​Table of Contents

Stealth Triumph

Prologue

Part 1: Sowing

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Part 2: Reaping

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Part 3: Threshing

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Part 4: Triumph

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

The Last Chapter

Books by Vikki Kestell

Nanostealth

The Tahoe Mysteries

Laynie Portland

A Prairie Heritage

Girls from the Mountain

I Can’t Hear You

The Christian and the Vampire

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​Stealth Triumph

[image: ]


Nanostealth | Book 6

Vikki Kestell

Also Available in Print Format

THE NANOMITES HAVE uncovered a vast international intrigue, a conspiracy comprising thousands of individuals in key positions across many nations. They call themselves the Global Community, and they are led by the wealthy, powerful, and elite—militant ideologues who believe they possess the right to determine the future of humankind. 

The nanomites prefer the term Jayda and Zander have given the conspirators: the Cabal. 

Jayda Cruz, members of the Global Community speak of themselves in lofty, righteous terms; however, the noun “cabal” means a plot or scheme with treacherous objectives. “Cabal” more accurately expresses the Global Community’s agenda as well as their methodologies.

It was the Cabal’s plan to engineer and deploy a highly contagious virus—a virus that has killed untold millions around the earth. The loss of life has crippled the world’s food producers, manufacturing industries, and supply chains. Under the weight of increasing terrorist strikes, abnormal crop failures, and natural disasters on a scale of Biblical proportions, nation after nation descends into famine and anarchy. 

As America faces food and fuel shortages never before seen in her history, panic grows. Urban infrastructures collapse. Law enforcement crumbles. Violent gangs roam city streets unchallenged, burning, looting, and murdering—and some of those gangs are paid to target opponents of the Global Community.

When Jayda and Zander peer into the nanomites’ counterinsurgency activities, they observe odd movements within the Cabal’s leadership. They soon realize that they are witnessing a “bugging out” of top Cabal figures, a retreat to a safe haven somewhere in the Atlantic. 

What is this new threat looming on the horizon? Jayda and Zander can only surmise that it must be something more terrifying than what is already overwhelming the nations. 
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Jesus told them, 
“The harvest is plentiful, 
but the workers are few. 
Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, 
to send out workers into his harvest field. 
Go! I am sending you out 
like lambs among wolves.”
Luke 10:2-3, NIV
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Although contemporaneous in setting, 
this story is a work of fiction.
I pray it strengthens the Body of Christ
for what lies ahead.
Be fruitful, my friends.
May 1

I SAT ON THE SOFA WITH Bonnie. She was fed, burped, diapered, wide awake, and perfectly content. And today she was three weeks old. 

“Who’s a pretty baby?” I cooed. Bonnie Lu’s eyes fixed on mine. She waved her arms and legs with uncoordinated excitement. Then . . . a wondrous thing happened. 

“Oh, Bonnie Lu. You precious girl!” I turned my head. “Psst. Papa, come here, quick! I want to show you something.”

“Working on my message for Sunday, Jay.”

“It will only take a minute—and I’m positive you’ll find the interruption worth it.”

Zander left the kitchen table where he was eating lunch, his Bible on the left, his notes on his right. He plopped down beside me on the couch, and I placed Bonnie Lu on his lap so that her head rested on his knees and she faced him. Then I got up and moved behind the couch where I could watch.

“What?” he asked. “What did you want to show me?”

“Talk to Bonnie Lu. And smile while you do.” 

I hoped she would show him what she had showed me.

“Talk to her and say what?”

“Oh, the usual. You know—that you love her. That God loves her even more. That she’s beautiful, made in the image of the Lord.”

“I can do that!” Zander bent to his task with enthusiasm. 

He smiled his love down on her. “Little Bonnie Lu? I’m your papa, honey. Hey, precious girl! Look here, baby. Do you know how much Daddy loves you?”

Bonnie kicked a little and waved her hands. While Zander spoke, her dark eyes slowly tracked toward his voice and face. We both saw the moment she “found” him. Her little mouth opened, and her deep brown eyes widened as if she were amazed.

“Hey, Bonnie Lu!” Zander crooned. Without taking his eyes off of her, he said to me, “So, what am I looking for?”

“Keep talking and smiling. You’ll find out.”

“Hey, little Bonita Lucia!”

Bonnie gurgled . . . and it happened. 

Her mouth turned up in a toothless smile and two small dimples popped out on her pudgy cheeks not far from the corners of her mouth. She kicked harder. She grinned up at her Papa.

Zander gasped. “Oh, wow! She smiled!”

“Was that worth the interruption?”

Zander couldn’t answer; he was undone. “Oh, my Lord Jesus,” he groaned. “Oh, thank you! Thank you for this blessing! Bonnie, you are so beautiful!”

Bonnie saw Zander’s countenance crumple. She went still. Her lower lip trembled. 

I leaned over Zander’s shoulder. Caught Bonnie’s gaze. “It’s okay, Baby Bonnie. Your daddy is okay.”

Zander dragged his sleeve across his face. “I am never going to be ‘okay.’”

I was right there with him—besotted beyond all belief and so happy that all my excess joy leaked out of my eyes.

“Welcome to the first of many firsts, Papa. Guess I need to record this in her baby book, huh? Today our Bonnie Lu smiled for the first time, and it was glorious!”

We have recorded this important milestone for you, Jayda Cruz.

“Thank you, Nano.” When I added to Bonnie’s baby book, the nanomites’ records would prove invaluable.

Zander rose from the couch, lifting Bonnie into his arms. I laughed as, with his free arm, he drew me into his embrace. With Bonnie nestled between us, Zander leaned in for a long, unhurried, and deepening kiss. 

It was getting good, really good . . . when the nanomites interrupted.

We must now return to our work, Jayda Cruz and Zander Cruz. If you need us, we will bring our attention back to you.

Zander and I snickered. Our eyes but inches apart, I mouthed the word “clueless.”

Not pulling back an iota, that glint in his gaze promising me we were not finished, Zander replied, “We understand, Nano. The Lord bless your work for him and oh, by the way? Lights out.”

~~**~~
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Part 1:
Sowing
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When the Lamb opened the third seal, 
I heard the third living creature say, 
“Come!” I looked, and
there before me was a black horse! 
Its rider was holding 
a pair of scales in his hand. 
Then I heard what sounded like a voice 
among the four living creatures, saying, 
“Two pounds of wheat for a day’s wages, 
and six pounds of barley for a day’s wages, 
and do not damage the oil and the wine!”
Revelation 6:5-6
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​Chapter 1
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BY THE TIME THE FIRST full week of May drew to a close, Zander and I were convinced that the fabric of American society was unraveling right before our eyes—and we saw no way to slow or stop it. The ordinary freedoms and carefree lives we’d known while we were growing up were gone, and they would not return. Disease, disaster, crop failure, and ongoing supply chain issues were impacting all aspects of what we had taken for granted for decades. 

Instant gratification? Instantly vanished.

Limitless varieties of imported fruits and vegetables? Gone like they’d never existed. 

Availability of chicken and eggs? Decimated by avian flu. 

Shelves fully stocked with more food than we needed? Empty more often than filled. 

