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A talented veterinary epidemiologist, Maya Maguire, has joined a well-known Federal team investigating a deadly anthrax outbreak. The outbreak, suspected to be linked to climate change, poses a significant threat to public health. The CDC orders Maya to leave her home base in New Mexico to join the team in Arizona, where the outbreak occurs.

The Bacillus anthracis bacterium produces spores, and its deadly nature is evident from the potential of thousands of lives at risk. The outbreak's source remains unknown, but its association with climate change is a crucial factor that needs to be explored. If left unchecked, this outbreak has the potential to cause widespread devastation and loss of life.

Maya Maguire's expertise and experience as a veterinary epidemiologist make her a valuable addition to the team. Maya will play a crucial role in unraveling the mysteries surrounding this deadly anthrax microbe. Will the team succeed in bringing an end to the fatal disease?

Embark on an exhilarating journey as the enigmatic puzzle surrounding the anthrax attack finally comes to light. In Anthracis, readers will be captivated by a trio of compelling characters, each possessing unique skills and vulnerabilities, working together to unravel the complex mystery. As the narrative unfolds, these individuals become integral to the progression of the plot, their distinct contributions injecting the story with depth and excitement.

Millicent Eidson's talent is showcased in this one book. It is filled with elements that readers often need help finding in similar titles. I found there was never a dull moment with each page I turned. This highly anticipated book is set to captivate readers from start to finish. With abundant elements often elusive in similar titles, this literary masterpiece promises to keep readers engaged and entertained with every turn of the page. Millicent Eidson's unparalleled talent shines through in this remarkable work, ensuring a thrilling reading experience. I confidently predict that this offering will be warmly embraced by the literary world, solidifying Millicent Eidson's place among the most esteemed authors of our time.

ANTHRACIS. Copyright © 2021 by Millicent Eidson. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

For information, address Maya Maguire Media, 35 Cherry St, #701, Burlington, Vermont 05401; mayaverse@drmayamaguire.com.

Published in North America by Maya Maguire Media.

FIRST EDITION

ISBN // 978-1-955481-01-4 // EBOOK

Discover other publications at Maya Maguire Media https://drmayamaguire.com

This book is intended for an adult audience, and may contain language, characters, themes, and content that are offensive or triggering to some readers. 

Generative artificial intelligence (AI) was not used to write the novel or create the book cover, and use of the text or cover for AI models is prohibited.

Cover photo is the author’s. Maya Maguire Media logo photo: https://phil.cdc.gov/Details.aspx?pid=2871
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Bacteria hide out, lie dormant in the soil, cocoon a few inches deep. Humans are irrelevant—not important to survival at all.

Fifth plague of ancient Egypt. Known to Homer in The Iliad, 700 BC, and Virgil. Contributed to the fall of Rome.

Shapeshifter microbe, invisible under foot. Sporulation—circle the wagons, hunker down, pull in. Form a hairy fringed enveloping membrane and an amazingly resistant coat. 

Capture the essence on a photomicrograph? Look empty, play dead. 

But all the ingredients of life slumber inside. What else can endure extremes of temperature, chemicals, and irradiation? Passive survival, up to two hundred fifty years in South Africa by carbon dating.

All living things want to multiply, so infection inevitably happens. Death often follows. First degree murder requires deliberate and premeditated killing. Not specifically the intent. 

But take them out?

Sure, with indifference. And a helping hand is always nice.
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Two young, damaged people, more than a hundred miles apart in different states, paused under meager piñon pine shade to inhale superheated air and admire the stark high mesa beauty. Each was lean with bronze skin and shoulder-length, glossy, black hair. Maya Maguire’s was bound back into a perky ponytail and Danny Koopee’s was tied off at the base of his neck. Summer of 2018 was the hottest on record. When they removed hats to fan their necks, the sun sizzled as it absorbed into their scalps.

In Keams Canyon, Arizona, seventy-five miles west of the razor’s edge border, Danny Koopee didn’t know he had played his last song. Next to the sheep he protected, he reached for the water bottle to wash away dizziness, a headache, and visual distortions in his left eye.

After swiping a hand on the sweat beading his ruddy forehead, he propped his guitar against a log and vomited blood on his white Nikes. “Masauwu,” he muttered, then collapsed unconscious into the saffron soil, the weight of his body splintering Korina wood and snapping steel strings.

Typical of monsoon season, the late July towers of darkening clouds promised respite from the energy-sapping sun and searing heat. But they also posed a threat. As Four Corners’ natives, both travelers grew up with the knowledge that flash flooding could overfill arroyos, wash out roads, and sweep people away to a watery death.

Fifty miles east of the New Mexico-Arizona border as the raven flies, Maya pressed her long, piano-prodigy fingers into the burning pain of her lower back. With only five seconds between thunder booms and lightning flashes, she picked up her pace along the well-marked trail to the Chaco Canyon parking lot and willed herself to slow down her breathing.

A third, even more broken soul glowered a hundred feet away from Danny. Concealed behind an aromatic juniper, the witness finished his scribble, closed the wrinkled brown notebook, and slipped it into his leather shoulder bag. The bleating herd backed up as he toed the Hopi boy’s body with a worn cowboy boot.

Two sheep were down. One was dead that the kid had opened up, putrefying organs crawling with flies. The odor was enough to gag a maggot. A second one lay twitching under a creosote bush, sporting a double set of horns. Aberrant, just like him, and he stroked its neck. 

Animals suffered too much on behalf of humans, but there was nothing he could do this time to help. As monsoon rain stung his arms, he tossed a cigarette butt to the earth and pivoted for the nearest road.
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First munth

Mother gave me this direy for my birthday

this iz my 1 entry

She sayz I am growing up almost 5 feet tall

Hope I can rite when I want

not practis with this 

—The Lord had the Negro remain on earth for the devil to work with.

