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Chapter One

 


The dealer shoved his dirty fingers
into his backpack and rummaged for a long time. Lee watched
intently, his heart pounding in anticipation. Finally the peddler
produced a foil packet.

“Bliss is sick,” the drug dealer said.
“Like cocaine, only better.”

Lee knew all about Bliss.
He’d used it a couple of times, long before it got popular. Now
that everyone wanted the drug, it was getting hella expensive. He
handed over the cash, grinning. “You’re going to love this stuff,
Red.”

After the drug peddler left, Lee and
Redford went back to their shabby hotel room to snort the powder.
Lee immediately felt the drug ripping into his brain. Euphoria.
Confidence. Exhilaration.

Bliss was the best drug in the
world.

Redford was laughing. “Whoa. What a
rush!”

They finished off the entire packet.
Stoned and satisfied, they left their room. They swaggered out onto
the city street in search of German chocolate cake.

****

Nanosym was housed in an
ordinary-looking building in Cupertino. Nothing about the gray,
two-story exterior indicated Nanosym was one of the hottest stars
in the nanopharma industry. The company developed ultra-tiny
molecular machines for medical uses.

Hanna Grace had come to pick up her
best friend, Shanelle Kee, the brains behind Nanosym. After sitting
all day, she wanted to take the stairs to get in a little exercise.
Her footfalls sounded loud and hollow in the concrete stairwell as
she headed up to the second floor. She thought
nanotechnology—miniature robots—was scary pie-in-the-sky stuff, not
a reality that could help humanity. Ordinary robots didn’t bother
her. In fact, she’d programmed robots back when she worked for
Homeland Security. But those machines were large, used to remotely
disable explosive ordnance. Robots tinier than bacteria creeped her
out.

Hanna Grace found Shanelle in her
cramped office. The chemist worked at her desk, typing at her
laptop. She wore her usual severe dark suit, her hair smoothed back
into a tight bun. Shanelle had to have the messiest workspace on
the planet. Files, small cardboard boxes, foam peanuts, thick
chemical catalogues, glass vials, and books were strewn about the
floor, the shelves, the chairs, and the desk. How could such an
organized, fierce mind have such a chaotic office?

“Hey,” Hanna Grace said.

Shanelle looked up from her laptop. A
smile warmed her lovely cocoa features.

“Ready to head out to the game?” Hanna
Grace asked.

Glancing at her watch, she said,
"You’re a little early. Come take a look at our new computer
system."

Hanna Grace followed Shanelle to a
room next to her office. The space was small and windowless, with
industrial carpet and dull gray walls. A futuristic-looking
workstation and giant screen sat on a desk.

"Fancy machine," Hanna Grace
said.

"Yeah. We got it two days ago. It's a
dedicated workstation."

"Dedicated to what?"

"Molecular dynamics simulation."
Shanelle sat in front of the computer screen. "It has a voice
interface. Watch this. N-1304."

A model of a complex three-dimensional
molecule appeared on the screen.

Studying the image of a chicken-wire
framework with some frilly stuff hanging off it, Hanna Grace asked,
"So that's your little roto-rooter robot?"

Shanelle swiveled to look up at her.
“We prefer to call it a mobile molecular machine.”

"Gotcha. So how's the FDA approval
coming along?"

For a millisecond, an agonized look
crossed Shanelle's face. "We've had a setback. The FDA may ask us
for more clinical studies of N-1304. If they require a study on the
efficacy of the nanomedicine in a head-to-head comparison with
existing treatment to break up blood clots in the brain, it’ll
delay approval of commercialization by years. I've been sifting
through some of the trial data, trying to get the figures to
reassure the FDA panel.”

“What is the existing
treatment?”

“Snaking a real wire into the
brain."

Hanna Grace grimmaced. "Sounds pretty
primitive."

“It is. In the end, I’m sure our
technology will prove superior.” Shanelle addressed the computer.
“Protein Alpha-G.”

A curly mass now surrounded the
robot.

“That’s the clot?” Hanna Grace asked,
fascinated.

“It is.”

Chemical smells wafted into the
computer room. The odor was sweet, fruity.

"What is that stink?" Hanna Grace
asked. Nanosym’s smells always made her uneasy.

