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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

––––––––
[image: ]


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

––––––––
[image: ]


“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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They dragged the boy, brown and half-naked, toward the top of the hill. Ed had told her that there was a pit up there. He didn’t say anything more, so she automatically thought the locals were going to throw this twelve-year-old into it. She had arrived that morning in a rush of movement: carrying her own duffle, she was almost shoved off the plane, swept toward a van, driven eighty miles through the Thai countryside in less than an hour and a half, hiked another two hours into the wilderness, forced by a servant to sign a nondisclosure, and now, urged to climb up this hill. She had hardly spoken to Ed, although he wasn’t far ahead of her. Grace followed behind in the gaining darkness and stumbled over an unseen root or rock. She groaned when she landed, her hands hitting the ground hard.

Ed had met her halfway up the hill coming from a different direction. He quickly acknowledged her, told her where they were headed and, with a nod, kept going. Although he looked equally exhausted and hurried, after her fall, he swung around and came back to help her. He reached out, gripped her hand, and pulled her up before quickly brushing off the dirt from her knees. He then pushed her forward again. “You’ll need to pick up your pace. It’s getting late and you won’t want to miss this.”

In pulses of breathlessness, she asked, “What’s going on? Miss what?”

“You have to witness it yourself.”

When she stumbled again, he was there and caught her then kept hold of her hand and helped to push her up the hill while remaining steady. His callouses were rough and his grip tight, but she held on as they made steady progress. Up ahead, the townspeople had stopped climbing and stood in a small group. She assumed the boy stood trapped somewhere in the center of them, but she couldn’t see clearly.

From her side, Ed half pulled, half shoved her around and to the right. “I want you to have a clear view,” he panted. “We don’t want to interfere with the ritual.”

“Ritual?” She didn’t like the sound of that, especially with a young boy involved.

“Come.”

She hated the secrecy that Ed seemed to build around almost everything he was involved with, but she also put up with it. Maybe she was enabling him. A concern for another day. Regardless of their relationship, he always came through when he called her. His sort of adventure wasn’t always legal, and he’d made enemies. But he was still the best at what he did. And his field research never lacked in excitement.

She stumbled near the edge of the pit, but Ed held onto her even as she bent forward to peer into the darkness. The pit wasn’t terribly deep, but it was heavily shadowed. She squinted and reached back. “Do you have a flashlight? I can’t see much. What’s down there?”

He pulled her from the edge. “A monocled cobra.”

She spun around. Ed’s gray eyes were illuminated in the dim light. His messed black hair and weather worn face glared back at her like a statue. “What?”

“They’re not sending that little boy down there, are they? Is this some kind of snake charming school? A snake biting ritual?”

“Not exactly, no. And keep your voice down.”

She whispered. “What the hell is going on, Edward?”

He pointed toward the boy. “In a moment.”

As the crescent moon tipped an edge over the tops of the trees more light entered the pit and she saw the snake slithering from one end of the pit to the other. Her heartrate spiked and sweat trickled down the side of her neck, the first time she’d noticed the heat and humidity.

“Don’t worry,” he said.

“You said a ritual.”

“They call it that. I call it a training session.”

“Training for what?”

“Wait for the moon.”

In less than two minutes the pit floor was illuminated with the gauzy haze of moonlight. The snake became more active and gravitated toward the darkest area. The boy, off to her side, appeared frightened. “They can’t be serious.”

“You’re not going to believe this,” Ed whispered nearby.

Two of the villagers, meaty men, held the boy out and dropped him. The second the boy hit the ground he stumbled then caught himself and stood. The monocled cobra turned and lifted its head from the ground. Its hood fanned out and it began to sway. The boy stared.

As the snake advanced slowly, Grace heard what sounded like twigs snapping, the boy moaned. She gripped Ed’s hand harder. “They can’t be doing this.”

“Wait,” he said.

Anguish flitted across the boy’s face for a moment then settled. His head lowered as though he were kneeling, but his legs never bent. Then his head began to sway just as the cobra’s. He shrunk more and she saw that his legs were so tightly pushed together that it looked like he stood on one leg. But only for a second or two and she witnessed his head flatten, his neck spread, and he shrunk more, or folded—into the image of the cobra. There were two snakes in the pit together. A tear ran down her face as she turned to look at Ed.