Our Profit sayz we practis this in church school
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I wanna take care of animalz not go to school 

I nevr seen a Negro are they devilz?

Brother Jacob iz 4 and copez my work
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Direy iz goldn like earth. Angel Moroni on cover 

Mother rote my name there
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I love Motherz hair. Motherz never cut hair

need it long to wash Fatherz and Jesus feet

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE




[image: ]


Sciatica streaked down Maya’s right leg from the harrowing Sunday drive in monsoon storms between Chaco Canyon and Santa Fe. As she opened the state health department door, she verified the time—7:45 AM, another fifteen minutes to spare. First day on the first real job. Important to keep emotions from mucking up intellectual function.

She slipped into the restroom to armor for battle. Pulling a brush from her purse, she formed her hair into an orderly wave. Earrings of black onyx, a protective, warrior stone, complemented the opaque depth of her eyes. No eyeshadow for her tapered lids. With smooth, featureless skin except for one small mole near her left eye, she never plastered on facepaint. Flattening folds of a navy skirt and blazer, she inched out into the entrance foyer.

“Dr. Maguire for Dr. Grinwold.” Her voice was feeble—she was always shy with new people.

An older dark-haired woman behind the lower level front desk hesitated. “Did you say Maguire?”

Maya inhaled, calming an immediate defensive twinge. She should have learned to stifle her instinctive reaction to everyone’s confusion between her Irish last name and Chinese heritage.

“I’m the new Epidemic Intelligence Service Officer from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.” She projected more confidence. “I met him at the April conference when assignments were made.”

The secretary guided her down the hall to the office of the State Epidemiologist. Middle-aged, with wisps of brown hair combed forward over his pale bald forehead, he wore the same plaid, used-car salesman’s jacket that her EIS classmates mocked during his presentation in Atlanta. She shifted on the guest chair, grateful to work with a physician who completed the same CDC training program.

“You’re finally here.” Dr. Grinwold shuffled folders on his paper-strewn desk. “Make sure Stephanie has your number. With our limited resources, the EIS officer always needs to be reachable, even if you’re only a vet.”

Ouch. Her colleagues warned being a veterinarian in the human medical world would be a struggle. She bottled up her thoughts and maintained a placid exterior. People won’t have time for you if you are always angry or complaining. Her astronomer mom addressed all problems with a Stephen Hawking quotation. Hawking was a genius to write A Brief History of Time in spite of paralysis. No one was allowed to give into weakness.

Her new boss tossed a page titled August 2018 Meeting Schedule across the desk and picked up the phone. “Stephanie, show Dr. Maguire her office.”

With a narrow view of brown dirt and yellowing lawn edge through the high windows, she stretched to her full height beneath the low-angle morning rays. New York’s noise and masses of people had overwhelmed her during Columbia University’s Master of Public Health degree. A work assignment back home under spacious skies was a dream come true.

Stephanie handed her a map. “I circled City Hall—don’t forget voter registration. Our November election will have important races.”

“Maybe next week you could get me up to speed on those?”

“We have two years working together, and I’d like to be friends,” Stephanie answered. “Let me know how I can make your time filled with good memories.”

After the visit with their grouchy gringo boss, Maya’s heart rate slowed in response to the secretary’s Spanish accent. Stephanie could help her integrate, not just inhabit New Mexico. During Maya’s formative years in Arizona, having older Irish American parents isolated her from other dark-skinned kids at Flagstaff schools. 

She had no recollections, only photos, of the run-down Chinese orphanage. Raised by a white family, she didn’t notice race in the mirror as an adult. But she was still self-conscious with other penetrating eyes.
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The iPhone rang as she pulled a steaming pot pie from the microwave. Her mom’s imperious tone filled the kitchen. “Maya, glad I caught you. We freed up our calendars to help you unpack.”

“I’d love to see you both, but I didn’t move much stuff. Gotta go, see you on Labor Day?” She dropped the phone and a wash of guilt flooded to her toes.

She understood her parents’ solicitousness. On a balmy spring day after kindergarten, she wandered one street over on her banana bike. At the same time, according to the police report, a sixteen-year-old in a Ford pickup headed home from driver’s ed class. The car phone his parents recently installed rang. His knees held the steering wheel while he searched for it under his book bag. As he felt its bulky rectangular shape, a loud thud vibrated through the truck frame.

When the vehicle was found at the auto repair shop the next day, he complained to the cops, “I never saw her, she came out of nowhere.”

Maya, tossed in the air like a rag doll, lay moaning on the asphalt. Right leg projected at a strange angle, blood oozed from a massive gash, and jagged thigh-bone protruded from the muscle. The boy flipped out and fled. When she closed her eyes, her grandfather’s misty ángel beckoned her to fly. Within fifteen minutes, a neighbor spotted her hemorrhaging out on the street.

Following a lengthy procedure to stop the bleeding and plate the femur, she awoke in the ICU to see her parents crying and laughing. One week later, with unbearable pain despite a morphine drip, the surgeons realigned her shattered pelvis with a second operation.

Three weeks in the pediatric ward, then recovery at home and missing the last month of school. The year of post-traumatic stress disorder therapy, new family pets, and piano lessons when she could sit again helped her refocus from chronic pain and fear. But many ordinary life activities and human interactions still triggered a heightened fight-or-flight instinct.

Flashbacks to those twenty-year-old scenes always intensified her anxiety. After slipping on silk pajamas, she brushed out tangles in her thick hair. Should she call and apologize for the hasty hang-up? Instead, she crawled into bed and drowned out the whooshing heartbeat with her favorite Broadway album on the iPhone.

