shoved it into the man’s paw. Then she turned and started back up the trail toward her campsite, coughing and coughing as she went. Behind her there was a flurry of activity; she heard the big man rumble, “For Christ sake, get that fire out and strike those tents. Goddam meddling bastards  … ” Pam went on, scratching her wrist and ankle almost raw as she went. They’d probably trim up their camp, at least halfway, she reflected. They usually did. But aside from that, she was appalled at herself. Seldom if ever was she so imperative and abrupt about a violation. The whole idea had always been voluntary compliance, not the force of law. If it hadn’t been for this damned headache, she would have handled it far more smoothly …

Back at camp she cooked up dinner, then found she had no appetite for it. She just didn’t feel good. She really just wanted to get into bed and sleep forever, but the force of habit was strong. First she brought out the small notebook from her pack, pulled out the notes from her breast pocket, propped up her flashlight and made her day’s log entry in her small, cramped handwriting. The three dead ground squirrels, the strange dirty boy at Nada Lake, the trail-mending work, the unpleasant crowd she had just encountered around the lake. Finally, inexplicably exhausted and still coughing every few moments, she took a couple of ampicillin caps, her cure-all for everything, crawled into her sleeping bag still dogged by her headache, and dreamed nightmares.

To her amazement, she didn’t wake up until after eight the next morning — more than three hours late, for her. Her head still throbbed and her cough seemed deeper as she crawled out of the tent, stiff and sore. Breakfast was out of the question, the very thought turned her stomach, and she had to get going, there was a lot to do today when she got up to the top. Something nagged at her subliminally as she struck her tent and stuffed her pack — her armpits and groin were aching fiercely. Flu? In August? Good God. That’s all I need right now. She took two more ampicillin, struggled into her pack and started around the lake to the beginning of the climb.

The Comstock party, broken up and moved back from the lake, was just stirring as she went past; three or four of them glared at her. At the far end of the lake she stopped at the feeder creek for water, suddenly unbearably thirsty. From the place where it crossed the creek the trail led back, rising and falling, through a deeply wooded canyon floor, then abruptly started up, and up, and up. Her usual time to the top in the cool of early morning was about an hour, but starting up now after nine, she knew she wouldn’t make it that fast. The mist was already off the lake and a hot sun was baking down — Great on those rocks up higher. To top it off, the headache and the coughing slowed her down. Every time her pulse topped a hundred her head started pounding until she tripped or lurched or walked into a tree. Each coughing spell made her stop for a minute to get her wind, so she couldn’t set a pace. She pushed doggedly on, finally giving up on pace and stopping to rest for five minutes out of every fifteen as other hikers came up behind her and passed her.

From time to time she could see the white water of the creek plunging down cliff and canyon from Lake Vivian, the first of the Enchantment Lakes high above. About a third of the way up, the trail switched out to the creek near a beautiful series of crystal pools, usually her first two-minute rest stop. This time she dumped her pack like an elephant off her back and sank down on a log, not even looking at the creek.

Abruptly, she realized she was shaking. She couldn’t hold her hands or legs still, and her teeth were chattering so fiercely she could hear them. She was suddenly icy cold, frigid, nearly shaking herself off the log, shaking too hard to grip her arms across her chest. Chills. That means fever, high fever, that’s what the first-aid book says. Heat stroke? Impossible, her neck and forehead were still wet with sweat. She sat shaking for fifteen minutes until gradually, gradually, the chills subsided and she felt a little better. She shouldered the pack and started slowly up again.

Two hours later, still nowhere near the top, she had another chill, worse and longer than the first. This time a spasm of coughing wouldn’t seem to stop until she was totally breathless, and left red streaks on her handkerchief. There seemed to be a trace of a bad odor on her breath that she couldn’t get away from. Perils of the wilderness didn’t scare Pam Tate, she knew what they were and what to do about them, but perils of the body were something else. Suddenly she was frightened, wishing very much that Frank were here, wishing she were up on top of this rockpile and not still a third of the way down. For the first time she thought of dumping her pack and going on without it — but that was irrational. She had to have the pack, up on top. She started on.

It was almost 2:00 P.M. when she finally reached the open granite slabs that led up into the pocket where Lake Vivian lay, a cool, deep, green lake, clear as fine emerald, surrounded by scrub pine and larch and great rocky outcroppings, Mt. Temple rising like a vast granite crenellated castle behind it. She didn’t pause there. She barely even glanced at the sublime beauty of the place, then crossed the outlet creek and up the rock trail that climbed five hundred more feet into a saddle and down into Lancelot, the lake where she usually camped. Several camps were already set up on the long, rocky point that extended out into Lancelot, but nobody was at the far end of the point, and nobody had taken “her own” campsite near the tiny fairy pond surrounded by stunted pink heather and twisted gray weatherbeaten larch. The place she sought had a wind-shelter of rocks, good drainage from the coarse sand of the tent site, a rock “table” for her camp stove.

She dumped her pack and sank down on the sandy ground. For a long time she did nothing at all, chilling and chilling, head and body aching fiercely. Her armpits and groin felt sore as boils — there seemed to be huge lumps there now, soft and mushy and agonizingly painful to touch. She stripped off her blouse, saw great black-and-blue welts where the pack straps had pressed, and more on her legs where the boots had rubbed.

She staggered to her feet, somehow got her tent out and raised, coughing repeatedly and bringing up great foul-smelling clumps of red-streaked stuff with each paroxysm. All thoughts of doing anything that day were pushed aside — she had to rest, get her breath somehow, get this aching and chilling to stop. While she worked, reality began to fade in and out, as though there really were enchantment up here. At one point, as she struggled mightily to get her sleeping bag lofted and into the tent, a half-hour job, she thought Frank was there and she was talking to him, but she never could focus on him. At another point she thought she was still down at the Snow Lakes, camped near the deep swimming pond, and went wandering off looking for it, then had to search and search to find her way back.

Finally the tent was ready. To keep a grip on things and fight away the phantom ideas flooding her mind now, she found her notebook and pencil and with hands still shaking started to scribble her short daily log. She knew what she was writing didn’t make any sense, she’d already written about the Comstocks before, and she’d worked on the Snow Lakes trail yesterday, not today, but she plunged on. At one point, without any conscious intent, she found herself writing a love letter to Frank, a real love letter, pouring out all the things she felt but had never really been able to say to him, but the scrawl got so bad even she couldn’t read it and somehow there was blood on the bottom of the page, so she threw it aside and crawled into the tent, aching all over and coughing until she was breathless.

She slept and woke and slept, repeatedly awakened by the coughing. At one point she took some pills from a little bottle, ampicillin and aspirin, she thought — had to be, there wasn’t anything else there. Presently it was dark and she slept again, fitfully …

Hours later she woke, suffocating and hardly able to move. The tent stank like a sewer and her body was baking. Desperately she tore open her sleeping bag. She screamed out as she moved an arm — something warm and slimy was draining down from the mushy lump in her armpit. She began coughing again, and found some dark, wet, sticky stuff pouring from her mouth and running down her chin and breast, soaking into the down bag around her. Her scream was choked off by the gurgling sound of more coughing. With a supreme effort she twisted her head down to the tent entrance, choking, suffocating, smothering, frantic for air. She wrenched the tent open and got herself halfway out. Oh, God, Frank, she thought, help me … She inched a little bit more out of the tent before she collapsed, unable to move.

