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I must survive. For Dr. Bickel’s sake, I must survive.

But how does a hunted woman—an invisible woman with no identity—outrun and outwit the enemies of a visible world?

Weakened by the nanomites’ drain, Gemma flees from General Cushing’s pursuit. She seeks refuge in Dr. Bickel’s vacant safe house—and finds a temporary haven while her body recovers from the nanomites’ damage.

While the mites search for Dr. Bickel (intent upon facilitating his rescue), Gemma appropriates a new identity and, piece by painstaking piece, secures a foothold in the real world, one that allows her to move about unnoticed.

Having forged a shaky ceasefire between the nanomites and herself, Gemma begins to rethink her attitude toward the unwanted pests and begins to doubt her decisions: Is she taking the wrong approach? Is her greatest resource right under her nose? 

With reluctance, Gemma admits that she may be discounting her best defense.

“Nano, I wish we could find a means to function better. Together. More efficiently. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m interested in improved relations and faster and more effective communication. Enhanced communication could lead to, um, greater exchanges of information and understanding, maybe even, um, consensus (*gag*) and cooperation. An enriched relationship could result in, um, superior decisions—perhaps collaboration and mutual support—especially when we are in tight spots.”

To Gemma’s amazement and grave misgivings, the nanomites, who had previously withstood her every overture, show themselves to be her allies.

Or are they? 

The struggle for control is on.
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As the boot completed, my laptop pinged a new email. I hadn’t received many emails of late, but I didn’t much care. Tonight, I was divesting myself of all that remained of Gemma Keyes. As soon as I was finished here, she would be gone.

I almost ignored the ping. Shrugging, I opened my email for the last time. My Inbox read one new email. I didn’t recognize the sender but the subject line gripped me. Ice water poured over me in waves, scrambling my skin.

Sorry about the spam.

I couldn’t move.

“No, no, no, no, no. Not possible! Not!” The mites stirred, uneasy at my dismay and the panic that held me in a constricting vise.

Frantic, I clicked into my spam folder and sorted through the junk mail. Nothing of note.

I started at the top and did it again. Nothing.

My hands were wet with perspiration but I was freezing. I scrubbed my palms on my jeans and then hugged myself. I stared again at the new email: Sorry about the spam.

It’s how he contacted me the first time, I told myself. Who else could have sent it?

“But it’s not how we communicated after that,” I whispered. We’d used a message in my Draft folder with the subject line Position Description to communicate.

But I purged that file not long after I realized Cushing would, eventually, be looking at me, snooping in my life.

Hands shaking, I opened the draft folder. There, in a folder I had emptied, was a lone draft message with subject line Position Description.

The date stamp read today.

I clicked on the email and scanned the hasty, garbled message.

G,

Yes, alive. Top S. mil installation don’t no where

purge draft folder after ​


1 guard @night. 3 rotate nights. Taught all Samba. 



I was dizzy, light-headed. “Why in the world would he teach the guards Samba?”

Guard lax Left smart phone on card table Went to answer phone at desk. Enuf time 4me to get to anonymous email account.

He put more care into the next lines, signaling their importance.

Told you I uploaded my research to secure place in cloud. As you said: No such place. “Cloud” is still real server with actual hard drives. Vulnerable. Uploaded all—every part of life’s work—to only place could never be hacked. You know. Safe

The message ended there.

He ran out of time to write more. My finger traced the words on the screen, rereading and reading between the lines. It had been enough to jog my memory, to recall Dr. Bickel’s lecture the first time I visited his lab under the mountain,

. . . as I said, Gemma, five tribes. Alpha Tribe holds the nanocloud’s collective memories and learning. Think of them as being the library—the historians—of the nanocloud.

Then, like a line of falling dominoes, bits and pieces of evidence and observation fell into place and began to gel, to make sense. What had Dr. Bickel said?

“Alpha Tribe holds the nanocloud’s collective memories and learning,” he’d bragged.

While I stared at the screen, the truth synced. It clicked into place.

I understood.

The nanomites carried Dr. Bickel’s research! They were the “safe” place to which he’d uploaded his data!

I knew, then. I knew why the nanocloud clung to me and refused all my commands to leave. I understood what I carried and the great, the awesome responsibility thrust upon me.

I finished reading, purged the folder, and closed my email. I sat in front of my laptop, considering, for the second time, news of Dr. Bickel’s return from death to life.

For a while I let my thoughts roam over happier days spent in the lab under the mountain, his pride in the nanomites, his struggle to hold his cards right, his shy pleasure when he brought out one of his fantastical desserts.

“Oh, Nano,” I whispered. “We need to find him. We need to find Dr. Bickel and get him out. We need—”

I covered my eyes with my hands, overcome that my dear friend was still alive, overwhelmed by the futility of such a task.

The room behind my closed eyes brightened. I lowered my hands and stared at the laptop’s screen. On a bright silver background, in bold, glowing blue words, it read,

WE CONCUR GEMMA KEYES

STAND BY

SEARCHING

MESSAGE ORIGINATION

~~**~~
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Late October

My overwhelmed brain fixed on the blue letters glowing in my dark living room, but I had trouble translating them, understanding what they implied.

WE CONCUR GEMMA KEYES

STAND BY

SEARCHING

MESSAGE ORIGINATION

My eyes returned to the nanomites’ three lines of text. The statements were simple; the inferences were huge. Immense! My hands remained frozen on the keyboard as I fumbled my way through the significance of the nanomites’ message: They were aware of what went on around them.

When I’d uttered the words, “We need to find Dr. Bickel and get him out,” they had heard me. More than that, they agreed with me—and they were already tracing Dr. Bickel’s email, attempting to pinpoint his location.

Dr. Bickel’s email!

Oh, Dr. Bickel! You are alive? Where are you, my sweet old friend? Can the nanomites uncover your location? Is there any way—any hope—that the nanomites and I could find you and help you escape?

I shifted my eyes away from the screen as additional realizations disturbed and clogged my thinking: The nanomites were communicating with me? After these many weeks of frustration, after all my efforts and many attempts to reach them, to reason with them, to get them off me and out of me—NOW they were speaking?

And, apparently, they did know my name and actually “heard” and paid attention to what I said?

Grrr!

The bright message superimposed upon my laptop’s screen began to fade, disclosing the body of Dr. Bickel’s email behind it. I shook myself, set aside my anger—however justified—and copied the email text into a new file, deleted the email, then purged the folder and the trash.

The screen glowed silver again, interrupting my tasks. More blue words appeared.

INTRUSION DETECTED

NETWORK COMPROMISED

WIRELESS ACCESS

TERMINATED FROM

REMOTE TERMINAL

I sucked in a breath. Cushing! She didn’t leave—she’s here and monitoring me in real time! And I still needed to upload the file containing Dr. Bickel’s email and the all-important file that documented my experiences with the nanomites.