The independence on which we Americans prided ourselves to the point of idolatry? Swirling around the drain in an agonizing death spiral. 

Being a loner and “doing things my way” in this changing world was no longer tenable. No longer an option. 

Few were prepared for what overtook us. Most eyes peeping out from behind masks were drowning in fear. Radiating a palpable anxiety. 

The virus raged hotter, hospitals continued to overflow, thousands died and were buried in mass graves. Houses stood vacant; entire neighborhoods went quiet.

The most vulnerable of our citizens disappeared into their homes lest they join the ranks of the infected. Overnight, this “ghost” population became totally dependent on family or the kindness of friends to bring them their medications and enough food to get by. 

That’s part of what I meant when I said that being a loner was no longer an option.

Sporadic brownouts rolled across the country, leaving cities in temporary darkness and creating gaps in every sort of service dependent upon the electricity and internet—phones, social media, credit cards, direct deposit, and electronic banking, to name a few.

We had a standing video call with Roberto, María, and Izzie every Tuesday evening, but our last call with them hadn’t happened until Sunday afternoon. A storm had knocked out a substation in southwest Texas. The added load had, in turn, overloaded power grids across Lea, Eddy, Otero, and Doña Ana counties. When Las Cruces lost power, Zander’s parents’ place went dark. No cell service? No scheduled video call.

It only took a few of these experiences for people to realize how fragile our infrastructure really was . . . and how dependent we were on technologies that could fail at any time.

School buildings remained closed. Teachers used whatever form of distance learning their district adopted. Businesses that weren’t designated “essential” stayed shut down or operated remotely. Those businesses that switched to a remote work environment could function only when the electrical grid and the internet were up and running. 

At the same time, some designated essential services, unable to staff appropriately, had to close their doors anyway—adding to the “pinch” citizens were already feeling. Stores that managed to stay open had to employ armed security guards by the dozen or arm their workers to discourage the brazen robberies that had become quite unremarkable. 

With refineries understaffed and unable to meet demand, gas stations rationed fuel or shut down. In turn, truckers carrying the nations’ food supplies occasionally found themselves stranded . . . and robbed at gunpoint. In response, trucking unions formed convoys and hired armed “shepherds” to see the convoys safely to their destinations. The strategy protected the trucks and their cargoes—but it radically slowed deliveries and drove up prices. 

—
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BEFORE THINGS STARTED to get really tight, I bought up a substantial amount of extra nonperishables, thinking to create a small buffer for ourselves, Abe, and Emilio. Then I started spending more than my usual amount on groceries each week, picking up whatever was available in quantity to add to our buffer. 

Zander and I set our hearts not to hoard, only to pad Abe’s and our cupboards in addition to what we needed for the week. However, if an item was low on the shelves, we took our share, no more.

Emilio, going on twelve, now spent two nights a week with us. We found that he managed to pack away as much food as Zander, yet another reason to stock our shelves deeper. We made sure Abe had plenty to feed that boy, and we no longer took Abe’s money when I went to the store. 

“Feeding Emilio is our responsibility now,” Zander told Abe. “We’ll keep your fridge and cupboards stocked; you use the foster money to see to his other needs and keep some back for unexpected expenses, okay? Hopefully, the courts will open in a few months and the adoption will go through. Then he’ll move in with us and visit you.”

Abe grinned. “Grateful to God ever’ day for bringing that boy into my life. Sure do love him.”

We sure did too. 

But over the following week the nanomites blew us away. Apparently, they had located online sources for bulk foods. The next thing we knew, boxes of freeze-dried meat, fruit, soup mixes, and main courses landed on our porch. Cases of powdered eggs, canned bacon, baby food, and other necessities arrived via UPS. 

Zander Cruz, Jayda Cruz, these supplies are for long-term storage and emergency use.

“Nano, where in the world do we even keep this stuff?” Zander asked, surveying the abundance stacked in our living room.

We recommend that you put them in the printer room. You will need them.

“Right . . .” 

Initially, when the lockdowns began and we went to online church services, the board had been concerned that offerings would decline, that expenses would outstrip giving. Zander, thinking to economize, had tried to decline a salary. What Malware paid us for “my” research and analysis work was more than enough to meet our simple needs. 

But offerings hadn’t declined. In fact, the members of our congregation were giving more generously than usual and our online worshippers were also giving. This enabled the church to contribute substantially to several food pantries across the community, help those in the church who were hardest hit by the pandemic, and reach out to others in our community who were in danger of losing their homes or cars. 

And the board insisted that Zander receive a monthly salary.

We prayed over the extra money, asking the Lord what he’d have us do with it, asking him for both wisdom and selflessness. We tithed, paid our adoption lawyer ahead of schedule, added to our savings account, and we socked away a bit of cash, an emergency stash in case the banks closed permanently. 

We squirreled our emergency cash away in the garage basement along with our emergency rations. Not only was the existence of a room under the garage a closely held secret, but a body of newly minted nanotroops also guarded the printshop. 

Our troops can float like a butterfly, sting like a bee, Zander Cruz—a bee loaded with no more than a few milliamps of current—yet a sting sufficient to take down an assailant. Our tribes will knock out all comers without harming them, but they will stop them. As you know, we require the printer far more than you need these emergency funds. They will protect the printer for us and protect the money and food for you. 

Shaking his head, Zander enlisted Emilio to help him mount shelves in the printer room and stack our “Zombie Apocalypse” supplies there—the stuff that would keep for twenty years . . . the stuff we wouldn’t use unless our situation became drastically worse. 

Worse? We had no idea.
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WEEKS LATER, WHEN THE ability of grocers to stock their shelves declined further, people panicked. Riots broke out in three stores. People loaded carts and ran them to their cars without paying. One store was stripped to its bones in less than an hour . . . and virus cases, traced to the riots, surged. 

In response, the managers of groceries across Albuquerque formed an alliance. In the alliance’s first act, they lowered the number of shoppers allowed inside their stores at any given time and set strict limits on how much of any given item or food type a shopper could buy. Then they set a total dollar limit per visit as well. In this way, they announced, everyone could leave the store with a smaller but balanced amount of food.

The new policies gave birth to “hopping,” the practice of shoppers going from store to store, often daily, buying up whatever they could lay hands on for the lowest price. 

To thwart the hoppers, the allied stores brainstormed another strategy. They would stamp the backs of shoppers’ hands with indelible, hard-to-remove ink. Anyone going through checkout had their hand stamped with the day’s date, and every store in the alliance agreed to honor the crude process. They would refuse store entry to individuals whose stamp was less than six days old. 

The same rules applied to shoppers who ordered their groceries online and scheduled a time to pick them up. It meant that once a week I would leave Bonnie Lu with Zander or Janice to fetch our order. But now I had to take Belicia and Abe with me because I could no longer claim their orders for them. 

These restrictions, ensuring that everyone got something, backfired another way: They did not account for larger families. Parents with more than two children could never buy enough to feed everyone, so they sent their older kids through the lines with cash. 

Schools, while closed, organized drive-through meal lines, handing out bagged breakfasts and lunches, but only to school-age children. Most parents’ days now centered around school meal lines and grocery stores. Single parents had it the worst because they could not do it all and still hold down a job.

