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JAYDA AND ZANDER LEAVE Washington, DC, and return to Albuquerque, satisfied that they have completed their mission for President Jackson. They are bursting with joy for the unborn child Jayda carries and are keen to share the news of their blessing with those they love: Abe, Emilio, Zander’s parents, his sister, Izzie, and Dr. Bickel.

The couple can finally let down their guard: No enemies stalk them and no plots to overthrow the nation peer at them from beyond the horizon. They relax into a normal life—as “normal” as life with the nanomites can be—finding work, making a home, renewing relationships with their church family at Downtown Christian Center, growing in their faith, spending time with family, and looking forward to the birth of their child around the first week of April.

Their “normal” life doesn’t last long.

The nanomites—ever vigilant and alert to the virtual world—become increasingly uneasy. They are unable to “put their fingers on” the source of their agitation, but whatever is happening?

It is happening globally.

And the nanomites repeatedly tell Jayda and Zander, Jesus has told us to protect you and the child. He says you have important work ahead of you. It is our job to watch over and safeguard your family.

What is the “important work” Jesus wants of Jayda and Zander? Why has Jesus spoken to the nanomites about this work, but not to them? And why are the nanomites increasingly alarmed for their safety?
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Dedication

To the persecuted church in Christ:
“To him who overcomes
I will grant to sit with Me on My throne,
as I also overcame and sat down
with My Father on His throne.”
Revelation 3:21, NKJV
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This book is a work of fiction.
Say it aloud with me:
“This book is a work of fiction.”
Repeat the above statement often
while reading this book.
—
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JULY WAS AT ITS SWELTERING midpoint before Zander and I were convinced that the threat against the President (and us) was over and done. We had promised Emilio we would come home as soon as our mission was complete, so we figured two more weeks should do it. Two weeks to tie up loose ends, pack, and go.

We assumed we’d hit the road before the end of the month. But, as plans often work out, packing up our lives in Maryland and heading for New Mexico took longer than we expected.

Yes, we, the two nanoclouds, a number of short-term single-purpose nanobot “arrays,” plus indispensable help from Gamble, Trujillo, Malware, Inc., and two NSA contractor employees who, we discovered, were actually covert FBI agents, had accomplished the tasks the President had assigned to us: We uncovered the fate of President Jackson’s missing friend, Wayne Overman. Then we identified Mr. Overman’s killers, tricked them into moving his remains, and arranged for the FBI to catch them in the act—thus giving his family and their friends the justice and closure they needed.

We unmasked the traitors behind the attempts to overthrow the Jackson administration—the individuals who had been behind former Vice President Harmon’s attempt to assassinate President Jackson and behind General Cushing’s relentless pursuit of the nanomites, ergo me.

We finally comprehended how deep and broad had been the plot to steal Dr. Bickel’s work and how desperate the mastermind and her top collaborators had been to find me after Dr. Bickel sent the nanomites into me to hide them.

Or had he sent them to hide me?

That point had never been explained to my satisfaction.

We had not, however, been able to prevent a second assassination attempt on President Jackson. Although the President did survive, Zander and I take no credit for that, nor do the nanomites. How could we? The Lord himself had miraculously intervened to save the President from the lethal biotoxin cocktail Vice President Delancey had sprayed directly into President Jackson’s face.

The best medical facilities, physicians, and treatments available could not have saved the President, but God could—and did—just as he miraculously rescued Zander and me from a most ingenious trap, one devised to force the nanomites out of us and into a healthy host.

Despite the trap’s foolproof design, the nanomites were strongly averse to cooperating with its intended outcome. They hadn’t wanted to break the special bond we shared any more than we had. And as far as we knew (up until then) nothing could compel them to leave us—which was a good thing. Because if they were to detach themselves from our bodies’ cellular structures, Zander and I would die in the process.

But, as I said, the trap was both ingenious and foolproof.

It worked like this: Zander and I were coerced into a specially built cage. The nanomites explained the cage’s construction and how its cleverly fabricated walls allowed no electricity to pass in or out of it.

Walls of electrostatic dissipative acrylic, Jayda Cruz, encasing a cage of electromagnetic shielding. A sophisticated Faraday cage.

A Faraday cage protects people and equipment from electric discharge or current. Its conductive material diverts current around the outside of the enclosed space, allowing none of the electricity to enter or pass through the interior. However, the nanomites required regular electrical access to power their tribes and the nanocloud. “No electricity in” meant the nanomites were cut off from their usual sources of power.

You’d think lasering through the cage would be a snap for the nanomites, right? Except our cage possessed a second layer, a field of fluctuating electrostatic discharge running around its acrylic exterior. According to the nanomites, many of their members had tried to penetrate the cage walls, had attempted to reach outside the cage and shut down its functions.

None of those members returned.

The nanomites could not escape the cage without being “zapped” by the electrostatic discharge surrounding its walls—zapped like when Colonel Greaves shot me with a Taser, destroying billions of nanomites and decimating the nanocloud.

Bottom line? The nanomites were trapped with us inside the cage. They had no ready flow of electricity to feed them, yet their programming required them to survive. Only one source of power remained open to the nanomites.

Zander and me.

Well, that was the beauty of the trap’s design, because if the nanomites were denied “juice” for too long, their survival protocols kicked in, the primary one being survive—by any means necessary.

To increase their odds of survival in a dire situation, the nanomites’ programming obliged them to reduce power consumption until an adequate, steady source was again available. With the exception of Alpha Tribe, mite by mite and tribe by tribe, our two nanoclouds entered a “dormant mode” akin to sleep, thus reducing both nanoclouds’ overall energy need.

But, even in that low-consumption mode, the nanoclouds required energy to maintain Alpha Tribe. They could use us, Zander and me, and draw electricity from our bodies for a time, but not forever—that being precisely the trap’s aim.

Because if, as more time passed, Alpha Tribe could no longer access the electricity they needed, the nanoclouds would devolve into a critical state: The quiescent mites would begin to expire in their sleep. The mites that were awake—those charged to safeguard the nanomites’ experiences and vast knowledge library and responsible to awaken the other tribes when electrical current became available—would function as long as they could. As long as they had power. Eventually, though, they too would begin to drain away, like a battery at the end of its life, until no charge remained and they expired.

As I said, nothing could compel the nanomites to leave us of their own accord. They would not willingly comply with the trap’s intent. But what if Zander and I could no longer support their needs because we were fully drained?

Say, if we were dead—or as good as?

If we could not supply the nanomites’ power needs, then the nanoclouds, too, would die, and nothing in this world could bring them back.

Unless.

Unless, at that critical juncture, other power sources became available—for instance, two healthy individuals determined to possess the nanoclouds and their near-supernatural abilities.

That was the trap. That was our adversary’s plan to steal the nanomites.

And it had nearly worked.

The mites had been obliged to draw power from us because they had no other source, and as the hours passed, Zander and I grew weaker. I think we were resigned to our fate—and it was okay. If we went to sleep here, we knew we would wake up with Jesus.

But then the Lord. Supernaturally, miraculously, he intervened.

He prompted us to sing his praises, so we sang. We sang our hearts out! And we discovered as we sang that we were growing stronger—not weaker.

