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Dedication

To all those who have
wandered far:
the LORD is calling you.
“I have swept away 
your offenses like a cloud, 
your sins like the morning mist. 
Return to me, 
for I have redeemed you.”
Isaiah 44:22
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I lifted my hands to examine them. As I did, the light fixtures banding the cavern flickered; current jetted from the wavering lamps and slammed into my chest. The drawn energy coursed through my muscles and reverberated in my bones. It swelled and spread down my arms until it reached my fingertips, ready to burst forth.

With a curious and almost detached air, I watched as my body attracted more energy from the light fixtures. Electricity crackled around me, infusing me with might. I flexed and curved my fingers; tongues of current sizzled in the palm of my hand and built into a ball of pulsing blue fire.

Not far across the cavern, Dr. Bickel, Zander, and Agent Gamble, their expressions grave, could only watch. The nanomites had prevented them from interfering while the mites had effected this last, this final metamorphosis. Unable to come closer, my friends waited for the outcome. They waited for me.

Me. The transformed me. At the first, the nanomites had “simply” invaded me and had refused to leave. Then had come “the merge” and its powerful effects upon me. Now I faced this, the latest iteration of Gemma Keyes—or should I say, the “new and improved nanocloud”? The revived and restored nanocloud . . . superior in every way, the composite of six tribes and, at last count, more than twenty trillion nanomites. The nanocloud that had annexed and incorporated the person I'd been—all of who and what I was. 

Mine is not an honorary tribal membership, nor is ours a partnership where the nanomites and I are “joined at the hip,” so to speak. It is so much more, and I was testing . . . probing to determine what was what. 

This I knew: The nanomites and I were melded. We were irrevocably bound to each other. We were an amalgamation. My cells and molecules added mobility and organic functionality to their nano-sized electromechanical devices. At the same time, the nanomites’ computational abilities and vast knowledge banks were fused to my brain’s synapse trees, furnishing me with, well, with extraordinary knowledge and insights—and much more, if my assumptions were correct.

I drew another deep breath and felt my body respond, my strength rise. The electricity I attracted from the cavern’s lights (without conscious intent) swelled and snapped; it bent toward me and flowed into me. I raised one hand toward the electrical source, and current jetted into my palm—arcing and building within the span of my fingertips. I rotated my wrist, and the energy sizzled. Intensified. 

“Gemma?”

I brought my hands together and stared with fascination as the shimmering bolus strengthened. It swirled between my extended fingers. As I moved my splayed hands apart, tendrils of electricity climbed from my fingers onto the ball; they wrapped themselves about the sphere to hold and feed it. The orb grew larger; its vibrations thudded through my chest. 

“Gemma?” From yards away, Zander’s repeated question radiated concern. 

I stared at the globe of electricity sparking and thrumming in my hand. What could I do with it? What would happen if I . . . tossed it? 

I thought that I knew the answer. 

Nodding to myself, I brought my palms together, enveloping and squeezing the ball of fire until it shrank, diminished, and disappeared. The current receded up my arms, into my body, throbbing and vibrating as it went, until I’d absorbed it, holding it in readiness—for what, exactly, I didn’t yet know. 

With eyes closed, I took inventory, examining what I found, tucking the revelations away until I had time to ponder them.

“I’m all right, Zander.” 

I turned and walked toward my friends. My heart was calm and settled, even though I’d crossed over into a place from which I could not return. 

In actuality, that demarcation—the line of no return—had been crossed earlier, but I hadn’t known it at the time. I hadn’t known then that “the merge” from a few weeks past had wrought physical changes in my body so significant that my body could not survive apart from the nanomites. In my ignorance, I’d held on to the hope that, at Dr. Bickel’s command, the nanomites would vacate my body, and my life would, to a considerable extent, return to normal. 

I had clung to the prospect that when we saved Dr. Bickel, I would get my life back. Rescuing Dr. Bickel from Cushing’s captivity was supposed to have rescued me from imprisonment with the nanomites!

But when the Taser had decimated the nanocloud? It had been my death warrant as well as theirs, Dr. Bickel had explained.

“I believe the nanomites have made, um, certain alterations to your anatomy, Gemma. As I said a while back. Changes at the cellular level.”

“Are you s-saying they can’t leave?”

“Well, no, not precisely. I’m saying that they could leave, Gemma,” he paused a long time before he framed the second half of his response. “I’m saying that they could leave, but if they did, I fear that you . . . would not survive.”

The truth at its simplest was that, should the nanomites withdraw from my body, I would die—which also meant that if they died, I would, too. And as a result of the Taser’s discharge, many of the nanomites had already perished. As the mites that survived struggled to regroup, I was left in a stroke-like condition, my body weak and growing weaker. 

In an attempt to save me, Dr. Bickel had revealed the treasure he had hidden in a niche in the cavern wall—stacks and stacks of silicon wafer carriers or clamshells. Each clamshell contained a single wafer containing uncut, unprogrammed nanomites; each clamshell was marked for the nanomite tribe it contained. 

“Before I fled my lab in the AMEMS department at Sandia, I printed as many wafers as I could in the time I had. My technicians, Rick and Tony, kept the printer running without pause, day and night, right up until the morning Cushing and Dr. Prochanski set the timer on the bomb,” he’d explained. “You can see that I have multiple stacks of wafers for each tribe—enough nanomites to rebuild the nanocloud many times over.”

Dr. Bickel had presented a sample of the printed wafers to the mites that had survived the Taser’s burst of voltage. He had assumed the active mites would cut the unprogrammed nanomites from the wafers and power and program them, thus reconstituting the nanocloud’s depleted ranks. However, he never imagined that the nanomites would free and power all the printed mites—but they had. 

The resulting number of active nanomites exceeded twenty trillion.

Twenty trillion!

Twenty trillion new nanomites comprised the reconstructed “nanocloud.” (Nanocloud: the combined tribes’ powerful gestalt—the combination of their knowledge, abilities, and cooperation that exceeded the sum of the individual tribes.) When the nanocloud came online, my body should have healed. Should have regained its near-preternatural strength. 

Instead, I had only inched away from encroaching death. The nanomites had pulled me millimeters from the brink upon which I’d been standing but no farther.

I knew then . . . something else was very wrong. 

When the mites had called me apart for a confab at the far end of the cavern, my suspicions had grown and been confirmed. Near the cavern’s ceiling, where the light fixtures ringed the cavern’s walls, I’d found them: a haze, a misty fog filled with beautiful colors. 

The reconstituted nanocloud.

“Nano. You . . . you aren’t in me?” I’d asked.

Some of us remain in you, Gemma Keyes. We are six. However, we are larger now, and we face a dilemma, Gemma Keyes. For this reason, we have requested the confab.

A dilemma? What in this universe did the nanomites consider a “dilemma”?

Gemma Keyes, we are six. You are Gemma Tribe. You have carried us. We cannot bear being apart from you, but . . . you asked for a count of our ranks. You understand that we are larger, much larger. When we were smaller, we effected changes to your body that provided us with a hospitable environment. When you became Gemma Tribe, we effected other, more fundamental changes to your body.