She died two hideous hours later, at 2:15 in the morning, facedown in a little pile of coarse granite sand.
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In Brookdale, Connecticut, on the night Pam Tate died, Jack Dillman was standing in the bathroom putting the finishing touches on his second shave of the day when his wife banged on the door. “You planning to stay in there all night?” she called. “We’re already half an hour late.”

Jack opened the door. “Just finished,” he said, and raised his eyebrows. Carmen was wearing a silky dress of bright scarlet, cut deep between her breasts. “Wow,” Jack said. “You going on the prowl tonight?”

“Always prepared,” Carmen said. She turned her head when he bent to kiss her. “Careful, you’ll muss my hair.”

“Gonna give Hal a big thrill, I suppose.”

“He’s always responsive, the poor silly ass. And he’s the host.”

“He’s silly enough, all right,” Jack said sourly. “He wouldn’t know what to do if you dropped it in his lap.”

Carmen turned businesslike eyes to the mirror, retouching her makeup. “Then I might have to teach him,” she said. “If you didn’t hate him so much, it wouldn’t be near as much fun.”

Actually, Jack reflected as they drove the half-mile to the party, he didn’t hate Hal Parker at all. The guy was stupid, and an awful bore, for all his money, but nothing you couldn’t put up with one evening a week. And he doubted that Carmen was serious about Hal anyway — just about anybody else would do as well. Not that it mattered too much anyhow, he reflected. He had learned to make a sort of peace with that years ago.

All the same, Jack thought, it wouldn’t hurt to give Hal Parker a little jolt this evening, just to remind him that the goodies didn’t necessarily come free, so he began considering what kind of a jolt might do it. Trouble was, with a guy like Hal, it took quite some kind of jolt to get through at all.
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At Grizzly Creek, Montana, on the night Pam Tate died, Harry Slencik came into the cabin late, his arms and legs caked with mud, and tossed his ten-gallon hat onto the elkhorn rack over the fireplace with a sigh. “Well, speaking of good news,” he said to his wife, “I think the irrigation pump’s quit.”

Amy Slencik looked up from the pan of frying chicken. “Aw, Harry, come on. We just bought it last spring.”

“It ain’t pumpin’ water.”

“But it’s got to.” The woman’s alarm was real and intense. “Harry, it was 110 out in that sun today, and the dirt in the garden is bone-dry. Another day or two and everything we planted will be down the tube.”

“What we need is some rain,” Harry said.

“Rain, hell! We aren’t going to have any rain now until the snow flies, and you know it. What we need is those spuds out there.” She sat down with him at the little kitchen table. “Harry, with that underground wiring contract you’ve got going there in Bozeman, we’re in right up to the neck. Every dime we’ve got is tied up in that job. You’ve got payrolls to meet every Friday and cash to pay for materials, and meanwhile the damned city waits six months to pay off your invoices. We couldn’t borrow another ten bucks at the bank right now even if we wanted to pay their interest rates. So what do you think we’re going to eat this fall? We need those spuds.”

“I know, I know.” Harry sighed. “I’ll take the pump apart tomorrow, see if I can find what’s wrong with it. Either something’s jammed in the intake pipe or one of the impellers has gone squat. But I’ll get it fixed.”

“Well, you’d better. And we’d better get some venison this fall, too. Both of us. Unless you want to eat nothing but chicken all winter.” She gave him a little shove. “Now go get yourself a short one. Dinner’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.”

Harry poured a little whiskey and walked out on the stoop of the cabin looking out on the creek. He could probably fix the pump, or cook up some other way to irrigate the garden while they were back in town. He could also worry about the under-grounding contract, damndest mess he’d ever gotten himself into, but he didn’t want to think about that, right now. That’s why they came over here to the creek as often as they could, to get things like that off his mind. Sometimes he felt like just dumping the damned business, maybe turn it over to the two boys, he was getting too old for that kind of hassle all the time. Bag it all and just come over here and settle down and grow a garden and raise a steer and a hog and take it easy. Maybe not such a bad idea at that, he thought. Not such a bad idea at all.
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In Indianapolis, Indiana, on the night Pamela Tate died, a small blond woman with hair caught back in kewpie-doll ponytails stood up with an audible snort of disgust and marched out of the press conference, leaving the man from Sealey Labs droning on and on behind her. Once outside the conference room she unhooked the press pass from her blouse and gave it one final look before dropping it in the trash can. In addition to PRESS, the badge said: SALLY GRINSTONE — PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER in large red letters.

And so much for casting your bread upon the water, Sally thought sourly. All that plane fare blown, a day’s work blown, a perfectly good dinner date blown — well, crappio! You should have known better than to bother with a Sealey Labs press conference anyway. Should have known that anything Sealey produced would be sleazy in some way — but you never learn, do you, Sal? Especially when you think you smell blood  … 

Another reporter followed on her heels, finally caught up. “Heard all you could stand?” he asked her, with a wry grin.

“You’d better guess. All they’ve got to promote is one more garden variety of arthritis drug, and they’re hyping it up to the moon. And not one word about the Australian studies, even though they sponsored them and paid for them.”

“Australian studies?”

Sally Grinstone glanced up at the man, her green eyes suddenly penetrating. “Haven’t done your homework, eh, Saul? Well, I should make you do it, but I’m too kindhearted. Anyway, this is too small for me to get excited about. You want a story? You can have it free. Just check out Heinz and Faber’s work in the Acta Scandinavica back in 1979, and the Australian team’s report in our own Immunology in late ‘84 and ‘85. See what those people turned up about this ‘safe’ little arthritis drug that Sealey Labs is hyping now — press conference with the great Mancini himself, their top production man. And when you get finished, remember that you owe Sally Grinstone a stroke sometime when she needs it …”
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At the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia, on the night Pam Tate died, Dr. Ted Bettendorf was sitting late at his desk staring angrily at the bundle of papers in his hand. Damn those people! he thought for the twentieth time in an hour. Damn them! They just can’t let well enough alone …

He’d been hearing rumors about the request for weeks now, and he’d done his best to discourage it, unofficially, but now here it was on paper, demanding an official, appealable yes or no answer from him. They wanted to tie up the Hot Lab for the next four solid months — his own people — and tonight he had to think up some completely supportable reason to turn them down.

An hour earlier, just before she left for the evening, Mandy had brought him the sheaf of papers — the research protocol and formal applications. She had paused at the door, looking back at him. “Ted — this work they want to do is a bad scene, isn’t it?”

“Yes, of course it’s a bad scene.”

“Do you have to decide tonight?”

“Better than next week.”

“Can I help you? Do you want me to stay?”

He looked up at her. “No. Thanks, but no. I’m the one that has to do it. Nobody else.”