Then his hand—yes, God’s hand—shook the place we were in, shook it until the room around us quaked and the junction box feeding the cage’s fluctuating electrostatic discharge blew apart, until his fingers pulled the trap apart, and—up from the grave!

We crawled from that death chamber, not fully restored but regaining our strength and vigor a little at a time, while the nanomites, too, slowly revived and came back online.

Back into the fight to save the President—

Oh, thank you, Father. I will never stop being amazed by your love, your mercy, and your power!

I had to stop and, once more, give thanks. Even today, the miracle of our deliverance rocks me to my core.

Of most importance, as the Lord led us through the last of those dark early days of July, we did unmask the “head of the snake,” the leader of the network of traitors and conspirators who had attempted to overthrow the Jackson presidency, appropriate the nanomites, and seize the reins of government—planning to use the nanomites’ abilities to cement governmental control over every aspect of its citizens’ lives.

The President and his administration being safe at present—or reasonably so, as far as we and the nanomites could tell—our mission was over, successfully concluded. Zander and I figured we were free to return to Albuquerque.

Pack and go, right?

Well, not quite.

Immediately after the crisis ended and we stood down, the lead agent of President Jackson’s security detail, Axel Kennedy, requested that we debrief the President. President Jackson, Kennedy told us, wanted details—all of them. You know, the sort of behind-the-scenes details only we and the nanomites could provide. I say that Kennedy “requested,” but when the President asks, you say ‘yes.’

Yes, sir.

And since we were at the mercy of the President’s busy calendar, Kennedy scheduled our debrief in several sessions across multiple weeks—effectively delaying our departure from DC until the President was satisfied.

Frankly, President Jackson couldn’t hear enough concerning the nanomites and what they had done to search out and end the conspiracy. And we discovered at our second meeting with him that the President tended to formulate follow-on questions for the next session based on what we had told him during our previous meeting.

Gazillions of questions, and yes, the process and the wait were tedious.

To keep our involvement (and our nanocloud-endowed powers) secret, we always met in the President’s private dining room in the White House residence during his regular lunch break. We would enter the Residence undetected, and while everyone else in the White House thought the President was having lunch alone with Mrs. Jackson, we would join the Jacksons and Axel Kennedy for a scant hour and a quarter.

Lunch in the Residence dining room was the best way for President Jackson to allot time for our visits while also eliminating the possibility of “prying eyes and ears.” Supposedly, we’d taken care of those prying eyes and ears, the unsanctioned, illegal listening devices that the traitors had installed to spy on the President.

They had planted those devices around the West Wing, including within the Oval Office itself. They had also hidden “bugs” inside the President’s official residence—in the dining room where we met to debrief the President. However, the nanomites had detected then deactivated the bugs, had identified the seditious Secret Service and White House personnel who had planted them, and sent them home with a debilitating case of “intestinal flu.” We left it to the President and Kennedy to further deal with those agents and staff workers via whatever judicious means they decided.

I dunno. Each time we visited the White House for those debriefs, my nerves were on edge. I could tell the nanomites were extra vigilant, too.

Why? Maybe because ending all threats against the President was a tall order that felt more like an exercise in zombie hunting straight off the reel of a B movie. I mean, are zombies ever categorically dead? Meaning, had we truly stopped America’s enemies, those who sought to “fundamentally transform” her by any means at their disposal?

Not likely. Evil is always waiting in the wings, biding its time, looking for opportunities to strike. Well, we had done our part; we had accomplished what the President asked of us. We hadn’t agreed to stay near DC beyond that.

From the Jacksons and Agent Kennedy’s perspectives, however, much of what happened during those fateful weeks in June and July was not completely clear to them. We confirmed, for example, that the diminutive wife of the recently deceased Vice President had been the brains and visionary behind the scheme to assassinate Jackson and take the presidency. We told them, but they, nonetheless, had further questions—like who was this Winnie Delancey, in actuality? And how had this evil, traitorous woman eluded detection for so long?

Vice President Delancey, after dosing Jackson with the biotoxin and while waiting for the President to die, had revealed that his wife, Winnie Delancey, had been born in Vietnam. As the daughter of a British official and his Vietnamese wife, Winnie’s legal birth name was Winifred Marjorie Herrington, but she was also known under a Vietnamese name: Pham Quang Bi`nh. After some digging in the right places, a joint Secret Service, FBI, CIA, and MI6 task force confirmed Delancey’s tale.

The CIA director and his leadership team were astounded (and justifiably mortified) to find that this woman, supposedly a valuable British spy prior to and during the Vietnam War, had actually been a Viet Cong double agent. She had regularly handed British intelligence over to the Communists and passed back Viet Cong disinformation to the British—staggering news for MI6, the British Secret Intelligence Service, aka the SIS.

How many deaths could this single woman lay claim to by her treachery? And how had this woman, also a skilled Viet Cong interrogator of American POWs, never been identified as the traitor she was?

How? As the war drew to a close, she and her handlers had ensured that no POW able to identify her survived to tell the tale. The sole exception, we discovered, had been war hero Simon Delancey.

And how had Winnie Delancey managed to depart Vietnam in the war’s chaotic aftermath and migrate to England? The means weren’t complicated. As the daughter of a loyal British subject, himself at one time a government servant assigned to the British Advisory Mission to South Vietnam, Winifred Herrington claimed her British citizenship, obtained a British passport, and flew to the UK.

But how had she become a trusted CIA agent?

Once she had settled in England, Winifred Herrington reconnected with the SIS. They were only too happy to welcome a seasoned clandestine officer of her caliber, someone who had served them well during the Vietnam War. SIS leadership had never doubted the information she fed them, had never suspected her deeply held loyalty to the Marxist goals of communism, had never caught a glimpse of her masterful duplicity.

As the Cold War intensified, SIS agents, including Winifred Herrington, often interfaced with CIA operatives in Europe. Herrington earned a well-deserved reputation within the intelligence community for her brilliance in the field. She patiently bided her time and padded her resumé.

When the time was ripe, she left the UK and immigrated to the US. Because of her work within the SIS, she did not have to seek out the CIA. Before long, they were eagerly knocking at her door.

These revelations stunned the CIA hierarchy, and they were appalled to discover the depth of Winnie Delancey’s treachery. Their humiliation reached its apex when they grasped how completely this double agent had evaded their detection and operated for decades from within their own ranks. The damage was inestimable: Her every connection was suspect; every op she ever touched and agent she worked with required intense scrutiny and reevaluation.

But how in the world had she become the wife of rising statesman, Senator Simon Delancey, guaranteeing her access to Washington insiders and the nation’s highest and most powerful social echelons? Simon Delancey himself had answered this question during his tirade while waiting for the biotoxin to kill the President.

He was, he told Jackson, the sole survivor of the POW camp where he had met a quite young but exceptionally talented interrogator, Pham Quang Bi`nh. They fell in love, and she converted him to her Marxist ideology. She counseled him in the “long con,” the years of patient plotting needed to achieve their end game, that is, to achieve political power in America and, from inside, bring her down. Through every tedious step, he was her willing pupil and partner.