As I groped for the flash drive, I reproached myself for my stupidity. Why, oh, why did I write everything down? For what purpose? How could I have been so foolish? So stupid!

I didn’t need to answer my own censure. I had been a different person “back then,” before the nanomites had invaded me. My trials since then had made me wiser.

New words flashed onto the screen.

GO NOW

GEMMA KEYES

Cold sweat prickled my skin, but I couldn’t leave my journal for Cushing to find—Abe, Zander, and Emilio were named in it! And if I deleted the file but did not trash the hard drive, her IT people would recover the deleted file.

Again, the screen flashed.

GEMMA KEYES

GO NOW

NOW

NOW

NOW

The mites stung my hand to spur me into action. I was out of time—but was I out of options? No—because the nanomites could hear me. 

Fine. Then let them do the work.

“Nano!” My voice was harsh. Ragged. “Upload files, ‘Gemma’s Log’ and ‘Email Text.’ Then burn the hard disk!”

I resigned myself to whatever happened next: The mites would either listen and do what I commanded or they would ignore me—as they had for the most part so far.

If the mites refused to follow my directions, then I was done for. I was determined to deny Cushing my firsthand testimonial—that ill-conceived record of my experiences with Dr. Bickel’s nanomites. With that file in her possession, Cushing would know my current predicament and all my vulnerabilities. More than that, she would know who my friends were—the people I loved—and she would not hesitate to use them as leverage to bend me to her will. 

So, if the nanomites refused my instructions, I would stay and delete the files and try to trash the hard drive. Even if it meant capture.

I would let Cushing take me before I placed my friends in harm’s way.

While those thoughts flashed through my mind, I jammed the flash drive into the USB port and opened a command prompt—but before I could begin to type, two blue streaks jetted from my fingertips. My hands jerked and pulled away, yet the two streaks of light converged on the screen, unfurled as a blue aura that overspread the flash drive and body of the laptop, retracted, returned to me, and vanished.

The laptop’s screen dimmed and died. Wisps of smoke tried to follow the laser beams as they withdrew into my hands, but they could not.

The smell of fried electronics wafted up to my nostrils.

“Huh!”

The background thrum in my head rose in volume and urgency.

I raced for the back door, leaving my bug-out bags on the couch. I had my hand on the door handle when I heard the rush of booted feet upon the driveway.

Too late. Cushing and her thugs hadn’t left after all. She’d used an age-old military ploy, a feigned withdrawal—and I’d fallen for it.

The back door crashed open—almost flattening me against the wall behind it. I dropped into a crouch as a stacked line of armed men clad in black tactical garb and gear poured into my tiny house. They shouted, “Federal agents!” and “Gemma Keyes! Show yourself!”

Not a chance.

I pushed my backside into the crack between the fridge and the wall where I stored the broom and mop.

As the first man charged by me—his head canted toward the dining room—I saw he was equipped with weird goggles that protruded forward, beyond his face.

Night vision goggles? Thermal imaging? If the man wearing the goggles looked my way, would he see my heat signature?

Or would the nanomites mask it?

I had no idea—and right then was no time to find out. I curled into a ball and made myself as small a target as I could manage. My crouch sank into a deep squat; my thighs screamed in protest.

The last man rushed by me and turned the corner into the dining room. From farther within the house I heard multiple shouts of “Clear!”

I wasn’t going to wait around for them to come back. I bolted out the back door and swung left, heading around the garage. If more of Cushing’s goggle-geared goons were about, I needed to put distance and as many physical barriers as possible between them and me. Although I could still hear shouted commands and responses coming from inside my house, I rounded the back of the garage without anyone raising an alarm at my escape.

In the rear corner of my lot, I shimmied up and over the rough cinder block wall into a neighbor’s yard. I landed on the other side and did not pause to consider the scrapes and bruises I’d sustained. I raced through the yard, tripped over a sprinkler, got up, stumbled past the neighbor’s confused dog and out their side gate. I hit the open street and headed toward the downtown area where, if Cushing’s men followed me, I hoped barhopping foot traffic would confuse their thermal-imaging readings and make pursuit difficult.

Of course, I couldn’t make it all the way downtown in one effort. I ran until I could run no farther, then slumped down between two parked cars. My lungs were on fire. The huge adrenaline boost my body had produced was wearing off, and I shook all over.

Out on the street, all was dark and quiet.

No pursuit so far.

After ten minutes, I made myself get up and get moving.

Good thing I had a place to hide.

Because I could never go back home.

~~**~~
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I arrived at Dr. Bickel’s safe house midmorning. I was beyond exhausted; I was teetering on the ragged edge of a breakdown, physically and emotionally.

After evading Cushing and her soldiers the night before, I had pushed on until I reached the downtown area and mingled with crowds of partiers and bar hoppers. I wandered down Central until I was beyond the nightclubs and foot traffic. Once I was the lone heat signature on the street and no longer felt safe, I ducked into a twenty-four-hour pancake place, found a corner to collapse into, and slept.

I awoke, stiff, bleary-eyed, and lightheaded. It was very early morning, and the breakfast rush was just starting. A kink throbbed in my neck.

The clock on the restaurant wall told me I’d slept a solid six hours, but the fatigue reaching its fingers deep into my bones persisted. Had it been only yesterday when the nanomites drained me in their attempt to keep me quiet about them? Had it been only yesterday when I defied them and told Zander and Abe everything? When I begged Abe to take Emilio in? When Cushing and her swat team stormed the cul-de-sac and my house? Not once but twice?

I struggled to my feet and slumped against the wall. After the dizziness passed, I helped myself to a large coffee in a to-go cup, left two crumpled dollar bills next to the cash register, and jostled by a couple of high school students as they came in.

No one saw me sitting outside against the restaurant’s east-facing wall, sipping my coffee while warming myself and massaging the knot out of my neck. The coffee helped wake me up a little, but the caffeine did nothing for the black depression swimming around in my gut.

Here I sat, no better than a vagrant on the street. Pursued. Hunted like a criminal.

Alone.

I’d never felt so . . . forsaken.

My fingers picked at the chain around my neck, and I pulled the cross hanging from it into my hand. Its smooth, polished surface comforted me—and reminded me of Emilio and the hours he must have spent carving it, rubbing it until the wood glowed.

All while perched on the curb outside his uncle’s house.

Just a child.

Alone and neglected.

Yeah, you have it so rough, Gemma. Quit whining and get moving.

The last of my coffee swirled at the bottom of the cup. I downed the dregs and crushed the paper. When I felt that I had some wits about myself, I trudged toward a transit stop. Two transfers later, I stepped off a bus a few blocks from my new digs.

So weary! Three blocks seemed three miles.