Shanelle leaned away from the
workstation and sniffed loudly. "Acetone. Must be drifting in from
a lab down the hall."

"And," she prodded, "acetone
is?"

"Just a solvent. Same stuff as in nail
polish remover."

Like that made her feel any better.
Chemists were way too nonchalant about chemicals. Which is why
Hanna Grace liked the idea of modeling chemicals in a computer.
Healthier. “So what's your tiny robot made of?"

"Mainly carbon. The nanomaterial is as
strong as diamond, just more flexible. This material is smooth,
nearly flawless.” Shanelle faced the computer again. "Rotate.
Random."

As the molecule slowly rotated, Hanna
Grace got a better view of the thing. It looked like a chicken wire
cylinder topped by a floppy propeller beanie cap.

“Wow,” Hanna Grace said. “So why does
a cutting machine need a smooth surface?”

“The rougher the surface of the
nanodevice is, the more likely the machine will activate the body's
immune response and be attacked.”

“Okay.” Evidently nanomedicine had
altogether different rules than anything in her own world, which
made her nervous

"Dynamics. Standard," Shanelle said.
"I'm heating up the molecule, simulating the internal motions.
Watching it interact with the clot."

The robot image on the screen wiggled.
The molecule expanded. And expanded a little more. The frilled
beanie cap now unfurled into discrete blades. Hypnotized by the
image, Hanna Grace silently watched the propeller begin to spin,
like a windmill.

"I can see how that might break up
clots," Hanna Grace said.

"The same molecular motor technology
might someday be used clean up the amyloid plaques of Alzheimer's
disease, even deliver drugs to hard-to-reach areas, like be a part
of an inhalable lung cancer drug."

The molecular motor spun faster and
faster.

Suddenly all hell broke loose. The
atoms of the rotating section sprayed apart leaving behind only
lines lurching off the screen.

"Stop. Erase," Shanelle ordered the
workstation. The screen went blank. The chemist looked irked and
humiliated.

"Your robot doesn't really explode
like that, I hope," Hanna Grace said.

"Of course it doesn't. It’s a glitch
in the computer program. There's something wrong with the dynamics
routines. I’ll put in a call to the software people
tomorrow.”

Shanelle bristled all the way from
Cupertino to Sunnyvale as if the program glitch was her personal
failure. The chemist was as intense and on edge now as she’d been
when they roomed together as undergraduates at Berkeley. Shanelle
viewed herself as a trailblazer. She bore the self-imposed burden
of representing all African-American female chemists. That
constricting nobility made it impossible for her to be proud of
herself and her enormous achievements. After all, there were new
barriers to break, other fields to conquer.

Even now it didn't matter that she was
the visionary of Nanosym, developing medical machines thousands of
times smaller than the width of a human hair. She still seemed to
believe as an African-American she couldn't let her guard down, or
slip up, or fail.

****

The Freemont High gym smelled of nacho
cheese, perfume and sweat. Hanna Grace and Shanelle sat in the
stands, watching the Firebirds warm up on the court. Maddie, Hanna
Grace’s younger sister, was practicing shooting three pointers. A
white-blonde dynamo in cardinal red, Maddie smiled and waved at
them. During the game, Maddie wouldn’t smile anymore. Anxiety,
exhaustion, even aggressive anger, would take center stage. But
right now, Maddie was happy. Those were the moments Hanna Grace
lived for. She knew she’d done the right thing by returning to the
Silicon Valley to care for her little sister.

"This game is going to be tough,"
Shanelle said. "The Los Gatos team is ranked first in the De Anza
league. So far they're unbeaten." She pointed out a tall brunette
wearing visitor white. "You see that girl, number 25? She's 6 foot
tall, and fast. She was a state qualifier in the 400 last spring.
So far this year she's got the league's three-point record. She's
only a sophomore."

Shanelle probably even knew 25’s
percentage from the free throw line. The woman had an amazing
memory for figures. She’d played hoops in high school, and still
loved the game.

The one-minute buzzer sounded, and the
scattered fans in the stands settled down. The Freemont girls
clustered around Coach Williamson. Maddie's posture grew stiffer,
taller, and tenser. She was so competitive, so ambitious. She had
dreams of playing basketball in college—maybe even Division I.
Hanna Grace was optimistic that her sister would reach her goal.
Shanelle, however, was dead certain.