During the weeks we debriefed the President, the Secret Service, CIA, and FBI task force labored intensely—with a great deal of unrecognized assistance from the nanomites—to trace and document Winnie Delancey’s life and to collect the evidence of her treasonous acts. But the facts finally did pan out.

The nanomites had also recorded the former Vice President’s bragging confession and, at our request, had burned it to a flash drive. Zander and I handed the recording over to Kennedy, who passed it to the Secret Service while telling them it came from a recorder the President had activated soon after he’d been poisoned. Delancey’s own words were the icing on the cake, so to speak.

President Jackson and Agent Kennedy also wanted the details of Winnie Delancey’s last hours, and the nanomites provided them—audio recordings of her last conversation. I’m unable to explain how they captured that recording, but I recognized the sultry voice of the other woman in the conversation: Esperanza Duvall, sister to Arnaldo Soto, aka Dead Eyes. We listened as Esperanza Duvall “assisted” Winnie Delancey to the open door of her plane.

To this day, I shudder when I recall listening to Winnie Delancey’s last moments. That said, I’m not sorry she’s gone.

I suppose I should admit that while the truth about Winnie Delancey stung the US intelligence leadership, her demise was, in the end, a relief to all of us. The joint-agency task force, with the nanomites’ recording and a great deal of other documentation in hand, had more than enough evidence to convict Winnie Delancey in a court of law, despite the long delays that would have inevitably been thrown up by our judicial system.

The political fallout, on the other hand, would have taken on the half-life of plutonium-239. In other words, the CIA, MI6, and President Jackson’s administration would have been forever tarred by Winnie Delancey’s traitorous legacy, not to mention plagued by a never-ending minefield of explosive questions. The nanomites, however, by presidential authorization, had ensured Winnie Delancey faced a swifter form of justice.

I’m certain several spy agencies toasted her demise. Her convenient death ended the need for publicly airing their dirty laundry.

At the President’s request, Zander and I, over the course of six such lunch meetings, recited details to President and Mrs. Jackson and Agent Kennedy. Jackson and Kennedy, in turn, briefed us on the task force’s continued efforts to root out treasonous elements of the recent coup attempt. Trusted intelligence officers were excavating the lives of each confirmed participant, identifying potential co-conspirators, then watching and listening until they (and we) were convinced that the investigated individuals either had or had not participated in the coup.

Of course, because the nanomites were monitoring and often covertly assisting in the efforts, we were familiar with most of the details. We let President Jackson and Agent Kennedy brief us anyway. The nanomites’ extensive knowledge of classified matter was hard enough on their sensibilities, particularly hard on Kennedy. He had never been quite able to trust us or the nanomites.

During this protracted debriefing phase, and at President Jackson’s urging, Zander and I agreed to bring our lives in Maryland to a more natural and legitimate close. The NSA didn’t take kindly to “no call/no show” employees, and they had a long memory and a longer reach. It would be better for us in the long run if I didn’t leave the NSA under a cloud.

So, I returned to my job at the NSA following an unscheduled three-week absence. My supervisor, team leader, and teammates were not overtly surprised to see me, and my simple, unelaborated “family emergency” excuse—approved without comment by HR—was accepted all around with a few shrugs and curious glances. Well, it was the NSA. You never knew what classified goings-on were “going on” around you or which employees might be taking part in a clandestine project. You were taught from the get-go not to ask too many questions.

I know, though, that the President’s people had made calls and pulled strings to ensure that, when I did give my notice some six or more weeks later, I would leave the NSA with a clean employment record and an unsullied security clearance. It was one of the not-so-little perks President Jackson bestowed on us to thank us for our efforts on his behalf.

Zander, too, returned to his leadership role with Grace Chapel’s Celebrate Recovery program. The program was experiencing something of a surge, with new attendees showing up and receiving Christ each week. As a result, Sunday church attendance jumped up, and Zander, at Pastor Lucklow’s invitation, added a weekly family Bible study to his schedule and spent his day-to-day hours visiting and discipling new believers.

We worked hard at our jobs and enjoyed our work, but in reality, like me, Zander was alert and watchful, waiting for the President to release us. When he finally did, I would give my two-week notice, and Zander would begin to transition the Celebrate Recovery program’s leadership to Tom and Becky who, at this point, were ready and felt led to take on the leadership role.

When the time came for us to resign, we would, at both of our work places, mouth a nonspecific rationale. In reality, we were heading home because we were expecting a baby, and we wanted to be near our family for this momentous event and going forward—but that’s not what we would tell them.

No, the nanomites had been the first to remind us that a child, as much as he or she is a blessing, is also a vulnerability. They brought us into the “warehouse” (that place in our minds where we and the nanomites met and communed) and played back Macy and Darius Uumbana’s terror when Winnie Delancey’s thugs had stolen their newborn twins. It took only moments of the nanomites’ refresher course for us to come around to their point of view.

We apologize, Jayda Cruz and Zander Cruz. However, Jesus has told us to protect you and the child. He says you have important work ahead of you. It is our job to watch over and safeguard your family. The fewer individuals here in the DC area who are aware of your pregnancy, the better. As the old proverb states, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure”—and prevention is always better than cure.

“Yeah, okay. We get it.”

Grrr! Fine! We’ll keep it to ourselves. Whatever, you little joy snatchers.

*sigh*

Another thought popped up and kicked my disappointment to the curb. 

Whoa! Wait just a cotton-pickin’ minute.

I rounded on Zander. “What important work?”

~~**~~
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Part 1:
Disturbance
in the Atmosphere
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“This is what
the Lord Almighty says:
‘Look! Disaster is spreading
from nation to nation;
a mighty storm is rising
from the ends of the earth.’”
Jeremiah 25:32, NIV
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Dear Reader:
Did you miss the Prologue?
You won’t want to skip
the good stuff in it!
Click Here
to go back and read it.
—
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​Early September

WITH ONLY ONE MORE meeting scheduled to debrief the President, Zander and I tendered our two-week notices to our respective employers, Zander at our church, and me as a contract employee at the NSA. I sat with HR at the end of my work day and filled out the requisite paperwork. The next morning, when I made the announcement to my team, my coworkers stared at me, eyes brimming with “why?”

Zander and I had discussed how to handle the situation, but there was no easy answer, and I was ill at ease with lying to their faces. However, as Zander pointed out, we were not obliged to tell everyone our business. I suppose that’s an important distinction in these trying times, particularly when circumstances require a measure of dissimulation in order to protect a life.

This was one of those times, and the life we were protecting was our unborn child’s. The only people in DC who knew I was pregnant were the Jacksons, Kennedy, Gamble, and Trujillo.

I offered my teammates a soft wince of a smile. “I know. We recently got settled here. But that family emergency that called us away for three weeks? It’s not going to resolve itself. We need to go home . . . and continue taking care of it.”

They nodded, trying to accept my explanation but, without details, failing. I appreciated their concerned looks and kind words anyway.

“We’ll miss you, Jayda,” Sherry Woods said with my coworkers nodding their agreement. “You’ve become a valuable part of this team.”

“Thank you. All of you. I will do my best in the days I have left.”

I sat back down at my station, grateful to have the discomfort over. Well, safeguarding our baby was Job One, so this baby was the family emergency that would take us home. Keeping our child out of public view was likely the first of many times I would protect our child.

