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      Miguel Alvarez smelled perfume and then looked up. Alicia Hernandez, a co-worker he’d recently started dating, walked by, closer to his desk than she needed to, turned her head, and smiled.

      Employee dating was not forbidden by Apis Vaccination Labs, but they’d decided to keep their relationship on the down low for now. For one thing, they had just started dating, and had no idea where things would go. For the other, a co-worker had kind of a crush on Alicia, and they didn’t want him to get jealous.

      But it was hard not to react to her at work. Miguel was, for lack of a better word, smitten.

      A recent graduate with his Master’s in Entomology with an emphasis in immunology, he was a doctoral candidate. Alicia had a bachelors and was still exploring her master’s degree. They’d both been hired right away by the startup, AVL for short, who was working on developing advanced vaccines for the astonishing number of people allergic to bee and wasp stings.

      The job meant that you were almost certain to get stung. While most of the employees were not themselves allergic, they knew multiple stings could cause a similar reaction, and so everyone carried EpiPens, both at work and when on their personal time.

      It was close to quitting time, so he gathered his things, noticing that Ronald, another researcher, seemed to be staring his direction. Miguel looked behind him to see if there was someone there, and when he turned back around Ronald was gone.

      At 7,200 feet, Santa Fe felt hot. It cooled down in the evenings, but the eighty-five degree temps felt much hotter in the thinner air. Miguel had moved here from Phoenix, so after some adjustment, the temperatures were actually pretty refreshing. Triple digits were nearly unheard of here.

      He saw Alicia across the parking lot at her car, talking on her phone. They had a date later tonight, so he merely waved from a distance, and headed for his own vehicle. A sunshade depicting a tropical beach filled his windshield.

      Miguel had a routine, developed while living in the more intense Phoenix heat. He unlocked his car, hit the remote start, which turned on the air conditioning, too.

      He opened the door, reached in and grabbed the sunshade, folding it up and tossing in into the back seat on the passenger side before he slid into the driver’s seat.

      As he did, he felt a slight sting in his right thigh. He looked down and saw a wasp.

      “Shit, little guy! Why didn’t you just fly out of the way?”

      He flipped the wasp away, but instead of taking off, it fell onto the floor on the passenger side of the car.

      Poor bugger must have been dying already, he thought. Usually the lone ones don’t sting.

      He moved to stand but suddenly found it hard to breathe. His face felt stiff and frozen in place. He coughed but couldn’t clear his throat. In fact, it seemed to be swelling shut.

      Allergic reaction, he thought right away, and popped open the glovebox where he knew he had an EpiPen. He grabbed it and looked at it before stabbing himself.

      It was empty. The cartridge normally there was gone.

      He didn’t think he’d used it, but he must have at some point.

      Have to get to the front door, he thought. His vision narrowed and black spots danced before his eyes.

      Using the open door and the edge of the windshield, he pulled himself upright. His thigh hurt more than it should. He staggered, struggling to keep his balance.

      Carefully, he moved around the door, supporting himself on the hood of the car with his right hand. He stumbled, and looked up, seeing a car coming toward him in the parking lot. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Alicia’s aging Toyota. He raised his hand to wave and that was enough to send him tottering off balance.

      With a jerk, he fell forward. Squealing tires followed.

      “Oh my God, Miguel! What happened?” Alicia’s face swam into his vision and wobbled there, blurry.

      “Stung,” he wheezed.

      “Did you use your EpiPen?”

      He tried to answer but descended into a coughing fit and could only shake his head.

      “Okay, hang on,” she said. She disappeared and he heard her car door opening.

      “I’ve got you covered,” she said. He felt a sting in his thigh.

      His breathing didn’t get any easier and he felt himself slipping away.

      Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out, he told himself.

      But darkness raced toward him, and he found himself falling into it. Through the thick blackness he heard Alicia talking.

      “Yes. A wasp sting, possible multiples at Apis Labs. Male, mid to late twenties, no response to EpiPen application. Yes, I’ll stay on the line. Starting CPR now.”

      No longer able to see and feeling like he was breathing through a tiny straw, Miguel felt hands roll him on to his back. He heard other voices, ones he did not recognize, and felt strong pressure on his chest. He tried to respond, to draw breath, but the straw was closing rapidly.

      He heard sirens, distant and for some reason growing fainter rather than louder.

      The darkness took him, and he saw nothing, felt nothing, heard nothing, smelled nothing. Then nothing became everything.
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      It was only an eight-hour drive to Santa Fe from Phoenix, but Nick intentionally planned his trip through Payson, Holbrook, before eventually joining I-40. An overnight in Holbrook would let him take in some of the sights along the way.

      The drive went smoothly. The desert gave way to forests, which were gorgeous, but there were patches where they’d been recently scorched by forest fires.