Like the Hamilton lyrics about hurricanes and yellow skies, her memories were plagued by brief flashes of golden sky and empty street with dulcet bird songs before the truck roared away and she lost consciousness.
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Dr. Suzanne Jaworski of the Epidemiology Workforce Branch checked in from Atlanta on Wednesday. A dentist, the CDC field supervisor was reputed to be a supportive coach for the non-physician EIS officers.

“Good morning, how is it today in God’s country? What are you working on?”

Maya leaned her elbows on the desk. “Orientation—I don’t know if Dr. Grinwold is confident of my abilities.”

The Long Island accent was abrupt, but reassuring. “You won’t be siloed. They’re short-staffed.”

CDC ranked the assignments in deciding which ones to fill. New Mexico had gone several years without an EIS Officer, and it would be a disaster if she gave a bad impression of the placement.

She took a sharp breath. “Summer’s busy for infectious diseases. They’ll put me on the consult team soon.”

The phone resonated with keyboard taps before Dr. Jaworski continued. “I’m checking for Epi-Aid requests. Those are from other states for assistance in their outbreak investigations.”

Maya hoped her mild complaint about the slow start wouldn’t trigger relocation. With school pressures behind her, a steadier pace would be wonderful.
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She tapped her iPhone and reviewed messages. 7:30 Friday, August 3. As she grabbed a consultation notebook, the desk phone rang with the first call of the day.

“I went to Harvard,” a physician said. “We got stool results a hell of a lot faster than you.”

Dropping an elite school credential had the opposite effect on Maya. La invidia, the envy, was anathema to the locals. Shouldn’t act like you’re better than anyone else.

The phone jangled again within minutes of persuading the Albuquerque lab to expedite testing. “Is Dr. Grinwold there?”

Dr. Jaworski’s sharp tone triggered lightning across Maya’s nerves as her Atlanta supervisor continued. “Presumptive anthrax in a sixteen-year-old Hopi sheepherder. The Nation is within Arizona, but tribal sovereignty requires a federal epidemiologist on the investigation team.”

Maya sank to the chair as her vision turned black. After 9/11, anthrax was mailed in letters to senators and reporters, but that was decades ago. She sat more erect. Never admit panic attacks.

“Sorry, I only learned a little about anthrax in vet school.” 

Dr. Jaworski rushed on. “Find Fred and call me.”

When Maya joined Dr. Grinwold on his speakerphone, Dr. Jaworski filled them in. “The boy collapsed last weekend and is hospitalized in Phoenix. Initial lab tests indicate Bacillus anthracis, but we’ll confirm. With many possible sources including bioterrorism like 2001, we need a diverse team.”

Dr. Grinwold drummed his sausage fingers. “What’s the implication for us?”

“Indian Health Service requested a CDC Epi-Aid. Maya’s the nearest Officer.”

As his heavy weight twisted in the roller chair, he bellowed. “We’ve had her less than a week.”

The voice from the speaker was curt. “Fred, EIS Officers must be available for Epi-Aids.”

His wrinkled scowl pinned Maya to the seat. “Fine, but bring her back as soon as possible.”

“Agreed. I’ll email details and an airline ticket from Albuquerque.”

Slamming the phone, he yelled out the door. “Maya’s flying to Phoenix. Drop her at the airport shuttle bus.”

She trooped behind Stephanie down the hall with a sharp pain between her shoulder blades. No chance to decline even as her mind raged that she had no idea what she was doing.
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After the short flight, an Indian Health Service driver picked her up from Sky Harbor. Within minutes, the sedan came to a halt at the Phoenix Indian Medical Center front door.

A clean-shaven Hispanic man stepped forward, wide smile matching the brilliance of his white military uniform. Only an inch taller than her five-and-a-half feet, the officer reached out to shake her hand.

“Dr. Maguire, I’m Manolo Miranda. Thanks for coming quickly.”

“Miranda? You know who you look like?”

“Hamilton fan?” 

He chuckled as they broached the sliding doors. “Might be a distant cousin, we’re not sure. I don’t mind getting mixed up with a genius who writes hit Broadway musicals.”

“How about growing up as a Chinese Maguire?” she asked, now enjoying the incongruity. The physician’s exuberant greeting relaxed her from the hurried trip and anthrax dread.

“You can share that story later.” His attitude became formal. “Let’s check on our patient. Unconscious, critical condition.”

They donned masks, gowns, and gloves in the antechamber to the Intensive Care room. Cloying material hugged every inch of her body and her warm breath was captured in the mask. “Biosafety level three?” she asked. “Are we at risk?”

“Anthrax isn’t contagious person to person, but negative pressure will keep anything hazardous from escaping.”

“I checked while waiting at the airport. No other recent cases.”

“Just the guy from 2011 visiting parks in the Northwest. No one discovered how he was exposed—a major mystery.” He elbowed open the door to the ICU room.

Uncertain what to say, Maya stared at Danny Koopee. His yellowed skin and black hair flashed in vivid contrast to white hospital bedcovers, and intensive care equipment dwarfed his thin frame.

Ventilator sounds made her weep inside, as she wondered about his family. The heart monitor’s steady beep-beep echoed the pulsating whoosh in her ears during a panic attack. She tightened her muscles, trying to regain control.

This was the real world, school over. She turned away and pinched the gown to ease space next to her body, hoping to cool down. “As a veterinarian, I’m not sure how to help. Are there family members I could interview about the herd?”

Dr. Miranda nodded. “His Dad might drive down tomorrow for the weekend.”

Determined to keep up with her colleague, she asked, “He’s jaundiced, right?”

