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Disease vector—such a vague and mathematical term for transmission of death. Antagonist, villain, criminal? Those are more powerful labels. 

Soft-bodied ticks are bloodsucking external parasites that ascend from the soil or animal nests in a voracious search for fulfillment. They’re arachnids but not spiders, and attractive with a mottled black and tan shell, like a softshell turtle. Upon feeding, after the meal satisfies, the tick’s flexible shell swells and brightens.

Across all lifeforms, mothers are revered, honored and protected. She’s only trying to nurture her eggs and survive as a species. The real culprits that kill are the spirochete bacteria, mere squiggles under the microscope, which infect within thirty seconds of the bite.
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The naked swollen belly glowed under fluorescent lights as the pregnant woman knocked aside her gown and scraped the widespread rash. When her mother tried to restrain the frantic arm, low moans floated through the clammy intensive care room of the Albuquerque Indian Health Center. 

Dr. Maya Maguire stood frozen, frustrated that as a veterinarian, there was nothing she could do to help the barely conscious patient. Despite the woman’s critical condition, Maya couldn’t control a twinge of envy. Giving birth was her only chance for a biological relationship, having been adopted as an infant from China by Irish American parents. 

With her gloved hand, Maya touched the gowned shoulder of the middle-aged woman with streaks of gray in a long dark ponytail. “Mrs. Lucero, your daughter has a beautiful name. Bina—does it have special meaning?” 

The woman lifted her eyes. “It refers to music.”

In the challenging first year of her Centers for Disease Control and Prevention training, Maya had learned to reach people on a personal level before plowing ahead with her disease investigations. “I dabble at the piano. Does Bina play an instrument?”

“Guitar. Her four-year-old loves silly songs.”

Maya’s innate hyperfocus kicked into gear and she whipped out a small notebook from her blazer pocket. Last year, she would have held back, waiting for a physician to take the lead. But not anymore.

She gestured to the angry rash on Mrs. Lucero’s forehead. “The Dulce clinic called yesterday about your family’s illness. I’m based at the New Mexico health department, but help out the Indian Health Service as needed.” 

Maya put a hand on a chair, one of her coping mechanisms with moments of weakness. Despite the master’s in public health after the veterinary medical degree, she felt self-conscious whether she was accepted as an equal partner to physician epidemiologists. In all her previous visits to IHS hospitals, Dr. Manolo Miranda, an infectious disease specialist, had hosted her. With his incapacitation from anthrax, she was on her own. 

Notes checked, she continued. “Bina is current on her immunizations, plus measles and chickenpox were ruled out by the lab. So I need to track down more unusual rash-illness exposures.” 

Maya had no idea where to go next on her interview. As a brief flash of panic clouded her eyesight, she took several deep breaths, annoyed that insecurity could intrude on the job. Epidemic Intelligence Service Officers were the front line federal disease detectives—no room for distractions or mistakes. 

Mrs. Lucero’s voice was tentative. “I need to focus on Bina. My family went to find something to eat. Can you talk to them?” 

“I’ll do everything possible to find out how this happened.” After Maya left the room, she deposited her gown, mask, and gloves in the bin outside the door. At the central computer station, she recognized Ron Blake, the gray-haired ob/gyn who had approved her visit. “Any updates on Bina’s condition?” she asked.

“We’re not sure, it might be JHR.”

Maya’s brow furrowed. “I never heard of it, but human clinical medicine is not my expertise.”

“Jarisch-Herxheimer reaction is a rare adverse response to antibiotics. Bina has cognitive impairment, low blood pressure, and appears to be in a lot of pain. She’s in labor at twenty-four weeks.” 

He ran wrinkled hands across eyelids sagging over pale blue eyes. “I’m researching treatment options—never had this before.”

“Which antibiotic?” 

“Doxycycline. Listen, I assume you’re here to find out what caused all this, but I need to check on my patient. The family’s in the cafeteria.”

“Of course, Bina should be your priority.” After heading out into a hallway through orange carved arches, Maya pulled out her iPhone to call Santa Fe. 

“Dr. Grinwold, I have an update on the family from last night. Hope I didn’t interrupt anything.” 

“I was on the phone with Nancy. We watch CBS Sunday Morning together from our different state capitals and chat.”

Maya was surprised by the personal detail from the gruff State Epidemiologist. Dr. Nancy Bingham was his counterpart in Arizona, and Maya’s temporary boss when tackling anthrax last year.

“I’m following up on the Apache family with fever, headaches, and rash.”

“I had one beer last night—I wasn’t too drunk to remember your call.”

That was the grumpy Fred Grinwold Maya feared. His voice often triggered weak muscles, but three months of cognitive therapy and the prescription Klonopin kicked in. 

“One patient was flown here to the Indian Hospital in Albuquerque. She’s six months pregnant, and they diagnosed JHR.”

“Syphilis should be ruled out. When antibiotics kill the bacteria, cytokines are released, causing a lot of damage.”

Maya kneaded her arm as goose bumps rose with the air conditioning despite her black blazer. “But all the family members are symptomatic, so I don’t think the organism was sexually transmitted.”

“Then it could be TBRF, from Borrelia infection. We had some cases in Colfax and San Juan counties.” 

Tick-borne relapsing fever, she dredged up from veterinary school in Colorado. Borrelia were helically coiled bacteria called spirochetes, transmitted through tick bites.

“I’m on my way to check with the family. I’ll keep you posted.”

After several minutes wandering the halls of the multistory complex, Maya spotted a family who matched the Dulce clinic’s description—two senior citizens, a man in his forties, and a dancing preschooler.