After she’d left, he stretched his long, skinny legs under the desk, ran his fingers through his thick, graying hair. He’d be sixty-one next week, and sometimes he thought he was getting too old for the hassle, as Administrator of the Uncommon Diseases section at the CDC. Leprosy. Plague. Rabies. Anthrax. Half a dozen other living horrors. And smallpox. He’d thought he could put that on the back burner a few years ago when the disease was officially declared extinct on earth by the WHO. But now his own people wanted to use the Hot Lab to play around with smallpox again …

Momentarily he turned his thoughts to the Hot Lab itself — that fantastically beautiful, fantastically secure laboratory-within-a-laboratory-within-a-laboratory, occupying a whole building to itself a few hundred yards from his office, a place for the safe study of the deadliest of all microorganisms ever let loose on the face of the planet — one of the half-dozen such totally safe laboratories in existence in the world. It was here in his Hot Lab that the Lassa fever virus had been pinned down after it first made its deadly appearance on the Gold Coast of Africa in 1976. It was here also that the Marburg virus, another merciless slaughterer from Africa, had met its nemesis in a six-month crash-study program. Variant strains of Yersinia had been studied here, off and on; work had been done here on the human diploid vaccine for rabies, the new chloroquine-resistant strains of Plasmodium that had made incurable malaria another new horror story in the world, the N43-B lymphoma virus with its strange cross-relationship with multiple sclerosis  … 

And now they wanted to play with smallpox again. A disease dead and gone, only four laboratory repositories of the live, wild virus remaining on earth, one of them here, deep in a quadruple-locked vault in the CDC, maintained only for possible future needs or scientific study. And that, of course, was what his people were asking for — use of the Hot Lab for further scientific study.

Ted Bettendorf knew without the slightest doubt that his answer had to be no. The question was: why? The reason had to be plausible — scientifically supportable — or they could challenge him in a court appeal, and very well might. But the only argument he could think of at the moment was that the program would tie up the Hot Lab for one-third of a year, which meant it couldn’t be used for anything else once the program was started. This smallpox research was not critical to human life, right now — but something critical could turn up at any moment …

He squirmed, searched through other reports. He knew of nothing. A human rabies case, fatal, from New Mexico, transmitted by bat guano in a cave. Two hundred and seventy-three new cases of leprosy identified in the last twelve months, a stable, steady growth of that disease each year for the past six years, much of it imported with refugees, nothing yet to become alarmed about. A sharp upsurge in new pulmonary tuberculosis in the slums, a hundred percent consistent with the continuing cutback in welfare funds. An oddly shifting pattern for Rocky Mountain spotted fever, more cases in the southeastern states than in the West — but other than things like that, nothing to hang his hat on.

Well, he thought suddenly, it really didn’t have to be decided tonight. By the rules, he had fourteen days to respond to this request, and he would by God take fourteen days this one time. Tomorrow he would set Mandy to searching for something he could use. Maybe tonight somebody is dying of something that will make a difference, he thought wryly. A reach, perhaps, but there you were. Ted Bettendorf threw the sheaf of papers on his desk, scribbled a brief note on the paper in front of him and climbed wearily to his feet. In the words of the immortal Willis McCawber, Esq.,  he thought, “Something will turn up …”
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In another CDC office in Atlanta, Georgia, on the night Pam Tate died, Dr. Carlos Quintana was still dictating correspondence at 8:30 P.M. when Monique came in with a foot-high stack of folders in her arms. “You’re going to hate me for this,” she said.

“Impossible,” Carlos said firmly. “Nothing you could do could create such a situation. But why are you still here?”

“Because you need this stuff for your report on that Legionella outbreak in Kansas City,” she said. “It’s all microbiology, and it’s going to take you three weeks just to analyze it, unless you persuade me to leave my microscope and come do it for you. And Ted is going to be breathing down your neck in one week, because that’s when he wants your report, wrapped up and finished.”

“Yes, I know.” The young man came around the desk as she dumped the pile of folders there. He placed his hand on her hip and kissed her gently. She was a striking woman: long slender legs, blond hair, an even, intelligent face, deep breasts. Fantastically competent behind that microscope, he thought. And elsewhere. He leafed through the first few folders. “Splendid excuse for working late tonight,” he murmured. “Who could argue with one of Ted’s deadlines?”

“You aren’t going to like what you find here,” Monique said.

“No? Why not?”

“Because you are a nitpicking perfectionist, my friend, who spent almost two weeks out there trying to tie up that mini-epidemic in a nice, neat scientific package — but there’s nothing remotely neat about this lab data that you need to support your case. The truth is, it’s one big indecisive mess. My people did the best they could with the stuff your people shipped us, but Jesus, Carlos  … ”

The young doctor laughed. “My dear, you worry about the damndest things. Believe me, somewhere in your pile of data here I will find the answers I need. For now, all I’m worried about, since I’m obviously going to have to work so late, is where we should have dinner. Barron’s, would you think?”

She looked at the darkly handsome young man, realizing that he was laughing at her — as usual. “Do you really think that’s wise, so soon again?”

He shrugged elaborately. “Por qué no?”

“Porque Angela is going to get wise one of these days.”

“My dear, Angela was wise the day she was born. Don’t worry yourself. So. It’s Barron’s, then?”

She nodded finally. “Sí,” she said. “Cómo no?”
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In the black south-side ghetto of Chicago, on the night Pam Tate died, Sidonia Harper lay on her cot in her second-story tenement room, staring into the darkness long after she should have been sleeping.

It was amazing, Siddie thought, what you could tell just from the sounds and smells that came to your room. Here, in the summer heat, there was no hiding from the rank garbage smell that came billowing up from the fire-escape alley outside her window. No fresh air ever penetrated here — you didn’t expect it to. In the darkness outside she could hear others, sitting out on the metal steps above and below — talking, smoking, now and then laughing, a beer can clattering down onto the alley pavement, a giggling discussion of the weatherbeaten tomcats patrolling the overflowing trash cans. Somewhere else in the building a party was going on, with shrieks and whoops and the thrumming of punk-rock music. And somewhere, inevitably, somebody was cooking cabbage, adding its reek to the fetid garbage stench. Siddie knew them all by their sounds and smells — but there was no way she could go out to join them.

It had been a long day for Siddie. The Man from social services had come today, like he’d said he would, to bring her his answer, like he’d said he would, and the answer was no. There wasn’t going to be any banister-lift to carry her and her wheelchair down from this second-story flat to the ground floor below. There wasn’t any money for that, the Man said. Everything had been cut back, so they had to do without the frills. A banister-lift wasn’t a matter of life or death, the Man had pointed out. And after all, she did have her chair. It wasn’t as if she had to stay in bed all the time.

So there she was, she thought, good old no-frills Siddie, taking it on the jaw again. Maybe once a week, if she was lucky, she or her mother could get a couple of the boys from upstairs to carry her down the long flight to the ground floor, along with her chair, so she could have an hour — a whole hour! — of freedom from this tiny second-floor prison. The rest of the time — well, this was home, baby, and this was where she stayed.