The starters, five girls in red and
five girls in white, arranged themselves on the court. One of the
red girls was Maddie.

Shanelle pulled out her clipboard. She
kept stats for Maddie’s team whenever she could make it to the
games. "The Firebirds against the Wildcats. Birds against cats.
Natural animosity, you know."

The game started.

Hanna Grace pulled out her knitting
from a canvas shopping bag. She was making red and white striped
hats for Maddie’s team. Knitting during the games kept her
calm—less anxious about her sister’s basketball trials.

Maddie already had one over-involved
fan. Shanelle.

Knit. Knit. Purl. Purl. Sneak a glance
at the game and see Maddie, in all her furious, active, emotional
brilliance. Knit. Knit.

She felt herself relax as she worked
the wool. She'd started knitting as a freshman in college,
intrigued by the binary nature of the stitches. Knit and purl were
exactly like the 1 and 0 of binary computer code. Someday she would
knit a secret ASCII love poem into a sweater for her
man.

Not that she had a man at the
moment.

She flicked a look at the court.
Maddie sat on the bench, guzzling from her water bottle. Her fair
hair was wet with sweat. In between gulps, Maddie shouted
encouragement to her team.

Holding up her handiwork, Hanna Grace
examined the stubbin of the hat. She’d already knit nine
red-and-white striped scarves for Maddie and her basketball team.
The girls looked so cute when they wore them traveling to away
games.

Hanna Grace had knit Shanelle a team
scarf, too. Shanelle’s loyalty to Maddie and the Firebirds knew no
bounds. Hanna Grace adored Shanelle. She’d always been solid
backup, even when they were in college together.

Once, when Hanna Grace had to leave
school for a few weeks to help her dad out after his heart surgery,
chemistry major Shanelle covered for her, even taking notes in
Hanna Grace's computer science classes. And then, six months ago,
after their father died, and Maddie was left orphaned, Shanelle
even offered to let Maddie live with her. Although moved and
grateful, Hanna Grace knew she couldn’t burden Shanelle with that
kind of responsibility.

And so Hanna Grace put her grief on
hold, left Virginia, and returned to the Silicon Valley. At first,
she was consumed with anxiety. Surely she’d screw up her sister.
She’d make parenting mistakes, like ending up being too lenient or
too strict. Too stalkerish or too indifferent. No matter what,
Hanna Grace would be bad at it.

So far, so good. Nothing awful had
happened.

Someday, after Maddie finished high
school, Hanna Grace would return to Virginia, and go back to her
dream job at the Science and Technology Directorate of the
Department of Homeland Security,

She continued to knit, the easy clack
of the needles pulling her into her own world of random
thoughts.

"That was a charge, ref!" Shanelle
screamed, leaping up.

Shanelle's outburst forced Hanna
Grace's focus back on basketball. "Is Maddie playing
well?"

Shanelle didn't even glance at her
stat charts. "Yup. Four points. Two assists. One steal. Great
defense."

Hanna Grace looked over at the
scoreboard. 40 to 31. The Birds were winning.

"Pack a suitcase, White!" Shanelle now
shouted. She whirled her arms, signaling a travel. "Come on,
ref!"

Hanna Grace chuckled. Shanelle
probably burned as many calories as the athletes.

Hanna Grace's cell rang. Shanelle
tossed her a dirty look, as if that ballet of rolling arms and
shrieking was being ruined by the sound of the cell
phone.

A little jolt of anticipation passed
through her as she answered. She was on the lookout for another
consulting gig because her temp job at TRS would be ending in a
couple of weeks. Maybe this was a job offer.

"Hi, this is Hanna Grace," she
shouted. She couldn't make out the reply. "I'm at a basketball
game. Hang on while I go out into the hallway."

Leaving her knitting on the metal
bench, she climbed down the stands. Once outside the gym, she said,
"Hi. I can hear you now."

A slick male voice replied. "Am I
speaking to Hanna Grace Brower?”

“Yes. This is Hanna Grace.”

