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No Generative AI Training Use.

The Author expressly prohibits using his Work (novels, short stories, poems, or nonfiction) in any manner whatsoever for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as his Work. The Author reserves all rights to license uses of the Work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Author’s Note: No artificial intelligence (A.I.) or predictive language software was used in any part of the creation of this book, nor will it ever be for any of my works. (I do use a spelling checker.)
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“Time travel and conspiracies combine with sensational robotics in this science fiction thriller. Furiously fun. Terry Persun will keep you guessing and wanting more.” —Kay Kenyon, author of THE ENTIRE AND THE ROSE
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BIOMASS: Rewind

“Terry Persun’s BIOMASS REWIND has everything I love in a novel:  fully fleshed characters, thought-provoking science, and a story that grips you by the throat until the last page...while still leaving you wanting more. If Orson Scott Card and Isaac Asimov had collaborated on a novel, it might look something like this book. Highly recommended!” —James Rollins, #1 NY Times bestseller of KINGDOM OF BONES
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I love a book that makes me think about what makes us human. From the opening, bone-rattling descent to a new world, Terry Persun takes us on a twisting journey of discovery that reminds us that friends can be enemies, enemies can be friends, and “intelligent” isn’t the same as “most intelligent.” —Eric Witchey, author of LITTLE DEATH, winner of the International Book Award for Visionary Fiction
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Gripping and highly original. A courageous premise made vivid and frighteningly believable. —Kay Kenyon, science fiction and fantasy author of MAXIMUM ICE and THE GIRL WHO FELL INTO MYTH
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Doublesight

“Lately fantasy rarely surprises and seldom delights, but Terry Persun’s novel DOUBLESIGHT does both and more. Richly textural, complicated in character, and presenting a world unlike any other, this debut imbues new blood into the genre. It is a stunning fantasy for the new millennium.” —James Rollins, NY Times bestselling author of THE STARLESS CROWN
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“Persun’s captivating new fantasy raises the art of shape shifting to a new level. Enter the world of Doublesight where man and animal are one. A fresh adventure awaits!” —Janet Lee Carey, author of DRAGONSWOOD
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Praise for Wolf’s Rite

“Llwellyn Smith is angry, arrogant, cynical, contentious, and obnoxious. Before too many pages...you’ll be devoutly wishing that something would happen to this central figure of Wolf’s Rite. Something does, and it should happen to everybody.”

—Jerry Spinelli, author of Star Girl

“Persun tells his story with skill and insight, both Wolf ’s inner struggle and his Native American experience.”

—M.E. Morris, author of The Sand Crabs

“When Persun writes of man/nature, he writes of us—not to us—and shows us images we can’t simply blink away.” —Robert Fulton,  editor and author

Literary Awards: “Wolf’s Rite” was nominated as the fiction book of the year by ForeWord magazine, and won the POW! Book of the Year Award as well as the Star of Washington Award.
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​First, welcome to my community of readers. Let me emphasize how important it is for you to become familiar with my website, terrypersun.com. It is the hub of my operation. There are offerings there that are unique to my website -  coupons, discount notices, new release information, e-books, audiobooks, novellas, short stories, or other interesting media that you will find nowhere else.

I invite you to subscribe to my newsletter so I can keep you updated on what’s happening in the community.  Go to terrypersun.com to sign up.

Reviews can mean the difference between success and failure for indie authors.  Please submit a review  to Goodreads as well as your favorite online bookstores. If you’re not familiar with Goodreads, please email it to me.  Thank you!

With warmest regards,

Terry Persun
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Chapter 1
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DAY 1
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Keith rolled his head from side to side on the pillow until he awoke from his bad dream. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. He ran a hand through his hair to remove it from his clammy forehead. Although he forgot what had happened in the dream as he became fully conscious, a feeling of dread lingered. He had to calm down, but how? He held back tears and tried not to think about what could happen next. He feared the system would recognize his emotional peak. He stared at the ceiling for a few minutes then closed his eyes to see if any part of the dream emerged. If he knew what the feeling of dread concerned, perhaps he could shake it. No luck.