She stirred, got her arms under her, and laboriously shifted the upper half of her body over from one side of the cot to the other for a while. Some eighteen-year-old girls might have wept at the news the Man had brought today, but not Sidonia Harper. There was a dogged toughness about her that made even her mother wonder sometimes. As soon as she’d heard what the Man had to say, she’d started revising her thinking about more freedom, making peace with the denial. She’d learned how to make peace with a lot of things since that awful night two years before when she’d gone through the fire-escape rail and down to the concrete alley below …

So there wouldn’t be any lift to carry her chair down. Well, that was all right. Someday, she thought, things were going to be different and she wasn’t going to need any lift.
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On a mountainside north of Leavenworth, Washington, on the night after Pamela Tate died, Frank Barrington reached the uppermost corner of the 160-acre controlled-burn area about four-thirty in the morning and turned west along the firebreak line his crew had been busy digging for the past three weeks. He turned to survey the vast burned-out area below him, parts of it still flaming, other parts billowing dense clouds of acrid smoke, and nodded in satisfaction. Here and there above the firebreak line, in the thick forest along the ridge of Rattlesnake Mountain, he could see spot fires smoldering, but they didn’t worry him. If the crew could get them before the sun got too much higher in the sky, they had this slash burn made.

Down the line toward him a big girl came trudging along, a huge black water pack on her back, hard hat down over her ears. She was even grimier than Frank was, smeared from top to toe with ashes and soot. She looked very tired. “Ho, Becky,” Frank said as she stopped to wipe sweat off her forehead.

“Hi,” the girl said. “Larry finally got that tanker pump working again, so we’ve got some water up here at last. Where do you want us to put it?”

“Those spot fires up there,” Frank said. “I’ll get Billy and Sue up here to help you. How does it look farther over?”

“Not too bad,” the girl said. “There was a flare-up over beyond that granite rockfall that scared me a couple of hours ago; I thought it was going to jump the line, but only a few sparks went over.” She sighed wearily. “I’m just glad we finally got the bugger burned, that’s all. Before we had a lightning storm and the whole mountainside went up.”

The “bugger” was 160 acres of heaped-up piles of small logs, stumps, branches and other debris left over from a logging operation two years before, baked tinder-dry by long seasons of hot summer sun and no rain — a terrible forest-fire hazard in these steep Cascade mountains until it could safely be burned out. The problem was finding the chance: after watching closely for three weeks, it had not been until 8:30 the previous evening that the humidity had finally gotten high enough to make a controlled burn possible, and Frank and his crew had made their move. As Fire Boss, it had been his responsibility to coordinate the whole operation — send out the lighting crews to touch off the heaps of rubble, keep the tanker trucks rolling to supply the pumps carrying water through hoses high up the mountainside, patrol the firelines himself for spot fires and bring in crewmen where they were needed. Now, nine hours later the acute danger was over as long as the wind didn’t come up, but it would be another ten hours of mop-up before any of the crew could leave. Damned logging companies, he thought. They love to get their greedy hands on those logs — but they can’t be bothered with a decent cleanup. Forest Service has to do that.

His walkie-talkie crackled and he took it off his belt. “Frank? Larry here,” a tiny voice sounded. “How’s it doin’?”

“Looks pretty good so far,” Frank said.

“It looked great from down here. Seen anything?”

“I jumped a big bull elk about an hour ago, right up here in all that smoke.”

“Smoke don’t bother those big guys any,” Larry said. He paused. Then: “Frank, the Super just called. Wants you back down at the office.”

Frank blinked at the walkie-talkie. “In Leavenworth? When?”

“Like right now. That’s what he said.”

“Hey, man, I’ve got a slash burn going. I can’t just walk off and take a twenty-mile drive.”

“I’m supposed to relieve you,” Larry said. “He wants you down there fast.”

The burn was still far too hot to pick his way through it, and it took Frank half an hour to get down the outside fireline to the place where the pickups were parked. He looked at Larry, already shouldering the Fire Boss’s pack, but Larry just spread his hands and shrugged. As Frank started his pickup down the rough mountain road toward the highway to Leavenworth, he grew more and more apprehensive. Nobody hauls a man off a burn like this, he thought, unless there’s a real bastard of a fire going somewhere else. He didn’t have the only first-attack fire crew in the Wenatchee District, for God’s sake — but if something else wasn’t burning, why would the Super be in his office at 5:30 in the morning?

Forty minutes later Frank stalked into the little Leavenworth Ranger Station, filthy and reeking, and stuck his head in the door of the Super’s office. “Hey, man, what’s going on? You got a big fire somewhere?”

“No, no. Nothing like that.” The Super was a small, wiry, balding man of about sixty with blue eyes and a gentle face. “Nothing like that at all. Come on in, have a seat.” He waited until Frank settled his huge bulk onto a frail office chair, his face quite unreadable. “That burn doing all right up there?” he asked.

Frank frowned. “Of course it is. You talked to Larry, you know it’s going fine. You didn’t call me off to ask me that.”

“No, that’s true. I didn’t.” The Super avoided Frank’s eyes, fiddled with a marking pen on his desk. Then he took a deep breath. “Frank, I understand that you’ve been close to Pamela Tate this summer, is that right?”

Frank looked at the man. “You might say that.”

“Maybe very close,” the Super said.

“We’re engaged to be married,” Frank said. “Is that close enough?” He sat forward and stared at his boss, frowning. “Why? What about Pam? She’s on patrol up in the Enchantments right now. She’s not due back until tomorrow afternoon.”

“Did she seem sick in any way when you saw her last? Before she started up there this time?”

“Lord, no,” Frank said. “She was healthy as I am. Say, what the hell is this, anyway? Is something wrong with Pam?”

“I’m afraid Pam ran into some trouble on this patrol,” the Super said quietly. “I thought you’d better know.”

Frank was on his feet towering over the desk. “What kind of trouble, up there? A bear? There hasn’t been a grizzly up there since we shot that old sow eight years ago.”

“It wasn’t a bear, it was something else. A hiker found her lying half in and half out of her tent about noon yesterday and packed all the way out to report it. We sent Doc Edmonds and two of the trail crew up there in a chopper last night the minute we got word. They brought her out. Just got down an hour ago. They dropped her pack and tent over at her apartment.” The Super paused. “She — she looked like she’d been worked over with a ball bat.”

“Great God. Nobody ever assaults anybody up in a place like that! But at least she’s healthy as a horse. She’ll mend.” Frank turned for the door. “Where is she now? Wenatchee General? I’ve got to see her.”

“Frank, you don’t understand. Pam’s dead. She was dead when the hiker found her. We brought out her body.”

The big man stood frozen by the door for long seconds. Then in horrible slow motion he raised a huge clenched fist and drove it smashing into the wall by the door, once, twice, three times, until the plaster crumbled. “You aren’t lying to me?” he said finally. “This isn’t some kind of lousy joke?”

“I don’t make that kind of joke,” the Super said, “and I’m not lying. I’m as sick about it as you are.” His voice broke momentarily. “I don’t know what happened up there, Frank, but whatever it was, it was something foul. Doc Edmonds should still be there at the morgue in Wenatchee. He may have some answers by the time you get there, if you want to go down.”

He didn’t know how he got there, his vision frozen down to a tunnel, his mind frozen, his emotions frozen. He didn’t even know where the morgue in Wenatchee was located, but presently he found it, a long, gray, antiseptic-smelling room with two bare stainless-steel tables and white bathroom tiles on the floor dipping down to two metal drains. A bank of big filelike drawers along one side of the room, with red tags on the doors. At the end of the room was a small office-laboratory with glass windows looking out onto the morgue room. He saw Dr. Harry Edmonds there, writing on a long yellow legal pad. The doctor, thin and bearded and fortyish, came out to meet him. “Frank, I’m sorry as hell about this …”

Frank shook his head. “Nothing you did.”

