To make a difference you have to be willing to be different…

PROLOGUE

I love when it rains. I haven't always – it's something I just decided today. We'd been outside doing knife-throwing drills, which I wasn't bad at but sure didn't mind getting out of, when the sky fell. The rain just began pouring down with no lightning or thunder or any warning at all. We grabbed equipment as quickly as possible and tore into the main building. We dumped everything into the nearest storage closet, leaving it overflowing and dripping wet, and piled into the gathering hall, completely ignoring the shouted instructions of Captain Gillocki, our instructor. We respect him and all, just sometimes we don't take him seriously. And this was too fun! I don't think I could have stopped smiling if I'd tried! Here were fifty students, most of them Seniors, all sopping wet and grinning up at one frowning, dripping teacher.  


I was a Baby. It was my first year of Mission Training, but they'd put me in a Senior class anyway.  They said I was good enough, and I guess I was, but boy did I ever get teased! I was the only Baby, and only thirteen other members of the fifty-person class weren't Seniors. I'd only been mission training for two months, and this was the most fun I'd had so far. 

"Mackie! Carlon! Hendra!" Captain Gillocki bellowed, "Storage Duty! Now!" Three wet Seniors trudged out of the lamp-lit chamber and back to the storage closet, while everyone remaining giggled. We all like Captain Gill.  


We settled loosely among the heavy wooden benches that amply seated the entire population of the Mission Training school. Our teacher looked at us as if to say, "Five years here and this is all you've become." What he actually, wearily, said was, "Anyone to start up a discussion?"


A tall, serious Senior named Jason Wellin raised his hand and asked, "Why are we doing this?" 


"Because it's raining, you moron!" an unidentified Senior called out.


"No, no!" Jason explained, though he was laughing along with everyone else, while Captain Gill's eyes searched for the speaker. "I meant, why are we permanently at war with the Barons? What's the point?"

"If you don't like it, go join a pac!" called out Rolph Newburn. Rolph was known for being one of the most aggressive students at the school. But since this was a military school and all, his opinion was echoed, though less fervently, but just about everyone.  


"Quiet!" Captain Gill roared. "It's a good question, and a great topic for discussion. Does anyone care to answer?"


I stared up at my teacher as if to say, "That's cheating!" Captain Gill was the only one here with actual experience fighting the Barons, and in his day he'd been a great leader for us Cols. I knew that the only reason he was giving Jason's question fair discussion time was to prove him wrong.


A Senior named Delpha raised her hand and announced, "My uncle is part of a pac. It's really funny when he comes to a family gathering. He sticks out because he only wears green!"  


Captain Gill sighed. I pushed my wet bangs out of my face and laughed. 


"Why?" asked a girl named Awna.


Delpha shrugged. "These peace-attempt clans say green is a neutral color, so they wear it. It's also supposed to represent the peace and security of nature."


"So at family gatherings, don't your parents and uncle always argue?" asked a girl named Shyla.


"You have family gatherings?" a boy named Jedd asked incredulously.


Delpha grinned and answered Shyla's question. "No – everybody usually gets too drunk on blackwine to fight."


"Everybody?" echoed a Senior named Dillan. "Does that mean you get drunk, too...and in front of all your family?"

Before Delpha could answer Captain Gillocki roared, "Enough! This is an inappropriate discussion topic! Does anyone have any thoughts toward Jason's original question?" I laughed as I observed a crowed of people near Delpha leaning in and eagerly whispering, "So do you?"


The Captain noticed my laughter, and he smiled wickedly down at me. "Let's ask the Baby, shall we? Any ideas, Brytani?"


"Baby! Baby! Baby!" the seniors began cheering me on.


"Quiet!" Captain Gill shouted.

I was blushing, and couldn't stop grinning, but I knew the answer as everyone else did. The technical answer, anyway.

"We're fighting to save planet Skye for the Cols," I said, my young voice ringing loud and clear in the now silent hall. "Our ship, the Colossus, was here to settle and claim this planet years before the Baron, but they're trying to take it over anyway. We're fighting for freedom from the Barons."

Captain Gillocki smiled, satisfied by my noble explanation, but Jason asked, "Isn't this getting a little old, though? It's been hundreds of years since the ships landed. There's certainly enough of this planet for us to coexist peacefully."


"That's what the pacs are for, you wuss!" Rolph shouted out, and there was a low murmur of agreement. 


Captain Gill sighed again. "Rolph, it's a good thing, being open to new ideas. That's an important lesson for everyone. But, Jason, our ancestors have fought and died to preserve this planet for us. Do you think their honorable deaths can be disregarded as unimportant? Can we decide to ignore their ideas as being too much work, and opt for an easy way out instead? Should all of their accomplishments, everything they've done and given for us, simply be forgotten?"


I had known Captain Gill was just going to show Jason to be wrong. However, I was glad our teacher had made his point.  


Jason would not be silenced so easily, though. "Should their accomplishments be forgotten!" he protested loudly. "They came here in giant spaceships that traveled the stars! They encountered new races and explored new planets! We've lost all the technology they had! Even our weapons are far less than what theirs were!"  


"Jason, I know that this is your only year of military school, Senior that you are," the Captain said, slowly and loudly above the murmurs of disagreement with Jason's statement. "Once you've been here longer, you'll understand better what this is all about. And what life on this planet is all about. And then you'll be able to use your life to make a difference."


Jason looked doubtful, but he didn't protest again. He'd probably join a pac when he graduated in a few seasons, I thought, looking over at him sadly. Captain Gill would have to work quickly to save him. The school tried very hard to squash rebellious attitudes like Jason's. I'd heard that more and more people were joining pacs lately. I knew that Captain Gill was right, though. I knew from deep down in my heart that we had to fight. But who was I to decide? I was only a child in this.

Chapter 1:  THE MISSION


My eyeballs darted uncontrollably. I could hear my heart beating in my ears. I could see my hands shaking. I was scared almost beyond movement that Headcaptain Lenwick would waltz in at any second and I'd be busted. But at the same time, I was having the most fun I'd had in quite a while. It was thrilling, being scared stiff. And picturing everyone waiting back in their rooms, silently rooting me on...I loved that.


My Senior classmates had been unable to wait another week until the graduation ceremony to find out who'd graduated and who hadn't. I was also impatient to find out if I'd graduated number one. I privately thought I would, and I knew that everyone expected me to. I'd been taking the Senior class for all three of my years of Mission Training. I was one of the youngest in the class. It was really funny my first year, when I was a fifteen-year-old Baby in with the twenty and twenty-one-year-old Seniors. Now I was in my third year where most students took five, but my instructor, Captain Gillocki, had decided I'd learned all I could and to graduate me. Since I had the most experience and was the farthest ahead, my classmates had nominated me to sneak into Headcaptain Lenwick's private office and find out who'd graduated.


I'd used a technique that Captain Gill had taught me for silently unlocking doors with a small pin. Never letting my guard down, I'd slipped inside and relocked the door. Then, sweating and breathing heavily, I'd opened and shut Lenwick's cabinets and drawers until I found the leaf with the words "Graduation Speech" printed importantly at the top. This would do nicely.


I scanned the lengthy speech for the list of graduates Lenwick would announce. When I found it, I took out the leaf and marker I'd brought in my pocket and prepared to write faster than ever before.


I'm great at accomplishing my mission. I'd found the list, and hadn't been caught. But my memory is lousy. I've worked to improve it, but I don't pretend it's better than it is. The best warriors don't overestimate or underestimate themselves. My goal, like everyone's at Mission Training, was to be the best soldier I could be.


And that certainly included secret intelligence missions deep in enemy territory. Or in this case, the Headcaptain's office. I figured it was good practice, at least.


My marker furiously scribbled names down on the leaf. I didn't even pay attention to whose they were, except for those of my closest friends. I smiled and continued my rapid writing as I scrawled Randa Macpherson's name. Randa was my roommate and best friend, and she'd been terribly worried that she'd fail to graduate. But she'd passed.


I actually stopped writing, though, when I came to Cougar Sellman's name. I read back over the list. "Rudolfs, Sabret, Sellman..." the list read. Maybe I was grad-1, and that was why my name wasn't on the list with the others. I skimmed the entire speech, but my name wasn't mentioned anywhere, and I wasn't the top graduate.  


Not dwelling on this new puzzle, I copied the rest of the list. When I was ready to leave, much of my adrenaline had drained and the thrill I'd felt was gone. I checked to make sure I'd left no trace of my intrusion, but it was work, not fun. By the time I'd trudged through the building's halls and back to the room that Randa and I shared, I'd exhausted all possible explanations except for one: I hadn't graduated. But why? The question burned inside me as I pushed open our door.


"Oh no!" Randa moaned as soon as I'd entered and she'd seen my gloomy face. She put her hands on her head, running her delicate fingers through her short, red-blond hair.


"No, it's good news," I said, forcing a smile. "You made it."


Randa collapsed on her back onto her bed and shouted, "YES!" She raised her fists into the air in triumph. She lay there for about five seconds. Then she popped back up and asked, "So what's the bad news?"


I stared at her, completely confused. "I didn't."


"You didn't what?" she asked blankly.


I took a deep breath. "I didn't graduate." 


"What?" Randa asked. "Of course you graduated. You're the best in the class!"


"Nope." I shook my head. "I'm not grad-1. I'm not on the list at all. I guess Captain Gill's holding me here again."


"No," Randa said firmly. "Bryt, if he told you this was your last year, it's your last year. Gill's been your teacher for three years. He wouldn't lie to you now."


"I'm not graduating!" I argued, though I couldn't believe Captain Gill would lie, either. "It must be because I'm so young. He's decided you can't graduate in three years."  


"No way." Randa's shiny hair bounced as she shook her head. "It's a mistake."


"Well, whatever it is," I said, fed up with discussing my failure, "I've got a list to show to the entire Senior class." I stood up.

Randa grinned, though her blue eyes still gleamed with determination. "Even if you're not good enough to graduate, you're good enough at what you do to evade Lenwick and give us all information we're not allowed to have."


That thought amused me, too, though I didn't smile. Still, I hurriedly showed my classmates the list, not giving them time to see that I was being held back again. As I rushed the list from room to room, tuning out the shouts of joy and moans of despair, I tried to put puzzle pieces together and figure out why I wasn't passing. By the time I was done I had a pretty good idea of the reason for my failure. And finding out I'd failed wasn't going to help my cause.


I went back to my room and told Randa what I thought. "I don't know..." she said, doubtfully twirling her hair. "You haven't exactly been a model student this year, but everything you've done has been out of boredom..."  


"But if they caught me, I obviously didn't do it well enough," I pointed out. "I'm not perfect or anything, you know."


"Any ideas as to when you got caught?"


I frowned in deep thought. "Maybe the time we put the snowman in Lenwick's desk chair. Our footprints were left in the snow."


"But that was funny!" Randa exclaimed. "That's not a reason to fail somebody!"  


"It did make a huge mess when it melted," I reminded her. "Or maybe it was the sick love notes to Captain Roen. Captain Gill could have recognized my writing."


"You didn't use your own handwriting!" Randa cried. "You didn't...did you?"


"Of course not, Randa! But he could have seen through that. After all, Captain Gill's taught me everything I know."


Randa didn't say anything, but her blue eyes were once again fiery and rebellious.  


"There's no other explanation," I said helplessly. "I got caught playing some stupid practical joke. Now I'm not graduating. I'm stuck here for another year..."


"No." Randa's eyes narrowed. "Talk to Captain Gill –"


"Yeah. Great. The guy who failed me," I muttered bitterly.


"Brytani!"


I sighed. I was getting frustrated with talking about my failure again. And I knew Randa was right. Captain Gill had been my teacher for three years. I was his special student. And he was my friend. I knew he would tell me why I'd failed if I asked him. But if I did, he'd know I'd snooped. I smiled sardonically. Wouldn't it be funny if Captain Gill had figured me out and was now playing a joke on me? A little too far-fetched to believe, but...


"Talk to Captain Gill, Bryt," Randa ordered me.


I smiled and pushed my short brown hair behind my ears. "I will," I promised her. "Just not right now."


I did talk to Captain Gill – the next day, after a morning climbing race. Our last week of training is traditionally mainly fun and games. My heart wasn't in the racing that morning – it just didn't mean anything when I knew I'd be repeating it. I finished somewhere in the middle of the crowd, where I usually come in in the top few. Maybe that's why Captain Gillocki asked me to stay and talk to him when everyone had left.  


"So how do you feel about graduating next week?" he asked me, grinning cockily.


I glared at him. I couldn't help it. I know he's my great friend and all, but the man had promised me I would graduate, failed me, and was now grinning as he prepared to drop the bombshell. Didn't he realize that this meant something to me? I was ready to go on missions, to get out and fight. Not stay here for another year or two. I started to give him a chipper, positive response to his question, but of course it was already too late. So I just blurted it out.


"Captain Gill, why aren't I graduating?"


My teacher looked puzzled, and smiled as if I were a child. I was only two years younger than the graduating Seniors. "But you are, Brytani, you are," he told me.


"No, I'm not," I argued stubbornly. "I saw the list. I know my name's not on it. Don't lie to me, Captain. Why isn't my name on that list?" I said this in an accusatory tone that no student should ever use with a War Captain. But I didn't care. It felt good to stand up for myself, after being the baby for so long.


Captain Gill looked shocked, and I was afraid I'd gone too far. But then he actually laughed out loud, and ruffled my straight, red-brown locks. I smoothed my hair indignantly, though I never care if it looks messy. Captain Gill smiled fondly at me.


"One step ahead of us again, eh Bryt?" he asked, amused, "But this time I think you'll find you've outsmarted yourself."


"This time?" I asked innocently, not admitting to anything. So I was right, I thought, he did catch me at something. Probably the snowman. I tried to remember if anyone else who'd participated in that prank had graduated. But my memory's not so hot...


Captain Gill was laughing again. "I have trained you well, Bryt; I have definitely trained you well!"


I smiled at the compliment, still doing my best to look puzzled. "You still haven't told me why I'm not graduating," I pointed out.  


"I did tell you, Brytani – you are graduating. Don't you remember?"


"Cap-tain!" I wailed. He was teasing me now – I knew it. It was a good sign...but it was annoying!


My teacher was still laughing at me. "You've certainly grown up," he said proudly, and before I could complain, he continued. "You are graduating, Brytani. Your name is not on the list. The reason your name is not on the list is because you are not going to attend the graduation." He paused.


"Well, why not?" I demanded, now completely confused and wanting nothing but more information. 


"Because you have been assigned to a mission."


I froze, stunned. I took a moment to make sure I'd heard what I thought I'd heard. Captain Gill had just told me I'd been assigned to a mission. I was going to battle! I was graduating and I was going on a mission!  


I fell into my teacher's arms and gave him the biggest hug I'd ever given anyone.  


"I'm so proud of you, Brytani! I'm so proud!" he laughed. "You know you're like a child to me..."


Abruptly I pulled away. "That's not the reason I'm the one going, is it?"


"Of course not! You should know me better than that!" Captain Gill seemed almost hurt. Then he smiled pacifically. "Besides, it's the Headcaptain who decides these matters. They asked for our best student. The best students are always assigned first."


I felt a broad grin sweep across my excited face. "So I did graduate number one!"


The Captain nodded. "It wasn't even close," he agreed.


Suddenly I frowned again. "Is this the reason why I am graduating in just three years?" I asked. "Just so I can go on this mission?"


"Yes," the Captain admitted easily.  


I sighed. So I wasn't supposed to graduate after all. After all that.  


"When they start raiding training centers for students, it means the barracks have been emptied," he pointed out, "so it'll help the war effort to graduate as many as possible. They need the best people for the job, Bryt, and you're it, even if you are a little young for a graduate. I'll just have to put up with losing my favorite student."


"I think this is the best day of my life," I said happily.


"Enjoy it," Captain Gill instructed me. "Tomorrow your new Captain is coming here to whisk you away on your mission. You're under Captain Shahan Quent. I don't know him. Some young hot shot. Anyway, you're under him with two others. Your mission is to locate some mine or cave deep in Baron ground. Captain Quent will get into it tomorrow."


Tomorrow, I thought excitedly as I gave Captain Gill one last hug and ran off to tell Randa my great news. My dream was finally coming true!

Chapter 2:  THE CAPTAIN


Captain Gill had told me about my mission, and shown me the letter the messenger had brought two days ago. It was a simple query to Headcaptain Lenwick to assign his top graduate to an immediate mission under Captain Shahan Quent. Not an uncommon occurrence this time of year, with the mission barracks empty just before graduation. Apparently I'd be replacing someone who'd been killed in battle. It thrilled me to think of how real this was.


It was amazing how suddenly this was all happening. According to the message, Captain Quent would probably arrive today. The use of the word "probably" was strange, but of course I didn't question it.


Last night Randa had helped me to fix a light pack to carry with me. At that time only she and I knew about the mission, but I was sure that by now she'd told at least all the Seniors. I wondered what their reactions would be.

I also wondered what Captain Quent would think of me. I'm not tall, but I'm strong, as anyone mission training would be expected to be. My uniform – the boots along with simple cotton pants and a shirt now complete with my long-awaited missioneer's badge – was clean and purple, the traditional Minor color. It was very faded, but I doubted a War Captain would care about such a detail. My hair bounced as I unconsciously shook my head at the thought. My face is pretty round, and the short hair shaped to my head only makes it look rounder, but it beats having hair long enough to tangle or get in the way. My skin is pale and a little pinkish, and my eyes are large and brown. My favorite features are my big dimples, which show whenever I smile. I try to smile a lot, because it keeps my attitude positive. Captain Gill has always taught me that attitude is very important.  


Captain Gillocki seemed as excited about the mission as I was. He was eager to meet my young Captain and converse with him. I knew the main conversation topic would probably be me, since no one knew me better than Captain Gill did, but warfare today would still be discussed. Captain Gill hadn't had much contact with active missioneers since his retirement from fighting twelve years ago, so this was a major event for him.


But there was a problem. Captain Quent didn't come that day. Or the next day or the next. I was nervous. The message had said "probably," but this was too far off. No War Captain would arrive over three days late. Captain Gill agreed with this, unless attitudes among these new Captains had relaxed significantly. He'd sounded doubtful when he'd said that.  

When I was beginning to think that I was going to attend the graduation after all, I received the message from an excited Baby that the War Captain was here, and I was to await him in the room we'd prepared for his brief stay – he'd need to speak with me privately.


So with nervous, excited, relieved, outrageously overjoyed butterflies in my stomach, I rushed to the room. A few minutes later there was a knock at the door, and my heart skipped a beat as I jumped up to open it.


My Captain stood in the doorway, but I didn't see him. I saw only what he was holding in his arms and I inhaled sharply and took a small, involuntary step back. I was instantly on my guard.


"A puffan!" I whispered, both amazed and horrified by the 30-centimeter tall green sphere with the purple stripe down its back. Puffans are a life form indigenous to Skye. They look round, harmless, and sweet, but they can turn into monsters. Six meters tall and with deadly sharp teeth, claws, and a tail. Somewhat like the mythical beasts called dragons.


"She's harmless," my Captain assured me. His voice was light, but cold. "They're perfectly friendly until provoked."


I looked at he puffan again, and almost laughed out loud. She was a big round ball with six tiny legs sticking out and a huge, playful grin. She did look pretty harmless. She certainly didn't look like a monster.


Captain Quent set the puffan down on the floor, where she began rolling around joyfully. She moved by rolling from one foot to the next, like a wheel. I'd never seen a real puffan before, and I hadn't expected them to be so funny.


Now that I was no longer worried about the puffan, I turned my attention to my Captain. It was odd; he somehow didn't seem a likely candidate for a War Captain. It took me a second before the reason struck me – he was so young! He didn't look much older than I was, and could have easily passed for a student at Mission Training. He was short – only a handful of centimeters taller than myself. He was also thin, but at the same time very muscular. I could tell this because he had no shirt on, which was most unusual. From the descriptions of battle Captain Gill had given me, I couldn't believe that Captains' attitudes could have become so relaxed. Across his bare chest he wore only a thick leather strap with two empty knife cases, and some sort of pouch. He wore dark red or brown pants, a color I didn't recognize, and universal black boots. I wondered if he'd just come from battle, since his clothes were torn and mud-stained. That would also explain his tardiness. His face was dirty as well, and his black hair, as long as mine but less full, was stringy and oily and held back from his face by a strip of the same material as his strap. His eyes were large, brown, and kind of boyish, which made him appear even younger. But the features that stood out the most were his extremely chiseled cheekbones. They could have made him look either handsome or frightening. Or a little bit of both.


"You're Brytani Sarliss?" he asked me in his cold voice, after spending a few seconds looking me over as I'd done to him.


I nodded. "Are you Captain Quent?" I noticed that I couldn't keep a note of incredulity from my voice.

The man's expression unchanging, he stepped away from the doorway and closed the door. "No," he told me, "but you're the only one who's going to know it."


I felt a small rush of adrenaline. This was what being a missioneer was going to be all about!  


"My name's Taylor Tucker," he began. "Call me Tuck. In rank, I'm your equal. Captain Shay's my Captain, too."


I nodded, recalling that Captain Gill had told me I'd been placed under Captain Quent with two others. This must be one of them.


"Our first mission's not to find a mine. We have to break Captain Quent out of prison." He paused to let that sink in.


"Why's he in prison?" I asked carefully.


"Our team was captured. There were four of us. One was executed," and if possible, his expression grew harder and his voice got even colder. "One's being used for slave labor. I escaped during movement to a labor facility. And Shay's still there. They don't take chances with Captains, especially ones who've done as much damage as he has." Tuck sounded darkly proud.


"So why are you pretending to be him?" I asked, as I slowly absorbed what he'd just said.


"So I don't get assigned to a new Captain. Our team is not going to get separated."

"And someone had to be assigned to replace the person who was killed," I concluded.


Tuck didn't answer me, but I could see his teeth clench, and almost feel the fury at his teammate's death emanating from deep behind his eyes. I decided not to mention the event anymore, though it did make me excitedly curious. So I looked down at the smiling, happy puffan, still playfully exploring the room.


"So what's her name?" I asked.


The corners of Tuck's mouth raised visibly. It was the closest he'd come to smiling since he'd knocked on the door.


"Spike," he told me.

Chapter 3:  DEPARTURE


Tuck stayed at Mission Training for two days. He looked much better after he'd gotten cleaned up and been given a uniform. He explained that he'd had some problems getting here – problems with the Barons. This led to a barrage of questions from the Captains, all of whom wanted to hear the latest war stories.

The tales Tuck told were surprisingly bland. None of them involved the imprisonment in any way, and they seemed as if they were being summarized instead of recounted to their full glory. I didn't know Tuck well, but just looking at him I could tell that he was hiding the best parts, though as to why anyone would do this I had no clue. I wondered if the Captains could see through him as easily as I could, but they didn't seem to be able to. Captain Gill has always told me I have an amazing ability to "read" into people's minds. I thought he might have been a little suspicious, since he asked several questions about today's war policies and plans for the future. As Tuck had never been to a Captains' meeting, he had no idea how to answer these questions, and avoided them as well as possible. I could tell when he was making up answers. It was sort of funny.


I felt bad keeping the fact that this wasn't Captain Quent a secret from Captain Gill, who was the one who'd brought me here. I kept telling myself that I'd known Captain Gill for three years and Tuck for less than three days, and Captain Gill had a right to know. But I was a missioneer now, and I had to obey my Captain's orders.


Even though he wasn't really my Captain.


My feelings about leaving Mission Training were very mixed. I was embarking on my dream journey, but I was also leaving all the security of my past. I was about to begin a whole new life. Captain Gill always told the Senior classes that though Mission Training would help us prepare for missions, it could never prepare us completely for the experience. That morning; dressed in uniform and carrying a heavy pack, a bow, and a quiver on my back; hugging my dearest friends and teachers, who were really the only people I had in my life; and telling them good-bye, a true and permanent farewell; knowing I would never see Captain Gill, Randa, even old Lenwick: any of them, ever again, forever; I began to understand for the first time what he meant. Upon that realization the bond I had with Captain Gill expanded to a new level. As I was finally beginning to truly see what he'd been showing me all this time, it was as if he went from being my teacher to my father. This strengthening of our bond made it dozens of times harder for me to break away. I would have loved just to stay at Mission Training and explore our new friendship and kinship, but I knew that wasn't how it was meant to be. The bond hasn't strengthened so I can stay with him, I told myself forcefully, it's gotten so strong so that we both know we'll never forget.


It was the most sentimental moment of my life. And I didn't appreciate the way Tuck hurried things along. I know he was anxious to leave so he could let up his "Captain" act, but he should have at least had some more patience. I was saying good-bye to my entire life, after all. In the end he did relent and stop pressuring me to hurry, but I could tell he was annoyed. Which only left me annoyed with him as well.