“Hello.” Her voice was hushed. Although she gained confidence during her first year of training, her instincts tended toward reserve with new people. “Are you the Lucero family?”

Looking up, the middle-aged man answered, “I’m Mangas. These are my parents and granddaughter. My wife and daughter are in the ICU.”

“Yes, I visited them. I’m sorry to see Bina so ill—you must be very worried.” 

She showed him her identification. “The IHS requested my help. Your symptoms, when did they start?”

The child scratched at scabs on her arms and started fresh bleeding. “Amacita, stop it.” Mr. Lucero picked her up and positioned her back on the cafeteria chair. “She’s too young to understand the threat to Bina and the baby, but the long drive, this new environment—it’s all a bit much. What was your question?”

Red bumps on his right forearm caught Maya’s attention. “Your rashes, how long have you had them?”

He shrugged and pulled down his sleeve. “Close to a week.”

After lowering to a chair next to Amacita, Maya scribbled a quick sketch of a plump black cat on her notepad and tore off the page for the gleeful child. “This is my Grandma’s kitty, named Hypatia. She’s cuddly and purrs.” Then she directed her attention back to Mangas. “My supervisor suggested I ask you about ticks. He’s seen other rash illnesses after their bites.”

“You mean like Lyme disease?” His face scrunched in confusion. “But that’s not a risk out here.”

“Although we haven’t found Lyme-infected hard ticks in New Mexico, we have human cases, probably from travel. But tiny soft shell ticks don’t stay latched as long, so people aren’t aware of the bites.”

The white-haired couple grimaced and moved closer together. Maya hurried on. “It sounds barbaric, but female ticks are larger and drink the most.” 

At their expressions, she pinched her arm and shut her mouth, reminded that scientific information fascinating to epidemiologists was gruesome to the public.

“Mr. Lucero,” a young nurse called out as she rushed into the cafeteria. “Bina’s taken a turn for the worse—she has fluid in her lungs and difficulty breathing.”

The older couple said they would remain with their great-granddaughter while Maya hurried after Mr. Lucero. “I can work with environmental services to look for rodents and ticks. Do I have permission to check out your home?”

In her notebook, he scribbled the address where they went on a fishing trip to celebrate Bina’s twenty-sixth birthday. They were almost the same age, with Maya’s birthday three months earlier on Feb. 14.

She noticed the ob/gyn in the corridor as Mr. Lucero turned the corner. “Dr. Blake, if you’re busy with Bina, I can swing back later.”

“Not a problem, Dr. Maguire.” He sat in the waiting room chair and indicated for Maya to do the same. “The pulmonologist is in charge with the lung changes. Her pregnancy is stable at the moment.”

“Our State Epidemiologist, Dr. Fred Grinwold, wondered about relapsing fever from Borrelia infection. The family was all together at a cabin. Their symptoms are nonspecific but similar, except Bina’s reaction to the antibiotic. Coming down with the same thing in the same time period, it makes me think of point-source, possibly ticks.”

“I never had Borrelia cases before but I’ll make sure the lab tests for it.”

“Can your lab run blood samples for the other family members? If they need any assistance, our CDC labs in Ft. Collins or Atlanta can help.”

When Dr. Blake stood up, Maya followed. “I’ll work with the Jicarilla Nation looking for soft ticks on their property. We’ll also check for hard ticks, which transmit Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever. Your lab should rule that out, as well.”

He shook her hand. “Thanks, we appreciate working with CDC on this. It’s important for Bina and the family to figure out where this came from.”

––––––––
[image: ]


When the Bernalillo exit sign popped up north of Albuquerque on her drive back to Santa Fe, Maya made an impulsive decision and turned off the interstate. She hadn’t visited her colleague since February. As the federal Area Veterinarian in-Charge, Dr. Dave Schwartz had been her partner on the anthrax medical detective team. Would he know anything about Borrelia?

Peering through the windshield into the afternoon sun while driving west, she adjusted her Yankees cap, a gift from Manolo Miranda’s father. Since Manolo’s neurologic damage, Sebastian Miranda had stayed in Phoenix to help with physical therapy that allowed his son to get around with a wheelchair and feed himself, even if he couldn’t speak.

She could use a cowboy hug from Dave and wondered whether to pull off the two-lane highway to give him a call. But even if he wasn’t home, the soothing nature of a greening bosque along the swift-flowing Rio Grande with the melting winter snows would justify a detour.

When she pulled up to the adobe ranch and hopped out of the Prius, the family’s black lab Bo raced over, barking and wagging his tail in friendly greeting. Maya crouched to play with him, then fell onto her backside as she wrestled with the dog.  Just the medicine veterinarians would order—a tumble with a lovable dog. No vet should ever be without a pet, but her two years of training with CDC were too unpredictable to manage one.

“Hey, girl, long time no see.” Dave burst through the front door and reached down to help her up. At thirty-one, he’d suddenly developed gray highlights in his brown hair and deep wrinkles around his eyes. 

“Come around to the back,” he invited in his Texas drawl. “My ladies are all in the corral.”

With the warm spring air, Maya reclined on the outside bench after greeting his wife Emilia and the girls, who trotted their ponies under their mother’s tutelage. 

“Any summer plans?” Maya asked.

“Not really, we’re occupied with work and kindergarten. Emilia says we should drive up to see my new family members in northern Arizona. If we show up, what are they going to do, kick us out?”

In the shade of the overhead thatch, she removed her cap and set it on the bench. “I agree with her—you should try. And if they refuse to acknowledge your relationship, you still have her parents here in Albuquerque.”

“I guess.” He looked cautious, not like the aggressive cowboy she’d become close to. “Speaking of taking chances, any news about you and our favorite IHS doc?”

