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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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He never expected to be shot down while on a peaceful mission — although any time an angry labor group is involved it becomes a possibility — until he realized that the lander was loaded with explosives, which only made him wonder what kind of peace they were peddling. Of course, that didn’t matter now. All that really mattered was to stay alive, and to keep the other two who were on board alive as well. He glanced over at Palmer, and she batted her eyes before yanking the stick back and throwing them both against their seats, like she did it on purpose.

“Stay put and strap into the seat’s parachute.” She gave him a sideways glance and pursed her lips as though blowing him a kiss.

The last radio transmission from ground control asked the same question that had crossed Brandon’s mind. “Why is a lander for the Intergalactic Peace Force weighed down with explosives and heading away from the landing strip straight for the colony’s main city?”

As much as he wanted to ask that question, with a Peace Force official on board there wasn’t time to waste. “I’m engaging the gunner pod,” he said as he slapped the release on his harness.

“Brandon, no.” Palmer banked left to avoid being hit by what appeared to be a makeshift tracer and shoved a finger at the comm unit, taking them offline. “Get into a chute,” she yelled. “No heroes; trust me.”

“Only slow me down,” he said. Brandon dove into the rear of the lander, near the official who appeared to be praying.

After Palmer’s insistence on getting into a chute, Brandon heard nothing more than garbled words from her captain’s seat.

He nodded as calmly as he could to let Clark, the IPF’s Peace Coordinator, know that he had everything under control.

The lander pulled left a second time, then dropped. Brandon had learned to manipulate his movements to get where he wanted under any circumstances. He grabbed door handles and leaned against electrical panels for balance as he continued toward the pod. It was easy going so far.

In the next chamber he backed against the loading zone where his weapons cuffs were waiting. He pushed his shoulders under the clamps, then slipped his hands through the fiber-armored sleeves that fit from his fingers to his forearms. He could smell a thick oilcloth odor and feel the rough interior as he pushed into them. Once his fingers were snug, he quickly engaged the shoulder clamps and let the straps tighten around his thick arms, practically making him part of the machine. He pulled loose from the loading zone. Fully loaded, his thigh muscles tightened under his uniform. The cuffs drew his body down. That was until Palmer banked again, then the cuffs tried to go where the lander’s momentum led them. He forced his arms into staying put and lifted his shoulders to test the weight of the ammunition. Careful not to blast a hole into the side of the lander, Brandon swung into the gunner pod, wrapped his legs around the tower pole and used voice command to get strapped in. “Engage,” he said when he was ready, and two plugs were exposed so that he could interface with the ship’s weapons.

He was doubly endowed, cuffs and ship’s weapons.

The pod screen opened to the dim light of the pending dusk. Grey clouds streaked the sky immediately overhead, while a crimson background glowed over the bluish rocks of the C-47 terrain. “Labor disputes,” he shook his head. “When will these people learn?”

He had been trained on using weapons cuffs for years. Firing rounds, whether personal or ship’s weapons, was like pointing a finger where you wanted bullets to fly or a missile to launch. The real key was a muscle twitch that triggered the device. Learning which muscle that was, and how to keep it from twitching on its own, that was the trick. The weapons were simple and difficult to use. Most cadets when they first joined any Weapons Squadron, whether for Earth Central or the Intergalactic Peace Force had such poor hand-eye coordination that they shot at everything but what they thought they were pointing at. Brandon had his own problems with the machine at the beginning but happened to be a fast learner. His good luck, because only the best worked for Earth Central. Better pay, more travel. Until he met Palmer, that’s all he wanted.

Incoming rounds whizzed past the pod, leaving a trail of fire and dust. Brandon pointed and released, pointed and released, each time knocking out another blast from nearby the colony where they had been heading. With all Palmer’s evasive movements, Brandon’s rounds connected on the outside edge of the makeshift missiles being shot at them, which made the missiles spin toward the ship even after being knocked out. It took a moment of focus, but he adjusted his aim and that fixed everything. He did miss a few times, whenever Palmer slowed, sped up, banked, or dove unexpectedly. It did make for a frustrating game, but he was good and deterred hits more often and faster than she could avoid them.

When the lander was grazed, it threw the ship sideways for a few thousand feet before she could pull it back into control. He imagined her wrestling with the stick, while he kept pummeling the incoming rounds. It took a lot of focus, but out the corner of his eye he saw something coming at them. Instinct told him that it wasn’t dangerous, which was confirmed once he realized it was a second IPF vehicle. He didn’t like what he saw. They were supposed to be alone. The mother ship wouldn’t have had time to send a second lander unless they expected some sort of retaliation from the colony. That didn’t make any sense. Brandon glanced down but couldn’t see Clark. His seat was left of the doorway.

Palmer twisted the lander to the right and pitched the nose into the gray sky and low clouds.