“If there’s anything I can do  … ”

“Yes. You can tell me what happened.”

Doc spread his hands. “It looks like pneumonia, plain and simple. She’d been dead about ten hours when the hiker found her on Wednesday. That’s about all I can tell you.”

“Pneumonia! I can’t believe it. Doc, I was up at four Monday morning, helping her stuff her pack for that patrol. She wasn’t sick then, not even a little. She hasn’t been sick all summer, and she was in absolutely prime physical shape on Monday morning. Now you tell me what kind of pneumonia cuts somebody like that down in forty-eight hours or less?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes an atypical bug turns up.”

“Did you take any tests?”

“I took a sputum smear and stained it. It just showed a gram-negative rod, looked a lot like an ordinary colon bacillus except it didn’t take the stain very well. But some strains of E. coli can be murder when they get into the lung.”

“What about cultures?”

Doc sighed. “I plated out the sputum, of course, and some lung tissue, and some blood. But I’m not sure anything will grow, it was almost thirty hours post-mortem before we even got the stuff in an incubator. The X rays were pretty plain, though.” He pulled out films and stuck them up on a viewer. “I took these with a portable machine. Even post-mortem you can tell there was no functioning lung tissue at all. Solid beefsteak. And my physical exam confirmed it — no air movement at all.”

“But so fast  … ” Frank groped for something to say. “What about the autopsy?”

“No legal permission. Her only family is her father. We contacted his engineering office in New York. He’s down in the jungle in southern India somewhere, designing artesian wells. There aren’t any phones, no way to reach him.”

“What about the Coroner?”

“He’s satisfied there was no foul play. Won’t issue the order.”

“Look, I was engaged to that girl,” Frank said angrily. “Maybe not officially, exactly, but I was. Let me give permission for an autopsy.”

“That wouldn’t satisfy a judge, Frank. I’m sorry. But that reminds me.” He picked up a small box from the office desk and handed it to Frank. “I think you ought to have these, legal or not.”

The box contained two plain gold earrings and a small star-sapphire pendant on a white-gold chain. There was a brownish smudge on the oval surface of the blue stone. Frank worked consciously to control his shaking hands as he tucked the box in his pocket. “I want to see her, Doc.”

The doctor’s tired eyes met his straight on. “I don’t think you do, Frank, believe me. Not really.”

“I’ve got to.”

The doctor walked over to one of the drawers in the wall and drew it out full length. He pulled down the gray plastic cover and turned his back. A long moment later Frank turned away too, his face as gray as the plastic. “Those welts.”

“She may have taken a fall in the rocks. We don’t know.”

“She walked on rocks like a goat.”

Doc shrugged. “Just lying dead on the hard ground can leave welts on the skin, Frank.”

“All over her body?” Frank turned to the man. “Okay,” he said finally. “You’re writing your report in there? Will you do me a favor and run off a copy for me? Just — unofficially?”

“Sure, Frank. I know she was somebody special.” Doc looked at him closely. “Where are you going now?”

“Home.”

“Do you want a sedative? A little Valium?”

“No, thanks. I’ve got a real great sedative at home.”

Frank Barrington drove back slowly to Leavenworth in his beat-up old pickup, his mind twisting, for the first time beginning to grasp the horrible enormity of what had happened. Pneumonia. Maybe took a fall on the rocks. Worked over with a ball bat. Lying dead on the hard ground. And all this in less than forty-eight hours.

It was all nonsense. There was something else, something else altogether. Something more vicious than any of that.

Frank Barrington walked into the hot little second-floor apartment about two in the afternoon, exhausted and drained. The blow had hit him too hard, too suddenly, too unbelievably to cope with it adequately; he had to back off and give his mind time to adjust. Stop thinking for a while. He went into the kitchen, poured half a glass of whiskey and drank it neat, then poured more over some ice and sat down in the deep chair in the living room. He seldom drank much, ordinarily; he liked to have his head and body working right, but this was something different.

He looked around at the little place, with so much of her about it, as if she were just in the next room. He could hear her banging pots out in the little kitchen alcove, swearing at the secondhand electric stove that wouldn’t heat till she turned it up high, lighting candles on the table for romantic glow over a scorched gourmet dinner, handing him the pot if he dared to say a word. Sometimes bold in bed, sometimes like a frightened doe, guarding herself, hesitating, undecided whether to stand fast or bolt. The only woman in his life that he had ever totally, desperately, hopelessly loved, and now gone. In forty-eight short hours.

Surrounded by ghosts and bitterness, feeling the whiskey bite, he nodded in the chair, dozed off. When he started awake later it was almost dark and the phone was ringing. It was the Super. “Are you okay, Frank?”

“I’ll make it. Thanks.”

“Why don’t you just bag it tomorrow, get your feet back under you? Larry can finish the mop-up on Rattlesnake. I can always give you a call if something bad breaks loose.”

If something bad breaks loose! “I think I’ll do that,” Frank said. “Thanks again.”

“Well, I just wanted to check,” the Super said. “Doc was going to bring you a copy of his report on his way out to his ranch, but he’s not feeling very good, so he’s staying in town. Matter of fact Barney Block, one of the trail crew that went up in the chopper, isn’t feeling so hot either. That must have been quite a shock.”

Yeah. Quite a shock. Frank muttered something appropriate and hung up the phone. Quite one hell of a shock. He sat back in the chair, pushed the stale whiskey and water aside. Then, in the dying light, his eyes fell on Pam’s green backpack propped against the wall. Beside it was a rolled-up tent with an aluminum support sticking out.

He threw all the lights on, pulled out the tent and unrolled it. He wrinkled his nose and stepped back — it smelled like a dead rat. Inside it the walls and floor were stained and smeared with stiff, brownish stuff. Holding his head aside, Frank grabbed it all up and dragged it in to the bathtub, began running hot water and turned on the exhaust fan.

Then, carefully, he went through her pack. No clues there, except that practically nothing was used. Extra clothes and extra socks untouched, the little white-gas camp stove still almost full, a bundle of freeze-dried food unopened. Poncho, crampons, rope — all emergency equipment. A dozen other ordinary things.

A little notebook fell out on the floor, together with a pad of Forest Service citations. He picked up the notebook. Her personal log book, sort of a private diary she kept of odd or unusual things she saw or thought of on her patrol trips. She’d never let him read it. Told him once that her idea of “odd or unusual” might upset his balance. Now he leafed through it quickly, found last Monday’s date, began to skim through the day’s entry in her tight, cramped hand. Early start from Icicle River, hot morning, three dead ground squirrels  … 

A chill went up his back and he took the notebook over to a desk, sat down where the light was good, began reading it closely, word for word. Three dead ground squirrels on the trail, one below Nada, one right at the lake, one on the approach to the Snow Lakes. Something weird about a dirty barefoot kid going up the trail; she’d tried to stop him and he vanished. Thought maybe she dreamed him. Dreamed him? Trail work at Upper Snow all day, headache and cough by evening. Nasty crowd across the lake with three camping violations, man armed with a .38 pistol. They started squaring away when she threatened citations, but with ugly grace. But she thought maybe she gave the big guy the flu, at least, with all of her coughing …

Three dead ground squirrels.