      “Global warming,” he said aloud as he reached Payson and stopped at a grocery store. He didn’t need fuel yet, but a bathroom stop and a snack wouldn’t hurt.

      “Driving through?” the cashier said, looking up at him.

      “How’d you guess?”

      “You asked for the bathroom first, grabbed some snacks, and you’re playing with your keys. Also, that strange sunburn on your leg tells me you’re not a Phoenix native up for some weekend recreation.”

      Nick laughed. “Very observant. The sunburn was courtesy of falling asleep by a pool, and I am, indeed passing through.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Holbrook tonight, on to Santa Fe tomorrow.”

      “You still have some climbing to do. Are you headed there for business or pleasure?” she asked as she scanned his can of potato chips, his soda, and a small pack of chocolate chip cookies that proclaimed they were “baked in store” on a little red sticker.

      “Business, mostly,” Nick told her. “I’m on a photography assignment.”

      “Oh, well, then you have to stop on the Mogollon Rim.”

      “The what?”

      “Just east of town. You’ll know when you get to the top of the hill, there will be a sign for Woods Canyon Lake. Follow it and you’ll find several pullouts and paved trails you can use to check out the views from the rim.”

      “Hey, thanks.”

      “It may be a bit crowded. It’s Saturday, and all the tourists are up from Phoenix.”

      “The highway did seem busy on the way up.”

      “That’s pretty normal. Hey, have a nice trip and get some good pictures.”

      “I will,” Nick said, digging in his pocket for a card. He handed it to her. “You might see some of them on my website or social media if I get some good shots.”

      “Thanks,” she said, taking the card. She waved as he left the store.

      Good, small town hospitality. He loved it.

      Nick knew exactly what she was talking about as he left a small town called Star Valley and started to climb. Near the top of a particularly large hill, he saw the sign she mentioned, and took a left.

      At the first pullout, he stopped and checked out the sign: the Mogollon Rim. Pronounced mugghee-on, the rim extended for over 200 miles diagonally to where it ended near Flagstaff and featured several lakes along the way. The elevation here was just over seven thousand feet, but the rim crested eight thousand in places according to the map on the sign.

      Nick could see the road he’d driven up on as a tiny ribbon far below. It was much cooler here. Arizona had a lot more to offer than he thought. He made a mental note to come back and visit someday.

      He took several photos, some landscapes off the road, but several macro shots of flowers growing from the rocks, dead trees clinging to the side of cliffs, and more. He moved his car several times to different pull outs, each providing him with a different view.

      I best get back on the road, he thought to himself. As he got in his car, his phone rang. It was Sandra, his girlfriend. He’d met her in Salem, she’d helped him when his camera was stolen in Sacramento, and they’d developed a friendship that had turned into more two weeks ago when she visited him in Denver. He’d witnessed a horrible crime there, but despite the stress of the week, their relationship had only gotten stronger.

      “Hi, gorgeous,” he said.

      “Hey,” she answered. “How’s the sunburn and your head?”

      He’d suffered a mild concussion just over a week ago in Salt Lake, and an incident of dehydration in Phoenix resulted in some concern, but he was improving.

      “I’m better,” he said. “Taking my time getting to Santa Fe. I’m going to stop in Holbrook tonight.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “A place called the Mogollon Rim in Arizona, just northeast of Payson. I think the only reason I have any cell coverage at all is I’m up pretty high.”

      “Nice. You’ll have to send photos. How are you feeling about the case in Phoenix?”

      Nick paused. A private investigator, a drowning, and an uncertain outcome left him feeling less that satisfied about his visit, even though he’d gotten some great photos. He’d managed to stay on task with his freelance assignment, taking photos of every state capital in just a year’s time. He only had a week in each location, which seemed like plenty at first. But in every city, a mystery of some sort had nearly derailed him, and one nearly landed him in trouble with the police. Phoenix had been fairly trying, and just thinking about it made him tired.

      “I’m okay,” he said. “I just hope Santa Fe doesn’t have anything like that in store for me.”

      “Me, too. I love you, Nick. How are your parents?”

      The conversation descended into one about his mom and dad, their health, and what she’d been up to. Nick didn’t want to move from the spot, sure he’d lose cell service any distance from his vantage point.

      “I’ll let you go,” she finally said. “Text me when you get to Holbrook.”

      Nick got back on the road, and a few hours later entered the small town of Holbrook. He checked into his hotel, got some supper, and took a late walk.

      He turned on the television to ESPN and watched whatever was on, falling asleep while listening to the sports announcers. He forgot all about texting Sandra.

