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My name is Gemma Keyes. I was an ordinary, utterly forgettable young woman—until I vanished, and I mean that literally. Now I’m on the run in present-day Albuquerque, plunged into a world of cutting-edge nanotechnology, where invisibility is both a gift and a curse. 

It all started with Dr. Samuel Bickel, a brilliant nanophysicist, who’s supposed to be dead, but instead is hiding in the tunnels beneath the old weapons storage facility on Kirtland Air Force Base. His creation—smart, learning nanomites—have “gifted” me with “optical invisibility” by bending light around me and have turned my life upside down! I mean, how am I supposed to live or even survive as an invisible woman without being hunted, caged, and treated like a science project? 

Read my story. I dare you to. 
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After World War II, the U.S. Armed Forces Special Weapons Command constructed a weapons storage facility in the foothills of the Manzano Mountains on the eastern edge of what is presently Kirtland Air Force Base, on the southern end of Albuquerque, New Mexico. The storage facility, originally named Site Able, was renamed Manzano Base in February of 1952.

At the onset of the Cold War, four research plants, multiple warehouses, and miles of tunnels—many large enough to drive trucks through—were hewn out of the mountain. For a time, a large part of America’s nuclear stockpile was stored in the Manzano complex. (The weapons were stored in reinforced concrete and steel bunkers apart from their nuclear warheads.)

The facility had other intended uses: During President Eisenhower’s administration, the military built an emergency relocation center deep inside the mountain—a devolution site. The Manzano facility was designed to serve as a remote command post for the President and his staff in the event of nuclear attack.

The military built one hundred twenty-two magazine bunkers around and into the foot of the mountain to protect the complex. Forty-one of those magazines provided direct entrance to the facility via tunnels. 

A Perimeter Intrusion Detection and Assessment System (PIDAS) surrounded the mountain. The PIDAS consisted of two very tall fences topped with razor wire, one electrified, with an alarmed intrusion zone—a network of sensors buried in the soil between fences to detect the weight of footfalls. Armed forces also guarded the perimeter.

That was then. Today the facility sits mostly empty and unused although several of the bunkers have been repurposed. The PIDAS still stands, but the intrusion zone is no longer active. The primary tunnels (comprising a fraction of the complex) are sometimes employed to train military and Department of Energy personnel. 

While America’s nuclear arsenal is presently stored elsewhere and the tunnels are essentially abandoned, the many mysteries of the mountain remain largely unknown. 

To most people.

—
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Image seen on following page: Manzano Weapons Storage Area, Google Earth 2008. Retrieved January 27, 2015 from The Living Moon.
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Mid-September

The first explosion shook us from our seats. Dr. Bickel and I—Gemma, his “girl Friday”—jerked our eyes in the direction of the blast. The force of the overpressure roared into the cavern, tumbling us to our knees. Dirt and pebbles cascaded from the cavern’s wide roof and filled the air with choking dust. 

The shockwave rumbled from the tunnel Dr. Bickel had termed his decoy door. 

“They’re blasting through, Gemma!” Dr. Bickel shouted. 

Dr. Bickel had warned me; he’d sensed General Cushing and her men closing in. He’d cautioned me—but I had closed my ears. I hadn’t wanted to believe him.

And now they were coming.

“What do you need me to do?” My ears rang from the concussion, and I screamed my question. Dr. Bickel beckoned as he ran from his small living quarters toward the laboratory—toward that all-important glass case. 

The lights circling the cavern flickered then died; when they came back on, they were dimmer under backup power. A pounding thump-thump-thump reverberated from far down the decoy tunnel. Dr. Bickel trotted ahead of me on his thin, underused legs. He was nimbler than I was; I stumbled over fist-sized bits of debris and almost fell as I followed behind. The dust-laden air choked me, and I fell into a coughing fit.

“My lab book, Gemma. Get it!” Dr. Bickel rasped, pointing. 

Cushing would give her eyeteeth for that book—Dr. Bickel’s scientific journal containing the irreplaceable observations and notes on his most recent work.

I clenched my jaw: We couldn’t let it fall into her hands.

I felt my way along the lab’s tables and swept up his current lab book and some loose papers. Dr. Bickel was in the habit of typing up his notes every evening and uploading them to an encrypted remote server somewhere in the cloud, but his lab book was in his own writing. It was proof positive of his accomplishments.

A more valuable proof of his genius was found in the glass case ahead of us—the tall, transparent case in the far corner of the lab. Cushing wanted the contents of that case. She would stop at nothing to get what she desired. 

Dr. Bickel had emphasized how crucial it was to save them from Cushing and others who would misuse them—use them, perhaps, against America and her citizens.

Another explosion shook the cavern. More dirt silted from the ceiling. I spat grit from my mouth as the pounding resumed.

“It will take time for Cushing’s people to overcome my delaying devices,” Dr. Bickel called over his shoulder. He reached the glass case and fumbled in a cabinet beneath it, pulling out two hefty carryalls.

I knew what the bags were for. He had described them to me: luggage he had specially constructed to transport them. In fact, Dr. Bickel had brought the first of them here in these two carryalls. 

Did he intend to put all of them into the two bags? I couldn’t imagine how he would manage it. 

I waited not far from him, shivering, hugging his lab book to my chest, watching him connect white, flexible tubing—the sort I’ve seen on dryer vents only not as wide—to a rigid port in the first bag’s side.

“Don’t worry, dear girl. They will flow into the carryalls,” Dr. Bickel shouted. Amidst the chaos, he had still sensed my question before I had asked it.

He had just clamped the tube onto the second carryall’s port when yet another blast rumbled into the cavern. It knocked me backwards and I clutched at my ears. For all practical purposes I was temporarily deaf. 

Chunks of rock fell and demolished precious equipment. A stone bounced off my head; another one grazed me. I looked stupidly at the blood oozing from a scrape on my arm.

Dr. Bickel grabbed the edge of the nearest lab table and pulled himself to his feet. He pivoted as though listening, dropped the tubing, and ran toward the front of the lab. There he would have an unobstructed view of the tunnel where it emptied into the cavern. 

I shook myself and climbed back to my feet, but I was dazed—stunned by the glancing blow to my head. Dr. Bickel staggered back toward me, toward the case. He gestured. I couldn’t hear what he shouted. His mouth moved, but I heard nothing. Anxiety etched his face.

My ears popped and cleared right then and I heard him shout, “—coming through, Gemma! Soldiers! Lots of them! My tactics didn’t slow them down long enough! I don’t have enough time!”

I nodded but stood rooted, unsure of what to do. 

“Go, Gemma! Go! Get out now!” As he reached me, he gave me a little shove in the right direction.