A mom’s life’s work, I suppose.

The first part of that thought knocked the breath right outta me.

A mom!

—
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OUR LAST BRIEFING WITH President Jackson began no differently than the previous ones. Mrs. Jackson joined us for lunch as she usually did. Afterward, however, rather than remaining for the Q&A as she had up till now, she excused herself, saying she had something she needed to attend to. We then answered the final questions the President and Kennedy put to us.

I thought our answers were exhaustive. And exhausting. We’d been over similar ground more than once. But then President Jackson glanced at Kennedy, and a furtive signal passed between them. They were . . . stalling? Shifting gears?

Good grief! What now?

Jackson put his elbows on the table and his fingertips together. “Jayda, Zander, when you and your belongings arrived here in DC around the last week of May, you met with Special Agent Gamble to receive your instructions, did you not? And I believe he directed you to keep an accounting of your expenses so the government could reimburse you?”

“Oh! Ah, yes, sir.” I side-eyed Zander. “We may not have actually kept track of our expenses, sir.”

We have kept track of your expenses, Jayda Cruz. We can provide you with a full accounting.

“Thanks, Nano, but we’re not going to bill the President for our services.”

“What Jayda said, Nano,” Zander echoed.

The President, of course, did not hear our exchange with the nanomites, but he canted his head toward us.

“Didn’t you lose your car during the attack on Malware, Inc.’s home base? Wasn’t it, er, blown up?”

Zander answered. “Yes, it was, sir, but we have insurance, and it will pay for a rental—”

The President cut him off. “Hold up there, Zander. It is our decided intention to reimburse you both for the entirety of your moving and living expenses, including the loss of your car, from the day you left Albuquerque until you return there. We’ll use a per diem to reimburse you if you haven’t kept records.”

Zander Cruz, Jayda Cruz, we have kept quite exacting records. We can provide the precise figure—down to the penny—at this very moment.

A spreadsheet appeared in front of our eyes.

If we may direct your attention to lines—

“Shush, Nano,” Zander told them.

I added, “Um, thanks, Nano, but we’d rather not give the country a bill for doing our patriotic duty. Besides, the Lord will see to our needs.”

Our “druthers” didn’t seem to matter, though, because the President kept pressing his point. “I believe Special Agent Gamble also told you we would be paying you a contractor’s fee for your work?”

“That isn’t necessary, sir—”

“It is necessary, Mr. Cruz, or should I say, Reverend Cruz? You are familiar with Scripture, are you not? Do you recall this one, The worker is worthy of his wages?”

“Er, yes, sir.”

“Then let there be no more talk of refusing your wages, all right? We have routed your fee, your expenses, and the cost of replacing your car through your friends at Malware, Inc. Malware has been a military contractor in good standing for close to a decade. They provide excellent training and specialized security services where the government needs it. Funding for them was allocated in the latest Congressional continuing resolution, so both of you will receive checks from them as subcontractors. Special Agent Gamble has conveyed our instructions to Malware’s accountant regarding your payments.

“Malware, Inc. will also be reimbursed for the damage done to their training center. In addition, the family of their fallen comrade will receive a generous compensation and our grateful, undying thanks.”

He stared at the table top for a brief interval. “I believe in honoring those who put their lives on the line for our nation—which you both surely did. Furthermore, I will never abandon the families of those who have given their all.”

“Yes, sir,” Zander whispered.

“Your friends at Malware will be in touch. Do you have any last concerns, questions, or tidbits of nano-insight for us?”

Zander and I looked at each other. He shrugged. I, rather timidly, said, “Mr. President, you have, er, gone through two vice presidents, to put it delicately. Do you have an idea who you might nominate next? Perhaps the nanomites could do a deep dive for you on whomever you choose. They might prevent . . . you know. Another, er, mishap?”

“I might take you up on that,” Jackson said, “but I can tell you one thing for certain: I’ll pick the VP I want this time. My last pick, from the other party, was supposed to be the great peacemaker between them and us—and he stabbed me in the back and sat around to chat me up while I bled out—so to speak. This time? I’ll nominate who I want, thank you very much, and the other party had better suck it up and go along with it.”

“Er, right, sir.”

Jackson stood and moved away from the table, signaling the end of our last meeting with him. He nodded to Kennedy, who strode to the dining room door and opened it. Maddie Jackson entered, a soft smile playing on her lips. In her hands she held two small, flat, gleaming wooden cases.

“Mrs. Jackson,” I breathed.

She moved to the President’s side. He smiled back at her, then exhaled and addressed us.

“Zander and Jayda, please stand here. Yes, right here, in front of us. Thank you.”

He waited until we had positioned ourselves where he indicated we were to stand.

I started shaking about then . . . cuz something was up. And whatever it was? It was big.

“Zander and Jayda Cruz, your nation can never thank you enough for the services you have rendered over the past year—and I explicitly include Maddie and myself in those sentiments. You, Jayda, saved my life when that coward Harmon tried to kill me. Then the two of you uprooted your newlywed lives and came when I asked for further aid. You risked your lives to uncover the ongoing conspiracy and all its foul tentacles. You nearly perished as a result, but you did not quit on us. Had you given up? Had you drawn back? Well, I would no longer be the President of this great country. No, I would be dead. You saved my life a second time, and we owe you a great debt of gratitude.”

“I owe you,” Maddie Jackson whispered, “for saving my beloved husband. I promise you, if you should ever need us—ever—we will answer.”

For once, Axel Kennedy’s intent, piercing gaze on us was in accord with President and Mrs. Jackson’s. In fact, President and Mrs. Jackson’s words and demeanor, from the moment Mrs. Jackson reentered the dining room, had turned serious and formal . . . as if preparing for a momentous event.

My throat tightened, and my eyes stung. I blinked to clear the moisture clouding my vision. My hand sought Zander’s hand. His warm fingers closed around mine and gently squeezed.

He felt what I felt.

“It was our honor to serve, sir,” Zander answered.

“Thank you, but today, Mr. and Mrs. Cruz? It is our honor.”

Robert Jackson gestured to his wife. She lifted the hinged lid on the first case, rotated the case so it faced outward, and held it toward the President. President Jackson removed a star-shaped medallion on a gold background that hung from a wide blue ribbon edged in white.

He moved to stand directly in front of me. “Jayda Cruz, for your especially meritorious actions in preserving the security and national interests of the United States of America and for preserving me as its duly elected president—not once, but twice—I award you the Presidential Medal of Freedom.”

I was stunned. More tears sprang to my eyes as he asked me to turn around, and as he fastened the ribbon behind my neck. When I faced him, he shook my hand. When he moved back, Maddie Jackson stepped forward, held my shoulders, and kissed me on both cheeks.

They repeated the process with Zander. By then, I was blubbering like a baby, but Zander was trying with all his might to control his emotions. He held himself rigid, his lips flattened, jaws tightly clenched. Despite his best efforts, his eyes swam with unshed tears.

When the ceremony concluded and I had scrabbled together a scrap of self-control, President Jackson sighed. “I am sorry this could not have been the public ceremony you deserve. However, we accept that anonymity is absolutely paramount to your ongoing well-being—and the well-being of your precious baby.”