We figured ration cards weren’t that far off. It was the only means of ensuring that larger families got their fair share.

We watched the specter of starvation raise its ugly head in our city, our state, and our nation, while the two nanoclouds provided running commentary . . . and advice.

Jayda Cruz, Zander Cruz, the situation you see will only worsen, which is why we ordered supplies for you online. Now is the time to act preemptively.

Zander replied for both of us. “We hear you, Nano.” 

We pulled Abe, Gamble, and Janice into an emergency meeting.

“We can’t depend on the stores or the government to feed us going forward,” Zander said. “We need a plan to feed ourselves . . . and to defend our homes from raiders.”

“Agreed,” Gamble said. “But with only our three houses, we don’t have a defensible perimeter or enough bodies to stand post. I think we should widen our cohort to include the rest of the cul-de-sac.”

~~**~~
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Chapter 2
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WE CALLED AN ALL-CUL-de-sac meeting for Sunday afternoon—technically an “illegal” in-person meeting since any size or type gathering other than the household in which you lived was forbidden. Early that morning, Zander delivered invites to our remaining cul-de-sac neighbors, Bill and Viola Tucker and Mrs. Calderón (or Belicia, as she requested that we call her). 

Ross, Janice, Abe, and Emilio were already waiting in our living room when Belicia and the Tuckers arrived. We questioned each of them first, asking if they’d had physical contact with anyone in the past week. 

Naturally, since Bill, Viola, and Belicia didn’t know about the nanomites, they didn’t know the nanomites checked each of them while they stood on our porch and we asked our questions. When the nanomites declared our neighbors free of the virus we welcomed them into our home. 

“I have had no contact with anyone except for coming over to help with Bonnie Lu or going to the store with Jayda,” Belicia replied. “Haven’t even driven my car for a while. I-I think I’m afraid to.”

“The way things are, it’s safer if you keep off the roads,” I told her. I was trying to encourage her, but her attention was elsewhere. Her eyes were glued to the right of me . . . where Emilio sat beside me on the couch, cradling Bonnie Lu on his lap. Making googly eyes and other funny faces at her. Gently stroking her little hands.

“We collected our latest allotment of groceries five days ago,” Viola said. “Not that it’s enough, but that’s the extent of outside contact we’ve had.” 

She questioned Zander. “What about you? How many outside contacts have you had and how can we be certain that you’re clean? Don’t you have church stuff? Visitations and counseling sessions?”

“I do, but visits and counseling are done through video calls. And because the governor’s order has shut down in-person worship, I broadcast our Sunday service live. So zero outside contacts.” 

She stared down at her hands. “Well, two weeks ago, Bill was furloughed indefinitely. Since he’s sixty-two now, he’s decided to file for early retirement when his unemployment runs out. Social Security seems the only avenue open for us.”

“Besides which, I’m not leaving Viola home by herself any longer,” Bill growled. 

“We understand,” I murmured. Then I addressed the group. “I’ll be right back.”

I reappeared bearing a tray. To everyone’s delight, I served precious cookies and coffee all around. The cookies disappeared fast, and Zander opened the meeting. 

“We all know that the grocery stores have less and less to offer each week, with more and more restrictions. Prices are soaring too. Even President Jackson, in his address this week, says it will take time for the country to find a way through the present crisis. I’m not blaming him, but that’s time that we don’t have.”

He looked around the room. “I called us together to talk honestly about what is coming, and how we can help each other prepare for it.”

This was news only to Bill, Viola, and Belicia. We’d already discussed Zander’s ideas with Abe, Gamble, and Janice. Tonight’s meeting was the next step in putting his plans into motion. 

Bill Tucker drained his cup and set it down. “Thank you for the coffee. I think I know where you’re going with this, so I’ll let you know my feelings straight off. I’m not some gullible Bible thumper who feels like I must give all I have to feed the poor then turn around and expect someone else to do the same for me. No. What Viola and I manage to put by is ours. It isn’t much, but we can probably make it through next winter on our own . . . if what the grocery stores offer doesn’t go down any further.”

Zander nodded. Slowly. “If I may speak to your comment, Bill? For the record, yes, Jayda and I are Bible-believing Christians, and yes, we firmly believe in giving. I would just add that God says in his word, the Bible, that giving is a personal choice, emphasis on the word choice. 

“See, when choice is removed, giving becomes coercion—or worse—because the Bible says elsewhere that taking what belongs to another is wrong. He calls that stealing. He is against stealing, so we are too.”

“So?”

“So, when the gangs break down your door and demand that you ‘give’ them what you have, you’ll be okay without our help?” 

Bill’s mouth flattened. “I can handle myself.” He slid his eyes toward Gamble. “I’m armed and trained.”

Gamble smiled, friendly like. “Glad to hear that, Bill, but can you handle a mob? Can you guard both your front and back door at the same time? How about the windows? And if you manage to keep a mob at bay on your own, can you keep them from burning you out?”

Bill flushed and started to reply. He stopped when Viola put her hand on his arm. 

“Bill. Please. We came here to listen.”

Bill looked away. Sighed. “All right. We’ll listen.”

Zander said, “Thank you, Bill. I won’t drag things out. See, this is what we’re thinking: In our cul-de-sac we have ten mouths to feed—nine adults and an infant. We have six yards with which to feed those mouths. I’m asking everyone who lives in our cul-de-sac to form a co-op. We would work together to plant our yards with whatever crop seed we can get our hands on.”

Zander leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “And believe it or not, we might not have a lot of seed to choose from. We’re already into May, and the gardening shelves are bare, meaning we’re late to the party. That said, wherever we can, we should plant crops that have a good chance of producing a decent harvest based on our soil and climate—crops like beans, corn, chiles, squash, tomatoes, carrots, and potatoes.”

“It won’t be enough,” Bill growled.

“I realize that whatever we grow won’t be enough to fully feed all of us, but hopefully it will supplement what we can get from the stores each week—enough so we don’t starve.”

Belicia blinked. “Excuse me, Zander. Plant our yards?” 

“That’s right, but we’re thinking only the front yards.”

She bristled, more in panic than in anger. “Dig up my lovely front yard? But I spent a lot of money to have it landscaped!”

“I understand; however, please hear us out. We have reasons for suggesting that we garden the front yards, Belicia. For one, our front yards will be easier to watch and protect than the backyards.”

“Protect?”

Zander said softly, “Belicia, you know about the grocery grabber gangs, don’t you?”

“Oh, my, yes. Terrible! Jayda, I am so grateful to you for taking me to fetch my groceries each week.”

“We are happy to help you, Belicia,” I murmured. “You are our neighbor and friend.”

She smiled a tremulous smile, and I could see what a difference our friendship had made in her narrow life.

Zander steered the conversation back to her question. “Belicia, if food becomes scarcer—when food becomes scarcer—gangs like the grocery grabbers will become more aggressive. And right about now, we aren’t the only ones thinking about growing our own food.”

“Yup. Already behind the curve,” Bill muttered. 