“Where the hell are you going,” Brandon yelled, knowing that she couldn’t hear a word. He never plugged into the intercom; it broke his focus. “Hair-brained maneuver,” he said under his breath. The pitch meant that he couldn’t see under the lander, which was where the attack came from. She needed to pull out of her lift or he couldn’t keep them safe. They were vulnerable. That’s when he saw Palmer, still strapped into her pilot’s seat, fly past him. He turned and caught a glimpse of her chute kicking open. He couldn’t believe his eyes. She left him there to die. There wasn’t time for sentiment. “Fuck.” The pod’s interconnect plugs snapped away as he pulled from the lander’s weapons and leaped from the pod. The lander would hit a stall and drop like a rock from the sky if he didn’t get to the controls fast.

Clark said something as Brandon ran toward the cockpit. His squeaky voice sounded thin. Brandon knew what that expressed. Fear. He didn’t have to hear the words spoken.

Air gushed into the cockpit from the jettisoned cab. Good news. The lander was still moving. The weight of the cuffs gave Brandon a false sense of power as he grabbed for the stick and pushed the lander into a dive, hoping to gain air speed and a bit more control.

Wrong idea. The engines had been cut. There was no control.

Duty was a louder voice than personal survival, which had Brandon step into Clark’s chamber. The man’s eyes were wide. Brandon used the back of his hand to punch the release and get Clark out of his harness. Simultaneously he pointed and released a short-range missile into the side of the lander: the fastest way out. Wrapping his arms around Clark, Brandon jumped into the open air. Only Clark had an emergency chute strapped to his back, and Brandon knew that once it deployed, he’d have to hang on to whatever he could.

“Pull,” he instructed.

Clark wedged his hand between them and yanked on the chute’s cord. A loud fluffing sound roared in their ears and Brandon clenched his strong body even closer to Clark’s scrawny one.

The jerk, once the chute opened, wasn’t so bad on Brandon, but he imagined how it must have felt to Clark. He was wearing the cuffs, and the extra weight would hurt anyone’s shoulders.

He searched the sky for Palmer and the other lander while praying that the colonists were bad shots. But they weren’t shooting at Brandon and Clark; they aimed for the lander. Brandon saw the missile that was going to hit its target. They were still too close to avoid the explosion that was about to come. “Hold tight,” he said to Clark.

The blast blew the two men sideways. Brandon took the brunt of it and with his face turned, so did his inner ear. It knocked him out. Dreamland wasn’t so bad, a slow floating feeling until he woke up realizing that Clark now held onto him.

Brandon heard the man’s heavy breathing and was thankful that his arms had been positioned over Clark’s shoulders. If not, the frail man wouldn’t have been able to hold onto Brandon loaded down with all his gear. “You’re tougher than you appear,” Brandon said.

“You have no idea,” Clark said.

Brandon, less drowsy with every second, recovered quickly enough to know that they couldn’t land together. He resumed his hold around Clark’s shoulders and felt the man relax, although it couldn’t have felt that good. Clark still held Brandon’s weight and the weight of the weapons cuffs. As they neared the ground, Brandon said, “This is going to hurt,” then pushed off, falling into a tuck and roll. He angled so that he’d land on his shoulder, protected by the cuff. Even that didn’t make the landing any softer. The rocks were sharp and the thick dust, when he rolled over it, kicked up and into his lungs. When he stopped, there was no time to waste. He coughed and spit out the oddly salty dirt he’d swallowed, and searched the area for Clark who was being dragged along the rough ground at the end of the chute.

“Shit. Don’t they teach these guys anything?” Brandon knew his limits, and even though he could run faster without the cuffs, he hated having to leave them. He only had one hand weapon and a knife on him other than the cuffs. Again, duty took over and he released the cuffs and ran full speed after Clark.

The chute snagged on a rock and crumpled long enough to slow it down. This gave Brandon the chance to dive over Clark and land on the cords. In no time he rolled toward the half-opened chute bringing it to a full stop. He grabbed the cloth and began pulling it in. They might need the material and the cord later. Brandon knew to save everything when in this type of situation.

Holding the chute in his arms, Brandon walked back to Clark. “You saved my ass, Buddy, but all I have for you is a thank you.”

Clark didn’t respond.

Brandon kneeled next to him. A puddle of blood pooled in the blue-tinted dust near Clark’s head. Brandon looked up the dragline and saw all manner of protrusions. Clark could have hit his head on any or all of the rocks. It hardly mattered. Brandon reached over and touched a finger to Clark’s neck, searching for a carotid pulse. Nothing. He flipped Clark onto his stomach. The whole back of his head had been torn open, as was his jacket collar and the clothes half way down his back.

Brandon shook his head. After all that, Clark still didn’t make it.

He unstrapped the chute, which he could refold later. For the time being, he stuffed it inside the emergency pack that he pulled from Clark for safekeeping. The emergency pack included water and some packaged goop that was supposed to pass as food, along with a multi-tooled knife and a compass. He quickly went through Clark’s pockets, but there wasn’t anything worth saving except for a few high-energy bars. No additional weapons. Not that he’d expected any from an IPF official.

From Brandon’s position on the ground, the sun had fallen behind the blue hills. The air already had a chill in it and was about to get much colder. Brandon stripped Clark of his torn jacket and shirt and stuffed them inside the pack with the chute. He scanned the area and saw no immediate danger but wasn’t about to wait out in the open for something to arrive. He knew nothing about the wildlife on C-47.