We nodded in mute agreement.

He continued. “These medals are yours to keep. However, to safeguard your identities, they have no engraving on them to name you as their recipients. I also feel it incumbent upon me, based on your need for anonymity, to ask you to make a difficult decision. Please tell us if you wish to take the medals with you or if you prefer that we . . . hold them for you.”

Hold them for you.

If we left the unengraved medals with them, they would either disappear forever or they would, at some point in the future, be uncovered to mystify and confound historians.

I glanced at Zander. He gave his head a shake. I nodded my agreement.

“Sir,” Zander said, “we will treasure this day and this moment for the rest of our lives. That said, we would appreciate it if you kept them for us.”

“We will.”

The nanomites had been silent for a while, but I had sensed their intent interest as they observed the ceremonies. Then they spoke.

We have recorded this ceremony, Jayda and Zander Cruz. We can play it back for you any time you wish.

I was touched. “Thank you, Nano. That was sweet and thoughtful of you, and . . .”

I hesitated, then said to the President, “Sir? I . . . that is, may we presume on your kindness and generosity?”

“Of course. Anything.”

“Would it be possible for you . . . to confer the medal upon the nanomites? They deserve it more than we do. We could not have accomplished any of what we did without them, and I think it would bless them to be acknowledged.”

Kennedy frowned, probably at my audacity.

The President blinked twice. Cleared his throat. “I . . . Yes. Yes, I certainly will do so.”

Perhaps a little discomfited, but with his game face on, he asked, “How do I address them, Jayda?”

“We call them Nano, sir.”

“Very good.” He lifted his voice. “Um, Nano, for your especially meritorious actions in preserving the security and national interests of the United States of America and for preserving me as its president, I hereby award you the, ah, virtual Presidential Medal of Freedom. If it were possible to fasten the real thing around your neck, er, necks, I would certainly do so. We are most grateful to you, Nano, and we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.”

“Yes, we do,” Maddie added.

The nanomites whispered to us both, Zander and Jayda Cruz, please inform President and Mrs. Jackson that we are honored to accept this award.

I smiled with Zander, and he spoke. “Mr. President, Mrs. Jackson? The nanomites have asked us to inform you that they are honored to accept the award.”

I was surprised into another spate of tears, when from within my chest, I felt and heard a soft, lovely hum. It grew and expanded.

Zander heard the same from his nanocloud. The two intertwining melodies lifted, rose, resonated, then harmonized, from us, through us, above us.

The dual songs of the nanoclouds captured the melodious majesty of carillon bells, accompanied by the rich sweetness of orchestral strings. Together they soared. Their songs flowed up, up, up, until a shining, twinkling blue and silver cloud hovered near the ceiling of the President’s dining room, swirling over our heads, a mist of joyous counterpoint eddying around us.

The Jacksons and Axel Kennedy stared at the cloud, mesmerized by its haunting beauty—although Kennedy’s eyes may have held more alarm than pleasure.

“Wh-what are they doing?” the President asked.

I had to swallow the lump in my throat.

“They are singing, Mr. President. The nanomites are singing their joy and gratitude.”

~~**~~
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​Chapter 2
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WHILE ZANDER AND I ran down the two-week clocks at our respective places of employment, we still needed to eat. A lot. As was our habit after work each evening, we drove our nano-charged appetites to a restaurant on our list of favorite all-you-can-eat buffets. Tonight it was our favorite Chinese buffet, and we were ravenous when we pulled into the parking lot.

I had noticed a funny thing, though, over the last couple of weeks.

The managers and employees at our most frequented all-you-can-eat restaurants had started to take note of us—meaning they observed exactly how much “all you can eat” we managed to pack away when we patronized their businesses. More than a few had eyeballed us, their expressions concerned or disturbed.

And as we walked through the Chinese buffet’s front entrance, a frown popped out on the cashier’s brow.

Uh-oh.

Her halfhearted smile didn’t reach her eyes, but Zander didn’t seem to snap to her discomfort.

“Two adults, please.”

As he lifted his phone to pay our bill, I turned away, distracted by something else.

I lifted my chin and sniffed the air.

What is that?

I swiveled toward the buffet itself and breathed in through my nose.

As much as I loved this place, tonight something didn’t smell right—and I’m not talking about the cashier’s reaction to us.

I wrinkled my nose. Nope, something reeked.

“You smell something off?” I whispered in Zander’s ear.

“Huh? No. I’m salivating.”

Hmm. Was my nose off its typical game? Or . . . was my stomach experiencing an adverse reaction?

What in the world?

“Oh! Oh, no. Please excuse—”

I rushed by the cashier, frantic to find the restrooms. When I spotted the sign, I flat-out ran. I slammed through the door, fell into a stall, and proceeded to puke my guts out. I puked till my abdominal muscles ached. Then I puked up my toenails—and I may have lost my right kidney in the process.

When I was empty, I wiped my mouth with TP and leaned against the cool metal side of the stall, indifferent to whatever cornucopia of germs I might encounter.

We apologize, Jayda Cruz.

“Huh?”

You are about five weeks along and have not, until this evening, experienced what is termed morning sickness. We should have been monitoring your fluctuating hormone levels more closely. We will attempt to moderate the ill effects of your pregnancy. You may experience some nausea, but we hope to prevent another . . . event of this order.

Morning sickness? Morning sickness? It was dinner time, for heaven’s sake!

“Yes, please, Nano. That was no fun.”

Fun? Not in the slightest.

When I began to feel a little more like my usual self and had determined that all my internal organs were present and accounted for, I washed my hands thoroughly, patted cool water on my cheeks and brow and returned to the restaurant.

Zander had our dinner receipts in hand and was pacing in front of the koi pond at the entrance to the dining area. The nanomites had told him what was up. Compassion etched his customarily cheerful face.

“Are you okay, Sweetie?”

“Guess so.”

“Is this the first time you’ve been sick? You know, preggo sick?”

“Yeah. It hasn’t been an issue up until today.”

He rubbed my arm gently. “Have you lost your appetite?”

“Think I’ll go easy. See how things settle.”

Whether I felt like eating or not, I knew Zander was starving—and the unsuspecting koi swimming slowly around the pond were probably starting to look mighty tasty to him.

I tugged him away from the temptation. We found a table in the corner then got our plates and filled them. Zander dug in. I was more cautious in my approach.

No more ‘fun’ for me, please.

I had chosen some fresh fruit, a dinner roll, and a piece of poached salmon—heeding the ongoing stream of advice the nanomites whispered in my ears.

We recommend that you avoid high-fat foods, Jayda Cruz, and foods with an odor or aroma that your stomach finds objectionable.

What? My stomach gets to vote on what I eat?

I exhaled. Adjusted my attitude.

“Yeah. Okay.”

Zander got up three times to get more food, while I ate slowly and carefully. As he returned from his fourth foray to the buffet lines, I recalled the cashier’s expression of concern when we walked through the restaurant’s front entrance.

“So, it’s probably a good thing we’re leaving the DC area soon, or we’d have to start ferreting farther afield to find new restaurants,” I mentioned to Zander.

He was cramming Mongolian stir fry into his insatiable maw. “What?”