He smiled from ear to ear.

“What just happened.”

“He shifted into a cobra.”

“No, you can’t do that,” she said.

“You’re right, I can’t, but he can.” Ed pointed into the pit. “His name’s Tam. I’ve heard of him and been looking for two years.”

“He’s been doing this for two years?”

“No, no. I’ll explain later, but right now I wanted you to see this. I’ve been talking with his parents for a few months. This is only the third time he’s gone into the pit. I called you after the first, but you couldn’t make it fast enough.”

“Why do they keep doing this?”

Ed’s smile broadened. “You always ask so many questions.”

“So?” She didn’t give up that easily.

“Training. Like I said. They do this as a ritual that’s been handed down and kept secret. Nothing like this has happened for hundreds of years but they passed down the process so that it wasn’t forgotten. I think what they’re doing is helping him to learn how to shift on his own. The snake, the pit, it’s all very frightening but then he shifts and things calm. Look now.”

She turned and the two snakes’ hoods had collapsed, and they appeared to be settled. “How do they know which one to remove? I can’t tell them apart.”

“They remove them both in about an hour. Both snakes go off into the woods and the boy eventually walks home.”

She wiped sweat from her forehead and noticed that Ed looked tired but wasn’t sweating in the least. Thailand was in the middle of its hot summer season and the woods were extremely humid. To say nothing of the hard climb. She could smell smoke somewhere in the distance. “You need to explain this.”

“Come. We can leave them now as they wait to remove the snakes. We can talk as we walk to my bungalow.”

She followed him back down the hill, only the crescent moon for light. “Are we safe?”

“Never. But don’t worry. I’ve done this a dozen times and had no problems.”

After they were out of earshot of the villagers, Ed began his explanation. “I’ll give you the short version. I’d run across some old, old writings in one of the temples, hidden in a compartment in the wall—don’t ask. It’s a story in itself. Anyway, that’s when I began to inquire. The smallest villages are the most remote, as you can tell by where we are. Not as remote as they once were, but still. Anyway, I heard about Tam and how monocled cobras were coming to his door. That’s unusual, of course, cobras in general tend to want to be away from humans. Plus, there would be more than one, lately up to six. This was the sign they looked for. Not just cobras but any animal. Literally. From what I’ve uncovered, it could be monkeys, water buffalo, you name it. It just so happened that for Tam it was the cobra.”

“And they just decided to test this out?” Grace asked.

“Well, not exactly, but yes. The whole village is involved in the decision and the parents have to agree. If it’s not what they think, they’d be killing their own son.”

“I’d never do it, never take the chance.”

“Ha! That’s what they thought, too.”

“Until?”

“Until it happened on its own and they walked into his sleeping area and there was a cobra lying in his bed.”

“Holy crap!”

“It didn’t last long. As soon as they came in, he shifted back into a boy, their boy. For a while they didn’t tell anyone. They took their time to think about the ramifications. You can imagine how difficult it must have been. Eventually, when more and more snakes appeared at their door, they relinquished what had happened and the rituals began.”

“The training.”

“Exactly.”

“How long does this go on?”

“From my understanding—and you have to know that this is from hundreds of years old information—until Tam tells them he’s ready.”

“Is he dangerous to his family?”

Ed shook his head. “Not that I know of. There appears to be some sort of internal awareness that is retained once he’s shifted. He’s still in control to a certain extent. That’s my understanding, though. Remember, this hasn’t happened for ages.”

“You believe it’s happened before.”

“I do.”

“And you called me, why?”

“I need your—”

“Facilities,” she answered for him.

He grinned.

She shook her head. “I can’t be bringing something like this back with me. Do you have any idea what will happen if this gets out? I mean I thought you found some strange religious object that we could analyze, but this? A boy?”

They had taken a different pathway off to the left of where she’d come from before, and she saw a squat building set among some trees. A light inside flickered through the window to one side of the doorway. “You left a fire going?”