“I agree. We should have been preparing a month ago or so. Guess we’ve been a bit preoccupied with our new baby. Anyway, I’ve already called around, and every rototiller in town is reserved clean through July. But back to your question, Belicia? Unscrupulous people may try to steal from our gardens—”

“Will try to steal from our gardens,” Bill interjected.

“That’s right, Bill, which is why we’re stronger together. They might also try to break into our homes and take what little we have in our cupboards.”

Belicia swallowed. Hard. “Oh, dear. I-I certainly wouldn’t be able to stop them.”

“We understand. That is another reason we’re meeting and why we suggest farming our front yards. All of us can see the other front yards in the cul-de-sac, but we can’t keep an eye on each other’s backyards—our yard being something of the exception. When we bought this place, we combined our lot with the lot between us and you, Belicia. Most of our backyard is visible to you and the Tuckers. It’s a good-sized lot that can be the co-op’s largest garden, and it’s fully fenced.” 

Eight feet high with pointy finials, I thought. Won’t keep out a determined group, though. 

Bill spoke up again. “Downside is, a gang could drive up and grab whatever they wanted from our front yards, so I’m not sure that’s the best place to plant.”

Zander said, “Well, we have something of an advantage over, say, our neighbors down the street from us, Bill. Our little cul-de-sac has only one way in and out for vehicles.”

Almost conspiratorially, Zander said, “I propose that we barricade the neck to our cul-de-sac and mount a guard there 24/7.”

Bill seemed surprised, but he nodded. “Not a bad idea, Cruz. Right kind of barricade could work. Would need to be strong enough to stop gatecrashers, though.”

“You’re right. Gamble here says he can get us some five-foot cement K-rails. Says they are 32 inches tall and heavy. Each ‘stick’ of rail is about two thousand pounds. The rails won’t stop a crowd from climbing over, obviously, but they will deter vehicles from crashing through, which would, hopefully, slow down a coordinated raid on our gardens. Give us a chance to defend our homes and plots.”

Bill’s gaze skittered toward Gamble for the second time. “You’re FBI, right?” 

“That’s right.”

“You still on the job?”

“Sure. I work a regular shift out of the FBI’s district field office. I think I see where you’re headed, so I’d like to give you some reassurances about my level of contribution to the group. Most days, I have pockets of discretionary time on my hands, time I can employ searching locally or online for things we need. Get them lined up for us. Hunt them down and buy them during my lunch break or after work.”

He grimaced. “Of course, given the current state of unease, every agent in the state is on call around the clock. If things go pear-shaped anywhere in our district, I may get called out. Perhaps days at a time.”

Zander glanced from Viola to Bill. “I won’t be able to devote all of my time to the co-op either, you know. I have online appointments most days, and it takes time to study and prepare my messages for Sunday’s livestream. As much as possible, though, I’ll arrange to do those things in late afternoons and evenings.”

What Zander said was true, but it was also oversimplistic. The people of our congregation were suffering mightily. Loneliness, financial pressures, and the daily struggles to procure enough food—not to mention the stress on marriages and the uptick in domestic problems—meant Zander was on his phone or computer hours each day, comforting, counseling, and praying with our saints. 

Protected from the virus as he was, Zander was safe to visit people in person, but the logistics were mind-boggling. The amount of time it would take him to visit everyone in person would keep him driving all day. Obviously, with the fuel shortages, in-person visitations weren’t possible. Worst of all, the governor had forbidden such visits. All that said, Zander did make some exceptions to his “online only” policy . . . for funerals. 

Yes, DCC was losing members to the virus and other, more pedestrian causes. Sadly, if an individual died while in the hospital, they were automatically deemed contaminated by the virus, and the family was denied a viewing. Their loved one’s body was tagged, bagged, and sealed in a cheap coffin. The coffin was delivered either to the crematorium of the family’s choice or to a graveyard service, where only immediate family members were allowed to attend the burial. 

Zander made it his highest priority to officiate at those burials. If the deceased was a believer in Christ, Zander preached the hope of the resurrection and eternal life. He didn’t hold back, either. He often returned from such an affair exhausted but jubilant because he’d won unsaved family members to Christ. 

Yes, Zander was being truthful about his pastoral obligations, but his response did not in any way reflect the weight of responsibility he carried or the physical and emotional toll those duties had on him. 

Back to our meeting. 

Bill frowned. “Yeah, I can understand having to earn a living, but Gamble here won’t be much help protecting our proposed co-op if he’s out defending other parts of the state.”

Gamble chuckled. “Bill and Viola, please meet my, uh, my . . . Janice Trujillo. By way of answering your concern, Bill, let me say that Janice is, er, former military and a better shot than I am. She’s qualified on more firearms than I am too. Since she’s presently unemployed, she’ll be available when I’m not.”

I snickered to myself—first at Gamble’s clumsy attempt to introduce Janice.

Yeah, dude, we’re praying for you—praying you into conviction and repentance and praying you into Christ . . . allll the way to a wedding. You just watch and see!

I snickered a second time as he left out the more interesting bits of Janice’s resumé. 

Gee, Gamble! You didn’t mention Janice’s expertise in black ops. A better shot than most? Why, yes—

A bleat of protest from Belicia interrupted my thoughts. Sorry, that’s exactly how it sounded—a big, fat bleat. 

“Guns? Guns? Please, please promise we won’t have another attack like we did in January! I was so scared!”

Zander’s expression pinged from stunned disbelief to amusement, back to disbelief. “How in the world are we supposed to promise that, Belicia? You know about the riots and looting downtown and the grocery grabber gangs. They already defy police attempts to stop them. If the police can’t deter criminals, can we? And these things are but the first wave of social disintegration. How long can the police stand against such crimes if the criminals far outnumber them and if more and more people turn to taking what they want or need?”

He sighed. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, Belicia, but the state of civil unrest will worsen. And because it will worsen, we have to take whatever steps we can to protect ourselves and those we love. No one else will do it for us.”

“I have to agree with Zander,” Gamble said quietly. “I mean, we did say we’d have an honest discussion about what’s coming, right?” 

When several of us nodded, he turned to Belicia. “Mrs. Calderón, as social and civic restraints crumble and as our city’s police force falters under the weight of growing crime, officers will eventually arrive at the realization that while they’re ‘out there,’ defending the public, their own families are at risk. They will have to make a choice between their jobs or protecting their families and homes. Most will either resign or simply stop showing up for shifts. At that point, all bets are off.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but Zander is right. We have to protect ourselves. No one else will.”

Belicia’s eyes twitched, then jumped wildly around the room. Her hands shook, her shoulders trembled. 

She was losing it.

I scooped Bonnie Lu off of Emilio’s lap. Went to Belicia and knelt by her chair. A hungry glint shone through the anxiety gripping her. I gently laid our baby in her willing arms.

Bonnie Lu, her rosebud lips blowing a tiny bubble, stared placidly up at the old woman. Almost immediately, calm began to seep into the slump of Belicia’s shuddering shoulders. She gulped convulsively and tears sheened her eyes.

“Belicia,” I said softly. “Belicia?”

She slowly turned her face to me. “Yes?”