“Yes, I know.” Fearful of what was coming, I had started to shake.

We made those changes without adequate forethought and without your express permission. This was . . . shortsighted of us. We understand that now; we understand that we placed your body’s continued well-being in jeopardy, because you cannot live without us, Gemma Keyes.

I’d swallowed. “Yeah. I know that, too.”

We did not foresee the day this fact would threaten your existence.

“What . . . what does that mean?”

The dilemma, Gemma Keyes. Our present ranks are too many to inhabit your body—the nanocloud is too large: It would kill you. The alternative, Gemma Keyes, would require further changes to your body—deeply fundamental changes at the molecular level. These changes would be necessary for your body to accept and accommodate the new and improved nanocloud.

So, there had been no choice, really. Going back to who and what I’d been before the merge was not possible—and without the reconstituted nanocloud, my body would have died. Had nearly died. 

The only option, besides death, had been to go forward. 

But I’d been too scared and too heartbroken to give my immediate consent to the nanomites, so I’d stalled. And I’d grieved. 

You see, before I’d left my friends on the other side of the cavern to meet with the nanomites, Zander had declared his love for me. He’d come up to me, cupped my face in his good hand, and said, “I’ll be praying for you, Gemma. Whatever happens, you belong to Jesus now. He has you. And whatever happens, I’ll be right here, waiting for you.”

Then he’d kissed me. A real, honest-to-goodness kiss. 

“I love you, Gemma. I’ve been wanting to say that for a while.”

His beautiful gray eyes had sought mine, looking for an answering declaration.

“I know. Me, too. I love you back, Zander.”

That was before the nanomites had given me the bad news: No coming back from this. 

No regular, normal life. 

No happily ever after for Zander and me. 

Oh, Zander! 

So, I’d grieved . . . and a full-on hot mess like that takes a little time. 

Eventually, I had given the nanomites the permission they’d asked and for which they had patiently lingered.

Hours later, the changes were complete.

~~**~~
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I stopped a few feet from my friends, and they, wordless and apprehensive, studied me until Gamble asked, “What has happened, Gemma? You look . . . different.”

“Do I?” I heard Gamble from a distance. I was turned inward, listening to the mites as they spoke—and they had much to tell me. “Hearing” them felt simpler. Less “them and me,” more “us.” 

While the nanomites spoke, I tried to take an internal inventory. My mind seemed much more attuned to my physical workings, and I glimpsed bodily functions that were, in many ways, abnormal. Accelerated. I didn’t query the nanomites on what I suspected, because their answers would have been irrelevant. 

What was done was done and could not be reversed. 

I think my friends could tell how preoccupied I was. As I focused on what the mites were saying, my companions held whispered deliberations.

Dr. Bickel, his observations slow and thoughtful, said, “If the nanomites freed all their printed fellows, I calculate that the nanocloud is much larger than it was before—on the order of seven times the previous size.”

He struggled to reach a conclusion and put it into words. “Hmmm. Yes. See here, if we rightly consider the increased size of the nanocloud and factor in the conjoined computing functionality of all its members, we would be mistaken to view the nanomites in terms of mere ‘additive’ strength.”

“Additive strength? Explain, please,” Zander demanded.

“Certainly. I’m saying that rather than supposing the cloud to be stronger than it was previously simply by the addition of seventeen trillion nanomites to its original three trillion for a total of twenty trillion or more, we should, instead, ascribe exponential wherewithal to the nanocloud.”

“You said the cloud is ‘seven times the previous size.’ Does that make the nanomites ‘seven times’ more powerful than before?”

“That is multiplicative. I said, exponentially greater: that is, not seven times its original might, but seven to the seventh power. Approaching a million times more powerful.”

“What? But, what does that mean for Gemma?”

“The sheer numbers are one matter; we must wait and see how those numbers affect Gemma. The more concerning issue is how the nanocloud—the gestalt of the whole—functions in that exponentially greater manner—and how their greater functions impact Gemma.”

“But . . .” Zander didn’t finish, and I felt his eyes on me.

Changes. I glimpsed those changes. Felt them. The mites had called them “alterations”—deeply fundamental modifications at the molecular level. Put that way, they sounded horrific. Experientially—what I was experiencing—those changes were not horrific or scary. They were . . . powerful. 

We. We were powerful. I was still figuring out how much and in what ways.

But what would Zander think? Would he be appalled? Would he pull back from me in fear? In disgust and loathing? 

Then I remembered, and my heart fell. I would never have a life apart from the nanocloud. As part of the nanocloud, I was no longer my own being. 

Did Zander’s feelings matter anymore? No. 

Zander started to come closer, but I shook my head, and he stopped. I looked down and sighed before answering his earlier question. 

“Dr. Bickel is right; the nanomites did cut and activate all the printed mites on the wafers, and very few of them died in the process.” I glanced up at my friends. “Counting the nanomites that survived the Taser’s shockwave and the damaged mites they were able to save and repair, the nanocloud numbers at close to twenty-one trillion.” 

Cocking my head, I drew on newer, updated numbers and corrected myself. “The exact count as of this moment is 21.786 trillion.”

I stared at Zander. Only hours before, this man had declared his love for me—and I for him—and we had sealed that declaration with a kiss. What must I tell him under these changed circumstances?

“I’m so sorry, Zander.”

He licked his lips and chose his words with care. “Why are you sorry? What have they done to you?”

“They kept me from dying.”

Zander’s relief caused him to swallow. “So, you’re all right? They’ve healed your body?”

I looked down, then away, and wiped a hand across my eyes to hide the moisture that leaked from them. Tiny flashes and flickers followed my fingers.

“I’m glad that they saved your life and all, but what’s that?” Gamble demanded, coming closer, drawing even with Zander. “What’s with the sparky stuff?”

“The nanomites had to make . . . additional modifications.”

Gamble shifted from one foot to the other. “Additional modifications? You mean, modifications to you?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Why did they need to make more changes?”

Zander and I ignored Gamble’s question and locked eyes. I wouldn’t have been surprised had Zander’s gaze bored a hole through me, so intense and penetrating was his look. 

And angry. 

He pinched his lips together so as not to give voice to his anger.

Gamble, however, wasn’t finished asking questions. “The mites haven’t made you invisible again. Have they decided that they don’t need to keep you hidden?”

Wondering the same thing, I focused within. When I received the answer, I shrugged. “It isn’t necessary at this moment. When it is needed, we will hide ourselves.”

There it was. That “we” business. Again.

My friends’ expressions signaled how creepy I sounded. 

Gamble was like a dog worrying a bone. He kept prodding me. “What changes, Gemma? Be specific.”

“Too many to list. And I haven’t figured them all out, but . . .”

“But?”

I stood straighter. I had agreed to the alterations. I had accepted the conditions those changes implied—those “deeply fundamental changes at the molecular level.” I had chosen to accommodate the nanocloud, because to not accept their offer meant certain death. 