I nodded again. Still my body would not move—it felt as though my brain’s commands were disconnected from my limbs. Instead, I watched Dr. Bickel do something quite curious. He yanked another object from the cabinet below the glass case. When he stood up he wielded an aluminum baseball bat. 

I blinked. What?

The case was strong; Dr. Bickel had designed it himself. Did he really think to shatter the glass? Obviously, Dr. Bickel had stored the bat under the case on purpose—had he foreseen this day? This necessity? And why? Did he intend to just release them? 

With more strength than I had credited to my sedentary friend, Dr. Bickel swung the bat toward the glass. He connected with his target—not the surface of the glass, but rather a corner of the case. The bat rebounded.

I stared into the case. I could see them—the faint haze of their trillions bunched and crowded into the corner farthest from the blow Dr. Bickel had delivered. The cloud shimmered, alternating from silver to crimson. Their deepening colors conveyed a frantic quality—except they were not capable of feelings, of emotion.

Shouts echoed from far down the decoy tunnel. The intruders were through! They would be in the cavern itself in moments. Fear jarred me from my daze.

“Dr. Bickel! Hurry!”

He swung the bat once more, and the case’s corner seam split apart. Instantly the air filled with an unnatural hum.

“Hide!” Dr. Bickel shouted. Red-faced, he waved his arms in the air. “Nano! Hide!”

Hide? He had trained them to that one-word command—but where could they possibly hide here? They needed continuous power and they could propel themselves only short distances.

Yet I saw the swarm as it—as they—left the case. They poured like vapor from the wide-open seam. Once clear of the glass, they gathered themselves into a dense ball, packed themselves together closer and tighter than I thought possible—and shot into the air. The silver-blue haze of the nanocloud shimmered ever so slightly—and vanished.

The tramp of boots and shouted orders drew closer. 

“Thank God,” Dr. Bickel said aloud. He whirled around—and stopped short when he saw me. 

“No! What are you still doing here, Gemma? I told you to go!” His mouth twisted in fear, but not for himself. He shoved me toward the cavern’s back wall, toward my exit.

“Go! Before they see you, Gemma!”

I realized then that the intruders probably knew nothing of my involvement with Dr. Bickel—likely did not know of my presence in the lab today! Could I get to the back wall before the soldiers spotted me? Their shouts grew nearer.

“Hide!” Dr. Bickel shrieked. “Hide, Gemma!” His eyes compelled me to go.

I tore my gaze from his dear face and ran, expecting him to follow. 

If we can reach the back wall of the cavern without being intercepted, we will be safe! I told myself. I knew where to slip between the close-set rock walls. I knew the way out, and so did Dr. Bickel. The intruders didn’t. 

Soldiers would round the lab tables any moment. Rubble covered the floor of the cavern along our path toward the exit. If either Dr. Bickel or I stumbled or put a foot wrong and went down? I kept my eyes on the cavern’s rock floor so as not to trip or stumble, but I glanced up once to pick out the little landmarks I used to find the narrow, overlapping cleft by which I exited the cavern. I swerved left to correct my course and sprinted straight toward the cleft and the tunnel that led away from the lab. 

So close!

I heard Dr. Bickel shout again, from a distance. “Hide! Hide, Gemma!”

Why isn’t he right behind me? I slowed and started to turn. 

Gunfire erupted in the cavern. So much gunfire! Rock and stone amplified the harsh, rapid pops.

Why are they shooting? Why would they? No one is shooting at them! Why—

Something hard slammed into me, struck me between the shoulder blades, pierced my back. The blow drove the air from my lungs and flung me onto my belly. My hands and face skidded in the debris covering the floor. I tasted blood.

I’ve been shot! 

I started to rise, but a hot, numbing weight pulled me down. I crumpled to the rock-strewn ground. It hurt! Oh, it hurt! Every part of my body burned! My skin stung as though stabbed by countless fiery needles. 

I could not inhale, could not seem to catch my breath. I was drowning in the fluid that clogged my nostrils and mouth and surged down my throat. I gagged and could not dislodge the flood that gushed into every pore, every opening. Every part of me. 

Consciousness was slipping away. From a far distance I heard more gunfire—rapid and fierce—followed by a man’s scream of pain. 

Dr. Bickel! No! Oh, no! 

I protested the horror of my friend’s death with my body’s last bit of air. Sight and sound faded.

Dr. Bickel . . . 

—
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WHY IS MY HEAD POUNDING so? My entire body ached like someone had worked it over. With a hammer. Every inch of my skin radioed distress to my brain. My muscles and joints throbbed; I pulsed with fever.

Why?

I lay on my side. Sort of. My legs, cramps shooting through them, contracted toward my chest. My arms clutched my middle.

I struggled to recall where I was, yet my thinking was soupy, disjointed, as though the synapses refused to fire in the right order. I couldn’t quite pry my eyelids open. 

My eyes hurt. I was relieved to frame a complete, coherent thought. 

I’m cold, too. I shivered and shook. Was I in a car accident? Am I in a hospital? Or am I home sick in bed? Why am I so cold?

A sharp, bothersome buzzing somewhere behind me did nothing to relieve my confusion and mounting anxiety. My right index finger—the only part of my body that seemed willing to respond to my commands—tapped my mattress. 

Wait—what?

Again, tentatively, I tapped and then scratched at my mattress. 

It was not my mattress.

I was not at home in my bed or lying in a hospital. I was lying in dirt. And I didn’t know why or where. My thoughts skittered from one plausible scenario to another but nothing seemed to fit or fill the gaping void in my memory. Panic bubbled up, got stuck under my rib cage. And squeezed.

Stay calm, Gemma. Just. Stay. Calm. 

The intense, allover pain threatened to splinter my self-control. I scrabbled to hold in the shrieks building in my chest. 

Take slow breaths. Slow. In slow. Out slow. In. Out. Slow.

The buzzing-chittering somewhere behind me seemed to be coming closer. And the closer the worrisome buzzing, the more excruciating grew the “whanging” in my head. 

I gasped and bit my lip; nothing I’d ever experienced compared to this agony. Or this anxiety.

Adrenaline pumped through my body and, in a rush, took effect: I managed to sit up, groaning as I did. My eyes popped open. They darted about, hoping to spy something familiar. Anything.

It was night and I was outside. Where?

I turned my gaze upward and squinted. The sky was the deepest, inkiest blue-black imaginable. Stars speckled the heavens, but no moon lit the sky. Off in the distance the lights of houses winked through the dark. The houses were not close, but their presence was comforting, nonetheless.

I rolled over onto my knees and winced. Sand, dried weeds, stickers, and bits of gravel crunched under me. Getting up so abruptly might have been a mistake, because as soon as I rose onto my knees, my stomach clutched and heaved. I threw up until my ribs ached, until only acrid bile came up. 