With the items he collected, Brandon jogged back to where he had let the cuffs fall. He strapped the pack to his back and lay down next to the weapons cuffs. He slipped his hands and forearm into the cuffs using the ground as a source of friction so that he could get a snug fit for his fingers. That was important. That’s where directional control came from. The cuffs would be heavy to carry—with thousands of fiber bullets folded inside each one—no matter how he carried them; so he’d might as well wear them. At least that way he’d have protection for a while.

He engaged the shoulder clamps and arm straps, then lifted into a sitting position. He rolled to one side then stood. He rotated 360 degrees and, in a moment, oriented himself. He recalled flying over the main colony, which was nestled into a green and brown valley, wide fields in one direction with crops he couldn’t recognize. That area rose to a height that became more barren, and on the other side of that it looked like desert, rocky canyons, and flood lowlands. He shook his head. “I had to land in the most barren place,” he said to no one.

The mountains to his left, shaped like a crown, meant that the colony was a few hills south of where he stood. He wasn’t exactly sure where the lander crashed after the explosion and looked for smoke. He hoped that no one had gotten hurt in the crash. Any colony would have to be stupid to use weapons, especially homespun ones, against the Intergalactic Peace Force, he thought. He knew enough about them to understand that Force wasn’t just part of their name.

Still, he knew that the colony wasn’t an army, just a bunch of disgruntled scientists and their families. They probably didn’t understand that the IPF often used force to settle touchy situations. Sometimes you had to kill a few people to initiate peace and get to an agreement. It was usually one bad apple who had to be taken out. That’s what he’d been taught.

The temperature dropped quickly as the sun lowered. Brandon thought of heading south into the colony but decided against it for the moment. Something strange appeared to be going on. Having been in combat situations plenty of times, he knew to stick with his gut feel.

Another thing, Palmer wasn’t the type to eject and leave the rest of them vulnerable. Especially him. He hoped anyway. He thought they had started a nice relationship. But duty came above all else and he had no idea what her duty was on this excursion. He couldn’t fault her for following orders. He’d mull it around for a while. And, for now, he’d head north.

He spent an hour piling rocks on top of Clark’s body before he left.

He traveled along the base of the eastern mountains. The sky darkened and he began to trip over protrusions. A groundswell of insects, bugs of some kind, appeared once the temperature dropped below about 50 degrees. He waved them away for a while, but the weight of the cuffs made it difficult to keep up. Then the bugs started to bite. He stopped moving. This was as good a place as any to camp.

Brandon released the cuffs and removed the pack. It was much easier to swat at the bugs and keep them away when his arms had full motion. In the dim light, he located a large rock and threw the chute over it, yanking the cords to pull it tight along the ground. Using the cuffs, he propped one on either side so that the chute created a closed tent. In the front, he threw the emergency pack to keep it from flapping in the breeze. Using Clark’s ripped jacket and shirt for a mat, Brandon sat down with his back against the rock. After slapping at a few bugs, his enclosure was fairly bug free.

In the dimness, he opened one of the bars he had found on Clark and ate it. It tasted like stale bread. He had an emergency vitamin panel on the cuffs, but he needed bulk in his stomach. For now, until he could hunt in the morning, the energy bar would have to do. The dark settled in around him and strange sounds started to creep into the area. His parachute tent smelled like plastic. He knew that sleep wouldn’t come easily but closed his eyes anyway. Before he knew it he awoke to rustling sounds outside the tent.

He continued to breathe deeply, as though he were still sleeping. The scuffling got closer, and Brandon tried to decide how many of whatever-they-were were milling around outside. First thought: were they carnivorous? The things made chirping sounds and growling noises. An argument appeared to ensue, matched with scuffling noises. Then it sounded as though one of them got bit or kicked and ran off, leaving only one. By the sound of its footsteps on the dirt, it wasn’t large, but Brandon knew that didn’t matter one bit. Fierce always trumped big. And some of the smallest beasts were the fiercest.

For several hours the thing paced around his tent, and he never knew if it was protecting its discovery or waiting to see what came out of the mound of cloth. Either way, once the sun began to lighten the area, he heard the thing scuffle off. He breathed easier.

Although he didn’t feel itchy, his arms were covered with welts. Touching his face exposed several more welts. All else appeared to be satisfactory. “At least the bloody things weren’t poisonous,” he said. It took him a few minutes to break down camp, gather his gear, get the parachute stuffed into the pack, and check on his surroundings.

There were three-toed tracks, with what appeared to be huge toenails, all around where he had set up his tent. The feet were almost a foot long. He wished he knew what the beast was, but it was probably better that he didn’t.

He had to lie down on the ground again to get the cuffs on. He opened the chamber on the inside of his cuff and popped a few vitamins, chewing their bitter flavor and swallowing them without water. He needed to save what little water he had for emergencies. The food goop too. He’d eat the energy bars as long as they lasted.