My annoyance eliminated any sense of timidity I felt towards Tuck, and as soon as we were far enough into the wilderness and away from the small civilized area in which the school was located for my sadness and loneliness to be under control I asked him why he was keeping so many secrets.


"What secrets?" Tuck asked casually, neither stopping nor shifting his gaze from straight out ahead at the short grass and flat gray rocks over which we were treading.


"I'm not stupid, you know," I told him, letting my irritation show. "I know you've been hiding things from everyone. I hoped you at least planned to tell me."


"I know you're not stupid," Tuck said arrogantly. "Otherwise you wouldn't have been the top graduate in your class."


I could see his tactic for evading my questions. I was going to have to ask him what I wanted to know directly.


"Why did you leave out parts of all the stories you told?"


I hoped my question would provoke a reaction, but Tuck didn't even flinch. "I wasn't leaving anything out," he insisted calmly.  


"You're lying," I said flatly. I was astonished by my own boldness, and proud of myself at the same time.


Tuck finally stopped marching, an action for which I was glad, since he walked very fast. "How do you know I'm lying?" he asked me with genuine curiosity.


"I – I don't know," I stammered, suddenly caught off guard. I looked at the ground and twisted my bootheel into a patch of grass sprung up between two rocks. "I mean, I don't know how I know. It's just obvious to me."


Tuck gave me a half-smile. "And I pride myself on being a great liar."


"Well, you are a good liar," I pointed out. "You fooled everyone at the school into thinking you were Captain Quent."


"Everyone except you, Bryt. You knew from the start that I wasn't a Captain."


"But that wasn't because I could read your thoughts or anything!" I argued. "That was just because you were so young!" As soon as I'd said it I wished I hadn't. But luckily, Tuck didn't seem to take offense.  


"I bet I'm older than you," he challenged, grinning boyishly.


"I bet you are, too," I said, adding silently to myself, especially since I'm really two years too young to graduate.


Tuck began walking again. "Fair enough," he said. "I won't ask how old you are."


"I'm nineteen," I told him, just to prove I wasn't afraid to tell him my age.


"Twenty-four," he said indifferently, focusing only on picking Spike up out of a small mudhole that she'd fallen into and didn't seem to want to leave. He looked like he was about to say something, but I interrupted too quickly.  


"You still haven't answered my question," I reminded him, not letting him outsmart me.


"What question?" Tuck asked dumbly.


"You know what question!" I said indignantly. "Why were you keeping secrets from everyone? And if your memory is really worse than mine, we're in trouble!"


Tuck looked puzzled. "I have a good memory. Close to a photographic one. I'm a charter."  


"Good," I replied, satisfied. "We should make a good team, then. Now answer my question."


"You mean about the war stories?" he asked. "Why I kept parts secret?" When I nodded, he continued. "I – I just think that stuff is private." He shrugged. "I mean, getting enjoyment out of horrors that have happened on the battlefield? It just seems to trivialize the whole war. I don't like people smiling when I tell them stories about death. And the feelings I had then are mine and mine alone. No one who hasn't had to go through it has the right to get a cheap thrill out of it."


"But the Captains all did fight," I pointed out. "And none of them have been active for years. They'll probably never actually experience battle again."


"Poor them," Tuck said, his voice once again dry and hard. I was frustrated. I'd finally gotten the man to warm up to me a little, and by insisting to know his secrets I'd put him back into his icy state. But I had a right to know why he was lying to me, myself stubbornly pointed out.  


"Don't you like fighting the Barons? Performing missions against them?" I asked him.


"Not particularly."


"Then...why are you a missioneer?" I asked, hustling to keep up with him, knowing I might be pressing too far.


"Because I want to make a difference." His voice was as cold and emotionless as usual.


"Can you make a difference without fighting?"


Tuck just stopped and looked at me. His stare was still icy, but not quite so hard. It didn't make me uncomfortable, which was fortunate because it seemed he stared at me for a long time.  

"I don't think you can," he said finally, dismissively, and continued following Spike toward the tall yellow grass of the river.

Chapter 4:  THE FIRST ENCOUNTER


"Only the Barons use this river, so they won't be on the lookout. And they'll never hear us through these rapids. We'll be safe following it into their territory," Tuck explained to me.


I believed him. Even if any Barons using the river would be expecting us, they wouldn't be able to see us through the thick, tall rivergrass. So I guess I should have been grateful for the grass, but all I was was annoyed at the way it kept whipping against me, blown violently by the wind.


"What if we see a boat?" I managed to ask.


Tuck shrugged. "Duck low and hope they don't see us? Maybe throw a knife and try to take it down if it's small and comes close enough?"


"I thought you were supposed to be my Captain," I said, amused.


"Duck down low. Hope they don't see us," Tuck corrected himself, smiling. "Throw a knife if they get too close."


"They'll never survive these rapids with a hole in their boat. Ow!" A thick blade of grass had whipped me across the face. "But I guess that's the whole point." I shrugged and tried to rub the sting from my cheek.

After about ten more minutes of being whipped by the grass in silence, we saw it. Actually, Tuck saw it first, and told me to duck down under the grass. 


"A boat?" I whispered, and felt a flutter of nerves.  


Tuck nodded. I scanned the river but couldn't make out anything. Was Tuck imagining things? He couldn't be playing a trick on me, could he? No, I decided, though I hadn't bothered to read into his voice. He wasn't the type to play tricks, not of this sort at least.


It finally came into view after a minute of hiding. I'd been looking for a large military carrier. The boat was a small, two-man rowboat, almost a canoe. It was only because I heard the shouts of the men aboard that I noticed the little vessel was there at all.


Why are they shouting? I wondered. Sure, the river was only used by Barons, but it was in Col territory. Why take chances? Were they shouting instructions to a larger boat coming up behind them? I instinctively moved closer to try to hear what they were saying, and get a better look.


"Brytani!" Tuck hissed.


"They can't see us," I argued defensively.


"The grass."


"The wind is blowing."


"We're moving against it."


I stopped, flustered. Why had I acted so boldly, as if this were still training? I frowned. They didn't teach us to do things the wrong way at Mission Training. So why were my instincts wrong now? I listened to them shout some more, and realized what it was. I wasn't wrong. They were shouting. Whatever reason for, they weren't paying enough attention to the riverbank for our secrecy to be in danger. They were too involved in the task. That's what I had subconsciously realized and responded to. I turned to continue arguing with my "Captain."


He wasn't there, though.


For half a second, I panicked. Then I controlled myself. I ducked back down. He couldn't have gone far. How had he moved so stealthily I hadn't even noticed? I was sure no one at Mission Training could do that. I looked down at the ground and traced my fingers along the pattern of displaced dirt. And now I too began slowly moving away.


I was shocked at the great relief I experienced upon seeing his back and black hair. I probably would have been angry, too (I don't have the calmest temper), but I was instantly overwhelmed by curiosity.


Tuck had removed the thick rope from his pack and tied it securely around a river boulder. It wasn't a particularly large boulder, but it was the largest nearby. He then turned and looked up at me.


"I'll need yours, too," he said simply. I wondered if he even realized I hadn't been right behind him the whole time.


"What are you doing?" I asked forcefully, though I meekly surrendered the rope.

"They're going down," he explained, as he tied the ends of our ropes together in loopy knots. They looked like they'd come apart instantly, but I wasn't fooled by their loose appearance. Tuck pulled the ropes apart, and the knots tightened. The harder they were pulled, the tighter the knots would become.


I peered through the grass at the small boat, moving closer to us every second. "But they're Barons," I protested, looking back at my partner.


"And we're Cols," he responded, not missing a beat. "Take your shirt off."


"What?"


Tuck was removing his own outer shirt. "So they won't see our colors," he explained.  

Feeling foolish for instantly obeying someone of equal rank when I didn't know what was going on, I took off my shirt. Underneath I was wearing only the same blue tank top as he was.

"Why are we saving them?" I asked.

"Just for fun," Tuck replied, and winked at me. I scowled like a child, but followed him out to the edge of the river.


"Why don't you ever give me any straight answers?" I asked him accusingly.


He looked at me. "Didn't we already have this conversation?"


I sighed in exasperation and turned back to watch the water. Then Spike rolled over my feet and around me in a circle and grinned up at me with her huge, stupid smile. I laughed without thinking. Then I glanced up at the boat. They didn't seem to have noticed. I turned guiltily back to Tuck, but instead of the cold, stern face I'd feared I saw only the boyish grin. I breathed a small sigh of relief.


The boat was very close now. It was obvious that they wouldn't make it much farther. The two passengers were struggling to fight the fierce current as the tiny boat sank. Tuck stepped clear of the reeds, holding the end of the tope.


"HEY!" he called out to the two Barons, and waved. "Do you – " 


"HELP!!!" was the immediate response.


"Guess they want some help," Tuck said to me. Then he was all business; no sign of the lighthearted boy he'd just been. "When the first Baron gets out here, get all the weapons off him. Threaten him if you have to. And if he tries to run away, call Spike."


I nodded. Time to meet the Barons face to face for the first time.


Now came the hard part. Even with a knot tied in the end, the rope was too light to throw far enough, despite both of our trying twice. "Looks like we'll have to do this the hard way," Tuck decided with a shrug, and was tying the rope around his waist the next instant.


"But that water must be like ice!" I protested, but he dove in anyway and began stroking toward the boat, now just past us.


The current was pulling Tuck off course, no matter how he tried to stay on. The river was quite wide, and the boat was nearly at the opposite shore. The two ropes tied together could probably have stretched all the way across, in a straight line. They weren't stretching in a straight line, however, since Tuck was swimming on an angle. Watching the whole scene, I could see that he wasn't going to make it. Not unless he'd reserved a burst of strength to pull against the current. Although I still didn't understand why Tuck wanted to rescue these Barons in the first place, I was dismayed.


Then, just as they were passing Tuck, who'd swum out to the limit of the rope, the Barons did something unexpected. They jumped. They must have been incredibly tired from trying to keep their boat afloat and away from the rocks of the shore to which they'd been so close, and they'd have to swim through that raging current with no help for a few meters to reach their struggling rescuer's hands, but they did it anyway. An out of place ounce of respect rose in me for these two Barons. One of them made it. And he managed to grab his partner before he drifted on downstream. The second man would never have made it without the first. Once I could see them all clutching the rope, I began pulling with all my strength. We were still fighting the current, but between my pulling and their swimming, we managed to get the two Barons ashore. Spike rolled around in joyous circles, grinning her endless grin. I jealously wondered if the puffan were ever anything but ecstatic.


No time to be jealous of the dumb ball. Tuck had given me instructions, and even though he wasn't really my Captain I knew I had to follow them. He'd said to disarm the Barons so I had to do so.


"Drop your weapons," I ordered them, but I couldn't keep a gentle hint from my voice. I could see the outlines of knives inside the pants plastered against one of their hips.


The panting, shaking man just looked up at me.


"You heard me," I took a step forward and spoke less gently, hand on my own knife. "Drop your weapons. All of them."


The two men exchanged a bewildered glance as they realized that the people who'd saved their lives weren't their friends at all, but the enemies of all they knew. But with no choice, the two tired men each removed two knives from their belts. They weren't carrying packs, but one had a quiver strapped to his back. It contained no arrows, but he dropped it anyway. I looked to Tuck to take over. This whole mess was his crazy plan. Tuck, as breathless as the two Barons were, nodded to me, assuring me I'd done well. He turned his gaze back to the Barons.


"Take off your boots," he ordered them in the same casual manner in which he'd told me to remove my shirt earlier. A look of dread passed over each of their faces, but these were Barons. I certainly wasn't going to give in to their entreaties. And Tuck's face had regained its cold, hard composure. There would be no sympathy from him, either.

Moaning quietly, the two men removed their boots and lay them on the ground next to their soaked feet.  

"Socks too." Tuck's face was stony, but his voice cheerful. The men took off their dripping socks and stuffed them inside their boots.

Tuck made a gesture with his hand. I almost smiled. The two men affected not to comprehend.  

Tuck continued giving them his icy stare. "Would you please pick up your boots and socks and throw them into the river." It was a statement, an order actually.

Heaving great sighs, the two men did as Tuck said. Each closed their eyes as their boots splashed into the rushing water, and all hope vanished.

"You're free to go now," Tuck said in the same cheerful voice, his face unchanging.

One Baron made a rude comment.

"We just saved your lives," Tuck pointed out.

"I'd rather have drowned," the man muttered bitterly.

Tuck shrugged, his face still stone cold. "No one's stopping you. You want your boots that badly, go on and get them."

The man probably would have attacked Tuck if he'd had the strength, but since he didn't, he just picked himself up and began marching north, against the flow of the water. I looked at Tuck, alarmed.

"No," I whispered. We couldn't let them get back. There was a chance, albeit a small one, that they could make it back to their own territory even without boots.

Tuck glanced at me. "No," he agreed out loud.

The Baron stopped. "What do you mean, 'no?' You said we were free to go."


"Free to go...that way," Tuck amended, pointing in the direction in which the river flowed.


"AAARRGHHH!!" The man couldn't take it anymore. He charged at Tuck. But my teammate still had his weapons. He drew his knife almost too quickly for my eyes to follow. He dodged aside just in time, and the Baron was now soaked, shoeless, and bleeding.


The man screamed in frustration. Suddenly I knew he would never give up. He would defeat Tuck or die. I looked instead at the other Baron, the one who wasn't crazy with rage. I communicated with him. More like "influenced" him, actually. Captain Gill always said that I had that affect on people sometimes, and this time I did.


"Let's go," he spoke loudly to his companion. "Come on." And he got up, leaving their pile of four knives and a quiver and trudged wearily off toward sure imprisonment.


The first Baron turned back toward Tuck. "You sick little bastard," he whispered fiercely, but most of the fight had left him after his partner so easily admitted defeat. And what fight he still had was dripping out his left arm.  

Tuck squared his shoulders and stepped toward him. He looked slightly foolish, I had to admit, standing up to a man over half a head taller than himself. "Yeah," Tuck agreed, not whispering but speaking casually, "I am a pretty sick little bastard." Then he ducked before the Baron could punch his head off. 


Unfortunately for Tuck, the man hadn't lost the use of his left arm, even temporarily, and it caught him in the stomach before he knew what had happened. Tuck doubled over and fell to the ground. "Oowww..." he breathed.


"Satisfied?" I asked, trying to influence the angry man. I don't know if it worked or not, but he turned and walked away, toward Col territory, with his calmer companion.


When they were out of sight in the tall grass, I looked down at Tuck still lying on the ground in pain. I knelt down next to him and smiled sweetly, innocently, and with no sympathy at all. Next time he should ask my opinion of a plan before he went ahead and did it. Served him right.


But Tuck just grinned that boyish grin of his, and though he was still breathing heavily said, "You were wrong...The water...wasn't all that cold."

Chapter 5:  THE FIRST NIGHT


"Mushrooms," Tuck scoffed. "We're doing battle with the Barons, and we have no plan B to fall back on because plan B would rather spend the time bouncing on mushrooms!"


Spike paused in her wild circles and flashed Tuck her gigantic smile.


"And they're not even good mushrooms!" he went on. "You could have at least found us some mushrooms we could eat. But no, you only find yellow, poison mushrooms. And stop smiling like that, you stupid globe!"


Spike just chirped gleefully. I laughed, too. "You can't really blame her," I pointed out. "You practically dared that guy to kill you."


"That's the thanks they give to people who save their lives? Come on, you can't blame it all on me."


I cocked my head. "Actually, I don't think he attacked you until after you'd sentenced him to spending the remainder of his life as a prisoner."


"It's better than drowning," Tuck said defensively.


"Next time just leave them in the river."


"No way."


I sighed. We were camped a little ways from the spot of the rescue. The sun was already setting, so we'd built a fire, in front of which Tuck was sprawled across the ground, drying off. I was wringing the water out of our ropes. Spike was rolling around in happy circles, as always.  

"There's probably nothing we can eat around here that won't kill us, right?" Tuck changed the subject.


"Nothing except slimeberries," I dismally replied.


"I said 'that won't kill us'," Tuck muttered, rolling over.


"They're not that bad," I said. "And we really shouldn't waste our rations when we can easily find food on our own."


"Not slimeberries, though. Anything but slimeberries. I'd rather eat the poisonous mushrooms."


"No you wouldn't. Come on," I said, and moved away from the river toward the forest edge, where we were sure to find some berry bushes. Though I was starving, I didn't know if I'd prefer to find any of the slimy berries or not. They were one of the worst things I'd ever eaten in my life.


Tuck sat up. "Why can't we just eat Spike?" he complained, but followed me off anyway.


To my dismay, the bushes were immediately visible as soon as the tall grass receded. The foul-tasting but edible berries looked fully ripe.


I picked a slimy, round, green berry off the nearest bush. This was not what being a missioneer was supposed to be about, I thought unhappily. But I knew I'd eat them if I had to.


A look of revulsion passed over my teammate's face as I held the berry out. I tried to scrape off the oily slime with my fingers. Then I shrugged, placed the small round fruit in my mouth, and bit down. 


I grimaced, but I kept chewing. It was sour! Nothing else, just pure, disgusting sour! The skin was tough and the greasy slime didn't help any, but they were nothing compared to the awful sour fruit. Tears sprang up in my eyes. I swallowed the mass as quickly as possible. I looked up, expecting Tuck to laugh at the horrible faces I couldn't help making, but saw he was completely somber. As a matter of fact, the cold, stony look that had left his face when the Barons had gone had returned. I hated that face – it made me nervous.


"It's not that bad," I lied, as soon as I could talk.


Tuck stared at me. "You're crying," he pointed out.


I just shrugged again. Now that the berry was in my empty stomach, it felt good. So I picked some more, and stuck another in my mouth. This one didn't seem so bad. Maybe my taste buds were going numb.


Tuck took a small step back. "Maybe I'm not really that hungry," he said uncertainly.


"Yes, you are," I informed him. "If I can do it on my first day out of training, you can do it." I opened his palm and placed a slimy berry in it. Just touching it, he shuddered fearfully. Fearfully? I asked myself, wondering if I were reading him wrong. It was a berry.


I watched in fascination as he took a deep breath, slowly moved his hand to his mouth, put the small, sour berry in, and began to chew. The he spat it out in revulsion and shook his head, looking like he'd be sick. His whole body was actually shaking, but when he looked at me and spoke, his voice was calm.


"Forget it," he said. "No berries." Then he turned and trudged angrily back toward the camp. Angry? Stop reading, I reprimanded my brain. I was only confusing myself.


"Sensitive taste buds?" I asked no one as I ate another berry. Now that my senses of taste and smell had ceased to exist, they actually weren't all that bad.  


Tuck didn't eat anything at all that night. He didn't talk to me either. He once again became as cold and surly as he'd been at Mission Training. He just lay down by the fire and pretended to sleep. I guess he eventually did fall asleep, because when he woke up a few hours later he yelled at me for leaving the fire going once everything was dry, so Barons could see smoke and investigate. I was disappointed in myself for being so foolish, but also angry and annoyed with him for yelling at me. Even so, I began digging the dry dirt and forming a pile to pour over the small campfire. Tuck sat up and did the same. In silence, we killed the flames and watched the smoke rise. As all light other than the dull shine of the two moons vanished, I caught a glimpse of the puffan, contentedly asleep on two legs, and it inspired me to try to make peace.


"Look, Tuck, whatever I did...I'm sorry," I told him.


"For what?" he asked coldly.


"I don't know!" I protested. "Why are you...why...?" My voice drifted off, as I realized I didn't know what I meant to accuse him of.


"Not so cocky when you can't see people's faces, are you?"


I didn't know what to say to that. He was right. I'd never before seen how heavily I leaned on my ability to read people's expressions.


"Get some rest," he said sternly, though not so cruelly. "We'll have to make up distance tomorrow." 

Bewildered, I obeyed, and lay down in the tall grass, and surprisingly I fell asleep quickly, ending my first day as a missioneer.


I woke the next morning at a light touch on my shoulder. I stirred a little, opened my eyes, sucked in my breath, and screamed. The innocent round ball who'd been flashing her giant, stupid smile an inch away from my nose scuttled off, making fearful little chirping noises. At the same time, my mission teammate leapt over to silence me. I was quiet before he got there.  


Tuck was one of the most unpredictable people I'd ever met. I braced myself for a stern reprimand, after the cruel berating I'd gotten for keeping the fire burning last night. But instead, he maintained his hard appearance for about two seconds, and then laughed at me.  


I was immensely relieved, but experienced a stab of pain anyway. Randa wasn't here. Captain Gill wasn't. No one I knew at all was here. Except the cold, sour man pretending to be my Captain. And the cute, sweet little monster who'd just scared me half to death. For the first time I experienced pangs of regret that I'd been assigned to a mission.


It's a step, Bryt, I told myself. Every missioneer has to learn to live without the security of anything familiar. So I looked sheepishly up at my partner. "I'm better now," I said, and hung my head.


Tuck's eyes were still smiling, but his manner was serious as usual. "We'll just try to keep out of sight of any big ships traveling downriver."


"Big ships?" I asked nervously, thinking how much trouble just a small rowboat had been.


"Yeah," Tuck said casually. "I think that boat we met was probably a lifeboat. Two men whose canoeing skills could obviously use some sharpening going down through rapids with no packs or supplies? Doesn't sound like they were spies."


If they had been Cols instead of Barons, I think it would have been too much for me. "They escaped a wreck in a lifeboat, fought courageously against the rapids, and we sent them humbly to their captures without even socks?"


Tuck grinned that boyish grin that seemed so natural at one moment and so out of place the next. "They probably deserved it," he countered. "I'll bet they tore off while they could and left their shipmates to drown without a lifeboat."


"What makes you say that?" I asked suspiciously.


"There were only two of them," Tuck replied.


"Is that how you justify sending them off like that?" I asked him.


The grin never left his face, but a feeling of dread came over me as I saw his eyes glaze over and his face harden. "You know, maybe," he said in a bitter tone. "But you would have left them to drown, so don't try to accuse me of immorality."


I had no answer to that. He was right. I hadn't meant to offend him. But, shuddering from his coldness as I bent to roll my rope back up and loop it to my backpack, I couldn't help muttering, "That Baron was right. You are a sick little bastard."


Instantly I felt my body jerked back into a standing position by forceful hands on my shoulders. "That's right!" Tuck whispered fiercely, giving me a shake. "So don't do anything stupid!"


He released me, and I dropped resentfully back to my rope. I was frightened by his threat, but determined not to show it. He was far too arrogant for a missioneer with only four years of experience. I stood up, smiling to myself. And I was certainly way too bold for a missioneer with only one day's experience. But Captain Gill had always said I was too bold. I squared my shoulders and walked briskly toward the forest.


"Where are you going?" my "Captain" asked me harshly.


"To get some more of those slimeberries for breakfast," I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. "They could be my new favorite food." I turned back to the forest without waiting to see his reaction. Only when I reached the bushes did I look back, and saw that Tuck had finished with his rope and was now rolling mine. From his manner I could tell he'd let it go. So I decided I would try to, too.

Chapter 6:  THE HUNT


I brought a handful of slimeberries back to the camp for Tuck. He could decide whether to take them as an insult or a peace offering. I was secretly hoping for peace.


But Tuck just looked at me. "You think they're better this morning than they were last night?"


I sighed, disappointed. "They get better after the first time, you know. You get sort of numb to the taste."

Tuck looked up at me sharply from the ashes he'd been burying, then quickly schooled his features into a more relaxed expression. "How would you know that?" he asked carefully.


I shrugged. "I don't mind them so much this morning as I did last night. It makes sense."


"Two days," Tuck snorted under his breath.


"Maybe if you weren't so hungry you wouldn't be so touchy." I regretted the words as soon as I'd spoken. They were too bold, even for me. I dreaded my teammate's reaction.


But, though it spread slowly, it was only the boyish grin that returned to his face. I breathed a small sigh of relief, though my head was swimming in confusion.


"You're probably right," he said, and bent back to the ashes. "You'll just have to put up with me. You ready to go?"


I nodded, though he wasn't looking up, swung my pack onto my back, and released the slimy, green berries into a pile on the ground. Spike came rolling over, stared at them for a few seconds, and then made such an obvious expression of disgust that Tuck and I both laughed.


"I'll have to feed her soon," Tuck commented, hoisting his own pack onto his back, "if she's even looking at slimeberries."


"What do puffans eat?" I asked, glad for a safe topic.  

Tuck grinned mischievously. "You've never seen a puffan eat?" he asked, and when I shook my head continued, "This could be extremely fun."


"Why?"


