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The Deep State:

The unelected “fourth branch” 
of the U.S. government.
“A BODY OF PEOPLE, TYPICALLY influential members of government agencies or the military, believed to be involved in the secret manipulation or control of government policy.”

—Oxford English Dictionary [*]

***
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“A HYBRID ASSOCIATION of elements of government and parts of top-level finance and industry that is effectively able to govern the United States without reference to the consent of the governed as expressed through the formal political process.” 

—Mike Lofgren, former Republican U.S. congressional aide, 2014 [*]

***
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“THE DEEP STATE DRAWS power from the national security and intelligence communities, a realm where secrecy is a source of power.”

—Jason Royce Lindsey, The Concealment of the State, 2013 [*]

***
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“THE ENTRENCHED BUREAUCRACY composed of political appointees and career government employees engaged in coordinated attempts to undermine the authority and legitimacy of the democratically elected President of the United States. Civil servants opposed to the President’s political beliefs and agenda, pulling strings in the background to obstruct the executive branch through regulation, procedural red tape, weaponized national intelligence actions, a complicit media, and the judicial overreach of like-minded allies in federal courts. Unelected officials able to thwart the will of the voters and effectively impose their values and objectives upon the American people. Sedition and treason. A ‘soft’ coup.”

—Vikki Kestell, Deep State Stealth

~~**~~
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[image: ]


Mid-June, Columbia, Maryland

I WAS DREAMING—AND it was not a sweet or pleasant dream. 

The thing is, I knew I was dreaming, but I couldn’t wake myself up. If you have ever been caught up in a nightmare, you get what I mean: I twitched and tensed, tangling my feet in the bedsheets, but I was powerless to pull myself from the events unfolding before me. I was reliving that evening—and my anxiety levels had already spiked through the roof. 

I was with FBI Special Agent Ross Gamble in his apartment. He’d invited me there for dinner (ostensibly), but my gut knew in advance that there was more to his summons than food and a friendly chat between friends. 

When I’d knocked on Gamble’s apartment door, he’d eyed me with mistrust. Well, it was the first time he’d seen me in my new persona as Jayda Locke . . . you know, Gemma Keyes being dead and all. 

Gamble’s wariness had been so strong that I’d been obliged to ask the nanomites to temporarily dissolve my disguise. Only then had Gamble, with a begrudging shudder, conceded that the stranger at his door was truly me. He had allowed me to enter and, in my dream state, we drifted through a meal of homemade pizza and salad. 

Odd. 

I could smell the warm pepperoni and spicy Italian sausage pizzas—right down to their yeasty crusts and still-bubbling cheese. The memory was so true to life that my stomach clenched as Gamble worked up to what our meeting was really about.

Like I said, I knew what was coming, but I couldn’t jar myself awake or wrench myself from the inevitable. In perfect detail, my subconscious replayed our conversation, starting with me slicing through Gamble’s pretense.

“The pizza was great—thanks for making two, by the way—but why did you ask me here, Agent Gamble? What do you need?”

Gamble exhaled and eased into the point of our meeting. “You’ll never guess where I spent the early part of this week.”

“Cut the guessing games, Gamble.” 

I hadn’t been in the mood for his stalling tactics that evening, and I wasn’t now.

He rubbed his jaw. “Fine. All right. Here it is. I got an interesting call last week and flew out of Albuquerque Monday.” He slanted a look at me to gauge my reaction. “I spent Tuesday at Camp David.”

I said nothing, only stared at Gamble. The same jolt of panic I’d experienced at that moment stabbed me as I sank deeper into my dream.

“I met with the President and the lead agent of his protective detail, Axel Kennedy.”

I slowly and methodically folded my napkin, trying to delay what was coming. “What . . . did the President want?”

Gamble leaned toward me. “He wished me to convey his thanks to you for your assistance in December. He didn’t elaborate on the specifics of the assistance you provided, only that your aid averted a national crisis—a crisis that had something to do with the Vice President. From that, I took it to mean that Harmon’s death wasn’t from natural causes, after all?”

Gamble searched my face, probing for answers. What he found was the poker face I’d perfected as Gemma Keyes—the old Gemma Keyes, Gemma BN (Before Nanomites), back when Gemma had honed the art of fading into the background like so much white noise.

“The President asked me to tell you that, although the head of the snake was severed, he has uncovered evidence of co-conspirators in the NSA who continue to plot against him. The evidence suggests that intelligence gathering is being weaponized to use against the President’s key allies in the government—all with the purpose of taking down his administration.”

I squirmed in my sleep. Co-conspirators in the National Security Administration. Great. Super. Nothing better than knowing your enemies are smiling in your face while sharpening a shiv to stick between your ribs. 

“The situation has grown particularly dicey. The single contact whom the President trusted—an individual placed high within the NSA—has disappeared. This means the President is now without eyes or ears on the inside. Meanwhile, every move he makes is watched—perhaps by treasonous elements within the intelligence community. The President doesn’t know who he can trust, and Axel Kennedy is wound tighter than a drum. I think he fears for the President’s life.”

I’d met the President and his wife just the one time—when I’d snuck into the White House to warn them of the Vice President’s intent to assassinate Robert Jackson, our second African American president. I found that I liked Robert and Maddie Jackson very much. Within the dream, concern for their safety harried me. Apprehension chased after me, and I tossed and moaned.

“The President is growing desperate, Jayda. He needs someone who can infiltrate the NSA, penetrate their bureaucracy, and get inside their secrecy—someone who can provide him with the evidence he needs to clean out that nest of vipers. Someone who can defeat every kind of security, go wherever she wants, search every air-gapped computer, and listen in on the most private of conversations.”

“H-he wants me?”

No, I protested in fretful sleep. Not me. 

But Gamble continued. “Yes. He proposes providing you with a bogus identity and slipping you inside the NSA in a low-level position. He said you and your unique ‘skills’ could handle the rest from there. But I think—” and here Gamble hesitated. “—I think Jayda Locke is the perfect bogus identity. You even have the right mix of employment skills and experience the NSA might desire.”

I said nothing to Gamble, but I felt the bottom falling out from under my perfectly reconstructed world. And now, within my dream, his previous words lodged in my mind: Although the head of the snake was severed, the President has uncovered evidence of co-conspirators in the NSA . . .

The head of the conspiracy had been Vice President Harmon. The dead VP. 

I shivered in my sleep. The head of the snake. Something about that phrase disquieted me. Could snakes regrow their heads like some reptiles or amphibians could regrow limbs and tails? 

No, I assured myself. Of course not. 

Gamble’s voice droned on, “The President was stumped, however, at how to ensure that the NSA would hire you—especially within a tight time frame. I told him to leave that to you, that you and your little friends could manage it. Am I right?”

“If. If I were to agree to the President’s plan.”

“Let me lay it out for you, er, Jayda. The President wants to transfer me to the D.C. area. Special assignment. We—you and I—would work together.”

“We? How?”

“I would be your handler, convey instructions to you, provide whatever logistics you needed, and communicate your information to the President. You and I have worked together; I think we make a good team, don’t you?”