“Yup, liver enzymes are elevated. Also, he has internal bleeding with a drop in hemoglobin, hematocrit, and platelet count.”

Her stomach churned—the odors, sounds, and body close enough to touch were too vivid. Thick tubes dripped white, viscous liquids from Danny’s chest and abdomen, while smaller lines transported fluids and blood into his arms.

“He has respiratory distress and a blood infection,” Dr. Miranda said. “His father found him and rushed him to the Hopi Health Care Center, then they flew him here to Phoenix on Wednesday. I’m surprised he’s lasted this long.”

Her words were faint under the mask. “Why are you thinking anthrax?”

“The lung changes and gram-positive streptobacilli in his blood. Sputum and cultures were negative, but antibiotics could mess those up. Any idea when your CDC lab can weigh in?”

“Atlanta started confirmatory tests,” she said. “And they’re discussing antitoxin.”

Suddenly she was back in her five-year-old body, trapped in the hospital for weeks, leg suspended in the air. The old break in her thigh throbbed, and she leaned on the lone chair. She hated how the memory pushed in at stressful moments.

“You okay?”

Dr. Miranda’s voice snapped her out of the memory. He released Danny’s hand and guided her by the arm to the changing room. His steady dark gaze triggered a hormonal punch, or stress.

“Get some rest. I’ll check with you tomorrow.”

She ripped off the claustrophobic personal protective equipment and took short, hot breaths on the walk through the outdoor parking lot. As the car headed away from the medical center, she spotted a bank digital sign.

The driver wiped his neck with a red bandana. “7:30 PM and it’s still 111°.”

Scalding heat, an Arizona teenager with anthrax, an appealing IHS doctor—not what she envisioned on Monday as the new CDC epidemiologist assigned to New Mexico.

Out the window, purple, pink, and yellow bands slashed the western horizon, and orange clouds dripped like a Dali painting.
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Attempts to relax in the Phoenix hotel failed. Danny’s image punctuated bouts of interrupted sleep. He had resembled a frail child, not someone hardy enough to live outdoors, managing a sheep herd. Was he the index case for a larger outbreak?

The iPhone jarred her awake from a recurring nightmare of monstrous, swerving vehicles.

“This is Manolo.” His voice was tense. “Danny died, and his family reported dead sheep. We’ll pick you up at four-thirty.” Prying her eyes open, she checked the time, 4:05 AM.

During the ride to the hospital, she rolled down the window to energize with refreshing air. A dull whir from cicadas mating was the only sound. 

When she joined Manolo at the autopsy suite, they donned PPE again.

“We had a long night,” he said. “Never get accustomed to losing patients so young.”

Her instinct was to reassure him. “It’s devastating news, but I know you did everything possible.”

He opened the door. “Let’s get in. They’ve started.”

A pathologist had sliced Danny’s skin with a long, Y incision from each shoulder and down to the pubic bone. Although Maya had assisted in animal necropsies, she was surprised to be invited to a human autopsy. So she stayed silent and watched.

The naked body and smell of bodily fluids triggered a wave of dizziness and nausea when the pathologist’s electric saw buzzed through the ribs. She inhaled the odor of burning cartilage—good thing she didn’t consider pathology or surgery as potential careers.

After the abdomen was open, an assistant removed the organs as a group and placed them in a stainless basin. Small, dark red spots covered fluid-enlarged lymph nodes, lungs, and abdominal organs. Bloody and pus-filled thick fluid adhered to the cavities. While the assistant weighed each organ and collected samples, the pathologist removed the skull’s crown.

“The black hemorrhage on the brain is called cardinal’s cap,” Manolo said.

Maya swayed with sleep deficit and the shock of seeing Danny dissected. One minute alive and struggling, opened up like a dead cow the next. Unlike last night, she didn’t find a chair to lean on.

How was Manolo so stoic? He never had an anthrax case before. But then she saw the hollows under red-streaked eyes. Maybe it got to him, too.

“I know you’re not done, but we’ve seen enough,” he told the pathologist and turned to Maya. “Let’s step out.”

In the anteroom, she lowered to the bench and tore off the protective wrappings.

He deposited his gown in the waste receptacle. “Your lab just called mine. They employed a test which detects anthrax lethal factor, one of the toxins excreted by the bacteria. It was positive, and fits with these results.”

She had hoped their initial guestimate about anthrax was wrong. Even with the lab confirmation, she struggled to accept it. “Human infections are so rare. Did you say there are dead sheep where Danny was found?”

“The U.S. Department of Agriculture requested your assistance in checking them out.”

“But as an epidemiologist, my clinical experience is minimal. I expected to collect data, not perform anthrax field work.”

“I can talk with Danny’s family and check for suspect cases, but can’t help the USDA. I’m not the veterinarian—you are.”

Although his tone was impatient, his expression remained calm. “I’ll notify the state health department and tell them to let us manage public release. Get a couple hours rest, so we can head north at midday.”

Her pulse quickened at the chance to read up and counter a brain fog about the disease in sheep.

“Veterinarians working with infected animals are recommended for pre-exposure prophylaxis,” he said. “Won’t be effective immediately, but you should start it.”

“Did you get it?” With multiple surgeries, she didn’t have a fear of needles, but had not heard there was a vaccine. “Are there any side effects?”

“I’m not handling animals, and patient exposure isn’t a risk. The nurse will give you the list of adverse reactions, including the usual pain, redness, and swelling.”

“You don’t need to persuade me,” she said. “I’m a fan of vaccinations. Anything to decrease my anthrax anxiety.” 

A moment of silence, then he said, “Pregnant women have some vaccine risks.”