Still I retched. I couldn’t remember when or what I had last eaten, but I was convinced that I’d thrown up everything back to the “iffy” potato salad of July Fourth a few years back. I spat to rid my mouth of acid and longed to rinse the bitter taste away. 

I didn’t want to think about the tendrils of hair that had been hanging down when I spewed. 

Ugh.

As bad as the nausea and vomiting were, the pounding pressure in my head—and that infernal humming—were worse. I gripped my head with both hands. 

“Oh, please,” I moaned with eyes squeezed shut. “Please! The pain is killing me. Please stop.”

I pressed harder. Under my digging fingers the torturous hum slowly dulled and retreated, as a lazy wave withdraws from the sands. I held perfectly still. I didn’t move, fearful the breakers would rush back to crash upon my fragile shore. 

I must have dozed off or passed out again because I woke with a start. I cracked open my eyes and struggled to my feet. The noises that had plagued me were gone, and I was grateful—but the night was still very deep and I was still very lost. As my eyes adjusted to the starlight, I picked out the darker shadows of rocks and boulders and a hillside sloping away from me. 

I have to be somewhere in the open space around Albuquerque, somewhere in the foothills. But where?

I clawed at a chest-high boulder to steady myself. While my headache had diminished significantly, my skin still burned and throbbed. I could not resist resting my forehead on the rock’s cool, granite surface.

I may have spent five minutes leaning against the boulder before I pulled myself up and tried again to take stock of my surroundings. The night told me nothing: It was dark—so very dark!—and the shadows of giants loomed near. I had the sense that I was close to a massive rock outcropping. If not for the twinkle of lights in the distance, I might have gone full-on bonkers.

I swayed and reached for the boulder to steady myself. I shivered, looked off into the murky night, and shook my head to clear it. 

Gemma, I don’t know how you got yourself into this mess, but you’ve outdone yourself this time, I informed my inward self—as if she were completely uninformed on my current situation!

I wasn’t ready to confront the obvious, more pressing problem: As dark as the night was, how in the world would I find my way down whatever foothills I might be in?

“Where am I? How did I get here? Shouldn’t there be a path somewhere around here?”

My whispers floated unanswered into the night, but they had spawned a spasm of coughing. My throat was rough. Rusty. Scraped raw. My lips were dry and cracked. A keen yearning for a sip of cool water tormented me. When was the last time I’d had anything to drink?

My left arm, in particular, throbbed. My fingers found a tender, sticky spot, but I couldn’t see the wound or recall how I’d gotten it. The palms of my hands felt scraped and tender, too. 

Think! Think, Gemma! I tried to concentrate but it was like wading through wet cement, and my thoughts wandered. 

I need to get down from here. Get home and tend to myself.

I closed my eyes. Made myself focus. Hikers and off-road bicyclists loved the high-desert mountains bordering Albuquerque on the east and south. The foothills were laced with well-worn trails. The agencies in charge of the “open areas” had smoothed and marked many of the trails. I only needed to stumble upon one of the trails and follow it. Eventually I would find a trailhead and a parking lot at the base of it—and my car?

I looked down to take my first step and gasped. A moment ago the ground had been shrouded in darkness—now the softest glow illuminated the ground a foot out in front of me. 

Someone’s found me! 

I whirled to see who was casting the light—and stared into black night.

“What in the world?” My breath got stuck in my chest; the scratchy words barely reached my own ears. 

I swiveled forward—and there it was again: that soft light. Darkness cloaked my feet, yet a tiny bit of hillside opened ahead of me, illuminated by the pale glow. I dragged one foot forward and then the other. 

The glow seemed to focus ahead, a little beyond me. Did it move with my feet or ahead of them? I was all in a muddle and couldn’t decide. I inched forward anyway. 

After a few steps, I staggered to a stop. The effort had resurrected the fierce pounding in my head. I reached up to massage my neck while I stared out into the darkness. The light by which I had taken those few steps didn’t reach higher than my knees. In fact, I thought the light dimmed when I lifted my eyes to look out into the night. But when I pointed my gaze toward my feet, the glow out ahead of me brightened. 

Are my eyes playing tricks on me? 

I stood still, befuddled. Getting nowhere. The only constant was the agony: Muscle and bone beat a throbbing rhythm in concert with pounding head. 

You have to move, Gemma. No matter how you feel, you have to pick up your feet and get moving if you ever hope to get home.

The comfort and relief of my own bed, of my own pillow and covers, called to me. I shuffled ahead. One cautious step at a time, I traversed a steep, rock-strewn hillside. The ground leveled out some, and I turned left, thinking or sensing that I should follow the slope in that direction. 

My rubbery legs had taken but one step when the faint light illuminating my path dimmed—and went out. I was enveloped in darkness.

“No!” My raw throat croaked the one-word protest.

What dangers lay on the shadowed, sloping hillside? I couldn’t see hand in front of face—so how would I avoid unseen pitfalls in the dark? Shaking, I backed up a step and rotated—slowly—to the right. 

The glow near my feet flickered and reignited.

“Thank goodness!” I breathed. I inched ahead. 

For another fifteen minutes, by the light of—what, my shins?—I threaded my way around cactus, rocks, and other hazards until I reached a flat, sandy ledge. Ahead, straight across the shelf, loomed a dark void. 

Perhaps because I was testing a theory—however implausible it had to be—I edged closer to what I hypothesized was the ledge’s rim.

The light went out. 

I sank onto the loose dirt. On my hands and knees, I crawled forward and, with cautious hand extended, felt along the ground out in front of me. I hadn’t crept more than eighteen inches or so before my fingers traced the crumbling end of the ledge. I couldn’t see into the abyss beyond my fingertips, but I had no desire to find out how far I would have fallen had I kept going in that direction.

I crawled backwards, stood, and faced the drop-off. On quivering legs I pivoted until I faced left of the ledge. 

The ground ahead of me brightened. 

I trod slowly on, but I was thinking. Pondering. Was I being guided away from danger by whomever controlled the light? 

And what of the noises? The humming, buzzing, or ticking (whatever it was!) had petered out, but every once in a while I heard a faint click or thrum nearby—weak and indistinct, but still there.

What are those sounds? What’s making them? My delirious notions—I was convinced that I was feverish—wound round and round in my head as I tried, in vain, to recall where I’d been and why I’d been there. 

Why, why, why in the world would I be out in the foothills at night? Nothing I came up with made any sense. 

Caught up in my thoughts, I came close to stepping into a wide crack, but—scant inches from the gap—my guiding light winked out. Shaken from my trance, I stumbled to a halt. I got on my knees, felt forward, found the obstacle, and skirted it.