I stared at the floor—anywhere but at him. “I’m not looking to make a career change, Gamble. I just started a good job, and Zander and I . . . well, we’ve been talking about getting married.”

“Congratulations. I’m glad you guys finally figured it out.”

“No. No, we haven’t. That’s the problem. We’re trying to work out how to deal with my ‘condition.’ Frankly, it’s a total wet blanket on our relationship. A deal breaker, so to speak, for multiple reasons.”

I must have looked as morose as I felt, because the kind and compassionate Gamble had shown himself. 

“I’m sorry. I hadn’t thought about the relationship problems your, uh, ‘condition’ might create.”

“You have no idea. And I’ve just established myself as Jayda Locke. If my cover is blown, do you have any idea how difficult it would be to start over? Again? Right now, only a handful of people know my new identity. I want and need to keep my ID and ‘condition’ confined to that small group. It’s the best way to keep me and those I care about safe. You know that old saying, ‘The only people I trust are you and me—and I’m not sure about you’?”

Gamble was empathetic. “The President agrees with that proverb. That’s why he called me himself. Outside of him and Agent Kennedy, not a single other person will know that we’ve planted you in the NSA. Nor will anyone suspect your ability to turn invisible and penetrate their most secure areas, hacking the NSA from within.”

In my sleep, I shook my head. “Nope. Sorry, Gamble, but no. I can’t run off on Zander. We . . . we’re praying about our relationship and waiting for God to answer. Besides, what you propose is way out of my league.”

My recollections of that night petered out, and Gamble wafted away, leaving me alone in the dream, no longer in his apartment but in a damp and dim place where thick mist puddled about my feet and legs. I didn’t recognize my whereabouts, so I turned, slowly, looking for some marker or clue as to where I was. 

I found nothing—only emptiness in every direction. 

With tentative steps, I advanced, hoping to spot a door—or even a wall. Anything to indicate the boundaries of this strange place. I counted off fifty paces, encountering more nothingness and more of the ubiquitous mist.

“Hello?” I whispered.

No response. 

I raised my voice. “Hello?”

Had I gone in a circle? Without a fixed position to orient myself, I supposed it was possible. 

Pointing my eyes straight ahead, I counted off another fifty steps. 

When I stopped, I called, much louder than before, “Hello? Can anyone hear me?”

My words faded without echo or amplification. No, perhaps “faded” is the wrong descriptor. My shouts thudded to the ground as soon as they left my mouth. They dropped as though weighted or robbed of impetus, adding to the weird impression of vacuity around me.

Wherever I was, the laws of physics did not seem to apply. This place was unnatural. 

Creepy.

Wrong.

Aloud, I said, “It’s okay. I’m just dreaming. When I wake up, all this will be gone,” but I felt my pulse quicken and throb in my throat. 

Within the dream, Gamble’s words repeated: Although the head of the snake was severed, the President has uncovered evidence of co-conspirators . . .

That phrase stuck in my craw. Vice President Harmon had been the head of the plot, and he was dead. Since Harmon was dead, why did those words bother me so? 

The head of the snake. The words made me itch; they gave me the heebie-jeebies. I shivered and kicked at the soupy fog that obscured the “floor” and my feet. The fog was so thick, I couldn’t tell if I was standing on stone or tile, only that the substance was hard and cold. I stretched my hand down into the mist—and changed my mind. Maybe fumbling around in the mist with bare fingers wasn’t the smartest idea. Instead, I decided to keep walking, to try to find my way to the “end” (or the beginning) of wherever I was. 

“Any exit will do,” I whispered. 

I started forward and walked for quite a while, gradually growing drowsy. Lethargic. I couldn’t focus. My eyes drifted closed. 

I may even have sunk into a deeper sleep, leaving the dream behind. 

I only know that I was much more relaxed when I heard it: the faintest rasp—small, whispery, similar to the sound a sheet of soft tissue paper makes when it is drawn slowly across the smooth surface of a desk. Up until now, I hadn’t heard anything in the shadowy void except my own breath, words, and footsteps.

I halted, forced my drooping eyes open, and listened.

There it was again. Faint. Subtle. Intermittent. Hardly the breath of a sound. 

Yeah, like I said—a sheet of gauzy paper slowly pulled across a smooth surface. 

I blinked, still stupid with sleep. The thick mist eddied off to my right and, within the mist, I thought I caught movement.

When I turned and focused on the shifting haze, it—whatever it was—stopped. I squinted through the gloom, trying to figure it out. Then I picked up on the sound again. 

The tiny hairs on the back of my neck prickled and stood up and, well, I realized it wasn’t paper I heard. 

A gliding form—scarcely discernible through the swirling fog but recognizable for what it was—slithered in my direction then paused. Motionless.

“Snakes,” I whispered. “Why’d it have to be snakes?”

I swallowed the thick wad of fear stuck in my throat.

Well, no worries, right? I’d cooked up snake before. Cajun style. 

If it’s smokin’, we’re cookin’; if it’s black, it’s done.

Time to fry me some snake! 

I grinned, took a step back, and brought my hands up, palms facing each other, anticipating a tongue of sparking, flashing electricity to bloom and build between them. 

Not a blessed thing happened. 

The smirk dropped from my mouth. “What the hey, Nano? What gives?”

The nanomites did not answer. The “warehouse” in my mind—that place where the nanomites and I communed—felt as forsaken as the emptiness around me.

“Wait. How is that even possible?”

The nanocloud and I were indivisible and inseparable. They couldn’t leave my body without killing me—and I was fairly certain that I wasn’t dead—so where were they? 

“Nano? Talk to me.”

Nada.

The form hiding within the mist inched forward, so I again held my palms toward each other. To my chagrin, I could not activate the electrical current that should have leapt effortlessly from my fingertips to build within the cradle of my hands.

Although the head of the snake was severed, the President has uncovered evidence . . .

More movement. The swirling miasma out in front of me undulated in telltale coils. Wow, huge coils! Mounds knee-high and as wide as my hips. The vaporous body weaved side to side, closer with each turn—and beneath the murky, obscuring haze, the hint of something broad and flat . . . pointed toward me, leading the way, advancing with every turn of those winding mounds. 

The mist swirled, for an instant disclosing the gleam of a golden eye.

“But the head! We cut it off!” 

I was babbling. The nanomites had deserted me—and my defenses had failed me.

Not taking my eyes from the monster’s approach, I backed away, thinking I should make a run for it—but I did not relish the idea of turning my back on the serpentine creature concealed in the mist. 

I screamed aloud, “Nano!”

No response. 

“Nano? Where did you go? I need you!”

I scurried backward in quick, panicked steps, on the verge of “losing it.” If I turned tail and ran, I knew—with horrifying certitude—that before I gained enough distance, the creature would fling its massive body forward and loop its constricting, crushing coils about me. 

A pair of flared nostrils, followed by two glittering eyes, lifted above the mist, and the head revealed itself. I could not look away: The eyes—intelligent and cruel—were mesmerizing, no doubt how he beguiled his prey into immobility.

The beast’s tongue flicked once, twice . . . then the body of the snake gathered itself and shot forward.

I bolted and ran.