“Lantern. It’s safe.”

As they approached, he told her. “Look, the real issue is that there will be other people looking for Tam. The news will get out. Probably already has. After all, if I know about this, then it’s probably already out there. I need your facilities, yes, eventually, but for now I needed you for your persuasiveness. We need to convince his parents that he’s not safe with them.”

As he opened the door for her to walk inside, she said, “What the hell are you talking about?”
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Ed motioned for Grace to relax in a ratan chair with a towel folded and placed over the seat. Another towel rested across the back of the chair. He sat across from her, a makeshift coffee table between them. No towels on his chair. The lantern sat on a side table and flickered. The humidity inside matched that of the outside. The scent of smoke entered through an open window. She turned her head and wiped the sweat from her eyes and mouth against the sleeve of her blouse near her shoulder. Once she settled comfortably, she said, “Tell me the long story.”

“Not enough time. I’m over fifty.” He brushed his hand along the side of his head. “Getting gray already. You probably noticed.”

“We’re all getting old, trust me. And I think this episode put a few years on me as well.” She leaned forward and reached for a spiral tablet that sat on the coffee table between them. She used it to fan herself. “Spill it. I know there’s more to the story. There always is with you.”

He glanced shyly out the window. “That notebook you’re holding has a lot of the story. You can read it later if you like. It’s also my journal so you might find some personal stuff in there. You can ignore that.”

“I’ll be sure to remember,” she said, still fanning herself.

“Here goes. I’ll stick with the important stuff. I may have borrowed the carvings I told you about.”

“Carvings? You didn’t mention that.”

“I said old, right? They were carvings. I also took photos of them and hid them away. That’s beside the point.”

“What’s on point?”

“The important thing is that I found them. So rightfully—”

Grace shook her head. “Don’t go there, you know there is no such thing as finders keepers.”

“Well, there should be.” He grinned.

“Back to your story.”

“The carvings were confiscated by the local government and handed over to another outfit. That’s the brunt of the story. I had no choice but to retrieve them.”

“And hide them so no one else could find them.” She began to laugh.

“What? It’s all true,” he said.

“I’m sure it is.”

“Then why are you laughing.”

“It’s your language. You found the information, which probably means you learned where it was—I’m guessing by snooping around and lying to some elders. Confiscated I suspect means it belonged to them and they wanted it back. Handed over to another outfit most likely means they then sold it to the highest bidder, which means whoever confiscated it wasn’t much more honest than you are. And the fact that you retrieved it instead of buying it from them means that you stole it. Am I close?”

Ed smiled broadly this time and opened his arms to his sides. “What can I say.”

“Who’s after the boy, or are they after you, too? And how dangerous are they?”

“You not only ask questions, you ask the right ones. Honestly, though, I don’t know who they are yet. I have ideas, but we’ll see. One thing for sure is that they have a lot of money, so I suspect they are from some oil rich country. Who knows?”

“I’d bet that you know, but it’s not important. If you hid the carvings, then they’re probably after you as well as the boy. And if they are from an oil-rich country, they are most likely dangerous. Besides the fact that this is like the most incredible discovery ever.”

He looked excited as she talked it through. “I know. It’s unbelievable.”

“Can you tell me where your money is coming from?” she asked.

“You know I can’t divulge that information. Let’s just say from a source that wants to learn more than he wants to own, who wants to explore the reaches of the human condition rather than control it.”

“Big donor, then.”

“Huge.”

“Has this donor been involved in some of your other adventures? Like the underwater city you refused to take credit for? Or that holy site in the middle of the rain forest? You could be very popular, you know.”

“Popular,” he smirked. “I don’t want popularity. I want to know—”

“How everything works,” she finished. “I remember. You haven’t changed. Ever since you were a kid.”

“Will you help me?” he asked.

“You, my shady friend, have done more for my career than I have, and you know it. Sometimes I regret it and sometimes I feel I owe you.”

“You never owe me,” he interjected, a stern look on his face.

“You were the smartest kid in college, and you take this minor position at a small state college just so you can take time off.”