The next day was a terrible scrawl, he could barely make it out at all. Written at Lancelot — that was where the Super said they’d found her. Sick all day, chills and fever, coughing, violent headache. Four hours to make it up to Vivian, another two to Lancelot — Christ, she must have been sick. The rest of the afternoon making camp. Handwriting even more scribbly. And then, before it all degenerated into delirium, there was something written to him, as surely as if she had been writing him the letter she had never written, and he read the words, and all the held-back grief finally caught up with him, and tears were pouring down his cheeks, and he buried his face in his hands and sobbed.

After a while it eased up, and he pushed himself back away from the desk and stared stupidly around him. The answer had come while he was weeping. He knew now what had killed Pam Tate.

The job now was to prove it, and then figure out what to do about it. He went back to her pack again, dug out the little personal bag, found her medicine bottle. He knew what she carried there. Some ampicillin gone, maybe three or four doses, and a few aspirin. He picked up the citation book, found the smudged carbon of a ticket she had written, somebody Comstock from Canon City, Colorado. He dialed for long-distance information, got a number to match the name, direct-dialed it. The distant phone rang and rang, but nobody answered.

He turned the lights out, sat back in the chair, rubbing his forehead in the darkness for a long while. The question was: what to do now? Call the Super and tell him what he was thinking? Sure, and get treated like you were some kind of nut. A dangerous nut — you don’t wave that flag around unless you have solid, inarguable medical proof, and all he had to go on was a gut-deep hunch. And that’s not good enough, man. You’ve got to build a case. All you’ll have is panic and bad trouble if you don’t. You need proof. Support of some kind, real support  … 

Support. He thought about that for a long while. There was something poking up from the bottom of his mind, something down in Oregon months and months ago — what was it? He knew Shel Siegler down in Deschutes National Forest; Shel had been his boss for a while up here when he had first joined the Forest Service, working trails, after the medical-school thing had fallen apart. A great joker, Shel, but very sharp. Suddenly something jelled in Frank’s mind, the right question to be asking, and he sat up straight. He checked a number in Bend, Oregon, and dialed the phone. Moments later he heard Shel Siegler’s nasal Brooklyn voice on the line. “Frank, you old son of a bitch! Long time no hear. How they hangin’?”

“Pretty low, right now,” Frank said.

“Oh, yeah? Well, you don’t want to let ‘em drag in the dust. The Super handin’ you a heap of shit or something?”

“No, no, it’s personal. But Shel, I’ve got a funny question to ask you.”

“Yeah, that’s all I get these days, is funny questions. You’d think I was Henry Youngman or somethin’. So what’s your funny question?”

Frank braced himself. “I wonder if you guys down there have taken a dead rodent count in Deschutes lately.”

There was a long, long silence. When Shel finally spoke there was no trace of humor in his voice. “Odd that you should ask,” he said. “Why?”

“I need to know, Shel.”

“Okay, Frank, this is off the record, you got that? Okay. We’ve been doing dead rodent counts every week for the last six months. The counts have been high, and getting higher every week. Frankly, some of us are scared, and we don’t quite know what to do about it.”

“Have you had any actual plague?”

“Three cases, down in Sisters, about six months ago. First cases in Oregon in years. All three of them died before we had time to get a diagnosis.”

“What kind of plague?”

“Pneumonic. All we could do was send sputum samples and a couple of dead squirrels — talk about a nightmare, baggin’ them up — down to Atlanta, Centers for Disease Control. They pinned the diagnosis, very much post-mortem. I mean, those people went like a brush fire. So CDC sent a guy named Quintana up here, Mexican chap, and he looked around a bit and said, ‘Very interesting, don’t pat any ground squirrels,’ and caught a plane back to Atlanta. Of course, like he said, he didn’t have anything to work with, the cases were all six feet under long before he got here, and we didn’t have any tissue samples for him. Our medical people wrote it off as some weird kind of pneumonia at first and didn’t even take cultures, since the people were dead, and no new cases were turning up, and Quintana was a busy man, so you couldn’t blame him going back to Atlanta. Nice guy, in fact, but he was just in and out. Suggested we start doing dead rodent counts, so we did.” Siegler paused. “Now, why all the questions? You got some cases up there?”

“Just one,” Frank said. “So far.”

“What does the Super have to say?”

“He doesn’t even know. I’m not so damned sure I know, not sure enough to get the whole state of Washington stirred up. What I need is some hard data about what’s going on in the woods.”

“Well, shit, man,” Shel Siegler said. “Don’t just talk to me. Get hold of — what’s his name? — Kessler in the Humboldt in northern Nevada and Tad Okito down in the Big Sur. Then there’s Murph Miller over in the Salmon in Idaho, and Don Whitney up in the Kootenai. Get on the horn and find out what’s going on in the woods. It may be pretty raw data, but if we’ve got dead rodents down here and you’ve got a funny case up there, even just one, somebody better find out what’s happening. Keep me posted, and if you need any help, any way at all, give me a buzz, okay? And Frank  … ” The man paused. “Did you have any contact with that case up there?”

Frank sighed. “You might say so.”

“Then take some medicine. Don’t wait to get hit in the head.”

Frank set the phone down and found that his hand was shaking. Dead rodents in Deschutes, lots of them, and three cases of plague. Nobody had done a rodent count up here since that rabbit hunter from Ellensburg died eight years ago. Everybody had thought it was tularemia and only confirmed bubonic plague on autopsy later. They’d counted dead rodents like mad then, for a while, and found nothing. All of the Forest Service had plague shots and ate a lot of some antibiotic that was supposed to stop it, and the press — he flinched. Talk about whipping a dead horse. From the press reports, you’d have thought the Forest Service deliberately planted that case of plague just to spite the tourist industry.

The fact was that isolated cases of plague had been turning up in the West for years, and more in the last decade or so — a dozen or more cases a year scattered here and there, mostly in the Southwest. The disease was kept alive by flea-ridden wild rodents — squirrels, chipmunks, ground squirrels, marmots, even prairie dogs and gophers. A tiny percentage of those creatures were always infected, dying, passing the infected fleas on to other rodents, ever since the plague had turned up in San Francisco in 1900, transported from Hong Kong by way of Hawaii. Endemic was the word they used for it, a quiet ground fire of infection smoldering in the wilderness, never moving very fast or very far, just waiting. And the only humans ever infected were those rare, unfortunate individuals unlucky enough to happen to be bitten by an infected flea …

And Pam? Was that what she had been? One of those twenty million-to-one victims of sheer, blind bad luck? His Pam? Frank stared into the darkness, refusing to accept it. There had to be something more. So fast, so incredibly fast. To cut down a superbly healthy girl in less than forty-eight hours? Too terribly fast to believe. No infection known to man moves that fast. What ghastly kind of plague could do that?

He got on the phone again, working on the names Shel Siegler had suggested, adding some others that he could think of. Every call he made was met with caution, great hesitation — why did he want to know? Cautious himself now, he evolved a cover story: no cause for alarm, but he’d run into some high dead rodent counts up here in the Wenatchee. He just wondered if maybe others had too. It was flimsy, but it had to do. Very guarded responses from half a dozen. But from those who answered at all, a sort of consensus: there were dead rodents around, more than normal. At one place in California and another in Colorado, quite a few more.