“This is Chen with Ivy Technologies.
I'd like to interest you in a consulting job."

She’d never applied to Ivy for a job.
But maybe a friend of a friend had recommended her. She'd never
heard of Ivy Technologies, either. But that wasn't so unusual. The
Silicon Valley was thick with unknown, ambitious little
companies.

A rumbling ruckus passed through the
gym doors. Someone must have scored. She moved down the hall to
further buffer the sound.

"…Won’t take but a few hours," Chen
was saying. "We'll pay triple your standard daily rate. Ivy is a
local company, so you won't have to travel."

Few hours? She wasn’t looking for a
job quite that temporary. But she might consider it if the project
was interesting enough.

"What’s the job?" she
asked.

"Gain access to a couple of corporate
computers," he said. “Get information.”

"I don't do industrial
spying."

"It's strictly white hat," he replied.
"The information will save thousands of lives. You'll play a vital
role in eliminating a dangerous recreational drug. The drug’s been
poisoned, and you’ll be able to find out where and why."

His vigilante-speak didn’t impress
her. It didn't matter how altruistic his supposed intentions,
breaking into a computer system was illegal. Besides, what kind of
private company cared about getting rid of a dangerous drug? The
whole thing was fishy.

"You've got the wrong person," she
said. "I suggest you contact law enforcement. Or put a want ad on
Craigslist."

"We have the right person. You were a
programmer for Homeland Security. You have the expertise Ivy
needs."

Why did everyone assume Homeland
coders just cracked terrorist computers? She hadn’t. She’d
developed robots to disarm bombs.

"I can't help you, Chen," she said.
She hung up on him.

Leaning against the lockers, she
pulled in a long breath, insulted and frightened. How did Chen
know?

She did have the expertise to invade
computers, terrorist or otherwise. But she’d developed those skills
long before she worked for Homeland.

She wouldn’t revisit that period in
her life again.


Chapter Two

 


Everybody in Las Vegas, New Mexico
called Amelia Rose the “cat lady”. She thought the appellation was
funny, rather than insulting. That’s because she loved each and
every one of her eleven babies.

As she moved through her spotless
little house, a group of kitties followed her into the kitchen.
They knew it was suppertime. She cleaned and refreshed the two
water bowls, and added more solid cat food to the big
bowl.

Samantha, the oldest of her cats,
meowed piteously.

“You waitin’ for some yummylicious
Fancy Feast, girl?”

Samantha rubbed her black-furred body
against Amelia Rose’s legs as she opened up four cans: salmon
feast, chicken feast, cheddar grilled tuna, and chunky chopped
grill feast. More cats came running into the kitchen. She scooped
the contents into four bowls and laid the bowls on the floor. The
animals crowded around the bowls, each according to taste
preference. Salmon feast was the most popular.

She counted ten cats. One was
missing.

Guapo. Guapo meant handsome in
Spanish. And this cat was handsome. A large, striking gray tabby,
he had a bit of swagger. He liked to spend his days outside,
lounging on a low-hanging branch of an ancient apple tree. But he
always came running through the cat door at the sound of the
electric can opener.

“Guapo!” she called.
“Dinner!”

No cat. Of course, Guapo would never
come if she called. Cats weren’t dogs. She searched the house. No
Guapo.

Strolling outside, she took in the
marvelous scents of fall. Bitter leaves, fermenting fruit, and the
expectation of winter. She loved autumn.

“Guapo,” she called again.
“Guapito!”

Where was that cat?

She walked over to the old apple tree,
overburdened with clusters of pink-red apples. The big cat wasn’t
sitting in his usual branch. She thought she saw something out of
the corner of her eye, something in the spirea bushes.

It was Guapo. His fat, gray striped
tail stuck out from underneath the bushes.

“There you are!” Amelia Rose
exclaimed.

No movement. No tail
twitch.

She parted the bushes, intending to
scold the big cat. But he wasn’t really there. Not all of him,
anyway. All that remained was his bloodied tail.

Giving a strangled scream, she ran
back into her house and nailed the cat door shut. She wouldn’t
allow any of her other kitties to go outside.