In a strange way, I hadn’t been afraid to die at that point—not that I was looking forward to it, mind you—but the terror that had grabbed hold and shaken me so hard earlier? Well, it was gone. In its place dwelled a whispered promise. 

I have placed you in my hand, Gemma. You are safe there. No one can take you from me.

Jesus. 

What Jesus had spoken to me in my despair held like an anchor dug deep and cemented in my soul. His assurance, his firm and sure pledge, had driven out the terror of death. I was surprised at the love that had replaced the terror. 

His love felt . . . Well, it felt complete. 

Perfect. 

Oh, yeah: Perfect love casts out fear. Aunt Lu had whispered that line over me as a child when I’d suffered from nightmares and the wounds of rejection. So many things she’d said in years gone by were surfacing, bubbling up and making their way from the deep wells of my memories into my present needs. 

Jesus. 

I smiled a little to myself. Who’d have thought? I’d done all I could do, run as fast and as far as I could go, put as much distance between him and me as possible—and it hadn’t counted one iota. 

Jesus. 

I’d bad-mouthed him, derided him, ridiculed him, and pushed him away—and yet, when I was falling, he’d reached out and rescued me. Every method I’d employed to keep him out of my life had not mattered. 

At the lowest, the frailest ebb of my tide, he’d saved me.

And I had been afraid of what the nanomites had said they must do, terrified of going through the alterations they had described, appalled at what those changes implied. But at the very moment of decision, that other voice—not the nanomites, but Someone of newer acquaintance—had spoken his reassurance. 

Listen to me, little one. Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid to take this step. I am with you always, even to the end of this age. My plans and purposes are at work in you.

The wonder of it—of him—was higher and sweeter than I could have imagined. 

He has plans and purposes for me? I hadn’t stopped to consider what that meant. 

“Gemma?”

I knew Gamble and Zander were waiting for me to answer—from a distance I heard them—but I’d closed them out while I pondered those hours when I’d debated the nanomites’ offer, the assessment they had presented. 

We submit that only one tolerable choice exists, Gemma Keyes. 

I had consented to their offer so I could live—but not only for my own benefit: I needed to live for Emilio’s sake. Soto had warned me. I will find you—but first I’ll find those you love. 

Maybe I wasn’t afraid to die, but Emilio’s life was another consideration altogether. 

Then, even with Jesus’ assurances in my heart, I’d further delayed giving the mites permission to proceed. I’d taken time to mourn for what would be lost: Zander. 

“Gemma.”

I looked up. “Yes?”

Zander touched my hand. “Where did you go?”

“Just thinking.”

“Why did you say you were sorry a minute ago?” 

Zander is a brave man; I knew he preferred to face life head on, with no sugarcoating. Still, a flicker of fear found its way to his question. 

Comprehending that our conversation had gone in a personal direction, Gamble cleared his throat and stepped back. He joined Dr. Bickel, and they looked on as silent witnesses to our painful exchange. 

“I-I’m sorry because I told you that I loved you, Zander.”

“I told you first, Gemma. And I do. I love you. And I know you return my love. Now that you have given your life to Christ, there’s no reason for us to withhold our love and commitment to each other.”

I lifted my chin, having already cried, grieved, and worked my way through this conversation many times before giving the nanomites the go-ahead. I knew what I had to say. I was prepared. 

“No, I’m afraid there is a reason, Zander, and I’m so sorry.”

He stiffened but remained calm. “A reason we can’t be together? What reason? Tell me.”

I nodded. “You know what Dr. Bickel said before, how the nanomites and I were irreversibly joined, that if they died, I would die, too.”

“Yes, but—”

I placed a finger to my lips to gently shush him. “Please. There’s more. You need to understand the choice I made and why.”

Hands on his hips, he glanced away and then back. “Okay. I’m listening.” 

“So, the nanomites. They freed all the printed mites, and the nanocloud has grown much larger. You saw them. When I told you that they’d called me to a confab, that they’d asked me to meet them over here, you asked me how they could be over here if they were inside of me. Turns out that their numbers couldn’t all ‘fit’ inside of me. Some of them remained in me to keep me alive, but they . . . that arrangement was only temporary. Could only be temporary. 

“You see, the mites require a human host—for lack of a better word—but in order for the nanocloud to function at its optimal capacity, the nanomites must be together. They hate being separated; they need to be together, and they need a human to provide a hospitable environment, but they couldn’t all fit in me.

“At the same time, because they view me as one of their tribes, they could not accept that I would die—anymore than they would consent to the death of another tribe. So, they offered me the only alternative they could: They offered to further mutate my body to accommodate the larger nanocloud.”

He shook his head. “No.”

I sighed softly. Patiently. “Zander, if the mites had left me, I would be dead. At this moment. Dead. Do you get that?” 

He flinched a little but said nothing. I let him ponder the facts. After a few moments, he asked, “Can you explain what they did, Gemma?”

This was the part I dreaded, the place where the ugly truth would be spoken.

“You know how bones grow?”

“Yeah, I think so. Some cells grow new bone; others break down the older bone to be replaced by the new.”

I nodded. “The nanomites needed a means of fusing themselves to areas of my organic physiology. They broke down . . . and destroyed segments of my molecular structure and reassembled it. Added their nanotechnology to it.”

Zander’s fear became apparent. “So . . .”

“So, I can’t have a regular, normal life, Zander. I can’t have a husband, can’t be a wife . . .” My voice dropped to a whisper he couldn’t hear, “or a mother.”

My words strengthened. “I am part of the nanocloud; I will never be alone, never be separate from them. We are six tribes, one nanocloud.”

Zander was, as I had expected, appalled—and I understood his revulsion. If it hadn’t been for the reassurances I’d heard via that small but powerful voice, if that Someone hadn’t assured me that all would be well, I might have elected death instead. 

I stared into his horrified face and added the kicker. The clincher. 

“I’m not really human anymore, Zander.”

Zander shook his head and refused to surrender. “‘Not really human?’ I can’t accept that! And what does that mean, anyway?”

I bent cold, heartless eyes on him, ending all debate. “It means we can’t be together, Zander. Ever.”

~~**~~
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The nanomites broke in, urging me to get moving. I frowned and swept Zander’s questions and concerns to the side. “We need to go. We need to use what time we have to our advantage.”

Gamble again spoke up. “Go where, Gemma?”

“Out of here. To the car, Agent Gamble. It’s vital that we complete our plan: Convey Dr. Bickel to the FBI’s Albuquerque field office where he can reveal himself to the public and force a federal investigation into Cushing’s illegal actions. Getting Dr. Bickel’s story out into the public arena is the only way to keep him safe. It is our primary goal.”

“And you, Gemma,” Zander added, frowning. “Keep you safe, too.”

I flashed him a small, shrewd smile. “My safety is no longer a concern. I should be more than a match now for anything Cushing throws at me.”

Zander and Gamble exchanged wary looks, and Gamble cleared his throat. Changed up the topic. 

“I’ve been MIA for going on four days, and my bosses are probably scouring the state for my dead body. I doubt my absence has escaped Cushing’s notice.”