"You'll see!" Tuck gave the fireplace one last stomp with his foot. "Hopefully the clearing will go unnoticed until it cools enough to hide its age. Or maybe some fellow Cols'll find it and have a night's campground. Lead the way, Spike!" And he began briskly walking after the happily rolling puffan. I followed, completing the procession, still alone and uncertain, but at least a little less afraid.


And so began the longest and most boring march of my life. We started marching when the sun was barely above the eastern horizon. By the time it was midway through the eastern sky I was thoroughly bored. I tried making conversation, just for the sake of keeping myself awake, but Tuck wasn't cooperating. He wasn't rude or snappish; he just answered me curtly and moved on at his brisk pace. His excuse was that keeping track of every detail of the terrain took concentration. He was lying, though, I thought. Just one more mystery.


I didn't bother pressing though, partly for the sake of keeping the delicate peace and partly because I had no breath to waste, trying to keep up with the missioneer and his pet.


When the sun was a little past midway through the sky, things finally started to get interesting. I was beyond relieved, as I'd been ready to collapse partly from boredom and partly because I'd been walking for eight hours straight. I'd never realized just how exhausting walking could be. I was thankful we weren't moving uphill – I don't know if I could have kept up.


What got interesting was that Spike stopped rolling on ahead of us, searching for bouncy mushrooms and whatever other such fun toys puffans enjoyed, and began moving in swift figure eights about our legs. Tuck stopped and knelt down before we could trip over her, and she made a few distressed, wailing noises. Tuck patted her head (or the top of her round body) and settled her down and began walking again. Spike grinned happily.


"What did she say?" I asked, like a child.


"She's hungry," Tuck replied simply. "We'll have to head for the forest."


I didn't care what Spike's being hungry had to do with the forest; I was exceedingly grateful for a change of scenery from the wide green river and tall yellow grass.  

It only took us a few minutes to reach the edge of the woods, which was nothing compared to the walking we'd done all morning. Tuck made us travel a considerable distance into the forest before we came to a place he deemed safe for Spike's feeding. I immediately sat down at the base of a large tree to rest my sore legs. Spike eyed me curiously.  


Tuck cocked his head at me and half smiled. "So you think it's time to rest?" he asked. Somehow, he didn't seem at all affected by the eight-hour march. "This is where the hard part begins."


I felt my jaw drop. Tuck smiled at my consternation. "Sorry, Bryt..." he laughed. Tears sprang up behind my eyes. I was tired, sore, sweaty, and hungry. Mainly tired. Come on, Bryt, I scolded myself, this is no big deal. Otherwise Tuck wouldn't be happy.


I think I managed to get up and ask what we were doing without revealing any signs of my distress.


"We need to hunt for her," Tuck explained. "Some caipas or red or black saam. They won't be too hard to find; it's killing and capturing them that will be tough."


"Caipa? Saam?" I said in disbelief. "But those animals are bigger than humans. How could a puffan possibly eat something that huge? I never even thought she was a carnivore!"


"Life is surprising, isn't it?" Tuck answered. "Yes, Spike is a carnivore. All puffans are. But you won't see this adorable little balloon chowing down on a stack of dead caipa. No, it'll be a beast the size of a tree that does the dirty work."


It took me a moment to comprehend. "You mean she's going to change to her other form!" I gasped. During the time I'd spent with the "adorable little balloon" I'd almost forgotten that she had the ability to become a giant monster. I looked down at the sweetly smiling ball in disbelief. "No way," I breathed.


"Sorry to disappoint you," Tuck said, not sounding sorry at all. "But at least you should be happy to know these woods are full of caipa herds, and there are both red and black saam. Plus some smaller animals for us. Our first actual food."


I was glad to hear this, but skeptical. "How do you know?" I asked.


"I've spent plenty of time here. Sometimes I practically live in this forest."


"Oh. So are you friends with any saam around here?" I asked nonchalantly.


"Not after last time," Tuck grinned. "But if we can find a herd of caipa, it'll be easier. I was hoping we'd see some at the river. They can be pretty elusive here in the forest. But they never stray too far from water. They'll be around here somewhere." 


"You're way too cheerful," I grumbled, but I was glad for it.


"How are you at shooting that bow?" Tuck gestured to the weapon slung across my back.


"I hit the center nearly every time at Training."


"Ever try a moving target?"


"Yeah. I miss sometimes, but I can do it."


"Good," Tuck said. "'Cause I'm not so good with a bow and arrow."


"Subtlety's not your thing, is it?"


A smile slowly emerged on Tuck's face. "No, I guess it's not."


I smiled to myself, pleased to have uncovered another small clue.


"So now we go find a herd?" I asked, dropping my pack so that only my bow and quiver remained on my back.


"Yup," Tuck stepped over to a tall, green tree and grabbed the lowest branch. I watched as he pulled himself up and began climbing the tree.


"Why..." I started to ask, then stopped. The tree was tall, and the woods weren't yet dense. Of course it would be easier to spot a herd from the top of a tree.  


"Come on up!" Tuck shouted down to me. "We'll need to work together to reach the top."


Though I was still dead tired, I was excited. Climbing had always been one of my favorite exercises, and it was like second nature to me. I dropped my bow and arrows next to my pack, didn't bother taking my rope since Tuck had his, grasped the thick, chest-high branch, and began my climb.


Tuck had paused about a third of the way up the tree, and I reached him quickly.


"Not bad."


"Thanks," I smiled at the compliment. I was out of breath, despite having made the climb look easy.


"Now comes the hard part."


"I was really not hoping you were about to say that."


Tuck just grinned boyishly.


Working together, with the help of the rope, we managed to get me a little above the top of the trunk.


"See anything? Look for movement," Tuck advised.

I turned carefully in a circle, which was a little frightening fifteen meters above the ground, but the gigantic tree was sturdy.


I had rotated almost a full 360 degrees before I saw them – if I'd turned to my left instead of my right I'd have spotted them instantly. A whole herd of caipa! I didn't know what size caipa herds typically were, but his one looked enormous. I couldn't count the number of beasts I saw, and there were probably more further on. They were headed toward the river and had stopped to munch on some slimeberries.


"We got some," I said quietly down at Tuck.


"All right! First try! Let's go!"


That was easier said than done. We'd needed each other's help just to get up, and it was hard to help each other going down. Often climbing down is more difficult than climbing up. It's almost always more dangerous, and it's less exhilarating. I still enjoyed it, though.


Unfortunately, between the downward climb and walking the vast distance between the tree and the herd, most of my adrenaline had drained and I was once again struggling to stay awake. I hoped I'd be able to keep my eyes open while I aimed my arrows.


"Ooof!" I felt something slap me across the chest. Great – I'd sleepwalked into a tree branch. I tried to open my eyes.


"Bryt!" Tuck spoke quietly but urgently. Then he got impatient and slapped my forehead. "Wake up!" 


I woke up. "What time is it?" I asked. Then I realized that I hadn't walked into a branch, but into Tuck's arm.


"Quiet!" he hissed. "The caipa have excellent hearing!" 


"Caipa? You mean we found them?" 


"Yes." Tuck didn't sound happy. "Do you think you can hit one from here?"


I looked. Through the trees and bushes I saw many caipa, most with their necks stretched to the ground, either drinking or grazing. I should easily be able to hit one. I wasn't sure if I could be trusted in this state, but here was a chance to prove myself. I nodded.


"Then do it."  


A still target. Not too far away. I just had to be perfectly silent. I could do it. I reached for an arrow, drew it well back in the bowstring, aimed...released!


I did it.


The injured animal emitted a sort of honking sound, and the herd began scurrying about in confusion.  


"Hit them!" Tuck yelled. "We'll need at least two or three."


I rapidly fired two more arrows. Both struck their moving targets.


"Yeah, Bryt! All right!" Tuck shouted jubilantly.

The herd was gone – caipa can move very swiftly – but the three injured beasts had been unable to run away. They're really very frail animals, despite their strong legs and thick, yellowish fur.  


I moved closer, now with plenty of time, and aimed an arrow straight through the head of the stillest caipa. It collapsed and died instantly.

One of the others found a new reserve of strength and took off after the herd. Tuck, which'd already been running toward the wounded animals, followed it.

The third caipa was staggering, obviously suffering from internal injuries. But it didn't fall. Its movements were wild and unpredictable. It has to fall soon, I told myself, or it will recover and run off like the other had. I couldn't let that happen. I had a job to do, and had to prove I could do it. I made a prediction as to where the head would be, and shot. Miss! I cursed silently and aimed again, this time for the body, just trying to bring it down, not kill it. Hit! The animal cried out and fell. There was no longer any threat that it would escape.


It was lying on the ground, twitching. I leaned over it and drew my knife to finish the kill. I picked out a spot in its skull into which to thrust the blade. I raised the knife – I caught a quick movement and felt two powerful hooves shove me backward. I fell on my back. The caipa at first tried to get up and run, but, clutching my side, I got up first, threw my body on top of the bleeding animal, and forced my knife all the way through its head to the ground.

I fell away, and my bloody knife slid out of the dead caipa's head. I grimaced at the pain in my side, but at least nothing was broken. The animal in its weakened state had only been able to inflict superficial damage. I leaned back on my hands and waited for Tuck.


I waited for about ten minutes, I thought. My mind's not so great at tracking time. The knife in Tuck's hand when he arrived was bloody, too. In fact, he had dark brown caipa blood all over him. It smelled terrible.


"Did you get 'em?" he panted as I came into his view.  


I nodded. Tuck grinned halfheartedly. "Good. Then let's get out of here before things start to get messy."

Chapter 7:  THE SHIP

"In the wild, they grow as soon as they sense their prey. It works out good for them – they can sneak up in their innocent little ball forms and then become monsters in perfect position for a surprise attack. Not many creatures can outrun a six-meter puffan, even if the monsters aren't fast. When they're tamed and domesticated, they only change when they're given food as permission. They let the people they trust hunt for them, and morph to eat after the kill's been made. Spike couldn't survive on her own in the wild," Tuck was explaining to me. I'd watched with a sick fascination as my teammate's sweet little pet expanded at an alarming rate, her skin stretching with natural ease as she grew, until her head was among the leaves. Her face and teeth were every bit as grotesque as the stories made them out to be. Her body was a dark and furry green, and she grew a lashing tail that tapered to a dull point. She stood on four of her six massive legs, and each of her clawed feet was as long as my body. I'd stood well back, quaking from fear and revulsion but unable to turn away even when Tuck pulled me, as she bloodily and violently rendered the animals and devoured the pieces hide, bones, and all. And then she shrank back down with  same astonishing speed, glanced around, and fell quietly asleep. 

We were also resting near our fire, after our first real meal. We'd caught a hopper, a small, large-eared mammal not indigenous to Skye but brought by the Colossus from another planet. Spike, once again her happy, round, small self, was sleeping in the shade after gorily consuming the three caipa. (I'd hoped to get my arrows back, but Spike ate them.) Tuck and I had washed off in the river after killing the hopper, and were now almost dry. I was finally getting my rest.


And Tuck was finally talking freely, even if it was only about the eating habits of puffans. Though I'd always considered myself a solitary type of person at Mission Training, I'd missed the contact with others since I'd left. No missioneer will ever be surrounded by friends, but having someone as sour and antisocial as Tuck for one's only companion could grind anyone's nerves. I was glad he finally seemed to be warming up a little.


Don't trust matters to be as easy as they look, I warned myself. The incident with the caipa had taught me that. And Tuck was very unpredictable.  


"Will we walk any more today?" I asked after Tuck had finished answering my puffan questions.  


"Yup," Tuck nodded grimly. "As soon as we're all dried off we're out of here."


"How long will it take us to reach Baron land?" 


"Days, at best. And even longer once we reach their territory to get to the prison. And that's if we take a few shortcuts."


"Shortcuts?" I asked. "I thought we were taking the quickest route possible."


"Uh, no. That would mean marching straight through the battlegrounds. This way it's more distance, less pain. I didn't think you'd mind."


"No complaints here."


"You might not be so happy about the shortcuts, though," Tuck said cautiously.


"Great," I groaned. "Oh well. I don't have any choice, right?"


Tuck chuckled. "Of course you do. We're equals, remember?"


"Oh yeah." I sighed. "Well in that case...I'm right behind you."


Tuck grinned. "I hoped you'd say that. Are you dry yet?"


"It starts," I grumbled, pulling myself to my feet. I'd actually been dried off for a while. I wondered privately if Tuck had, too. "You have to carry Spike."


"Deal," Tuck smiled. He slung his pack onto his back, then stooped to pick up the sleeping monster. It took effort. Spike was no larger, but her mass was now much greater. "Let's make some distance before it gets dark."


So the long and boring walk continued. We got out of the forest and back into the grass, where we could keep following the river. The only thing to break the monotony was Tuck's constant complaining about the heavy load.


"What was I thinking? I should have let that third caipa get away."

"Were those caipas eating berries or boulders when we caught them?"

"I'm never going to feed you again, you stupid ball of lard!"

"Can't I just put her on the ground and kick her along? She'd roll."

At that point I decided to relieve Tuck of his burden for a while, for both of their sakes. Spike was even heavier that I'd imagined she'd be.

"Not for long," I warned Tuck.

As it turned out, I got lucky. Sort of. We started hearing voices up ahead, and soon we saw activity. It was a ship, just as Tuck had predicted. There weren't just two drowning Barons here. There must have been thirty or forty. If they saw us, we were dead. We put Spike in a relatively safe place at the edge of the forest, and moved closer to investigate.

We decided to move through the forest to get closer. The motion of the tall grass would make us too easy for them to spot. We tried to be as silent as possible. Luckily, the Barons all remained close to the river.  

"Looks like they ran into something on the bottom. Next time they won't stray so close to the edges of the river. Bad luck for them," Tuck observed.

"It must have been really big to have taken down a ship that size," I responded.

Tuck nodded in agreement. "The thing's a wreck. I'm surprised they're even bothering to save it."

"It must be an important ship for them to send a rescue crew this far into Col territory," I pointed out.

"Yeah..."

We watched for a while more, as divers went down with and without equipment and most came up empty-handed. The broken fragments of the ship that hadn't yet sunk were floating away. We saw a tent-like structure set up across the riverbank, and still bodies in a pile under it. Apparently several Barons had been killed in the crash.

"Something doesn't make sense here," I muttered.

Tuck looked over at me and nodded. "They should never have gotten so close to the side as to hit a boulder. The Barons may be...they're not stupid. There shouldn't have been fatalities, at least not that many. And no one should have fled down the river into our ground, terrified."

"Why are there so many divers?" I wondered. "They have two guys on the shore working minimal equipment, and about forty in the river."

Tuck didn't answer me, just watched the divers go up and down. Then he said slowly, "I wonder what that ship was carrying."

I looked at him. "You think the divers are searching for lost cargo?"

No answer.

"They wouldn't send in reinforcements for that," I pointed out. "What could be that valuable on a military ship heading into enemy territory?"

"Weapons."

"A ship full of weapons?" I asked. It was possible, but..."Forty divers brought over from Baron bases just to rescue knives and swords? I'm surprised the Baron authorities didn't make the ship's crew recover them themselves for being so careless."

"I think most of the ship's crew was dead. Maybe all but those two guys we ran into," Tuck spoke slowly.

I was reading something from the tone of his voice. Uneasiness? Fear? 

"What aren't you telling me?" I asked carefully.


"I don't think they hit a boulder."


"What? Then what did they hit?" I was growing impatient.  


"I...I think the ship was carrying explosive weapons."


"Explosive weapons?" My breath caught and I felt my heart sink. There had been one terrible incident with explosive weapons that I'd heard about. The story alone had been enough to instill an unreasonable fear in me.


"Think about it, Bryt. How could reinforcements have gotten here so quickly? They're footsoldiers who were going to attack with the explosives. Half of them anyway; I'm sure others went back to report the disaster. How could any boulder have done this amount of damage? That ship wasn't smashed; it was exploded. By the very weapons it was carrying."


I shuddered. Explosive weapons. To me, the word "explosive" was synonymous with the word "death." 


"Think we should get out of here?" I asked shakily, not wanting to be anywhere near explosive weapons, even if the Barons were diving for them.


"Yeah. They lost control of one – at least one – and who knows how many more they have over there. Let's not stick around to find out."


We began moving quickly back through the forest toward the place we'd left Spike, sleeping peacefully. I was overcome by an irrational worry that she wouldn't be there when we returned. I was relieved to see her just as we'd left her.


"How much longer will she sleep?" I asked nervously as Tuck picked her up.


"Another day, maybe a little more."


Life is always full of surprises, I reminded myself grimly.


We walked past the wreck deeper into the forest than we'd come, since we weren't doing any spying this time.


"Did your Captains ever tell you anything about explosive weapons, Bryt?" I didn't like the snide tone with which Tuck spoke the word "Captains," but I knew he was just trying to hide how shaken he actually was.


"Captain Gill told us about one battle," I said. "It was a tragedy – one of our greatest defeats ever." I hesitated, and Tuck nodded for me to go on. "The story is that far to the west, past the Great Dome Battlefield, a small force of Barons attacked a large Colossan army, going out to battle on the Dome. Our forces had no trouble pushing them back, even though the Barons had the advantage of higher ground. There were just too many of us." I looked down at the irony. "When our soldiers found themselves in a valley, they braced themselves for an attack – it seemed like it could be a trap. But no one came for them. The small Baron force retreated further. Our army didn't understand why they'd attacked in the first place." I took a deep breath. "Then the valley exploded. There were four different blasts, the story goes. And everything was fire. There were lots of details – halves of people blown away, people cooking from life to death, a soldier without a face, blood and organs littering the ground – I'm sure it gets a lot worse, but the soldiers couldn't describe it all, or wouldn't. Only twenty out of almost five hundred ever crawled out of that valley, to the sound of fire crackling, their dying battlemates moaning, and jubilant Barons shouting with joy at the success of their new weapon. And only seven survived the journey back to a Col base to tell the story." I shuddered, done talking.


After a long pause, Tuck said, "Yeah, that sounds a lot like the story we heard." Then he sighed. "I guess you should know the purpose of the mission to which you've been assigned."


I let that sink in for a moment, then asked timidly, "What?"


"The Barons," Tuck began, "have discovered two substances that, when in their pure form are heated together, explode violently. It was a mission team like ours who discovered this and brought the information back. Since then, our spies have gained us some knowledge of how the chemicals are reduced to their pure form and powdered, and how much powder will create how large an explosion. But we still don't know what they are. That's why it's our mission to find their source, find whatever cave or mine the Barons get them from, and try to bring some back to be studied."


"It's our mission to find the explosives that make up explosive weapons?" My voice got screechier with every word.  


"Shh," Tuck warned, but not harshly. "First we have to get our Captain and teammate out of prison."


I would have laughed, except that this was for real. This was how it was going to be? This was what being a missioneer was like?


For once, Tuck seemed to read my mind. "And you thought the marching was bad," he said, smiling shakily. Then he turned away, looked down at Spike in his arms, shook his head, and quickly whispered, "And I just wish Shay was here."


I thought that was what he said anyway – I couldn't hear it well. I wasn't supposed to hear it, but I wished "Shay" were here, too. We were breaking our Captain out of a prison so he that could lead us to a mine or a cave where we'd try to find chemicals that could, in all likelihood, blow us up, and we were now moving as quickly as possible off course through a darkening forest away from an enemy ship that had already blown up and could blow up again at any time, and our only protection was a third of a meter tall, weighed fifty kilograms, and would be fast asleep for the next twenty five hours, at least. And I'd been upset when I'd thought I wasn't graduating. Then I smiled to myself. This was actually so crazy it was almost fun. I was glad I'd graduated.

Chapter 8:  FLYING


We kept moving through the forest until the sun set and it was so dark that we couldn't see three feet in front of us. Neither of us felt much like sleeping, but we did, without even the light of a fire. Tuck and I awoke when the sun rose the next morning. Spike didn't. 


"Beautiful, huh?" I asked, mesmerized by the glow ascending behind the trees.


"Don't stare at it," Tuck cautioned. "It's not good for your eyes."


We gathered up our packs, weapons, and puffan (I started out with her, which was all right because she was considerably lighter today), and got an early start. My legs and arms were sore, but I didn't mind anymore.


When we saw one, we tracked and killed a small bird called a stonehead, and stopped to build a fire, strip it, and cook the meat. Then we stored it in our packs, extinguished the fire, and started moving again. All practically without speaking.


I didn't know what was upsetting me so much, but it had obviously gotten to Tuck, too. Maybe I was feeling sorry for the soldiers who'd died in the explosion on that ship (if there had even been an explosion, I reminded myself). Maybe I was feeling guilty for sending the two Barons in the lifeboat to certain imprisonment after they'd survived such an ordeal. Maybe I was thinking about the poor Col soldiers who'd been exploded to death in that disastrous battle in the valley. Maybe I was afraid for myself, because of the mission behind which I now knew the truth.


Just wait until we find the Captain, I told myself. He'll know what to do.


Of course, trying to break a well-guarded War Captain out of a military prison deep in enemy territory would probably be more dangerous than searching for explosives.


As the forest thinned, Tuck turned to me suddenly and asked, "Did you ever wish you could fly?"


"Huh?" I asked, startled. "Well, I guess so. But everybody does sometimes, right?"


"Probably," Tuck answered.


"So?" I asked.


"So?" he asked.


"So why are you asking me?"


"I was curious."


"You're so weird."


"Thanks."


We continued through the now sparse trees, carrying Spike, for a while more. At least my train of thought had been shifted. I wondered for a second if that had been Tuck's purpose in asking if I'd ever wanted to fly, but he didn't seem the type to play psychological games. 


I got my answer to that hypothesis when we reached the top of a large hill. I saw that it continued downward on a rather sharp slope, then ended abruptly at a cliff. I could hear the river rushing below. I'd been hearing it for some time, now that I thought about it, but hadn't paid it any attention until I saw it. It must have been a hundred meters below. Maybe more. 


"What do we do now?" I asked Tuck, but when I looked at him he wasn't there. "I hate it when he does that," I muttered to myself as I turned and scanned the area for him. 


When I found him, he was clearing leaves, cobwebs, and other debris off a…thing. I didn't know exactly what it was – I'd never seen anything like it before. It looked like some straight tree branches or trunks tied together with rope and covered by a sheet of dirty cotton material, like clothing. It had been hung among the last cluster of trees of the forest.


"Like it?" Tuck asked, holding his arms out proudly.


"What is it?" I asked, awed.


"A little device we call a glider," Tuck told me.


"What does it do?" 


"It glides."


"It glides," I repeated. "Why are you showing it to me?"


"We're going to take a little ride."


"Why?" I asked. It didn't look to me like riding the contraption would be any quicker than walking.


"Because we can't fly. Put Spike in this little bucket we fashioned for her."


It took me a moment longer to understand what he was saying, and when I did, I felt my eyes widen in shock. "We're going to ride that thing over the cliff?" I cried in a whisper.


"You said you wanted to fly."


I really wanted to wipe that stupid boyish grin off his face. "You want us to jump off a cliff? And you expect that thing to hold us up?"


"It's fun." Tuck's voice took on a persuasive tone.


"What if it doesn't work?" I protested.


"It hasn't failed yet."


"How often do you use it?"


"You think we ever counted?" Tuck shrugged, his voice serious again. "Bryt, please trust me. This is our first shortcut. It's days around this thing. Our team's been using this glider for years. I promise it's safe. And you said you'd follow my lead."


"That was before I knew you were insane," I grumbled, sick at the thought of what I was about to do, but convinced to do it. "Jumping off a cliff. I don't believe it."


"So you'll do it?"


"I did say I'd follow you. I didn't know you were going to lead me off a cliff, but I'll follow you."


"Great. I'll show you how to strap yourself in."


I forced myself to pay attention as he demonstrated how to strap my shoulders and hips to the branches. It was a little awkward with my bow and arrows, but I could feel that the straps were secure. At least that's what I told myself.


We moved the glider completely out of the trees and into the wide open area at the top of the hill. "What if the Barons spot us?" I whispered to Tuck as he performed the same strapping procedure on himself. 


"We have to chance it," he replied grimly. "Luckily we're pretty far out in the middle of nowhere. Ready to fly?"


I nodded, not ready at all. Tuck checked Spike in her little bucket seat one last time and said, "We're going to start running for momentum, and on the count of three, push off as hard as you can, and jump. Once we're in the air, don't squirm. At first we'll just drop, then we'll catch the air and glide across to the other side, so don't be surprised. You can close your eyes if you want, but I think looking down is the best part."


I nodded again. I took a deep breath, glanced at my teammate, and dutifully started to run. At least if we crashed I wouldn't have to worry about exploding.


"One…two…" We reached the hill's acme…"THREE!"