When I was safely on the other side of the crack, I stood and the glow brightened. I picked stickers and grit out of my hands, slapped the same from my jeans, and continued on a steady left-handed angle downhill, meandering to navigate the many natural obstacles. 

And then I was standing upon a narrow road. I looked one way and the other, confused and, again, a little anxious. 

Why am I anxious about this road?

I had no answer, but I crossed over the road and kept moving downhill, the soft glow lighting my footsteps. I came to a waist-high, barbed wire boundary, slid between the strands, and kept to a descending course until I crossed yet another road and arrived at a wide swath of dirt. 

I hobbled, unsure, onto the broad swath. It seemed to stretch forever in either direction, but the most curious part was another fence. 

Its chain-link height stretched far above my head and was topped with nasty-looking razor wire. Through the links I spied the shadow of an identical fence some yards beyond. The fences ran parallel to each other down the smooth swath where they disappeared into the night. 

If these fences are electrified, I’m in deep trouble—not that I’m not already in it clear up to my neck. And even if these fences aren’t electrified? I’m still on the wrong side of them! How on earth do I get through?

I stretched tentative fingers toward the fence, ready to jerk them back at first contact. My gesture was accompanied by a frenzy of the annoying chittering-buzzing phenomenon. A mere hair’s breadth from the fence, the clamor ceased. 

I swiped my fingers across the fence.

Not electrified. 

I didn’t know that I’d been holding my breath until I let it out.

One obstacle down. Now to find the gate in this thing.

Except there didn’t seem to be a gate—or any way at all through the fences. 

But I just want to go home!

I was starting to whine, and I detest whining. I made myself take some calming breaths. Then I started walking the fence line. I walked perhaps half a mile, growing more anxious with the passing time. 

No gate. 

I turned back and retraced my steps until I thought I was at my starting point. Then I followed the fence line in the other direction. 

Almost immediately I noticed something across the dirt road, something that seemed sort of familiar: the shadows of a three-boulder formation—a very large rock that was taller than me and, butted up against it, two rocks about half the first one’s size, but one piled atop the other.

I stared at the rocks, clueless as to why I was drawn to them. I walked over to them and then turned toward the fence.

You’ve heard of muscle memory? I walked in a straight line from the rocks to the fence. By the glow ahead of my feet I saw that dirt had been recently swirled around the base of a fence post. It took me a minute, but right above the brushed dirt I found a line of severed links in the fence. 

I dug my fingers into the links and pushed the section of cut fence away from me. I shoved it outward until I could crouch and scoot through. On the other side, I pushed the section back into position and, without thought, smoothed the dirt with my hands where the bottom links had scraped it. My hands paused.

I’ve been here before. I’ve done this before.

I was elated to recall something—anything!—if only a scrap. But the more I tried to add a “when and why” to the morsel, the harder it became to grasp the tattered threads and pull them together. I sighed and walked toward the second fence. I looked for and found cut links in this fence, too. 

Moments later I was safely outside the fence line and across another road. I started moving downhill. I encountered a road that ran in roughly the same direction I was headed. I didn’t walk on it, but I followed it, keeping it on my left. I kept moving and lost all sense of time as the night grew darker. 

I was slowing down, though. My body ached and I was weak. Growing weaker.

Was that movement not far ahead? I sucked in my breath and stood stock still. A dark form slunk toward me. I couldn’t make it out but, by its size, it was either coyote or cougar. The predator waited, stock-still, head down, and I caught the gleam of eyes. 

I’m too weak to fight it off. Too weak to run. I shook from illness and fear.

A wisp drifted by my cheek. I cringed and waved it away—only to jerk at the loud clack that resounded out in front of me. I can’t describe it better. It was a clack. The sound, utterly foreign to the foothills around me, startled the creeping creature, too. It turned tail and loped from view. 

I swallowed with difficulty. I was parched and fear clogged my throat. After gulping air until I calmed, I licked my peeling lips and walked on. 

My pace was slow but determined, fueled by my raging thirst and my longing to be home—home where I could collapse into bed and sleep off the sickness thrumming in my bones. I staggered on unsteady legs, and the glow out in front of my feet kept me—many times—from sprawling over obstacles. 

I stumbled upon another road. This one ran crosswise to my heading. Across the road, yet another fence loomed: one more barrier I so obviously had no business being on this side of.

What have I been doing? 

I was scared to answer my own question.

I searched along the fence to my left. I turned back and searched to my right. I was starting to panic again when the ground dropped down into a dry arroyo. I followed the fence line down into the dry gully and found that water had washed the earth out from under the fence. I pushed under it, crawled through the low branches of a scrub piñon tree, and scrambled back onto level ground. I kept moving, more afraid of stopping than of what lay ahead.

My guiding light flickered and went out. I knew what that meant.

I stopped and turned in a slow circle. When the glow brightened I was surprised and then relieved to see that I was, at last, standing close to a manmade trail—a trail relatively free of trip hazards. I stepped onto the trail, turned left toward the lights I’d seen earlier and, with growing confidence, picked up my pace.

Perhaps fifteen minutes later I spied lights ahead. I hurried toward them and into a parking lot above a residential area. The parking lot, too, looked familiar, and I struggled to “place” it but could not.

The lot was empty. A sign proclaimed that the open space was closed after 10 p.m. and that hikers were subject to video surveillance. The second statement was worrying.

What time is it? And where is my car? I couldn’t have set out hiking without first driving here.

I stumbled down the middle of the street, searching for the familiar outline of my Toyota, but I was near the end of myself. My strength was flagging, my thirst almost unbearable. I trod forward at a sluggish pace, hunting for my car.

That’s when I realized that the night was not quite as dark as it had been. Weary and hurting, I squinted at a dark shape around the next corner. It was my car, parked along a curb in the shade of an overgrown tree. 

I blinked, stupidly, at my aging Corolla. Why did I park down here, three blocks from the trailhead? Why would I do that? Why can’t I remember? 

I glanced around, feeling paranoid. Is anyone watching me? 

I frowned. But why would they be? 

Maybe because you weren’t supposed to be inside those fences, dimwit? 

Well, yeah. There was that.

I tried the driver’s door and flinched when it opened with a soft scree and the interior light came on. Compared to the dead quiet of the foothills, the creak of the door could have been a gunshot.

Gunshot. 

In my spotty memory, something sparked, fizzled, then died. I tried to revive it, but couldn’t.

I slid into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut, grateful for my car’s familiar feel and smell. I groped under the seat where I often hooked my keys on the seat’s frame when I went hiking. It was an automatic gesture that was rewarded by the cool, solid feel of metal as my fingers grasped the dangling keys. 

The engine turned over and I pulled away from the curb. A tree limb brushed the roof of my car and I had the strangest déjà vu moment, an almost surreal recollection: That same tree limb brushed the top of my car when I parked under these trees, I realized. Like it did just now. 