“Yesterday when they visited from Phoenix, Sebastian left us alone while he explored Santa Fe. I drove Manolo up to Taos Pueblo. On the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge, he made the ‘I Love You’ sign with his hand.” She pulled the ponytail loose and fluffed her hair. “But he didn’t appear to know me when they left this morning.”

“Be patient, his brain needs time to rewire. Hey, I’m gonna grab a beer, want one?”

Despite her refusal, he came back with two. Dave never drank in the early afternoon. Perhaps he forgot she took anti-anxiety meds, which wasn’t a safe combo with alcohol. And maybe his stress was more severe than he was showing.

When her iPhone rang with a call from the hospital, she hastened for privacy to the barbed wire fence line. It was Dr. Blake.

“Dr. Maguire, I want to let you know in case it influences your field investigation. We lost Bina. She became more unstable, and then had cardiac arrest. We couldn’t save her baby boy, either.”

Loss of their daughter and her infant—Maya couldn’t imagine the depth of the Lucero family grief. All the anthrax cases came flooding back, including the death of the first patient, a teenage Hopi sheepherder. Bina was another Native American death mocking her medical detective skills—not unusual with the number of tribes in the Four Corners region.

“We sent sera to the state lab for antibodies.” Dr. Blake’s voice brought her back to the present. “And a specimen went to CDC—results should be available within a few days.”

In front of Maya’s eyes, daffodils bobbed their yellow heads in the spring breeze ruffling the greening grass. But her mind was sucked back to the deadening autumn when Bacillus anthracis spores spread in mysterious ways. Her knees began to give way, and Bo ran up for playtime. She fended him off and spoke into the phone.

“Thanks for calling, and let the Luceros know how sorry I am for their loss. Reassure them we’ll get their cabin checked out tomorrow. They should go to their primary home and stay away from the cabin until I clear it.” 

“I’ll pass that along. The IHS is grateful to you and your boss for the idea about relapsing fever. At your recommendation, we looked at Bina’s peripheral blood smear and found a heavy spirochete load. So you might be right about the Borrelia. I never knew it could kill.”
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For once, Dave didn’t come to her rescue as Maya dropped the phone in her pocket and sank to the pebbled dirt next to the corral. Emilia, almost as tall as her six-foot husband, raised up Maya’s shorter frame. 

“Hermanita, are you okay? Did anything happen with Manolo?”

The prickles on Maya’s arms increased. Sebastian had promised to call during a planned break with her parents for a Flagstaff lunch. 

“They’re driving home to Phoenix.” She pushed aside the statistics on the high rate of New Mexico and Arizona traffic fatalities—it was a curse to know so much about the ways to die. “They should have touched base by now, but that’s not my main problem. I have another new disease and a deceased case. I think I’m in the wrong line of work.”

Emilia lifted Maya’s chin and their dark eyes met. “But you’re good at it. And you mourn for patients you don’t know—that shows how much you care.”

“You give me too much credit, but I appreciate it.” Maya hugged her, the only friend who wasn’t a colleague. “I didn’t anticipate a state assignment would be so difficult. Should have asked for an Atlanta CDC placement at a computer.”

Emilia’s gaze shifted to the porch where Dave kicked back, cowboy hat pulled down over his eyes. “I don’t think either of you would be happy tied to a desk. My family and long-time restaurant coworkers make me comforted and sane. You and Dave, you’re adrenaline junkies, and you want to make a difference.”

Honks of Canada geese filtered through the cover of bright green ash and duller Russian olives hugging the creek, reminding Maya of spring’s fresh start. Both women leaned on the corral upper rail, attuned to the peals of laughter from the four- and five-year-old girls chasing each other around the ring on their pinto ponies. 

“We’ll leave mi esposo to his midday nap. Newly-discovered relatives in a Latter-day Saints polygamist sect creeps him out.” Emilia paused, then added, “He might be drinking too much.”

Maya leaned her shoulder into Emilia’s. “Your family has been turned upside down—he’s lucky to have you.” But with her anti-anxiety meds to cope with Manolo’s near-death, both she and Dave might be chemically dependent. 

Her iPhone rang again. “Hola, Maya, ¿cómo te va?” Sebastian’s Puerto Rican accent was stronger than Manolo’s. She waved at Emilia and stepped away from the fence.

“Are you at lunch in Flag? Can I say hi to Manolo?”

“Go ahead, I’ll hold the phone to his ear.”

She was at a loss for words in their one-sided conversation. Manolo had been so ebullient, he often dominated their time together. His current lack of feedback made interaction miserable. If she was a chatterbox, she could plunge on, but that ability was not in her wheelhouse.

He had seduced her with Spanish endearments, simplified for her rudimentary level of school classes. She could repeat one from their intense courtship. “¿Qué tal, mi amor?”

Going through the motions, not expecting an answer, she hastened to continue. “I miss you already, Mano. It’s wonderful your dad could bring you to Santa Fe for the weekend. I’ll fly to Phoenix when I’m done with a rash investigation. Your ideas on this would be invaluable.” 

She exhaled, embarrassed that she might make him feel inadequate because he couldn’t respond. “Talking over these medical mysteries—that will come with time. Neither of us has ever been patient enough.”

Sebastian came back on the line. “Hey, he grinned. I think he recognized your voice.”

Small blessings. “Thank you, Sebastian, for driving to Santa Fe for the weekend. And for everything you do to help us stay close. Are you with Mom and Dad at their favorite restaurant?”

“Yes, I’ll turn the phone over.”

Her mom’s strong Catholic beliefs had not supported Maya losing her virginity at Christmas to a recently divorced man. So Maya was relieved it was her dad’s steady, engineer-calm voice on the line.  