She flashed hot in an instantaneous reaction to the intrusive comment. “Not a problem. Direct me to the clinic and I’ll see you at noon.”

As he pointed down the corridor, she spun on her heels and left him behind. She understood his clinical concern, but he wasn’t entitled to her sexual history, or lack of it.
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Oktobr 15 2001 Mother sayz Mormons kicked us out so Utah could becum state

No TV here but hurd rumorz of big thingz in outside world. 

Planez hit buildingz, poizun letturz
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Nov 3 Mother drillz me to spell rite and sneeks me books

Teenz sposed to be adults and more smart even if no school
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Today we fix Profit stone fense

Friend John sayz kid shot himself after unlawful sex with Profit

Whatever that meenz

John iz full of shit 

Not sposed to cuss, but he iz
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The bank sign across the road changed from 119° to 120° as Maya wilted under the hotel lobby overhang. When the SUV arrived, Manolo leaned over to push open the passenger door.

Climbing in, she avoided his eyes, embarrassed about her reaction to the predawn vaccine pregnancy warning. Chalk it up to long hours and pathogen unease.

“Can you forgive me for being short this morning? I’m feeling out of my element.” She brushed perspiration from her face and gulped water from her bottle. “How do you cope with this heat?”

With the vehicle on cruise control as they drove north on I-17, he cranked the air conditioner up another notch.

“I’ve been in Phoenix a year, and we get temps over a hundred almost half the time. But growing up in NYC, we had high nineties with a hundred percent humidity. That was rough.”

Maya rotated her neck, attempting to relax. “Columbia’s MPH graduation was in May, so I escaped the City’s hot pavement this year. I just moved back to the Southwest after CDC training for a month in Atlanta—that was unbearable.”

“Climate warming and weirding.” He turned his head with an amiable smile. “We need to adapt, right?”

“I reduced my carbon footprint for two years in NYC by walking and mass transit.” 

She gazed out at the dusty hills, punctuated by gigantic, vertical arms of saguaro cacti. “At least we’re carpooling today.”

Manolo hit the radio power button and drum beats of Doesn’t Matter by Christine and the Queens vibrated the dash. 

Maya tuned out the depressing lyrics as she flashed through an internal slide show of Danny’s autopsy images. She experienced grief when losing animal patients, but the species barrier provided some distance. 

Even without responsibility for Danny’s care, his death hit hard. Sometimes her obsessive attention unraveled a solution, but not this time. So she refocused on the scenery. With glimpses of Manolo’s intensity maneuvering around trucks, she was still adjusting to how much he looked like Lin-Manuel Miranda.

Entering Black Canyon, he turned off the music and interrupted her efforts at distraction. “So what’s the Chinese Maguire story?”

She stretched her legs to the floorboard. “My parents are Irish Americans who settled in Flagstaff before my adoption. In eleventh grade, we moved to Denver.”

“Any time for hobbies?”

“Piano.” But it wasn’t entirely accurate, with almost no practice during nine years of college.

Manolo braked for an 18-wheeler challenged by the steep hill, then carefully passed to the front of it. “Viviendo en Arizona y Colorado, ¿hablas español?”

Way too long since high school Spanish. “No recuerdo mucho. Mi pronunciación es terrible.” She spoke the words with a halting cadence. Embarrassed by her own accent, she didn’t say his was easy on the ears.

“Tu español está bien,” he answered with an encouraging smile. “Where did you go to vet school?”

“Colorado State in Ft. Collins.”

He nodded. “For me, the Uniformed Services University provided officer’s salary, including residency and infectious disease training at Walter Reed. I needed a change of direction, so came out here to the Indian Health Service.”

“Well, the uniform suits you.” Regretting her remark, she turned away, fingers wrinkling the fabric of her dress pants. “Public Health Service was an option for me, too, but I got more flexibility joining CDC as a civilian.” 

She had flunked the military’s health exam—another item of personal history he wasn’t entitled to.

“PHS and the Indian Health Service are great for me.” He yawned, covering his mouth. “No debt, and I contribute leadership for system changes.”

Mid-height piñon and juniper forest replaced the desert scenery as road signs announced Camp Verde. “Mind driving?” His eyes were surrounded by slight lines and droopy eyelids. “I’m beat.”

Anticipating the driver’s seat, she dialed down her vehicle-associated anxiety. Lack of control—at the mercy of fate or other people’s stupidity—was intolerable. Manolo pulled into a gas station and topped off the fuel while she bought a soda to get caffeinated. 

As she started the SUV, he leaned against the passenger door jamb and pulled the white uniform cap over his eyes, then shifted several times in the seat before dozing off.

With only the noise of the engine and passing vehicles, Maya ran a hand through her hair, scratching her scalp to settle down her brain. She turned the radio to a classical music station and tried to avoid distressing over anthrax. Her left foot tapped the floorboard in frustration—not enough time for research and preparation.

In Flagstaff, she turned into a Circle K for another break and he stirred awake. 

“Nap hit the spot,” he said. “How are you doing?”

“Arm’s a hair sore from the vaccine.”

“Can I check it?”

The skin of her upper arm tingled as his fingertips gently lifted the short sleeve of her shirt.

Heart racing, Maya reflexively nudged his hand away. “Just pulling your leg, I’m fine.” Physical contact beyond shaking hands was awkward for someone who never dated.

Manolo opened his door. “Let me grab coffee. Want me to get you anything?”

Averse to coffee taste, she shook her head. When he returned, she had moved to the passenger side.

“The clinic’s on edge.” He slipped his cell phone into one of the cup holders. “They might have another patient connected to Danny, so we can’t stop again.”

Maya’s radar amped to maximum. If there were more cases, the expectations to handle it increased for her as representing CDC. “Details?”