It was another tickling thread in my spotty memory, but that was all it was. A loose thread.

Not knowing which direction to take, I switched on my headlights and swung the car into a U-turn and drove. Three turns later I recognized where I was. It would take me a few minutes to get to the freeway, but I felt better already. I knew how to get home from here.

I took the I-40 exit west at Central and Tramway. From there, what should have been a simple, twenty-minute drive took an hour and a half. I mean, all I longed for in the entire world was to go home, crawl into my own bed, pull the covers over my head, and forget this nightmare. 

Except there was nothing simple about that drive. 

I came close to rolling my car around the Carlisle exit. That close call scared me—but not nearly as much as why I almost wrecked my car. 

I pulled over and onto the shoulder of the interstate then. I had to. I slammed the gearshift into park and sat, sobbing and shaking, for close to an hour. 

You see, it wasn’t fully dark anymore. 

My hand on the rearview mirror shook as I adjusted the glass this way and that way, each adjustment more frantic than the last. 

The mirror reflected my car’s back seat and back window. Nothing out of place.

Through the rear window I studied my car’s trunk and the shoulder of the highway behind my car. All as it should be. 

And I could see the driver’s seat headrest behind my head. I could see it just fine. 

I touched the reflection in the rearview mirror and stared, bewildered, at what I couldn’t see. I couldn’t see myself. Not any part of me. 

I was standing on the “crazy” ledge, toes hanging far over it, no saving handhold in sight, the dark bottom a long, distant ways down. 

It took me a while to talk myself off that ledge. 

It took longer before I could drive on.

~~**~~
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​Part 1:
Into the Tunnels
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Chapter 1
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The Back Story

Dear Reader,

I apologize for interrupting. I dropped you smack in the middle of my story’s most traumatic episode, precisely because it was the most traumatic episode. What took place on that mountain—the violent death of my friend and what happened to me—well, what took place there is the key event in my story, but it isn’t the beginning, and beginnings are important.

And so, I’m sorry for yanking you around like this, for taking you back to the beginning.

I’ve begun to write it out now, and I want what I put down to be complete and believable. So I’m going to fill in the missing parts before moving on—the parts like properly identifying myself and providing a proper background.

I don’t know how much time I have to write. It depends on how long it takes General Cushing to figure things out. She is looking for me, although she does not know she’s after me. 

Yet.

I don’t doubt that she will put the pieces together eventually. And when she does? She will set her soldiers to hunt me, the same way she hunted down Dr. Bickel. 

I can’t ensure that this record will survive should I be captured, but I still choose, for my own sanity’s sake, to record everything that has happened. All of it. 

So while I can, I will write. When my account is complete—or when Cushing closes in, whichever comes first—I will hide the file somewhere, perhaps “out there” in the ether. The way Dr. Bickel hid his research notes in the cloud. 

It’s not the best plan, I know, but it’s the best I can do for now. 

This account is my insurance, just in case things go badly wrong.

Not that they haven’t already.

—
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MY FULL NAME IS GEMMA Ellen Keyes. It’s been a month since that awful day in Dr. Bickel’s lab under the mountain. It’s been a month of hiding and a month of coming to terms with my new “normal,” with what I cannot fix or change.

You should know that I’m not a special person. I’m not brave. I’m not smart. And nothing unusual ever happens to me—quite the opposite, in fact! 

When I was growing up, I always believed the most remarkable thing about me was my name: Gemma (pronounced “Jem-muh”) comes from the word gem or jewel, right? And gemstones are beautiful—sparkling and prized—all the things I was not and never would be. 

What I mean to say is that I have always been ordinary. Common. Nondescript. 

I am twenty-six and single, and when this all started I was a woman of average height and weight, average hair and eye color (brownish), average facial characteristics, and underwhelming prospects in life. 

There. That’s a better way to start my story. 

I might be recording these events for personal reasons, too. I don’t know. So much has happened in such a short span of time that I need a way to keep all this craziness straight in my own mind.

When I wrote “for my own sanity’s sake” up above, you thought I was exaggerating, right? Let’s see if you still think that after you’ve read my account. 

I never intended to get involved in the mess I’m about to describe to you. I mean, I had no idea what Dr. Prochanski and Dr. Bickel were really working on—so how could I have known better?

Yes, I made some mistakes and I will confess to some major misjudgments. But how could I have known this would happen?

All right. Enough with the excuses. I need to get on with it.

You should know that I have always been unnaturally shy. My average appearance combined with the way I tend to hide quietly in the background were why people frequently overlooked me. And because people overlooked me, they often underestimated me. 

That might be why I’m still alive at this point.

But it’s also what got me into this fix.

Because other than my name, I am utterly forgettable—so those who never paid much attention to me in the first place haven’t exactly noticed that I’ve disappeared. Vanished. 

Actually, it’s much more complicated than it sounds. 

Yes, I’m still here. 

But I have changed.

Sorry. I keep getting ahead of myself. I want this record to be thorough and complete, and already it reads like the ramblings of a paranoid schizophrenic. I apologize for the “stream of consciousness” approach. I’ll try to keep my account simple and straightforward from now on. 

Hang in there with me. I think you’ll find it . . . interesting.

Before all this started, I lived in the house my aunt left me after she died. It’s as though the little house knew me before I came to live here, because it, too, is unremarkable: A smallish two-bedroom stucco in a rundown neighborhood not far from old downtown Albuquerque.

I still live in my little house—for now. It sits at the back of a cul-de-sac, straight ahead as you follow our street until it curves and ends at my house. Everyone in the neighborhood calls it a cul-de-sac but, to be fair, it’s really an unremarkable dead-end street. 

Aunt Lucy said “cul-de-sac” sounded nicer than “dead end.” I can’t disagree with her there.

Aunt Lucy was our dad’s older sister. Her married name was Lucia Reyes—which is close to the spelling of her maiden name Keyes but is pronounced “Ray-yez.” No matter. We simply called her Aunt Lucy or sometimes Aunt Lu. 

Aunt Lu’s husband, Eduardo, died when he was only thirty-two. Aunt Lu and her husband didn’t have any kids, and Aunt Lucy didn’t get married again. 

That’s where we came in, my twin sister Genie and I. Aunt Lucy was maybe in her forties when she got us. We were sent to live with Aunt Lucy in this house, in this neighborhood, after our parents died in a fire. Genie and I were nine years old. 

One of my strongest memories is of Aunt Lucy folding me into her soft bosom, stroking my hair, and crying with me over the loss of my mom and dad. The pain—the agony—of losing them was a deep, bleeding hole in my heart. I was just a kid, and I didn’t understand grief or how to survive it. If it hadn’t been for Aunt Lucy and her love at that crucial time in my life, I don’t know what would have become of me.