The temperature had already climbed about 20 degrees from the night before, which hadn’t fallen much under 40 as far as he could tell. Since the sun was barely over the horizon, the day threatened to be hot. The sun rose in the west on C-47. There were low-lying shrubs and what appeared to be stubby trees running down the middle of the valley. Hopefully there was running water there, too. But where there’s water, there are animals. He hoisted his shoulders to feel the heft of the cuffs, his security blanket for the moment.

Brandon decided to cross the valley and walk in the shade of the western hills until the sun stood overhead, then cross the valley again. Keeping cool would help him retain what little water he had in his system. He had no idea where he was headed for now, but he hoped someone came looking for him. Anyone. He thought of Palmer, but quickly put her out of his mind. What she had done bothered him, even though his gut told him that it wasn’t like her to eject and leave anyone behind, especially him.
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Palmer crawled into the lander with help from an IPF sergeant wearing a safety harness. She flipped her helmet off and brushed her black hair behind her ears. She took stock of the area and saw Jacobs standing near the open airlock holding to one of the security handles to keep himself steady. He wore a safety harness too, clipped to the inside of the lander.

Jacobs was the man who had hired her to escort and then abandon Clark, letting him go down with the ship, as they say. It had been a hasty job all the way around. She was called to make a quick decision, got paid plenty, and only had to deal with a small amount of guilt. Boarding the lander, she had asked Clark one question: “Do you know you’re most likely going to die?” Unequivocally, he said, “Yes.” She still insisted that he wear a chute even though she could see in his eyes that he meant what he had said.

“What the hell did you do?” she said between breaths. The sergeant reached over and pushed a button to close the lander off from the outside air rushing in. The area suddenly got quieter. They were already high over the blue mountains headed for the mother ship.

Palmer leaned to look out the window to see where her lander had fallen or if Brandon was able to get it back into operation. She knew he was fast and well trained. The window faced the wrong way, but she heard an explosion and the lander quaked.

Jacobs didn’t show any emotion. “It’s done,” he said.

Palmer reached for him, and he stepped back. “We had to get you out of there.”

She knew he was a go-between for whoever was in charge of the operation, but he didn’t have to be so cold. She hesitated and thought for a moment, then said, “That could have ripped my head off. What if I wasn’t ready?” She shifted her weight around and sat on the grating, her tight-fitting, black uniform stretched easily over her bent knee. Her other leg folded under her uncomfortably. She closed her eyes for a moment and rubbed a hand across her forehead and into her hair. Brandon’s face crossed her mind. She missed him. She wanted to cry but couldn’t allow herself to show unnecessary concern about him. No one could learn that the two of them were close. They weren’t even supposed to be friends. But she could enquire. Regardless of what he meant to her, Brandon was from Earth Central and only recently assigned to the IPF. His safety had been put into her hands as the captain of the lander. Clark, on the other hand, had already fulfilled his duty. “Brandon?” she asked. “He was supposed to eject with me. I was supposed to initiate the ejections.”

“He didn’t make it. He never should have gone into the gunner pod. That wasn’t supposed to happen. You knew that.” Jacobs stepped closer to Palmer, still holding to the airlock’s safety handle as though the safety harness wasn’t enough. He bent down so that they were face-to-face. His lips quivered. “You failed. It was supposed to look like the lander was shot down without provocation.”

She stared into his stern face. “You rigged the lander so that you could control the ejection. You didn’t trust me to go through with it?”

“We need pilots,” Jacobs said. “I couldn’t have you doing something stupid...in this case like waiting until Lt. Lockhardt was back in his seat.” He stood and walked away.

Palmer knew that he would have let her die, too, if her talents weren’t needed.

“Let me help you,” the attending sergeant said.

Palmer took his forearm and rose to her feet. She stood half a foot above him. “You’re dismissed,” she said.

“I’m to take you to debriefing. We’ll have to stay together for now.” His short-cropped hair and awkward smile made him look innocent, fuzzy headed like a newborn.

She glanced down at his nametag. “Carpenter. That’s a really old Earth name. Is that even a talent anymore?”

“Not one of mine,” he said.

She smiled despite herself. He didn’t take offense to her quip, and she liked that. “Name’s Palmer.” She thrust a hand toward him, and they shook. “What’s the deal here?” She nodded toward the direction Jacobs had exited. “What’s he afraid of? The job was carried out as planned. Mostly.”

“I don’t know what you mean. You were fired on,” he said.

So, the faked trip fooled him, she thought. “Yeah, well, that was supposed to happen. I just didn’t know we were loaded with explosives.”

“Explosives?” Carpenter made a face.

“Never mind,” Palmer said. “Back to Jacobs. He’s shaking all over.”

“Maybe he’s about to get into trouble. If so, he’ll need someone to blame. My guess that would be you.” Carpenter winked at her, making him look all the more cute. “Before you ask any more questions, you have to understand that I was just assigned and that this is my first trip anywhere. I don’t even know what your mission was except to deliver something. Even that was a bit shady. The fact that you were supposed to be fired on,” his face twisted into a painful look, “that’s more than I need to know.” He held up his hand to keep her from talking. “And I don’t want to know. I’ve already heard too much. I’m just supposed to make sure you get to the debriefing room once we’re back at the ship.”