Rising from the comfort of his pillow, Keith swung his feet over the side of the bed and let his toes enter the plush softness of the warm carpet. He rubbed his face, pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes, rolled his neck, sat straight. He stretched his back until a small snap brought relief from the night’s immobility. A sound sleeper, he moved very little throughout most nights.

When he glanced at the clock it shifted into the next digit and a sweet voice said, “Keith, it is time to awaken.” He stared at the clock a full three minutes until it repeated the message, this time raising its voice as it said his name then dropping back to normal for the remainder of the sentence. He ignored the dream and continued his morning routine, stretching his arms over his head, twisting his back, lifting to a standing position. The third time the clock raised its voice for the entire sentence. Keith reached over and flicked the alarm off even though he liked hearing the pleasant voice.

He trudged into the bathroom to relieve himself. Passing the mirror, Keith noticed how he had plumped over the past year. A small stomach had appeared where it used to be flat. He knew he should expand his morning exercises beyond stretching while seated on the edge of his bed, but there was little reason to do so. There was no woman in his life to impress. Perhaps if there were he would have more incentive to stay fit.

He reached over and pushed the shower button, then stripped away his pajamas and stepped into the water jettisoned toward him from several directions. Set at the perfect temperature, Keith experienced a familiar relief while standing there.

When the feeling of dread swept over him again, he poked his head out of the shower to see if something in the bathroom was amiss. His own face looked back at him from the mirror over the sink. He smiled at himself and noticed the way his wavy hair flattened against his head. He had full lips and strong cheekbones. Even his eyes drew you in, he thought. He was handsome enough. Perhaps he needed a girlfriend. Maybe he should put in for one? Again he thought that a woman might provide incentive for him to stay in shape, give him a reason to exercise more often. He was getting used to the idea.

He finished in the shower, shaved, and brushed his teeth. He dressed comfortably for work. The sense of dread had waned, but he knew it would be back. The trick was to hold it at bay, not let it grow too strong. Not allow a dream, which he couldn’t remember anyway, to cause the police to show up at his door. That would only perpetuate more dread feelings, which could transfer into more dreams like it had before, months ago. He still didn’t recall where the police had taken him or what happened while there. He only remembered waking in his own bed on a Tuesday, just in time to prepare for work.

Breakfast for Keith was a quick cup of coffee and an egg sandwich that made its way from the refrigerator into the microwave and onto a plate without much thought or fanfare. He ate the same, or similar, breakfast every day. Few of the ingredients were changed and the flavors had become comfortable if not tasty.

After placing the dishes into the cleaning receptacle, Keith went to open the door to his apartment when a knock surprised him. He stepped back, “One moment.”

“It’s the police,” a man said in a gentle, non-threatening tone.

Keith put a hand over his heart as though to still it. He stepped backward. The door was unlocked. They all were. He couldn’t stay the inevitable. When the second polite knock came, he advanced and opened the door.

The officer in front of him looked familiar in the way that a man looks familiar if you met him only once at a gathering. His uniform was stiff and creased in all the right places. His hands were folded in front of him. They were soft hands, which made Keith wonder if he shouldn’t put in for a man instead of a woman. The nametag over the officer’s breast pocket read, “Hello, my name is Richard.” He had a nice smile, as though he were about to deliver wonderful news. Two officers stood behind him and smiled as well. They were all very pleasant and kind. Very proper.

“May we come in and talk with you for a moment?”

“I was just heading to work.”

The familiar officer, Richard, glanced over his shoulder and one of the other men began typing into his wrist computer. “Taken care of,” Richard said. “You’ll receive full credits.”

Keith stepped back and allowed them passage.

“You are feeling something...” Richard paused for a moment to emphasize the next word or to consider exactly which word he would use and then said, “unusual this morning?” A smile plastered across his lips, Richard continued to look into Keith’s eyes. He didn’t look around the room or glance away for a moment.