Frank walked into the bathroom and found the old shoe box of pill bottles he kept on a linen shelf. What was that stuff they handed out to us when that rabbit hunter died? Chloro something. Great big bottle. Chloramphenicol. He still had half a bottle full of the white capsules with the gray-blue bands around them. The typing on the yellowed label said Take two four times a day, with a double dose to start with. Probably way outdated, he thought, but maybe better than nothing. He looked at the tent in the bathtub and took four capsules with a glass of water.

He found a piece of cold chicken in the refrigerator and ate it with some milk. Then, back at the desk, he tried the Colorado number again. There was still no answer. He sat in the darkened room staring at the wall for a long, long time, his mind racing. Twenty people or more in the camping party — where are they now? In what mortal danger? He felt as if his mind would explode with the thing he was considering. Moment by moment the pressure became more unbearable.

Finally he stirred. He knew he could not sit there a moment longer — he had to move, do something. He couldn’t bear the thought of facing the Super or Doc Edmonds again just now. They knew what had happened, they could put things together with just a nudge from him. But none of those Colorado people know …

His decision finally made, he dialed a Seattle phone number. Then he took a pad and pencil out and wrote a brief note to the Super, I THINK PAM TATE DIED OF PLAGUE. CHECK WITH DOC EDMONDS ABOUT THOSE CULTURES. DEAD RODENT COUNTS HIGH THROUGHOUT WEST. PAM WAS SICK WHEN SHE CAME IN CONTACT WITH THOSE COLORADO CAMPERS. AM FLYING DOWN TO CHECK THEM OUT. WILL PHONE IN TWO OR THREE DAYS.

He sealed the note in an envelope with the Super’s name, locked the house and fired up his old pickup. It was 2:00 A.M. He stopped by the Forest Service office and stuck the envelope in the mail slot. Then he turned the car north toward Stevens Pass and the road to Sea-Tac airport.
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It was 2:00 A.M. when Dr. Ed O’Hara jolted awake and groped for the ringing telephone. He recognized the young, anxious voice instantly. “Ed? I’ve got a guy down here in the emergency room with something funny going on with his chest. I’d sure like you to come take a look at him.”

“What kind of ‘something funny’?” Ed growled.

“Well, it looks like pneumonia.”

“That’s funny?”

“No, but I think he’s got heart failure too.”

Ed sighed. “A lot of old geezers get heart failure with their pneumonia,” he said.

“Yeah, but this guy’s only seventeen. Can you come take a look?”

The older doctor got dressed and started driving down toward the Rampart Valley Community Hospital. Damnation, he thought as he stopped at the town’s only stoplight, invariably red. I knew I should never have left that kid alone in the ER until I’d seen him in action a little bit more. Some of these Family Practice residents were dynamite in a crisis, he reflected, and some of them just fell apart. Pete Whitehead was showing signs of being the falling-apart kind.

Ed pulled into the ambulance entrance of the hospital, a handsome modern structure, fifty patient beds, including an eight-bed maternity ward and birthing rooms in an adjacent building, a fully equipped emergency room, intensive-care facilities and a good basic lab with twenty-four-hour coverage. The building was about the only handsome thing there was in Rampart Valley, Colorado, he reflected, what with the lead mines, the zinc mines, the uranium mines, and every hill in sight scarred and ravaged by years of mining operations. It had taken Ed O’Hara years of prodding to get the other doctors and the people of the town galvanized into building this hospital, and it was a pearl of its kind, saving the local people hundreds of eighty-mile round trips down to Colorado Springs for medical care each year. To Ed O’Hara it was the most beautiful structure in the world.

Pete Whitehead met him at the emergency-room door, looking very young and very nervous. Quite the picture of the proper young doctor, Ed thought, with his crisp white knee-length clinical coat and the stethoscope tucked into a side pocket on that hot summer night, but the illusion faded as he kept tugging uncertainly at his wispy mustache and looking back over his shoulder. As Ed walked in, wearing his “Here today, Gone to Maui” T-shirt and a pair of shorts and sandals, he heard somebody coughing up a storm in one of the draped cubicles to the rear of the ER. “Okay,” he said to the young doctor. “Now what the hell’s going on that you’ve got to call me out at two in the morning?”

“Well, this kid came in just before dinnertime this evening, and I didn’t know whether to believe his story or not.” Dr. Whitehead tugged at his mustache. “He was just a drop-in, said he was driving down from the airport in Denver to Canon City and couldn’t go any farther because he was coughing so much and his head ached so bad. Said he could hardly see to drive. Seems like he’d been up north somewhere with a big crowd on a camping trip this past week, and then all of a sudden everybody started getting sick. Three of them died — ”

“Died!” Suddenly Ed O’Hara blinked awake.

“That’s what he said.”

“Died of what?”

“I’m not just sure. Pneumonia, it sounded like. They’d begun packing down the mountain when they started getting sick, and they tried to get the three worst ones to some hospital in Seattle, but all three were dead on arrival. At least I think that’s what he said, the story was getting pretty garbled. I gather that he was getting sick too, and somehow lost contact with the rest of the party and just took a cab to the airport and flew back to Denver on the ticket he had in his pocket. Stopped here because he couldn’t go any farther.”

“So what did you do?”

The young doctor took a deep breath. “Well, I examined him and took a chest X ray — he had consolidation in both lungs, looked like double lobar pneumonia, but he wasn’t cyanotic yet, just coughing like mad, so I took a culture and smear of his sputum and ran a fast gram’s stain on the smear, but the bug sure wasn’t pneumococcus or anything else gram-positive. All I could see was gram-negative rods. Of course, I plated out the culture and put it in the incubator, but he was getting worse in a hurry, coughing more than ever, getting up some blood, and I didn’t think we had time to wait around for a culture, so I started him on gentamycin and clindocin.”

Ed nodded. “On the premise that it was some kind of atypical E. coli, I suppose.”

“Right. I hoped the antibiotic might hit it, but it hasn’t done anything yet that I can see. And then about an hour ago he started bringing up lots of blood and getting very short of breath and cyanotic, so I had Miss Towne and a couple of the LPNs help me get him on the respirator back there — his temp had gone up from 101 to 105 in three hours — and that was when I found out he had a pulse of 240 and damned little blood pressure at all, and I decided I’d better call you.”

“Good thinking,” Ed said sourly. “Well, let’s take a look at him.”

They took a look. The youth was coughing weakly in the respirator; otherwise he was barely responding at all. When Ed stopped the machine and bent to listen to his chest, the patient burst into an explosive paroxysm of coughing, spraying Ed’s face and T-shirt with blood and splattering Peter Whitehead’s white lab coat with red-streaked sputum. Ed wrinkled his nose. “God, what a stench. You don’t suppose he’s got a lung abscess, do you? Ho — wait a minute.”

The doctor had been stripping down the youth’s gown when he saw the purple hemorrhagic welts on the arms and chest. He felt under the armpits. “Did you feel these lumps?”

“Uh, lumps?”

“Yeah, under his arms. Groin, too. Did he have these welts when you first saw him?”