She fully understood his feelings. It was always best to get your orders and do the job. Less worry. Less guilt. And fewer problems. “Can I use the head on my own?”

He smiled. “By all means.”

Palmer stepped past Carpenter and ducked into the head. The room was barely large enough for her slim body, which made her wonder how a man as wide as Brandon, or even Carpenter, could get around in there. Once inside she opened her waist pack and pulled out an earbud recording device. She pulled back her hair and shoved it deep into her ear. Then she checked to make sure that all her weapons were still in place. They’d take her short-range Taser and knife she figured, but they probably wouldn’t find the three plastic pin-knives that had been sewn into her uniform. After she was through, she sat on the toilet seat and gave herself a moment to feel hurt. If she were any other woman, she might have cried, she wanted to, but Palmer wasn’t about to be one of those women. She flushed the toilet. Then she cocked her head so that she could see her reflection in the mirror. She wet her hands and ran them through her hair. She rubbed more water over her face, then dried off. She didn’t know what to expect, but for the first time during what should have been a relatively routine mission, she was about to be debriefed. Plus, Carpenter didn’t know anything about the operation, which meant that it was more secret than she had thought.

A knock came to the door. “Out of there,” Jacobs said.

Palmer unlocked the door and stepped out making sure that she stood her full six feet two inches so that she could look down on Jacobs like she had Carpenter. “Can’t a girl primp?”

“Not that long.” He turned to Carpenter. “Now stick with her.”

“Yes, sir.”

Once he was gone again, she asked, “Where the hell am I going to go?”

Carpenter shrugged. “I promise not to be a pest.”

Palmer grinned. “No worries there. But Jacobs is already drilling into it.”

After landing in the mother ship’s launch bay, Carpenter grabbed hold of Palmer’s forearm. He ushered her out the same passage she had come through to get on board, stepping down to the bay’s noisy metal panels. The bay smelled of grease and fuel like any mechanic’s shop. Palmer liked the odor; it reminded her of a well-maintained ship. Carpenter marched at her side, letting go of her arm once they stepped inside the main corridor of the ship. She meandered down the hall as though she was in charge and knew where they were going. Carpenter didn’t let on like he gave a shit and announced their turns long enough ahead that she got to maintain her appearances. The few IPF enforcers who passed them in the hall looked at Carpenter more than Palmer, probably wondering what he was doing with her in the first place. She made him look good, she thought.

“And a final left,” he said as they approached a closed door. “Just walk in.”

Palmer shoved the door open as though she had set up the meeting. She scanned the length of a boardroom table then walked to the only empty seat among seven and sat down. Carpenter closed the door behind her and continued on down the hall, probably to perform his next duties or get his next orders. She heard his fading footsteps as he walked away.

Jacobs was not in the room. She didn’t know any of the men who were. They dressed in standard civilian code suits, no ranking insignia. “Where’s Jacobs?”

“We’re debriefing him in a different room,” a thin man with gray hair and a slight slouch said. She noticed that he wasn’t sitting at the head of the table, which meant that he was a lackey, there to answer the simple questions. She took her eyes from him and slowly brought them to the man who was really in charge and sitting at the head of the table, a balding man of about forty, wrinkled brow, squinted eyes, mouth stretched straight across his face. Not very pleasant to look at on any level. She stopped and narrowed her eyes as well. Leaning forward she said, “I have to account for an IPF assigned, Earth-trained Lieutenant who was supposed to eject with me and be picked up and taken here for his next assignment...out of here if he was lucky.” She stopped for effect. “Jacobs rigged my seats,” she accused. At this point she just wanted out of there and back to her own Shadow Cruiser F-9 where she was sure she had offers for another job already.

The man at the end of the table brought his hands together.

None of the other men moved. In fact, their stillness was more indication to their fear than movement would have been. The man who had spoken to her first watched the guy at the head of the table without blinking.

“We’ll take care of that,” the main man said.

She sat back into her chair. “Then what’s to debrief? I was hired to run a decoy and allow a lander to crash. Make it look like the colony’s fault so that you could buy some time. That’s all I was told. That’s what I know.” She glanced around the room and came back to rest her eyes on the head man, at which time she smiled broadly. “Oh, and Clark was a criminal with a terminal disease who volunteered for the job.” She shook her head. “I suspect his family is getting the benefit from his choice. And I can guarantee you that it was his choice, or I wouldn’t have run that lander into the ground.”

She sat back again, closed her hands together to match her apparent opponent, and waited. They had not even patted her down for weapons. They didn’t expect any trouble. Either that or every one of the men in the room except for Mister Big was armed. They could be secret service. On second look, she changed her mind. Most of them looked too soft to be in any kind of service. She smiled to herself.

After a long silence, the head man said, “We recorded your conversation with the, shall we say, dissidents.”