Once in a great while I still feel the fingers of that despair reaching out to grab hold of me. When I sense those sinking feelings trying to latch on, I run to my memories of Aunt Lucy. In that place I can smell her fragrance, feel the soft cushion of her breasts, and hear her heart beating under my cheek. Eventually the hopelessness backs away.

The three of us, Aunt Lucy, Genie, and I, lived together in this house until Genie left for college back east when she and I were eighteen. Then it was just Aunt Lu and me.

I could have gone away to college, too; Dad and Mom didn’t leave us much family, but they did leave us a little insurance money for our educations. That little bit grew over time. I didn’t go away to college, though; I stayed with Aunt Lucy and attended nearby UNM instead. I didn’t want to leave Aunt Lu by herself because she wasn’t well, and I was afraid something serious was wrong with her. 

Genie may have realized something was wrong with Aunt Lucy, too, but she didn’t feel the way I did about Lu. When Mom and Dad died, Genie hadn’t grieved like I had, either. Genie is different. She doesn’t love anyone, I’m afraid, except maybe herself.

Aunt Lucy took us to church every Sunday while we were growing up. I think she hoped and prayed that church would fix Genie—as if!—so we attended faithfully for years. I’m afraid that Aunt Lucy didn’t understand. She didn’t see. Didn’t see what Genie was. 

I hoped for a while that Genie would change, but she didn’t. I lost faith that God could fix that. 

I’ll write more about my sister later. I don’t want to, but I will have to.

It was because of Genie (I will get to her; I promise), that fading into the background became a habit for me. Even before our folks died, I’d learned, like a wild creature, to go still when danger was near. By middle school I’d adopted a fixed, vacant expression. 

It was smart of me to look stupid. 

I didn’t realize until much later that this “trick” I’d picked up in my childhood was a gift of sorts: I could disguise or hide my feelings as I wished. Unless I chose to show my emotions, they stayed tucked away on the inside. It was how this twig was bent; it was how I grew.

Anyway, back to Aunt Lucy. After Genie left for college, I begged Lu to see a doctor and she reluctantly took herself. It wasn’t good news. They told her that she had breast cancer and it was advanced. 

We did all the treatments anyway, and they gave her two more years. The treatments were hard on her, but I am so grateful for those two years.

Aunt Lucy took out a mortgage on her house to pay the medical bills and, with help from hospice, I took care of her myself as the end neared. I did my best and loved her dearly—but love alone cannot hold back the ruin of such a disease. 

I dropped out of school the semester before she died so that I could be with her, so I could let her know how much I loved her. 

It was during Aunt Lucy’s decline that Jake came to live with us. Lu insisted that God had sent him. I disagreed. Why would God pick such an ugly cat to comfort someone as special as Aunt Lu? 

Ugly. Not just unsightly, not merely run-of-the-mill unattractive, but full-on “you-even-scare-your-mamma” ugly. 

Jake was maybe three years old when he crawled up on our side porch in the middle of the night. He set up a wallering fit to raise the dead. He sure raised us from a good night’s sleep! Jake’s left ear and eye were mangled and he was mostly skin and bones—held together by the combined efforts of a large population of vermin. 

That tabby had the biggest, meanest, tomcat mug I’d ever seen—and the charming personality to match! Still, Lu begged me to help him. 

So, for her sake, I prepared to do battle with a brigade of fleas. 

I bathed that cat—and he clawed the mess out of me. (I should have donned raingear and chainmail first.) 

I doctored him—and myself afterward. 

I fed him—and the ungrateful monster sank his teeth into me! 

Over my protests, Jake spent his convalescence on the bed next to Lucy, and she drew a great deal of comfort from his affection. And me? If I so much as walked by Lu’s bed, that wretched excuse for a cat would snarl and swipe at me.

Lord forbid I should try to pet him! Heaven help me if I should show a little kindness! To this day, my hand bears the scars of those misguided advances.

Miserable brute!

I doubted that God would pick the ugliest, nastiest cat alive to comfort someone as special as Aunt Lu, but I was wrong. Jake had been what she needed after all. 

After Aunt Lu died, Jake stalked around the house for days yowling and crying for her. He still lives with me. Or maybe he allows me to live with him. 

The vote is still out on that one.

I said earlier that my sister Genie didn’t love Lu like I did. I meant that. Genie didn’t visit when Aunt Lucy got sick. She didn’t come home when Lu passed. 

Later, when I told Genie that I needed to dip into our education fund to pay the bills that Lu’s new mortgage hadn’t covered, she responded by pulling her share of the money from the joint account. I wasn’t the least bit surprised—I was only relieved that she hadn’t taken my share, too.

So I took care of the remaining bills and paid for Aunt Lucy to have a nice shady spot in the cemetery. Then I dragged my sorry, grieving heart back to school and eked my way through another semester.

—
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I’M SITTING AT AUNT Lucy’s old kitchen table under the dining room window right now, typing up this account on my laptop. Once in a while I look up and glance through the window. I tell myself that I’m admiring the early mums, but I’m really watching our street as it curves and empties into our “cul-de-sac.” 

From this window I can see all vehicles coming or going. 

From this window I will know when they come for me.

While I keep watch, I observe Mr. and Mrs. Flores, my neighbors on the right, and nosey Mrs. Calderón, next door on the left. I watch the Tuckers two doors to my left, on the other side of Mrs. Calderón. 

I watch my old friend, Abe Pickering, who is three doors to my right. He lives on the curve where the street empties into the cul-de-sac, so his house is almost opposite mine. 

I keep watch as I type up this account, and I’ll stay here as long as I can. Until the day someone stands on my doorstep and demands to see Gemma Keyes. 

“Seeing” Gemma is the problem, of course. When that day comes—the day I can’t produce Gemma for those demanding to see her—I’ll have to leave. 

I don’t exactly have a plan for that day yet. 

—
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WITHOUT ACTUALLY GIVING directions to my house, I can say that sometimes on a hot summer day when the wind is right, I catch the wild, warm, moist scent of animals from the Rio Grande Zoo. If you know old Albuquerque, you might be able to visualize how our neighborhood looks: corner bodegas, vivid murals painted on stucco and cinder block walls, narrow streets and tiny houses with patchwork yards owned by the same families for generations, lots of driveways and curbs cluttered with cars (always one or two vehicles in some state of disassembly), sidewalks haunted by transients and, of course, a growing gang presence.

Hmmm. As I type I keep saying “you” as though I’m writing to one particular person, someone I know—which is crazy, because who would that one person be? I trust few people in this world, and I would be crazy to get any of them involved. If things go sideways, they would likely suffer the same fate as I—and I won’t have that.