“You are our neighbor and our friend. You know that we’ll do our best to protect and see you through this. But at the same time, I believe you’ll need to adjust your thinking.”

She blinked many times before her usually unruffled countenance reappeared. “You’re saying I can’t pretend everything will magically go back the way it was?”

“That’s right, dear friend. We must face the facts together. This co-op will help us survive what is ahead. But only if everyone contributes to the co-op’s efforts. We will need you to contribute too.”

She swallowed. “I’ll do my best.” 

“Thank you. Your best is all we ask.”

I stood and turned toward my seat. Ran smack into Emilio’s fierce scowl. He was not happy that I’d taken Bonnie Lu from him. 

I sat and patted his hand. Leaned over and whispered, “Thank you, my sweet boy, for seeing that Mrs. Calderón needed our Bonnie Lu for a minute. Thank you for being willing to love Mrs. Calderón.” 

Emilio hadn’t seen Belicia’s need or been keen to help the woman, but he studied her now, perhaps perceiving what I’d pointed out. In any event, his scowl eased up. 

Some. 

I squeezed his hand and smiled. He half-heartedly smiled back.

Zander cleared his throat. “I would like us to talk more about how to defend our cul-de-sac.” 

Every eye turned to him. 

“You were talking about a barricade,” Bill said. 

“Yeah. The barricade, in part, will help us defend our homes and gardens. The agreements we make as a co-op must also allow us to work together, meet together, even eat together without fear of contracting the virus from one another. If such a plan is going to work, we’ll have to agree—as a group—to stay behind the barricade. Basically live together but apart from everyone else.”

Comprehension bloomed on Bill’s face. “We’d isolate behind the barrier? No one in or out?”

“No one in, certainly. We’d move our mailboxes to the barricade and mount them there. That would keep mail carriers and delivery trucks on the other side. Same with our trash carts—roll them to the other side of the barricade on pickup day.

“Going outside the cul-de-sac would look different. We’d work as a group to coordinate our forays. Keep them to a minimum and conduct them in the safest manner possible. If we coordinate our outings, we’ll conserve gas.”

“I see,” Bill said, nodding. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“Back to the barrier. Let me have Gamble address how we might manage it—keeping in mind that these are initial ideas. As a co-op, everyone can contribute ideas. We would agree as a group how we go forward. Gamble?”

Gamble cleared his throat. “Abe’s house is on the neck of the cul-de-sac, separated from the next house over by a cinderblock wall. So is yours, Bill and Viola. We propose laying a line of K-rails from the side walls of these two houses all the way across the neck of the cul-de-sac—leaving one narrow opening at Abe’s front yard. 

“We’d park a vehicle in that opening, rear end facing up the street, to plug the hole. We’re thinking an old clunker would be best. We’d up-armor the rear window and fill the car with extra weight to make it heavier and harder to shove out of the hole. We’d position our barricade guard at the vehicle and use it as cover.”

“Wouldn’t be hard for attackers to roll or push a vehicle out of the way,” Bill scoffed. “Even a heavy one.”

Despite his sour outlook, I could see that Bill was thinking hard, which made me hope he was giving serious thought to joining the co-op. But, he hadn’t yet committed to it.

Gamble nodded. “I can get ahold of two wheel boots. If we boot the two front tires and add some sandbags in front of them, pushing the car from the rear will prove next to impossible. When any of us needs to leave the cul-de-sac, we remove the boots and sandbags and drive the car forward to uncork the barrier.”

What followed was a lively yet thoughtful discussion that ranged from the logistics of defending our cul-de-sac through the details of farming our lots. 

Zander said, “I’m certain a bunch of folks in Albuquerque, like us, are planning to plant gardens. And yet all of us know that the soil around here is a combination of clay, rock, and sand. If we hope to grow enough in our plots to supplement what groceries we can buy, we’ll need to amend that soil. And since rototillers are either sold out or already reserved, we’ll have to dig our garden plots and amend the soil the hard way—by hand.”

Abe grunted his agreement. “You’re right about that. Our gardens will yield precious little if we don’t turn and amend the soil first. But it’s backbreaking work.”

“Yes, it is, which is why I propose that we start with our big, fenced lot. A small part of it was once a garden and will be easier to work than virgin soil.”

I blinked as I realized he was talking about Gemma’s garden. 

My garden. 

And I had been a blatant novice . . .
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I DECIDED TO TACKLE the weeds in my vegetable garden. I had done a good job keeping them at bay, but in the heat they were getting away from me. That day I resolved to really clean them out. 

I soaked the garden to loosen the weeds. I might have—and I’m just saying might have—soaked the garden a bit too much. I only mention this because while the water loosened the weeds, it also turned the natural clay soil to a slick, sticky bog. 

I had been working since before six in the morning in what felt like wet cement. Fearful that I might lose them forever, I had taken off my shoes. I was wearing good gardening gloves, but they—and the rest of me from my elbows down—were covered in layers of dripping, drying, and dried mud.

I figured the time to be around nine, and I still had a third of the weeds to go. I was flagging but determined to finish. The hardest part was getting the shovel down into the ground so I could turn over the wet, heavy soil.

“There you are. I rang the doorbell but no one answered so I thought I’d check back here. Hello.”

The man who stood a few steps away was clean and tidy, casually dressed in jeans, a polo shirt, and a lightweight suit jacket. 

He was drop-dead gorgeous. I was hot, sweaty, and filthy.

He raised his hand from his side as though he had planned to offer a handshake, but if he had planned to offer his hand, I’m pretty sure he thought better of it as soon as he eyed my mud-caked gloves. 

“Sorry to disturb you. I’m Zander Cruz. Are you Miss Keyes?”
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GUESS I MADE A LITTLE sound in my throat, and it pulled me out of that happy place, the day Zander and I met. When I came back to myself, Emilio was studying me with concern . . . me wearing a fat, dopey grin. 

“You okay, Jayda?”

My grin widened. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

Zander was still talking. “If we all agree on how to go forward, I propose that we work together to turn, amend, and fertilize the soil in our fenced plot, then turn the soil a second and third time over the week following. For each turn we’ll need all hands on deck to break clods, remove and haul off rocks, and sift for grass and weed roots.”

Belicia timidly lifted a hand. “I’m not in the best physical shape at my age, Zander. Is there something else I could do?” 

“Yes, as a matter of fact. We’d like you and Abe to take turns helping with Bonnie Lu.”

“Oh my, yes. I can do that!”

“Great. We’d also like the two of you to keep the rest of us fed and watered. Sandwiches or light cooking for a group midday meal. That sort of thing.”

Abe and Belicia both nodded.

I caught Zander’s attention, and he signaled me to speak. 

“Belicia, in addition, I think you will make an excellent secondary lookout—from either your front window or ours. I trust you to keep faithful watch over the plots in our front yards, even if you aren’t the designated barrier guard.”

I didn’t add that Belicia was the cul-de-sac’s best watchdog, with years of experience under her belt, but I didn’t have to. I did have to put my elbow into Emilio’s side and cut off the guffaw he was about to let go. Abe averted his gaze, finding the threads of his sweater suddenly intriguing. Viola had an abrupt coughing fit, and Bill got up quickly to fetch her a glass of water from the kitchen, wiping his mouth as he went. Even Zander chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment while slanting his own “look” toward me—a look that spoke volumes and made me cover my mouth with my hand. 