Only pure survival instinct and nano-imbued reflexes saved me—but for how long? I could see nothing ahead of me except more shrouding haze. I had no sense of direction, no avenue of escape. Still, I sprinted for all I was worth, terror fueling my flight, all the while shrieking, “Nano! Nano!”

The nanomites did not answer me, but another Voice did. 

This is not a physical enemy, Jayda. You cannot combat a spiritual foe with natural weapons, nor will your Help come from what you know or can do yourself.

I felt the serpent’s presence closing. Legs pumping hard, I planted one foot and jinked to the right, hoping to win some ground, but I already knew I could not outrun the beast. 

A heavy weight slammed against the back of my knees; I stumbled and went down. Immediately, thick rings looped around me. The steely coils flexed and wound more tightly. The rings pinioned my arms, so I kicked and thrashed with my legs. 

It was a futile exercise. The more I struggled and screamed, the more the snake’s muscles contracted until they were crushing my ribs. The pain was excruciating, the pressure on my lungs so great that I could no longer draw breath. 

The serpent was killing me. 

I kicked out for all I was worth, a last ineffectual effort.

“Jesus . . . Jesus, please help me,” I wheezed. 

~~**~~
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Chapter 1
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“GEMMA! GEMMA! WAKE up!”

I couldn’t move my arms; they were pinned to my sides, but I twisted as far as I could within my restraints and broke free. I hauled my knees up and kicked out with every bit of my waning strength. My feet connected . . . with my husband’s chest. 

“Ooof!”

Zander’s arms let go as he flew across the mattress, sailed off the edge of the bed, and smashed into the bedroom wall. When the fetters binding me dropped away, I sprang from the bed, throwing my arms wide as I did. One hand connected with the cute little bedside lamp on my nightstand. The pitiful thing exploded against the wall—about the same time Zander’s impact rattled our room and likely the apartment below us.

Oh, dear. Our neighbors are going to be really unhappy with us.

My eyes snapped open. “Zander?”

He groaned.

“Zander! Zander, are you all right?”

His reply was muffled. “Dang it, Gemma!”

My automatic response was, “Jayda. Don’t call me Gemma.”

“Fine. Dang it, Jayda! What in the world?”

By then I’d switched on the overhead light. “I had a bad dream.”

“Ya think?” Zander picked himself up, massaging the top of one shoulder as he stood. “I’d been trying to wake you up for a while before you used those jackhammers you call legs to launch me out of bed and just about put me through the wall.”

“I’m sorry, Zander. It . . . the dream. It was so ugly. Scary.” 

My voice shook. 

I shook. 

I could see the serpent’s head rising from the mist, fixing its eyes on me. Evil. Malevolent. Lethal.

Jayda Cruz, we, too, attempted to interrupt your REM state when we detected your abnormally elevated heartrate and shortness of breath. However, you did not respond to our attempts to wake you.

Zander and I heard my nanocloud “speak,” and we looked across the bed at each other, puzzled that the nanomites’ efforts to wake me had been as ineffectual as Zander’s had been. 

Jayda Cruz, your vital signs indicate that you are quite shaken. Do you wish us to stimulate calming endorphins?

“No.”

Your heartrate is still uncharacteristically rapid. Are you certain—

“No. Thank you.”

Very well. However, we—

“Oh, stuff a sock in it, Nano!”

I was so peeved with the nanomites for “abandoning” me in my dream that snubbing them felt weirdly gratifying. And, yes, I get how stupid that sounds—it was a dream—but the terror of that shadowy place clung to me the way the murky fog had adhered to my feet. I shivered in its grip.

“Hey. Come ’ere, babe.” Zander opened his arms, and I went to him—until his arms closed about me.

I pulled back. “Don’t. Please.”

“Don’t what? Don’t hold you?”

I teared up then. “I dreamed a stupid, ginormous snake was chasing me. It caught me and twined itself around me and was squeezing me to death. When I woke up, you had your arms around me and-and-and—”

“And I got catapulted from the bed.”

“Uh-huh. Pretty much.”

“Are you okay now?”

“I-I don’t know,” I sniveled. “It was different from any kind of nightmare I’ve ever had.” 

The bizarre, ultra-vivid dream was stuck on repeat behind my eyelids, and my legs felt like so much soft rubber, incapable of holding me up.

“Maybe we should make some coffee, and you can tell me about it?” 

Zander glanced around for the clock. He found it on the carpet with the broken remains of the cute lamp. The clock’s glowing red numbers stared at the ceiling. 

“Well, well. Four o’clock on a Saturday morning. What lazy bums we are.”

His little joke bombed. I tried to chuckle for him anyway, but I couldn’t pull it off. My attempt fell as flat as his joke.

He arched his brows. “So, coffee?”

“Coffee. Yes, please.”

We fumbled for our clothes, pulling on shorts and t-shirts to accommodate Maryland’s June weather. The eighty-something temps were no big deal, but the humidity was brutal—us coming from Albuquerque’s normally bone-dry climate. 

A trip outside in Maryland’s high humidity felt like hot yoga while breathing through a thick, wet blanket. Within minutes, crisp, freshly laundered clothes clung to our skin as though coated with damp, gummy paste. The muggy air did weird, inexplicable things to my hair, too. I mean, how can hair be limp and frizzy at the same time? 

While the coffee was brewing, we sat on the sofa, and I relaxed enough to lean against Zander and let him drape his arm over my shoulder. In fits and starts, I repeated the dream to him. I had no difficulty remembering its specifics. Unlike an ordinary dream, whose minutiae and emotional “pull” tailed off within moments of waking, every detail and nuance of the nightmare was like fresh paint slapped on my brain—slick, shiny, and sticky. 

When I finished the telling, Zander got up, poured two mugs of coffee, and returned. He didn’t say anything when he handed me my mug but was pensive as he processed what I’d recounted. 

I sipped on my coffee, savoring its hot, biting familiarity. I leaned my head back against the sofa . . . and toppled down a rabbit hole in my own thoughts. 

***
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. . . ALL THE BOOKS say that the initial year of marriage is the honeymoon, that the real work of forging a lasting union normally takes place over the next ten years. 

Normally? What’s that? To suggest that Zander and I would experience a conventional “honeymoon” year would be an absurdity—and it was a sure bet that we would never share a predictable or typical “next ten years.”

How could I have known that the possibility of an ordinary life went right out the window the first time I entered those tunnels in the old Manzano Weapons Storage Facility? I’d had no idea then how that single choice would alter every facet of my future—and now, my husband’s future, too. Because of that one, fateful decision, anything and everything about “us” would forever fall outside the scope of common or ordinary. 

Marriage has joined my life to Zander’s and his to mine, but we are not in this alone. Trillions of intelligent nanomites have “rewired” the synapses of our brains, modified our bodies’ base molecular structures, and enhanced our physiologies so that we can accommodate both their numbers and their needs. 

The bottom line is that the nanomites—the two powerful swarms we call “nanoclouds”—are and will continue to be our companions in this journey through life. We share a symbiotic relationship with them as members of an alliance like none other.