I pushed upward and outward with bent legs and felt them leave the solid ground. They just kind of dangled where they should have been resting on land. I gasped and seemed to lose all my breath as we dropped straight down. No, I panicked, this isn't supposed to happen. There's a hole in the material and we're falling! We're too heavy for the air and we're falling! Tuck's a madman and he's killing us both!


Just when I might have screamed, we stopped falling. Had we hit the bottom? I opened my eyes. NO! We were still in the air. Very, very far away from the raging white river below.


"Ha-HAH! See, Bryt! Isn't this great?" Tuck shouted joyfully. At least I think that's what he shouted. I couldn't hear that well.


One fact stuck out in my mind: he was happy! We weren't out of control; everything was going just as planned. Looking down at the same breathtakingly terrifying scene, but now knowing it was right, it didn't seem so terrifying. Just breathtaking. I could actually see why Tuck enjoyed it. I took a second to revel in the sheer joy of the fact that, well, I was flying!


Then another problem arose: landing. We were swiftly approaching the opposite cliff. I could see, by holding my head up to the bar and squinting against the violent wind, that we would have plenty of room to spare between the edge and out landing space. That was my greatest worry. I didn't know how to land, though, and we seemed to be moving terribly fast. Was I just supposed to put my feet down on the ground? Would my legs be dragged off or broken by the weight? I waited urgently for some shouted instructions from Tuck, but he gave none. It was too late – we were there. 


Improvise, Bryt! Improvise! myself shouted at me.


I let my legs dangle down as best they could – now that we were over land that was easier. I felt my feet skim the ground for a second, then felt our weight transferred onto my legs and they held their ground, just for a fraction of a second. Then I fell forward, and was jerked to a halt with my head centimeters above the ground. The front bar of the glider had hit the side of the gentle slope under me. We were stopped.


I was afraid to move for a few seconds, then couldn't get out of there fast enough. Tuck was already out by the time I'd untangled myself. 


"So how do you like flying, Bryt?" Tuck asked me, his eyes shining.


"It was amazing," I admitted, looking out over the gorge we'd just crossed. 


"You know, you're a natural," Tuck said. "Not many people get their first landing right. I thought I'd have to land the thing myself."


"I was just improvising," I felt I had to say.


"And your improvising was great. You're a natural," he countered. 


"Well, I did say I wanted to fly," I whispered.


Tuck heard me and laughed. "You should have been born with wings. Let's get this thing hidden up top for next time. Is  Spike still asleep? It figures she'd sleep through the whole ride. Oh well – she doesn't like flying much anyway."


I was filled with leftover adrenaline and pure elation a the flight I'd just completed as we maneuvered the glider up to the top of the slope for our return trip, whenever that would be. That had been the most thrilling, most terrifying thing I'd ever done. I was massively relieved that it was over. And, I smiled to myself, I couldn't wait to do it again.

Chapter 9:  THE PAC


"We'll be coming up on the War-Pac soon, so we can stop and rest," Tuck assured me.


My reaction to this statement was both glad and cautious. "What's a War-Pac?" I asked.


Tuck grinned. "Supposedly it's a regular pac," he said. "But really it's the worst one of them all. They want us Cols to win so badly they manufacture weapons and supplies for us, and give us any strategic information they might happen to have, being so close to the border and all."


I was relieved that we'd be able to rest and enter civilization. We'd done several more days of straight, hard, monotonous marching. I think even Spike had gotten depressed. But one thing Tuck had said bothered me.


"What do you mean, 'the worst one of them all'?" I asked him. "If they help us, isn't that good?"


"Good for us, yeah, definitely," Tuck agreed. "I meant worst in terms of morality. You know, honor."


I was too confused now to even try reading. "But actually helping us instead of only worrying about themselves sounds honorable to me."


Tuck shook his head coldly. "If they really wanted to help they'd either make themselves an official battlestation with large-scale production and quartering or put on uniforms and go to battle. No, they'll kindly help others to fight for their cause, but they won't dare do any of the fighting themselves."


"But they're a pac!" I protested. "They want the fighting to end – that's why they won't do it. Their cause isn't to win; it's peace!"


Tuck looked at me curiously, though without slowing his pace. A half-smile slowly formed on his face. "I can't believe your precious Captain Gill never taught you about pacs," he said, his voice amused. 


"Captain Gill never encouraged pac-style thinking. What War Captain at a military school would?" My voice was defensive, as I was upset with my teammate's derision of my old Captain.


"That's not what I meant," Tuck said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "He never told you why pacs are formed? Or what pac life is like?"


"Of course he did. Pacs are formed when people somehow decide we can all share planet Skye. Cols and Barons join up and live a life of peace and harmony together in settlements far from the evils of established civilization. And they stay there in peace, all together, until they die."


Tuck laughed. "Yeah – he's a pretty sly old Captain," he said, noting my disgusted tone of voice. "I guess in  school with such a strong military background, that's about the worst picture imaginable."


"Close to it anyway," I murmured.


"So he used that old legend to dispel any temptation his students felt to join them."


"Old legend?" What was he talking about? Captain Gill had never lied to me.


"Don't lose any of the loyalty you feel toward your old Captain." Tuck's voice abruptly became serious again. "What he told you was for your own good. He didn't lie to you. Just kind of stretched the truth a little. A lot."


"So what is the truth?" I asked, maybe a little too sarcastically.


Tuck laughed and his eyes glazed over. "I don't care if you believe me. You'll see for yourself when we get to the War-Pac."


I sighed. "Okay. Tell me about pacs." Anything to get rid of that all-too-familiar cold, detached expression.


"Do you really want to know?" Tuck asked cruelly. "Are you sure you can handle taking another step out of the story-world your Captain created for you?"


"Either tell me the truth or stop talking!"


"Okay. You want to know what pacs really are? They're groups of people joined by their mutual refusal to fight. But it's not for moral reasons. It's not for peace. It's because they're cowards. They desert their cause and run away. They get as far from society's authorities as they can, and hide there forever. The word 'peace' is probably never mentioned."


"All pacs can't be like that. Not just because this one is," I argued softly.


"You're right," Tuck said thoughtfully. "The first pacs probably started out with good intentions. It's how they got their name, after all. Some of them probably still exist. There might even be a few left with Cols and Barons living together. But not many."


"But then what about people who really do believe we can share the planet?" I asked. "Where do they go?"


"You ever know anyone like that?"

"A couple people."


Tuck shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine there. Maybe they join pacs and live happily until they realize what they are, and by then consider it too late to change so they just remain there like everyone else."


"Why would we be tempted to join pacs if that's what it's like there?"

"Think about it, Bryt. Okay, you've never fought, but after years of nothing but warfare, a life without Barons and without fighting…gets to sound pretty nice."


I understood. For some inexplicable reason, I felt keenly disappointed.


"Smoke." Tuck's voice was somber as he pointed out the thin wisp far in the distance. I wouldn't even have noticed it, but I guess Tuck's eyes had become attune to looking for such things. "The War-Pac is not far."


Naturally, my feelings were mixed when I followed Tuck into civilization for the first time in a week. At least I wasn't afraid. Wary, cautious, but not scared. 


I noticed that the wilderness now had a path to it. I hadn't noticed where it had started, but I was no longer blindly following my teammate and his pet ball. The path was completely foreign and unfamiliar, and I wasn't sure if I wanted to get where it led, but at least I could see where I was supposed to go. It was more of a comfort than I would have thought possible.


There were a few people outside around the pac, following their own dirt paths. Though all looked pleasant enough, and were dressed very nicely, I somehow felt negative vibrations from the place. Maybe it was just because of what Tuck had told me. I shuddered.


"I know," Tuck said sympathetically, observing my discomfiture. "I don't like these places, either. It's disgusting here. But once we get to Harley's hut it'll be all right."


"Who's Harley?" I asked, trying to sound conversational.


"And old friend," Tuck said, and his eyes glazed over, but not unpleasantly this time. "Used to be a soldier. He always wanted to be a missioneer, but since he was never taken he did the next best thing when he got to old to fight: stationed himself near the border and began manufacturing supplies for us. Old Harley started up the whole thing himself. Soon young Cols were joining him so they wouldn't have to fight, and the War-Pac was begun. Possibly the worst moral code of any place on Skye." Tuck grinned tightly.


"Poor old Harley," I said. "He did such an honorable thing, and this is what got out of it."


"He has nothing to do with the government of the pac now. He's just a senile old man to them. Very few realize he's the best of the whole lot."


I smiled in eager anticipation of meeting someone worthy of such praise from my cynical companion; smiled and tried not to dwell on the curious stares of the well-dressed passersby at the dirty-clothed, weapon-bearing soldiers and the muddy puffan rolling timidly along. Even Spike seemed to sense the negative feelings broadcast by the pac.


As we traveled down the narrow dirt road through the settlement we passed many small huts, all round, all spread far apart, and most painted bright colors but none painted particularly well. A few larger ones existed near what seemed to be the center of the pac. The few people about, all clad in green, were mainly around these central buildings, or else arranging things outside of the individual huts. I saw a pretty girl, about my age, sprinkling water onto flowers. Why was she doing that? To make them grow? So the outside of her purple hut would look prettier? I was incredulous – what a useless pastime!


I also saw a few animals outside as we moved past the pac's center. Spike rolled up to one canine and gave it a big, friendly smile. The beast growled, gave a loud, sharp bark, and flashed its stained teeth. The little puffan chirped fearfully and rolled as quickly as possible back to us. She was going so fast she didn't stop, but plowed into my legs and nearly bowled me over.


"Easy, easy," I consoled her, stooping down. I said in a voice loud enough only for Spike to hear, "Just stick with us and stay away from those unfriendly animals. We'll get out of here as soon as we can."


I stood up and resumed following Tuck along the narrow dirt path. I dreaded the idea of getting lost here. At least Tuck seemed to know his way around the pac well. He must have come here often. 


"This is the one," Tuck said, turning down a shorter, narrower dirt path that led to the door of a peeling white hut. I was pleased to note that the area around the hut was undecorated and overgrown. In fact, if Tuck hadn't told me this was old Harley's hut, I wouldn't have thought that anyone lived in the desolate building. 


Tuck rapped his knuckles against the short wooden door and stepped back. When no one answered the door he looked at me, shrugged, and knocked again, more loudly this time. When there was still no response, he looked troubled. "I guess he's not in," he said dully.


"Are you sure it's the right hut?" I asked, sure my own disappointment was no less than my companion's.


Tuck nodded grimly as he turned away from the deserted hut. I knew he didn't know what to do next. 


"Excuse me, but are you looking for Mr. Baglow?" We both turned sharply at the clear, young voice, ringing out in the silent pac.


"Yeah, we are," Tuck said gratefully to the young woman, the one I'd seen watering flowers earlier. Her curiosity had apparently prompted her to follow the odd strangers. Although if this was a "War-Pac," how strange could the sight of missioneers really be?


"Do you know where we can find him?" Tuck was now asking.


She smiled condescendingly. "I had a feeling you might be looking for him. He's usually the one that soldiers want to see. You're the first in a long while."


"Do you know where he is?" Tuck repeated anxiously.


"I'm afraid age is finally getting the best of the old man," she said sadly. "He's become a permanent resident of our infirmary. I'll take you there, if you don't know the way."


"Thanks," Tuck said, and started quickly back down the path toward her. Spike and I dutifully followed. "Is he okay?" I could hear the worry in my teammate's voice.


The girl laughed. "He's not sick or hurt, if that's what you mean. He's just old. Did you know Mr. Baglow's the very founder of this pac?" 


"Truly an accomplishment of which to be proud," Tuck couldn't resist muttering, his voice dripping.


The girl didn't notice his sarcastic tone and nodded. "It certainly is," she said with a smile and a big breath of fresh air. "My name's Rita, by the way," 


"Tuck and Bryt," he replied indifferently.


"Here we are," Rita said, flipping her brunette curls out of her face. I could hear Spike whimpering a little, as one of those sharp-toothed canines was near. 


"Thanks for your help. We appreciate it," Tuck said as she turned.


"Anytime," she said with a pleased smile, and left.


As she walked away, Tuck pantomimed shooting an arrow in her direction, and I grinned a little in spite of myself. Tuck smiled back, then took a deep breath, cleared his face of expression, and knocked three times on the large, wooden door of the infirmary.

Chapter 10:  THE SOLDIER




"Tuck, my boy! What a pleasant surprise. How happy I am to see you young troopers again! Tell me, what brings you to this place? And you've brought a new one, if I recall correctly."


"You certainly do, Harley," Tuck said, with a grin as wide as the old man's. "This is Brytani Sarliss. Bryt, meet the one and only Harley Baglow."


"It's a privilege," I said with a smile.


"Oh, for me as well, I assure you," he said happily. "And just when I needed a breath of fresh air in this rotten place. So tell me, young missioneers, where is the rest of your mission team? Is that Shahan here?"

Tuck took a slow breath. "Actually," he drawled, "we've had some problems..."


"As can always be expected," Harley said with a chuckle. "Tell me now, what problems have you had?"


One side of Tuck's mouth raised, and he said, "Well, for starters, Captain Shay's in prison."


"How terrible! And I was always fond of that young Captain. Tell me, has he been there long?"


"Months, now." Tuck nodded. I digested the information as intently as old Harley did, for it was as new to me as to him.


"How awful," Harley was now saying. "And the rest of your team? His dear wife and that young firecracker, if I remember correctly? What of them?"


"They've both been in prison, too." I noticed that Tuck's voice wavered dangerously and he now looked at the ground, away from the old man's gray, faded eyes. So Tuck wasn't going to tell old Harley of his teammate's death. I wondered which it had been – the Captain's wife of the "young firecracker."


Old Harley noticed, too. "My dear foolish boy," he admonished affectionately, "you should know that you cannot fool a man of my age and experience so easily. Please tell me what secret you are keeping from me."


Tuck laughed bitterly. "Harley, you spend your life alone in this disgusting pac – not to belittle you at all for your creation –" Harley shook his head with a cough and an understanding grimace, "I don't want to come here and only depress you further with bad news. I have good news for you, actually. We had an interesting little encounter with some Barons –"


"My boy, my boy." Harley shook his head with a sad smile. "Have you forgotten that I've lived out my life as a soldier? Oh, yes, I've seen things far worse than what you are so cleverly not telling me. I'm no stranger to pain, nor to death. I'd much more appreciate to hear the full story, as I appreciate your coming to me from the outside world. Now, what of our friend Mina? And...what was her name...Seile?"


Tuck didn't say anything. Please answer, I silently willed him, for I wanted to know the truth just as, if not more acutely than the old soldier.


"Mina's still in prison, I mean, as far as I know," he finally answered. "And Seile's...Seile's..." He looked down.


"Seile's dead," Harley finished for him with blunt sympathy. "A shame. A rare one, she was."


Tuck made no response, but rather controlled his emotions quickly, scrubbing his oddly boned face with his knuckles. 


"Understand also, young missioneer," the old man said sharply, with no hint of his previous joviality, "that there is no shame in grieving. Indeed, it is no dishonor for a soldier to cry. Rid yourselves of that notion and never think back on it. Believe me, son, I envy you your sense of loss. It is a feeling to which I have nearly become desensitized."


 "Not to feel pain doesn't sound so bad to me," I remarked, mostly for the sake of lightening the conversation.


"No, it doesn't sound bad," Harley knowingly agreed. "Let me say just this: to grieve for a loved one's death is a terrible experience. But not to grieve for a loved one's death...is far worse."


I nodded, with a very slight smile, at the old man's understanding of the world. I could see Tuck doing the same.


"And I believe you've still left my questions unanswered," old Harley continued, shifting his position in his large chair. "What is it that brings you to my happy home, young Tuck? And, eh..."


Tuck cleared his throat. "Actually," he said, "we were on our way to break Captain Shay out of prison." As soon as he'd said it, he started laughing, and didn't stop.


Evidently his laughter was contagious, because Harley started roaring, and I, too, found myself unable to remain composed. It felt good to laugh, even if slightly hysterically; it was something I hadn't done often since I'd learned of my mission.


"You think..." old Harley tried to say. "You two think...you can break into a Baron prison and free your Captain from behind enemy bars! And how did you plan to carry this out, tell me? Oh, I certainly can't fault you for a lack of fearlessness!" He laughed some more, then his voice sobered abruptly. "But remember, children," he cautioned, "that fearlessness is not the same thing as courage. You're a reckless one, lad, if I remember correctly. Listen to an old man now; recklessness will get you nowhere. Stand steadfast, fight with courage, but for the sake of our very cause, don't be stupid!"


Tuck and I still laughed at our own idiocy. Spike, not understanding the reason for the laughter but happy to feel it nonetheless, bounced up and down with her enormous grin wide for all to see. Why, when Tuck had told me we were going to break our Captain out of prison, hadn't I asked him how? Why, in all our journeying, hadn't I ever stopped to wonder? 


"It will always escape me why it's fools such as you young rascals that are selected to be missioneers. If you two are the freshest hope for our cause, well, perhaps I just ought to join a pac!"


The old man's joking only sparked further laughter, and we were considerably heartened as we left the infirmary to spend the night in Harley's vacated hut.


We had planned to leave the pac after a quick stop for fresh supplies early the next morning, but Skye had other plans. It was raining hard and heavily when we woke up, and didn't seen likely to stop all day. So Tuck and I elected to delay our journey slightly and spend the day in the infirmary with the old founder of the War-Pac.


After cautioning us not to tire the old man, the nurse let us into his room, promising someone would bring in some breakfast for us all. We dutifully thanked her and grinned at Harley's wholehearted greeting.


"Why, hello, Tuck! And you've brought your friend again, I see. I must say I'm thankful for the poor weather. Oh, now, I'm sorry to have kept you from your mission, but I must say I'm glad for the chance to have such wonderful visitors for two days in a row. How was your night, missioneers? Did you both sleep well?"


"Yes, thanks Harley," Tuck said with a grin for the old man's effusiveness, even so early in the morning. "Right, Bryt?" he added, and I didn't miss the slight emphasis on my name.


I nodded in accord. "You're certainly bright in the morning," I said with a smile.


"Ah, yes, I've found that rising early has never become a problem with age," Harley told us. "However, I seem to find myself falling asleep earlier each evening, and I must confess that I'll often nap during the day. Come in!" he called loudly at a knock on the door.


It was a nursemaid bringing in breakfast for us all, and also several medicines for Harley. I smiled at the thought of actual food, having eaten little but dried rations and slimeberries for the past week. The hot cereal, fresh fruit, and actual fruit juice smelled wonderful. That must be one of the few merits of pacs, I thought: the time to cultivate fresh food. It was something I missed from Mission Training, in addition to all my friends and the secure environment. I recalled Tuck's reference to Captain Gill's subtly steering his students away from pacs, and could finally begin to appreciate his reasons for doing so. He didn't have to worry about me, I thought. It would take more than good foro to keep me at a place like this for long.


I watched in sympathy as Harley swallowed down the medicines, which were obviously foul-tasting, to judge by the twisted expressions that contorted his face.


"Don't like that part of morning much at all," he told us when he'd finished drinking the oddly colored liquids, reaching for a glass of fruit juice to rid his mouth of the taste. "But they certainly do work wonders for all my minor aches and pains." 


"You mean you drink those every morning?" I asked in surprise. I'd never known anyone who had to take medicine every single day.


"It comes with age," Harley kindly explained to me. "Never known anyone else to take such medicines like me? Well, young Bryt, I'll wager you've never known anyone as old as me! No, it's rare for a soldier to live to be my age. A soldier is quite fortunate if he lives to be half my age. One of the reasons I founded a battlestation. Not much an old retired soldier is needed for back in old Col country. Which reminds me of a particularly entertaining story that I must tell you, if you're to stay the day. It begins, let's see, before the two of you were born, when I'd first retired from active duty..."


The old man went on and on, but his stories were far from dull, and I found myself having the most fun I'd had since leaving Mission Training. It put me in mind of a time years ago, during my first days of training, when it had poured rain and I'd spent much of our discussion laughing uncontrollably. 


It was the best day of my mission so far. All we did was listen to the rain pour down and sit entranced by the old soldier's many adventures. I made some disappointing realizations upon hearing his story, however. Old Harley, who was so wise and experienced, had never become a missioneer. Many of my friends who's just graduated (or failed to graduate) Mission Training would soon find themselves in the same situation. My best friend, Randa, was one of them. Sure, her name would be recorded and she'd have a badge on her uniform, but she'd wear that badge to fight battles, not attempt missions. She was so happy now; she'd spend a month or two at a barracks, in a mission section most likely, but more soldiers were always needed before more missioneers were. So she'd be assigned to a corps and forced to go to battle or abandon her cause. So she'd got to battle. An able missioneer, no doubt, but unneeded. Just like Harley Baglow. Through my depression I realized how lucky I was. 


My dreams were odd that night as we slept in Harley's hut. I was in a great valley with my Mission Training class, and Captain Gill was leading us in a discussion in the pouring rain. Suddenly the valley was ablaze, and the bodies of my friends burned, fell apart, and disappeared as they screamed for me to help them. But each time I woke up, in a cold sweat, before I could move. 


Why, I wondered the next morning as Tuck and I made our way from the supply shed where we'd stopped to the infirmary once again to bid Harley farewell before resuming our journey, did such a wonderful day provoke such horrible dreams?


But there was no time to worry about that now. (I'd have plenty of time once we began marching into Baron territory, I thought with a grimace.) 


"Goodbye, young Tuck and young Bryt. I wish you both strength and luck, and I fervently hope to see you both again," Harley said as we prepared to leave.


I opened my mouth to protest his wording, but Tuck beat me to it. 


"Don't talk like that. Of course you will!" he admonished. "You'll still be here when we get back."


"Coincidentally," Harley remarked with a smile, "it is for your safety that I fear far more than for my own."


"We'll make you proud, old man." Tuck grinned.


"Aye, and be careful!" Harley called to us as we exited his room.


And so ended my first visit to a pac. We left the unusually pretty but oddly revolting camp and continued back on our path, whose clarity soon dissolved as mysteriously as it had come into existence. I felt satisfied as well as disturbed by the experience. Not to mention thrillingly terrified by the knowledge that from here on in, I'd be treading deeper and deeper on enemy ground. 

Chapter 11:  THE PLAN


Strangely, our trip into Baron territory was far less eventful than our journey out of Col ground. We kept on following the river, fed Spike again (another gruesome affair) and ate more slimeberries (even Tuck was eating them now, though doing so made him more cranky than not eating had). Superficially, I guess I got to know my teammate better, but about anything significant he was as closed up as always. Which, of course, only served to skyrocket my curiosity.


Mostly we tried to come up with a plan for breaking into the prison and breaking Captain Quent out of it. I wasn't much help, unfortunately, as I knew nothing of the layout of the prison or its surrounding grounds. (Even if I'd ever been there, I grimly reminded myself, I probably wouldn't remember much about it.) But Tuck, with his near-photographic memory, could give us an accurate enough picture of the layout.


As I'd remarked before, however, subtlety just wasn't his forte. He wasn't much for planning. So our situation was not looking good. And it got worse as we moved deeper into enemy land., closer and closer to the prison, still with no solid plan. 


Tuck was all for the "flaming puffan" approach. He explained to me that this meant we would light Spike on fire and then throw her to the roof of the prison building. As she panicked, the change hormone would flood her system and she'd grow into her monster form. No roof would be strong enough to support the weight of a full-grown puffan. In the ensuing panic, Captain Shay and many other prisoners could escape. The only drawback was that we'd have to get pretty close to the building to assure that Spike would reach the roof...


At this point I interrupted. "And also that it's the most insane plan ever conceivable!" I protested.


Tuck looked hurt. "First of all, that's not at all true. Second, we don't have any better ideas. And third, it could work. Easily," he argued.


"Have you ever used this 'flaming puffan' approach before?" I asked.


"Well, no," Tuck admitted. "But only because Shay refused."


I sighed. "I know I agreed to follow your lead," I began, "but I wouldn't be living up to my sworn duty as a missioneer if I agreed to go along with this plan."


"So what should we do then? Take a vote?" Tuck asked sarcastically.


"Fine," I said. "It's two to one. Spike votes with me."


Tuck cursed under his breath and pressed on in frustration. I tried to keep pace.


"Look, how long do you think we could case the place without being spotted?" I asked, trying to sound reasonable.


My companion finally slowed a little and I could practically see him visualizing us there in his head. "Not long," he finally said. "And we sure couldn't get close enough to see anything useful. They probably wouldn't be searching on guard when they found us; it would be simple coincidence, but it would happen."


"We'd probably give ourselves away." I sighed.


"Probably would."


"So we need a plan."


"Yup."


"Stop being difficult," I complained. "You've escaped from prison. Could we just do it the same way you did before?"


"No," Tuck answered immediately. "First, they're on their guard. Second, this in an officers' prison, not a general one. Third, we have to get in and out, not just out. Fourth, we don't want you to get killed." The icy expression returned to his eyes as he spoke this last part. 