Dr. Bickel turned to Gamble and asked him, “Are you saying the FBI office won’t be a safe haven for me now?”

“I’m saying that getting you there may present more of a challenge, perhaps an insurmountable one. If Cushing has confirmed my connection with Gemma to her own satisfaction, the routes to the field office will be watched and manned—and she will have whispered her lies and threats into the ears of my superiors.”

“Don’t worry; we can get you there.” 

The three men stared at me. Gamble chewed the inside of his cheek, recognizing I had more to say. Yeah, well, I had to tell them the truth. 

“The nanomites and I are an amalgamation at every level. The best of both me and them. Enhanced and powerful.”

“Enhanced? Powerful?”

“Yes. I’m about as fit as a person can be, physically and mentally, thanks to metabolic acceleration and the training they’ve put me through. I have direct access to the nanocloud’s knowledge, and I have direct access to the nanomites’ abilities.”

“Er, right, but if Cushing is as politically connected as we believe her to be, we won’t get off this base, let alone across town to the FBI office.”

Dr. Bickel spoke. “I agree. I’m rather amazed that she hasn’t had her people inspect this place for us. For all we know, the moment we leave the tunnels, her soldiers may be waiting for us.”

“Don’t be concerned. If we encounter a difficulty, we will handle it.”

Gamble frowned. “We?”

“Yes. The nanocloud. We are stronger now. Quite able to deal with any obstacles Cushing puts in our path.”

The three of them, mouths hanging open, stared at me, but I was growing impatient.

“The game has changed. We go on the offensive now.”

I started toward the back entrance to the cavern, when Zander’s voice stopped me. 

“Gemma. Wait a sec?”

I looked over my shoulder. The three men had not moved, so I retraced my steps.

Zander studied me, and I wondered what he saw. 

“Gemma, you said, ‘The nanocloud,’ and then you said, ‘We are stronger now.’”

I walked up close to him, where I could watch his eyes as I spoke. Reached out my hand and touched his. His fingers closed around mine and felt so good. So right. 

And what did Zander feel? His eyes widened a little. 

A warmth, a tingling, living warmth spread from my hand to his. 

“What . . . what is that?”

“It’s me, Zander. It’s, well, it’s us. The nanomites and I.”

Dr. Bickel, who had been edging closer as we talked, reached out a hand and touched me. The same warmth spread to him. “My, my. They must be quite formidable now.”

“We are.”

Without another word, I led the way through the tunnels, setting a quick pace, navigating the twists and turns from memory. We emerged from the door in the mountain under a late-morning sun shadowed by dark, scudding clouds. 

The others climbed and scrabbled over the rocks and boulders of the outcropping while I scaled the obstacles easily. What a difference! I no longer needed Agent Gamble’s strong back and arms; my body was again healthy and robust. 

Instead of hauling me as he had on the way up, Gamble boosted Dr. Bickel and helped him over the more difficult parts until the four of us stood together on the flank of the mountain and faced the trek before us. 

The hike to the base perimeter fence, while substantial, sloped downhill—and that was good. I wasn’t concerned about us being out in the open as we descended. I could handle that. I was more concerned about the toll on Zander, Gamble, and Dr. Bickel. They had eaten little during our hiatus in the mountain and were, understandably, hungry and weak. 

At the thought of food, my stomach rumbled, but I ignored it. I glanced up, studying the sky, taking readings as I did.

“I don’t want you out in this weather for long. The temperature is 40 degrees with winds gusting at between fifteen and twenty miles per hour. That puts the wind chill at around freezing. Let’s move as quickly as we safely can, given the rough terrain. Once we cross the PIDAS, we’ll make better time if we walk on the patrol roads.”

Gamble frowned. “Yeah, and what about those patrols? We kept to the gullies coming up. To avoid being seen.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll hide you. Just stay close to me.” I was already moving downhill. 

They obediently trailed behind me, and I slowed my pace so they could keep up. No one spoke, but I imagined them talking to each other with their eyes, expressing their questions and worry.

When we reached the PIDAS, I went straight at the cut links and pushed the section of cut fencing away. “Go ahead. I’ll clean up here.” 

They crawled through; I brushed away our tracks and followed. I kicked the fence section back into place. Stood. Pointed my fingers at the cut links. Blue fire shot from my hands and fused the severed links together. 

I turned. Three pairs of eyes watched me.

“That’s a nice trick,” Gamble muttered. 

“Thanks. I have others up my sleeve.”

“I’ll bet you do.” 

Zander and Dr. Bickel did not comment, but my old friend had that speculative look on his face again. And Zander? He wouldn’t meet my gaze. He just looked . . . whipped. 

I pushed ahead of them to the second fence line. Same process.

From around the curve of the mountain, a car approached. 

“Bunch up with me.”

My friends followed my instructions; in a blink, the mites sheltered us beneath an umbrella of reflecting panels. We stood still and watched the car roll by. The driver didn’t even turn his head in our direction. A second car wasn’t far behind the first, so we waited until it had passed.

“Other tricks, huh?” Gamble aimed that question at me.

All I said was, “Let’s go.”

We marched across the road, down the slope, under the barbed wire, away from the PIDAS and headed for the dirt patrol road that led toward the base perimeter fence. The road was rutted in places but was easier to navigate than the desert floor.

“Come on. We’re on leveler ground now. Faster. Stay near me in case anyone else might be watching.”

We reached the chain-link perimeter, dropped down into the arroyo, and belly-crawled under the fence. Once we were on the other side and found the hiking trail, I paused. 

“From here on, we walk in a tight line. The mites will keep us covered until we hit the trailhead. If Gamble’s car is still there and we don’t get ambushed, we’ll take it.”

Gamble had abandoned his car at the trailhead, and three nights and almost four days had passed. It was more than likely that the city had hauled Gamble’s car away; it was also possible that Cushing had found it and was waiting for us to show up. 

“If we spot any problems, stay behind me, okay?”

They nodded, and we set off. Like ducklings headed for the lake, we marched in a line, stepping off the trail once to let two unwary hikers pass us by. Fifteen minutes later when we reached Gamble’s car, I paused again. 

“Agent Gamble, I’m going to drive. The mites will disguise me and hide the three of you.”

“If you say so.”

We pulled away from the curb and, to any and all observers, the driver of the car was one middle-aged, baggy-eyed Kathy Sawyer. Witnesses would have testified under oath that I was alone in the vehicle.

I glanced once in the rearview mirror and took in Zander and Dr. Bickel’s incredulity. From the passenger seat, Gamble first gaped at me, then laughed under his breath. 

Kathy Sawyer grinned back. “Oh, yeah. Lots of tricks, Agent Gamble. Lots of tricks.”

It felt good to be behind the wheel, to be moving and so close to achieving our objective. But, as I navigated through the neighborhood toward I-40, my empty stomach complained. 

Loudly. 

“Say, is anyone else hungry? Because I sure am—and I know a Blake’s right down Central from here.”

“Oh, what I wouldn’t give,” Dr. Bickel moaned. “It’s been months!”

“Gamble, pool our money, would you? I’m gonna place a big order!”