“When we get there.” 

After pulling out on I-40, he resumed casual conversation. “Where do your parents live now?”

She hesitated. Why did he hold back on what he learned on the call—not trusting her as a partner already? But she pushed aside the angst to go with the flow. “They retired back in Flag when I graduated from vet school. No reason to stay in Colorado when I left for NYC and grad school.”

The tall, dark green ponderosa pines faded in the rear window as the landscape transitioned to high desert with ocher hills and fewer cacti. One marker pointed toward Apache Death Cave and Canyon Diablo, and he waved at the sign. “Been there?”

“Apaches murdered Navajo families, then hid out in a cave. Other Navajos set fire to smoke them out and killed them. White settlers tell stories of ghostly groans and footsteps. There are still fights over who belongs on this land.”

“¡Dios mío! Morbid family tourist attraction.”

Visiting there had been too scary, but anxiety was always bottled up, even from her parents. “Speaking of family, Mom’ll be mad that I’m not stopping in Flag. She’s worried about the demands of my first job.”

The SUV decelerated as he exited the interstate. “You’re probably not used to dying patients.”

“Not people, especially one with his whole life ahead of him.”
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Within an hour on the two-lane road, they approached a T-intersection and Manolo turned right at the Second Mesa Post Office toward First Mesa. After passing a modern housing development, they parked at the Health Care Center. The desert hardscrabble retained the heat, and Maya took a deep breath of the thinner, high altitude air.

In the conference room, an older short-haired Hopi woman in a white coat shook their hands. “Manolo, thanks for coming. Maya, I’m Humita Nampeyo, the medical director here.” 

She turned to introduce the tall, tanned Anglo behind her. “This is Dave Schwartz, Area Veterinarian in Charge from USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service.”

“Dr. Maguire, I’m grateful for another vet on the case.” Lanky and lean, he appeared to be in his early thirties. “When they called about dead sheep, I drove from Albuquerque. The Arizona State Veterinarian is tied up so you’ve got me. The animals are inaccessible by vehicle and we need to go on horseback. Can you ride?”

Her eyes widened. She hadn’t worked with a horse since vet school. “Not super experienced but I know how.”

“We have café food and rooms to sleep,” Dr. Nampeyo said. “You two start early tomorrow. Manolo, Danny Koopee’s father is now ill and hospitalized here. The Tribal Council is distressed that you informed the state health department. I need to caution you about public comments.”

Her voice became more agitated. “Danny’s death and any others may raise questions about our quality of care and reduce our level of support.”

Manolo opened his mouth to speak but Dr. Nampeyo raised her hand to cut him off. “We don’t want to get labeled, like hantavirus and the ‘Navajo flu.’ I realize that was almost thirty years ago, but people have long memories and resentments.”

With a respectful expression, Manolo continued his interrupted response. “When investigating cases, we talk to people who might go to the press. Anthrax has never been reported from Arizona, so we need to discover and prevent what’s causing this.”

While the physicians remained in the conference room for case surveillance plans, Maya swallowed a yawn and joined Dave for dinner. They shared an order of fry bread and he told stories from his college days at Texas A&M. As they neared their rooms, he drew out an article from his bag. “A little light anthrax reading before bedtime.”
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Despite restless sleep in a dormitory-style bed, Maya awoke at six and donned a dark green Colorado State University sweatshirt and jeans. More alert with a steaming cup of tea, she joined Dave in his vehicle. 

For a moment, she forgot their mission with the cloudless sky tinted a brilliant cerulean-pink-orange. As the pickup began to move, the cool morning air refreshed her skin. After passing the Keams Canyon Shopping Center, they headed northeast on a well-graded dirt road and pulled over to the shoulder where a stooped Hopi man in a navy shirt and blue jeans waited with three saddled horses.

Her heart broke to encounter the saddened, deep-set eyes when he introduced himself as Danny’s grandfather.

“I’m so sorry for your loss.” She bowed her head and tried to bond with him through good memories. “Someone mentioned your grandson was an accomplished guitar player.”

His voice was deep. “It helped him pass the time. Michael Jackson was his hero and he memorized all the songs. We found out about Jackson’s Neverland Ranch and what he did with the boys there. I tried to guide Danny along a healthier Hopi path.”

He shrugged, appearing disgusted with his grandson’s affinity for the tainted pop star. Perhaps he thought Danny’s death was a consequence of deviating from the spiritual road. The elder held her horse, but Maya needed a boost from Dave to swing her leg over the saddle.

In the lead, Mr. Koopee and his Palomino snaked down a rocky trail toward the canyon bottom. They forded a trickling stream and trotted up the forested eastern slope. Entering a cottonwood grove, Maya spotted two dozen animals with long coarse wool and black, tan, or white faces and legs. Some lounged in the grass but others bolted. The trio dismounted and Mr. Koopee tied up the horses.

“What breed?” she asked as they donned white paper coveralls over their clothes along with masks, boot covers, and gloves.

“Navajo-Churro, adapted to our climate. Sturdy—good for meat, dairy, and fleece.”

An animal writhed with convulsions off to the side and Dave parted the thick fibers to place a stethoscope. “Foaming at the mouth and respiratory distress.”

Uncertain how to help, she extracted a pen and pad from her pocket to take notes. He pushed aside the sheep’s feces-encrusted tail to insert a thermometer in the rectum. “106.9°, very high fever.”

Nearby they spotted a deceased black-fleeced ewe with a double pair of horns and a bloody nasal discharge. Maya easily moved its limbs. “How long has this one been dead?”

“I saw it earlier but had to get back for an update from the hospital,” Mr. Koopee answered. “Timothy buried another one the day after he found Danny. It had been cut open. He thought Danny had been curious about why it died.”