I stumbled down the alley, over the wall, to the back door, and performed a cursory check for recent footprints or other signs that Cushing had found my hiding place. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, I let myself in. I closed and locked the door behind me.

Safe. Safe for the moment.

I glanced around the simple kitchen and sighed. After all my careful preparations, I had brought nothing with me, not one thing: no spare clothes, no personal items, no food. No treasured keepsakes. Just what I wore—Uncle Eduardo’s baggy old shirt over worn jeans and t-shirt—and some wadded-up cash in my pocket.

I wonder what Cushing will make of my bug-out bags and the chunk of change I left in them?

I was grateful for the few dollars in my pocket; I was more grateful for the large stash of bundled bills I’d hidden in the wall behind the kitchen stove here in Dr. Bickel’s house. Yeah, I’d lost my shopping bags and would have to jury-rig another set, but what were my handy-dandy bags in comparison to my freedom?

Still, I felt their loss. Those items would have lent familiarity and comfort to this foreign place where I’d gone to ground.

With growing pessimism dogging my steps, I wandered through the house and took stock: typical single-floor, one-bath, three-bedroom, ranch-style home, circa 1950-something—so archetypical of the “mid-century modern” look that was coming back into vogue. Thick, lined drapes covered every window, blocking all but the brightest of outside light—and, I figured, blacking out interior lights, too. Dr. Bickel had prepared this place to hide in, after all, had the circumstances dictated.

The shotgun kitchen was clean and functional but dated like the rest of the house. It included an old-school microwave featuring real numbers that flipped over when you turned the timer knob rather than a touchscreen digital readout. Bifold doors near the back door hid an aged washer and dryer. I say “aged,” because they looked exactly like the washer and dryer Aunt Lucy owned when I was a kid—and that set had seemed ancient back then.

Dr. Bickel’s appliances were at least twenty-five years old, but they still looked new. Like they’d been set in place decades ago and were still waiting to be used.

Yeah. Weirder and weirder.

The tiny bathroom echoed when I stepped inside. The room had no window and, like the kitchen, the enameled fittings were an outmoded pinky-flesh tone and the tub’s tiles were plain white interspersed with a smattering of faded turquoise ones. Dr. Bickel had not stocked the bathroom—it contained not a single item: no hand soap, no towels, no bathmat, no shower curtain.

No wonder it echoed!

Oh. And no toilet paper.

Thanks a lot, Dr. Bickel. Were you planning on grabbing a roll or two before you ducked in here to hide? Or did you leave an old Sears catalogue handy?

The smallest bedroom was unfurnished; the largest had an empty dresser and a single bed. I stared with longing at the bare mattress. A pillow and folded sheets and blankets waited on the bed. I pounded the pillow, shook fine dust out of the sheets and blankets, and—sneeze, cough—made up the bed, after which I checked out the last room.

Dr. Bickel had, at one time, used the middle-sized bedroom as an office. The room contained an old desk, a chair, and some discarded office supplies. I could tell where a computer and printer had sat at one time—a power strip and some cords lay scattered under the desk; even spied a few five-and-a-quarter-inch floppy disks in the trash.

Wow. Way old school.

I picked up a cheap extension cord from the office floor. I went back to the bedroom, plugged the cord into a wall outlet, and collapsed into the bed with the cord’s other end clutched in one hand. I stared at the ceiling in the dim light, declining the invitation to give in to despair—but only because I was too tired to indulge in full-blown depression. Besides, the hopelessness would be waiting for me when I woke up.

I will have plenty of time to wallow in self-pity.

The last thing I remembered before sliding off a cliff into oblivion was the tingling sensation of electrical current pulsing through my hand as the nanomites fed.

***
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GENERAL IMOGENE CUSHING walked the length of the table and considered the “take,” the various objects her people had retrieved from the home of Gemma Keyes. The array of belongings spread out on the table seemed an odd, eclectic collection.

“What are these?” She pointed to two fabric grocery bags and addressed the three agents hovering nearby.

The two men slanted looks at each other and then at the third agent, a woman. Agent Janice Trujillo sneered at the men before answering Cushing. “We found these bags and the laptop in the dining room after the second team went in, ma’am.”

“They weren’t in the house during the first raid?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Really, Miss Trujillo? How interesting.” Cushing fingered one of the bags. “And what do you make of these, er, sacks?”

Trujillo swallowed. “They are ordinary, reusable shopping bags, ma’am, but the straps have been lengthened so that, we assume, Keyes could carry them over her shoulders.”

“And all these items were in the two bags?” Cushing eyed the bags’ contents, including a large amount of cash, laid out on the table in a neat line. “Even the money?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What do you deduce?”

“The bare essentials, ma’am: clothing, toiletries, food, water, cash, cell phone. Everything she would need on the run.”

“What of the phone?”

“Never used, ma’am. No incoming or outgoing calls. Ever.”

“And yet she left all these things.”

“I believe we surprised her with the second raid—as we’d intended.”

Cushing held herself erect; her silvered hair sat at the nape of her neck in an elegant, knotted braid, not a strand out of place. She was polished and commanding, the epitome of a career military woman. However, she was not a tall woman; Cushing was, in fact, short and somewhat rounded.

Those moderating factors, nevertheless, did nothing to allay the anxiety in the room: Every agent under her authority knew that Cushing suffered no fools.

“Ah. We surprised her, did we? And yet she was, somehow, able to wipe and destroy the hard disk of her laptop in a matter of minutes? Or seconds?”

She spoke her question with mild curiosity, but the strain around her grew.

Agent Trujillo focused her sight on the wall over Cushing’s shoulder rather than risk being snared in the net of Cushing’s deep, beady eyes—much as a doomed deer is caught by the headlights of an oncoming truck.

“Yes, ma’am, she was, and the forensic team has not been able to ascertain the, uh, method by which she destroyed the hard disk.”

“Oh?”

Tensions ratcheted up another notch.

“The disk was burned, um, melted while inside the laptop, and yet the laptop’s case bears no evidence of a point of entry. The forensic team says they are, um, stumped as to how she burned the disk without leaving an entrance point.”

“What could melt a hard disk in this manner, Miss Trujillo.” General Cushing did not ask; she demanded.

“Our technicians suggest a tiny, focused laser would do similar damage, ma’am. Again, however, they are unable to ascertain how a laser could be brought to bear on the laptop without melting the plastic case surrounding it.”

“And they could pull absolutely nothing from said disk?”

“Nothing, ma’am, not even fragments. One of our technicians suggests that the disk was degaussed prior to it being melted.”

“Harrumph.” Cushing’s glare could have blistered Trujillo had the younger woman’s eyes not been fixed on that invisible point somewhere over the general’s shoulder.

Cushing turned on her heel and picked up the offending laptop. She turned it over in her hands. “A laser, you say.”