“Nothing like before,” Keith said, knowing that there must be records of his episode. “I had a bad dream. That was all. I had no recollection of it when I awoke this morning. Nothing to worry about, I’m sure.” He hoped that Richard did not sense the shakiness in his voice.

Richard opened a wrist computer and glanced over some information. He typed and spoke at the same time, “No recollection,” he said. He looked up at Keith. “We received a very slight reading, and wanted to be sure that you’re feeling all right.” He hesitated as he had earlier in their conversation, as though he had to think of what to say. “May I ask, is this the first time since several months ago? Have you had other feelings that seemed odd or unusual in any way?”

Keith thought back, but didn’t put too much effort into it. His biggest concern at the moment was to get through this confrontation, no matter how pleasant, and to get on with his normal life. “This is the first. And I had all but forgotten it until you visited.” As he said this, the feeling of dread made itself known, like a shadow slipping across the floor in the corner of the room. Keith hoped that Richard could not detect the wave of emotion on his wrist computer, if, in fact, that was what the data portrayed.

“We are very sorry for bothering you, but it is our duty to make sure that every resident is completely happy with his or her life, is satisfied with accommodations, and has no reason to strike out at anyone in any way.” Richard reached to shake Keith’s hand.

Keith accepted the gesture. “All is fine here. I appreciate your concern.”

“It is the concern of all of the Newcity Police, young man,” Richard said.

The use of the words “young man” reduced the handshake to official business and far from friendly. Richard, if familiar, was now a member of the Newcity Police force just doing his job. Keith sensed a separation of emotion between them whether real or imagined.

Richard’s two associates never came very far into the apartment, and now they backed into the hall. Other people walked by, residents. Keith nodded to the ones he recognized. Everyone was on his or her way to work, as they should be.

As though Richard knew Keith’s thoughts, he said, “You have an additional thirty minutes due to this inquiry. Relax.” The men turned sharply to leave, then stepped away as though they had another important call that they were already late for.

Keith thanked them for their concern as he closed the door.

The room enlarged now that it was empty. Being a rather bulky man, Richard had taken up a lot of space. Keith glanced around in an attempt to find something to do for the extra time he had available. He could switch on the news, but disliked the noise in the morning. No music either, for the same reason. He sat on the sofa and crossed his legs. What was that dream about? Closing his eyes brought nothing into view, no change in emotion, thank God.

He got up and paced to the kitchenette and pressed the coffee button. A cup slipped into place and coffee and creamer entered the cup simultaneously, in the exact amounts that he liked it. He took the cup back into the small, efficient living room and sat down again. It was curious how he thought about the police a little while before they arrived. Did that happen to anyone else? He couldn’t have known about them arriving. He set the cup down, then picked it up and held it in his lap. He hardly drank any of the liquid.

He decided that he didn’t know that the police were coming, but naturally feared that they would arrive after his dream. It was coincidental that they arrived just as he was leaving for work. He nodded to himself, satisfied with his conclusion. Still he wondered, why must he make more out of things than what they are? He never used to do that.

It was times like these, no matter how few they were, that Keith wished he had a close friend – or a woman – to talk with. He could contact a neighbor, and there were workmates, but no one who lived with him.

Time moved so slowly when he sat alone. He opened his mouth to start the television, but nothing but an “Oh” came out before he changed his mind and clammed up. No noise.

Could he request a woman that was not noisy in the morning? The women he had requested in the past talked too much when they first woke up. And, there was that one time when he was requested and stayed at that woman’s residence – what was her name? – no matter, she talked almost constantly. That is what prompted him to be removed from the companion list for a while. Now he thought that a quiet woman might be the answer. Perhaps there was a woman in the system who would want only a short relationship, several days perhaps? Someone who was quiet, even shy, would do.