“Expected,” Palmer said even though she didn’t like the term dissident when talking about the families of colonists. They probably wanted more government assistance, more supplies, and Earth Central needed time to decide what they were going to negotiate for. Or something like that, what did she care?

“They found explosives on board,” the man said.

“Yeah, what was that all about? I was told it only had defensive weapons. The usual.”

“We don’t know what that was about, Miss...” he looked at one of the other men who sat around the table.

“Luce,” one of them said. She didn’t see which one.

“Miss Luce. Why don’t you tell us,” he said.

“It wasn’t my ship. I was hired to pilot it. That’s all. You guys loaded the damned thing. My cruiser is in your launch bay. And I’m probably late for another job. So, could we wrap this up?”

“That’s not what my paperwork says. It says that you loaded the lander. You inspected it before leaving.”

She leaned forward. “Then your paperwork is wrong. All I inspected were the engines, the safety gear, and the environmentals. Standard procedure before takeoff. Remember, you guys loaded the cargo.”

The man smiled for the first time. “I’m afraid that I’m going to have to charge you with attempting to foul an IPF negotiation with the C-47 Governmental Council. Do you have anything more to say?”

She shook her head and scrunched her face in confusion. That was fast. “What?” She looked around. Suddenly she didn’t feel so safe. “You hired me to fly that lander into the ground so that it looked as though it was shot down. I don’t know why. And I don’t give a shit why. I’m a pilot, not a politician. I’ve performed these types of missions a hundred times. You can’t accuse me of anything but completing a mission.” She yelled to be sure that what she said was on tape, as she expected the proceedings were being recorded. And she wanted it on record that she was just following orders according to the contract.

“Every time you pilot a craft you are responsible for checking it out. The IPF’s equipment is no exception. Isn’t that correct?” The man was already preparing to get up and leave.

“Hold it.” She slapped the table. “Jacobs wouldn’t let me near that lander until it was time to do the run.” She was already dreading that decision. “He said that I knew all I needed to know about the top-secret procedure. I was just the driver.”

The man stood and turned away. She rose and yelled after him, “I tested the engines...”

“Hold her for processing,” he said before leaving.

Four of the six men left in the room pulled stunners on her. She sat back down. While she waited for them to call a few enforcers to take her away, she thought about her decision to do the job in the first place. It had been hurried from start to finish. That’s what warranted the high pay, which, lucky for her, had been transferred before she started. She had hoped for a short vacation afterwards, where she and Brandon could be alone — she had recommended him for the job, too. She was going to ask him to join her after they got back.

Palmer was a strong woman and held back her sorrow with a clenched jaw. Her decisions may have caused his death. She lowered her eyes, letting out a shallow breath. She shook her head. They were both professionals. If anyone could escape that vehicle, it was Brandon. She held to that conviction. All she had to do was get to the surface and find him.

Two well-built enforcers in IPF uniform grabbed her arms and lifted her from her seat before she could react. It took a moment for her legs to catch up to them as they dragged her from the chair. The men in suits were filing out of the room first. Not a word was said as she was taken out of the debriefing room and down the hall in the opposite direction from where the suits were headed. Two doors down and the enforcers hauled her into another room. This one lay bare of furniture. The enforcers let her go with a little shove and stepped outside and shut the door. She heard them snap into position, guarding the door.

A large older woman entered from a separate door on the opposite wall. “Sorry Missy, but I’m here to confiscate your weapons.”

Palmer looked around the room. “Where do I put them?”

The woman had short gray hair and weighed about thirty pounds more than Palmer even though she was over a foot shorter. “On the floor is good.”

Palmer removed the Taser and knife and dropped them at her feet. “Now what?”

“Strip.”

“I don’t have a stunner up my ass,” Palmer said.

The woman smiled as though she thought the statement was funny. “I like you. But I’ll be making sure of that.”

“Jesus,” Palmer said. She bent down and disengaged the tie reel on her shoes and pulled them off one by one. She removed her socks and dropped them on the floor next to her shoes. She unzipped the shirt of her pilot’s uniform and removed it, letting her breasts drop slightly. The room was chilly. Then she unclasped her waistband and slid her pants and underwear off at the same time. She stood naked before the woman.

The woman put on plastic gloves and walked closer, asking Palmer to raise her arms, and spread her legs. She reached up and Palmer opened her mouth automatically. The woman investigated the inside of Palmer’s mouth, then lowered her hands and walked all the way around Palmer without touching her. “You can lower your arms. I’ll be checking for implants.” Her chubby hands, still damp, gripped Palmer’s left hand and rubbed each finger individually. Then the woman used both hands to push into Palmer’s skin. There were particular pockets where implants could be placed and not seen with the naked eye. The woman appeared to know where those pockets were. Palmer grimaced at one point. “This does tend to hurt sometimes,” the woman said.

Palmer looked over at her. “It’s not my first time.”

“Sorry to hear that.” The woman smiled. “Bend over. This will feel a bit intrusive.” She took a small bottle from her pocket and doused her fingers with a lubricant.

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Palmer closed her eyes while the woman checked her other openings. “I’m a pilot, not a soldier,” Palmer said. “I have no reason to hide weapons. Think of me as the driver of the getaway car.”