“One possibility, ma’am.”

“You have another possibility in mind, Miss Trujillo? Care to share?” Cushing barked.

“N-no, ma’am.”

“But if a laser did this, then how did it leave no mark on the outside?”

Trujillo realized that Cushing was speaking to herself and, wisely, made no answer.

Cushing set the laptop down and placed a hand upon one of the grocery bags. She muttered under her breath, “She had these bags packed and ready to go, but she left them—and yet she took the time to burn the hard drive on her computer, to wipe it first and then melt it? How? And why? What was on the laptop that was of more importance than survival gear? Than this money?”

Cushing’s focus shifted. “Where did the cash come from, Miss Trujillo?”

“The forensics team is working to track the serial numbers, ma’am, but none are sequential. The team did detect trace amounts of cocaine and methamphetamine on the plastic wrapping and on the bills themselves.”

“Drug money?”

Trujillo nodded. “That would be my assumption, ma’am.”

“Gemma Keyes and drug money? Absurd.” But Cushing replayed her conversation with Gemma’s twin sister from the night of the raid.

Gemma’s sister had smirked and said, “Whatever my sister’s involvement in your ‘serious national security incident’ might be, I can guarantee that it is minimal—at best. She is not what you’d call the sharpest tool in the shed.”

And Cushing had replied, “I believe Gemma likes to give that impression, Miss Keyes. However, I’ve become convinced that she is, ah, sharper than you credit her.”

Cushing’s upper lip twitched. Yes, Gemma Keyes, you are sharper than even I had believed. Where are you, dear Gemma? What are you up to? And how did you manage to escape my agents not once, but twice?

Not for the first time did Cushing’s puzzlement turn to the interviews of Gemma’s neighbors from that same night. Of particular interest were the comments of Gemma’s next-door neighbor, the ever-so-helpful Mrs. Calderón: “Why, I haven’t seen Gemma in weeks, even though I know she is in there. She ignores me and will not open the door when I knock and ring the bell . . . she picks the mail up after dark and she puts the garbage out during the night before collection day and puts the can back the night after . . . .”

At Cushing’s frustrated growl, the three agents stood straighter, but the general did not notice. 

I am missing something. It is right here, in the evidence, in the melted hard drive, in the witness statements.

Her upper lip lifted in what might have been construed as a smile by those who were unacquainted with Imogene Cushing.

The three agents exchanged covert looks: They knew better.

It was not a smile; it was a predator’s snarl.

Cushing’s mouth curved more, and her eyes narrowed. It is only a matter of time before I put the pieces together, Miss Keyes.

~~**~~
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I slept through the afternoon, evening, and night and awoke before dawn, groggy and disquieted. I had dreamed of Zander, Abe, and Emilio; of Mateo and Arnaldo Soto and his dead eyes; of General Cushing and my evil twin, Genie. My dreams had mashed all these people together into strange, implausible scenarios and anxiety-generating chases.

As I came awake, my heart was thumping; my mouth was dry.

No bueno.

While I downed two glasses of water, I forced myself to mentally pull apart my mashed-up dreams, sorting truth from lie, fact from fiction:

Zander, Abe, and Emilio—my friends and the good guys. Check.

Mateo and Soto—gangsters and very bad dudes. Check.

Genie and General Cushing—baddies and bosom buddies (not!) who registered at a whole other level on the Universal Scale of Evil. Check.

My friends—safe for now. No one chasing them. Check.

My enemies—unaware of my location or state of invisibility. Check.

I was safe.

My friends were safe.

The dreams were figments of my exhausted body and overstimulated imagination.

Check and check.

I rinsed my face and more cobwebs from my mind. I needed coffee in the worst way and my stomach rumbled its needs, too.

The lengthy sleep had done me good, but what the mites had done to deplete me—followed so closely by Cushing’s assault on my home—had worn me down to a nub. It would take time to heal from the nanomites’ drain, and I would not be able to do much until my body recovered its strength. To recuperate, I would need fuel.

I wandered into the kitchen and opened cupboards. The kitchen was furnished with most everything I’d ever need to prepare meals except for, you know, actual food.

“Great.”

Yet I had to eat, and soon.

I snuck out the back door in the predawn light and walked four blocks to the nearest gas station/minimart. Those four blocks seemed like miles and took most everything I had left.

Inside the little store, I grabbed a handful of little packs of cashews, some bags of trail mix, and two energy bars and stuffed them under my t-shirt, tucking the hem of the shirt into my jeans to hold the items. The cashier was busy with a line of customers gassing up on their way to work, so I grabbed a coffee, too. The hot cup was too dangerous to carry around under my shirt, but the nanomites provided cover for it before I asked them to.

It was downright galling how the mites could be so accommodating one minute and utterly obstinate the next.

As the line to the register began to clear out, I left a grimy twenty-dollar bill on the counter and pushed through the door. The cashier looked up from habit when the buzzer on the door sounded, but I kept going.

What’s he gonna do? I mean other than think he’s lost his ever-loving marbles?

I didn’t much care. I was famished. Weak. I plopped down on a patch of grass not far from the gas station and pulled my loot out from under my shirt. I selected an energy bar, but broke off and ate only half of it.

I don’t know how long I’ll need to make these last, I told myself. Besides, what my convalescing body wanted, the food I really craved and needed, was hot and filling—like the full-on breakfasts they were serving at the pancake house when I’d awakened early yesterday.

I sipped the coffee and ate the rest of the energy bar anyway. I was just too hungry. Then I walked home—not to the comforting familiarity of my little casa, but to Dr. Bickel’s sterile safe house. My new digs.

Guess I should be thankful to have a place, any place, I admitted, even as my stomach demanded more fuel.

Inside Dr. Bickel’s home, I penned “to do” and shopping lists and salivated at the images dancing in my head: platters of buttery scrambled eggs, syrupy waffles, and fat, juicy sausages.

Oh! And steaming hash browns, all golden and crispy on the outside.

Gurgle. Growl. Drool.

I sighed and penned “car” at the top of my list.

I can’t do much on foot. I need transportation.

Big problem.

I had cash, so money wasn’t the hitch—human interaction was.

I’m so stinking tired. I must have food, real food to recover. Then I need a phone. A computer and Internet access. And—

The astonishing events of two nights past popped into my head: Apparently, the nanomites could do a whole lot more than I’d thought they could. I simply needed to figure out how to use them differently. Make them shoulder more of the load.

“Nano.” I spoke aloud and felt that inner stillness as the nanomites came to attention. “Nano, we had better get on the same page, you and I. No more ignoring me—or, worse still, fighting me and my decisions. We are stuck with each other, but I drive this boat, not you.”

The quiet in my head persisted; I closed my eyes to revel in it.