Keith got up and poured the remaining coffee into the sink. The cup went into the cleaning receptacle, and he opened the screen on the terminal next to the refrigerator. He used a finger to flip through the pages until he reached the Companion site. He voiced his request in single words as the screens passed through their sequence. He didn’t concern himself with physical matters, but requested only those women who wanted a short relationship and were quiet in the morning. That should open the possibilities and increase his chances of approval. Before closing the terminal, he requested that the person come by a half hour after he was home from work. That would give him time to freshen up. He didn’t mention sex in his request, but considered that as an option dependent on how well the two of them felt matched.

His request had passed the time perfectly and he walked around the counter and out the door. Few people were in the hall now that the morning rush was over. He walked to the end of the hall where the space opened into the central dome. He lived high into the residencies and stopped briefly, as he often did, to glance down into the metropolis that was Newcity. From his vantage point he could see thousands of individuals wandering the streets, taking elevators, riding in travel carts. The corridors appeared to be full even though many residents were at work by now.

This area of Newcity was the most recent of the livable residencies. Keith had been here for close to thirty years, but hardly remembered anything prior to his sixteenth birthday. The celebration included a lot of people he recognized as family if he thought about it, but few people he could actually name. Even the mental images he had of his parents were questionable. From then on he had been alone and found that as a preferred state of living.

Many of those who wandered past him on their way to work or home or somewhere else said hello. He had no obligation to return the greeting, but often did so knowing that it was the polite thing to do. The faces he saw this morning were different than those he usually saw, some of whom he recognized from many years of occupying the same time space: they went to work at the same time and came home at the same time. There was a similar effect to his lunch hour, only with different faces. Although he had gotten to know a few people, relationships with Keith didn’t appear to last long or become very deep.

This morning, though, he wished he would run into a few of those familiar faces. The short half hour of being alone made him want to talk with someone, reach out. He might even have asked Robert or Carl or Maria to stop by sometime.

The crowd was so much smaller, intensifying his sense of feeling alone, which reminded him of the feeling of dread, and he wondered if that was what the dream was about. Did he sense that he’d be detained and that he’d feel alone? If so, was that the first time that day that he knew what would happen in the future? The second time being when the police arrived? Perhaps he dismissed the coincidence too easily.

As the sense of dread returned, sweeping through his body once again, he feared that someone was watching him. He moved away from the dome center and turned to go to work. No one appeared to be following him, but the sense of something being wrong lingered. It could be another precognition. The third.

Keith scurried toward the elevator and was the last to enter. The doors closed and the chamber dropped thirty-two floors before it stopped. The doors opened onto a large shopping area. Storefronts were decorated with items for sale. Large, sometimes flashing, signs announced electronics, clothing, accessories. Several people exited the elevator. No one got on. Before the doors closed, Keith noticed a few children with their parents and wondered about his own family. Why had he forgotten them? Were they in Newcity? He could make an inquiry but didn’t feel impelled to do so. He vaguely remembered being transferred to Newcity. Was that possible? Could he have been transferred away from his family?

Down another twelve floors and the doors opened to a courtyard of tables and imitation foliage. Hallways peeled off in many directions from the space. Offices lined each hall. Keith left the elevator and stepped into the courtyard. The elevator doors closed behind him. He traveled down a hall that led deeper into the maze of offices. He turned to the right and walked to the end of that hall as well. Along the way were emergency exit doors, closets, and other offices. A man came out of one office and said, “Good morning.” Keith returned the greeting, but continued on until he came to the Office of Goods and Services, his work area.

Satisfied that he no longer felt a feeling of dread and that he would soon satiate his sense of being alone, Keith opened the door to the offices. Maria sat behind a high counter in front of him. Abstract artwork spread in a variety of sized frames behind her and along the wide wall. Two sofas and several chairs rested along the walls. Maria had dark hair and large eyes. She was pleasantly dressed in a beige blouse with decorative stitching along the collar and down the row of buttons. He couldn’t see her skirt, but knew that it would be perfectly matched to her blouse. Maria always dressed handsomely.