“Hi, sweetheart. This was a smart idea to meet, thank you. Manolo looks great—you must have had a good visit.”

“We drove to Taos. The time alone was rejuvenating.”

“Your tone isn’t as bright as those words. What’s wrong?”

Maya’s arms flushed red. She was too obvious to those whom she loved, even voice-only. “Another outbreak—it’s a new disease for me and a pregnant woman died. Life and death, happens every day. I’m a vet and not responsible for it.”

His voice lowered. “Sounds like cognitive therapy talk—is that still helpful for you?”

“Sure.” Her brief answer reflected hesitance about her treatment. The lifelong nightmares since the childhood bicycle accident were vivid and the lack of sleep left her exhausted, a challenge when driving around the state. The doc advised adding a sleeping pill, but Maya didn’t want to complicate any potential side effects from the combination.

She hadn’t told her parents about the medication worries, and wanted to shove those issues out of her mind. “Dad, my job is 24/7—you know that. Tell Mom sorry, I’ve got to go. I’ll check in sometime next week.” Clicking off the call, she regretted her short temper, increased since Manolo’s hospitalization. 

She always struggled with her parental relationships. Her dad thought she was too young and immature for the frequent jumps in grade pushed by her brilliant astronomy assistant mom, allowing her to complete three college degrees by the age of twenty-five. Most of the other trainees in her CDC class were at least five years older. 

Turning to Emilia, her heart pounded. “I always dread that steep La Bajada Hill between here and Santa Fe. Even with a crawl lane to the right, sharing it with the big rigs is my worst nightmare. Not that I need to worry—failing brakes would be an issue coming down to Albuquerque, not going up.”

Emilia tossed her dark braids, a puzzled expression on her face. Maya realized today was a first—she had never confided fears to her colleague’s wife before. They really were becoming friends. Maya gave her a quick hug and wandered back to the porch, kicking at Dave’s boots. He awoke with a start and knocked his hat to the ground.

“Warm sun was nice,” he said, although the light didn’t reach the bench under the covered portal. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

As she climbed into the Prius driver’s seat, he smiled. “Thanks for stopping in. I’m back to diseases without human risk, so we might not work together. We’re developing surveillance for rabbit hemorrhagic disease. There were die-offs last year in Canadian feral rabbits, and then pets in Ohio.”

She took his weather-beaten hand through the open window. “Last thing we need are thousands of dead rabbits, with people scared it’s plague or tularemia threatening their families. Keep me posted.”

Should she say anything about the two beers not long after noon? Emilia had looked concerned—it could be her duty as a friend to butt in. But she kept her worries to herself. Dave was the epitome of a hardened Texas rancher. Her interference could be counterproductive.

––––––––
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Maya leapt up Monday morning to wash away a ghastly dream. Manolo had been a cold, dead fish, a tail instead of legs and a dorsal fin replacing arms. Glassy eyes stared without blinking and thin fish lips gaped. His dark hair curled on his forehead, and the fish chin had the goatee she loved when he wasn’t working. In the shower, she scrubbed to remove fish slime on her naked flesh, then peeked out at the empty bed to verify she only imagined it.

Remembrance of the teenager’s truck smashing her five-year-old body had generated years of nightmares, then the anthrax attacks added mounds of bleeding carcasses. She wasn’t thrilled by a creative imagination that developed new ways to haunt. And where in heck had a fish image come from? The Luceros mentioned their fishing camp on Jicarilla land—perhaps the germ of the vision.

After pulling herself together and driving to work, she passed Stephanie’s graying head bent over a folder at her desk. At Maya’s greeting, the secretary popped up with a spontaneous squeal. “You drove to Taos with Manolo—how was it?” 

Maya gazed down at the older woman. In the face of a new medical mystery, the Saturday visit seemed a lifetime ago. With a successful marriage before becoming a widow, Stephanie supported Maya’s relationship with Manolo. But the office support hadn’t been universal. Erika, their disease surveillance coordinator, was skeptical of the timing for Manolo’s divorce. 

Secretly separated from his east coast wife, Manolo forced through the final paperwork. Erika’s attitude came around when he promised Maya more transparency. Stephanie’s enthusiasm for their bond never faltered. After the epic romantic camping to the ancient ruins in Chaco Canyon, they’d shared posole on a snowy Christmas day with Stephanie, listening to humorous stories about her husband.

As a fan of their pairing, Stephanie lived vicariously through their story. “Does Manolo show any sign of improvement?”

Maya led the way down the hall to her small office with the tiny eastern windows filtering the morning’s light, then Stephanie plopped into the second chair. 

“We took the High Road to Taos,” Maya said, “with those curvy mountain roads through the ponderosa pines, and finished at the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge. The view was spectacular, several hundred feet down through the black volcanic rock to the river sparkling below.”

Stephanie nodded with enthusiasm. “Incredible area, but I thought you hated heights. Didn’t you get dizzy at the Grand Canyon when you two visited in November?”

That trip had been one of her first dates with Manolo, stopping at all the South Rim overlooks. “I hoped that re-enacting our Grand Canyon trip might jog something in Manolo’s mind. And it worked. You know how to say ‘I Love You’ with your hand? He formed the letters I, L, and Y all at the same time, like this. Then I kissed him—maybe he kissed back.” Maya’s expression begged for supportive joy from her friend.

But Stephanie frowned. “How intimate have you been since his illness? You were so much in love. I realize he’s cognitively impaired, but maybe re-establishing that physical closeness would help trigger memories.” 