Only Gamble and Janice were left out of our neighborhood’s little joke. They exchanged a confused glance.

I was glad when Belicia beamed at me. “You are very kind, Jayda, and I would be happy to help keep watch. Maybe I should have a hand bell or some other kind of alarm signal should I see someone sneaking into the cul-de-sac?”

“Excellent idea, Belicia,” Zander assured her, still getting himself under control. “Don’t let me forget your suggestion.”

“Oh, I won’t. I’m glad there are things I can do to help.”

Zander went on. “The rest of us will participate in all the jobs: breaking ground, digging, turning, weeding, and gathering and hauling rocks. We’ll use every inch of soil available to us, all but a small patch of grass around our apple tree.

“After we’ve readied the big plot for planting, we’ll start on the front yards. Speaking of our apple tree, if you have fruit or nut trees in your yards, we’ll need to prune and spray them soon.”

“I have a black walnut in my backyard, but I don’t know what shape it’s in,” Belicia said. “I’ve never sprayed it. Always considered it a pest, the way it drops nuts in the grass and I have to pick them up and toss them.”

“Walnuts are a good source of protein and lots of other nutrients. We’ll be glad to have them.”

“Don’t forget the apple tree in my backyard,” Abe said.

“Oh, we won’t—I promise you that.”

“Guess that makes three apple trees, because we have one too,” Gamble said, “although I’m not sure how it’s survived. Doesn’t look like anything on our lot has been watered in years.”

Emilio snorted, and I laughed aloud. No, Mateo hadn’t been big on lot maintenance.

Zander smiled. “We should bear in mind that every bit of fruit we harvest can be preserved for winter consumption. I don’t know about you, but I like applesauce, apple pie, apple cobbler, and apple juice.”

“Don’t forget apple butter!” Viola chimed in. 

“Forget apple butter? Never happen. Apple butter is one of my favorites,” Zander chuckled. “And like I said earlier, when it comes to crops, we should plant the best producing foods for our soil and climate. The obstacle we face at present is a dearth of seeds. What garden seeds that were available have already been snapped up.”

Abe raised his hand. “I have a word to say about what to plant, Zander.”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

“The word is carrots. Carrots are mighty underappreciated when it comes to staples. Want to say that we can grow and harvest carrots all summer long, right into the fall, even into early winter. Carrots do best in sandy soil, not heavy clay soil, but they are nutritious, quick and easy to grow, and easy to preserve. Biggest bang for the buck you could ask for. 

“I grew me some carrots two years back. When summer got really hot, I let my carrots go to seed.” Abe sort of waggled his brows. “Collected about a pound of seed, I did.”

Zander perked up. “You have a pound of carrot seed?”

“Yup. Now, because the seeds are two years old, not all of them will germinate, but more than enough should to at least get us going. And of each batch of carrots we grow this year, all we need do is mark off a row or two, let them go to seed, then collect the seeds. If we plan right, we’ll never run short on carrots. Nope. Never.”

I thought about it. I mean, carrots are okay, right? But as a staple? My imagination turned to a menu dominated by carrots: Boiled carrots. Baked carrots. Roasted carrots. Mashed carrots. Glazed carrots. Candied carrots. Carrot soup. Carrot soufflé. Carrot muffins. Carrot cake. 

Gah!

On the other hand, carrots beat going hungry any day. And they beat all to pieces trying to live on giant zucchini. 

Just sayin’.

I noticed Viola tug on her husband’s sleeve and turn a look on him. 

Oh, I recognized that kind of “private” look. Same kind of look Zander had slid my way minutes before. Bill and Viola engaged in a silent convo that lasted only seconds. 

Then Bill cleared his throat. “We, uh, have a canister of heirloom seeds, never opened. It’s kind of old. Bought it about ten years back when Viola and I were on something of a prepper kick. Like I said, the canister is sealed, so the seeds should be good. Well, mostly good.”

“Part of your preparations to carry you through to next year?”

Bill sighed. “I planned to plant our backyard, but I’m not sure I could prep the whole yard without a rototiller. Well, not as thoroughly as it should be prepped.”

“You and me both.”

Bill added, “Your talk about gangs hopping walls and raiding our backyard gardens got me thinking, Zander. You might be right about planting out front where all of us can keep an eye out.”

“Does that mean you and Viola are throwing in your lot with us, Bill? Joining the co-op? Because this plan only works if everyone in the cul-de-sac is in agreement and works together. If we don’t act now, in concert, we may be playing catchup all next winter, and the, uh, situation could get very dicey.”

My sad, chronically hollow stomach growled its concurrence. 

Bill sighed and glanced at Viola. She stared steadily back. 

He said, “Well, you’re right about one thing. We will be stronger if we stand and work together . . . so yeah. I suppose we are.”

“We’ll need to start ASAP.”

“Have to agree,” Bill admitted. 

“And will you contribute that seed canister to the co-op?”

He nodded. “We will.” 

I sighed my relief. 

Zander smiled. “Great! Welcome aboard.”

~~**~~
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Chapter 3
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AT SEVEN THE FOLLOWING morning, the members of our little co-op gathered in our backyard. Everyone brought the yard tools they had—shovels, hoes, rakes, and other sundry bits. Emilio proudly carried an old pickaxe from Abe’s house to ours. Abe trundled over a rusty old wheelbarrow filled with a hoe and few odd trowels, weed poppers, and hand cultivators. 

Bill and Viola also brought a wheelbarrow loaded with their tools. Gamble was at work, but Janice handed out a selection of gloves he’d picked up at Lowe’s for the co-op. Belicia brought a gallon jug of sweet tea and arms itching to hold Bonnie Lu.

After I settled Bonnie with Belicia inside the house, Zander gathered us near our flowering apple tree. “No one is obligated to join in, but for those who wish to? Let’s have a word of prayer.” 

He bowed his head. “Lord God, we acknowledge you right now and ask your blessing and guidance on the plans we’ve formed. We submit those plans to you. Please direct us in all we do this day. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Abe and I said “amen.” Bill, Viola, and Janice nodded. Emilio rolled his eyes. 

That boy, Lord, I prayed in my heart. He knew what I meant.

Zander looked to Bill. “Want to run this crew today, Bill?”

Surprised but pleased, Bill nodded. “Sure. You have any druthers about where we start?”

“Nope. Anywhere in our plot is fine. We’re in your capable hands.”

Bill divided us into two crews: Zander, Janice, and me; Bill, Viola, Abe, and Emilio. He eyed Abe dubiously. “Abe, do as much as fits your limits today but no more than two hours total, okay? No overdoing it.”

“I hear you, Boss.”

“Everyone wear good gloves at all times, please. I suggest each team take two shovels, a hoe, whatever hand tools you want, and a wheelbarrow. Zander, have your crew start in the far left corner of your lot, by Belicia’s house. We’ll start at this end and work toward you.” He frowned. “Where do we pile the rocks? Cuz we’re gonna unearth a lot of rocks.”