“They get paid even when I’m not working. I make sure of that. Grant money is what we call it. Sometimes donations. They also get acknowledgement from you in your reports. My name is mentioned occasionally as helping to identify languages, time periods. The college gets recognition, your university and your museum attachments get what they want from it, and everyone is happy. Especially me.”

“Because you get what you want. Freedom to roam the world.”

“I can’t sit still.”

“You are a piece of work.”

“So, are you in? We really have to do this fast.”

“How much time do you have?”

“I don’t know. I don’t look behind me to see if they’re gaining, I just keep moving forward. What I do know is that I need to keep this kid safe. He might not want to go with us at first, but if he stays here, you know what anyone else would do if they found him.”

“They’ll dissect him, study him, do experiments.”

He didn’t respond, but his face became more serious. She was on the mark, and she knew it. And, knowing Ed the way she did, he’d get killed trying to save the boy, Tam, from being taken. She just wondered, briefly, how much danger she was putting herself into by hitching to his side. “It has to be fast. I’m not sure how I’ll manage this yet. We’re not equipped to take on people. I don’t even know how to take care of a child.”

“You’ll figure it out. We both will.” He stood and walked toward a table with fruit sitting on it. “Want something to eat?”

“Starving,” she said.

He threw her a banana then picked up a small bag of fried insects. An assortment, which he also handed her. “Protein. You’ll need it.”

She shook the bag in front of her face. “I’ve eaten worse being around you. But when we get back, you’re buying an expensive dinner. I’m sure you can expense it.”

“You’ve got it.”

“That’s if I get back,” she added.

He dipped into another bag and threw some insects into his mouth. “Look, Grace. I won’t put you in danger. I hope you know that.”

“I believe you don’t want to. But I also know that you don’t have control over that.”
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Tam’s parents sat on the floor opposite Grace and Ed. She fidgeted, knowing why she was there and what they were about to suggest. Ed had told her he wanted her persuasive abilities, but she didn’t speak the language. He did. And she had no idea what he was saying unless he told her. So, why was she there?

Tam’s parents nodded their heads as he spoke with them in Thai, occasionally looking at or nodding toward her. At one point in the conversation, the mother averted her eyes. Grace reached out and took her hand. She smiled at Grace and nodded.

When the father spoke, his voice cracked. The mother shed a tear but remained stoic.

“What did he say,” Grace asked.

“He wants assurance that we’ll care for Tam.”

Grace leaned toward the man, still holding his wife’s hand, and nodded.

The man spoke again, the sounds deep and emotional, strange to her ears.

Ed turned toward Grace. “He knows it isn’t safe here. He says that the villagers are frightened even though they understand and accept what’s happening. He wants to know when he’ll see his son again if we take him away for a short while. I told him we were going to protect Tam from those who might harm him.”

“He trusts you?” She asked.

“They know me, but I wouldn’t say they trust me. I’ve been in this village before.”

“When? For what reason?” she asked.

“That can wait. You know I’ve been doing this a long time.”

“Yes, yes,” she said. “Go on. Tell them that I give my word, too.”

As Ed relayed her message, Grace made it a point to look into the mother’s eyes with as much sympathy and understanding as she could muster. She squeezed the mother’s hand whenever she heard Ed say Tam’s name. Once Ed finished speaking, the husband turned to his wife, and she nodded.

“We can go now,” Ed said while getting up from the floor.

“What about Tam?”

“They’re going to talk with him, but I have a feeling that will be the easy part. I promised to teach him English and help him through school. They see that as a good opportunity. It is. I’m just not sure how much of an opportunity it’ll pan out to be if anyone finds out what he can do. But more importantly, they trust you. As a woman, you suggest the ability to nurture, to protect.”

“That’s why you brought me along.”

Outside Tam’s home, Grace walked with Ed back toward his bungalow in the woods. She fell deep into thought about what had already occurred, the speed at which everything happened so far, and that she’d just gotten there. “I have a question.”

“I don’t know the answer.”

“You don’t know what I was going to ask.”

“You were wondering what we do if he can’t control his shifting capabilities yet and we end up with a monocled cobra in our vehicle.”