I tried not to smile for a few seconds, then couldn't resist prodding him softly. "Tempted as you may be sometimes?" 


"I didn't say that!" Tuck shouted. He glowered for a moment, then had to laugh guiltily as he realized I was teasing him.


"Fine," he said. "I don't want for you to get killed. I mean that with all sincerity. Unfortunately, true sincerity didn't seem to be in Tuck's gamut of facial expressions, and I could see through anything fake.


"I'm flattered," I said with a sarcastic smile.


"Good. Plan?"


I sighed. "What's this prison built out of?" I asked, not sure where I was going but needed a starting point.


"Stone," Tuck replied seriously. "Stone with a wooden roof. Not puffan-proof."


"If only we had some of that explosive powder," I said wistfully. Then I gasped, appalled by what I'd just suggested.


Tuck laughed at my discomfiture. "That's not a bad idea," he admitted. "Too bad we need to free our Captain to locate the mine, not raid the mine and then free our Captain."


"It's too awful a thing to do, anyway," I said, with no regret. "We'd probably kill some of our own soldiers. 


"Captains. Generals. Officers," Tuck absently amended.


"Is it heavily guarded?" I asked, risking a stupid question.


"All around." Tuck nodded, not treating my question as stupid. "Since some Captains dug themselves out a few years ago, they keep guards posted even great distances from the building."


"What's the terrain like?"


"It's in an old river valley. No escape routes. The best we could do is hide in some of those caves or tunnels through the cliffs, and hope they don't find us."


"I just love our chances for getting out of this alive," I muttered in frustration.


"That's usually a drawback when you're staging a jailbreak," Tuck remarked.


I looked at my teammate carefully, not liking my train of thought. My mind drifted invariably back to his "flaming puffan" suggestion, and to the two Barons he'd pulled out of the river, and even to the state in which he'd arrived at Mission Training. I hated myself for not trusting my teammate, but I couldn't stop the suspicions from forming in my mind. And, once again, my curiosity overwhelmed me. I wouldn't be at ease until I'd confirmed my suspicions as right or wrong.


"There's something..."I began, and hesitated, making sure I really wanted to ask this question. "There's something I have to ask you, Tuck, and please don't get upset and please answer me honestly because it really is an important question and I really do need to know the answer."


Tuck looked amused, if wary. "I thought you could see through whatever lies I make up."


"Not always," I said with a very small smile. "So will you promise to answer me?"


"Sure," he said amicably enough to put me on my guard.


"Okay." I took a deep breath. "Do you...care...if we die?"


Tuck just looked at me blankly and I let out the breath I'd been holding. "I mean, I know you just lost a teammate who you were really special friends with and you've never had the chance to talk to anyone about it, or haven't wanted to, and that can do things to your mind. And some of the stuff you've done – pulling those Barons out of the river and that little flying trip across the gorge, and your crazy problem with slimeberries, whatever that is, and now seeing old Harley locked up in the infirmary of that pac, and well, my point is, especially once we get inside the prison, and you know we don't know what we'll find in there, my point is, will you even care what happens?" I took a breath, realizing we'd stopped walking, and then continued. "You've had a lot of bad stuff happen to you really fast, and sometimes people can't handle that – and that's okay! It's no insult not to be able to, but I have to know if you are or not. Or if you're handling it the right way. I'm sorry for not trusting you, but frankly, I don't, and I don't want to rush into a Baron stronghold with some foolishly audacious plan to carry out a mission that, in all honesty, is just not doable." I sat down, humiliated the cowardice of my thoughts but relieved to have finally expressed my fears. 


"You think I’m crazy?"


"No!" I tried to explain, looking at the ground. "I just don't know if you've...gotten your priorities straightened out."


"And what makes you think my priorities are anywhere other than where they should be?" There was an icy edge to Tuck's voice as he sat down on the ground next to me.


"That you want to light this puffan on fire and crash her through the roof of a building!" I burst out, guiltily lowering my voice immediately after. "You want to create total panic. You're leaving everything to chance. We're probably more likely to die in such an attack than Captain Quent is to get free. And in the pandemonium, well, you could do whatever you want. It just makes me wonder why you want to do it, that's all."


For a second tuck looked at me so viciously I wished I could take back my vile accusation, but then his expression eased. "I guess I can understand your suspicions," he admitted disgustedly. "And I guess you're not the mind-reader you seem cracked up to be."


I was regretful for his tone, but glad for his words. I could feel myself relaxing.


"Since you have to know," he continued, "and I promised to answer you; no, I am not crazy. Yes, I know my priorities. No, revenge is not on my agenda. This isn't even the same prison we three missioneers were in, remember?"


"It's in the same complex," I broke in quickly, boldly. "There must be communication."


"I'm no expert." Tuck coldly shrugged. "And anyway, I don't know who killed her. Only that she was murdered in disgrace as an example to all remaining." His voice grew bitter, though always quiet. "And now, I'm not over it. And no, I'm not going to get over it. And that might make me a jerk sometimes, but it doesn't make me dangerous! Yes, I'm reckless, but I've always been reckless. I'm no more reckless right now than I was the day I decided to lead a jailbreak out of a heavily guarded prison complex. I assure you that the man you've pledged to follow, stupid as he may be, is a perfectly sane-minded, fully functioning missioneer, with no hidden agenda other than freeing his Captain. So to answer your question: yes, I care if you die; yes, I care if Spike dies; and, whether you choose to believe me or not, yes, I care if I die!" He said this last part softly and earnestly, and with such conviction that my sixth sense told me he was telling the truth. I felt no regret at expressing my suspicions, only relief.


"That makes me feel a lot better," I said, satisfied.


"Does it?" he asked, frowning. "Then why won't you flame the puffan?"


"I'm not agreeing to a suicide mission just to prove I trust you," I warned him.


Tuck sighed. "Look, Bryt, I can't make you participate in this jailbreak if you refuse, since this was never part of your assigned mission and I'm not really your Captain anyway. You can decide for yourself what you do. But let me make sure you're clear on one thing. Like I said, I'm no more suicidal than any other missioneer, but being a missioneer is going on suicide missions. Missioneers are no less likely to die than soldiers – we may be tools less simple than soldiers, but we're tools just the same. The only difference is that the mechanism of our death isn't predetermined. You want to be a missioneer, here you go. I can't force you now, but you'll have to take a risk sometime, or join a pac. Saving those drowning Barons was not a high-risk activity. Nor was floating over that gorge. This is a high risk activity. There is a high probability that one or both of us will never walk away from that prison, and it's not by my design; it's the way of the world. So accept it or desert. I think you can get past your fear of anything they can throw at as. The only question is: do you think you can?"  


I'm the top student from my Mission school. And at that moment I was absolutely disgusted with myself. I'd been the most outgoing of all, never turning down a dare, never fearing the consequences of any failure. And here I sat, staring at the ground, completely deserving of this berating for my cowardice. So I did the only thing I could do to humbly restore my pride. I sat up and looked my experienced teammate in the eyes and said, "I think I'd rather die or spend years in any prison than be back in that pac."


Tuck grinned in that boyish way he had. "So will you agree to flame the puffan?" When I faltered, he quickly amended, "At least if we can't come up with any safer plan?"


He'd put me in a position where I could hardly refuse. So I didn't.


"Yeah!" Tuck shouted as he leapt into the air, raising his fist toward the sky.


"If we can't come up with any better plan," I said firmly, and resolved to set my mind to that task more diligently than ever.


I did not regret assenting to the crazy plan. I was glad, though so scared I was shaking, that I'd agreed to risk capture and death rather than not try at all. 


But why did Tuck have to grin down at Spike just then, sleeping off the last of her most recent meal in peaceful ignorance, and say with mock malevolence, "You are toast."

Chapter 12:  THE PREPARATIONS


Diligently as I put my mind to the task, I couldn't come up with an alternative to the "flaming puffan" method. I did, however, manage to amend it slightly, hopefully improving our survival chances a little.


However, my amendments were completely dependent on one problem, a problem I didn't know if we could solve. I wished they'd taught us this type of thing in school.


"Okay," I began explaining, as Tuck and I sat around a small fire at what he said would be our last campsite before we reached the prison. I knew Tuck would like my idea – it was his style – if it was doable. "What we have here isn't just an officers' prison, but an entire prison complex. Two prisons and a few living buildings for resident Barons, right?" I continued when Tuck nodded. "I'm guessing the general prison is probably two or three times the size of the officers'?" I hoped this guess was accurate. 


"More like four or fives times, actually," Tuck confirmed.


"Great," I said, clapping my hands together. "Now, in this prison complex the Barons have all the weapons, all the power...but the Cols do have one advantage."


"What?" Tuck asked with a blank smile.


"Numbers," I said firmly.


"Numbers," Tuck repeated. "I guess that's true. There must be ten times as many Cols as Barons in the whole complex. But they're all behind bars."


"But what if they weren't?" I grinned.


Tuck put down the stick he'd been waving in the fire. "Explain," he said curtly.


"What if we could break down the walls of both prisons? Cause total chaos? They'd have the weapons, but we'd have the numbers. I think a lot of Cols would get away."


"And of course, you have a way to break down the walls of both prisons?"


I took a breath. "Well, that could be a problem..." Tuck rolled his eyes in exasperation. "It could also not be!" I continued before he could interrupt. "I don't know much about puffins. Could we get more?"


Tuck considered that for a minute, while I held my breath. Everything depended on his answer.


"I think we could," he finally said, and I threw my arms up in the air and shouted for joy as loudly as I dared. Tuck smiled at my antics. "I think we could. They're social animals, in the sense that they like to be around others, when they're not feeding. They'd probably come to Spike before to long, if we leave her alone. We'd have to tie her down so she won't follow us. Puffans hate to be alone. They'll answer her calls."


"So you think it'll work?" I asked excitedly.


"If we get lucky," Tuck said, grinning boyishly. "But first, let's find some puffins."


I could feel myself beaming as I opened my pack to remove my rope to tie Spike up.


Spike had found some mushrooms to bounce on, and protested as I gathered her tiny legs together. When I'd finished, she turned over and bounced on the legs that we still free. She was just as happy upside-down as rightside-up. Then I tied the other end of the rope securely around a nearby tree, and left Spike happily bouncing. Tuck had extinguished the fire by then, so we left. We walked far enough through the forest to be out of the range of puffan senses (which was no easy task, in the dark) and broke out what travel rations we had left. There we ate then went to sleep, making as little noise as possible. I wondered if Spike were crying out for company yet. Poor Spike. We were too far away to hear her quite chirping, but I knew other puffans would. Tuck had told me that puffan hearing was far better than human hearing. In Skye's dense forests it was a valuable sense. I fell asleep extremely pleased with myself for the plan I'd devised.


I woke with the sun the next morning and followed Tuck back to the tree and mushrooms where we'd left Spike. I was getting considerably better at picking out landmarks and remembering terrain, but still probably couldn't have made it back the short distance on my own.


We both cheered when we got back to the place and saw Spike surrounded by chirping, happy puffans bouncing on mushrooms. There were so many puffans that they actually seemed to be taking turns on the mushrooms, or shoving each other aside to get one whenever they could. They rolled right up to us, too, happily as ever. Spike must have informed them that we were safe, in whatever puffans have of communicating. They'd have heard us coming long ago.


A guilty feeling washed over me. "They think we're their friends and we're going to light them on fire," I said sadly. 


Tuck shook his head. "We'll only have to flame one. Where one puffan changes, they all do. Otherwise the monster would eat the little balloons. That's why they're solitary animals, even though they're so social. And they'll fight each other when they're all big."


I laughed, picturing the scene at the prison that we were about to try to create. Then I frowned at the obscenity of laughing. Col lives were going to be lost. The scene might be funny, but the results would not be. I reminded myself not to laugh at battle ,ever.


Besides, we had another problem. "How do we shut them up?" I asked as I unwound my rope from Spike's legs. She rolled over and over, glad to have full use of her limbs again.


"I don't know," Tuck confessed, his eyes still surveying. "I've never seen this many puffans at once before. We have a signal for Spike to be quiet when we're hiding somewhere. I'll try to make Spike understand to tell them all."


I watched, fascinated, while Tuck knelt down next to Spike and pressed on the legs sticking out of the top of the sphere of her body, pushing her gently into the ground. Then he released her. I don't know what was supposed to happen, but the giant grin on her face diminished. It never  completely disappeared, I noticed. I couldn't tell whether or not Spike had fallen silent, as the incessant chirping all around me remained as loud as ever.


Then Tuck waved his arm in some sort of signal, maybe indicating the rest of the mass of puffans. Normally I can only read humans by their expressions, but I was sure Spike was confused. In any event, the noise had not lessened.


Tuck tried a different approach. Holding Spike's attention, he calmly walked up to a wild puffan. He pushed it carefully into the ground, as he'd done to Spike. The puffan squealed and squirmed, not used to being handled. Spike rushed over, twittering at the puffan, and I was sure her tone was scolding. After Spike stopped chirping, I realized that both puffans had fallen silent.


Tuck had to repeat the procedure with four more puffans before Spike understood. Her voice grew loud as she chirped out orders. Then the entire field of puffans became silent. 


"Problem number one solved," Tuck whispered to me. "Let's go before they start forgetting."


I was impressed, but at the same time disappointed, as we led our brigade of puffans toward the prison. Already we'd encountered a flaw in my plan that hadn't even occurred to me. How many others would we run into?"


"Whatever comes up, we'll deal with," Tuck answered when I voiced this worry. "That's why I never like to have one solid plan. Something always goes wrong. I think it's easiest just to have a basic idea of what we're doing and improvise with whatever comes along." 


"You would," I said, rolling my eyes.


"What's that mean?" Tuck asked.


I shook my head slightly, smiling. "It just  means I really hope we rescue Captain Quent, because you need someone to be be Captain over you."


"Aw, come on. Captain Shay will be duly impressed with this little jailbreak we're staging."


"More like duly exasperated."


Tuck just looked at me. "First, I'd like to point out that he'll be extremely happy to be out of prison. Second, you've never even met Shay. How could you know what his reaction will be?"


I grimaced. "I guess I couldn't. Sorry."


Tuck shook his head. "That's not what I meant. You're right. He'll be incredibly exasperated with me. How'd you know that?"


"I...well...you know how I am with people," I began, embarrassed at receiving one of Tuck's rare genuine compliments. 


"I knew you were good at reading people's faces," Tuck broke in. " I didn't know you're psychic."


"I'm not psychic." I sighed. "I guess from the way you and old Harley have spoken about him I've formed a sort of mental picture of him."


"Pretty sharp mental picture," Tuck commented.


I grinned. "You just stick to figuring out the land, and I'll figure out the people. We can make a pretty good team."


"Yeah," Tuck nodded, smiling sadly. Then he brightened. "All we need is a Captain to design plans for us that could ever be acceptable to be taught to future missioneers."


"So you admit this plan is insane!" I said triumphantly.

"I didn't say 'insane'. I said 'unacceptable'. There's a big difference. A difference, anyway."


"So we won't become famous for masterminding this brilliant jailbreak?" I teased. 


"Hey, if it works, who knows? They might promote us both to Captains."


We both laughed at that thought. "I think that would doom our whole cause right there," I said, gasping for breath from laughing so hard.


"Only if you were the one promoted.," Tuck retorted. "If I was the one promoted, well..."


"The entire mission program would be deemed pointless and useless?" I supplied.


"Yeah, probably," Tuck said, chuckling. "But I bet my team would have fun."


"We'd better stop this," I said, trying to ebb my laughter. "They're starting again." I looked back at the horde of puffans, who were tentatively beginning to chatter again. 


"I'll get Spike to reinforce the order." Tuck dropped to a knee and grabbed the puffan rolling around his legs. He repeated the same drill as before, this time only having to force one other puffan into the dirt before Spike understood what he wanted. She really wasn't as stupid a creature as she looked.


Silence once again prevailed. I noticed that whenever I looked back we had fewer followers. I guess we'd bored them. We still had enough puffans behind us to destroy five prison complexes, though, so I didn't worry about their leaving.


We took only one short break all day long. I could see the cliffs that Tuck had said formed the valley around the prison, and I knew it could be coming up soon. Tuck confirmed this.


"We're almost there, Bryt," he whispered. "The officers' prison building will be closer than the general one. You and half the puffans will stop there, and I'll go through the complex to the other. Now, don't wait for me to start launching puffans. By now..."


"No," I said. "You take the officers' prison and I'll take the general."


Tuck looked belligerent. "The general one'll be harder to get to from this angle. I have more experience, I know the ground..."


"I can handle it," I broke in, with more confidence than I felt. "Besides, the officers' will be more heavily guarded, right?"


"You're making this harder," he complained. "You said you trust me."


"I don't think I actually did," I pointed out. "And now I'm just keeping things as simple as possible."


"You agreed to follow me."

"Tuck, you can't win if you force the issue. Don't you see that?" I said with a slight smile.


Tuck fell silent. Finally he growled, "Fine. Take a flaming stick and a bunch of puffans, and light one on fire. Just run up to the building in plain sight. They'll already be alerted because of me, so you'll have no element of surprise. Just get as many puffans as you can up on that roof before they get to you. Then run. Back this way, and get into the cliffs. We'll find each other there. I'll find Captain Shay and Mina and then we'll get into the cliffs and find you. Inside the caves of the cliff, just keep running. Find somewhere suitable to hide. It'll be totally dark, so they won't catch you. Ready?"


"Yeah," I said, though the plan sounded awfully shaky. "But how will you find me in the dark? Could we go the cliffs now and pick a place to regroup?"


"I don't know," Tuck drawled thoughtfully. "We could try, but we might be spotted. Then that's it for the whole plan. What do you think we should do?" He asked it at the same time as I said, "Think we should chance it?"


"You're the leader," I pointed out as we laughed nervously.


"So you say when it's convenient for you," Tuck mused.


I laughed, guilty. But, I realized, I already knew what Tuck would say. And, as much as it scared me, I had to agree with him.  I sighed. "I guess it's better to carry out an attack without an escape plan than to plan an escape and risk losing the attack." I could speak the noble words, but my heart wasn't really in them. I was afraid. 


Tuck nodded, satisfied. "And be prepared for anything. If I don't come back, stick with Shay and Mina. They'll find you."


"And why wouldn't you come back?" I asked darkly.


"What do you want me to do, promise you I won't get killed?"


I looked into his large, boyish, innocent-looking eyes. Eyes capable of far more than they seemed. Eyes that had finally stopped lying to me.


"You are a total jerk," I muttered as he smiled.

Chapter 13:  THE JAILBREAK


We lit a small fire and each took two burning torches from it. Then we crept, as silently and invisibly as possible, along the valley floor toward the prison. I noted the pattern of possible entrances in the cliff walls, though I probably wouldn't remember it when I needed to know it.


"This side, Bryt," Tuck whispered, tapping his hand against the cliff face. 


I nodded, understanding. We'd double our chances for regrouping successfully if we were in the same cliff.


We moved on. I reflected back on all the highlights of my life, or as many as I could remember right then. I realized I might not live to go to sleep another night, let alone wake up to see tomorrow's sunrise. But I didn't feel like I was about to die. It was  all the adrenaline coursing through my bloodstream, I'm sure. So, though I was terrified, I was excited as well. Maybe some of my companion's fight had rubbed off on me; maybe it was something I'd had all along. I was glad to be there. If this were to be how I died, at least it would mean I'd faced death bravely in attempt to save hundreds of my people. I wouldn't have traded being there on that morning with that agenda for anything.


Both my fear and excitement compounded as we got closer and closer to the prison. By now I could see the first guards, and knew with a sinking feeling that our crackling flames would not escape their notice much longer.


"Five more steps and run," Tuck whispered.


I was so excited I took the five steps way too quickly. My last five steps before the attack. They were over.


I pushed off and ran. Tuck was faster, and ran slightly ahead of me. I could hear the air rushing past my ears. I could hear the chirps of excited puffans following us. I hoped they would split among us evenly. I felt the heat of the flames, blown back into my face as I ran forward.


I could see not only the first line of guards but the second soon after, and the third as they alerted the whole area. 


They rushed toward us. In a flash of fear I realized I might not even make it to the general prison. I pushed myself faster. Two guards came at me, knives glinting in the sunlight. For a second I panicked. I couldn't just run into them! Then my training came back to me – the training I'd repeated for three years and had well drilled into my brain.


The first guard reached me and slashed at me. I dodged. Later I would realize that he was just slashing wildly and that guards aren't usually skilled fighters, anyway, but right then I just felt an extreme boost in confidence for evading that first attack. 


No time to think about that. Through sheer will power I managed to outrun the second guard. I guess he wasn't in very good shape. But by now, more were coming. I knew we didn't have much longer. As the second and third sets of guards alerted all the Barons in the complex, our chance for success would dissolve.


A fleeting glance at the officers' prison as I passed revealed that Tuck already had a puffan flaming and on the roof. I could see the building that was my destination up ahead. I looked down and gasped as I saw that one of my torches had gone out as a result of moving through the air so rapidly. It had been wise to take two. Now I had to keep this one alive; no time to relight the other.


Twenty more steps and I'd be there. And I could see that I'd gotten lucky. Guards were streaming toward Tuck at the officers' prison but the general one was so far being ignored. I was there! I stopped. I bent down and grabbed the closest puffan who'd rolled out ahead of me. It was a struggle to hold the excited animal and the fiery torch at once, but I did it. I didn't worry over where to set fire to the puffan – I just stuck its whole round body in the flame. It squealed in its little puffan voice. Then I dropped the torch and heaved the creature up to the roof with all my might.


This seemed to be taking way too long! I was afraid the other puffans would have run away in fear, but they still only watched with curiosity. The puffans and I all whirled around upon hearing a huge crash from the direction of the officers' prison, and my hopes soared at the sight of a man and woman in red prisoners' garments running free. I had two puffans up on the roof when I saw the first guards coming after me, over from the other building. In horror I realized that my escape route was cut off! The only way out was through that mass of Barons and unarmed, fighting Cols. No time to worry about that now. I'd worry about it in ten seconds.


I caught another puffan and launched it through the air, not even watching where it landed. Enough time for one more. I caught it and threw it. I don't know if that one even made it up to the roof, because even as I threw it I was dodging a blade. I couldn't see where my enemy was! There is no greater panic than this! I dropped to the ground to give myself an extra fraction of a second, and my eyes fell on the torch. I looked away from it. There he was! Coming at me for another attack. I grabbed the torch and, just as he dove in for the kill, I rolled forcefully into his legs, knocking him over. Then I set fire to his pants at the calf as he rolled aside to get up. I ran past him, not staying to see whether he were rolling around in attempt to put out the fire or chasing me still, knife waving. I did hear an ominous KER-RACCKKK, and grinned in twisted glory, knowing it was the prison roof falling in under the weight of monsters. 


Into the battle I ran. I removed my own knife without slowing down. I was better with a bow and arrow, but in close combat the knife would be more useful.


So much was happening at once that I could barely see! I rely very heavily on my eyes, and I could feel panic surfacing. Keep cool, I told myself, you've been trained for all of this. It should have been instinct with all the training I'd been through. But it wasn't. I found myself improvising far more than I should. Sometime I wouldn't be lucky...


Blades slashed at me. I slashed back. I twisted just in time to keep one knife out of my neck. I felt a wave of burning pain as it cut into my shoulder. It's just pain! I yelled at myself. I could handle pain. I could still use my arm, and still fought. I pushed my knife through human flesh several times. I don't know if I killed anyone. In a way I hoped I hadn't. 


Then, I was through the battle. I'd forced my way out the other side, the way I'd come in. So much dirt and sand had been turned up that the area full of fighting seemed lost in a cloud. I almost felt guilty for leaving the battle then, when I was armed and hundreds of Cols still fighting were not. But I'd done my job. The amount of damage that one Col could do, even one with weapons, was insignificant. The plan was for me to hide in the cliffs, and I was going to follow that plan.


Screaming, free Cols streamed from the cloud of the battle. Some Barons followed, but these were few – most stayed to form a barrier of steel blades and keep as many prisoners from escaping as possible. 


Were the cliffs such a good idea, then? If the Barons weren't following us out of the valley? Don't think! I ordered myself. Just do! Changing the plan without time to think it through would only confuse things more. There would be problems I wasn't seeing now. I ran farther along the valley floor.


Miraculously, I remembered which wall of the valley we were supposed to meet up in. Maybe the adrenaline had heightened my memory as well as my senses. I couldn't believe that less than ten minutes ago I'd told myself to remember to come to this side to hide.


I didn't go into the first cave I saw; I took one farther down, all the way around a slow curve. I made sure no Baron saw me enter, for once they found me, there would be no escaping. I could see other Cols entering both cliff faces through various openings. Yes, I decided, there must be some obscure reason not to follow the valley out.