“This one should have rigor mortis,” Dave said. “Could be plant or chemical poisoning, or another infectious disease. But sudden death with no rigor mortis fits with anthrax. When was your grandson here?”

“He took care of the flock on weekdays. Timothy took over on weekends. My son had business Saturday so didn’t return here until late Sunday. A flash flood made it hard to get through.” A small rusty cloud formed when Mr. Koopee kicked at the dirt.

“My grandson needed a day off now and then. But Timothy said he’d be fine out here an extra day. More quiet time to write his music.”

“Let’s catch them for checkups.” Dave said. Maya waved the sheep one-by-one toward Mr. Koopee, who restrained them by the neck. Dave reported the temperatures to Maya and used his stethoscope to evaluate each animal’s heart and lungs.

“Four are febrile, tachycardic, and tachypneic. Is that what you have recorded, Maya?” He turned and translated for the herd owner. “These sheep have fever and high heart and breathing rates.”

“We can’t do a field necropsy if we suspect anthrax.” She glanced up to Dave for confirmation as he paused, hands resting on his hips.

“You can take blood samples from this dead one and the one with convulsions. There are stains to identify the spore capsule.” He withdrew a needle and syringe from his case. “I’ll extend the neck. At least it won’t be moving.” He gave her a sardonic smile.

She struggled to feel the jugular vein with her left hand through latex gloves and thick wool that needed shearing. Practice on larger, live shorn animals at vet school wasn’t enough help. Every time she drew back the plunger, the vessel shifted under her fingers and the syringe was empty. On the third attempt, her right hand shook and the needle slipped all the way through the skin into her left index finger.

“Fuck it, girl, don’t they teach you anything in Colorado?” 

Dave dropped the body and ripped off her glove. Then he squeezed her finger and it oozed a drop of blood.

Woozy, she sank to a large rock while he shuffled through his kit. The sight of blood, even her own, didn’t necessarily trigger panic. But some diseases were transmitted by needle sticks. She recalled vets getting brucellosis when vaccinating cattle.

He swung back with disinfectant and a bandage. “Probably not a transmission route for anthrax. But I’ll follow protocol and file a report.”

She donned a fresh glove before passing him a new needle and syringe. “I’ll defer to the superiority of an Aggie.”

“Now you’re talkin’. Let me handle the pointy part.” After hitting the vein easily, he repeated the process with Maya holding the sick ewe.

Next he shoved paper towels into the dead ewe’s mouth, nose, anus, and vagina, and finished by duct taping a garbage bag around the animal’s head. “Don’t need an anthrax leak.” 

He sank to the ground under the deep cottonwood canopy and invited Mr. Koopee and Maya to do the same. “Did you read the USDA article I gave you?”

Quick review of the details in her mind before speaking—still embarrassed about the debacle with drawing blood. “Ten states with livestock anthrax outbreaks, often preceded by drought and higher temps. None in Arizona, and mostly cattle, not sheep.”

She drank from her water bottle, glanced at the grotesque dead animal, and continued. “Infected cattle shed spores into the earth where they stay for decades. Climate change can promote soil getting stirred up.”

The back of her neck prickled. Was she at risk from the soil, in addition to her clumsy accident? It was too early for her vaccination to help. “Animals or people breathe in spores or swallow them. Inside the body, they become activated bacteria making lethal toxins. Monsoon floods reduce blowing dust, but scour up deeper dirt.”

“This isn’t one of the 1800s cattle drive routes like in Texas where we’ve had problems.” He ran fingers through dusty, light brown hair. “Mr. Koopee, was this flock vaccinated?” The older man answered no.

“Cattle have been raised in the area so there could be spore releases,” Dave said. “Low mortality here, so low-level risk.”

Perplexed by his conclusion, she glanced over at their host, torn about disagreeing in front of him. “Danny died of confirmed anthrax and the animal he opened up could be the source.” She swallowed hard. “His dad might be the next infection.”

Annoying flies buzzed around the animals. Dave jumped up and offered Maya a hand. “I’d feel safer if we burn and bury the sick and dead sheep. Mr. Koopee, we can’t save this one that’s down. Can I euthanize it?”

The Hopi elder nodded. Dave took out the euthanasia solution and injected it. He gave Maya the stethoscope to verify the animal’s death, then asked her to use paper towels and a bag over its head like the first one.

Still flustered about not hitting the vein, she wracked her brain to remember something useful. “In vet school I learned about quick lime for inactivating spores.”

Dave shook his head in disagreement. “A Canadian study found quick lime—calcium oxide—might preserve anthrax spores instead of killing them. I’ll dig a pit and locate the buried sheep that was cut open. Mr. Koopee, can you find a pack mule to transport wood and hay? Plus an ax and more shovels.”

“Trading post will have what you need.”

“Maya, you go too.” Dave tossed her the keys. “We need the blowtorch, diesel fuel can, and ammonia disinfectant.”

Back at the vehicle, she dismounted with Mr. Koopee’s assistance, then organized the supplies and called the clinic.

“Manolo, hope I’m not interrupting you.”

“Hola, Maya, I examined Timothy. We don’t think he’s infected with anthrax.”

She leapt down from the truck bed landing in a pirouette, followed by regret for the impulsive move as her upper thigh throbbed with pain in the area of the metal pins.

“Can’t wait to tell his father.” Crouching over, she gripped the phone and kneaded her leg.

“Timothy is diabetic and incredibly stressed,” he said. “Single parent, three young kids. He was on his way to Phoenix but got news of Danny’s death and collapsed. No fever or elevated WBCs, but I took serum for anthrax antibodies.”