Even this close to the river, we still lived in the foothills of the Sandia Mountains. Those foothills had been eroding, sending rocks rolling downhill for centuries.

Zander, hands on his hips, turned in a circle, then shook his head. “Not sure. Wherever we decide, we only want to move them once.”

“What about our backyard?” Janice asked. “Nothing but weeds and that apple tree back there.”

Zander asked Emilio, “It’s your house. Is that all right with you?”

Emilio thought for a moment. “Yeah, it’s okay, but . . . I was kinda thinking—what if we put a pile in the front yard, by the bushes? If people come over the barrier to steal from our gardens, we can throw rocks at them!”

Bill chuckled, earning himself one of Emilio’s infamous death glares. 

Zander did not laugh. “Not a bad idea. We don’t necessarily want to hurt people if they trespass, but they need to know we’re serious. Having a pile of rocks handy may help us discourage them.”

We got down to it after that. I was only three weeks postpartum, but the nanomites said I was fine—that they had accelerated my healing from the birth. Nevertheless, I had other eyes on me, Belicia and Viola, who had already admonished me to take it easy—and neither of them knew about the nanomites. I’d need to pretend to “take it easy.”

In our corner of the plot, Zander wielded a shovel and began the hard labor of turning the densely packed soil. Janice used a hoe to hack apart the clods he unearthed. As they did that, I knelt in their aftermath pulling out grass and weeds, shaking the dirt from them, piling weeds to the side, tossing rocks into the nearby wheelbarrow.

We labored on for an hour and a half before we took a short break for sweet tea and for me to feed Bonnie Lu. Abe left us at that point, but the rest of us got back to it. By lunch, Bill called it a day.

“We’ve earned ourselves some blisters, and we’re all going to feel pain in the morning, but if we intend to make as much progress tomorrow, we should quit now. We can add another hour to our shift tomorrow, or as we harden to the work.”

We were tired, sweaty (in spite of the cool breeze in the air), and definitely sore, but we were pleased and in great spirits. We’d turned and cleared about a quarter of the fenced plot, filled one big rolling trash cart with weeds, and hauled three wheelbarrow loads of rocks to Gamble and Janice’s backyard, dumping them into a far corner. Taking Emilio’s suggestion, we’d piled a couple dozen hand-sized rocks in their front yard—right next to the bushes Emilio had, at one time, hidden in. 

If we’d known how important that “rock ammo” would one day prove to be, we would have stocked more of them there. 
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WE SHOWERED IN HOT, soothing water, but our muscles were speaking up, telling us “what for.” It had been some weeks since either Zander or I had worked out, and I’d had a baby during that time.

“I feel for the rest of the co-op,” I muttered. “By morning, the nanomites will have healed most of our aches and pains.”

Indeed we will, Jayda Cruz, and it will take you less time to ‘harden to the work,’ as Bill Tucker said.

“Thanks, Nano.” The nanomites were so preoccupied running their counterinsurgency, we didn’t often hear from them.

It is our pleasure, Jayda Cruz.

We walked over to Abe’s to share a simple meal with him and Emilio. After we ate, Abe invited us out to his garage. 

“This morning, after I put in my time in the garden, I started thinkin’ on how we’d mount our mailboxes at the barrier once it is up,” he said. “I think this simple fix will do the trick. I used an old mailbox post for my prototype.”

Abe had a stack of cinderblocks at the back of the garage, in front of his car. He’d placed one block atop the other, mixed up some concrete, put the post in the hole through both blocks, and poured concrete in the hole, filling it and surrounding the post. Then he’d laid several more cinder blocks around the two blocks where the post was mounted.

“Figure once we have the blocks with the mailboxes lined up in a row along the barrier, we can surround them with a few more cement-filled blocks for stability. Fairly easy to dismantle the whole caboodle if we need to, ’cause the outside blocks won’t be cemented to each other.”

“We could fill the stabilizing blocks with small rocks we pull out of the garden before topping them with cement,” I suggested. “The rocks would make them heavier.”

“I like it,” Zander agreed. 

When we went back inside, Emilio, Zander, and I settled on the couch in front of Zander’s tablet and dialed in to our weekly video conference with Roberto, María, and Izzie. 

I always came away from our calls smiling, grateful that we had an extended family that loved us. This evening was no different. I held Bonnie up to the screen so everyone could see her, see that she’d filled out a little more. 

For the first time, however, she noticed the three faces scrunched onto the screen in front of her, all of them vying for her attention. Her eyes sort of bugged out in amazement. But then she grimaced and let go with a (shall we say) very loud and protracted toot. 

María’s brows shot up. “Oh, little mama, if that didn’t fill a diaper, I’m no abuela.” 

I didn’t have to check; the smell informed me. “Um, excuse me please, Abuela. Diaper duty.”

Laughter followed me all the way to Emilio’s bedroom. He followed me too. He was fascinated with every facet of Bonnie Lu’s life—with the exception of messy diapers—so I was a little surprised.

I unfolded a felt-covered rubber changing mat and laid Bonnie on it. “Don’t worry. I won’t get anything on your bedspread.”

“I know you won’t.”

He stood close to me, his arm sliding lightly around my waist. His action was just unusual enough to make me stop what I was doing. I wrapped both my arms all the way around him. Held him close. Felt him take a deep and satisfied breath and let it out. 

“It’s wonderful being part of a loving family, isn’t it?”

He nodded, his face buried on my shoulder. 

“Especially after living in a not-so-loving home, huh?”

He nodded a second time, making no move to end our hug.

“I love you, Emilio. I’m so glad we are family now.”

Muffled against my shoulder, he said something. 

“Sorry. Couldn’t hear you.” 

I tried to pull back, but he gripped me tighter. Mumbled again. This time I thought I caught what he said.

“Emilio, did you . . . did you ask if you could call me Mama?”

His head nodded just a little, and I bit my lip to keep from blubbering. 

When I could answer, I said, “I would love it if you called me Mama, my son—and I know Zander would love for you to call him Dad.”

We didn’t let go of each other until Bonnie began to fuss. 
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WHEN WE RETURNED TO the living room, the call was over, but Zander still stared at the screen, flummoxed. 

“What’s up?”

He shook his head. “Would you believe it? We have company coming.”

“Huh?”

“Dad, Mom, and Izzie are driving up from ’Cruces. Tomorrow.”

“What? I mean, wow. Is that wise?” 

Or legal?

“Wise or not, as soon as I told Dad about our co-op plans and that we were turning never-before-tilled yards by hand, he said, ‘No, you’re not. We’ll be there tomorrow afternoon.’ See, he’s already turned his garden twice, so he’s bringing us his rototiller.”

“Get out! They’re coming tomorrow?”

“Yup. Mom was right there with Dad, egging him on. I’m pretty sure Izzie was doing backflips across the kitchen behind them.”

I thought about it. “Gotta say, the rototiller part sounds marvelous. It’ll drastically cut the amount of work we have before us. And having them here for a visit will be great. But, again, is it wise for them to travel up from ’Cruces, what with the virus and all the other weird stuff going on?”