Yes, the nanomites need us as “hosts” to carry them but, because of the changes they made in us, now we need them, too. The alterations to our cellular structures are irreversible. Should the nanomites ever decide to extricate themselves from us, our bodies would not survive. Put plainly, without the nanomites, we would die. 

I guess what I’m getting at is that Zander and I have already struggled and worked through more difficulties and obstacles leading up to our whirlwind wedding than most couples face in a lifetime—making our relationship an outlier that defies categorization. We skew the curve so drastically that it’s best not to compare our marriage to any norm.

Our “partnership,” our merger with the nanomites, has uniquely equipped us for the work ahead of us—the work we’d promised the President. In response to the President’s plea for help in uncovering those involved in the plot to assassinate him and hijack his administration, the nanomites had secured a job for me with the NSA at Ft. Meade in Maryland. 

Zander and I had married and, only days later, moved across the country to Columbia, Maryland. We spent the next fourteen days traipsing all over our new corner of the world, getting our Maryland driver’s licenses, jogging miles around our neighborhood, sightseeing in D.C., visiting a prospective church, hiking the Allegheny mountains, finding fun places to eat out—in short, enjoying our honeymoon and forgetting the pain, struggles, and wounds of the last year and a half.

Three weeks. We’d been married a mere three weeks, and in that time, Zander’s love had been the comforting balm I needed as I grieved my many losses. 

My sister Genie gone. Check. 

My childhood home gone. Check.

Jake—last tie to my beloved aunt—gone. Check.

Even my identity as Gemma Keyes gone. Double check.

Three weeks of married bliss, of no real responsibilities, of shutting out the world and its cares, of putting danger and intrigue far from our minds. Three weeks of the closest thing to “normalcy” Zander and I would know. 

Three blessed weeks of, “Nano! Lights out!” more times than I’d believed possible . . . 

But our idyllic honeymoon was ending. Come Monday—

***
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“JAYDA?”

“Huh? Oh. Sorry about that. Guess I wandered off.”

“Yeah, I figured, but, um, while you were ‘out there,’ I was thinking about your whopper of a nightmare.”

“Can’t believe how tangible it was. Still is.”

Zander probably intuited my tension, because he started rubbing my neck in gentle, soothing circles. “Is it okay if we talk about it?”

“I suppose.”

He didn’t jump right in, but eventually said, “Well, my first observation is that when you called on Jesus, the dream ended. I couldn’t wake you up, and the nanomites couldn’t wake you, but Jesus did. I think that is significant.”

“I had tried to wake myself up, too, and hadn’t been able to.”

I thought for a long moment. “Zander, do you think this dream means something? I mean, you know, not real, but something spiritual?”

Zander smiled. “Are you saying spiritual things aren’t real?”

My brow furrowed. “Real? Like, materially real?”

“By definition, spiritual things are not material or physical. Does that mean spiritual things are less real than material or physical things?”

Leave it to Zander to dig down into a thought-provoking theological issue. 

I pulled my feet up on the couch and turned sideways, sitting cross-legged so we could watch each other. “That’s an interesting question. Jesus says in John 4, God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth. The Bible says God is spirit, and he is unquestionably real, so . . . I suppose spiritual things must be real.”

“Sure they are. Just because we can’t see or touch spiritual things doesn’t make them any less real—or any less important—particularly in light of 2 Corinthians 4:18.”

“Wait. I’ve got that one: So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”

“Yup. The seen, physical world is temporary. It will all pass away. The unseen, spiritual world, however, is eternal. Guess which one is more ‘real’?”

I pondered Zander’s assertions. Along with an accelerated metabolism, the nanomites had quickened my mental facilities, giving me the ability to read voraciously and retain what I’d learned. I had devoured and memorized the entire New Testament—in three translations—but memorizing Scripture and grasping its revelations and implications are two very different critters. As a new Christian, I had a lot to learn.

“Okay,” I said, “let me rephrase my question: Do you think my dream has spiritual significance?”

Zander shrugged. “Some dreams are just the body’s way of resting and recharging. Other dreams are the result of too much spicy barbecue or watching movies best left unwatched. But then there are dreams sent from God. The Bible is filled with accounts of important, meaningful dreams.”

“Yes. After the President asked me to help him, I had a dream from God, remember? Within the dream, I found myself in a scene from the Book of Esther—for such a time as this.”

“That phrase wasn’t the most important piece of that dream though, was it?”

I sobered. “No, it wasn’t. The apex of the dream was when Jesus said, Dare to trust me, Jayda, and added, Those who know me, dare to trust me. His words gave me the courage to commit to the President that I would help him identify those who were helping Harmon overthrow his administration.”

“Well, then, that raises a different question: What has changed?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you said Jesus gave you the courage to accept the President’s assignment, but now you’re afraid.”

That stopped me cold—because he was right. I was scheduled to start my job at the NSA on Monday and, over the last week, I’d become increasingly troubled at the prospect. Whenever I thought about my first day on the job, the specter of Cushing-like adversaries loomed large in my imagination.

More running. More hiding. More danger. More loss and grief.

Zander watched these emotions flit across my face. “For a moment, let’s table the fear factor, and focus on the dream itself. I think we should dissect the dream and identify its ‘tells.’”

“Tells?”

“The symbols or indicators, if you will, that suggest the dream’s meaning. For instance, what was pursuing you?”

I shuddered. “That snake.”

The lines at the corners of Zander’s beautiful gray eyes crinkled as he smiled. “That snake? Was it just any ol’ snake?”

“No. Categorically no. The evil emanating from it was palpable. It was intelligent, too.”

“Okay, so the granddaddy of all serpents. Um, ring a bell?”

“What? You mean Satan?” I almost scoffed—until I remembered Zander’s question: Are you saying spiritual things aren’t real?

My chin jerked up. “What? You think the snake was Satan?”

“No, I think the snake in your dream represented Satan.”

“And so . . .”

“What other tells did the dream contain?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Seems to me that you should have been able to serve up a little Tempter Tempura or a rasher of Basilisk Bacon—easy peasy, right? But you couldn’t. Why? What happened?”

“I was powerless. My ability to pull electricity and throw it was gone. The nanomites had abandoned me, leaving me to the snake’s mercy!”

“And then the Lord spoke to you. Repeat what he said.”

I frowned. 

Weird. 

Compared to everything else in the dream, what that Voice had told me seemed distant and hazy. Even though I had, minutes ago, quoted the message to Zander, I had to concentrate to recall the Voice’s exact words. 

“I think he said, This is not a physical enemy, Jayda. You cannot combat a spiritual foe with material weapons, nor will your Help come from what you know or can do yourself.”

“And I think that’s it, Jayda. The point of your dream.”

My frown deepened as I started to understand. “This assignment from the President. It . . . it isn’t just about uncovering the plots against him?”

Zander didn’t answer my question, at least not directly. “Dreams recounted in the Bible are prophetic in nature, foretelling what is ahead and often containing a warning. For example, years after Jacob’s sons sold their younger brother Joseph into slavery in Egypt, Pharaoh, King of Egypt, dreamed of seven sleek, fat cows and seven ugly, gaunt ones. The seven gaunt cows ate the seven sleek, fat cows.