“You look very beautiful today,” Keith said, settling into the start of his work day. Purpose was a wonderful emotion. It brought the realization that he was effective and necessary. Even though he recognized that his personality stepped into a new place when he was at work, it was okay with him. He suspected that there were actually several unique but complimentary personalities within him. The work personality was perhaps his most refined and familiar. No wonder, for he spent more hours at the Office of Goods and Services than he spent anywhere else in Newcity.

“Thank you,” Maria said. “And you look dashing.”

Keith nodded and placed his arms on the counter.

Maria handed him a stack of paper. “Hard copy reports from maintenance and shipping. She flipped down about half way, “The blue page starts the shipping reports. Could you deliver them downstairs before you start.”

“Of course.” Keith always accepted a job where he got to go somewhere or deliver something. Although he enjoyed sitting in front of his terminal and shuffling through quality or maintenance reports, he rather liked the movement. He picked up the hard copies. The information would already be in the system, but they produced hard copies as backup. The hard copy reports were all printed in a Stack Printer and distributed by hand. They were stored in their individual offices.

Maintenance offices were one floor down and Shipping was two floors below that. Keith decided to walk. After observing himself in the mirror that morning, he figured he could use the exercise.

He left the offices and strolled down to the stairs. He shoved on the large metal door and entered the lighted metallic stairwell. There was no carpeting on the floor, and ribbed metal strips ran across each step. The landing was long and wide and several doors were set back from the open space just as the doorway he now occupied. He stood there for a moment, secure in the small, closed-in space around him. He took two steps and the landing opened before him.

He walked down the stairs and stopped on the next landing. He took his time. A small sign announced the maintenance offices. Keith wandered across the landing and stood in the alcove for a brief moment before pulling the door open. The halls were empty. For having so many people in Newcity, there were a lot of places that appeared empty.

Newcity, he knew, was at full capacity. Everyone understood that another building was going up somewhere. But most of those who lived in Newcity would never see the next residence. Perhaps some of the children he had seen would be transferred there.

He delivered the paperwork to the receptionist in Maintenance without noticing or focusing on her or the offices. He had been there before and was rather businesslike in his communications. Back into the hall, through the door to the stairs, and he entered the next alcove. It felt good to stand in the small space, but he quickly made his way down to the next level. Just as he turned to go down the stairs toward shipping he stopped and glanced over his shoulder. A small, darkly dressed figure – a child? – hunched down into the corner of one of the alcoves.

Keith’s heart beat a little faster and the feeling of dread returned. He scurried down the stairs, while simultaneously turning his thoughts to something pleasant, the possible meeting with the woman from the Companion site that evening. It appeared to work, his nervousness subsided. At least he hoped that he had felt nervous. That emotion would not register as a threat. Yes, nervous. He had not expected to see anyone in the stairwell, especially a child. It wasn’t dread, then. There was a difference.

As with Maintenance, Keith quickly delivered the reports to Shipping. This time, instead of using the stairs, he traveled the long hallway to the courtyard – similar to the courtyard near his offices – and into the elevator. By the time he arrived in front of Maria again, he felt calm and satisfied that he had avoided another meeting with the Newcity Police.
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The apartment didn’t feel the same when he returned home that evening. Nothing had been moved or disrupted, but the day had been long and the strange events had made him anxious and tired. He possessed a slight nuance that the Police would soon arrive again, but quickly shifted his thoughts to prepare for the arrival of the Companion he had requested. Or he could cancel the rendezvous. He’d first double-check the system to be sure someone had responded to his request. If it wasn’t too late, he could cancel or reschedule.

He opened the terminal next to his bedroom door and passed his finger over the morning’s selections. Using voice commands, he entered the Companion site and saw that someone named Nellie would arrive in twenty minutes. Because of his anxious feelings, he checked to see if there was time to cancel, but there wasn’t. Well, that gave him, he looked at his watch, nineteen minutes to prepare for her arrival.