“Oh, nothing. However, I noticed that—uh-oh. Hang on. We’re about to have a visitor.”

The fortyish woman drew near our table. She smiled, her manner polite. Professional. “Good evening. I’m Marsha Wong, the manager.”

I swallowed what I had in my mouth. Returned her greeting with my most winsome smile. “Hello. You have a lovely restaurant, Ms. Wong. We will miss it.”

It was her turn to say, “What?”

“We’re moving out of state next weekend.”

“I see.” She studied Zander’s tidy stack of nearly a dozen plates in the center of the table. She picked them up. “Well, best of luck to you both with your move.”

“Thanks, Ms. Wong.”

“What was that about?” Zander asked.

“We have eaten here at least twice a week for a couple months. I think our rep for vacuuming up food in amounts rivaling what a football team would consume has caught up to us.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh. Pretty sure if I hadn’t said we were moving, Ms. Wong was about to disinvite us from patronizing her restaurant in the future.”

“But this is our favorite buffet!”

“Yup, and we’ll miss it, but we’ll need to be more circumspect back in Albuquerque. Choose more restaurants and limit our visits to each of them.”

After we finished dinner, we drove home and took a brisk walk around our favorite neighborhood park. I experienced no further nausea, and my stomach felt fine.

Back in our apartment, we showered then packed a few boxes. We didn’t actually have much “stuff” to pack, but the nightly sorting, wrapping, and packing helped to curb our excitement. We were antsy, ready to get on the road.

Part of our eagerness was for getting home to our friends and family; another part was for the road trip we were planning. Since we had a baby coming (after which our married life would radically change), and since we wouldn’t be on anyone’s schedule or payroll, we decided to take advantage of our drive home—make a few detours, see new sights, and spend some quality time together.

Sort of a relaxed second honeymoon—without intrigue, danger, or treasonous conspiracies.

We were more than ready for that.

—
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ON THE WEDNESDAY BEFORE Zander and I finished out our jobs, Gamble called.

“Hey, wanted to let you know that I have made arrangements to have the 3D printer moved. Dr. Bickel is sending his guys to pack it up next week and take it back to Albuquerque.”

“Where will they reassemble it?” Zander asked. “I’m certain the nanomites will want it available as soon as we get set up in our new digs. They like to keep their numbers topped off.”

“Dunno about that. I suppose you and Dr. Bickel will decide where to keep it.”

I jumped in. “Gamble, what about you? What’s your next assignment?” I wanted to add, “And what about you and Janice?” but I closed my mouth before the words jumped out.

“Not sure. Our mutual friends are considering whether or not to return me to active status with the agency or keep me around DC on special assignment. Also, Mal has made Janice an offer. You know, to join his team.”

Aha! There it was. I had a strong feeling that Gamble would be looking for a way to stay close to Agent Trujillo.

“Janice is leaving her, um, agency?”

He seemed relieved. “Yeah. Her getting shed of that, er, agency, solves one ginormous logistical issue for us.”

“Sweet!” I was relieved, too. See, she never did tell us her official agency status. “Black ops” was all she’d mentioned of the period when she reported to General Cushing. And after I’d experienced Cushing’s tender loving pursuit, I considered Trujillo’s “black ops” status more of a great, sucking “black hole” in practice.

But before I could ask any further questions, he shifted subjects. “Say, speaking of Malware, when his crew heard you two were leaving the area, they asked me to invite you for dinner. Sort of a farewell feast and a ‘return the favor’ meal for the great New Mexican cuisine you fixed for all of us, Zander.”

“We’d love to,” I said, “but when? We’re hoping to haul out of here Saturday around noon.”

“That’s what I told them, so I suggested tomorrow, 6:30.”

It was short notice, but our social calendar wasn’t exactly topped out.

“That works for us,” Zander replied.

“Great. I’ll let Mal and the boys know you’re coming—and yeah; I know. I’ll remind them to cook a bunch.”

Zander grinned. “Excellent!”

—
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THE FOLLOWING EVENING, Zander and I headed out to have dinner with the crew of Malware, Inc. It would be great to be back with them in their temporary digs, the block of apartments they were leasing while they recovered from the attacks that pretty much destroyed their home base. After those assaults, we’d stayed a few nights with them as well, since it hadn’t been safe at that time for us to go back to our apartment.

Their home base, what they generally referred to as their “clubhouse,” had been more than their work address. It was where most of them lived in their own studio apartments on the second or third floors. Part-time crew who had their own places did stints at the clubhouse similar to how firefighters stay in shifts in their firehouse. The clubhouse was also home to their training center where Zander and I had taken our tradecraft classes.

They had located their surprisingly well supplied and reinforced three-story brick building on a seamy side of Baltimore. Their building was encompassed by urban ruin: abandoned and falling down buildings and warehouses, trash-strewn sidewalks and alleys, drug dealers, shooting galleries, pimps, pros, and many homeless who squatted in the nearby empty warehouses.

Although the clubhouse was pristine inside, its outside mimicked its surroundings. For Malware, the neighborhood was camouflage, a means of hiding in plain sight.

And all of it, the entire area, reeked of a particular stench—a combination of salt tang, decaying garbage, urine, and moldy ruins—

My stomach lurched.

I switched off those thoughts and made conversation with the hunk in the driver’s seat.

“Don’t forget, Zander. We’re not talking baby with Malware, Inc.”

“I know, I know.” Zander was grumpy on that point. He wanted to tell everyone.

“Soon enough. When we get home, Babe.”

He pulled up to the gated complex and pressed in the code. We drove in and wound around to the block of apartments Mal and his crew occupied. “Occupied” is right. We knew they had their own cameras mounted at the gate, above the parking lot near their apartments, and all around the unit’s perimeter. Someone monitored the feeds 24/7 from their “command center” on the unit’s second floor. No doubt they were watching us make our approach.

They had also walled off both ends of the unit and installed a barred security door in each wall. We stopped at the security door, looked up into the camera, and made faces.

The door buzzed and unlocked, and Dredd’s chuckle drifted down from the camera’s speaker.

“Ripley! John-Boy! Come on in. Dinner’s in the rec room.”

“Huh. Rec room—is that what they’re calling it?” Zander snarked to me. “Last time I looked, it was full of weights, treadmills, and testosterone.”

“We managed to feed the whole crew in there,” I reminded him.

“That we did—but the aroma of my mama’s red chile sauce overcame the stink of sweat.”

“You are biased, but I have to agree with you: Nothing beats your mama’s enchilada recipe. Say, speaking of aroma . . .”

“Yeah, I smell it; someone is grilling meat.” He licked his lips. “Yum!”

We headed down the walkway and turned at the workout room. Heard a rustle and some murmured words from within. Opened the door—

“SURPRISE! SURPRISE! SURPRISE!”

Confetti and streamers flew. Noisemakers blew and “poppers” popped.

Zander and I stood in the threshold. Slack-jawed.

It was a party. A full-on, all-out, no-holds-barred party.

My gaze jinked from a ceiling of intertwined crepe paper streamers to colorful balloon bouquets, to a table stacked with presents higher than my head, to a work of art in soft pastel colors, a cake in the shape of an old-school baby buggy?