“The dream so disturbed Pharaoh that he woke up. Later, when he slept again, he dreamed a second time and saw seven healthy, good heads of grain and seven thin, scorched heads of grain that swallowed up the first seven.”

“That’s in Genesis 41,” I offered. “The seven fat cows and plump heads of grain meant seven years of plenty. The seven gaunt cows and thin heads of grain meant that the seven years of plenty would be followed by seven years of famine.”

“Yes. Note that Pharaoh’s dreams were prophetic—foretelling the coming famine—but they also contained a warning—to prepare for those seven years of famine. Of course, Pharaoh was clueless about the meaning of the two dreams, but they distressed him—just as your dream bothered you.”

“I think you mean ‘terrified,’” I grumbled.

Zander laughed. “Okay. Just as your dream terrified you. Bothered or terrified. Same diff.”

I shot Zander an evil glare that had zippo effect on him. He just grinned larger.

Drat.

“Why is it that I’ve read the Bible and can even quote it, but I don’t have the depth of insight that you have?”

I was teasing—okay, I was whining, too—but Zander’s response was anything but humorous.

“I’m not playing around when I repeat myself, Jayda: Spiritual things are real. Knowing a truth in your head or giving mental assent to it is not the same as perceiving and trusting in the deeper, spiritual implications—those real spiritual implications.”

His response sobered me. “How does one go about understanding the spiritual, um, implications?”

“That is a great question, and it reminds me of a skiing lesson I took one year. The instructor hammered about ten things into our heads during that hour—keep your knees slightly bent, your weight over your boots, your skis beneath your knees; lean forward, into the mountain, not back; face downhill at all times; to turn, shift your weight onto the opposite ski—and do not rotate your shoulders to turn; keep them facing downhill. 

“No matter how I tried, I couldn’t, simultaneously, put into action every single thing he wanted us to do. I got frustrated and told him so. His answer has resonated with me ever since.

“What he said was that it takes miles on the mountain to bring everything together.”

“Miles on the mountain?” I didn’t follow.

“No matter what we want to master, only continuous application will get us there. Jesus said it this way, If—if—you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. 

“With God’s word, what we know with our minds cannot bear fruit until we diligently and continuously apply it to our lives. ‘Miles on the mountain’ is a metaphor for ‘application.’ We study God’s word, the Holy Spirit reveals the spiritual significance and implications of God’s word to us, and we apply those spirit-breathed revelations to our lives.”

“Oh!” Miles on the mountain. I caught his drift.

“The larger point I was making about Joseph and Pharaoh is that God used Pharaoh’s dreams to warn and prepare Egypt to meet the coming famine.”

Zander stared at me. “I think your dream is a warning to us.”

“A warning?”

“Yeah, a caution. That the real enemy we will face as we take up the President’s assignment is a spiritual one and the real battle will take place in the spiritual realm. I’m sure you’re familiar with this verse: For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms—in other words, it’s not people we’re fighting.”

“Ephesians 6:12.” 

The Bible reference was a reflexive response; I was focused on Zander’s admonition. It was what he said next that shook me from my preoccupation. 

“I believe a time is coming, Jayda, when what we have grown accustomed to leaning on—the nanomites, their invisibility, and the powerful abilities they’ve given us—all those things will be ineffective against our enemies. Victory will not turn on a physical battle but rather upon winning the spiritual war.”

I shivered, and Zander drew me close to him. “Now let’s tackle that fear, okay?”

“Yeah. Let’s.”

“Lord God, we commit our way to you. Where you lead, we will follow, and where you take us, we cling to your assurance that you will never leave us nor forsake us. Your love is faithful and perfect—and with your perfect love we cast out all fear. We may feel afraid, Lord, but by the grace of Jesus, our Savior, we will not draw back.”

“Amen,” I whispered.

~~**~~
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Saturday Evening

AXEL KENNEDY, HEAD of President Jackson’s personal security detail, addressed the Secret Service agent stationed at the elevator that led to the First Family’s Residence. 

“Meeting with Stonewall,” he said, using President Jackson’s Secret Service codename, which referred to another Jackson, Civil War General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson. 

The agent whispered into his comms, “Kennedy to the Residence,” then stepped aside and opened the gate to the elevator for Kennedy to enter. Kennedy pushed the button to take the elevator up. 

He found the President in the Residence dining room staring out one of the windows toward Lafayette Park. 

“Mr. President.”

“Thanks for coming, Axel.”

Kennedy closed the dining room door, grateful—and not for the first time—that the Clintons had insisted that no Secret Service agents be stationed on the Residence floors during their time in the White House. The custom had remained after they left, although agents stood post on the lower floor at the elevator and at the staircase leading up to the Residence.

“Have a seat, Axel.”

The President seated himself at the dining table, and Axel followed suit.

“What happened to Agent Bingham?”

Beth Bingham had spent two years on the White House detail and was a favorite with the President. She was regularly stationed at the elevator in the evenings—until today. 

“I’m told she resigned from the Service due to a family situation. Quite sudden and unexpected.”

“And the new guy on the elevator?”

“Agent Callister.”

“He looks familiar.”

“He should. He was on Harmon’s detail.”

The President sighed. “How many does that make?”

“Four in the past two months. Four reliable agents replaced by men I wouldn’t trust to walk my dog.”

The President and Kennedy were no longer confident of their privacy in the Oval Office and had taken to meeting in the Residence after they noticed the subtle but unmistakable shifting of personnel around them—agents from the late Vice President’s personal detail being assigned to the White House detail. They had no means of knowing which or how many of Harmon’s detail had been privy to or part of his attempt to assassinate President Jackson and ascend to the presidency. However, Kennedy and Jackson viewed each shift in the White House’s protective complement as further evidence of an ongoing conspiracy, and they eyed the replacements with distrust, listing them on the adversary’s side until proven otherwise.

“I thought you had some say in who is posted here?”

“On your personal detail, sir, but not on the White House detail. Mr. President, if I were to raise an objection against an agent from Harmon’s former detail being posted inside the White House, it would signal that we were on to them.”

“Them. The unknown them. Someone is rearranging the pieces on the board, Axel, and I confess, I’m beginning to feel outmaneuvered.” 

“I understand, Mr. President. The number of agents in the White House I would rely on to protect you in a make-or-break situation is shrinking.”

“As a Washington outsider, I don’t understand how this can be happening.”

“It’s the shadow government, Mr. President, the entrenched bureaucracy composed of political appointees and career government employees engaged in coordinated attempts to undermine your authority and legitimacy—you, sir, the democratically elected President of the United States! It’s civil servants who are opposed to your political beliefs and agenda. They hide in the background, pulling strings to obstruct you through weaponized national intelligence actions, a complicit media, and the judicial overreach of like-minded allies in federal courts.

“You are the President for four or eight years, depending upon election results, but the Deep State, the bureaucrats working behind the curtains, will outlast you—making them the real power in Washington.”

Jackson’s long, dark fingers massaged his tired eyes. “It is one thing for the bureaucrats of a single department or agency to impede the executive branch. It is another thing altogether when allies with similar political objectives unite across government entities to overthrow the presidency. That is sedition and treason.” 