Maya swept her notebook from the desk to the floor in frustration. “Damn it, Stephanie, I don’t need a reminder it’s been so long—I feel guilty enough.” Then she spun away in the chair and lowered her head. Tears leaked from her eyes and she exhaled quiet gasps. Stephanie’s grip guided her back around.

“Sorry, Maya, I don’t mean to criticize. Maybe you could benefit from more time together, without his father.”

“No, I’m the one who should apologize for yelling when you’re only trying to help.”

She reached over to hold her friend’s hands, hoping to make her understand. “My emotions are on a knife edge. There was a sign at the Bridge warning people not to jump. For a half-second, ending my despair and confusion flitted through my mind. But I wouldn’t do anything with him right there.”

Stephanie handed her a tissue from the box on the desk. “Promise to tell me if you ever have impulses like that. After Tony died, I had a few of those feelings. Are you still seeing a psychiatrist?”

Maya wiped her face and glanced at the door. The last thing she needed was Dr. Grinwold bursting in. “With Dr. Kim’s therapy and meds, I’ve been working hard to function despite Manolo’s disabilities.”

“You’ve had no downtime—working like crazy on your presentation to the CDC conference, plus all the mini-outbreaks.” Stephanie patted Maya’s arm. “You only got that Atlanta talk behind you a couple weeks ago. It must drive you crazy that you don’t have more time to join Manolo in Phoenix.”

After pulling away to rub her throbbing back, Maya stood to stretch. Tension always worsened the chronic pain in her pelvis and right thigh from the permanent metal holding the bones in place after her childhood injury.

“Manolo and I never made any commitments—our relationship was too new. But in the hospital, his family told me he intended to propose marriage. I was on the slow track and didn’t say I loved him until he was unconscious. So there’s no obligation, and I can’t stay in Phoenix for him. Most of the time, he doesn’t recognize me, and he’s comfortable with his father’s care.”

Stephanie stood and opened the door. “You’re right, I’m pushing too hard, just a romantic. I’m a Manolo Miranda-Maya Maguire fan, the M&Ms.”

Giving Stephanie the slip of paper with the Lucero cabin address, Maya asked for help, another thing she wasn’t accustomed to. “Can someone from the Jicarilla Apache Nation meet me today at the Dulce clinic so we can investigate this location? We’ve got a rash illness outbreak, including one death. That’s how I spent yesterday.”

“Of course, anything you need, no wonder you’re on edge.”

After Stephanie headed back to her desk, Maya found her boss in his office at the early hour. “Dr. Grinwold, our lab might have confirmation later today on the Borrelia. The hospital spotted spirochetes yesterday on the blood smear.” 

“I was spitballing with the TBRF guess, but those earlier cases came to mind.”

“I researched it last night.” Flatter the boss, one of those bureaucratic skills she tried to work on. “Your years of experience are wonderful. Could we do a Star Trek mind meld so all your knowledge would flow to my brain?” 

He smiled—an uncommon reaction. “It’ll come with time. When I’m old and in the nursing home, you’ll sit in my chair.”

She was shocked by his rare compliment and speculated whether his positive mood was for an upcoming rendezvous with his Arizona counterpart. He had mentioned chatting with Nancy Bingham over a TV show, but neither ever confirmed a relationship.

“Stephanie’s making arrangements for me to visit the cabin where the family stayed during the incubation period. If she works that out, I’ll head up to Dulce.”

“Good plan. Remember tribal sovereignty—they’re in the driver’s seat. Be deferential, don’t step on toes.”

She nodded, hoping her jangled nerves didn’t interfere with carrying out the directive.
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Greening valley, sensuous piñon-dotted ocher hills, creamy jagged cliffs—Maya understood why famed artist Georgia O’Keeffe settled in the Abiquiu area. Relaxing outside Ghost Ranch, the home converted into an education and retreat center, she was tempted by the tours, curious about the local perspective on O’Keeffe’s landscapes with their rounded naked female forms and vulvas in opening flowers. 

Stephanie was right—she should have forced the issue with Sebastian about sleeping with Manolo. If Manolo had stayed with her for the weekend, they wouldn’t have needed a motel, because his father could have used her foldout couch. She should have tried—Sebastian might have agreed. She and Manolo had been inseparable for two magical weeks after consummating their love in his blue tent during the Chaco camping trip. But his current neurologic function was unclear, and sleeping in the same bed could confuse him. 

When had he told his sister Ramona about his proposal plans? Maybe on New Year’s after Maya flew home to New Mexico. Not long before then, the passion during weeks of Spanish endearments, gentle touches, and electric hugs burst into flame in a glorious high desert not far from this one. His secret eight-year marriage had some benefits—he knew all the possible moves of lovemaking, although her inexperience left her with no comparison. 

She stepped out of the car for a stretch and a drink from her water bottle. Obsessing about their future was insane. Good thing her vibrator for chronic back pain was doing double duty, with infrequent success. Maybe it could benefit him, if they were ever alone again. Fuck—stupid, stupid, stupid to think about it. Focus on the Luceros—they were grieving and she needed to be in Dulce within two hours.
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Edward Newton, Maya’s guide from the Jicarilla Nation Environmental Protection Office, loaded supplies in his four-wheel-drive outside the Dulce health clinic. “Our Nation’s President Yazzie sends his greetings. We don’t have to consult with CDC very often, but don’t mind your being here today.”

Not the warmest of welcomes, but adequate. Her gaze wandered to the mountain looming over the small town of adobe-colored ranch homes. 

“Archuleta Mesa,” he said. “Ring any bells?” 

She shook her head. “I spent my childhood in Flagstaff before my family moved to Denver during high school. I’ve only lived in New Mexico since July.”