***
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OUR DRIVE ACROSS TOWN was uneventful, even leisurely, while we devoured burgers, fries, and drinks. The clock on Gamble’s dash read half past noon when I pulled into the parking garage where I kept my Escape. I borrowed Zander’s credit card and fed it into the machine, paid for two days of parking for Gamble’s vehicle, and pulled it into an empty slot. Then I led them up the garage ramp to my car, and we climbed in.

“Whose car is this?” Those were the first words Zander had addressed to me since we left the cavern.

“It’s mine. Or, actually, it belongs to my alter-ego, the woman you see me as.”

“The mites are doing a stellar job of disguising you, Gemma,” Dr. Bickel observed. He seemed quite proud. 

“It was a little difficult for them to maintain this look . . . before, when there were fewer of them.”

“And now?”

I shrugged. “We don’t even break a sweat.”

Gamble fidgeted. “So, what’s the plan, Gemma? What do you have in mind?”

I turned in my seat so the four of us could talk. My features resolved themselves into Gemma’s likeness again and, as the mites returned to me, my friends became visible, too.

Dr. Bickel nodded. “Whew. That’s better. Very disconcerting, being invisible.”

“Tell me about it.”

Zander shuddered. “Yeah. And that other woman kind of creeps me out.”

I was getting really miffed with him. “Well, she kinda creeps me out, too,” I retorted, “but she’s better than a driverless car.”

“I only meant that it’s a hard adjustment.”

“Right. Hard on you? And how hard do you think it’s been on—”

Gamble cut in. “Okay, okay. Now that we’ve had our group therapy moment and expressed our feelings, can we get back to the matter at hand?”

He faced me. “What is your plan?”

I took a deep breath and got myself under control. “We’ll drive I-25 past the FBI field office. Check to see if anything seems out of the ordinary. You’re the best person to make that determination, Gamble.”

“And if things look clear from the outside?”

“You and I go in together—stealth mode. I’ll keep you hidden until we reach your office. Then we look for an opportunity for you to get your boss alone and tell him about Dr. Bickel—leaving me out of the equation altogether. You ask your boss if he’ll take Dr. Bickel in and grant him sanctuary and the opportunity to reveal himself to the world. Show everyone he isn’t dead. Tell his story.”

“My boss can’t make that decision, Gemma. He’s the ASAC—the Assistant Special Agent in Charge here in Albuquerque, not the SAC. Terry Wallace is the SAC. Besides, my boss is away, teaching a course for the National Executive Institute back at Quantico.”

“Then, I suggest that you skip your boss and go straight to the top.”

Gamble looked out the window, thinking. “I have my cell phone. I’d almost rather call Wallace first than go inside unprepared for what we might find.”

“We won’t know what is really going on from a phone call—and if you call, we’ll lose the element of surprise, our ability to choose when and how we make our move.”

Alarm had crossed Dr. Bickel’s face. “You have a phone, Agent Gamble? Has it been on all this time?”

“Yes, but don’t worry about Cushing using it to track us. I’ve got a little app that spoofs my location, sending it a hundred miles off course.”

“Ah, I see. Quite interesting.”

“Yeah. I had no signal in the mountain, and I have the ringer set on vibrate. As soon as we left the mountain, all the texts and voice mails I didn’t receive while in the cavern started piling in. Felt like my pocket was alive.”

“Maybe you should check them now,” I said. “See how much trouble you’re in.”

“Yeah. All right.”

We waited while Gamble scrolled through his texts and listened to his messages. I watched his face, but he gave little away. When he finished, he shook his head. 

“Well, they don’t know which to think—whether I’m intentionally AWOL or I’m in some sort of trouble. In either event, I’ve been told fifteen times to check in.”

“What about Cushing’s search for me?”

“No mention of that—which is curious in its absence, since the manhunt covered the entire state and included FBI resources.”

We gazed at each other, thinking the same thing. 

“You think Cushing has set a trap for you?”

“Not out of the question.”

“Any mention of Zander?”

“No, but then I didn’t report that he was riding with me when we left Albuquerque. The only people who saw him were the State bulls manning the checkpoints on I-25.”

“So, he could be in the clear?”

“Possibly.”

“Good. Let’s do our drive-by as I suggested and see what we see, shall we? If nothing looks out of the norm as we pass by, we’ll get off the Interstate and park a few blocks from the office, somewhere Zander and Dr. Bickel can wait. Then you and I will go in and check things out.”

“You mean without being seen?”

“Yeah.”

The prospect of running into Cushing or her agents had me reaching for my sticks. It was the first I’d thought of them since we’d left White Sands, but I suddenly felt semi-naked without their comforting weight nestled against my back. 

“Um, by any chance, did my escrima sticks make it back with us?”

Zander arched his brows. “Your what?”

“Um, my fighting sticks. Kali-style Filipino fighting sticks.”

The expression on Gamble’s face was as astonished as the one on Zander’s. Dr. Bickel, though, was quick to school them.

“Oh, my, yes. I witnessed Gemma in action with them—or should I say, since she was invisible at the time, that I saw what she did. She took out Colonel Greaves’ guard while he was holding his sidearm on us—and she did it quite handily, I might say.”

Gamble was familiar with the style. “Stick fighting is a demanding discipline, Gemma. How did you learn it? Did you receive training?”

“In a manner of speaking. The nanomites provided a virtual coach and a VR training environment.” I laughed. “I was pretty uncoordinated growing up. Never played sports, no good in PE. Couldn’t dance worth beans. But after the merge, I picked up the skills they taught me pretty fast. And I had incredible stamina. We practiced mostly at night, at least five hours at a time. Sometimes longer.”

Zander stared at me. “Maybe that explains why you look so different.”

Dr. Bickel agreed. “You have the lean, toned body of an athlete, Gemma. All muscle, not an extra ounce of fat. I think the term is ‘cut.’”

I cleared my throat. “Okay, enough about me. I was hoping the sticks had made it out with us. Did you bring them, Dr. Bickel? I seem to recall you picking them up.”

Dr. Bickel colored; a flush of embarrassment began at his collar and raced up his neck into his hairline. He opened his mouth to speak and shut it again.

Zander looked baffled, but Gamble laughed. “Out with it, Doc. It’s obvious you did something with the sticks.”

“Well, I admit that I did pick one up, but it wasn’t to bring it along. It was to, um, actually, I used it to deliver a message to Colonel Greaves.”

I remembered then: Greaves sending twin bolts of devastation my way, and Dr. Bickel scrabbling to retrieve one of my sticks as it fell from my twitching grasp. He’d delivered a message all right, and Colonel Greaves had received it loud and clear. 

“You beat Colonel Greaves with it after he shot me with the Taser.”

“Yes, I confess that I allowed my pent-up anger to vent itself.” His embarrassment lessened. “Not my finest moment, I assure you; however, it was paramount that we, uh, disable the colonel so we could make good our escape.”

“Oh, I’m convinced you ‘disabled’ him.” I was thinking of the weight of the sticks and the sounds they’d made as they shattered Greaves’ arms and hands. 