“It is, sir—particularly when unelected officials are able to thwart the will of the voters and effectively impose their values and objectives upon the American people. Harmon attempted a ‘soft’ coup to take over the executive branch. The only casualty would have been you.”

“Only me? No, the American people who elected me would have been casualties with me. The problem remains, Axel, that Harmon could not have acted alone. We know he had a collaborator planted in the Army’s Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, the individual who provided him with the deadly cocktail he poured into my coffee. And based on recent personnel changes here in the White House, I’m guessing that the hierarchy of the Secret Service cannot be trusted either. And Harmon left a lengthy career at the NSA before he stood for one term in the Senate—before he so carefully courted me in order to reach the vice presidency. Who knows how many of his accomplices are embedded in the NSA? The Secret Service? FBI? Congress? The military? Or outside corporations and financial institutions, for that matter?”

Jackson rubbed his eyes a second time. “I had hopes that my man on the inside of the NSA would deliver some answers.”

“You have my sympathies about Overman, sir. I know he was a trusted friend.”

“We went to school together. Double-dated. His wife and Maddie were roommates. He was a true patriot, too. He must have gotten too close and given himself away for them to take him out.”

The President’s mood sank a little. “I hate for his wife to never know what happened to him. Do you think we’ll ever find his body?”

“I doubt it, sir. As long as there’s no body, no one can definitively say he was murdered.”

Jackson’s temper flashed. “And yet the media feels obliged to suggest that he ran off with a secret lover—with not a shred of evidence to support such a spurious claim!”

“Disinformation planted by our adversaries, sir. Nothing in Overman’s background even hints at infidelity.”

“I knew the man close to forty years. He’d never cheat on his wife. Not a chance. And I’m truly sorry I put him in harm’s way by asking him to suss out Harmon’s closest connections inside the NSA.”

“You had to ask, sir. We had no other means of trying to find out if they will make another attempt.”

“I am doing my best to govern this nation but waiting for the other shoe to drop is wearing on me.” Jackson lowered his voice. “If we didn’t have our little ace in the hole, my paranoia would be much higher. Is she in place yet?”

“Scheduled to start tomorrow, sir. I, um, realize you have a great deal of faith in this woman, sir, but to place all your confidence in her? If they found Overman out—with his seniority and the clearances he held—what chance does an entry-level contractor stand?”

“As I’ve said several times, you haven’t seen her in action, Axel. I have. She’s not defenseless by any means. Besides, the very fact that she’s a low-level employee means she won’t even show up on their radar. Trust me on this, please.”

“Yes sir. If you say so.”

Jackson had briefed Kennedy on the former Gemma Keyes, but without seeing with his own eyes what she could do, Kennedy remained skeptical.

“I’m concerned with how long it will take her to get any actionable intel, sir. Our enemies are systematically isolating you, surrounding you with potential assassins. We need additional allies. Have you . . . have you made a decision as to Harmon’s replacement?”

Jackson shook his head. “I need to know beyond any doubt that the next Vice President isn’t looking to stick a knife in my back.”

“It’s been six months, sir.”

“The twenty-fifth amendment establishes no timeline for when the President must nominate a replacement. Lyndon Johnson went a year without a VP and Harry Truman governed for four years without one.”

“Yes sir; however, I’m sure you understand my concern for your safety, your administration, and your . . . legacy. The Speaker of the House—”

“Speaker Friese is the overweening puppet of his party, a spineless, brainless shill whose only worth to them is his unquestioning obedience—and that man, that lapdog—is a single heartbeat away from the presidency!”

“Which is why moving quickly to select a Vice President—one we are confident is not in Harmon’s corner—would, at the least, lessen the likelihood of another assassination attempt.”

“Don’t think that I don’t know that, Axel. But whomever I appoint requires the confirmation of both houses of Congress, and that is proving to be a ticklish problem. The House and Senate are so evenly divided that getting my pick confirmed would be like asking America, ‘Cats or dogs?’”

The President sighed. “You cannot imagine the pressure both parties are exerting on me, Axel. I’ve met with the majority and minority leaders from both houses and listened to them pitch their preferred candidates, each party vowing to vote against the other party’s choice.”

“As you said, a ticklish problem, sir.”

Jackson tucked his chin to his chest as he pondered the dilemma before him. “I’ve listened politely to the maneuverings and machinations of both sides, all the while wondering: Which of these men and women colluded with Harmon, a man of my own party, to assassinate and replace me? Which of their nominees is the next Manchurian Candidate?”

Kennedy leaned toward the President. “Considering the seriousness of the situation, sir, I would feel better if we weren’t relying only on your plant at the NSA. Would you be open to adding a second iron to the fire?”

“I take it you have a suggestion, Axel?”

“Yes, sir. While our mole is digging in at the NSA, I thought we could go at the problem from the other end.”

“I’m listening.”

“You remember Agent Janice Trujillo, sir? She was Cushing’s de facto team leader, but she recognized that Cushing’s actions were suspect, possibly treasonous. When the chips were down, she proved her loyalty to you, not to Cushing or her handlers. We can trust her, sir. And she already knows our mole and her handler.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I’d like to reach out to Agent Trujillo. Do you remember the first time we spoke to her? Cushing was MIA, and Trujillo said something about ‘the absence of a visible chain of command.’”

“I seem to recall her saying that.”

“She and her team are covert operators, sir. It’s likely they received their assignment to General Cushing through untraceable channels—which is why, when Harmon died and Cushing went off-grid, Trujillo had no one else to report to.”

“It’s been six months since then, Axel. She can’t have been sitting on her hands all this time.”

“No, she has not. Even though she knew Cushing was dead, she had to pretend otherwise. She and her team waited for Cushing in New Mexico until DOD issued the bulletin stating that an Air Force transport had crashed in the Atlantic with Cushing aboard. Trujillo’s default orders when an op ended were RTB—return to base—and await instructions. With her command officer officially dead, she disbanded her team and returned to her Virginia base of operations.”

“How do you know this?”

“I asked Agent Gamble to keep tabs on her—unobtrusively. I asked him to convey a request for her to keep her head down and her nose to the grindstone. Since she left New Mexico, she’s received several innocuous assignments, mostly busywork taking her out of the country and back. The thing is, I think Trujillo is the only other connection we have into Harmon’s network. Harmon himself handled Cushing and her team, but he had to have kept others in the conspiracy knowledgeable of the operation.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting that whoever ‘inherited’ Trujillo as a resource is waiting, observing and testing her to see if she’s been compromised, perhaps holding her in reserve. So far, I don’t believe they have noted any taint in her loyalty to them. 

“I think I see where this is going.”

“Yes sir. I propose that we bring her under Gamble’s oversight—carefully, of course—and keep her in readiness for when she receives an actual assignment.”

“And becomes our double agent inside the enemy’s camp.”

“Yes, Mr. President. Initially, the enemy will work her ‘blind,’ without any face-to-face contact. However, when her handler does reveal himself to Trujillo, that ‘someone’ will be our ‘in’ to Harmon’s network.”