No time to try to understand it. Inside the cliff I encountered a new problem: total darkness. Once I was past the range of light shining in through the entrance, I could see nothing at all. There could be a thousand-foot drop right in front of me and I wouldn't see it. I wished I'd studied cave systems in more depth during school. Or that I'd paid closer attention so I'd remember. Now I saw why we were taught all these lessons I'd always considered irrelevant – you never know when a boring, trivial knowledge is going to be crucial.


So I tried a different tactic. I hid in the shadows on one side of the small mouth of the cave. I removed my bow and an arrow. If anyone entered, I was ready. I'd just have to get a glimpse of the uniform to see if it was Baron gray or prison red.


Or Colossan blue. There was one other Col uniform still out there, I reminded myself. I fervently hoped he was still alive. Much as I disliked him at times, Tuck was the only person here that I even knew. The only one I could really trust. Besides, fear compounds itself when you're alone. And in the dark. And when your ears can't filter out the screams of agony, terror, pain, and death outside.


They were just through the cliff from me, I realized. If I could have walked all the way through the gigantic rock in which I was standing and come out the other side, I would be right back at the battle scene. Which, unfortunately, meant that the Barons could also come right through to where I was. I slunk deeper into the shadows.


I felt like a coward, hiding in the dark while the battle raged on. But I'm following orders, I reminded myself. We're supposed to meet in the cliff, and that's what I'm doing. I have weapons, though. I can fight. How can I hear the screams of my fellow Cols and not help them? But if I do, am I being a hypocrite? Wouldn't I be doing exactly what I'd made Tuck promise not to do? I don't even know if Tuck is alive, I argued further, and I don't know who the other members of my team are. They don't know me. What good does staying here do? You've already been hurt, I told myself; you won't be a hundred percent anyway. It's only a scratch, I argued back, just superficial. I can still fight. DON'T change the plan! was my mind's response. My head was spinning. 


Sometimes adrenaline is a bad thing. I waited and waited in the dark, arguing with myself the whole time and jumping at every sound and every real or imagined flicker in light. I was shaking with fear, so badly I could barely stand up. I just wanted someone to find me – anyone else who could take control.

Chapter 14:  IN THE CLIFF


It felt like an eternity passed before Tuck found me.


I could have screamed in sheer relief or broken down and cried or thrown my arms around his neck and hugged him. But I didn't do any of those things; I just stared at him, afraid to believe my eyes.


It was Spike who'd led him to me. Puffans, it turns out, have an excellent sense of smell to go along with their great hearing. She seemed as happy as always.


"It's good to see ya, Bryt," Tuck said softly, smiling.


I quickly joined him at the mouth of the cave. It was night, and almost as dark in the open valley as it was inside the cliff. Tuck was carrying a torch, which surprised me, and that helped some.


"You all right?" he asked me.


I nodded, then found my voice. "Yeah. Are you?" I asked.


"Yup. I've been looking for you for an hour, though."


"How did...how did the jailbreak end up?" I ventured.


"I'm not sure." Tuck grimaced as we walked back along the valley floor. "We freed some. They were quick to react, though. Once they'd set up a barrier there was no escape. I think more made it out of the general prison since the guards all swarmed the officers'. Captain Shay made it out, though. So did Mina. They're up in another cave. We'll stay there for the night and leave in the morning if it's safe. See that black hole ten meters up? The fastest way back to the cave is through there. Think you can climb in just torchlight?"


I nodded, then said, "yes," like before. Tuck held the torch up for me and I grabbed hold of the highest visible handhold. I made sure it was sturdy then pulled myself up. 


"Aahh!" I winced in pain. The scab that had formed across my shoulder had split with the strain.


"What's wrong?" Tuck asked. "Oh, Bryt, you're hurt." He looked over my back at the wound.


"It's not deep," I assured him.


"Mina can patch it up for you. She's a medic," he said.


I didn't answer, but kept climbing. It was difficult to scale the cliff in the black night. Sometimes I needed Tuck to pass the torch up to me so I could see to find the next crack or rock jutting out. Sometimes he had to have me hold Spike so he could pull himself higher. But we made it to the cave with no incidents.


Next Tuck led me through a maze of caves and tunnels of which I could never possibly have found my way out again on my own. The one small light helped some, but I still felt my footing out carefully before each step. More than once I wondered if Tuck really knew where he was leading us or was just guessing. I didn't ask him, though.


Finally, I saw a light at the end of a tunnel. At first I thought I was imagining things, but as we got closer I saw that the tunnel opened up into a small cave with a fire burning in the center. I don't know where they'd gotten wood to build a fire, but I didn't really care. The warmth was wonderful, not to mention the light. So was the sense of security, knowing that no Baron could ever find us here.


Unless, of course, they blew up the cliff with their explosive powder.


A man and a woman, both older than Tuck or me, were seated on the floor against the wall of the cave, talking earnestly. The man held his head in his hands, so all I could see was his sandy hair. He wore prison red. The woman looked solemn as she whispered, and had on no trace of prison clothing. None that I recognized, anyway.


She stopped whispering when she heard us walk in. Spike rolled around the fire and playfully butted the woman. 


"Can we join this party?" Tuck asked, grinning in his boyish manner as he tossed the torch into the fire. "Meet Brytani Sarliss, everybody. Bryt, Captain Shahan Quent and Mina Quent. Married, of course."


Neither looked happy to meet me. For a moment I was crushed. The Captain, looking very grim for someone who'd just escaped from prison, said dully, "Tuck, Mina has something important she has to tell you."


Mina stood up. I just looked on nervously. She was tall, thin, and pale, with black hair that fell to her shoulders and large, birdlike brown eyes. Her solemn expression didn't change as she said to Tuck, "You'll probably want to sit down." Her voice was soft and gentle.


Tuck remained standing and crossed his arms over his chest, looking unimpressed. "I know," he said evenly. "Seile's dead. We're all just going to have to get over that fact."


Mina looked at the ground. "Yes," she said quietly. "I know they killed Seile. But that's not what I was going to tell you."


"What, then?" Tuck asked indifferently, as if nothing she could say could possibly compare.


"I...I..." her voice wavered. "I'm just going to get this over with. Tuck, I'm not going to be with you and Shay and longer. I'm going to stay here at the prison. I've working as a medic here for weeks now."


I felt my mouth drop open. I tried to close it – this was not my business – but found it hard to do so. How could she do that? I stared in disbelief and awe.


I glanced at Tuck. His mouth had dropped open, too, and he'd sort of backed up into the cave wall. Then he slid down the rough stone and sat on the floor, hard. His expression probably mirrored my own. Finally he just asked, incredulously, "What?"


"I know you're disappointed." Mina was looking at the stony floor in shame. "But you have to understand. You know I never wanted to fight or kill people. I just wanted to help. That's the only reason I became a missioneer – to help make a difference. When I fell in love with Shay it got easier, but only for a little while. I couldn't take the killing anymore. She glanced down at her husband, who was watching her with sad blue eyes. "And I knew someday it would happen to me," she continued. "And to Shay. I was afraid of death."


Tuck closed his mouth, but his eyes narrowed. The Captain nodded faintly in understanding. I had backed into a corner of the cave and just watched, mesmerized, an innocent bystander. Mina continued her story.


"Then when we got captured, and I was separated from Shay, well, I guess I started getting desperate. You know you and I never really got along. And I know your opinion of me sunk to a new low when I refused to participate in that crazy jailbreak you and Seile inspired. Well, you can me a coward however you want to, Tuck, but I didn't want to die! Not yet. Not when I could still do good here. I don't think that sounds so unreasonable." She closed her eyes. "When I saw them kill Seile, that was it –"


At this point Tuck came alive. "You saw them kill her?" he asked, then continued in a pained tone, "What...how...?"


Mina shook her head. "You don't want to know."


"I do."


"No, you don't."


"I do. I owe it to her," Tuck begged.


"She wouldn't have wanted you to know...know what they did to her." Mina looked away. "They humiliated her."


Tuck stood up again, and said in a very quiet, very forceful voice, "The more they humiliated her the greater my respect is for her." His eyes were practically glowing with intensity.


"She'd want to spare your feelings, then," Mina told him.


"I can have bad feelings!"


"No," Mina said firmly. "You don't have to suffer. She wouldn't want you to. No. Tuck, when I saw what they did to her, I just snapped. I didn't know if you'd made it out alive or not. I didn't know whether Shay were still alive. I just knew that one person I loved was dead, and that I didn't want to die the same way."


"That's exactly what they wanted you to think, though," I was shocked to hear myself softly pointing out. "That's why they did the executions publicly – to scare the other prisoners into submission."


I didn't even try to read the expressions the three of them turned on me. Was I wrong? How could I speak out so boldly?


Mina nodded, with what I thought was actually a trace of a smile. "That's what Shay, said, too." She sighed. "It's the truth. And it works. It worked. A few days later, I volunteered myself for medical duty at the prison. They didn't trust me at first, but gradually saw that I was posing no threat. I was helping people. And that's what I'm doing now. This is all I ever wanted – to help people instead of harming them, without lowering myself to joining a pac."


"Oh, really?" Tuck snorted. "But you have no problem with selling out to the enemy."


"I'm not selling out," Mina calmly argued.


"Yes, you are," Tuck stubbornly accused. "For security. For safety. You've abandoned everyone you love to keep your own skin safe."


"I didn't even know if Shay were alive anymore!" Mina protested. "I thought I'd never see him again. To me, he was dead."


"He's right here!" Tuck exploded, holding his arms out. "He's right here in front of your face!"


"But for how long?" Mina's voice wavered. "How long before this happens all over again, or worse?"


"And you’re not even willing to take that chance! I always knew you were a coward, but I thought you at least cared –"


"I do care –"


"No, you don't! You've got the man you love sitting inches away from you and you're going to walk away!"


"I told you all my reasons," Mina said defensively.


Tuck spun around and banged his clenched fists against the wall, swearing. Then he turned back and faced Mina, and said very simply, "I'm going to kill you."


I looked up at him sharply, and saw with dread that there was no trace of sanity in his dark eyes.


But Captain Shay's arms were around Tuck's before he could even remove his knife from its sheath. I'd been so focused on reading Tuck's expression that I hadn't seen the Captain move. Tuck struggled, but it was futile.


"Everyone take a deep breath and calm down," the Captain ordered so persuasively that I found myself complying.


Tuck, however, was in no mood to calm down. "She doesn't deserve to live!" he shouted. "You deserve to die, Mina! Let me go!"


"No more than you do, Tuck," she told him in a very quavery, but still firm voice. 


"We're supposed to kill Barons, right?" Tuck grunted as he tried to twist away. "So let me kill this Baron!"


"No one is going to kill anyone." The Captain, of course. "Now. If Mina has decided to defect to the other side, we can't stop her. She can make her own decision. But she's the one who'll have to live with herself. For the rest of her life. Years, Mina." His voice was steady, but pained. Tuck still struggled to break free. "Tuck!" Captain Shay roared in exasperation. Then his voice returned to normal volume. "What do you think Seile would do?"


Tuck finally stopped fighting and looked at him, then looked away, and said, "She'd make her live with her own disgusting self." The Captain released him and he stalked away, pressing himself into the back wall of the cave, as far from Mina as possible.


Captain Shay sighed. "Mina, I think this would be a good time for you to go. Take a torch. Can you find your way out?"


"I'll manage," she said through her teeth, as she carefully extinguished the flames from a stick halfway burned and relit only the tip.


Mina walked past me and stood in the entrance. For a moment she just stared into Shay's eyes. I wondered what they were saying to each other. And also whether they still knew each other well enough to talk without using words. I was sorry the Captain's last glimpse of his wife had to be like this.


"I won't tell them you're here," were Mina's final words to her former teammates.


As her footsteps faded down the dark corridor, I knew she could still hear Tuck shouting after her, "Oh, thank you! Thank you for taking the risk that your new allies will find out! Thanks for risking yourself for us, Mina! How can we ever thank you enough?"


Tuck yelled for awhile more, but he'd basically given up. The Captain stared after her for a long moment, and then sat down against the back wall next to his underling. All I could see in his blue eyes was depression. As for me, I was still watching from the corner, bewildered. This had certainly been the most bizarre day of my life.


When Tuck had finally calmed down, Captain Shay gripped him by the shoulder and looked at him pointedly. I noticed that reason had returned to Tuck's face.


"You okay?" the Captain asked him darkly, a blend of disgust, hatred, and sympathy in his voice.


"Yeah." Tuck looked at the ground, then asked, "Are you?"


Captain Shay just smiled a little. "I'm free," he said. Then his smile became grimmer. "In multiple ways."


"Hey, maybe we'll see her again," Tuck mused, but his voice was not entirely sympathetic. "Maybe she'll even join up with our side again." He stepped away from his Captain's grasp.


Captain Shay just looked at him, his expression unreadable.


"Think about it," Tuck continued. "Especially if we start winning battles around here. Maybe raid the prison often enough and it'll become too dangerous for her. I'll bet she'd come with us, then."


"Don't push it, Tuck," Captain Shay warned, standing up and grabbing his teammate by the shoulders again.


"Don't you think it's something she'd do? It does sound like Mina. She'd be a traitor to whatever side she's on. Just keep switching back and forth. Look, she's already started by not telling the Barons where their enemies are lurking in the cliffs."


"Tuck, shut up!" I told him, exasperated.


Tuck just turned to Captain Shay. "Why couldn't you have done the planet a favor and let me kill her?"


That, apparently, was over the line. By the time he'd finished talking, the Captain's fist had swung around and caught him on the side of the head. A second later, Tuck slumped to the ground and lay there, unconscious. 


The Captain knelt down by this underling, then looked up at me with a small, sheepish smile. "I didn't mean to hit him that hard," he said.


"He's had a long day," I said, doing my best to sound reassuring, though I was smiling, too.

Chapter 15:  THE CAPTAIN


"You wouldn't happen to have any medical skills, would you?" Captain Quent asked me as he pressed two fingers against Tuck's limp wrist.


"No," I shook my head quickly. "Nothing beyond the basics."


"Then we'll just let him sleep," the Captain decided. "Probably the best thing for him, anyway."


I leaned back against the wall and, in my mind, skimmed over everything that had just happened. I wondered for the hundredth time that day what in the world I was doing there.


My Captain sat down next to me, his back also to the wall. "I don't think I ever got your name," he said kindly. "Or I don't remember, what with everything, if I did."


"It's Brytani Sarliss," I told him. "But everyone just calls me 'Bryt'."


"And I'm Captain Shahan Quent," he said with a smile. "But you can call me 'Shay'. Do you carry a knife with you, Bryt?"


I was startled by the question, but I nodded. "What for?" I asked as I reached into my sheath. "It's still a little dirty from the battle." I pointed out the obvious.


"Easily solved," he said, getting up and passing the knife through the crackling fire a few times. Then he sat back down and raised the knife to his head. I jerked up, alarmed. Then I saw a thick clump of sandy-colored hair fall to the floor. I breathed a sigh or relief, then had to fight to restrain myself from laughing. It had been quite a day.


The Captain used my knife to cut his hair very short, trimming off all the excess that had grown during his months in prison. My changing expression must have been amusing, because he laughed when he looked at me. "Is this your first mission, Bryt?"


"Yeah." I nodded. "Yes."


Shay smiled as he ran my knife through the fire again and handed it back to me. I put it away. His hair was now uneven and looked terrible, but was short enough not to bother him. 

"Enjoying the adventure so far?" he asked me.

I hesitated. There were parts I was enjoying: flying, meeting old Harley, leading our army of puffans to the prison. I was enjoying the fact that I'd helped to pull off a jailbreak. I hadn't enjoyed the fighting, though – that chaotic battle. I hadn't enjoyed stabbing at Barons or being stabbed at. Like Mina, I thought. But I would keep fighting, even when I didn't like it. I was sure I would.

"I don't know," I finally answered. "Is it always this...exciting? I mean, is this normal?"

Shay's blue eyes looked amused and sad at once. "I'm sure whatever action you've seen is normal. Be prepared for more of that. But some of this is abnormal. The scene you just saw here in this cave? That's unusual."

"How long were you married for?" It was as stupid curiosity question, but I'd asked it before I could stop myself. I really did have to learn to think before I spoke!

Captain Shay wasn't offended, though. "About four years," he answered me. "We were teammates long before, though. I got married and promoted at the same time. It was a dream come true. I guess the dream's over now." He smiled sadly, but sincerely. I felt my face form a small smile, too. Captain Shay was very easy to talk to, I realized, without any of Tuck's sourness or cynicism.

"I think I married Mina hoping to change her," Shay continued, musing. "I hoped I could put a little more fight into her. She just has a naturally nonviolent nature. I can hardly criticize her for that." He glanced down sharply at Tuck. "And she tried. She tried to follow the way of this planet and become a missioneer. She knew she'd never help anything by simply joining a pac." The Captain grinned ruefully. "I guess I wish she were a worse person. She doesn't hate the Barons. She honestly just sees them as other people. I wish she'd have come back with us and been a medic on our side at least, but she'll be helping enough Cols this way. And at least she'll be making a difference."

"You know what's weird?" I ventured. "That's the same thing Tuck said: that he wants to make a difference."

Shay laughed. "Yeah, he thinks he's going to end the way all by himself."

"Just him and Spike?" I grinned.

"Yeah. By the way...your attack on the prison wouldn't happen to have been the notorious 'flaming puffan' attack, would it?"


"Well, yeah, sort of..."


"He suggested that idea to me once and I told him it was the looniest plan anyone could ever concoct. He just said that was its beauty – they'd never expect it. Needless to say, we found a different way into that building. And now it’s actually worked. I wonder what odds you two were lucky enough to beat."


It wasn't a reprimand, just a light warning, like old Harley's. Besides, my amendments had significantly improved our chances, I thought.


"Actually," I said carefully, "we modified the plan a little from its original version."


"'Modified'?" he questioned.


"We used all the puffans we could find instead of just Spike. It was the only way I'd go along with the idea."


"Wait. You modified the plan from flaming one puffan to flaming a forest full of them?"


"Only two were actually flaming," I meekly responded.


Shay threw his hands into the air. "Great," he said. "Another Tuck-in-the-making. Why do I get all the crazy ones?"


"Mina was careful," I quickly pointed out, not quite defending myself. "And...was Seile? I'm sorry to ask; I'm just curious about what Seile was like. Tuck never talks about her." I was amazed that I felt so at ease with Shay that I could ask this question.


"It's okay to ask," Shay assured me. "Though it was probably a good idea not to ask Tuck. What was Seile like? Well, she was sort of small and thin. She had this long, long hair that was so blond it was almost white. She usually wore it in a braid down her back, or wrapped around her head. She only let it out to wash it. Her eyes were gray, and you'd think they were always serious or sad, until you got to know her. She was pretty serious, but that was okay – she balanced out Tuck. He never takes anything seriously. Never used, to anyway. He lightened her up; she brought him back to the ground. She had a fiery streak in her, though, as strong as...well, as strong as the one Tuck has in him. That's probably why they've been such great friends their whole lives."


"Their whole lives?" I broke in.


"Yeah," Shay nodded. "They were raised in the same center, went to the same Training school, graduated three and four or five and six; something like that. Then they both got assigned to a mission team with Mina and me. Knowing the two of them I'm positive they found some way to manipulate the system. Then, maybe it was just seeing Mina and me together, but they decided they were in love. It happens at lot with mission teammates. Never married or engaged or anything, but I've sure had my hands full the past few years. I'll miss it, though." He chuckled. "We'd have the same scenario so man y times: Seile dreams up some ridiculous plan and Tuck decides it's perfect and insists on going for it. I think the 'flaming puffan' may have originally been her idea. Anyway, Mina refuses, Tuck says she's just scared, Mina calls him a reckless idiot, Seile tries unsuccessfully to keep the peace between them, and I just try to come up with an alternative plan to save myself from listening to them!"


"Tuck said you did a lot of damage, though," I told him.


"Yeah." Shay nodded with pretentious pride. "A lot of damage. We never actually accomplished our new mission – finding this mine – I'm sure you know about it – but we've sure caused a lot of trouble!"


"Are we going to have to go back to the main Col base now and get another missioneer assigned to our team?" I asked, fervently hoping the answer would be negative. Now that the action had started, I half-guiltily realized that I wanted to keep it going.


"Not right away," was Shay's response. "We'll probably go back to a certain pac for a day or two so I can get new weapons and a uniform that won't stand out like the sun. Then, if it's convenient, we'll go back, only because it's never good for a team to be without a medic. If not, though, there's no rule that a lost teammate has to be reported. Tuck wanted to make sure Seile was recorded as an honorable death, so he went back to a base and they assigned you to replace her. I'm surprised they let him collect you, actually, instead of assigning you both to a new Captain."


"He told them he was you," I explained. "He said he was Captain Quent."


For a second, Shay looked shocked.


"He didn't want the team to be split up." I didn't know why I was defending Tuck. Maybe because I knew his intentions has been good.


Shay shook his head. "So stubborn," he muttered. "I guess after he lost Seile he didn't want to lose anything else. But he shouldn't be interfering with the mission system." His voice became stern, though not cold, as he looked at me. "You two shouldn't have come back here on your own. You should have thought twice about this jailbreak; even 'modified', this plan was insane. A lot of Cols died today." I automatically looked down at the ground in shame, though my mind rebelliously thought they'd rather die for a chance at freedom than remain prisoners. Then Shay's voice became angry, though not at me. "He had no right to take matters into his own hands. Tuck can throw away his own life if he chooses, but he can't risk yours, nor the lives of all the Cols that were in this facility."


"But we did it!" was the only defense I could think of. "Look how good the result was."


"You were lucky. Very, incredibly lucky. Bryt, I know you're just starting out at this. I don't want you to end up like Tuck. I don't want you to end up like Mina, but I don't want you to become another Tuck just because he's the first one you've learned from. You've got to think about consequences before you act. Just this jailbreak – it will affect far more than the people directly involved. Will the Barons reinforce security around other prison complexes, now? Will they start posting guards in the forests near their buildings? Will they start training puffans to use against us? And all so one stubborn missioneer can rescue his Captain, or avenge a teammate's death?"


"Those weren't the reasons we did it," I said softly. "Not the only reasons, anyway."


"Then why did you do it?"


I almost shrugged. How had Tuck convinced me to go along with him, anyway? "Not for any selfish reason," I said. "Just to free a lot of Cols."


"Very noble." Shay's voice was disapproving. "Not very smart. Bryt, not even Captains make decisions of this caliber. The idea to raid this prison complex should have been suggested in a base, decided on in the main base, and assigned a mission team of its very own. When you just throw a plan together, you don't usually get lucky. The two of you had no right to make this decision on your own. It's amazing the result was this good; I hope we don't start seeing negative impacts."


I didn't say anything. Shay wasn't cold or cruel, but somehow his calm reprimanding had affected me as strongly as all Tuck's yelling and moralizing had. I didn't know why I'd followed Tuck the way I had. I knew that good intentions alone weren't grounds for a major strike. And I knew that this was a major strike.


"I'm sorry," was all I finally said. I'm not sure if I meant it, or if I was still too high from the thrills of the day to feel remorse.


"Well, I'm sorry, too," Shay said, and smiled at me, his friendly blue eyes sincere. "I'm mad at Tuck and I'm taking it out on you, when you really don't have the experience yet to judge for yourself what to do. But do you understand what I'm saying, how actions have repercussions that you don't see until far later?"


"Yes." I nodded. I did understand that.


"Good," he said. "Then what's done is done and worrying over it won't help anything. For the present, I'm glad to be free. And, so far, you can consider your first mission a success, even if you can never talk about it. Why don't you go to sleep now? We can take turns keeping watch through the rest of the night. Tomorrow we'll try to get out of here."


"All right." I nodded. I started to get up but the Captain moved first to give me room. He positioned himself to see through the narrow entrance, and I lay down and stared at the crackling fire until my eyes burned. Then I looked the other way and tried to go to sleep. I ignored the pain in my shoulder, as lying down had reopened my one battle wound.


I felt confused. Tuck had berated me for not wanting to carry out our plan. Captain Shay had criticized me when I did go ahead with it. But it wasn't so much the plan that Shay had been against, I reminded myself; it was the jailbreak itself. I wondered what Captain Gill would think of everything I'd done so far. Would he be proud of me for the feat I'd helped accomplish, or extremely disappointed that I'd helped deceive the program in my very first mission? Before I'd even left Mission Training, I grimly realized. I'd lived my whole mature life under Captain Gill's tutelage, his ideas, his guidance. Then Tuck's. Now Shay's. I was drifting off to sleep and my thoughts weren't making sense anymore. As I lost consciousness, I was asking myself: what did I think? What did Brytani think about everything that had happened? About everything that was going on?