This wasn’t any old party.

This was a baby shower.

Then we were surrounded by our friends, who hugged me and high-fived Zander, all of them smiling and saying “congratulations” to me and “good job” to Zander over and over.

I received hugs from Mal, Logan, Baltar, Deckard, Dredd, McFly, Fiona, Neo, and Banner, while Gamble waited off to the side—grinning like a complete idiot. Beside him stood Janice Trujillo. She was, well, radiant. In love.

But all I could think was that the number of people in DC who knew about our little munchkin had more than doubled—contrary to what we’d planned.

When things started to calm down, I sidled up to Gamble and said, “Uh, Gamble? Was it you? Did you spill the beans to these guys? What part of ‘Don’t tell anyone’ did you not get?”

“Yeah, well that. See, you didn’t say ‘mums the word’ until two days after I knew about the bambino. But by then, I’d told Janice and Mal, and he had told his crew.”

He shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry.”

Mal saw my concern. “Ripley, Gamble told us afterward that we needed to keep the news on the QT until you’d relocated for your, you know, next undercover assignment.”

My eyes slid over to Gamble.

He lifted one brow. “The reason why we’re keeping your preggo state under wraps.”

“Right,” Zander said, getting it. “Our next assignment. Hush-hush.”

“And you two not likely to return to DC,” Gamble added.

“Er, right,” I added.

“Don’t worry,” Mal said. “We haven’t told a soul, and we are sworn to silence from here forward. But we couldn’t let you ride off into the sunset without letting you know how great we think a little Ripley or John Boy will be. We’re happy for you both.” He looked around. “Right, guys?”

A chorus of “right,” “yup,” and “roger that” hit him back.

“Right, guys?” Fiona drawled, “Told ya before, Mal: I am no man.”

McFly groaned. “Heavenly shades of LOTR. Shoulda dubbed her Eowyn, not Fiona, Mal.”

Fiona’s broad, sweet, face smiled as she lifted an impressive arm and flexed her muscles. “Naw. Lookit these biceps! I got guns, boys. I’m definitely more the ogre than the princess. But hey, Ripley. No worries. My lips are sealed, and same goes for the rest of these yahoos—or I’ll smack ’em clean inta next week.”

She nodded to me. “Congrats, little mama!”

Little mama?

Oh, my heart. I’m going to be a mama!

I melted into Fiona’s hug—well, more like the Jaws of Life, only gentler.

Then the party kicked into gear.

Why does even thinking about that evening bring on fits of giggles and guffaws? See, the rough-and-tumble bone crushers of Malware, Inc. (who can melt steel with a scowl), went all out on a baby shower. Guess I get the grins and giggles pretty fast when I think about everything they did to make the evening special for us. These totally macho meatheads made the party arrangements and did the work all themselves: They decorated the rec room with enough crepe paper streamers and balloons to launch an ocean liner, and they cooked and baked to feed an army.

“Let’s eat!” Mal proclaimed.

I declare, the crew of Malware, Inc. started pulling food out of the woodwork: four different salads; plates of steaming, buttery asparagus; baked potatoes with all the toppings; and two platters of T-bones—at least four hundred bucks’ worth of prime, sizzling beef piled high with grilled jumbo shrimp.

Fiona saw me ogling the platter and the dollar signs ringing up behind my eyeballs. “Don’t look at me,” she laughed. “I’m only part-time here, remember? The full-time guys planned the menu and prepped the food. But I will tell you this: Banner can run a grill like nobody’s business.”

“Yum.” Drool.

We sat down around two long tables set end to end (big muscles need extra elbow room), and a silence descended.

Mal tipped his chin toward Zander. “John-boy, would you care to say a blessing over the food?”

Zander’s smile widened further. “I sure would. Thanks.”

He took my hand in his, bowed his head, and prayed. “Lord God! Thank you. Jayda and I are grateful for such good friends and their wonderful, generous hearts. We thank you, Lord, that we are here, gathered with these friends, to share this meal they have prepared.”

He hesitated a second, then added, “Bless this food, O Lord, we pray. Make it safe by night and day. Amen.”

Gamble snorted. I snickered.

“Amen!” Fiona echoed.

Amid much laughter and fun around the table, we devoured steak and shrimp hot off the grill, loaded baked potatoes, and all the rest.

After we’d hammered down on the awesome grub, Malware’s crew blessed us with a ton of baby presents.

Oh my, the gifts! How can I ever express their generosity? Their precious kindness to us?

Dredd started. “This here is from the three of us,” he rumbled, indicating Baltar, Logan, and himself, “cause keeping the kid safe is top of the list.”

Zander helped me pull the gift wrap off a big, rectangular box. Under the paper we found the image of a car seat. An especially pricy one, I knew, because I was making a list of the baby “stuff” we would need in seven more months, and I had been looking online for the best reviews and prices.

“Wow,” Zander muttered, taking in the colorful pictures printed on the box. “Guess we’ll be needing this, won’t we?”

“That and every penny you earn for the next twenty to thirty years,” someone quipped.

Everyone laughed except Zander. This was serious business to him.

I was noticing that the box had been opened when Dredd added, “And not a stock car seat, mind you. We added necessary customizations.”

“Yeah,” Logan chimed in. “Up-armored that thing, we did. Trust me, it’s much better. Oh, and I printed out the installation instructions and slipped them into the box. See, when you go to mount it in your car, you should—”

“Next!” Neo and Banner cut him off.

“That would be me,” Fiona announced. She handed me a wide, flat box that filled my lap. “Not much, perhaps, but made with love.”

I lifted the lid. Within the folds of tissue paper was a crib-sized quilt. Every other square on the quilt’s face featured Winnie-the-Pooh or his companions from the Hundred Acre Wood. The backing and edging were of a pale, soothing green fleece, soft as down.

“Fiona! Did you? Did you make this yourself?”

Fiona blushed a little. “Yes. I love to quilt.”

Dredd stared at her. “You what? You quilt?”

“Shut up, Dredd. Saw in one of your better movies that you knit, so can it.”

Dredd reddened, but the whooping laughter and pointing fingers were contagious, and he had to chuckle, too.

Zander examined the quilt closely. “This is really special, Fiona. My mom read these books to me when I was little. It’s perfect for a little guy.”

“Or a little girl,” I added. “We won’t know which until he or she is born. Thank you, Fiona, from the bottom of our hearts. It is wonderful. I will always think of you when I see it.”

I was surprised when Janice nudged Gamble and he placed a box the size and shape of a book in my lap. “This one is from us,” she said.

Well, it wasn’t a book; it was a beautifully framed print of a poem titled A Child’s Prayer.

“Oh, my,” I whispered.

“Would you read it aloud, Jayda?” Fiona asked.

I cleared my throat. “Hope I can get through it without my voice cracking.”

We will help you, Jayda Cruz.

I felt a calm sweep over me. “Thank you, Nano.” I looked up into our friends’ expectant faces and then back to the poem and began.

“God make my life a little light,
Within the world to glow,
A tiny flame that burneth bright,
Wherever I may go.

“God make my life a little flower,
That giveth joy to all;
Content to bloom in native bower
Although its place be small.