“I like it.”

Axel frowned. “You’ve told me that our, er, ‘ace’ and her partner have extraordinary abilities. We would need them and their abilities at that point to surveil Trujillo’s handler and infiltrate his or her chain of command.”

“I know you doubt them, Axel, but I assure you: They can do the job. As regards Agent Trujillo? Set it up.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

~~**~~
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“JUST SO WE’RE CLEAR—AND I can’t emphasize this enough—your first duty, the most essential of your tasks, is to keep a low profile . . .” Gamble’s warning trailed off mid-thought before he amended his admonition. “No, not a low profile, but no profile. Nada, zip, nil. We can’t have either of you even registering a blip on our adversaries’ radar. Do nothing to draw attention to yourselves.”

I nodded and, out of the corner of my eye, saw Zander do the same. 

Agent Gamble, Zander, and I were huddled in the darkened living room of a rental in a modest neighborhood outside of D.C. Not an FBI location or Secret Service safe house, but a house Gamble had leased himself using cash and a fake ID. Axel Kennedy, the head of the President’s Secret Service detail, had passed a chunk of money to Gamble for such expenditures. Gamble had paid out more cash to have window bars and security doors installed, along with a state-of-the-art security system.

Zander and I had met Gamble in an alley two blocks away and, under the cover of the nanomites’ optical invisibility, the three of us had made our way to our meeting place and entered through the back door. It was probably the slickest covert entrance on record—not that anyone was keeping records, since that would kind of defeat the whole concept of “covert,” right?

Gamble cleared his throat. “We’ve poked and probed your cover, and it is very good, Gemma—”

“Jayda.”

“Yeah, yeah. Jayda Locke.”

“Jayda Cruz.”

Gamble ran a hand over his face. “You’re killing me. You know that, right?”

Zander and I laughed softly, but I fumbled for my husband’s hand, glad to feel my fingers nestled within the warmth and strength of his. We had prayed over the nasty dream of two nights past, and its hold on me was fading. Now it was late Sunday evening, and I would start work at the NSA in the morning but still, as the saying goes, “It was about to get real,” “it,” in this case, being my infiltration into the most formidable intelligence service on the planet.

No biggie.

Uh-huh.

Gamble started over. “Your cover is very good, Jayda, better, in fact than what we could have provided, given such a small window of time. It is better—and it is totally outside our intelligence channels. That’s a bonus.”

“The nanomites.”

“Thank the little guys for us.”

“You just did.”

Speaking of “the little guys,” a stream of them had left me when we entered the house. They were checking it out to ensure that no one was bugging our meeting and to provide us with the safe house’s exits and any incidental details.

“Right.” Gamble wiped his face again. “Okay. Back on task, you two.”

“You seem nervous, Agent Gamble,” Zander observed. 

“Yeah, well, it’s not every day the President of the United States arranges my transfer to a post that requires practically nothing from me—a post that is, in reality, a cover for a covert op of the most delicate and sensitive nature—an operation predicated on treason at the highest levels of our government and, if botched, could trigger a Constitutional crisis and a political shakeup of unprecedented proportions. An op I am tasked to lead and that, furthermore, relies upon two untrained, unqualified, and untested assets.”

I nudged Zander. “Huh. He might be talking about us.”

“Ya think?”

“Well, I’m offended. Untrained, maybe, but unqualified and untested?”

We both grinned. Gamble did not. 

“Not a laughing matter, you two. Despite your ‘special abilities,’ neither of you has any idea how vital your roles are to the preservation of this presidency—or how precarious is the situation.”

Zander spoke up. “Question: Let’s say, hypothetically speaking, that things were to go sideways. Breaking into the NSA has to be considered espionage—at the very least, right?”

“Espionage? On the face of it, yes, but so is weaponizing the nation’s intelligence community to remove a sitting president. However, I can provide assurance regarding the legality of what Jayda will be doing. Executive Order 12333 delineates the goals, directions, duties, and responsibilities of the intelligence community, its purpose being to provide the President and the National Security Council with the information they need to govern. 

“EO 12333, Item 1.4, reads, The agencies within the Intelligence Community shall, in accordance with applicable United States law and with the other provisions of this Order, conduct intelligence activities necessary for the conduct of foreign relations and the protection of the national security of the United States.

“Note the phrase, ‘with the other provisions of this Order.’ Line items 1.4 (a) through (e) spell out the specific authority and responsibilities of the intelligence community, but line item (f) adds, Such other intelligence activities as the President may direct from time to time.”

Gamble pointed to me and then to Zander. “Line item 1.4(f)? Such other activities? That’s you guys.”

Zander nodded. “Good to know.”

“All right. Back to ‘untrained.’ Our White House contact has asked me to arrange for both of you to receive private, specialized instruction.”

Zander perked up. “Spy training?”

“Call it a series of ‘How to Stay Alive’ workshops.”

“Man, you know how to filch the fun out of everything.”

I interrupted. “Where? And when? I start my job tomorrow.”

“And I want you to be nothing more than a model low-level NSA contractor employee until we determine our first step forward.”

“Gamble?”

“What?”

“You know that’s not how it’s going to go, right? It’s not possible for you or anyone else to micromanage my infiltration. The moment I set foot inside NSA territory, the nanomites will start digging. Our initial goal will be to figure out what happened to the President’s friend, Wayne Overman.”

Gamble and I engaged in a staredown that he had zero chance of winning.

He broke off eye contact and frowned. “Jayda—”

“Don’t worry about me, Gamble. The nanomites are undetectable. Things aren’t going to ‘go sideways.’”

“Yes, but you need to remember that everything at the NSA is bugged—phones, computers, work email accounts. They aren’t messing around. If you thought security at Sandia was tight, you haven’t seen anything—these are the world’s spy masters, remember? It’s likely that they have video cameras in every department, office, hallway, and broom closet. I wouldn’t put it past them to have bugged the bathrooms, too.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

“Just . . . just don’t count on your invisibility tricks going unnoticed, okay?” He sighed. “Guess I’m more nervous about you starting your assignment than you are.”

I doubted that, but I put on a good front. “I hacked the White House, remember? Defeated its security measures and got to the President with no one being the wiser. You don’t need to fret.” 

I managed to sound more confident than I felt.

Before Gamble could respond, I changed the subject. “Tell us more about this spy training.”

“Call it Tradecraft 101. The basics of modern espionage: techniques, methods, and technologies. Your trainers are off-book contractors, all ex-military. These men are hardened, no-nonsense operators.”

Zander asked, “How do you know we can trust them?”

“We served together. Seems like a hundred years ago now, but I’d stake my life on their loyalty to this nation and its President. Also, they won’t know anything about you, and you won’t know anything more about them than what I’ve told you.”

He got all businesslike on us. “You are not to offer your names or any personally identifiable information. Pick a bogus first name for them to call you. Remove your wedding rings before you go. Not only are you not married, you are strangers, so act like it. Arrive at separate times from different directions. Total anonymity. 

“A lot of what they’ll begin with is terminology and head knowledge. When they move you on to tasks in the field, do what they ask of you without any nano-hocus-pocus. No invisibility or lightning bolts.”