Dr. Bickel shrugged. “I may not have needed to be so enthusiastic in my application, but it had to be done. Afterward, I helped you up, and we hurried to retrace your steps to the truck and get on the highway.”

He returned to my question. “I left your sticks in the house where they were keeping me.”

“All right. No biggie. It’s just that I had gotten used to having defensive weapons.”

Zander spoke up. “Before we go any further, I’d like us to stop and have a word of prayer.”

“Very good idea,” Dr. Bickel said. 

Despite my tiff with Zander only moments before, I was glad for his suggestion. “Yeah. I agree.” 

Gamble’s glance of surprise annoyed me, and I growled, “What?”

“Sorry. Just took you to be, I don’t know, something of a skeptic. Hostile to the whole religious concept.”

I shrugged. “I was raised as a Christian but got soured on God along the way. I’ve undergone several attitude changes in the last few days . . . including a return to my roots.”

“Interesting. Well, I have no objection. I’m game if you guys are.”

We joined hands and Zander prayed.

“Lord God, we are in dangerous waters, far from shore. I’m asking that you lead and guide us. Please help us, Lord, to listen for your still, small voice. As your word says, let us be attentive: Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, ‘This is the way; walk in it.’ Please protect us, Lord, as we work to get Dr. Bickel to a safe place. We ask these things in the name of your Son, Jesus. Amen.”

I whispered my amen after Zander’s. I assumed my Kathy Sawyer persona and the mites hid the others again. We drove out of the parking garage toward the freeway. 

Gemma Keyes.

“Yes, Nano?” 

No closing of the eyes; no warehouse required. I heard them and answered inside, within my mind, as naturally, as unconsciously as breathing. 

You no longer require the escrima sticks, Gemma Keyes. We are quite sufficient for any situation.

“Oh?”

You retain the training you received, and it will serve us well, but now we have weapons more effective than your sticks. We have only to use them.

By merely recalling the ball of pulsing current that had formed and grown in my palm back in the cavern, my skin warmed. When the lights on my car’s dash began to dim, I pulled my thoughts back into line. 

“Um, okay, Nano.”

A few minutes later we were in the far-right lane of I-25, cruising by the FBI office at the leisurely speed of 50 mph. Gamble kept his eyes glued on the facility until it was in the rearview mirror.

“What did you see?”

“Nothing conclusive.”

“Are you up for the next step?”

“If you can get us inside and keep me hidden, then, yes.”

I took the Montgomery exit off the freeway and backtracked toward the FBI office. When I was within a few blocks of the office, I pulled into an apartment complex and parked. I reached under the driver’s seat, retrieved the Escape’s key fob from where it hung, and handed it to Zander. 

“I don’t use keys, Zander; don’t need them. So, take these and, if we’re not back in an hour and a half, drive to the parking garage. Wait there until late—say, after midnight. If we haven’t caught up to you by then, take Dr. Bickel to the safe house.”

I offered a small smile to Dr. Bickel. “You can give Zander directions, right? I hid the back-door key under a brick by the hose bib. As far as the neighbors know, the house is still vacant. Don’t give them reason to think otherwise.”

My smile grew a little. “Oh. And I left your bolt-hole tidy.”

His brows shot up. “You found it? How?”

“The nanomites showed me.”

“Gemma? I don’t like this. I feel . . .” Zander’s voice trailed off, but his expression showed the pain he hadn’t voiced.

“You feel sidelined?”

“Useless is a better word. I want to help you, Gemma, protect you, but . . .”

His sweetness touched my heart. “I know, and I thank you, Zander; however, I’m not the one who needs protection.” 

I pointed to Dr. Bickel. “He is. Keeping him safe is your job at present.”

I got out and Gamble followed me. He and I jogged down the walk side by side. I could outrun him with little effort, but I matched my pace to his and the nanomites kept us both covered. 

We rounded a few corners before we came to Luecking Park, turned right, and neared the buildings of the FBI field office.

Gamble asked, “You planning to take us in the front door?”

“Yes. We wait for someone to enter and follow them through.”

He huffed a loud breath. 

“Does that make you nervous?”

“I’ve been in many a nerve-racking undercover operation, but this? Going in under your cover?” He sighed again. 

“Gamble?”

“Yeah.”

“Those tricks I have up my sleeve?”

“Yeah?”

“I can handle whatever Cushing might have waiting for us. Trust me, okay? Just be quiet as I get us in the door and up the elevator. If things get dicey? Stay behind me.”

“If you say so.”

~~**~~
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Chapter 3
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Gamble and I stepped into the lobby of the FBI field office on the heels of a woman toting a briefcase. I grabbed Gamble by the arm and hustled him through behind her. It wasn’t a very coordinated or smooth move, so we scuffed the floor a bit. The woman stopped, turned around, and blinked in confusion. 

I kept my hand on Gamble’s arm while the mites maintained their umbrella of reflective mirrors over and around us. We remained still and quiet until the woman, with a last mystified glance over her shoulder, marched up to the security checkpoint. 

Other than her and the guard, the lobby was empty.

I whispered in Gamble’s ear. “You recognize the guard?” 

“Yes. He’s a good man. A regular on this station.”

“Okay. We’ll get on the elevator as soon as that lady has gone up.”

“I don’t know if my badge will work on the elevator. They may have suspended my access.”

“Not a problem, remember?”

We got inside the empty car and rode it to Gamble’s floor. Got out. Went to his office. 

The door hung open a crack.

“That’s not a good sign,” he muttered. “I keep it locked.”

I said nothing as Gamble pushed open the door and we gazed at the mess: Someone had tossed Gamble’s office. Drawers and files had been emptied onto his desk, then rummaged through. Discarded file folders and papers littered the floor.

“Okay. We know Cushing’s been here. Where’s the SAC’s office?”

“Next floor.”

I didn’t want to take the elevator, preferring a more surreptitious approach; Gamble didn’t want us to take the stairs. “The stairwell door on the executive floor is locked and alarmed.”

“Not to me.”

We crept up the stairs, and the door opened under my hand. We were at the end of a hallway not far from a sizable printer/copier machine. 

That’s when we saw the two agents, one a woman I knew on sight, the other a man I thought I’d seen before. Both wore street clothes, but they stood post outside a closed door down the hall. 

I tugged Gamble’s sleeve.

“Yeah. I see them. Definitely not FBI.”

“They’re Cushing’s people. What’s on the other side of that door?”

“Conference room.”

“Ah. Okay, good.”

“Good?”

“Yeah. Listen; hold my belt and stick close. Don’t freak out when those two agents fall, okay?”

“When they—what? We’re only reconnoitering, remember?”

I moved toward the agents, half-dragging Gamble, since he had a tight grip on my belt and was trying—in vain—to hold me back. When I was a few feet from the male agent, the guy straightened, alert but confounded. I flicked my fingers toward him and he spasmed, passed out, slid down the wall. 

The woman saw him drop. She jerked and retreated a step.

Down she went. I caught her as she fell. 

While I dragged her beyond the copier, I tried to recall her name. 