****

Hanna Grace lay in bed in the house
she grew up in, feeling contemplative. Deciding on a new consulting
job was topmost on her to-do list. Her employment with TRS was
nearing its end. She had a handful of offers. Some of them
interesting. And then there was that Ivy Technologies guy. Chen had
called her about a million times, begging her to save the world
from some poisoned recreational drug called Bliss. Was there really
a drug named Bliss, and was it really poisoned?

She doubted it.

Hanna Grace got out of bed, and found
Maddie already dressed, eating a bowl of Rice Chex in the tiny pink
kitchen. Mother had adored pink. Especially Pepto Bismol
pink.

“Hey,” Hanna Grace said. “You’re up
early.”

“Yeah. I needed to finish off a report
before school.”

"Gotcha. Do you want a ride to school?
I can shower and dress real quick.”

“Nah,” Maddie said. “I have to get
going. I’ll walk. I’m meeting Michelle in the library before class.
We have a project that’s due next week and she wants to make
plans.” Maddie stood, stretched, and started stuffing things into
her backpack.

“Do you have everything? Your
basketball uniform? Shoes? You need money for lunch?”

“Yes, yes, and no.” She grabbed the
cereal box and shook it. “We’re out.”

“Noted. Don’t forget that I’m picking
you up after basketball practice. Hey, listen, before you go, I was
wondering something. Have you ever heard of a drug called
Bliss?"

"Are you kidding? My nickname on the
team is 'Nun'. I don't know anything about anything. Especially
about drugs."

Hanna Grace laughed. "Nun? They call
you Nun?"

Maddie threw her red and white striped
scarf about her neck. One end of the scarf was funky and uneven
because it had gotten caught in a car door. "Nun’s not funny. I
hate that nickname. Makes me seem like a prude. Bye." Burdened by
her athletic bag and backpack, she trudged out the door.

Hanna Grace was thrilled that Maddie’s
nickname was Nun. The girl wouldn’t be diverted by drugs or boys or
all those other things that could mess up a teenager. Her sister’s
life was on a great trajectory: just athletics and
school.

Maybe Hanna Grace could let go a
little. Ease up on her hypervigilance.

After showering, she got dressed, and
then sat down at her computer to read her favorite online
horoscope. She viewed astrology as an antidote to anxiety, making
sense of a dangerous, uncertain world. The occult wasn’t supposed
to appeal to programmers, so logical and mathematical. But she
didn’t think of herself as a scientist, really. She was a builder,
a creator. Programming was art with a lot of rules. But she kept
her horoscope readings a secret from everyone.

Her daily horoscope said:

After months of clouds, the sky is
finally opening up. It’s a perfect time to bask in the sunshine.
Try new things. Lucky colors are teal blue and fuchsia. Lucky
numbers are 24 and 37.

“Try new things, huh?” she
murmured.

Maybe she should stop worrying about
Maddie and do a little something for herself. Like date again.
She’d pretty much put her love life on hold ever since coming back
to Silicon Valley. Howard, a friend from Homeland, had wanted to
set her up with a local guy, a friend of his and an ICE
investigator.

Maybe she should.

She reread the last part of the
horoscope. Numbers and colors. She never paid any attention to her
lucky numbers. But lucky colors? They mattered. She was wearing the
wrong ones: a cream blouse and pleated gray cords. Her fallback
lucky color was yellow, so she could always wear that. She searched
her closet and came up with a cotton blouse in a shade of sea
green. Close to teal. She changed her shirt and left for work at
TRS.

TRS was a Sunnyvale company less than
a mile away from home. She worked in Building H, a warehouse-like
room that smelled like old coffee and popcorn. Subdivided into a
hundred or more cubicles, each individual space was decorated with
under-watered spider plants, out-of-date calendars, colorful
hardware vendor posters, and soda can castles. Dozens of temporary
employees labored within.

Viv, one of her friends at the job
site, occupied the cube next to hers. Viv was talking to another
coder, a big guy named Bobby. He was a stubborn kid and would
rather argue about programming than do any. Hanna Grace waved to
Viv. Viv smiled, waved back, and then resumed her conversation with
the lunk. The woman had the patience of a saint.

Hanna Grace slipped into her cube.
Poking her good luck charm, a Beanie Baby frog sitting atop her
computer, she said, “Morning, dude.”