“How did you know that was my question?”

“It’s the most logical question coming from where you’re standing. And I don’t have an answer. Like I said, I don’t know. We’ll deal with that when we come to it. If we do.”

“When do you think they’ll talk with Tam?”

“As soon as we left. We should know by the end of the day. I suspect they’ll want to spend time with him. Say their goodbyes.”

“This is happening fast,” she said.

“I hope it’s happening fast enough.”

“I don’t like it when you’re worried.”

Ed turned to her and stared into her eyes. “Remember when we were in Australia, and I got bit by that venomous snake?”

“The red-bellied black snake. Who could forget that?”

“You were so worried. Especially when I started vomiting and sweating. I remember having muscle pain for days afterward. I felt weak. But you took care of me. After getting it taken care of by our guide, remember? We stayed in for almost a week.”

“That was a long time ago. I worried every time you left after that. I still worry about you. You’ve never shown much sense when it came to your journeys, as you call them.”

He reached out and took her hand in his; the bungalow visible ahead of them. “That was the best time of my life.”

She turned her head away. She remembered being fresh out of her doctorate program, young. She had given him daily massages to relax his muscles, fed him a lot of liquids, and they slept together a few times. It was one of her favorite memories, too, but he didn’t have to know that. “We were young. Impulsive. I wasn’t even thirty.”

“And I was barely thirty.”

“We were still too young for it to be more than it was.”

Ed glanced at the ground and then at the bungalow. He had let go of her hand and walked forward with her following. “It might have meant more than that to me.”

She didn’t respond.

When they got back inside, there were two bowls of rice mixed with meat and vegetables sitting on the side table. “Oh, food. Thank God,” she said.

“They bring meals twice a day. In the morning, like this morning. I have tea, sometimes coffee, and wait for the midmorning meal. This is it.”

She picked up one of the bowls and sat down.

“You heard me, but you didn’t respond,” he said.

“I thought I did. I said we were too young.”

“But we weren’t. You were twenty-nine and I was thirty.”

“We hardly saw each other after that. You’re always off running around,” she said with a flick of her hand.

With a mouth full of food he said, “You never married and neither did I.”

“This is not the time for this conversation. I’ve had relationships along the way, you know that. And I’m sure you have too.”

“You mean that wimp, William something.”

“Don’t go there. This conversation is over. We have too much going on.”

They ate for a few minutes and Ed set the bowl aside unfinished.

She glanced over at him. “You feel nervous to me. Are you worried about something?”

“Good thing you didn’t unpack completely. We’re going to leave the moment we hear from Tam’s family. Don’t worry, they know the plan.”

“What if it’s dark?”

“I’m hoping it is.”
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Grace asked a lot of questions about the village and the people as Ed gave her the tour. It was a small village with dirt roads and open shacks. The people greeted Ed as though he were a local. She asked how often he’d come there.

“Over the years? Maybe a half dozen times. I like it here. The simple life, next to what I’m usually living.”

“That’s why you knew about this.”

“It’s not where I found out about the shifters. I’d already known. But after I found the carvings—”

“Where did you find them again?”

“They were built into a temple. I’d heard whisperings about the carvings over the years but never really believed them. A few other adventures, which we can talk about when we have more time, and I realized the whisperings might be true and came back to find them.”

“Inside a temple. Aren’t those sacred? They let you in?”

“I do a lot of my work at night.”

“Jesus, Ed. You broke into a temple and stole them?”

“I had to rip out part of a wall. What I was looking for was carved on the back side of wall panels that also had carvings on the front. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you’d never find it. No one would have allowed me to find them otherwise.”

“And you brought them here?”

“No. I only wanted them for, well, for proof that this has been going on, that it’s part of history. But most carvings that talk about shifters are considered just stories, interesting, but not historical. Until you have a real shifter in your midst.”

“So, what led you here in the end, these people or the carving?”

“It’s a long and complicated story.”

“We’re going to be together for a while,” she said. “Taking Tam to the airport and back to the states will take hours. Getting to the airport will take hours, I suspect. Or days.”