She sighed. “Not as lucky here—some symptomatic sheep. It might take a Hamilton-sized effort to sort them out.”

“Lo siento.” His laugh acknowledged her reference before his voice was solemn. “I’ll call other providers who might see patients.”

“Use a sensitive case definition that includes different forms of anthrax including cutaneous,” she said, “even though Danny didn’t have that form. Then get more specific with lab tests to rule it out.”

“You mean skin lesions that might fit with anthrax exposure, too? Good idea, I’ll expand our search. Hasta luego, mi amiga.”

Mr. Koopee released a cautious smile when she told him about his son. A muscled young Hopi man led a gray mule with oversized, fluffy ears. The animal resembled a cartoon caricature loaded on both sides with wood and a hay bale in place of a rider.

When they rejoined Dave near noon, she was saddle sore and sweaty. “Sorry, can you give me a hand off?” 

She was chagrined to need his help again. The news from the hospital energized everyone and they finished the hole quickly, piling hay and wood at the bottom.

Dave had found the buried animal and dragged it over with the other two. Shoving the carcasses into the pit, they spread more flammable materials on top.

Mr. Koopee rounded up the flock, guiding it on horseback toward the trading post. Once the riders were out of sight, Dave poured diesel over the area and lit his blowtorch. The funeral pyre exploded into five feet of flames.

They stretched weary legs while relaxing against the grooved trunk of the largest cottonwood. Lowering face masks, they guzzled water to counteract warming temperatures and burning flesh.

She pulled a granola bar from her pocket. “This was in your truck.”

He bumped her hand away. “Not hungry.”

“Too squeamish to eat while steeped in spores?” She broke open the package and did a long toss into the bushes. “People food for the rock squirrels.” Only minimally protected with one vaccine dose, accidental ingestion of any anthrax was too terrifying.

The pit continued to smolder as he tossed in more logs. “How didya end up in EIS?”

“Like my classmates, I initially focused on clinical practice.” With weeks in the hospital as a child, she was motivated to help animals with illness or injury, but the truck that haunted her sleep and imposed residual anxiety was too personal a reveal.

“My first epi course opened up the bigger picture and the teacher connected me with EIS officers.”

“No regrets about public versus private practice?”

She shrugged. “Too soon to say.”

The investigation petrified her, unsure about her contribution. “Did you do clinical work?”

“Almost didn’t make it through vet school, so I went with my ranching background, just horses and cows. But getting knocked around is hard on the body. My wife’s from Albuquerque and I didn’t have any family left alive for me to stay in Texas.”

Someone so young with no relatives? “I feel lucky to have mine, even if they’re still too much in my life.”

“It’s been better in New Mexico. I can put the Texas deaths behind me.” After fingering an inner pocket, he proudly produced a photo of two little girls on horseback.

“Emilia begged me to take a USDA job closer to her kin now that we have kids.”

With the fire out, they stretched stiff muscles and collected soil samples where the sheep had been bedding, eating, or drinking. He poured disinfectant over the cremains and they filled the hole with dirt. Hours later, sweat dripping despite the higher altitude, they pointed their horses westward toward the increasingly colorful sky.

“At least we had a spectacular sunrise and sunset,” he said as they admired the view. She envied his ability to adapt and enjoy the moment.

Mr. Koopee met them at the truck. They sealed boots in plastic trash bags for cleaning and dropped coveralls, masks and gloves in a separate bag for disposal. Before arriving at the health center, Maya called for someone to open a back door so they could head straight to the showers. The clinic director messaged that her husband would transport them at eight to a home-cooked Sunday night dinner.
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When Maya joined Dave and Manolo in the lobby, she hoped the loose black pants hiding a bruise on her inner left thigh didn’t look too wrinkled.

Manolo was the most relaxed since she’d met him. “Finally something to celebrate. Nobody has suspicious signs of anthrax, and Humita said you got the sheep rounded up.”

A chunky, fortyish Native American opened the hospital front door. “Hello, everyone, I’m Juan. Dinner’s ready.”

The Ford Fairlane crawled up a narrow dirt road toward three treeless, rock-and-adobe mortar villages clinging to the top of First Mesa. Their host drove past the few homes of Hano to Sichomovi. A pack of midsized, lean dogs barked and danced as the trio climbed from the car.

“Our home only dates from the 1600s,” Juan informed them. 

Inside, her nostrils were tickled by the smoky patina staining the white kiva fireplace in the corner, unlit in the summer warmth. The thick adobe walls, small windows, and prominent pine vigas supporting the ceiling gave the room a comforting, cave-like feeling.

Humita greeted them in a flowy, yellow pantsuit. “It’s too late, or we’d walk you up the road to see the thousand-year-old homes in Walpi. No utilities so they’re mostly used for ceremonies and dances.”

Steam rose from a colorful platter that Humita set on the hand-hewn table. “These are sweet blue corn tamales called Somiviki.” She poured ice tea and ladled black beans.

As they ate, Juan described a gallery where he carved and sold katsina dolls representing Hopi ancestor spirits. “The Katsinam arrive at dawn with gifts, and all the new brides are given a blessing. At this time of year, the Katsinam are in the San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff.”

He also had katsinas for sale in the nearby modern hotels. “New developments are controversial. Preserving the land as it is versus economic progress—an old conflict.”

Humita was relaxed and gracious in hostess mode, thankful the outbreak seemed under control without additional political or public fallout.

“It’s important that we handle this ourselves, without a whole swat team from your National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases descending on us.”

Maya grabbed her phone. “I’ll share your concerns with Dr. Jaworski, my CDC supervisor in Atlanta.”

Dave chimed in. “We’ll check on the sheep
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