But as I type away, I find that it is easier to explain what happened if I fix on one person reading my tale. One person who will care about all this. Who will care what becomes of me.

So, Dear Reader, if I keep typing “you” in my story, would you do something for me? Would you pretend that you—whoever you are—that you and I are sitting at my tiny kitchen table under my tiny dining room window, sipping on some hot, sweet tea? Would you pretend that we are looking out my front window, looking past my Texas sage and lavender bushes and over the “dead end” my shabby little neighborhood calls a cul-de-sac? 

Would you imagine then that I’m looking you straight in the eye as I tell you this story? And would you try to believe that nothing I say is the product of a crazy person?

Could you do that? 

Would you do that?

If you are at least willing to try, I thank you from my heart.

—
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WHERE WAS I? OH, YEAH. Like I said, I took time off from school to take care of Aunt Lu. I was about a year behind, but eventually I earned dual bachelor’s degrees in history and accounting from UNM. History was my love, but accounting was more likely to pay the bills.

Genie had finished her degree the year before and already had the first year of law school under her belt when I graduated. I could easily picture her as an attorney. I felt sorry for those who would someday pit themselves against her in court—I knew I would be scared to go up against her.

I was twenty-three when I graduated. I’d earned pretty good grades in college, but what kind of decent, interesting job can you get with history and accounting degrees? 

In probably the best career move I could have made, I had applied for an internship at Sandia at the end of my junior year. “Sandia” as in Sandia National Laboratories, a big federal R&D complex on the Air Force base here in Albuquerque. Sure enough, my accounting studies are what got me in the door.

I worked as a part-time intern for Sandia the last month of my junior year, full-time the summer after my junior year, and then part-time again during my senior year. Mostly I did administrative work. Unremarkable, non-career-boosting administrative “stuff.”

The weird thing is that thousands of people work at Sandia, including some of the brightest minds in the world. So how is it that I, out of all those thousands, landed in this mess? 

And for the record, I am not a traitor. I will name a few people later who are traitors, but I am not one of them.

You have to understand that since those who are searching for me have all the power, this account may be my only opportunity to proclaim my innocence: If they catch me, I’ll likely disappear, never to be heard of again. 

I have to tell my side of the story while I can. 

You should probably have some background on the area I worked in at Sandia so that I don’t lose you as I explain how things unfolded. In a nutshell, we taxpayers pay the federal government to conduct different kinds of research and development at Sandia. The Department of Energy oversees the work.

You may not know this, but DOE isn’t only about “energy.” Its mission has three parts. Yes, the first part is all that stuff about energy and energy conservation, but the second part is science and innovation, and the third part is nuclear safety and security. 

The second and third parts are important to this story.

After World War II ended, everybody got caught up in the Cold War and the nuclear arms race. Some smart people in the government (I don’t think we have those anymore) decided that no single government entity (meaning the military) should have complete control of America’s nuclear weapons.

Yes, the Department of Defense “owned” and maintained the weapons, but to ensure the nation’s “nuclear safety and security,” the nuclear pieces of the stockpile were given to an agency that would, eventually, evolve into the Department of Energy. Basically, DOE controls the “special nuclear material”—the part that makes a bomb or missile nuclear—while Defense manages the conventional weapon and its delivery.

Why keep them separate? Because without the special nuclear material, a nuclear weapon can’t make a big boom with a mushroom cloud.

Just a regular boom.

It’s a much safer world that way. 

DOE makes sure that special nuclear material isn’t put into a weapon without a direct Presidential order. DOE also safeguards nuclear materials so they don’t fall into the hands of terrorists or rogue nations. It’s a big job with a lot at stake.

DOE “rents” space on Kirtland Air Force Base here in Albuquerque for Sandia and for a few of its other programs, like its National Training Center and a hub for the Office of Secure Transportation. The Air Force base provides a secure place for DOE’s activities. 

Win-win.

By the way, I don’t know if the whole “nuclear weapons” thing makes you feel more secure or gets you up on a soap box, but I’m not endorsing either view. I’m merely providing context so that you’ll understand where and how my problem happened.

Anyway, the Air Force owns about 52,000 acres of high desert on the south end of Albuquerque. The base includes some of the foothills of the Manzano Mountains on the east. (Manzano means “apple tree” in Spanish. I read somewhere that early Spanish explorers found an apple orchard somewhere in these mountains when they first arrived—which is curious, since apples aren’t native to America.)

As a nod to the nearby mountains, one of Kirtland’s early names was “Manzano Base.” You’ll want to pay attention to this next part, the part about the mountains.

In the late 1940s, the military decided that the foothills inside Kirtland’s perimeter were good for tunneling. They carved out huge tunnels in the mountain—tunnels big enough to drive trucks in and out—and stored a lot of America’s nuclear stockpile there inside blast-proof, underground steel vaults. The tunnels and storage caverns were dry and stayed basically the same temperature all of the time—a perfect environment for weapons storage and stability. 

They called the mountain facility “Site Able” at first and later renamed it the Manzano Base Weapons Storage Facility. They also dug a big presidential command post inside the mountain in case of nuclear attack. The underground post was supposed to keep the president safe and allow him to direct the government from there in time of war. 

The military circled the whole mountain complex with one hundred twenty-two concrete munitions bunkers and what was called a “Perimeter Intrusion Detection and Assessment (or Alarm) System,” or “PIDAS,” monitored by armed guards. The PIDAS was more than the tall, razor-wire-topped fences (one of which was electrified) that ran parallel to each other around the mountain. Between the fences they graded a great swath of dirt. They laid wire mesh on the ground and covered the mesh with a layer of dirt. If intruders stepped on the wire mesh, sensors in the mesh would detect and report the intrusion. 

For a while, as you might imagine, that facility was a Very Big Deal. 

Later, with the advent of thermonuclear weapons, the government realized that the mountain couldn’t withstand such an attack, so they abandoned the presidential command post. Eventually they also moved the weapons out of the mountain and into a hardened underground storage facility called the Kirtland Underground Munitions Storage Complex—pronounced “Koom-Sec.” 

Where is KUMSC exactly? Apparently “everyone” knows a big slice of America’s nuclear weapons arsenal is stored south of the Albuquerque Sunport’s runways. (Think of that the next time you fly into our fair city.)

Many of the weapons stored in KUMSC are in a queue awaiting disarmament. That said, out of fifteen states “hosting” nuclear weapons, KUMSC still has the largest stockpile. 

Well, it’s nice to be recognized for something. 

Back to the Manzano storage facility. 

After the military removed the nukes, they no longer had a use for the facility. Today the facility sits empty for the most part—but the tunnels are still there. The vaults and research plants are still there. Lots of rooms and tunnels and munitions bunkers and stuff are still there. It’s all still there. And these days the base provides only minimal security to the mountain. 