“God make my life a little song,
That comforteth the sad;
That helpeth others to be strong,
And makes the singer glad.

“God make my life a little staff
Whereon the weak may rest,
That so what health and strength I have
May serve my neighbor best.

“God make my life a little hymn
Of tenderness and praise,
Of faith, that never waxeth dim,
In all His wondrous ways.”
I ended by reading the author’s name. “Written by Matilda B. Edwards. Thank you, Janice. Gamble. It is beautiful.”

Around the circle, heads nodded. I noted a few surreptitious swipes at the eyes, too.

“Yes, thank you,” Zander echoed.

“You are most welcome. And we brought another gift with us to the shower, something from . . . our mutual friends.”

Mutual friends? Oh . . .

The exquisite gift box Janice handed me, small and square, had no wrapping paper, tag, or bow, but it absolutely shouted understated quality. No tearing into this one! Rather, the lid lifted straight off, revealing flawlessly folded tissue paper. So impeccable was the presentation, I was reluctant to disturb the gossamer folds.

After staring for several seconds, I slowly peeled back the paper to reveal a baby cup and matching baby spoon, both in gleaming silver. The two lines of engraving on the bottom of the cup read, “God’s blessings on you, little one,” and “R&M.”

R&M. Our “mutual friends,” Robert and Madeleine Jackson.

Zander hung over my shoulder, silently reading the inscription with me. “Holy cow.”

“Yeah, that’s a big moo from me.”

“What is it?” our friends demanded.

I held the cup and spoon up for the obligatory oohing and aahing, but when I was asked who it was from, I evaded with, “Some dear family friends.”

More gifts rained down on us after that—all sorts of baby wear spanning newborn to eighteen months, including itty-bitty shoes, socks, and hats, then an entire case of disposable diapers, and a gift set of powder, ointment, baby nail clippers, miniature comb and hairbrush.

Such abundance! I was overwhelmed by Malware’s kindness.

“It’s . . . it’s too much, you guys. I—that is we—we don’t know how to thank you enough.”

Jayda Cruz, apparently, it is appropriate and expected that you express your appreciation with thank-you cards specially made for such an occasion and that you send these cards by ‘snail mail.’ This social convention seems ponderous and archaic to us. However, in keeping with social customs, we are compiling a list of who gave which gifts so you can dispatch the expected thank you notes. You may be one hundred percent assured that you will thank each person for the correct gift.

“Thoughtful of you, Nano,” I replied to them.

Mal cleared his throat. “Uh, we’re not quite finished. Um, see, well, uh, we kinda like you two.”

The crew guffawed and derided Mal, mocking his sudden tilt toward sentimentality.

“Ooooo, we liiiike you,” Baltar smirked, to the amusement of all except Mal.

“Don’t get your hopes up, John Boy and Ripley. Mal only kinda likes you two,” McFly sniggered. “Not really likes, sorta likes, or truly likes you. Just kinda likes.”

The crew howled and cut up. Zander and I laughed so hard, we ran out of breath.

Mal, red in the face, growled, “Shut it, you bozos,” which only encouraged more laughter and jokes at his expense.

He jerked his thumb at Logan. “Get up here. Let’s get this over with.”

Mal and Logan walked around the bare table to the wall where a line of bulges was screened by the sheets draped over them. They whipped off the sheets to reveal an entire nursery of furniture—crib and mattress (boxed), changing table (boxed), dresser, and nightstand. All in bright golden oak.

I found myself babbling. “Oh! Oh! Oh, it’s beautiful! I love all of it! I cannot believe you guys. You are the best, the most wonderful friends! Everything is so perfect!”

Zander’s dumbfounded comment was, “Uh, Jayda? I think . . . I think we’re gonna need a bigger, a-a-a bigger—”

“BOAT!” the guys shouted in unison.

“No, a bigger moving trailer,” Zander finished. He was as dazed and overcome, as I was. “Yeah, we’re gonna need a bigger moving trailer,” he repeated.

We turned to each other. I put my head on Zander’s shoulder. And sobbed.

The laughter ended. As lost in my own tears as I was, Zander was laboring to master his own emotions but failing. I also heard, around the room, the snuffling of others.

I sat up and wiped my eyes. “Thank you. Thank you for the precious gift of your friendship and for all these expressions of your love—for us and for our baby. We will treasure them all.”

Zander stood and tugged me to my feet, wiping his eyes. “What Jayda said. You have blessed us beyond measure, and we are grateful. But more than anything, we are grateful for your friendship. I mean, it was only, what? Eight or nine weeks ago when we made our separate ways to your training center to start our tradecraft sessions with you—”

“Uh, was that the evening Ripley kicked the stuffing outta Dredd?” Deckard quipped.

“Knocked him on his can, if I recall,” Neo added.

“Knocked him clear inta next week. He was still out of it when he got back to the clubhouse.”

“To this day, I don’t remember if she kicked me or hit me,” Dredd confessed to much laughter.

Okay, we were safely over the sentimentality.

Then Baltar said, “Y’know, you two had us fooled for a while. Ripley, with her razor-sharp wit; you, John Boy, with that innocent face. And even if you didn’t know firearms when you came to us, you sure knew how to outrun and outwit our crew. Can’t quite figure out how you did so, but we give you props for it, fer sure.”

“Thank you,” Zander said softly, “for everything. We’ll email pictures when our baby comes. And you are all hereby appointed honorary uncles—and aunt—right, Jayda?”

“Absolutely.” I had to smile. Zander was going to be one proud papa.

“Okay, gang,” Mal said before the atmosphere turned sloppy once more. “Great show! Kudos to all, but the party’s over. Let’s get this place squared away, shall we?”

All of us pitched in to gather trash, stack chairs, and haul the leftover food and dirty dishes to an apartment upstairs.

Mal sidled up to us while we were wiping down the tables. “Hey, so, I have one more thing for you guys before you go. When you’re ready to leave, I’ll walk you to your car. Okay?

Zander, hands on his hips, surveyed the bounty Malware’s crew had bestowed on us. “Well, to tell the truth, I don’t know how we’re going to haul all this loot back to our apartment.”

Dredd overheard Zander. “Oh, yeah. Forgot to tell you. We’ve got you covered, John Boy. You’re leaving Saturday, right? We’ll keep everything here. Saturday morning, we’ll load your loot into Banner’s pickup. He and Neo will drive it to your apartment and help you put it in the trailer.”

Zander sighed with relief. “You guys are epic. We can’t tell you enough how we thank and appreciate all of you.”

I looked around. They say that many hands make light work. Except for the stack of gifts, all traces of the party were gone, and the unadorned workout room had reemerged.

We said our goodbye then, and that took a while, what with the joking, handshakes, thumping of shoulders (it’s a guy thing), and hugs—more than a couple awkward ones from those not accustomed to overt displays of affection. Mal, as he’d arranged, walked us out to our rental car.

He withdrew an envelope sticking up from his shirt pocket. “I’ve got your expenses and fees per Special Agent Gamble’s instructions. He shook his head. “Look, I know you guys saved me and my crew during all that illegal hunt-and-destroy stuff back in July. I saw some genuinely strange things during that fight, too. And I know you chose not to knock me out and mess with my memories
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