The woman didn’t answer. When she was through, she reached inside her pocket and removed a small device that she strapped to her palm. She bent down and ran the device over Palmer’s clothes one item at a time.

“Can I stand normally, now?”

“Sure,” the woman said. “Make yourself comfortable.”

“Not likely.”

After going over the clothes with her metal detector, the older woman looked up at Palmer. “You’re clean.”

“I think I told you that.”

The woman smiled again. “I really do like your spunk.” She scooped up the Taser and knife and put them in her pocket with the metal scanner. “You can get dressed again.”

“Now what?” Palmer had lowered her voice. She was more serious. She really wanted to know what was next if the woman had a clue.

“Just doing my job,” the woman said. “So, I have no idea what’s next.” She smiled broadly. “Probably better that way for both of us.”

Palmer was beginning to see that “just doing your job” wasn’t good for anyone. She had learned over the years that the fewer questions she asked, the more work and better pay she received. Now, just when she wanted answers, nobody had any. Not even her.

Palmer dressed slowly. The woman watched her every move. She had never looked into Palmer’s ear, or she may have seen the recorder. And when Palmer drew her pants back on, she let her hand slide over the three pin knives, still in place. Had the woman crumpled Palmer’s pants she may have found them, but that didn’t happen. Tightening the last lace reel on her shoes Palmer announced that she was ready to go.

The woman walked over and knocked twice on the door and the guards came in. “She’s clean,” the woman said.

Palmer looked at each of the men. Neither of them as tall as she was. “I can walk on my own if you don’t mind.”

“Sorry ma’am,” the one on the right said.

“Captain,” she said. “I may be a free agent, but I have rank as long as I’m on a mission.”

She got no response. Each of them held to one of her biceps as they guided her back down the hall. They soon pushed through double doors that were labeled secure area. She recognized the brig when she saw it. They escorted her into a small room with a few wall protrusions that were to be used as chairs or cots. A toilet and sink extended out from the corner. Only a small opening was in the door, not large enough for her to crawl through.

The soldiers left the room and locked her in.

She didn’t hear any sound after that. The room probably employed an electronic lock. She scanned the walls and ceiling for cameras but saw none. Probably too small to see with the naked eye.

She turned around a few times and then took a seat. This wasn’t going to help her get down to C-47 and find Brandon.
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The rocky terrain caused Brandon’s ankles to twist in one direction and then another until the ground became sandier as he approached the lowlands of the valley. Then he relaxed and gained some speed. Eventually, the terrain became rocky again, this time smooth rocks of various colors. Only running water could make such smooth edges so he figured he traveled through a flood zone.

Brandon felt the beating heat of the sun across his forehead. Even the top of his head was sweating. No clouds, no flash floods today, he thought. He dropped the cuffs and slid the emergency pack around so that he could reach it. A small sip of water wouldn’t hurt. He couldn’t tell if there was a stream beyond the underbrush, but he could feel the dull ache in the back of his neck that warned of dehydration. He took a few sips of warm water and put the water bag back into the pack. He thought about breakfast but saved the last two energy bars for later. He’d work on the goop for dinner. What he needed was to get into the shade or set up his parachute tent again. That sun was hot.

As soon as he lay on the ground to put the cuffs back on, a rustling came from inside the underbrush. The noise headed his way, so he sat up quickly and reached for his stunner. The noise stopped. In slow motion, his toned stomach flexing as he lay back down. When the sound of movement didn’t come a second time, he rushed to strap his thick arms into place. The cuffs could get heavy if worn all the time, and he hadn’t needed them yet. It was only a matter of time before he dumped them altogether, he thought. “Yeah, not likely,” he said. He rolled to his knees, then pushed into a standing position. He rolled his neck to get it to crack and continued on. Whatever had made the noise in the brush wasn’t after him or it would have jumped him while he was down.

Hefting his shoulders up, Brandon headed toward the underbrush. He expected it to be fairly thick. It would have to be in order for it to grow so tall in a flood zone. The stuff probably grew a half a foot a day. He wandered along the edge for a short while, looking for a natural entrance. He heard more rustling, like fluttering. Maybe this planet’s idea of a bird. There was no wind to speak of.

He found what looked like a path and bent down to go through. The cuffs worked perfectly to keep branches and leaves from his face. And he didn’t have to worry about getting scratched along his arms. He proceeded slowly and as quietly as he could, listening for unusual sounds beyond the rustling that he was already getting used to hearing, and ignoring.

About twenty feet into the brush, he stepped into an opening. Thicker tree-like plants, with reddish-orange trunks and full canopies of brown leaves, kept the sun out, which made for less underbrush and cooler air. He stood straight and took a deep breath. “Nice.” The area was dense with shadow, but he saw something even darker rush by to his right. When he turned to get a better look another shadowy figure scooted past on his left. He turned that way and several other moved — this time loud enough to hear their stomping footfalls — to his right again.