For the last three months, she’d been
programming some bits and pieces of a computer vision system for a
factory floor robot. It was a satisfying project, especially for a
temporary gig. Now she’d be doing cleanup and writing up
documentation.

She started work. Before she got very
far, her cell phone rang. Cocking her ears to the beat, she found
her cell under the shadow of the computer screen, beneath a pile of
hard copy code.

Caller ID said it was
Maddie.

“Hey,” Hanna Grace said. “What’s
up?”

“I’m going to flunk out,” Maddie
wailed. “I forgot my Tale of Two Cities report. It’s on the printer
at home. Can you get it to me before third period?
Please?”

She took a deep breath and let it out.
“Okay.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.
You’re saving my life. Just drop it off at the school office, okay?
Bye.”

After another poke at her lucky frog,
she left to save her little sister from minor disaster. Maybe
hypervigilance wasn’t such a bad thing. Even so, within the week,
Hanna Grace made good on her decision to go out on a blind
date.

****

Linc Phillips, Howard’s buddy was
waiting for her in front of the vibrant blue exterior of the Shore
Bar and Grill. He wore jeans, and a denim shirt rolled up at the
sleeves. Ruggedly handsome, with short hair, deep-set, dark eyes,
the ICE guy was definitely her type.

“Linc?” she asked.

He smiled at her. “Hanna Grace,
hi.”

They headed into the quirky
memorabilia infested eatery, and sat down in a booth under a
floating 25-foot statue of Spiderman. Other than the memorabilia,
the place was nearly empty.

At first, they made small talk,
gossiping about Homeland people that they both knew. Howard Suciu
especially.

The waiter brought them water and
menus.

“Howard says you work in the private
sector now,” Linc said. “Programming robots. How do you like
it?”

“It’s fun, satisfying. I really enjoy
the freedom of being a temporary contract employee, too. Always
something new. I’m mulling over offers right now, because my
current job is about finished.”

“Is that why you left Homeland
Security? Boredom?” he asked.

“No, I was never bored. I truly loved
what I was doing. I left because my little sister needed someone to
take care of her after my dad died. I suppose I could’ve forced her
to come to Virginia, but uprooting her for my convenience would
have been cruel.”

“Tough choice,” he said warmly. “How
old is she?”

“Maddie’s 16. In high
school.”

Lifting his eyebrows, he said, “A
teenager . Wow.”

There was something both potent and
empathetic in him.

“Yeah. Believe me, I was extremely
nervous about being her guardian. I probably still am. I didn’t
want to make things worse, you know. It’s working out, though.
Maddie’s chill. Except when it comes to basketball. If she has a
bad game, it’s the end of the world. She let down her entire team.
About all I can do is let her cry and vent.”

He nodded. “I get that. Back in the
day, I was that kind of athlete. Intense. I was way too hard on
myself. I ended up making a lot of other people miserable because
of it.”

The waiter came and stood near their
table, prompting them to look at their menus. It didn’t take long
to pick out something. The waiter left with their
orders.

“Did you play hoops?” she
asked.

“Nope. I was a sprinter and
hurdler.”

“You still run?”

“Sometimes. How about you?” he
asked.

“Most every day.”

“Looking for a running
partner?”

She settled back into the booth and
smiled. “Oh, yeah.”

They continued talking, entertaining
each other with war stories about the races they’d run and their
preferred training regimens. It turned out they shared an obsession
with the reality show Survivor. They both adored Blue Grass music
and Spaghetti Westerns, hated chunky peanut butter, and valued
loyalty above all else. Other than Linc being a fan of the Golden
State Warriors, a basketball team that Maddie said she couldn’t
stand, they were on the same wavelength.

Was Howard a good matchmaker, or
what?

The waiter brought them their burgers
and iced teas.

“Are you involved with the immigration
part of ICE?” she asked.

“No. Drug smuggling. Associated money
laundering.”

“What drew you to ICE?”

“Illegal drugs don’t do our society
much good. I thought I could help. What got you interested in
working for Homeland?”

“I suppose it was the intellectual
challenge of programming a robot to disarm bombs. But then, after I
started to understand why the robot was necessary
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