“Some of our citizens saw a spaceship and aliens. Rumor got around about a secret human and alien base inside the mesa, perhaps the cause of mutilated cattle. Bigfoot sightings, too. Anyways, the town capitalized on the publicity and had a Dulce Base UFO conference here at the casino.”

Maya smiled. “Should I ask whether you’re a believer?”

He scoffed. “Gives everyone another reason to talk about us. Before that, Apache only conjured up Geronimo. He was a different band, down south, but it’s all anyone knows.”

“I used to get bothered when people were confused by my Irish last name and Chinese heritage, but now I’m leaning into it. They probably won’t forget me.”

His dark eyes crinkled and she flashed to August when she met Manolo—she was a sucker for swarthy good looks. 

“Ma’am, I don’t think anyone will forget you.”

She blushed, ill at ease with compliments, especially from someone twice her age. She understood she was reasonably attractive. A grad school classmate, trying to keep in touch after their spring 2018 graduation, called her a young Rachel Chu, lead character in Crazy Rich Asians. An engagement ring from Manolo could head off flirtation like this, if he ever recovered enough to offer it. But her guide seemed laid-back and friendly—she shouldn’t overinterpret.

“Do you know the Luceros?” 

“Only a few thousand live near Dulce, so we’re well-acquainted. I can’t believe the news about Bina’s death, and they were so excited for a new boy in the family. The docs asked them to stay another day in Albuquerque for evaluation. Mangas called and said we can check out the fishing cabin.”

“If the roads are reasonable to Stone Lake, I prefer to follow you and head south this evening, rather than double back up here.”

“Sounds fine to me, let’s get going.”
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An afternoon storm blustered east across the small blue lake swollen by winter runoff. Except for two years at grad school in Manhattan, she never lived close to an ocean, but was transported there by the crash of white-tipped waves on the lakeshore. Even after Mr. Newton closed the roughhewn door behind them, her face cooled as air whistled through cracks between cabin logs. She pulled her navy sweater tighter and appreciated the last minute decision to wear jeans rather than a more professional skirt or dress pants. The wind carried the odor of decaying fish, evidence that the Lucero’s trip was successful, although at a terrible cost.

“I’m sorry we haven’t confirmed what we’re dealing with yet. Our State Epidemiologist is guessing Borrelia hermsii due to similar outbreaks at high altitudes. The bacteria are transmitted by Ornithodoros hermsi soft ticks, which are associated primarily with squirrels and chipmunks.”

“I’m not familiar with this disease. Why are they narrowing in on that, if the results aren’t in?”

She pulled on latex gloves and knelt, looking for rodent nesting material under a queen bed in the corner. “They smeared a sample of Bina’s blood on a slide and looked at it with a microscope. In between the usual red and white blood cells, there were long narrow squiggles. These bacteria are called spirochetes because of the spiral shape. But there are lots of other diseases caused by spirochetes.” 

For confidentiality, she left out syphilis. No one had mentioned Bina’s husband or partner.

“Should we check out their regular home after the cabin?” He opened the front of the small wood stove.

“Mr. Lucero said they were here for two weeks. The incubation period—the time between a tick bite and signs of illness—is anywhere from four to eighteen days. Some other cases have been cabin-associated. The ticks leave rodent nests in the middle of the night and seek blood meals from humans.”

He grimaced. “My job is indoor air—mold and radon. I’m not comfortable with these critters and might not sleep soundly in a cabin again. Should we split up the rooms and attic?”

“Collect any materials that may have been used by rodents. You likely won’t spot any ticks—the nymphs are tiny and the lab can look for them. We’ll mark on each bag where the nest was found.”

After an hour and a half, they met again near the front door. Multiple gallon bags held torn paper, twigs, dry grasses, and dead leaves collected from under dressers in the bedrooms, the attic, and inside the kitchen cabinet with the sink. She brought in a cooler from her trunk for the bags, firmly locking the latch. 

“I’ll drop them in Albuquerque tomorrow,” she offered, “if that works for you.”

He nodded, but no longer smiled. “We receive the results first. You and the state don’t do any public announcements.”

“Agreed. I’m your guest, and appreciate working together on this.” As she grasped the doorknob, a tiny furry creature scampered into the bathroom. They raced after but it was gone, vanished under a floorboard.

Maya, on her knees looking for the animal’s escape route, rapped her knuckles on the floor in frustration. “Looked like a young rock squirrel. I’ve got some traps in my car.”

Together they unfolded the first flattened steel cage. Maya spread peanut butter on a small paper plate and placed it in the end opposite the opening. A squirrel heading in for the treat triggered the door drop to humanely live trap it. 

After spreading the cages out, she gave her final requests. “Check these rodent traps first thing in the morning. Before anyone uses the cabin again, do tick treatment. Over-the-counter foggers will work, one for each room, four hours. Of course, don’t leave anyone inside after setting them off.”

He loaded the chest of samples in her Prius. “Thanks for your advice. Drive carefully on your way over to Tierra Amarilla. It’s a desolate road—help might be awhile if you break down.”

The clouds had lowered and looked angry, ready to spit. Long drives three days in a row settled on her shoulders and she longed to be home with her heating pad.  

After reaching for a warmer jacket from the back seat, she brushed dirt off her jeans and opened the driver’s side door. “Our humane protocols prohibit leaving the animals enclosed for too long. If you capture anything, give me a call. I’ll draw blood before releasing them away from the cabin. We could test for antibodies, then decide on additional steps. Some studies found infected owls and bluebirds.”