“They said they’d pack a lunch so they don’t have to stop somewhere to eat. And Mom is probably packing a gallon of hand sanitizer.”

“But . . . the roads aren’t all that safe. Bandits, and all.”

“Safe? If I know Dad, he’ll put Mom behind the wheel while he rides shotgun—literally.”

He laughed in chagrin. “This isn’t about our co-op or the garden, you know. Hasn’t got a thing to do with the rototiller.”

“Oh. I get it. They want to see Bonnie Lu.”

“Need to see Bonnie Lu, you mean. In my family, that need verges on the pathological.”

“So, they were looking for an excuse to break isolation, and we handed them one on a silver plate.”

“Yup. Oh, by the way, you and I? We’re just the sideshow now.” 

Zander’s morose pronouncement hit Emilio’s funny bone so hard that he fell off the couch cackling. 

“Ha-ha,” Zander groused. “Glad we could amuse you.”

~~**~~
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Chapter 4
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WE MET UP AGAIN AT seven the next morning. Zander and I were raring to go. Yes, we were a little stiff, but the nanomites had expedited our muscles’ healing. We toned down our eagerness to get started for Bill, Viola, and Janice’s sake. They were a hair on the grumpy side. As for Abe? Emilio said he was taking the morning off.

“Feelin’ it,” Viola muttered, trying to stretch her back. 

“Yup,” Janice replied. “My arms from hacking clods. Plus blisters.”

Bill didn’t say anything, but he walked the unturned length of our plot, warming up his legs and frowning over a steaming travel mug of coffee.

When he wandered back to us, Zander asked, “Uh, how would you-all like some good news?”

“Sure,” Janice said. Bill and Viola just waited for Zander to spill it.

“Talked to my folks last night, and they offered to loan us their rototiller. They live outside of Las Cruces. Should be here after lunch.”

Grins broke through the all-around grimaces. 

“Best news ever,” Janice pronounced. “So, if we’re not ‘busting sod’ today, what are we doing?”

Zander deferred to Bill. “Boss?”

He was still frowning. “I’m a little worried about them coming into the cul-de-sac. Have they been isolating?”

“Yes, totally. And they won’t stop anywhere on the drive here.”

“Huh. So, you’re certain they won’t pose a risk? What about gas? How will they find enough?”

“My folks own three acres and haven’t left it in weeks except to pick up grocery orders. As for fuel, Dad has a big, raised gas tank behind the garage. He managed to top it off before stations started rationing. And he’s putting a couple of full cans in the bed of his truck to get them back to Cruces. They won’t even spend the night with us—just drop the rototiller and head home.”

I wasn’t so sure about the last part of Zander’s statement. Not once María got her hands on her first grandchild.

“Hope they don’t get ambushed,” Bill muttered.

“My Dad carries a shotgun with him.”

“Well, that’s good to hear.”

“What about today? Work?”

“Oh. Right. Let me think.” 

“How about we move rock out of your front yard and save the garden plot for the tiller?”

Bill nodded slowly. “Yeah. Let’s do that. We’ll shift the rock around to our backyard. Then once we plow your plot, we can right away plow ours.”

All hands turned to shoveling landscaping rock. The two crews worked on opposite sides of Bill and Viola’s front yard, piling rock into wheelbarrows, then hauling and dumping their loads along their back wall. 

Let me tell you, it was a lot of rock.

As Janice and I finished dumping our second wheelbarrow loads, I considered the Tucker’s backyard, eyeing the chest-high cinderblock wall across the back of their lot. 

“You know, Janice, raiders can come over these back walls pretty easily. They have to cross the yards backing our lots first, but at night, it would be easy.”

“Ross and I said the same thing. It’s a gaping hole in our defense.”

“Well, what if . . . what if we were to spread all the rock we’re digging up across the length of the wall and keep adding to it, creating a sizable field of rocks that intruders would have to navigate . . . in the dark?”

“Like a trip hazard?”

“Exactly like that. We could pile on whatever else we have lying around that might make crossing it an unpleasant experience. Maybe add strings of noisemakers like cowbells or empty cans?”

“Not the worst idea I’ve heard,” she snarked.

I laughed with her. 

When we took our first break, Janice and I asked Bill and Zander to come into the Tucker’s backyard with us. I told them what we were thinking.

“Might slow them down a minute,” Bill said, scanning his backyard, “but what we really need are motion-activated cameras that can audibly alert us to intruders. Problem is, the grid is spotty these days, meaning the local Wi-Fi connection will be iffy too.”

Jayda Cruz, Zander Cruz, we will print and assign a large nanoarray to monitor the camera system your co-op installs. If the grid goes down, the nanoarray will—to the degree they are able—provide supplemental power to the local Wi-Fi connections.

The nanomites had first printed nanobot arrays—clusters of single-function or more complex, specialized nanobots—and sent them into the President’s enemies to surveil them. That was when we lived in Maryland and were there to find out what happened to the President’s friend, Wayne Overman. 

The conspiracy we’d uncovered, however, ran deeper than we’d imagined. It even had to have been an offshoot of the Cabal, one of their initial forays into taking the White House. 

In any event, we’d made a pact with the nanomites: After we’d taken down the President’s attempted assassins, no more nanobot arrays. 

Yeah, that was before the nanomites revealed what they’d discovered about the Cabal and how insidiously they’d infested every aspect of society. How outnumbered we were. 

When the nanomites, with the President’s blessing, launched their counterinsurgency, we understood they needed to employ every tool at their disposal, nanobot arrays included. 

Since then, the nanomites had printed so many nanobot arrays that they had shortened their term for them to nanoarray. One of their arrays might consist of a hundred thousand nanobots; another might be a million nanobots strong. What was most amazing was how the nanomites were now able to dispatch their nanoarrays via electrical power lines or fiber-optic cables to nearly any location in the world. 

Yes, it took days, even weeks, for the arrays to reach their designated “posts.” Nonetheless, within months of the nanomites commencing their counterinsurgency, when Zander and I looked into the warehouse (that virtual “place” where we could talk to the nanomites and see what they were doing), we could see the massive and still growing army of nanoarrays—an army coordinated and directed by our two nanoclouds.

No wonder the nanomites were often busy or distracted! The sheer computing power to synchronize such an effort boggled our minds.

“Uh, right, Nano. Thanks for reminding us.”

Zander answered Bill’s comments. “How about we work toward a full spread of security cameras for the cul-de-sac? We won’t need to depend upon the grid to power them if we buy solar panels for each camera. By the way, Gamble and Janice are the experts in this area. Why don’t we assign this task to them?”

“Yeah, sounds like the right move.” Bill glanced toward Janice. “You two up for that?”

“Sure. Ross will be glad to have tasks he can take care of after his shift. It irks him not to be contributing at the moment. As for the Wi-Fi, when it has power, we’re good. When the power is off, maybe the mere presence of cameras will act as a deterrent.”

Janice swiveled her head away from Bill and louvered one eyelid down and up for us to see. She knew, whether we were awake or sleeping, Wi-Fi or no Wi-Fi, the nanomites would be on the job.

Bill wrinkled his nose. “Not a lot to count on—iffy cameras and a strip of rocks and noisy junk.”
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