He imagined that she had already left her apartment and strolled slowly toward an elevator. She would be a little nervous, but eager as well.  Nineteen minutes, though, meant that she must be traveling from clear across Newcity. Out of curiosity, Keith entered the site to retrieve her stats.

A photo of a dark-haired woman with a broad mouth and full lips appeared. He asked for a full view. He read that she was five foot six inches tall and weighed one hundred and twenty-eight pounds. She had a pleasant shape, and shoulder length curly hair that fell near her high cheekbones. Her complexion was dark and her eyes brown. He cocked his head when he realized that she was of African descent. That was not so unusual in itself, but the fact that she bore the appearance of an old race was unusual. He couldn’t remember the last time he noticed a person bearing hereditary features. Few Newcity residents exhibited the appearance of any particular nationality at all. Over the years, the merging had eliminated such a separation. The world had become one people.

He had fifteen minutes to prepare.

Would she have eaten? Probably not, so he shuffled through the terminal to find suitable nourishment for the two of them. Instead of preparing something, he ordered rice and vegetables along with two sauces, a beef byproduct and a chicken flavored tofu. That should take care of it. He closed the terminal and side-stepped into the bathroom. Now that he couldn’t cancel, he was getting into the mood. It would be nice to have someone to talk with. He brushed his hair and wrestled with a clean shirt. He changed into shorts then changed back into slacks.

Five minutes.

Stepping into slippers he wandered toward the mirror and looked at his teeth. He grabbed a sonic and pushed the toothpaste button for a split second. Running the brush through his mouth quickly would freshen his breath and put a fast shine on his teeth. He rinsed just as a light knock came to the door. The food?

Unless his watch had de-synched it shouldn’t be Nellie. He had two more minutes.

Although the doors can’t be locked, entrance was forbidden unless invited, even for the Police, who would only proceed to a forced entrance if a resident were potentially dangerous. Keith had only once, as long as he could remember, heard of such an event on the news.

In the living room, he said, “Come in,” then quickly turned to the kitchen counter where he expected to receive the dinner he had ordered. He stopped when the door only cracked open.

Through the opening, Nellie shyly poked her head. “It’s me,” she announced in the softest voice that Keith had ever heard. She was perfect. Not too noisy, pleasant to look at, and apparently respectful of his space. The only downside was that she came by early instead of on or slightly after his requested time, nonpunctual.

“Welcome,” he said. “I ordered a light dinner. I hope you haven’t eaten.”

“I haven’t.” Nellie stepped around the door as though sneaking into his apartment. She carried a small overnight bag, and lifted it to show him. “In case,” she said. “You may not want me to stay.”

“You may not decide to,” he said politely.

“True.”

Nervous feelings returned, but that was part of the experience. A stranger, for all practical purposes, was a stranger. Yes, everyone in Newcity was documented and chipped for erroneous emotions, and that provided relative safety, but he and Nellie knew nothing about one another and had never worked together, so...

“I’m Nellie,” she said as she advanced with her hand out.

There was something aggressive about her even though she acted shy. The way she approached him while looking into his eyes belied her initial shyness about entering the room. Perhaps it was confidence, which was rather exciting to Keith. He took her hand and pulled her close to give her a quick hug. She smelled nice, but different, fresh in some way. Her odor reminded him of real plants you could get on one of the shopping levels. Flowery, but also moist. Her shoulders were firm and her body athletic. He hoped she wasn’t displeased with his body’s softness.

She pulled away and lowered her head, giving their eye contact a rest.

Another knock came to the door.

“That’s the food,” he said.

“I’ll get it for you,” Nellie said. Right away she turned and took the few steps to the door and opened it. “I’ll take that.”

After the door was closed she brought the sack to the counter and set it down.

“You didn’t have to open the door,” Keith said.

“Habit,” she said. “Where I’m from, you don’t let people just walk in.”

“You don’t? Where are you from? What level?”

She squeezed her lips together and squinted her eyes. “Five,” she said.