      Early the next morning he woke, dressed, and made his way down to the lobby. The clerk directed him to Joe and Aggie’s Cafe, where he found a solid breakfast to fuel his morning, and strong coffee to keep him awake.

      As he walked out of the restaurant, he looked at his car. There was something odd on the windshield. He looked closer. A wasp?

      At first, he thought it was dead, but when he looked closer he saw that it was still moving. As it fluttered his wings, he jumped back.

      Behind him, he heard a laugh. An older gentleman wearing coveralls and a hat decorated with the sun rays of the Arizona state flag stepped up beside him. With gentleness seemingly opposite his large fingers, he plucked the wasp gently from the wiper, and tossed it away. Nick heard a buzz as it flew off.

      “Wow,” he said.

      “Ah, hell, son. They won’t usually attack people. Unless you stare at them too close and irritate ‘em.”

      Nick smiled. “Like I was.”

      “Yep. We have a lot of them around here. High elevation, warm enough most of the year in the high desert for them, and lots of stuff for them to feed on. We have a pretty good population of bees, too.”

      “I see.”

      “On vacation?” the man said, pointing to his Washington plates.

      “Business trip,” Nick said. “Thanks for the information.”

      “Which way you headed?”

      “Santa Fe.”

      “You’ll like it. Cool little town. Safe trip, ya’ hear?”

      “Thanks,” Nick said. He got in the car and drove off.

      It was only a little over four hours to Santa Fe, and he drove pretty much straight through, stopping for some quick photos in the Petrified Forest National Park.

      He stopped once after that at a large truck stop for gas and a corn dog. Tempted by some fresh cinnamon rolls, he bought a pack of them, promising himself he’d hit the gym tonight at the hotel.

      As he drove, clouds gathered overhead, and as he reached Albuquerque for his final gas stop, rain pelted the windshield with large drops. Nick thought about how he’d love to come back to take the Breaking Bad tour. The show, though disturbing, had turned him into an Aaron Paul fan.

      No time. He checked it off as another place he’d like to come back and visit after his trip was over. He got back on the road to Santa Fe.

      Just before town, orange cones indicated construction, and the traffic squeezed down to a single lane. The speed limit said thirty, but most of the traffic was moving about forty-five. A second later he heard a thump and then a crack.

      A small rock struck his windshield leaving a small chip.

      Dammit, he thought. Then considered how far he’d come. It was a wonder he hadn’t had any car trouble since his air conditioning issue in Boise, and he hadn’t taken a single rock to the windshield this whole way.

      Still, he’d have to have that taken care of as soon as possible.

      A short drive and a few turns later, Nick ended up at his hotel, a Residence Inn. He darted through the rain into the office.

      The clerk looked up and then looked up some more. At six and a half feet tall, Nick was used to it. This trip had made him even more conscious of his height.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’ve got a room for the week.”

      “Nick O’Flannigan?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “You’re the photographer taking the capitol pictures.”

      “How did you guess?” Nick smiled, but inwardly sighed.

      “Well, you’re famous. Sort of. Our modern photography professor has been following your trip. He showed us some of your photos and told us about you being in the news.”

      Nick groaned. Not another one. Out loud he said, “That’s quite a compliment.”

      The clerk gestured for him to lean closer. “You’re not chasing any bad guys in Santa Fe, are you?”

      Nick chuckled. “It doesn’t quite work that way. I’m really hoping for no trouble at all while I’m here.”

      “Oh.” The clerk looked almost disappointed. “Well, we’ve upgraded you to a suite for the week.”

      “Sure,” Nick said, taking the keycard he was offered.

      A few moments later he found himself in a two room suite with almost a full office at his disposal. A separate seating area, two televisions, and a large bed made him smile. It was almost like a small apartment.

      He headed back to the lobby. “Hey, thanks for the upgrade,” he said. “Can I trouble you for a supper recommendation?”

      “Sure. The tapas bar is closed on Sundays, so I would try the Coyote Cafe. Normally, I’d recommend seating on the rooftop outside, but the rain may stick around until around midnight.”

      “I’ll give it a shot. Do you have those guys around here who fix windshield chips, too?”

      “We do. There are some on street corners, but there are several mobile ones, too. I’ll have a short list waiting for you when you get back from dinner. Sound good?”

      “Deal,” Nick said. “Thanks for being so helpful.”

      “Anytime. One thing though?”

      “What’s that?” Nick said.

      “Mind if I get a selfie with you for my Instagram?”

      “Sure,” Nick said.

      He smiled for the shot and headed for dinner. The food and the atmosphere were as promised, and by the time he got back to the hotel the downpour had tapered to a mere drizzle.

      He thanked the clerk, took the offered list of mobile chip repair businesses, and headed up for bed.

      It had been a long two days of travel. Tomorrow would be another day.
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