That peaceful, welcome solitude had been my underappreciated norm prior to the nanomite invasion. However, since that day, I’d endured a continual hum in the back of my head when the mites were at rest—an indefinable but incessant vibration some might describe as “white noise”—not to mention the chittering, buzzing, chipping, and droning of their activity when they were up to something.

At present, they were still—and the hush was bliss.

I’d figured out that absolute silence on the part of the nanomites meant one of two things: Either they were waiting for me to speak, or they were holding a confab. A confab, Dr. Bickel had told me, was a summit of the five nanotribes, a meeting where they presented data, reasoned with each other, and arrived at a consensus regarding a decision or a course of action.

Were they listening or confabbing?

“Nano! Do you hear me? We have got to work together to survive and find Dr. Bickel. You need to help me when I ask for it, like you did when you burned my laptop. Um, thank you for that, by the way.”

I waited and the intermission lengthened. I guess I was waiting for an answer, but we hadn’t hammered out a communication strategy, a means for them to respond to me—now that it was obvious that they could communicate if they chose to.

How could I prod them into regular communication? If—and a very big “if” at that—if the nanomites were willing to talk, how could I get them started? What would it look like?

I had already tried everything I could think of, to no avail: The mites had been determined to ignore my overtures. But now that we knew Dr. Bickel was alive, could the nanomites have changed their collective mind?

I thought back to Dr. Bickel’s lab in the tunnels. He had spoken aloud to them and the swarm had propelled itself into the air and bunched up to form letters.

HELLO

That was how they had greeted me in Dr. Bickel’s lab under the mountain—in blue letters hanging in the air within the glass cage Dr. Bickel had constructed, the letters formed by the shimmer of the mites’ billions upon billions of coordinated mirrors reflecting light. The problem here and now was that the swarm was in me, not in front of me—and they had shown their obdurate, pigheaded election to never leave me.

Could I convince them to allow a cluster of the swarm to leave my body, to “exit the building,” even temporarily, so we could communicate?

They had done just that only two nights ago: They had sent letters and words to the screen of my laptop, so I knew that what I was proposing was possible. The question was, would they?

I napped away the day, rationing my food, eating tiny meals whenever I awoke, recovering my strength in increments. As evening shadows lengthened, I found myself curled up in a chair in the living room, deep in thought, avoiding the specter of a bleak future by focusing on finding a route through the dilemma-fraught maze that lay before me. I opened no drapes and switched on only a small table lamp. I couldn’t chance the neighbors noticing that the house was occupied.

“Nano.”

I paused for them to fix their attention on me. “Nano, we need to talk to each other. Would you please leave my body and make words in the air?”

Their response was a fierce, tickling thrum that went on for five seconds.

“So, that’s a ‘no’? But you wrote messages on my laptop’s screen, right? Some of you left me for a bit. A minute or so?”

More (but less vehement?) clicking answered me.

I looked around the room. The décor wasn’t horrible, mind you, just minimal and impersonal. Not a single intimate touch. No magazines or knickknacks. One print of a Southwestern water color hung opposite the sofa. Other than that, entire walls were bare.

Entire walls.

Bare.

I jumped up and faced the off-white paint of one naked wall. “Nano! Can you project words on this wall?”

I waited.

Silence.

“Nano! We must begin to communicate. We must! I know Dr. Bickel told you to hide me, but can’t you send one of the tribes or part of a tribe to paint a word on this wall like you did on my computer screen?”

More silence.

“You are not that freaking stupid!” I yelled. I slapped the wall with one hand and left it there. My frustration levels were not improved by the hunger lurching around in my stomach.

“Nano! Give me a sign that you are listening! That you hear me!”

Warmth shot down my arm, into my palm, out my splayed fingers. Blue letters leaked from my fingertips and formed on the wall.

WE

HEAR

I sighed. Shuddered. My pent-up anxieties seemed to unravel and ooze away.

“All right then. We have work to do. What do you need to trace the origin of Dr. Bickel’s email?”

All was silent—which told me that they were either ignoring me or discussing my question. A full minute later another set of letters sparkled on the otherwise blank wall.

TERMINAL

“Right. Like I’m gonna stroll into an electronics store and walk out with a new laptop. And what about an Internet connection? A computer is worthless without connectivity.”

More deafening silence.

I paced the living room floor, sifting through schemes by which I might acquire a laptop. The easiest, most logical method to acquire what I needed sported a six-inch, all-cap, above-the-fold headline:

GEMMA KEYES EMBRACES LIFE OF CRIME

As I ranged back and forth across the room, growing more frustrated with each crossing, I scowled. Moral scruples be hanged! As Invisa-Girl I can stroll into any store I want and take away whatever fits under my shirt—without the hassle of payment.

I had a good excuse. It was, after all, a matter of survival.

And, well, wasn’t “appropriating” whatever I needed the safest, most sane route to go?

“Pride goeth before destruction, Gemma,” Aunt Lu’s voice chipped in, “and a haughty spirit before a fall.”

Riiiight. Cuz I hadn’t heard that all my life.

I shrugged off the arguments on both sides. “Fine,” I informed the nanomites. “I’ll figure out a way to get a computer—but you’ll have to figure out the connectivity thing. I’m not calling the cable company.”

It dawned on me, as I proposed—and scrapped—various tactics over the next hours, that pirating a neighbor’s network would be child’s play for the mites if they chose to cooperate. So would spoofing an IP address or otherwise masking our computer.

I snorted. “Our computer?”

Strange alliances.

While I schemed and strategized, I also thought about Zander, Abe, and Emilio. I ached to find out how Abe and Emilio were getting along. I wanted to know if Abe had called CYFD yesterday and reported Emilio’s uncle for neglect. And I wondered if CYFD would leave Emilio with Abe, if they would approve Abe for custody of Emilio.

I itched to know the answers to these concerns—and a simple, five-minute conversation with Zander would put my fears to rest. Except (and here I swallowed down a fresh burst of anxiety) except I needed to proceed with extreme caution. Because of Cushing. Because of what she would do to my friends if I slipped up.

Even once.

Zander. How would I communicate with him on the “down low”? Maybe I could slip into some random store or business and use a land line to call Zander at his office—but what if the church secretary picked up instead? Or, more concerning, what if Cushing had already tapped DCC’s phones?

And what means could we arrange for him to reach me in an emergency? What we needed was a new and covert means of communication. A secret means.

The phrase “burner phone” popped into my head. Dr. Bickel had given me what he called a burner phone. I’d left it in my bug-out bags, and it was likely in Cushing’s possession now.

“What exactly is a burner phone?” I asked aloud. “And where can I get one?”

I noodled that around and realized I would need two phones. Well, of course! One for me, one for Zander.