“Five? I’ve never been ... ah, there, before.”

“Not very many people go that far down, but there are humans there. You work in the Office of Goods and Services, you must know that almost everything in Newcity comes from the outside.” She raised her eyes and stared into his.

He looked away, hesitated, then began to pull the food out of the sack. “Not everything. Manufacturing is done inside. Do you work in manufacturing?”

She laughed, “No. But let’s talk about you and your job.”

“Why?” he asked. “And how do you know where I work? It’s not on my profile.”

“I have friends who repair the computer systems. I had one look you up.” She accepted a plate of rice and pointed to the meat sauce.”

Keith poured sauce over her rice and selected the chicken tofu for himself. He motioned for them to sit down. As they wandered toward the couch, he said, “Why would you want to know where I work?”

“Discussion topics,” she said.

They sat near one another without touching.

“Well, then. My job is rather interesting. I document and organize everything that enters Newcity, everything that is manufactured here, and all the service needs. I’m not the only one working there, of course. The work is split up. My particular job focuses on the services. For instance, when plumbing or electrical work is needed, I document what work was completed and what materials were used. I pass that information along to ordering – also part of the Office of Goods and Services – and follow up to be sure that we are stocked for the next service need. It’s fascinating work sometimes. Interesting to see what’s going on ‘on the inside’ as they say.” He was glad she asked about his work. Talking about work allowed him to feel important and accomplished.

“Do you ever get service information about security issues like the entrances or exits from Newcity?” she asked while focusing on her food.

Keith sensed a planned direction in their conversation and hesitated.

Nellie looked up at him and smiled. “I’m just interested in the breadth of your responsibilities. It sounds as though you’re an important man.” She cocked her head with intrigue.

He remained silent, pushing rice with chicken tofu sauce into his mouth. She had asked an odd question. Security concerning entering and exiting Newcity was a sensitive subject. Only a few of those in his office had access to those records. He happened to be one of those few.

Keith had viewed a movie one time that involved an undercover policeman who pried a criminal for information then arrested him. His earlier precognitions had led him to the thought that the police would arrive yet again. Was she a member of the police? Should he lie and say that he has nothing to do with the services pertaining to security, or just tell her that they are restricted areas of conversation? As an undercover policewoman, did she have the authority to arrest him for lying? Regardless, she probably knew the answer to her own question already.

“You don’t need to answer that question,” Nellie said. “I can see that it bothers you.”

“I am restricted from talking about some areas of my work,” he said.

She waved her hand and shrugged her shoulders. “No matter. I was just curious.” She shifted so that her leg touched his. She leaned in. “You belong to any groups?”

Keith put his plate on the side table. “I used to. A movie group. We’d sit together and watch movies twice a month and then talk about them, there meanings, the symbols of violence, the difference between what we watched and where we live now.”

“Older movies, then?”

He shook his head. “Who knows when they were produced. Most took place in Newcity, but a few were from the outside. They were scary. No violence control.”

“Those people aren’t chipped,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“I’ve seen them.”

“How? What do you do that you’d have contact with people outside Newcity?” He leaned forward and turned toward her. He met her eyes again and saw a glint of excitement in them. “Come-on, tell me.” He smelled the fresh scent again and imagined it to be from the outside, a wild place, one he had never seen.

She laughed. “You don’t want to hear about what I do. It’s nothing. Not important like your job. I could easily be replaced and no one would know.”

“I would know,” Keith said before thinking about it. His eagerness turned to fear for a second. He tried to cover up what he’d said. “I meant if we were to become friends or wish to see each other again, I’d know if you were gone.”

“That’s sweet,” she said, and leaned in to kiss him.

He kissed her as well and lost touch with his fear. It turned into excitement.

Nellie stretched over him and set her plate on the side table with his. From that position, she moved very slowly and brushed against Keith as she settled back into her seat. Her hand rested on his side and her body pressed against him. She kissed him again.