His expression was skeptical. “The more you look, the more you find. Remember, you’re on Jicarilla land here. This is our ballgame.”
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At Heron Lake, she pulled off the narrow, two-lane highway to the parking area at the earthfill dam and forced open the vehicle door. She was too busy at Stone Lake to play tourist, and didn’t want to let another vista pass her by. To the north, the dark green expanse of water was churned by whitecaps as the wind stirred dust at her feet. She snapped a cell photo and crossed the highway for one of the Rio Chama. But the sun had dropped behind the pine-covered mesa, and there was barely enough light to be worth the effort.

Like an electric charge, sense memories of a terrifying encounter years earlier with the same river weakened her arms. Her head spun around, looking for landmarks. But it had been downstream in late August, on a float trip between towering sandstone cliffs, majestic cottonwoods, and willows sparkling the water’s surface with tiny gold flakes. 

Her dad had suggested the excursion as a distraction on the momentous childhood move from Flagstaff to Denver. Her heart had pounded as she climbed into the raft and agonized over entering tenth grade in a new state at only thirteen. As a rare Asian kid in the mountain west, the new big-city school might make her feel even more isolated. 

Like other passengers, she had straddled a side rubber tube and hung onto a metal ring as the raft bucked like a bronco in the whitewater. She soon traded spots with her dad and moved up front, whooping with the spray in her face and hair. But when the boat plunged into a pit at the bottom of a class three wave, she flipped over the front into the turbid water, barely hanging onto the ring. The guide leapt forward and dragged her out before she broke her spine on the rocks, or drowned. 

More than a decade later, she’d never been rafting again, but Chama whitewater glistening in the deepening shadows ramped up apprehension.

She snapped a final photo to overwrite the traumatic memories with a different river panorama, then slipped the cell into her jeans pocket. The storm clouds let loose, and more than rain pelted her face. As she rushed for the car, tiny pieces of white ice carpeted the soil. Hail, in mid-May. But she was at high altitude near the southern tail of the Rocky Mountains. Weird weather from climate change warmed the earth, but also triggered extremes.

The wind hampered her popping open the Prius hatchback to grab her raincoat. After verifying the refrigerated chest and its sealed specimen bags were intact, she calmed her involuntary sensation of tiny ticks migrating up to the front seat to feast on her blood.

Heading east on the deserted highway, she fantasized about dinner, unable to remember the restaurants in Tierra Amarilla, Rio Arriba County seat. Manolo was a history buff and inspired an interest in her new home area. T.A.’s claim to fame was a violent raid on the courthouse in the nineteen-sixties, led by a local preacher demanding rights to Spanish land grants. Based on her vague recall, hostages had been taken.

The incident inspired the Chicano movement. Native Americans, Hispanics, and Anglos still fought over who belonged in the region. Where did that leave her, as an Asian immigrant adoptee? Sometimes it felt like nowhere, when work-demand panic and personal despair descended.

Her mental meanderings were interrupted by the snap of hail on the windshield, and she groped for the wipers. Then a loud thump, and the vehicle shook. She slammed the brakes and swerved off the road. As she zipped up her jacket and stepped out, nothing caught her eye in the sleet through the headlights. Then turning back to her left and the darkened highway, she glimpsed a large bundle.

A friend once had a night-time collision with a deer, but even in the pelting gloom, this looked nothing like an animal. The flashlight was in the glove compartment. Despite pulling up the jacket hood, ice slashed her face, so she prioritized a rapid investigation over illumination. After jogging along the unbroken center line toward the small bridge, she bent down to a humped cloth blanket. Tugging up a corner exposed a booted foot. 

“Oh my God, my God.” She collapsed on the pavement, withdrawing more of the fabric from an elderly man’s dark face and white hair. It was too foggy to detect breathing, but she grabbed his wrist. Twisting her fingers, she couldn’t feel a beat. Reaching for his throat, she pressed in his neck area. With no pulse found, she howled like a wild coyote, as the lights from an oncoming vehicle danced over their bodies and brakes squealed, the truck halting a foot away.
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“Shit, lady, are you all right?” A petrified male voice filtered through Maya’s fading moans but her throat failed to form an answer.

“Sheriff, there’s an accident. We’re off the rez, so I called you. It’s on NM 95 where it crosses the Rio Chama, west of US 64.”

There was a moment of silence except for the crunch of gravel from the young man’s pacing booted feet. Maya swallowed her cries and tried to take him in through the slashing hail. As the rain streaked his smooth, round face, he pulled a dark windbreaker up higher to shield the hand holding a phone to his ear. 

His voice started up again, shaky. “Two people, both might need an ambulance.”

In the glare of truck headlights, the man, maybe only a teenager, turned for his vehicle and cursed. Icy drizzle pelted Maya’s scalp, and she refocused on the victim as a dark pool of liquid spread from the back of his head to her feet. With terror and weakened muscles, her eyes closed, but a hand stayed pressed to the elder’s neck for interminable minutes as she willed the body to wake up.

Flashing lights penetrated her eyelids and a door slammed. Thick fingers shoved hers aside on the victim’s neck. 

“I’m Deputy Cedillo. Ambulances from Tierra Amarilla will be here shortly. Can you tell me what happened?”

“Sorry, not sure.” The younger voice groveled before Maya could form any words. “Everything was like this when I stopped and called. She seems out of it, and he looks dead.”

“Kid, I’ve already determined that. So you had nothing to do with this?” 

“I swear, I promise. My dad’s gonna kill me if I’m arrested.” 

The frantic tone from the young man matched Maya’s internal screams. The voices were clear but panic and weather fogged her visual perceptions.

As the deputy grunted and moved away, his instructions were faint. “I’ll deal with you later—give me your driver’s license and keys. Last thing I need is you fleeing the scene.” 

Then he knelt next to her again and rested a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Ma’am, are you hurt? Can you stand? Were you hit by this truck?”