By default, I was back to a Walmart Supercenter. I could think of no other store that was open 24/7 and that had, in one location, everything I needed—maybe not the best of what I needed, but usable. Shrugging, I also admitted that at Walmart I could avoid theft by checking out at the self-serve registers. 

I started a list: Laptop, two burner phones, food, and clothes. Personal items. Might require two trips into the store and out to the car—

“Oh, yeah. No car. So, how exactly do I get to Walmart and back? Walk three miles and tote all that stuff home? The mites can’t hide everything I need to pick up—and I sure can’t carry it all home in one trip.” 

While my strength was returning, I would not be strong enough to undertake anything so physically demanding. All my planning led straight back to the transportation quandary: I needed a car!

The tenuous grip by which I kept my emotions in check slipped another notch—until out of the downward spiral sprang the glimmer of an idea.

~~**~~
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​Chapter 4
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FBI Special Agent Ross Gamble studied the burned-out shell of an old building. He glanced around, taking in details, assessing the markers of the rundown southwest Albuquerque neighborhood: weeds growing up through cracked and buckled sidewalks; boarded-up shops and gang-tagged walls and fences; broken streetlights and the disreputable dumps the area residents called homes.

The ruin before him had been a respectable bodega at one time—back when every Albuquerque neighborhood boasted of its own little corner market. If one believed the news, the seedy storefront had most recently been used to cut, package, and distribute drugs—meth, coke, and heroin.

Gamble rehearsed what the Albuquerque news outlet had reported: Sources in APD’s gang unit believe that the building had housed a drug processing hub belonging to a local gang with ties to a Mexican cartel. A spokesperson for the gang unit, who asked not to be identified, suggested that the fire might have been started by a rival gang out of California seeking to horn in on the market and trafficking routes through Albuquerque. The unit has cautioned APD to be on the alert for gang-related reprisals.

Gamble and the other agents of the FBI’s Albuquerque field office didn’t involve themselves in local gang activity unless a case had direct international ties and/or crossed over into terrorism—or unless APD requested assistance from DEA’s Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force, OCDETF. The FBI participated in the OCDETF, as did APD; however, most federal law agencies left the menial, small-town stuff to local law enforcement.

But today? Gamble was here today because of one tiny tidbit a confidential informant had slipped to him—a name: Arnaldo Soto.

Arnaldo Soto. The hair on the back of Gamble’s neck bristled.

An unmarked car pulled up to the curb, and two men stepped out. Gamble spied his contact in the APD gang unit as he exited the passenger side. He raised his hand in greeting. The driver, who was unfamiliar to Gamble, nodded in his direction. The man scanned the area, lit a cigarette, and stood watch while his partner approached Gamble.

“Hey, man. Good to see you.” Pete Diaz thrust his hand toward Gamble and they shook.

“You, too, Pete. Who’s your friend?”

“Don Benally. Good man. Been with the gang unit five years.”

That was the extent of the pleasantries. Gamble and Diaz had too much on their plates to waste time with chitchat.

Gamble jutted his chin at the gutted storefront. “So, what did RCFL come up with?” The Regional Computer Forensics Lab served all New Mexico law enforcement agencies, federal and otherwise.

“They confirmed that the fire was arson. It was set from the inside, and whoever did it intended to make a statement. If you look over there, you can make out the safe.”

Gamble spied the blackened hulk, its door hanging open on twisted hinges, and nodded for Diaz to continue.

“When the fire started, the door was open just like you see it. We think whoever set the fire emptied the safe, piled everything that was in it on the floor, and lit the fire there. No accelerant, though.”

“Huh. Any idea what was at the ignition point?”

“Sure. The forensics geeks found traces of drugs and cash, couple of handguns, and the scorched remains of ammo casings.”

“The arsonists burned cash?”

“Apparently.”

Gamble, hands on his hips and a scowl on his face, surveyed the heap of rubble. “I don’t get it. I thought this was a rival gang hit.”

“That’s the word on the street—except no rival gang has taken credit for it. Besides, that theory doesn’t make sense, does it? Ever hear of a gang burning money and drugs instead of taking them? Nope. Doesn’t hold water.”

“So, if not a rival gang, then who?”

Pete shrugged. “Not too many possibilities. For instance, couldn’t have been a greedy employee, right? Greed and ‘let’s burn the drugs and cash’ don’t jibe. If it had been an inside job, they would have taken the money and left town in a hurry.”

“Sounds right. So, who else?”

“Maybe a disaffected ex-employee? Someone with a grudge against the gang leadership? Possibly a vigilante?”

“Speaking of gang leadership . . .” Gamble let his question hang.

“Guess you’ve heard the same rumors. You’re here because of Soto.”

“Well, suppose I am?”

“Yeah, and if Soto is in Albuquerque and the fire proves to be a rival gang hit, the streets are gonna run with blood.”

“What if it wasn’t another gang?”

“Then Soto is going to thin his own organization, weed out any loose or suspicious members, and shake down anyone who might have an inkling of who burned him out. You know Soto’s reputation for payback: If he even thinks he knows who did this, it ain’t gonna be pretty. He will make an example of them.”

“Yeah, I get that. He’s feared by those who work for him and eyed with caution by those up the chain. If he weren’t connected by blood at the top—” Gamble let that thought linger before he asked, “Any idea why he was sent to Albuquerque?”

“The gang’s local leader, one Mateo Martinez, had a bit of a problem a few weeks back. Seems his girlfriend clobbered him over the head, hog-tied him while he was unconscious, stole the gang’s take from the night before—and Martinez’s prized muscle car—and burned rubber. Got clean away. Quite the loss of face for Martinez. His superiors sent Soto to temporarily take the reins, assess Martinez’s standing, and shape up the organization.”

Gamble looked unconvinced. “Over what? A domestic dispute and a small chunk of change?”

​“That and the disturbing news that someone other than his girlfriend called the cops on Martinez—from his own phone, even. That means an unknown participant was inside his house, someone party to Martinez’s girlfriend’s theft. When the officers arrived, they found Martinez trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey—and a brick of coke sitting on his table in plain view. The gang higher-ups want to know who ratted them out.”

“Still seems like overkill, sending in Soto’s kind of, er, management style.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve heard rumors.”

“Of?”

“Of Soto screwing up bad in Mexico, of him being sent here to ‘think on his sins.’”

Gamble didn’t comment; he returned to the curious details around Martinez. “Whoever messed up Martinez and called the cops also left the drugs on the table for the police to find?”

“Uh-huh. So . . . care to share your interest?”

Gamble didn’t answer. He looked down at one polished shoe tip and, instead of answering, he pondered what Diaz had told him. 

In both cases, neither drugs nor money seemed to have mattered. Could there be a connection between the burned-out drug house and Mateo’s girlfriend? Between this fire and the call to APD from Mateo’s house? A common thread?