Wrapping his arms around her, Keith bent to kiss the softness at the base of her neck. Her quiet voice entered his ear as she said, “Shall we move into the bedroom or would you like to finish dinner?”

Keith recoiled a bit. “Let’s talk a little more.”

“That’s right, you wanted a shy woman?”

He gave her a questioning look.

“My friend,” she said. She placed both hands on his thigh and moved in close to him. “What would you like to talk about?” Nellie said.

“You never said what your job was on the fifth floor.”

“I don’t work on the fifth floor, I live there.”

“Then?”

It felt to Keith as though she tucked her shoulders in just a bit before answering. “I’m a plant handler.” She became still, apparently waiting for his reaction.

“Oh, my... You go outside,” he said. “That’s dangerous.”

“Not like you might think,” she said. “Most of the time, I help with the selection of items. It depends on freshness. How long they’ll last.”

“Flowers?” Keith said, breathing in her scent, which made more sense to him now.

Nellie smiled and shook her head at him. Her chin pushed up. “That is the best part,” she said.

He pulled away so that he could see her face. It glowed with a sense of happiness or satisfaction. He couldn’t decide which it was. “I bet it is,” Keith said. He relaxed and found that he smiled with her. He reached toward her. She was not an undercover policewoman after all. He had nothing to be concerned about. He touched her cheek with is palm and drew her near. “Maybe we should go into the bedroom,” he said.

He knew that she allowed him to lead her into the bedroom, but it didn’t matter at the moment. He liked her confidence, and very much liked the way she smelled. There was something wild about it, free. He imagined her working outside amongst the non-chipped laborers, their emotions unchecked and un-monitored. Perhaps that was why she was so fit.

He watched as she removed her blouse and bra and got excited seeing her firm shoulders and breasts. It made him self-conscious as he slipped from his clothes and ducked under the sheets.

Nellie turned away – ah, the shyness revealed – as she finished undressing. Her body had a sheen to it that appeared to ripple and flow like water as she moved. She was not awkward at all, every movement appeared to be controlled. Even her hair appeared to do what she wanted, slipping over her cheeks as she bent to pull back the sheet, sliding slowly over her bare shoulder. On her forearm was her only blemish, a tiny scar he had not noticed before.

She reached for him the moment she entered the bed. That was the first awkward movement she had made, as though her shyness caused her to hesitate, like she had not fully decided to be with him. A certain sense of reluctance fell over the situation and he asked her outright, “Are you sure?”

He knew that if she felt coerced at all, if she felt afraid that he might hurt her if she didn’t go along with his request, her chip would set off an alarm and the police would be there in a moment. His precognitive feelings returned. He waited for her to answer.

“I’m not used to this,” she said.

“You don’t have to.”

“It’s okay. I’m fine. Just, could we turn off the lights?”

“You can’t turn them off,” he said.

“I forgot. Then can you lower them?”

Keith requested that the lights lower, and the room became darker.

She lay down and nuzzled close to him. She threw one arm over him and pressed her breasts to his chest. She brought a leg up between his, slowly moving her thigh along his until she made the slightest contact.

Keith stopped thinking so much and fell into the senses of the body, the pleasures of their closeness.

When they finished, Nellie held onto him instead of rising to clean up and get dressed as usually happened when he had a companion over. In fact, she placed her head on his chest, pinning him down from rising out of bed. What should he do?

“Are you ever curious why you don’t remember your dreams?”

He stiffened. “How do you know that I don’t? I sometimes do.”

“Seldom,” she said.

“What are you saying?”

“Nothing. I was just drowsy and dosing off a bit.” She ran her fingers down his stomach and back up again.

Keith relaxed. He liked her, the fact that she stayed close to him as though their encounter meant more than just being a companion for the night. He let his arm rest over her back and squeezed her closer to him. She pressed into his chest in return.

“I never remember the bad dreams.” He thought back and realized that wasn’t all. “Sometimes I wake up so excited about a dream, so happy
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