I stifled a snicker.

“You’ll begin next week in your spare time.”

“What spare time? Lowly administrative assistants put in forty-hour-plus weeks in addition to the commute.” 

“Nights and evenings. You told me you don’t need as much sleep as regular people do, right?”

It was true. The nanomites had infused us with incredible stamina and resilience. Zander and I had energy to burn and required less sleep than most people did.

“You will report after dark this Wednesday for your first session. Your trainers will set additional sessions that accommodate your schedules.”

I blinked. Zander and I called Emilio and Abe every Wednesday evening around nine, seven o’clock back in Albuquerque. We would have to call them earlier. 

“Where?”

Gamble handed Zander a slip of paper. “Both of you memorize this address and the instructions; flush the water-soluble paper afterwards. Never speak the address aloud. Can’t be too careful.”

“Not a problem,” I answered. The nanomites uploaded the information to their data repository while, with a single glance, Zander and I memorized the same. 

“Just FYI, Agent Gamble. While Jayda is at work, I’ll be looking for a job,” Zander said. “Something in my wheelhouse. Can’t let Jayda be the sole breadwinner. We need a second vehicle, and somebody has to make those car payments.”

“Find something with flexible hours. We don’t yet know how you will fit into the scheme of things, but when we require your help, we’ll want you to be available.”

Zander shifted. “Kinda narrows my options.” 

Zander and I had also discussed scenarios where I might need him to back me up once I’d made inroads at the NSA.

Gamble slid an envelope toward Zander. “I’ve been authorized to supply you with a weekly stipend. When this is all over, we’ll arrange a more substantial payment to compensate both of you for your help cleaning out Harmon’s collaborators.”

Zander’s pride bristled. “That’s not necessary.”

“It’s not charity, Zander. It’s compensation for the real work you’ll be doing and the expenses you’ll accrue.”

Neither Zander nor I said any more. The move from Albuquerque had cost money, and I’d needed a car for work. We’d used up what remained of the cash I’d “appropriated” when I burned down the drug house in Albuquerque. The money Gamble offered would come in handy. 

“We have a request,” I announced.

“Oh?”

“We need some space to work out. Doesn’t need to be fancy or big. Just an open, empty room.”

Gamble didn’t like not knowing the whole picture, and his expression said so. 

“Stick fighting, Agent Gamble.”

“What—for him?” 

“For both of us. You have to admit, it will keep us in shape.”

He eyed me and nodded. “You’re the poster child for stick fighting, Jayda.”

I suppose I was: Gus-Gus, my nanomite-created VR coach, had pushed, pummeled, and provoked me in the art of Filipino escrima fighting until my reflexes were beyond instinctual and every muscle in my body was honed and hard. My core was solid, too.

I grinned. “Consider our workouts another variety of ‘how to stay alive’ workshop.” My grin widened. “My husband will benefit the most over the next few weeks.”

“I’d pay to be a fly on the wall for that.”

“Whatever,” Zander tossed back.

The nanomites returned from exploring the safe house and reported their findings to me. I jumped topics again. “Huh. You installed a 3D printer in the basement?”

Gamble was surprised. “How did you know that?” Then he snorted. “Never mind. Yes, we had it installed last week, but not just any old 3D printer. Dr. Bickel provided the printer’s very particular (and expensive) specs and a list of the materials the nanomites would require to print more of themselves.”

“That can’t have been an unremarkable work order for a residential house.”

“You’re right. We brought in Dr. Bickel’s two technicians to retrofit the basement into a cleanroom and perform the install.”

“Rick and Tony?” I had worked with Dr. Bickel’s techs at Sandia, first as Gemma and later as Jayda, and I nurtured a fondness for them. However, Rick and Tony believed Gemma was dead—as did the rest of the world, with the exception of exactly seven individuals. And of those seven individuals, Axel Kennedy and Agent Trujillo knew only bits and pieces of my story and the extent of my (and now Zander’s) abilities.

“Yes, Rick and Tony. They helped Dr. Bickel hide the nanomites from Cushing in his mountain laboratory and managed to convince Cushing that they knew nothing about Dr. Bickel’s whereabouts. In my book, they have proven they can be trusted. Compartmentalization of this operation being as vital as it is, they were our best option to install the printer.”

Gamble started to wrap things up. “The printer, of course, is so the nanomites can manufacture more of themselves, should the need arise.”

The printer and materials are satisfactory to our needs, Jayda Cruz.

“Good to know, Nano.”

“Use this house only for our weekly meetings and if you should require access to the printer,” Gamble added. “If we need an emergency meetup, I liked how we communicated in Albuquerque.”

He was referring to a Craigslist ad that read, “Wanted: Uncut Gemstones.” The nanomites had inserted a line of code into the Craigslist webpage so that the words “uncut gemstones” triggered an alert that they received and passed on to me.

I pursed my lips. “And here I’ve been holding my breath, hoping to graduate to that big ol’ Bat Signal in the night sky.”

Gamble arched one brow. “That was my line, Jayda.”

We all chuckled, and I was relieved to see Gamble unwind a little.

“We don’t need to resort to covert communication methods,” I told him. “We can use our regular cellphones. Our calls don’t register with our carriers, and the nanomites scrub our phone logs. Our phones don’t leave a trace of data.

Gamble looked uncertain. “You’re sure?”

“Yes. The night the President called you? The nanomites evaded the Secret Service’s monitoring of all cellphone signals coming into and out of the White House.”

“All right then. Keep me apprised of your progress.”

We left the rental the same way we’d arrived—invisibly—depositing Gamble at his car. Zander and I walked another mile to the restaurant parking lot where we picked up our vehicle and drove back to our apartment in Maryland.

***
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WHEN GAMBLE ARRIVED at his apartment, he checked the burner phone he used exclusively for calls from Kennedy. He found a short voice mail.

“Call me.”

A light summer shower had begun to patter the ground when Gamble grabbed the phone, walked back to his vehicle, and drove to a park a mile from his home. By the time he dialed the only number in the phone, rain was beating on his windshield, lending more privacy to the call. 

Kennedy picked up. “Can you talk?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. First, how are our transplants?”

“Ready to go and not nearly as nervous as I am.”

“I understand. We have a lot . . . invested in this effort.” 

Every sentence they spoke was parsed in patently oblique terms. Kennedy paused a moment to marshal and construct his next thoughts. “I have further instructions for you.”

“I’m listening.”

“You are to contact a certain individual, a mutual acquaintance, although, on our end, we have only spoken with said mutual acquaintance over the phone. This individual is also known to our transplants.”

Gamble ran through the possibilities. Only one fit the bill. “I believe I understand.”

“Our transplants once considered this individual an enemy.”

That clinched it. “Understood. Orders?”

“Bring into the fold. Wait for said individual to receive orders from on high. Goal? Identify and surveil up the chain of command.”

“Roger that.”

“Report in when you have something.” Kennedy hung up.

Gamble thought through the call he was about to make. Her involvement would add a layer of complexity to the operation, but it also added her own mix of skills. She would be a great asset if things got dicey. 

He had her
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