Pete Diaz and the APD gang unit didn’t mind partnering with the Albuquerque Division of the FBI, but they didn’t like working in the dark—and Gamble had evaded Diaz’s gentle probe.

Time to probe less gently.

“Give it up, Gamble. Why your interest in Soto?”

The FBI man shrugged. “Arnaldo Soto is a sociopath who needs to be taken out of play. Wherever he goes, law enforcement agencies have to restock their body bags. Isn’t that interest enough?”

Pete shook his head. “Nope. I’d appreciate a little more detail.”

Gamble’s smile was thin. “You know the whole ‘I’m not at liberty to discuss the specifics’ spiel, but . . . I guess I can tell you that Soto is a suspect in the deaths of several Mexican undercover cops. Unfortunately, one of those undercover operatives was FBI, working with the Mexican authorities. Another was DEA.”

“Okay, so it’s agency interest. Not personal.”

Gamble’s eyes hardened. “I didn’t say that.”

“So, it is personal. To you.”

“I didn’t say that, either.”

Pete’s nod was almost imperceptible. “Got it.”

“Thanks. You’ll be calling me?”

“I’ll keep you in the loop.”

The two men shook hands again and strode to their respective vehicles.

***
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I RESTED ANOTHER ENTIRE day, parceling out the remainder of the snacks I’d bought at the minimart, taking naps, drinking copious amounts of water. All the sitting around wasn’t good for my mental state, though: I had too much time on my hands to think without being able to act. I tried to ignore the nagging sense of despair, but it adhered to me like static cling.

When the food ran out, it forced me to get moving, to confront my logistical problems.

Remember my “glimmer of an idea”? After dark that evening, I made a careful circuit of my near neighbors’ homes, taking note of the cars parked in driveways and along the curbs.

What if . . . what if I were to ‘borrow’ a car for a few hours in the middle of the night? I wouldn’t keep the car; I’d just use it and put it right back.

The Ghost of Aunt Lucy Past rattled its chains at me, but I kept walking, looking for the “right” vehicle. Zander’s disapproving face hovered at the edge of my vision, too, but I refused to look at it.

I returned home, fed the nanomites, and waited until after midnight. Then I turned off the living-room lamp, slipped out the back door, climbed over the wall, and headed down the alley. At the corner, I turned right and jogged two blocks.

I’d spotted a likely candidate on my earlier reconnaissance.

Three cars lined the driveway of a single-story stucco-and-brick house. A fourth car sat on the street.

Sheesh. How many cars do people need?

I waltzed up to the car at the curb and placed my hand on the driver’s window near the locking mechanism. My next moves depended on the nanomites and their cooperation.

“Nano,” I breathed. “Unlock this car.”

Silence.

I waited. Fidgeted.

“Nano. Remember what you asked for? A laptop? I said, unlock this car.”

A few chitters and seconds later, a tiny blue light jumped from my fingers and through the window. I watched the light touch down on the manual door latch.

Saw the lock rise.

I blew out a pent-up breath. “Nano. Make sure the interior lights don’t come on when I open the door.”

I waited while the twinkling blue specks did their thing. When I lifted the handle, the door opened, but the car’s inside lights remained off.

“All right . . .” I whispered. I slid into the driver’s seat, eased the door closed, and sat there, watching the house. When nothing happened, I buckled up and studied the dash for a minute.

“Nano. Start the car.”

While staring at the house I counted under my breath, “One, one thousand; two, one thousand; three, one thousand; four, one thousand; five—”

The engine turned over and caught. I didn’t move; my eyes were glued to the house: No alarm; no lights. A full minute later, I slipped the gear shift into drive and let the engine’s impetus roll the car down the street. I glanced back at the house. Still no lights. No shouts. No movement. I put my foot on the gas and, at a sedate speed, headed toward the nearest Walmart.

I spent the drive down Candelaria thinking through what had just happened.

The nanomites had obeyed my voice commands in two recent instances: They had uploaded my files and burned the hard drive, and they’d unlocked and started a car for me.

I blinked. Oh, yeah—and on my last trip to the tunnels, they cut through chain link fence and fried a snake, probably saving my life.

I hadn’t asked them to, but they’d acted on my behalf anyway.

“Huh.”

Um, and they unlocked the door to the drug house so that I could escape the fire I set.

Most recently they’d written two messages to me on the wall. The notes were “for-sure” progress—actual communication in response to questions! I felt a tiny spurt of hope flicker and push against the low-grade depression clinging to me.

What else would the nanomites do for me? What else could they do? And why the shift in their behavior?

I might not understand the why, but I needed the nanomites and their cooperation. I needed them if I—if we—were to do more than survive, if I were to keep ahead of the melancholy that dogged me and tried to suck me down. If even a slim chance existed that we might rescue Dr. Bickel.

Well, first, I needed the mites to locate him.

I wanted to liberate my old friend, yes, but Dr. Bickel was also the key to my many other problems. He was my sole hope of getting the nanomites out of me so I could reclaim my life.

Cushing won’t want me once the mites have left me. She will stop pursuing me and leave me alone once they are gone. 

It was a lie I could almost convince myself to believe.

Maybe the why regarding the shift in the mites’ behavior didn’t matter if they continued to do what I asked? I’d have to figure out the “what else could they do” part as we went along.

I strolled through the Walmart not far from the intersection of Carlisle and Candelaria. It wasn’t my regular store, but it had the same layout as the one I was accustomed to—except reversed. Flipped. Everything opposite of what I was used to. Having shopped Walmart with the nanomites in the middle of the night many times, I felt comfortable, almost relaxed, roaming the store’s rows and aisles. I passed maybe five late-night customers on my way to the back of the store, but I felt confident that I could manage to keep out of their way.

In the hardware department, I pulled a heavy-duty extension cord from the shelf and stuffed it into one of the bags hung gunslinger style across my shoulders. I’d cut, hand-stitched, and otherwise jury-rigged a lone pillowcase I’d found in the safe house into two temporary shopping bags. They weren’t perfect, but they would work for now.

Then I wandered into the electronics department and found a single clerk on duty and two young men perusing music and videos.

Or were they only browsing?

One guy cut his eyes toward the clerk while the other stuffed a few items down his pants. They feigned looking at CDs a bit longer, then headed for the exit.

Punks!

I was angry with them—until I remembered that I had “borrowed” a neighbor’s car myself.

Well, I’ll leave gas money in the glove box, I decided.

Then I sneered at my excuse. Yeah, because that totally makes “borrowing” a car without permission all right.

Shut up.

I found the prepaid, no-plan phones first—behind a locked glass door in plain sight of the cashier. A sign read, “Ask Associate to Open Case.”

Uh, not likely.

I placed my palm on the glass and then grimaced.