I fell asleep.

Chapter 16:  THE SKILL


I was surprised to awaken on my own the next morning. If it was even morning. Hadn't Captain Shay said he'd wake me up? Maybe Captain Shay had only been a dream. No, I was in the cave. And if the cave I remembered was real, then Shay must be, too, my half-awake brain reasoned. I slowly rolled over and sat up.


"She's finally awake!" a voice crowed. "Look! Look at that! It's a miracle!"


"Shut up, Tuck," I snapped good-naturedly. I felt something crawl over my legs. Spike, I realized. She was as happy as ever. I wondered if she even remembered being set on fire.


"What time is it?" I asked. "And for that matter, what day is it?"


Shay smiled. "It's the day after the jailbreak," he answered. "By now it should be late afternoon. Tuck went out and checked a few hours ago. He forgot the way out."


"What?" I turned to my teammate, mocking. "The infallible Tuck?"


"Hey, I never said I was infallible," Tuck protested and added, "Technically," at the same time as I said, "Maybe not in those words."


"Anyway," Shay broke in authoritatively, "Tuck now knows the way out again, so let's get out of here while it's still light. Torches leaving will make us too visible."


So we took some near-dead torches from the near-dead fire, and began following Tuck through the dark, narrow cave tunnels. I'd learned to have great confidence in Tuck's ability to get where he was going, but I was still nervous when after several minutes of walking the darkness still showed no sign of opening up into light. And it didn't help when our feeble torches went out completely.


"Don't worry. It's not much farther," Tuck reassured us. "I still know the way."


He was right. I thought I was imagining it at first, then saw that it was real – evening light against the walls of the cave. We rounded one more curve and saw a circle of light at the end of the passage. Bright, beautiful sunlight – the first I'd seen in over twenty-five hours.


I was cautious as I stepped out into the world again, not knowing if Barons were lurking nearby to shoot us down the instant we emerged. But the coast was clear as far as I could see. Staying close to the wall, we moved along the valley floor away from the ruined prison. Only then did it occur to me that we shouldn't have been able to walk out of the cave at all.


"Hey!" I said. "This wasn't how we came in."


Tuck turned and looked at me. "There're a hundred different pathways through that cliff," he said. "You expect me to find the exact path we used before?"


"Actually," I remarked, “I think this one's better. This way we don't have to climb down the cliff, and I think we're closer to the end of the valley here, anyway. Right?"


"Yup," Tuck agreed. "Your sense of direction's improving, Bryt. Maybe I'm starting to rub off on you."


"That's all we need," Shay commented.


"You're just jealous," Tuck shot back good-naturedly. "Jealous because I'm the only one here who knows where we're going."


"Okay," Shay slyly conceded. "But I'm the only one with a clue what we're doing."


"So in the end it all comes down to...down to..." Tuck looked perplexed. "What?"


"The fact that this whole conversation is pretty pointless?" I finally asked.


Shay laughed. "Actually, I was thinking that."


"Me too," Tuck grinned. "And Bryt once again proves her psychic powers. That's what it all comes down to."


"Psychic powers?" Shay asked, looking at me. We were now out of the valley and back in the forest. I hoped we hadn't disturbed the puffans who lived here too much, using them as a medium to fight our battle. But as Shay had said, it was too late to change the past. All I could do was hope for the best.


I almost laughed. "I don't have psychic powers," I explained, then gave Tuck a sly smile. "Tuck's just not so great a liar as he thinks he is."


"Really?" Shay asked, holding up his hand before Tuck could protest. "Normally I'd probably agree with you, but I happen to know for a fact that Tuck is an excellent liar. I've had plenty of experience with that particular talent of his." Shay spoke with mock temerity. "And you can see through him?"


"Well, not always," I said. "A lot of times I can tell when people are lying, though, or I can tell what they're thinking. Even if I've never met them before."


"You mean you can read minds?" Shay was incredulous.


"No, not exactly," I tried to explain. I did not want my Captain thinking I was some sort of empath or something. This was a sometimes-convenient trick that I had, not a major skill. "I can't tell what actual thoughts someone is thinking, only their emotions. And I can infer ideas from that. And I can usually tell when someone's not telling the truth or the whole truth...unless of course they're exceptionally skilled like Tuck is." I added this part of Tuck's benefit – he took such pride in his skill. "And also I can sometimes sort of influence people to do a certain thing. Actually feel a certain way so they'll do a certain thing. But it's not something I can really control. It doesn't always work, either."


Captain Shay continued looking at me curiously. "It sounds to me like you have some real skills," he finally said.


"Told you." Tuck gloated at me, his eyes twinkling. I couldn't decide whether I'd liked Tuck better before we’d found Captain Shay or after. It seemed like now that someone else was here to take responsibility, Tuck felt he could act like a child. Maybe he was just happy over the success of his jailbreak, no matter how severely Shay had reprimanded him for his foolish actions. He probably felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders, I realized. The prison was destroyed. He had his revenge.


I rolled my eyes. "I just told you I don't have any real skills," I complained. Inwardly I was amazed that I could argue with a War Captain. But Shay was even easier to talk to than Captain Gill was.


"Maybe not yet," Shay admitted, his eyes shining. "But I'll bet you've got potential. Did anyone ever suggest that you become an empath?"


I opened my mouth to argue some more, then stopped. Why was I playing down my own skills? Why did I want my Captain to think I was capable of less than I really was? I mentally groaned as I realized the answer to that question – I was reading again. Without even meaning to. Just as I'd been unintentionally doing to Tuck a moment ago, I was reading Shay's voice. And I didn't like what I was reading. And why not? I groaned out loud as I realized the answer to that question. I looked up at Shay.


"You're not going to send me to some facility for Pathic Training, are you?" I asked, desperately hoping I was wrong.


"It would be an invaluable skill," Shay solemnly told me.


"Great. Just great." I sulked. "I've been training for the past three – four – five years, and now  you want to send me away for more training."


"You'll see the value of training later. Trust me – it will make a difference. Besides," Shay added when my expression didn't alter, "in the little time you've spent as a missioneer, you've certainly done plenty."


I automatically looked down. I didn't have to read to understand that. The edge to his voice was sharp. I decided to take it as a hint to stop complaining. Shay might be easygoing, but I knew I shouldn't take advantage of that. You don't argue with War Captains.


"If you can develop full empathic skills, or any pathic skills, for that matter, you'd be of extreme value as a missioneer," Shay continued. "And 'Empath' is one of the best titles a missioneer can attain."


I wanted to laugh bitterly. I wanted to shout that I was only eighteen! Not even old enough to graduate! What did I care about a title?


But of course, that would have been stupid. I didn't say anything at all. I wouldn't argue anymore, but I wasn't going to give in that easily, either.


"Think about it, Bryt," Shay said wearily. "I'd rather not have to order you to stay and learn, but if that's what it comes down to..." his voice trailed off, and I knew I could be stuck. Captain Shay might seem gentle, but he was still firm. Maybe if I tried to influence him...I shook off that thought, both shocked and amused that I would consider trying to manipulate my own Captain.


When it grew too dark to travel safely, we made camp for the night. We didn't light a fire – too great a chance of being spotted. Shay was asleep almost instantly. It was no surprise – he'd been awake for the last day and a half. Once I was sure my Captain was asleep, I rolled over onto my stomach on the soft ground. I asked Tuck, not quite accusingly, "Why'd you have to open your mouth?"


I could dimly see Tuck look up form his position on the ground near me. "What do you mean?" he asked.


"Don't play dumb with me," I warned him. "I'm psychic, remember? Why'd you have to tell Captain Shay I can read minds? You know I can't really."


"Don't you want the full extent of your abilities to be known?" he sounded mildly surprised.


"I do not want to go off to another training school and delve into minds. I'm here; I want to stay."


Tuck laughed softly. "Bryt, you've had a taste of battle, and I guess it tasted pretty good. It's not always going to. Shay's right. We were lucky."


I wanted to yell at him for hypocrisy, though I couldn't quite figure out why. "Tuck, I know war's not supposed to be fun. That doesn't mean I'm not going to fight."


"You sound like me." I could picture the boyish grin.


"And I don't know who you sound like," I pointed out.


Tuck turned an accusatory gaze on me. "What are you implying?"


I sighed. "Nothing." I hadn't been.


"Good." Tuck rolled onto his side to face me. "I guess sometimes even I wish I wasn't fighting. I just don't think about it too often. All the more reason I want to end it. And don't even say it!" he said loudly before I could make some teasing comment about him trying to save the world. "Bryt, if you want to make as much of a difference as possible, you've got to use every weapon you have. And you've got a pretty awesome weapon. Maybe it'll take some time to develop and refine, but you've got to do everything you can. Have a little patience. You owe it to your cause."


"Stop moralizing me," I said, though I knew he was right.


"Sorry." Tuck didn't sound sorry at all. "What do you think you should do?"


I growled under my breath in frustration. Yes, I knew what I should do, but I sure didn't want to do it.


Do it, Bryt, I grimly told myself. Things could be a lot worse. I could have to make a much tougher decision, or be in serious trouble, with all I'd done in the past two days. Training to be an empath was the least I could do.


But I still didn't like it. And I was still annoyed at being forced away. So I risked sparking some unnecessary trouble and asked Tuck how come he'd gone back to the cliff with Shay and Mina after the battle. He'd seemed so eager at the prospect of vengeance.


Tuck didn't answer for a long time. I almost began to regret asking the question, or at least regret my sarcastically sweet tone of voice. 


Finally he said, "You won't understand, but I'll tell you anyway if you really care."


"Yeah." I nodded, all sincerity now.


"I started to go back to the general prison," he told me. "Maybe it was all me, and I just couldn't take being back there. But what it seemed like – it seemed like Seile was fighting me the whole way." He paused and I stared up at him, enrapt. "She didn't care about revenge. She'd be rolling over at the irony if I died trying to avenge her death. She was telling me how much more good I could do helping you and Shay and Mina and all the newly freed Cols than I could trying to find the executioners at the general prison." His voice grew bitter and pained. "There was one other thing, too," he added softly.


"What?" I whispered.


"I didn't want to become a murderer. Not yet, anyway. Maybe I felt a little bit of what Mina did," Tuck confessed. "I never actually enjoy killing, though in battle it's something that has to be done. But I've never killed anyone in cold blood before. Never killed anyone just because I hated them."


I raised myself up on my forearms and asked seriously, "So it's okay to kill someone if you don't hate them but you can't if you do?"


"This planet is pretty screwed up, isn't it?"'


I lowered myself back down and rolled over onto my back, looking at the night sky full of stars, so far away. "You know, I never thought so," I said.


"Of course not." With no warning Tuck was as arrogant and cruel as ever. "That's another thing they don't want you to think at Mission Training."

Chapter 17:  THE MAP


By the time we'd made it back to the War-Pac I'd given up every last shred of dignity and begged, made promises, tried any idea that entered my mind to get myself out of leaving. I think Shay and Tuck got pretty disgusted with me. I was certainly disgusted with myself. The one bright spot was that I hadn't resorted to using influence. Even sunken this low I didn't want to employ such a devious trick. So, morally against using the one plan that may have worked when all my efforts were futile, I was forced to surrender. I was going back to Training.


That established, I sulkily followed Tuck into one of the War-Pac's small wooden buildings. "General Supplies," read the sign in the square of grass in front of the steps. As opposed, I guessed, to "War Supplies," the title given to the shop a little further on into which Shay had gone for a standard Colossan uniform and weapons. We were hoping to find a map in the general store, one showing a route to the nearest Pathic Training facility.


Nailed to every free inch of the wall inside the store were shelves. From the floor to the ceiling, shelves loaded with every useful item for pac life imaginable. It looked almost like a miniature supply warehouse, except that it had windows and a skylight so it wasn't dark. In addition to the shelves, several large tables were set up around the room, and these were also piled high. One table at the back of the store was half empty. A young boy sat at it, reading a small, leather-bound book and looking bored. He turned around when we entered, and I noticed his eyes widen slightly at the sight of missioneers, though he seemed determined not to show it.


"Are you soldiers looking for something?" he asked carefully.


"Yeah." Tuck nodded to him. "We need a map. You have maps here?" I noticed he didn't take offense at being called simply a soldier. It had obviously not been a deliberate insult – the boy just didn't recognize a missioneer's badge. I guess it's not the kind of thing children in pacs are taught to notice.


"I think we do." The boy nodded, getting up and pushing as stool over to a corner of the room. He climbed up and began pulling down rolls of paper; some pure, smooth and white, and some light tan or grayish – made of the same poor material as the leaves I'd always used. He'd pulled down about twelve maps when he said, "Looks like that's all," and hopped down. He picked up the few rolls that had fallen on the floor, and then sidled quickly across the room. "I'll just go get my father now. He runs the store. He'll give you a map for a fair price, I promise." Then he opened door on the opposite side of the building that I hadn't even noticed, and ran outside.


Tuck walked up to the pile and pulled the string binding one of the maps, one on white paper. He unrolled it. I held two corners so we could see it. The good paper was smooth and firm – amazing stuff. This was the first time I'd touched real paper, and I was afraid to pull it too tightly for fear I'd tear it. I almost laughed at myself – this paper was so strong it wouldn't break or crumble no matter how much I stretched it. I savored the moment. Unfortunately, the map was of planet Skye. Blue and gray, brilliant against the pure white background, marked Col and Baron territories. The scale was too large to draw in actual buildings, but I did see what I thought was the river we'd followed from Col to Baron land, and now back.


Beautiful as the map was, we rolled it up and retied it. It was of no use to us.


Next Tuck selected a map made of the poor, crumbly leaf material. We unrolled it, and I didn't immediately recognize what it depicted. Then I read the title along one side, and involuntarily snorted. "The Third Continent," it read. There were tales that there was a third continent on Skye, far across the ocean from the Large and Small Continents on which the war takes place. Different legends state that people live there, monsters, evil puffans, or that it is totally barren. I don't know whether the Third Continent really exists or not, but one thing is for sure– no one has ever been there. No one could make a map of it.


Tuck's reaction was much the same as mine. Apparently he didn't believe in the Third Continent, either. We quickly put that map away.


I was retying the string that held this map when a man entered, followed by the boy who'd been there before. The boy went back to his chair and picked up the book again as the man walked over to us. He was heavyset and strong-looking, with a black beard and mustache. 


"I hear you soldiers need a map," the man said brusquely, without introducing himself. "I don't have much, but maybe you can find what you need. All I can say is, you'd better pay. My prices are fair. And I'll accept a trade if you don't have money. You find one you want yet?" He glanced back at his son, who quickly put the book back down in a pile of goods on the table.


"No," Tuck answered, "We've only looked at two. We don't want to buy a map, though. We want –"


The man was right in front of us in two steps. "I told you – you're not taking any of my goods for free. You want freebies, go to the war store, but I'm sick of soldiers coming in here and demanding special treatment! I don't care what weapons you wave at me; you want a map, you are going to pay for it!" 


"Sir, please calm down," I said pacifically , trying to influence him. I turned to Tuck. "Look, I have some money saved from Training..."


Tuck looked at me disdainfully, then turned back to the storekeeper. "I was going to say," he pointedly went on, "that we don't want to take one of your maps. We just want to look at them."


"Look at them?" the man was clearly puzzled.


"Yeah. So we can see where to go. Which direction we should walk in. To get where we're going. Do you know how it works?" 


I gently kicked Tuck in the ankle. There was no need to antagonize this man. It would be much easier to handle the situation diplomatically...


"And you want to look at all my maps and not pay for anything. Get what you need for free," the man accused.


"We're not taking your map!" Tuck argued. "You can sell it to someone else. We're not going to hurt it by looking at it."


"Do you really think you can get where you're going without it?" the storekeeper sneered. "Arrogant bunch, you soldiers are, aren't you? Do you have a photographic memory or something?"


"Yeah, I do, okay?" Tuck answered angrily. "Can we see a map, or not?"


The man just laughed. The boy watched, smiling secretively at the excitement. "Very over-arrogant bunch. You soldiers all think you're so smart, but you can't even understand when you're being told 'NO'. How about this – get out of my store before I call help in and they take you out."


"You know we can handle anyone in this pac," Tuck told him. I groaned silently – it was the wrong thing to say.


"That's what all soldiers say. You think it means you can take my goods by force, without paying. Get out now, and don't touch anything along the way."


I pulled Tuck's elbow, not so gently this time. He finally got the message. 


"All right. We're going. It's okay," Tuck said as we moved toward the door we'd come in. "No need to call someone in to protect you, you –"


I won't repeat what Tuck called him, but the little boy laughed and his father tuned to yell at him. We left the store and almost walked right into Shay, dressed in a clean blue Col uniform and carrying a weapon band.


"I heard shouting," he told us. "I was almost ready to come in. Can't I leave you two alone for five minutes? How in the world did you manage to start trouble at the general store?"


"Long story." Tuck grinned. "But we'll be back tonight to fix it."


I moaned under my breath. But secretly, I was glad for the promise of action at least once more before I was committed to Training again.


Shay agreed with me that Tuck should have been more diplomatic, but also agreed with Tuck that it probably wouldn't have done much good anyway. So, after visiting with old Harley (whose physical condition was visibly declining but was still as jovial as ever) until the sun began to lower, we watched (okay, spied on) the storekeeper until he left. His hut was far enough away from the store that we would be able to break in without his seeing us. He did lock both doors and windows, though. I stayed around watching the house he'd entered while Shay and Tuck went to old Harley's hut, built a fire in the hearth, and took a torch from it. The man never left the house. I did, however, notice the little boy surreptitiously leave the hut, run off somewhere, then ten minutes later sneak back in. That boy would probably make a good missioneer, I thought, if he weren't growing up in this corrupt place. When my teammate returned with the torch, we went back to the store with the sign reading "General Supplies" in front.


We used the door in the back, as the torch would be more noticeable in the front of the building. I'd been the one who'd suggested we use the pins I'd brought in my pack form Mission Training to open the lock.


"A pin is a very useful item," Tuck had agreed. "Used to hold things together, break into locked buildings, or, in a real pinch, fend off your enemies."


"What?" I teased him. "You mean you don't want to burn the place down?"


"Of course not. We'd burn the maps."


So I knelt down and worked the pin inside the lock while Tuck held the torch. After about thirty seconds I felt the locking mechanism turn easily. I pulled the lock down and it opened. Then, as quietly as possible, I opened the door, pleased with myself. 


Tuck went in first with the light. I followed.


"Careful with the torch," Shay advised. "If it's as cluttered as you say in here it'll be pretty easy to make a wrong move and start a fire." 


Tuck nodded and moved carefully toward the corner from which we'd seen the boy remove the maps. They were still there, up on the shelves in the same place they'd been that afternoon.


"See them up there?" Tuck pointed at the maps. "Why don't you get them down, you know, since I'm holding the torch and everything."


Shay smiled and shook his head as he reached up and began pulling the rolled maps down. "And everything," I thought with a smile, knowing that Tuck was not tall enough to have reached the maps without the stool. I picked up the first fine-paper map that Shay took down and reached for the loops to untie the string.


"Not that one," Tuck said. "We already saw that one, remember?"


 I just stared at him for a minute. I knew his mind was attune to catching fine details, but the rolls of good paper looked exactly alike! There weren't even any telltale imperfections or wrinkles to remember.


"The string," Tuck explained, seeing my incredulous expression. "That's the only one tied with a red string."


I almost laughed. I'd been looking so strenuously for tiny details that I'd missed the obvious. Yes, Shay had taken all the maps down, and this was the only one printed on good paper that was tied with a red string. So I picked up a different roll, tied with a tan string.


On our fourth try we found a map of the general area of the War-Pac at a scale we could use. I was half disappointed to see a Pathic center in the bottom corner. Tuck studied the map for a while, while Shay and I opened the rest of the maps. Two more showed the same facility, so Tuck examined them all to plot his most accurate estimate of our course. Then we rerolled the maps, replaced them, and left, locking the door on the way out. Tuck wanted to take at least one map anyway, just to spite the store owner, but Shay tolerantly refused. "Fine," Tuck gave in, "but no knocking me out tonight, then."


We slept in Harley's hut again that night. It was the one place in the pac where I enjoyed being. I was glad that we'd gotten to have one more little mini-adventure before I went to train to be an empath. It hadn't really been much, though. I had actually been hoping it would be more difficult. I wanted the chance to do something big, something right…You're dreaming, Bryt, I told myself. I would just go train. That was the best thing I could do for my cause right now. And maybe, I thought as I drifted off, it would help me to do something really great later.

Chapter 18:  THE TRANSITION


The good news was that we had to fly again.


The bad news was that we had to feed Spike again.


The really bad news was that we arrived at the Pathic Training center.


I'd been guiltily hoping the whole time that the map was wrong, or that Tuck's uncanny memory would somehow fail, or even that we'd run into Barons or some other form of trouble. But none of those things happened. We were here, and I was here to stay.


I had to ask myself at one point why I didn't want to learn empathy. Why would anyone in their right mind want to keep risking their life and keep killing others? Was I some kind of freak? My only answer was: yeah, maybe. Not very reassuring. All I knew was that for some incomprehensible reason I did want to keep fighting. I didn't want to leave Tuck and Shay. I didn't want to be a student for months or years more.


The first we saw of the facility were the guards stationed outside it, as it was with all government settlements past the midway point of Colossan ground. Seeing our Col uniforms and badges, they let us pass once Shay explained our business there. One led us to the entrance to the center, then left to rejoin his companions. And my time was up.


Tears had sprung up behind my eyes. I tried to brush them away, push my feelings aside. These were stubborn tears, selfish tears, and I had no right. I tried to be strong, to gladly (or at least willingly) do the right thing.


I felt Shay put his hand on my shoulder, now fully recovered, and stopped and turned me around to look at him. I saw the understanding in his blue eyes, but knew that this was it.


"Think you can take it on your own from here, Bryt?" he asked gently. How can a person be so gentle and so harsh at the same time? I wondered, frustrated. It must be part of the art of being a War Captain. I nodded.


"Will you…when you guys go back to the base, will they replace me?" I asked. I'd only been with this team a little over a month, but somehow I didn't want a new one.


"No," Shay assured me. "We'll report the…ah…end of Mina's service as a missioneer and request a new medic. This time of year the barracks are probably full, so someone's got to have medical skills. But you're still a part of this team, Bryt. Remember that."


I nodded again, feeling slightly better. "Of course, you know I'll never forgive you for this," I said, smiling up at Shay to show that I was kidding. At least, I hoped I was.


Shay answered in the same tone, "Oh, come on, Bryt. You'll thank me."


I shook my head and looked at the ground, knowing he was probably right and at some very, very distant date I would probably thank him for it. But I was a long was from that day now.


However, on an impulse, I hugged him. I didn't know what my team would be doing while I was safely training. Shay could die, I realized; Tuck could die. I didn't want to depart angry.


"It'll be fine, Bryt," Shay reassured me, though I knew there was no way he could know. "You'll see us again."


I pulled away and turned to Tuck. I didn't hug him; I knew he wouldn't want me to. I just mustered as much of a smile as I could and said, "Just don't save the world without me."


Tuck grinned. "Hey, no promises." I was actually a little disappointed that saying goodbye was this easy for him. But I guess when you lose your best friend for life it's not hard to lose someone you've only known a month. Even so, it made me slightly jealous that his friendship had meant so much more to me than mine had to him.


I knelt down and picked up Spike by two of the legs (or arms; I still hadn't quite figured that out) sticking out of her head (or body). "Promise you won't forget me," I said, "'cause I'll be back sometime." Spike's happy, vacant expression didn't change. "You're hopeless," I told her fondly.


They remained there until I opened the thick metal door and entered the Training center.


I felt the vibration of the door shutting behind me, and stepped inside, my heart nervously fluttering.


"Hello," a young feminine voice said as soon as I'd walked in. "Can I help you with something?"


"I guess so," I said uncertainly, wondering if I should have planned out what I was going to say. "I…um…I was told to come here and train to be an empath."


"So you're totally new here?" The girl was sitting across the large room at a small table. She was about my age, well-dressed, and with blond hair that fell neatly to her shoulders. She didn't sound particularly friendly.


"Yes," I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.


The girl sighed and said in a pained tone, "We're overcrowded here already. But wait here. I'll go find our Headteacher, and she'll know what to do with you."


"Thank you?" I said so doubtfully that it sounded more like a question than a statement. I was half overjoyed that I might possibly not be able to train and half distressed that empathy was already going worse than I'd expected. It wasn't that I had no experience dealing with types like this girl – but what if they were all like this? I certainly didn't want to end up surrounded by people who didn't like me and also could read my mind.


Not a minute after the girl had left, a thin woman entered though the small door, alone.