Before she could say another word, a young man rushed up to them, speaking quickly to Ed.

“Ah, crap.”

“What’s wrong.”

He held up his hand for her to wait and talked with the man for a few minutes, moving his hands as though getting or giving directions.

She grabbed Ed’s arm. “Talk to me.”

“We might have to move our departure time up a bit. Some other people are headed toward the village.”

“How the hell—”

“They have phones in the main part of the village. They live simply, not isolated completely,” he said.

He ended his conversation with the man and turned her around. “The tour is over. It is lovely here, though, don’t you think?”

“Don’t do that to me. I’m perfectly capable of understanding what’s going on. You have to tell me the truth.”

“You’ll get the truth, but it’s not like I can spill it all out. If something happens you can’t know what I know. You just can’t.”

“More secrets? That’s what I get?”

“Don’t get mad, Grace. Seriously, you’ll find out everything when it’s time. Trust me, I have no intention of keeping you out of the loop. But for now, you’re safer if you don’t know.”

“Safer? What are you expecting? These people are dangerous, aren’t they? Real dangerous by the sounds of it. And you’ve brought me into the middle of this? I thought all that reminiscing was about how much you cared, and yet you bring me out here—”

“I do care. And you’re right, that’s exactly why I brought you out here. You’re the only person I can even imagine exploring this with. The only person I truly trust to keep this under wraps until we don’t have a choice.”

She wanted to extend the conversation but that wasn’t possible while jogging back toward his bungalow.

As they got closer, she saw Tam waiting at the door with his parents. Ed started talking to the family as they approached. When they did finally stop, Tam’s father reached out and grasped Ed’s shoulder tightly and shook it. He said a few words and Ed answered him with one. Tam’s mother hugged her boy and whispered something to him. Then Tam’s parents turned away and rushed back toward their home.

Ed turned Tam around and shoved him into the bungalow. He spoke with him quickly. The boy had a handmade duffle and pushed his arms through the handles and let it rest on his back. Ed threw a few things into a backpack and handed it to Grace.”

“What’s this?”

“A Gregory Baltoro 65. It’ll be easier for you to carry. It’s got a solid insert and is lighter than your duffle.” He motioned for her to turn around and lifted it onto her back, helping her put her arms through the straps. He turned her back around. There’s a—”

She slapped his hands away as she grabbed the chest strap and clipped it. “I know how to put a backpack on, and you know it.”

“I just wanted to help,” he said.

“I’m sure you did.”

He bent over and picked up her duffle and pushed his arms through the handles and let it perch along his back like Tam had done with his. He looked over at her. “I’m glad you wore those Solomons. Good hiking books.”

“I never know what you’re going to get me into.”

“Always prepared. Ready?” He walked out the door and headed around to the back of the bungalow. “We’ll take the scenic route.”

Grace followed last. Ed in the lead and Tam between them. They traveled through the forest for about an hour when they heard a gunshot.

“Oh my God,” Grace said.

Tam swung around and tried to run back but she stopped him. Ed rushed back and grabbed the boy’s arm and kneeled next to him. He spoke Thai for a while then waited and let Tam settle.

Tam finally nodded and started walking again, his head down.

They all feared the worst, but it was too late. And they couldn’t go back. They were now on a mission, one that Grace felt she was in the dark about. It scared her. Not for herself as much as Tam. And, of course, Ed, although she knew that Ed had been shot at before, and hit. She’d gotten emails from him while he was in a hospital—where was it?—Istanbul? She couldn’t remember. It was a fleeting memory and part of the reason it was always so difficult to spend time with him. He hardly talked about what he was up to, and she always felt left out of his life.

After a few hours of walking through the forest, she slowed. Sweat had dampened her shirt and pants. Her legs and shoulders ached. She yelled up to Ed. “It’s starting to get dark. Can we rest or eat or something?”

Ed stopped and walked back. She placed a hand on Tam’s shoulder as Ed approached then walked past her to get into the backpack.

Grace heard the zipper and felt his hand grabbing something. He pulled something from a compartment on the pack and reached around to hand her
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