You do know that glass is the perfect medium for leaving fingerprints, right?

I took my hand off the glass and used the hem of my shirt to smear the glass. With my hand inside my shirt, I again laid my palm on the glass.

“Nano.” I paused a beat. “Unlock this door.”

I waited—but not for long.

Warmth. Faint blue light. Click. Lock open.

I slid two phones from the case and shoved them into the bags under my shirt. I started to close the sliding glass door. Changed my mind. Grabbed a third phone—just in case. Closed the sliding glass door.

“Nano. Lock the case.”

Done.

Wow. They are getting faster.

Girls Wear was across the aisle from the electronics department. I crossed over, faced a carousel of dresses, and pulled one phone out of my bag so I could examine it. Leery of security cameras around the store, I pushed the dresses apart and held the phone between garments while I studied the plastic packaging.

Uh-oh.

The phone had an anti-theft tag attached to it—an electronic security device that would trigger an alarm when I walked out the door.

Well, of course it does, dimwit.

“So, no self-pay register,” I mumbled to myself. “Better and better.”

Lots of questions caromed around inside: Could the nanomites remove or deactivate the tags? But then what? Could I ring the phones up at a self-checkout register?

Or I should just walk out without paying for them?

I sighed and thrust the decision aside, delaying what I felt was my inevitable descent into a life of crime.

“Nano.”

How to phrase this?

I touched the anti-theft tag. “Nano, this package has an electronic device attached to it. My finger is on it. Deactivate the device so that it doesn’t trigger the alarm at the store exit.”

A spate of chirping ensued, but it lasted mere seconds before a stream of mites swarmed out my fingertips, were gone a few seconds, and returned to me.

I wasn’t convinced that the tag was deactivated, but I didn’t have a way to test it—except to walk out the door. I pulled the second phone from my bag and went through the same process. Ditto for the third.

Then I went in search of a laptop. Not the best selection in the world, but I wasn’t complaining—any one of them would do. The display models were chained to the countertop, but the boxed computers, just as the phones had been, were stored under the counters behind locked doors.

Same routine: “Nano. Unlock this door.”

Routine? Yes; I guess I was getting used to telling them what to do, and they were getting faster at doing it. Apparently, they were learning, too, starting to guess what I would ask them next.

Predictive logic, Dr. Bickel had called it.

I pulled the model I’d decided on from the shelf. As soon as I touched it, the nanomites swarmed onto it and—I presumed—deactivated the anti-theft tags.

“Nano. Thank you,” I told them.

Silence.

Right. Because social niceties were probably irrelevant to them.

I headed for the front of the store and the self-checkout registers. I had to wait until the area was clear before I touched the self-service screen and obeyed the prompt: “Scan your first item, please.”

I scanned one of the phones. A message appeared on the register’s screen: “Security device attached. This item must be paid for in the Electronics Department.”

Drat.

The scanner might not be able to discern if the tags were active or not, but the bar code generated the same result: I could not pay for the electronics I needed at a self-service register.

I paced the area in front of the scanner, an inexorable decision looming closer and my own twerpy version of Hamlet’s soliloquy racing around in my head:

To steal or not to steal? That is the question.

Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous conscience
Or to take arms against a sea of adverse circumstances

“Not to mention a sea of Cushing’s stormtroopers,” I grumbled.

I don’t think many people my age are tormented by my brand of über, steroid-driven scruples. Then again, not many were raised by a surrogate mom whose moral compass was superglued on True North, whose worldview was black-black or white-white and ne’er the twain shall meet, let alone mix. Nor are many people saddled with an identical twin sister who is the very antithesis of principle, and whom, I am convinced, does not possess a conscience to be pricked or wounded—a sister I had vowed I would never emulate.

At the word “conscience,” my mind shifted a couple of stanzas ahead in Hamlet’s lament.

. . . The dread of something after death,
the undiscovered country, 
from whose bourn no traveler returns,
puzzles the will, 
and makes us rather bear those ills we have 
than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all
Thanks again to Aunt Lu for depositing a healthy dread of death and hell into my impressionable young psyche. She had made me more afraid of breaking her code of conduct than I was of Cushing.

Yeah, so I have a conscience, and that makes me a coward, I fretted, but I’m being pursued. Hunted. Doesn’t that count for something? Doesn’t it make my choices understandable?

Cushing certainly has no conscience about what she’s doing, I reminded my personal Jiminy Cricket. Why do I have to play by different rules? I need this stuff to survive!

As I held my internal debate, Zander’s face made another appearance, and his expression, saddened by my moral quibbles, added weight on the coward’s side.

I stood there, waffling, for five minutes, before I growled in frustration and sprinted for the exit. I jetted past the bakery and deli and was within steps of the door when a knife shot through my palm.

“Yeeoow!” I flung my hand side to side, trying to shake fiery darts from my palm.

The head of a woman browsing the produce section swiveled toward me. I ignored her concerned and confused gape as I rubbed my palm against my leg to numb the pain. My fruitless efforts were accompanied by soft chittering.

“Stupid, stupid Nano,” I mumbled.

Abrupt quiet.

I huffed and started toward Electronics, but I was outright disgusted.

I was disgusted with the nanomites and all the grief they’d caused me.

I was disgusted with Dr. Bickel for creating an artificial intelligence that, ostensibly, possessed more moral fiber than I did.

And I was disgusted with myself.

When I arrived at Electronics, I folded my arms and considered the clerk behind the counter. I studied the register, noted the clerk’s employee number. Came up with an idea.

It was worth a try, anyway.

Sure a lot of trouble just to be “ethical,” isn’t it? some cynical voice scoffed.

“Shut it!”

The clerk lifted his head and stared, but I was already crossing the aisle to the Girls Wear register. I found a store phone hanging behind the fitting room attendant’s counter, and put my hand on it.

“Nano.”

I already knew the mites could invade an electronic system and hijack its functionality. I knew they were capable of following complex instructions, too—but would they? Right then, I almost wanted to see them stymied.

Stupid bugs! Moral high ground be hanged.

“Nano. Use the store’s PA system to call Employee 157 to the front of the store.”

Their expectant silence was replaced by a low chittering that lasted thirty seconds or so and was followed by the usual warmth flowing down my arm and out my hand.

A minute later, I heard a mechanical voice intone over the speakers, “Employee 157. Report to the front of the store. Employee 157.”

How do they do that?

I saw our Electronics Department clerk fiddle with his register and pull out his key, locking it down. I jogged toward the register as the clerk fast-walked away.

Behind the counter, I placed my hand on the register and spoke. “Nano. Use Employee 157’s account to activate this register. Scan and ring up the items in my bag and provide a total for a cash payment.”

The level of nanomite activity went into overdrive for many seconds—and I saw the display on the register begin to
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