Oh, yeah. Trujillo, I think. Of the REI backpack debacle. The tiny scrap of information that had led Cushing to me.

I went back, grabbed the guy, dragged him to join Agent Trujillo, and deposited him in the corner. Gamble followed behind, fussing as the guard’s heels dug little telltale trails in the carpet.

“How long will they be out?”

“Maybe ten minutes or so.”

“Don’t know how I’m gonna explain this.”

“Do you need to explain this?” 

I was ready to start calling my partner “Grumble” instead of Gamble for all the low, growled complaints emerging from his mouth.

“Shut the whining, Gamble. We’ve got work to do.”

“Yeah, but this is supposed to be a look, Gemma. Reconnaissance. That’s all.”

“Well, I need to ‘look’ in that conference room. Look and listen.”

“But they’ll know you’ve been here.”

“You mean Cushing will? So? Just who’s she gonna tell? The neat thing about being invisible is that nobody believes it.”

I grabbed Gamble and started down the hallway again. When I reached the conference room I placed a palm on the door. The mites amplified the conversation and funneled it into my ears.

Gamble hissed, “Can you hear anything?”

“Well, not with you yapping at me! Nano. Let Gamble listen in, too.”

Gamble settled as soon as the voices reached him. 

Voices. Only two: Cushing and a man. 

“Is that the SAC?” I whispered.

“Yeah.”

We got quiet again and focused on the conversation behind the door.

“Ma’am, in the spirit of interagency cooperation, I have allowed your people access to my agent’s desk, his files, even his emails and cell phone records. You have found nothing.”

“Nothing except that phone call last Monday to a cell number I am familiar with but your agent should not be.”

“In order to understand, I’ve asked whose cell that is, yet you refuse to tell me. Thanks for the interagency reciprocity, by the way.”

“You are not cleared, Mr. Wallace.”

“Oh, right. That’s convenient, isn’t it? Well, frankly, I don’t know what else you expect me to do, General. Our man is missing. We’ve pinged his phone repeatedly and caught nothing from it until today—and the signal is about a hundred miles east of here. That doesn’t bode well for him, and we are quite concerned for his safety. 

“For all we know, Special Agent Gamble was carjacked or otherwise ambushed and left for dead by the side of the road. The signal could be coming from whomever stole his phone and has just this afternoon turned it on. I have people tracking the phone now—and I’ve told you repeatedly that we’ll let you know when we find it.”

“And I insist, Mr. Wallace, that your Agent Gamble has not been carjacked, as you suggest, nor any other such nonsense. He is aiding and abetting the terrorist, Gemma Keyes. As such, he must also be named as a person of interest and placed on a watch list.”

There was a brief silence from beyond the door, and I wondered if Gamble’s boss’ boss was caving or counting to ten. 

When he finally answered, his words were civil and controlled. Barely. “You know, General Cushing, we have been nothing but cooperative with your manhunt. We’ve spared no resource nor amount of manpower, but I will not put out an APB on a decorated veteran agent simply on your say-so. If you can suggest an alternative action, I’d be happy to entertain it.”

Cushing started to answer when Gamble put his mouth by my ear. “The SAC is not happy with Cushing.”

“I think I figured that out on my own, thanks.”

“What I mean is that I know this man, and he’s about a hairsbreadth from giving her the boot—with all political and bureaucratic politeness, of course, but the boot, nonetheless.”

“And?”

“And I think the timing is great.”

“You have an idea?”

“Yes. I think I should join their meeting.”

I turned around, swept my hands across the space between us, clearing the nanomites’ veil. Gamble’s eyes were bright, his expression somewhat gleeful. 

Maybe devious?

“I’d like to stoke the fire, Miss Keyes. Nothing like dumping fuel on an imminent combustion.”

I snorted and grinned. “I like your enthusiasm. What’s your story?”

“A version of the truth. That I got caught up in the recovery of one Dr. Daniel Bickel, renowned nanophysicist, a man the world believes is dead—courtesy of General Cushing’s public assertions, by the way. Said Dr. Bickel tells us he has escaped the evil clutches of one General Imogene Cushing. Bickel claims he has been unlawfully imprisoned for the past three months. Oh, and Dr. Bickel is prepared to give evidence against her.”

“But Cushing—”

“But Cushing, what? Like you said, what can she do? Think Special Agent in Charge Wallace will allow her to haul one of his agents away in cuffs never to be seen again? This is the very confrontation we need: It takes the focus off you and puts it where it belongs—on Cushing’s illegal detainment of an American citizen. 

“Think of the shock factor, Gemma: Cushing will have no response to my accusations, and we’ll have Wallace as a witness to the confrontation. And, oh, yeah. Kidnapping and abductions are the FBI’s purview.”

I snickered and clapped my fingers over my mouth. I whispered back, “What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall.” 

“You’re welcome to come with me.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

Gamble rapped on the door and the escalating “discussion” within ceased. A second later, a male voice rasped, “Come in.”

Gamble opened the door and took a step inside. I followed behind him. “Sorry to disturb, sir. I heard you were looking for me?”

Cushing scowled at Gamble. The man whom Gamble had identified as the Special Agent in Charge of the Albuquerque field office raised his sandy-gray brows. 

“Special Agent Gamble. You’ve been missing since Sunday evening.”

“Yes, sir. Since General Cushing is with you and my absence pertains to her, I’d like to brief you on my actions, if I may?”

“The short version, please.”

“Yes, sir. For the past four days, I have been assisting Dr. Daniel Bickel. Keeping him safe and secure from General Cushing, here.”

The shock on Cushing’s face was priceless. 

“Who?” Wallace seemed confused. “I thought the manhunt was for a woman.”

“I don’t know about the woman in question, sir, but Dr. Bickel supposedly died in a fire at Sandia National Labs last March. Do you recall the incident?” 

“Fire in a DOE laboratory? Two dead?”

Cushing sprang to her feet, emitting a strangled noise before she managed to bellow, “Mr. Wallace, arrest this man!”

“I beg your pardon? General, you can’t be serious.”

“I misspoke. I will take this man into custody, myself.” She shouted toward the open door. “Trujillo! Black! Get in here!”

Gamble’s mouth twitched, and Wallace’s incredulity grew.

“General Cushing, you will do no such thing. You and your agents are without authority in this facility.”

Cushing craned her neck, looking for her people to push through the door. When they didn’t, she huffed and moved toward the doorway, but Gamble closed the door and positioned himself between it and her. 

She glared a death-ray look at Gamble, then rounded on the SAC. “Mr. Wallace, the fire at Sandia was also a terrorist action tied to our present manhunt. This man,” she pointed at Gamble, “has lied to you. He is, as I suspected, colluding with the terrorist, Gemma Keyes.”

Now, this is what I love about Special Agent Gamble. In a crunch? When it’s ‘go time’? He doesn’t flinch or pull back, as would be the natural tendency. No, he doubles down.

Gamble stepped within inches of Cushing and towered over her. He leaned into her personal space. He’d done that before, remember?