Those are the parts you should remember. 

Now more about Sandia. Many of Sandia’s programs apply to our nation’s nuclear weapons, but other big programs are listed on the science and innovation side. I interned in an area called microelectromechanical systems or MEMS. 

Microelectromechanical systems is a mouthful, but please don’t glaze over! Cut “micro/electro/mechanical systems” into four pieces and think about each slice separately. 

“Micro” means really tiny—micron tiny. Micron-sized things can’t be seen with the naked eye. In fact, you need a scanning electron microscope to see micron-sized particles. 

I think we all know what “electro” refers to: Whatever the gizmo is, it runs on electricity. 

Now add “mechanical” to micro and electro and you get “a really tiny mechanical device that runs on electricity.” 

A mechanical device may be, technically, a robot—not a cartoon robot that acts as a household servant and not a scary AI that runs a space ship and intones, I’m sorry, Dave. I’m afraid I can’t do that, in a creepy, emotionless voice. No, I’m talking about a teensy-tiny gadget. 

(Side note: I’m not saying that teensy-tiny gadgets can’t be disturbing and scary. I should know.) 

Don’t disregard the last part, “systems.” A single device is one thing; a system is much more. I looked up the definition of “system,” and the one I think best applies to MEMS is, “A group of interacting mechanical or electrical components.” A system in this situation means a group of microelectromechanical devices interacting and acting in concert. 

Now, think of that entire system as smaller than a micron—submicron in size. At a thousand times smaller than a micron, it’s called nanotechnology. 

Of course, smart nanotechnology, adaptive nanotechnology is supposed to be futuristic. Fantastic. Sci-Fi.

Riiight. 

Yes, I’m mocking.

Do I understand the science behind MEMS and nanotechnology? I bombed chemistry in high school and college, so no. I don’t understand it all. You don’t need to understand it, either. 

Just remember really small stuff. I’ll fill in the details as we go along. 
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NOW YOU KNOW WHAT I mean when I say that I worked as an intern in the MEMS program, but not in a lab or doing science stuff. I just performed “administrivia”—making appointments, ordering supplies, scheduling meetings, typing agendas and minutes, filing, etc. And likely, the most I could expect Sandia to offer me after graduation was a full-time admin position. Doing more of the same. 

Although it would have been a good paying job, did I really want to be a glorified secretary my whole life? Even I—average, ordinary Gemma—rebelled against the idea. What kind of future was that to look forward to for forty years?

The thing was, Dr. Prochanski, the lead scientist of one of the teams, suggested that I had an aptitude for project management—and project management seemed a much brighter career path. I did some research and found that project managers or project controls specialists can earn a pretty good living and can work on lots of different, interesting projects. So, during my senior year, I took a PM certification night course through UNM Continuing Education. 

It was rough, managing twenty hours of work a week, all of my graduation requirements, and a night course, but I stuck it out. I might be average, but I’m tenacious. In the end, my tenacity paid off.

After I earned my degrees and my PM certificate, Dr. Prochanski sent me a link to a contractor position in his lab! Sandia often hires a subcontractor company to fill certain staffing positions, usually when staffing needs are temporary or are financed through grants or limited-life funding. 

I was okay with being a subcontractor. Lots of Sandians start as subcontractors and then are hired as regular Sandia employees. 

I applied for the job, and the subcontractor company, Global Staffing Alliance, offered me an entry-level project coordinator position on Dr. Prochanski’s team. I was stoked! 

The job was part administrative assistant, part inventory and project controls, but my position title meant I was logging real hours in project management. All I had to do was keep learning and in three years I’d be able to sit for my Project Management Professional certification exam.

I want to say a few words about Dr. Prochanski since he plays a large role early in my tale. The man was a demanding boss and a stickler for detail, but detail was something I did well. Because I seemed to always have a handle on “the details,” he grew quite affable toward me. That was when he suggested that I study project management during my senior year.

As a young intern I found it hard to believe that anyone actually noticed and valued me enough to advise me. I felt honored that Dr. P had taken a personal interest in me. And maybe because my dad had died when I was a kid, Dr. P’s attention spoke to a need I had. 

I could count on one hand the number of people who had extended a helping hand to me as I grew up, so is it surprising that I felt a strong sense of gratitude and loyalty toward Dr. Prochanski? Can you blame me for trusting him?

I don’t think you can fault me, but it was still a huge mistake.

~~**~~
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​Chapter 2
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I had been working in the MEMS program about a year when I first laid eyes on General Cushing. I arrived at work that morning, put my things away, and started brewing coffee for Dr. Prochanski and myself. I wasn’t late to work; in fact, I was ten minutes early, but Dr. P already had a guest. 

“Gemma, this is General Cushing. Please bring us coffee as soon as the pot is ready, will you?”

Cushing’s rank and name likely conjure images of a lean but muscled old soldier, posture rigid, face cemented in unyielding lines, iron-gray hair cut high and tight.

Let me disabuse you of that impression. 

General Imogene Cushing is short and a tiny bit plump. She wears her beautiful silvered hair in an elegant braid knotted at the nape of her neck, and she knows how to smile sweetly. 

With the deadliest of sharks. 

You wouldn’t suspect a two-star general, an Air Force O-8, of being a traitor, would you? And yet she has proven herself to be merciless, unscrupulous, and unrelenting—and no great supporter of our nation’s Bill of Rights. If or when things here go wrong, she will be the one coming for me.

I made the coffee and took two mugs into Dr. P’s office. General Cushing smiled at me, her pointy teeth bright and gleaming. Her dark eyes bored holes in my back as I set Dr. P’s mug on his desk. 

“So you’re Gemma. Dr. Prochanski has been telling me how helpful you are to him.”

It was my first encounter with Cushing, and I didn’t like her. The way she dragged out the word “helpful”? It was demeaning, in a sort of sly, backhanded way. 

Many of my female professors had raged against “the glass ceiling” and against the men in high places who keep women down. What those professors didn’t address were the women who’d made it, the women who’d broken through that glass ceiling, the minority who were breathing that rarified air—and who preferred to keep it that way.

My feminist profs encouraged us to Lean In—as the book of the same name urged—but the instructors forgot to warn us of the women who would sabotage us when we tried to. They didn’t mention those who wanted to remain one of the few women with power, the ones who were determined to keep their lofty heights uncluttered by other female competition and who viewed other women as potential threats.

Men keeping women down might be a real problem, but my profs should have encountered General Cushing. What a workshop that would have produced!

I blinked, and my ever-ready shuttered expression snapped into place. “Yes, ma’am. Will there be anything else?” When I met her gaze I was confident she’d see nothing more than an inane government drone. No threat at all.

Her eyes narrowed briefly but she smiled again and
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