Brandon kept his back against the thicket he had just passed through but moved a few steps to the left to be out of the way of the path. Keeping his face straight ahead, Brandon softened his gaze so that he could more easily use his peripheral vision. He lifted his arm and pointed his finger, ready to shoot at any threat. Nothing happened for a few minutes, so he took his first step deeper into the thicket.

From behind one of the stocky trees stepped an animal about four feet tall, with a long neck, a ball-shaped head with what appeared to be three pointed ears, and an oblong body. It was covered in brown and charcoal colored fur that matched the leaves and shadows of the area and had two long legs equal to the length of its neck, with what appeared to be a three-toed foot about the size of the prints he had seen that morning. It had no arms. He only saw the one beast but knew that there were many others.

Testing the situation, he took another tentative step forward while simultaneously moving his hand to point at the thing staring his way. The animal took another step too. He repeated his action and the animal followed suit. Several steps from the underbrush put him in a vulnerable position. Perhaps he was being guided into the open for an attack. He brought his feet together and stood straight. “Well, now what?”

The animal responded by opening its mouth and letting out a loud, “Ekk.” The thing had teeth, long pointed ones good for ripping. It was a carnivore all right. Brandon swallowed. He could only guess how fast the thing might be able to run on those long legs and knew that once he started shooting the rest of the beasts would either scatter or attack. If they scattered, he’d be lucky, but if they attacked, he wouldn’t be fast enough to stop them. “Shit.”

“Ekk.” The animal shook its body and Brandon watched as it extended two fur-lined, wing-like appendages, one from either side, similar to pictures of bat’s wings he had seen.

“So now what, Brother?” he said.

In a moment the animal shook again, then turned away as though disinterested. That’s when Brandon saw the other ones, on all sides, lift from the ground, come around trees, exit the underbrush where he had entered. They all took the lead from the one animal and turned and walked away. He couldn’t believe it. Weren’t they hungry? He turned his head and sniffed toward his armpit. Maybe he stunk. He took another step and another, watching over his shoulder as the animals continued to ignore him and leave. He shook his head in disbelief and ambled through the miniature forest until he came to a tiny stream about three feet wide. The water flowed very slowly over a bed of colored sandstones. Tiny brown and green grasses mixed with patches of muddy yellow moss bordered the stream.

“Perfect.” He pulled the water plug on his cuff and drank the small ration embedded within the fibers. The liquid was hot, but carried additional vitamins, at least this first round. He wasn’t about to remove the cuffs. Not in there.

After drinking the vitamin-fortified water, Brandon pulled the fill hose loose, kneeled, and reached the tube toward the water. He heard a large thumping similar to native drumming all around him. He halted his movements and the drumming stopped. He needed the water, so he reached the hose closer again. This time along with the drumming one of the animals ran toward him, leaped into the air, flapped its bat wings, and floated until it landed with a thump a few feet away. It stomped its foot on the ground.

Brandon hit the auto-reel button and the hose sucked back into the cuff. He stood as slowly as possible so that he wouldn’t frighten the birdlike thing standing close to him. “You win. I die of thirst, you fanged son-of-a-bitch.” He smiled but got no reaction from the beast. He stepped over the small stream toward the animal.

“Ekk.” Like the first one, this bird turned and walked away. The second time that happened this morning.

“So, water is sacred down here,” he said. Brandon didn’t waste time after that. He got through the tiny forest of stumpy, brown-leafed trees and through about ten more feet of underbrush on the other side. When he stepped into the brighter light he was also still in the shade. At least the sun wouldn’t be sucking the water from his body. But he was sorry that he had depleted most of the water from his cuff.

He put a hundred yards between himself and the foliage that grew along the stream. The animals didn’t appear to be hostile at the moment, but there was no use taking a chance on that changing. Maybe they had specific mealtimes. He laughed at the thought. He did consider shooting one for dinner once his food ran out, but that could wait until he absolutely had no other choice. If they attacked, it would be all over for him. He’d only chance it if he had to.

Before the sun made its way overhead, Brandon had made good progress. The valley floor along which he advanced, lifted slowly, and the streambed of smooth rocks that were there at one time thinned and became sand and angular rocks again as he separated himself from the valley floor. Eventually, up ahead, he saw that the foliage made a sharp turn to the east. He took in his position and decided to go over the hill he was traversing. He’d only be in the sun a short while before crossing to the other side of the hill where there’d be shade again by the time he got there.

He rested briefly. The streambed ran for miles and miles along the valley floor, which appeared to twist eastward where it disappeared behind the mountain. No time to waste, he angled up the hill.

It wasn’t long before he heard thumping coming from inside the oasis. Then the noise of what could only be a thousand of those animals fluffing their wings. A loud, multi-layered, and simultaneous “Ekk” later and Brandon heard the stampede coming his way. “Shit.” He ran up the hill as fast as he could. The stampede came closer and as he glanced back, he saw hundreds of the animals burst from the underbrush. Only some of them headed uphill toward him; the rest ran along the valley floor weaving in and out of the shrubbery. The beasts ran in a close-knit band for the most part, and every time two crashed together, one would leap into the air and fly for several yards
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