Her body vibrated with deep chills—the shaking made any response impossible. Ambulance sirens blared as she gave into the weakness, slipping to the asphalt.

“Take them both to the Española ER.” The deputy’s voice floated from a distance.

Hands on either side of her body began to lift, and her eyes opened to see medical gloves. One set of arms cradled her back and another lifted her legs to a gurney.

“Do what’s needed, but give me one second to look at the vehicles—don’t leave until I talk to you again.”

The movements were rapid and jolting as they shoved the gurney into the ambulance. She tried to keep her eyes open. Blankets draped her body and monitoring equipment was hooked up. 

“Ma’am, can you tell me your name and if you’re hurt anywhere?” This time it was a female voice. Maya leaned her head to see blonde braids dangling over a white shirt. She attempted to talk but nothing came out and her eyes closed. 

“Prius has damage to front bumper and skid marks behind it.” The deputy again. “Her license says Maya Maguire of Santa Fe. I collected health department and federal IDs, plus a pill container with Klonopin. No alcohol that I could find—did you detect any on her breath?”

“None,” said the female voice to her left. “Initial exam finds no injuries—nothing substantial except rapid heart rate and breathing. Probably panic. Speaking of alcohol, the other team mentioned a broken beer bottle on the highway under the guy’s body. Figured you wanted it as evidence.”

“Damn straight. Is she up to a standardized field sobriety test?”

Maya could barely follow their conversation but understood that things were getting complicated, despite the safety and warmth of the ambulance.

“She can’t stand at all.”

He grunted and slammed the wall of the vehicle. “She’s breathing so hard and fast, not sure how to interpret a breathalyzer. Take a sample for blood alcohol now but ask the hospital if they can test for benzos. Sheriff Baca’s a Drug Recognition Expert—he’ll meet you there. I’m staying with the kid to verify his role in this.”

Limbs jerked with ambulance acceleration, then the motion lulled her into drifting away, body and mind overwhelmed. 
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Maya’s eyes fluttered open with bumps of the gurney under the fluorescent lights of a hospital entrance bay. A bandage pinched inside her elbow—she guessed a blood specimen had been taken. 

Darkness filtered from the side of the building. Sunset at the dam had been around eight o’clock, so it still must be Monday. The crisp smell of rain-washed pavement wafted in but no sleet swept under the shelter of the overhang.

The ER nurse changed Maya’s damp clothes to a hospital gown. Involuntary shakes started again with cool air on her flesh, so staff dropped freshly heated blankets over the bed.

After checking Maya’s vital signs, an older nurse peered over half-glasses. “When was the last time you had any food or fluid, dear?” 

Maya tried to remember. She sipped from her bottle at Ghost Ranch in the late morning, then a brief stop for a sandwich before meeting Edward Newton at the Dulce clinic. “Not for a while.” Her first words. An ambulance snooze, the distance from the devastating scene, and slow breaths practiced in cognitive therapy all paid off. Back to functioning, sort of.

“Initial evaluation indicates you’re stable. I’ll get the resident in as soon as possible. In the meantime, the sheriff has some questions.”

The nurse pushed open the curtain for a heavy-set middle-aged man with a gold badge pinned to the upper left of his tan uniform. 

“Ms. Maguire, or is it Doctor? I’m Sheriff Baca with Rio Arriba County,” he said with a high, friendly timbre. 

Her wallet was open in his hand. “You’re a veterinarian for the government, correct?” 

She inclined her head in a nod. 

He dragged a chair close to the bed. “Give me your version of how the accident happened.”

In a raspy voice, she reviewed everything after the brief photo break at Heron lake—the bad weather, poor road conditions, her immediate stop after feeling the bump and rushing to the victim’s side, the truck arrival and its driver’s phone call.

Both of her hands kneaded her forehead. “I can’t think of what I should have done differently. Maybe use my own phone to call 9-1-1. But the kid arrived moments later and I was overwhelmed when I couldn’t feel the man’s pulse.”

“We towed your car to our lot in Tierra Amarilla. What’s that cooler and bags in the back?”

After running her tongue over parched lips, she answered. “Specimens from a Stone Lake cabin, part of my disease investigation with the Jicarilla Apache nation.” 

“Lucky for you, the accident occurred in my territory. Things get more complicated on Nation land, including the FBI.”

Her throat constricted as she remembered the FBI investigation last year. “Can I have a drink?”

The sheriff filled a cup from the sink and handed it to her. “Let’s finish the interview. How much were you drinking tonight?”

Prickles spread from her arms to her legs. “None. No beer or wine since February, no mixed drinks, nothing.”

His eyes widened. “Very specific timetable. On the wagon?”

“I’ve never drunk much alcohol. My boyfriend was hospitalized in January and I started therapy for stress in February. The doctor prescribed Klonopin and I didn’t want any interaction.”

“The deputy found it in your pack. When’s the last time you took a dose?”

A niggling concern crept in. “None since morning. I held off on the evening dose because I didn’t want to feel tired.” As soon as the words slipped out, she wanted to pull them back. Had her medication side effects reduced her alertness when driving?

He kicked back in the chair. “Hmm, well, a beer at sunset is always great. You mentioned the break at the lake.”

Where did his comment come from? Tears brimmed and she blurted, “The older man in the road, did I . . . kill him?”

The sheriff removed his cap and ran fingers through his gray-streaked hair. “Dead at the scene, and yes, we think you did it. He had no ID, so we’re trying to track him down. We have blood alcohol concentration pending on both of you.”

She hadn’t been drinking and breathed a sigh of relief. But he was dead, and she had run him over. No matter how hard she tried to
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