“Uh, not like that.”

Ed O’Hara’s face was gray when he came out of the cubicle. “Let me see those slides you made.”

The young doctor tagged along behind as Ed headed for the little emergency-room lab. “I’m afraid they aren’t the greatest slides, Ed. They just didn’t seem to take the stain worth a darn  … ”

“Don’t worry, just show me the slides.” Ed adjusted the microscope and stared down through the oil-immersion lens, a muddy-looking field filled with pus cells and red cells and debris, rod-shaped bacteria all over the place, but barely pink and barely visible, certainly not the sharp red-staining appearance of E. coli organisms.

“I hope I didn’t do something wrong,” Whitehead said nervously, tugging his mustache.

Ed looked up. “Son, you did everything you knew how to do and did it just exactly right. Now I need to know if you did one other thing. Did you save the original sputum specimen?”

“Yes. It’s in the incubator.”

“Great. Have we got any Wilson’s stain around here?”

“Wilson’s stain? There’s Wright’s and Giemsa  … ”

“Giemsa might do, but Wilson’s would be better.” Ed rooted around on a shelf. “Yeah, Wilson’s. You heat-fixed that first slide?”

“Yes.”

“Then make another just like it and I’ll stain it.”

Moments later he was staring down at a newly stained slide, filled with bacteria, far more distinct and sharply defined. “Take a good look.”

Peter looked and looked. “They’re rods, all right, but they’ve got a little spot of chromatin in each end. They sort of look like closed safety pins  … ”

“Right,” Ed said. “They’re the murderer.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we’ve got a dead man back there on that cot. He was probably beyond help before he even walked in here. He’s got a couple of hours left, no more. And we’re liable to be dead men, too, if we don’t move fast.” Ed looked at the bloody smear on his T-shirt and the brown splattering on Pete’s white coat and swallowed hard. “First of all, get those nurses down here, the ones who helped you with the respirator. Get them off the hospital floor and get a list of every patient they’ve been near since they were down here — or anyone else they’ve contacted. Tell Miss Towne to open up the pharmacy and bring down all the streptomycin and chloramphenicol we’ve got, and I hope to Christ we’ve got quite a lot. Meanwhile, lock the doors to this place and don’t let anybody in until we can get some help — God! You, me, the whole emergency room, the respirator, those nurses, the patients, all contaminated. We’re going to have to close this place down. A whole fine modern hospital turned into a pesthole in eight hours flat by that little bug that looks like a safety pin  … ”

“What is it?”

“Yersinia pestis. The kid’s got plague pneumonia, and he’s blowing it around with every breath he takes. Now get going, fast, and then come back. I’ll have some other things for you to do when you get that all taken care of.”

“But what are you going to do?”

“First I’m going to make a couple of calls, to the State Department of Public Health and then to the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta to find out what you do when you’ve got a live case of plague pneumonia that’s contaminated a whole community hospital.” Ed took a deep breath. “Then I’m going to start feeding streptomycin to everybody in sight — if we have enough on hand — and then I think I’m going to pray for a while. We’re liable to need all the help we can get, before long.”
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Carmen Dillman had martinis already made when Jack came down from his studio around five, paint still on his fingertips. “Did you get that dust jacket finished?” she said.

“Finally.”

“Do you like it?”

Jack made a face. “Alonzo will like it, and that’s all I care about. It’s part of a series layout, so it’s nice exposure.” Jack took half a martini down at a gulp. “I’ll take it with me down to the city tomorrow and see what else he has stacked up for me.”

“And lunch with Jocelyn, I suppose,” Carmen said.

“Sure, why not? She hands me a lot of artwork to do. And I have to see that aerospace client of hers, too. That sounds like a nice fee — all kinds of fancy color work for their annual report.”

Carmen nodded glumly, staring at her cocktail in silence. Jack watched her closely for a moment. “So what’s the problem?” he said finally. “You know I go down there on Tuesdays. Why so gloomy about it?”

“Jack, I saw a rat in the backyard this morning.”

“Oh yeah? You’re crazy. We haven’t had a rat here in Brookdale since the town council passed those sanitation ordinances ten years ago — and started enforcing them. You must have seen a squirrel.”

“It was a rat,” Carmen insisted. “I saw it come out of the woodshed and cross the backyard toward the house. It was a foot long, and black, with a pointy nose and a long naked tail. I grabbed a broom and ran outside. By then it was running along the foundation of the house, and then it just disappeared. I think it went in the basement.”

“And where was Dummy all this time?”

“The cat? Asleep on the sofa. Where else?”

Jack poured himself more martini and stared soberly at his wife. She could have been right, of course. The rats used to come up from the river, years ago, when the restaurants in town were still leaving big cans of garbage open in the back alleys. He could remember seeing them dart across the road in his headlights now and then. But then people began to complain, and the County Health Department climbed all over the town council, and there was a big extermination program and the lids went onto the garbage cans and the disposal trucks started coming daily instead of once a week, and pretty soon the rats all disappeared  … 

No, he thought, it was a squirrel she saw, or maybe a wood-chuck, they’re all over the place these days. But just the same  …  “Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t you get Dummy off her ass and put her down in the basement for the night? If we’ve got a rat down there, she’ll get it. And listen, for God’s sake: don’t go chasing rats with a broom anymore, okay? They can be vicious when you corner them.”
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“Who was that on the phone?” Amy Slencik said as she came into the cabin on Grizzly Creek with an armful of beets from the garden.

“That was my job foreman,” Harry said sourly. “He says Ted Smith has pulled his crew off the underground wiring job.”

“He’s what?”

“Pulled out. Disappeared in the night. His boys came in and hauled off their backhoes and trucks about midnight. No sign of them in town today. Said they were losin’ money, so I could just go suck rocks.”

“But Harry, Ted bid that trenching job! He signed a contract with you.”

“So what’s a contract? He’s gone. Am I supposed to chase him to California? I can’t even hold up his last week’s payroll — he’s got it already.”

“Well, you can sue the bastard,” Amy said.

“I could if I was rich — but I haven’t got time or money to sue him. What I’ve got to do is get those trenches dug, somehow. You can’t lay underground without trenches. Goddamned bastard.” Harry walked over to the cabin window. “Well, at least I got your irrigation pump going again.”

“I know. And just in time. What was wrong?”

“Dead pack rat in the intake pipe. Plugged it up tight. Don’t ask me how he got in there, the foot valve was just fine, but there he was, inside.”

“Well, I’m glad it wasn’t the whole pump,” Amy said.

“That’s for sure.” Harry nodded. “Pack rats I can live with. People like Ted Smith are something else.” He stared down the creek toward the place where old Doc Chamberlain’s cabin was located, a hundred yards downstream in the cottonwoods. “I keep thinking we should just dump the construction company and retire out here full time. Show those bastards that somebody else can walk off a job too. Doc was talking about the same thing last summer, just taking up full-time residence here on the creek and let things in town go hang. Maybe we ought to talk to him again one of these days and see what he thinks right now. Maybe go down and buy him a drink tonight.”



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PROLOGUE BOOKS prezens

/

R

FOURTH
HORSEMAN

ALAN E. NOURSE





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.gif
PROLOGUE!