“General Cushing, you are a liar. You lied to the American people regarding Daniel Bickel. You attempted to kill him with the explosion in that laboratory, but he escaped and fled from you. You wanted to hunt him down with impunity, so you announced to the world that he died in that fire. You even staged his funeral and burial. 

“That was last March. In September, you finally tracked him down, and you have been keeping him imprisoned without due process for the past three months. General, it is you who will be taken into custody.”

Wallace frowned. “Agent Gamble, these are serious charges. Can you prove them?”

“Sir, I have Daniel Bickel. As he is not deceased, he can speak for himself.”

During Gamble’s indictment, Cushing’s face had gone six shades of blotchy red, but the tops of her cheekbones paled to white, bloodless points. “Agent Gamble, you have no idea what you have interfered in. This investigation has authorization at the highest levels. The. Highest. Levels.”

I had been enjoying the show up until now. All along I’d known that Cushing had top cover, probably someone connected near the summit of the political heap, but when she emphasized “the highest levels,” a shiver ran along my spine. I had to wonder, just how powerful were her masters?

I could see that Gamble was conjecturing the same—as was Special Agent in Charge Wallace.

“Gamble?”

“Sir, my suggestion would be to allow General Cushing to, er, depart. Then I’ll bring in Dr. Bickel and we’ll debrief him and see where his accusations go.”

Wallace studied Cushing as she straightened, tugged her uniform into place, and regained her equilibrium. 

“Very well, Agent Gamble. Please escort General Cushing and her people from the building. Then I want to see you.”

“Yes, sir.”

A thump sounded on the door. Gamble opened it; Agent Trujillo hung on the doorjamb; Black leaned against the opposite wall, and his head lolled precariously toward his shoulder. 

Gamble grabbed and steadied Agent Trujillo. “Whoa. Hold it right there. What in the world—what’s going on with you two?”

Gamble has the best game face I’ve ever seen. He put forward the exact right mix of concern and leery authority. 

“General . . . Cushing,” Trujillo rasped. 

Cushing pushed past Gamble. “What is wrong with you? Why didn’t you come when I called?”

Trujillo, usually in command of her senses and responses, stuttered, “W-we a-attacked. Knocked . . . out.”

“You were attacked?” Cushing sputtered, backed up, and jabbed a menacing finger in Gamble’s face. She spun toward Wallace while keeping her finger near Gamble’s nose. “This man attacked my agents? He attacked my people?”

Wallace looked to Gamble. “Well?”

“Sir, I never laid a hand on them.”

Well, that’s true. He never touched them. I did all the heavy lifting. Literally.

“Agent Gamble, General Cushing left her people standing outside the door. Were they there when you arrived?”

Gamble shook his head. “Sir, I assure you that neither of these two individuals were present when I knocked at the conference room door. In fact, I saw no one in the hallway.”

I shook with silent laughter. Yup. By the time Gamble had knocked, Agents Trujillo and Black were snoozing in the far corner of the hall, hidden from view by the copy machine. 

Trujillo wagged her head as if to clear it. “General. She. Her.”

“Her what?” Cushing demanded.

“Um,” Trujillo’s voice dropped to a soft hiss. “I think it was her. You know.”

Huh. 

I was surprised. Did Trujillo actually know about my invisibility or did she only suspect? I wasn’t convinced even Cushing knew with certainty.

Cushing’s mouth went slack. “Here?”

When Trujillo nodded, Cushing’s eyes jetted around the room. 

Looking for me. 

I sniffed. Well, let her. 

“Close the door,” she barked. “Close it, I said!” She pushed Trujillo out and slammed the door, leaning her back against it. Panting. “Are you with us, Miss Keyes?”

A guffaw stuck in my throat. Cushing sounded like the medium of a cheap séance: Are you with us, Miss Keyes? O Spirit of Christmas Past, are you here?

Wallace slipped a nervous glance in Gamble’s direction, who, adding to his other notable performances, managed to convey “cuckoo” and “nuts” with one tiny lift of a shoulder. 

Wallace cleared his throat. “Uh, General Cushing. Ma’am. Special Agent Gamble will escort you and your people from the building now.”

“No! She may be in here! She—” With the abrupt comprehension of how crazed she sounded, Cushing sucked up her protest. Squared her shoulders. Reestablished her composure.

She canted her head toward Gamble, her shiny sharky teeth bared. “We aren’t finished, you and I, Agent Gamble.”

“No, ma’am, we are not.” If there were a means of making Gamble’s short response more of a threat, I don’t know what that might be. His face was stone, his eyes glittering pebbles—his manners flawless.

He gestured. “This way, ma’am.” 

Cushing gathered her things and marched on stiff legs through the conference room door. Her agents fell in behind her and Gamble took up the rear, herding them to the elevator. 

I jetted down the staircase to arrive in the lobby before them. I was waiting when the elevator dinged its arrival. 

Gamble was the portrait of chilly civility. “Goodbye, General Cushing. Have a good day.”

Cushing barked a two-word response I won’t repeat.

Black hurried to get the door for Cushing. Trujillo stood aside to let her pass. I followed behind. 

Cushing’s shoes clipped fast and hard toward the concrete steps leading down from the door. I hurled a hair-thin phalanx of mites toward her. The mites shot from my arm, dodged around Trujillo and past Black, and impaled themselves in the high, rounded part of Cushing’s skirt, right where I’d aimed them. 

In other words, they stung Shark Face right on the butt. 

(Sorry; that’s General Shark Face, ma’am.)

Cushing yelped and tripped on the top step. Black and Trujillo caught her, took her arms, and hustled her toward the parking structure.

The last I saw of the three of them, Cushing had shaken off her agents’ help and was stalking ahead of them, rubbing her backside with one hand as she went.

When I glanced at Gamble, he was grinning every bit as much as I was. 

“Nice touch, Gemma.”

“Thanks. Liked it myself.”

~~**~~
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“I have to meet with Wallace now. Coming?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

We rode the elevator to the SAC’s floor, got off, and went to his office.

“Close the door, Agent Gamble.”

Gamble did as he was told. 

“Take a seat, please, and help me understand what just happened.”

“I can try, sir. Not sure I can explain the General’s bizarre behavior, though.”

“Let’s start with where you’ve been the past four days.”

“Yes, sir. As you know, we were called out to assist in the hunt for the suspect, one Gemma Keyes. I took my vehicle and went down I-25 toward the center of the search grid.”

The moment we’d entered Wallace’s office, the mites and I had jumped into the FBI’s classified server, looking for any reference to Zander. When we came up empty, I put my mouth near Gamble’s ear and whispered. 

“No mention of Zander in the FBI files.”

Without turning, he replied with an incremental nod.

“Around Socorro, I received a phone call from Dr. Bickel. He said General Cushing had abducted him and held him against his will in an isolated facility on the White Sands Missile Range and that he had just escaped from said facility. He requested that the FBI escort him to the Albuquerque FBI field office and render him aid and sanctuary.”

“Why you? How did he have your number?”

Gamble shrugged. “Not sure, sir. I’d never spoken to the man
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