"Well, hello there," she said in a clear, pleasant voice. "And welcome. My name is Norae. I'm Headteacher here. And what is your name, young missioneer?"


"I'm Brytani Sarliss," I said, my voice once again uncertain. I would have been put at ease by her tone, except that the discrepancy between the two women I'd just met confused me. Was I wanted here or not?


"Oh now, I hope Deelah didn't scare you too badly," Norae placed her hand on my shoulder in a motherly gesture, the gentle understanding in her eyes comforting me instantly. "We give her that station for a reason, you know. She excels at turning away unwanted students, which makes it so much easier for us in times like this."


"Oh, I'll gladly leave if you're overfull here already," I said humbly.


Norae laughed. "Don't sound so eager, Brytani. What's wrong? Ready to get back into the heat of battle?"


I flushed. "I'm sorry," I said quickly. "It's just I…I'll miss my teammates…"


"Yes, I'm sure," Norae said so quickly that I knew that she knew that I was not telling entirely the truth, and looked down, feeling my cheeks grow hot again.


"I'm sorry," I repeated, not looking up.


"It's all right, Brytani. You've done nothing wrong, though I must say I'm surprised at the strength of the friendships you've formed in only a month. I understand it's often that way among mission teammates, though."


I looked up at her, trying unsuccessfully to keep the shock out of my face. This woman may have been the Headteacher here, but how could she possibly tell how long I'd been with my teammates from my feelings?


Norae laughed kindly again. "No, Brytani, I cannot read naked facts from your mind. But you're too young to have graduated before this year, and the graduations took place a month ago."


This time I laughed, and began to relax.


"So, Brytani, how old are you?" she asked conversationally.


"Nineteen," I replied automatically. "But you can just call me 'Bryt'. Everyone does."


"You're a little young to be hiding your true age, aren't you, Bryt?" she asked me with a sly smile.


I blushed but smiled this time, unashamed. "I’m sorry. I've been telling everyone that. I'm only eighteen, because I graduated two years early. Since nineteen's really the youngest acceptable age for a graduate…" I shrugged, ending my explanation with that, and trusting Norae to read my mind for any more information she needed. Then I couldn't contain my curiosity any longer, and had to ask her humbly, "What else do you know about me?"


The empath threw back her head and laughed. Then, seeing I really wanted her to answer, she began the long list. "Well, let's see. I know you've been a missioneer for a month. I know you spent quite a lot of your missioneering time marching from place to place. I know you've been in battle, though not recently. I know you've been following the river. I know you don't mind the taste of slimeberries. And I know you've gotten used to living outdoors. I can see it in your face."


I shouldn't have been surprised, but I still couldn't seem to close my mouth. Finally I managed to say, awed, "All of that?"


Norae patted my shoulder again. "Oh, soon enough you'll be able to do it, too. One of the first things we'll teach you is how to pay attention to external details. They can tell you a lot without needing any pathic ability at all."


"But you said you could see it –"


"You're sunburned." She grinned.


I was speechless. Finally I just said, "Wow." Then I realized something else she'd indirectly told me.


"You mean you want me here? Even when you're already overcrowded?"


"Of course," Norae said with a smile. "Missioneers are always welcome. It's those trying to use this facility as an alternative to joining a pac that we try to avoid."


"Great," I said, not sure whether I meant it sincerely or not. I still didn't want to be there. I still wondered what Shay and Tuck and Spike would be doing without me. But I couldn't deny that Norae had impressed me. I wanted to learn to do what she could do. She'd piqued my curiosity. And I could already see how useful this particular skill would be to a mission team. 


"The first thing we have to do is ask you about a thousand questions that you'll probably find both tedious and boring," Norae said, grinning with no trace of apology. "Tomorrow the excitement will begin. Come along." And she led me out of that large outer room through the small door.

Chapter 19:  INTRODUCTIONS


The Headteacher and I entered a round room with no furniture or inhabitants, but many doors. Norae opened one, which led into a short hallway, which then opened into a broad, grandly furnished chamber. Many tables and chairs, all finely polished, rested atop an intricately patterned carpet. Hangings and paintings covered the walls. But the vast room's most dominating features were its shelves and shelves of books. I stared at them in wonder. Books had been a rare commodity at Mission Training, and even rarer at every other place I'd been. So this is where they all are, I thought amusedly as I stared at the beautiful room and all its wonders.


I noticed that Norae had observed my reaction upon entry, though she made no comment. She simply crossed the broad floor and knocked on a small door. I saw that several doors also led out of this room , and in a rush of anxiety I wondered how I'd ever find my way around the place.


The small door opened and a short, frail-looking old woman emerged, a lead and a marker in hand.


"Yes, Headteacher?" the woman asked, her voice pleasant and clear. "This is Brytani Sarliss, our newest prospective student. She's a missioneer." I thought this fact should have been obvious, given my uniform and badge; then the old woman took out an eye-glass to see me clearly. I stepped forward tentatively. Norae continued, "Bryt, this is Faudry, our historian and record-keeper."


"I'm pleased to meet you," I said dutifully. 


Faudry mumbled a response, turned around, and reentered the room from which she'd come. "She's gathering her materials," Norae explained with a twinkle in her eye. "You're here for your interview. It's customary."


I recalled what she'd said about tedious and boring questions, but kept my expression carefully neutral as Faudry was returning, now carrying a thin stack of leaves as well as her marker.


"More records. I've got more records than I know what to do with and you ask me to create new ones," the old woman sounded irritated, but I cold see the excited gleam in her eyes. "Well, you'd best be off," she said, briskly shooing Norae out of the room. "Let's not waste time, now."


So, swinging her head back with laughter, Norae walked away, back down the hallway through which we'd entered.


"Well, let's just get going now. Sit down at that table there. That's right. Quickly now, just answer all my questions as best you can." Faudry sat down opposite me and spread her papers out in front of her.


"Spell your name for me, please." I did. I was amused at the fact that everything about the little old woman was gray – gray curly hair, gray eyes, gray shirt and pants, even her wrinkled skin was tinged with gray. But she seemed a very lively and active woman for her age, despite her drab appearance.


"Age?"


"Eighteen years." She wrote it down.


"And eleven months," I added, still feeling the need to qualify myself because of my young age. Faudry jotted it down.


"Do you know the first or last names of either of your parents?" was the next question.


"No."


"Anything about either of their origins or histories?"


"No."


"The Mother who cared for you as a baby?"


"No."


"Your earliest playmates?"


"No."


Faudry sighed. I was beginning to feel defensive. It wasn't my fault I didn't know any of this information. Surely not everyone else here did.


Reading my thoughts, Faudry said apologetically, "No, it's not your fault. Most answer 'no' to these questions, but it's such a great help when they know. You see, my real job as historian is to trace the pathic ability. I am trying to discover whether it is passed from mother to daughter or occasionally son, or father to daughter, or instilled in early childhood. For we've learned for certain that the ability must be present in the child to exist in the adult. You have had this ability for all of your remembered life, correct?"


"I guess so," I said, a little bewildered.


"Why did you never come for Pathic Training, then? You do realize that eighteen is quite old to begin training?"


"No, I didn't know that," I responded. "I guess I never knew my abilities were anything special." Not exactly true, but better than the real answer.


"No one ever told you that you were empath potential?"


"Not in those words."


Faudry sighed again, this time clearly exasperated with me, which only served to anger me.


"Look, my goal was to become a missioneer, not an empath. Honestly, the only reason I'm here is to become more useful as a missioneer. I'm sorry," I said defiantly.


"Well, that's a good reason to be here," Faudry conceded. "Wish more'd show up for that reason. I only wish you'd come sooner. Training is so much easier in the young. But Norae seems to like you –" the woman scowled, but I sensed her respect and devotion for the younger Headteacher "– so I guess you'll be taught one way or another. You'll be taught."


To that I had no reply, so I asked simply, "Is the interview over?"


"Don't we both wish it," Faudry grumbled, and proceeded to ask me what seemed like hundreds more questions about every facet of my life from early childhood to the present. Remembering what she'd said before, I was as honest as I could be, except for the story about the jailbreak. My loyalty was still with my team, even if I wouldn't see them again for awhile. I just told Faudry that Shay had been the Captain I'd been with since leaving Mission Training, and hoped the old woman couldn't read my mind well enough to know I was lying.


"Well, that's all. You can get out of here now," Faudry said so abruptly that at first I tried to think of the answer to the question. 


"What?" I asked, looking up.


"We're done here," she said, gathering up her papers.


"Oh. Where should I go now?"

"Oh, Norae or some messenger of hers should be along for you soon. She's efficient enough." And with that, the old historian turned and walked back through the door from which she’d entered, shut it silently, and was gone.


So I just sat there, puzzled. Thanks a lot, old woman, I thought and hoped Norae would return soon. She did. In fact, I heard a door open just then. I was relieved to see Norae, but skeptical about what this meant I would do next.


"So, how did the interview go?" she asked cheerfully.


"Okay, I guess," I answered, getting up. "I don't really know."


"I'm sure it was fine, then; if Faudry were displeased, she'd certainly have let you know it."


"What do I do next?" I asked.


"Next we'll get you some suitable clothing, and maybe cut your hair. I mean no criticism, but it's grown so long that it partially obscures your face, and we can't have that here." I self-consciously put my hand to my head, then looked at Norae's short, gold-brown hair, deciding I wouldn't mind having my own hair cut like that.


Norae led me down a few more halls and to another door (How would I ever learn my away around this place?) and knocked. A girl about my age and height answered.


"Hello, Headteacher Norae," the girl said, smiling pleasantly to reveal large dimples much like my own. "Is there something Tasha or I can help you with?"


"Not me, but our newest student," Norae said, giving me a slight push forward. "This is Bryt Sarliss. Bryt is a missioneer and will need proper clothing for Training. Bryt, this is Cadie, who's been training for about two years now, right?" The girl nodded pleasantly. Norae continued, "After you and Tasha are done with her, take her to Rulla to have her hair cut. Then after dinner, take her to room 127, where we've found a space. Good-bye, now, Bryt, and I hope you enjoy the rest of your first day here." I barely had time to wave before the Headteacher was out the door, off to whatever task next demanded her immediate attention.


"This is exciting!" Cadie declared in such a childish manner that I smiled. "You're just going to love it here. I've never met a missioneer before. What's it like? By the way, this is Tasha, who's in charge of inventory and supplies," she continued, leading me into the cluttered room. "Tasha, this is Bryt, the center's newest student. She's a missioneer."


"Yes, that I can see," the well-fleshed, dark-haired woman about Norae's age said. "You'll have to excuse Cadie. She can be quite long-winded."


Cadie giggled and smiled. 


"Let's see about finding you some clothing, now," Tasha said, rising from her seat and leading us toward a corner with items of clothing folded on shelves and in racks. I realized that the room was actually very organized, if crowded.


Tasha and Cadie seemed to thoroughly enjoy choosing clothing for me, and I left with three outfits that could be mixed and matched. All the clothes were used, of course, but certainly nicer than my mission uniforms, which had faded to a dull gray after drying in the sun so often. With the clothing in a leather draw-bag, Cadie led me to the dining hall. I realized I was hungry, especially when I saw the quality of the food served us.


"The head cook here is wonderful," Cadie grinned as we sat down with some friends of hers for the meal. "We're all grateful."


I'd expected to be left out of the conversation, as, at Mission Training, had always been traditional for someone new. I was surprised when all four girls and the one boy readily welcomed and included me. They were all fascinated by my missioneership, and asked lots of questions about it, especially the boy, who'd been mission training when told to come here.


When mealtime was over, Cadie led me away from the dining hall toward the sleeping rooms. We stopped at the one labeled "127."


"Let's just drop off your clothes and backpack here now," she said. "This is the room you'll stay in. You'll meet your roommate tonight, I guess."


I'd barely had a chance to see the room before she closed the door and pulled me away again. I'd gotten so used to carrying my pack that it felt odd not having it on my back. This time we stopped in front of room 84. Cadie knocked on the door, and opened it when there was no answer.


"Rulla!" she scolded, seeing a girl sprawled out across one of the beds in the room.


"Cadie!" Rulla responded, lifting her head from the pillow. Rulla was tall and very thin, with short black hair and skin as pale as paper. "You know I always nap after dinner. What do you want now?"


"Sorry, Rul, but your fascinating nightlife will have to be put on hold for a night. I need you to do a haircut." Cadie was in no way turned aside by Rulla's temper.


"I just cut your hair a week ago!" Rulla was obviously exasperated. Noticing the way Cadie's dirty-blond hair hung perfectly past her chin, I decided Rulla must have decent skills as a haircutter, if not the most pleasant attitude about it.


"Not for me." Cadie laughed. "This is Bryt, the newest student here. She's a missioneer."


"Already? Well, fine. Let me get my stuff together." Rulla got up, gathered a few things in a basket, and led us out of her sleeping room to a washroom. Cadie sat and watched while Rulla ordered me to sit on a stool in front of a washbasin, and wet my hair and washed it with soap, a high quality one from the feel of it. Then she began trimming away with double-bladed scissors. She seemed to be cutting off an awful lot of hair. When she finally allowed me to put my hand to my  head, my hair felt no longer than a schoolboy's. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and was shocked. My hair was barely a centimeter long in some places – practically all gone! 


"You…you made me look like a boy," I quietly accused, not caring about my tactlessness.


Rulla just shrugged. "You already looked like a boy."


I was indignant, but didn't say anything. Cadie broke in to keep the peace. "It's okay, Bryt – your hair looks good real short. You'll get used to it."


Rulla had left the washroom, and I was busily studying the other changes in myself in the mirror. My skin was darker with suntan than it had been when I'd begun my mission; my whole body was thinner, but stronger, from a diet of dried rations and slimeberries accompanied by days of marching; and I saw the beginnings of a strange, dark look to my brown eyes that somehow reminded me of Tuck. I liked it, though it frightened me a little.


"Ready to go meet your roommate?" Cadie asked, snapping me away from my transfixed gaze. "Arilla should probably be back in her room by now, and wondering who her new roommate is."


So I followed Cadie again back to room 127. This time the door was answered when Cadie knocked. The first thing that struck me about my new roommate was her appearance. She was tall and beautiful, with blond hair straight down her back, deep blue eyes, red lips, and a perfect smile. Though I was a little intimidated, especially with my face bare to the world, I smiled back.


"Bryt, this is Arilla. Arilla, Bryt. You two are roommates now," Cadie introduced us.


"Oh, how wonderful! Welcome, by the way," Arilla said, taking my hand. "I've been so lonely. Are you new here?"


Then Cadie left us to get to know each other, and so ended my first day at the Pathic Training school.

Chapter 20:  THE RITUAL


I woke the next morning in a comfortable bed, wishing for hard, wet ground under me, insects buzzing around, and an idiotically smiling ball jumping up and down on my stomach. I was glad that Arilla also woke with the sun. At least that was one ritual that would remain the same.


Arilla led me again to the dining hall for breakfast, and told me that I would be a student with her teacher, Baria. Since Arilla was her only student right now, Baria would be able to take on another with no trouble. I was glad to hear I'd be learning with Arilla, but confused, since she'd been here for so long already. Arilla patiently explained when I asked about this. 


"It's not like a military training school here, where one Captain instructs many students. Here each teacher has only a few students, whom they get to know and understand very well," Arilla answered my anxious queries. This only made me more nervous about meeting my teacher, for I'd obviously be spending a major portion of my time with her. It would be important to make a good first impression. 


Baria did not make things easy for me. She looked terribly annoyed at being given another student to train. I was as polite and tactful as anyone could have asked, but the old woman wanted nothing to do with me. Actually she wasn't all that old – her short hair was half gold and half silver, and her face was plump enough not to be creased with many age lines – it was her crabby disposition that made her seem like an old lady.


Once Baria accepted the fact that she had to train me, however, she had a lot to teach. My first lessons were not actual lessons – I merely observed while she instructed Arilla, and moved around to various rooms and watched several mentors teach their students. Sometimes I was bored almost to sleep; sometimes I was fascinated beyond belief. Though I still wished I were back in the forest with Tuck, Spike, and Shay, I was also very eager to begin my own Pathic Training.


I had my first real lesson when I'd been there for three days. I was in Baria's teaching room with my instructor. Arilla had switched places with me and was now observing my lesson.


"Look around this room," Baria told me, spreading her arms, "and tell me everything you know about me."


I was bewildered by her vague instructions but determined not to show it. I was completely unprepared for this test; no one I'd seen had had to do anything like it. Doubtless they'd already passed it to begin training. 


"This is not a test, Brytani," Baria said in a stony voice not meant to be reassuring. "I am obliged to teach you no matter how poor your raw abilities prove to be, so relax and think."


I cleared my mind of all antagonism for the woman and called up everything of this type that Captain Gill had taught me. I was relieved to make my first observation fairly quickly.


"You're left handed," I told my teacher. 


A pleased look crossed Baria's face, if only briefly. "Very good," she said, glancing at a leaf on her desk. "Actually I'm not, but another empath here is, and she wrote that note for me to use in this exercise. An important trait for a fighter to notice. Keep going."


Encouraged, I turned back to the room, no longer seeing it as my nemesis but as a gamebook.


"You despise insects," I said, noticing poison in several places. Arilla laughed and Baria shuddered. "I'm infamous for that," she confessed.


"You had an accident and hurt your leg," I deduced from the crutch gathering dust in the corner. "But that was a long time ago."


"Yes, it was icy and I slipped on the walkway," Baria explained. "Which leg did I hurt?"


I stared at my teacher, but she gave nothing away. As hard as I tried, I couldn't figure out which leg had been injured, and there was no point in guessing with an empath. So Baria told me to go on, indifferent to my failure.


I made several more observations, mostly about Baria's strengths and weaknesses as the first three had been, for these were the types of things missioneers were taught to notice. My final observation was that Baria was a writer.


"Oh?" Baria asked me with eyebrows raised. "And what leads you to that conclusion?"


Flustered, I answered quickly, pointing. "The callus on your finger. It's from holding a marker often, right?"


Baria examined her right hand as if for the first time. "You're right," she conceded. "I used to be a writer, before I was forced to teach as a public service. I wish I still could spend my full time writing, but as I haven't served the ten years in the military that the government requires of all citizens, I am forced to either show my value as a public servant or go to war now. And I'm forty-five years old – too old to fight."


I thought of Old Harley, who'd been over sixty when he'd retired. But then I looked at the plump, short, argumentative woman in front of me and decided that she couldn't do the military any good anyway. I wisely said nothing, though.


"So, you agree with me, young missioneer," Baria said in a caustic tone. "You'll have to learn to mind your thoughts as well as your words in this place, girl. Off with you now, and return the evening session for the next lesson. Scat, the both of you!"


"I didn't mean to offend her," I told Arilla guiltily as we hurried out of the teacher's studio.


"It's not your fault, Bryt," Arilla assured me. "First of all, it's true. Baria couldn't help us as a soldier, but she's great at training empaths. And secondly, all newcomers are easy reads. You'll learn to control your expression better as you learn empathy. Now you give all your feelings away."


"Great," I muttered.


"Secrets you'd like kept?" Arilla teased.


"Yes," I said with a slight grin, knowing I couldn't keep this fact from her.


"Then you'd better learn control quickly," Arilla said with a sly smile as she danced through the door back into our room.


I worried about this problem for the rest of the day. I paid special attention to keeping my expression neutral whenever I was talking to someone, which probably led most people to decided I was incredibly dull. I was still nervous from my accidental insult that morning when I arrived promptly for Baria's evening session. Arilla also was there once again. Baria smiled when I entered, and I was filled with a deep dread for whatever punishment I was in for. As it turned out, what she had in store for me was not a punishment, but it was worse than one.


"Glad to see you, Bryt," Baria greeted me. I'm sure she read clearly from my mind that my sentiments were exactly the opposite.


"What's wrong, Bryt?" Baria asked sweetly. "You haven't heard about the blackwine ritual, have you? That's not supposed to be gossiped about openly."


I shook my head, short hair no longer brushing my face. I hadn't heard anything about a "blackwine ritual."


"This is the favorite part of Training for some students," Baria went on, "while others hate it with a passion. It's very simple, really. The students learning to recognize facial nuances must have some practice material, and tiny idiosyncrasies are more pronounced after a little blackwine. Eventually miniscule variations can be translated into valuable information."


My mouth dropped open as I understood what she was actually saying; that, in short, the new students would become drunk so that the experienced ones could read their secrets from their minds. This woman could not be serious! I turned to Arilla.


"It's okay, Bryt. I won't ever tell your secrets. We take an oath when we reach this level never to reveal personal information learned in Training without permission," Arilla said in a placating tone.


I was not placated. "You knew about this!" I accused her.


"Of course I did," Arilla smiled soothingly. "I had to do it when I was new. Everyone does."


"You can refuse if you want to," Baria informed me. "You always have that right, of course. But failure to complete this part of Training will make moving on very difficult for you. Everyone must give in order to take, must make a sacrifice in turn for the power to read minds. If you refuse to take part in this activity you will most likely be dismissed from the school."


You'd like that, wouldn't you? I thought, deliberately making my feelings clear enough for my instructor to read. Baria just smirked. 


"Can I think about it?" I asked Arilla instead of Baria, aware of the insult I was giving my teacher. But at that moment I hated her too much to care about the consequences. 


Arilla looked at Baria, deferring to her in the manner that a good student should. Baria answered my question. "As you so very well know, I am old and need my rest. I won't be kept up by your petty desire to keep secrets. You have two minutes."


It was at that moment I realized that Baria was a telepath. That she could not only read my emotions but also cause me to feel as she wanted me to. That her piercing black-eyed gaze was meant to fluster and confuse me. And I had never been so scared of any one person in my life. 


Two minutes, she'd said. I forced my brain to think. I could not, under any circumstances, tell anyone about the jailbreak. Even if this interview was supposed to be kept confidential, I'd heard the amount of gossip loose in the center. I could guess that a good deal of it was born from this blackwine ritual. However, I couldn't exactly leave either, though this would be the perfect excuse. I had nowhere to go. I had no idea where Shay and Tuck were by now. If I left now I'd be lost, alone, and a failure. If I stayed I'd risk ruining the lives of my teammates; splitting them up at the very least. But if I could stay and succeed in keeping my secret – keeping it safe from an empath four years into Training and a telepath – I would prove how strong I was.


"I'll do it," I said quickly before I could argue against myself again. As soon as I'd spoken I felt a wave of fear so strong I gasped, and I knew it came from Baria, who wanted, for whatever inexplicable reason, to get me out of the school as fast as possible. One more reason to stay. I also saw the angry set of Arilla's eyes and paint-red lips, and knew I had an ally.


"I'll do it," I repeated. "I trust you." I tried to look at Baria while I said this, trying desperately to make some kind of peace with the woman who had such power over me, but my voice got all quavery as soon as I saw her face. I felt like a ridiculous fool, lying through my teeth to a person who could see through me like a glass window keeping out the rain. Then in a shrill, panicked voice I cried, "Let's just get it over with!"


Arilla, looking quite disgusted, started to get up and move toward me, but Baria held up a hand, and of course, Arilla obeyed. Baria opened a large cabinet in the corner of her teaching room and removed a bottle of blackwine and a cup. "Small thing, aren't you?" she commented. "Half a glass ought to be plenty. Not a heavy drinker, are you?"


I shook my head, half dazed with fear. Baria filled the cup halfway with the thick, black, and extremely potent wine, and handed it to me. 


I stared into the cup. I'd never been completely drunk before. As a Mission Training school is such a dangerous environment, alcohol of any type was strictly forbidden. Though of course I'd had some (in fact I was often an important medium by which it was secured for my peers) I'd never tasted blackwine, and certainly never managed to achieve drunkenness. It had always been more for the thrill of breaking the rules than for the actual liquor. As I recalled, it had actually tasted pretty foul. But this was blackwine, the most potent beverage known on planet Skye, and, while not hard to come by, one of a kind. I was terrified for what this small amount of liquor could cause me to say.


"Drink it," Baria ordered me, and I felt my hand involuntarily raising the cup to my lips. The blackwine was not bad tasting; sweeter than the grain alcohol we'd used to smuggle in at Mission Training. Or maybe my sense of taste had just gone numb from eating slimeberries in the forest. It made me feel warm inside, protected from Baria's ill will. Almost immediately I could feel the wine taking effect, and it actually made me feel better. My irrational fear melted away. I just had to remember not to say anything about the jailbreak. 


"She's all yours, Arilla. Show us you skill," Baria said as she got up and moved off to a corner to observe and regulate, but not control. Arilla was on her own. 


Arilla was kind and gentle with me in my state. I wasn't even sure if I were actually drunk or not until late that night, when I realized that I remembered very little of what Arilla and I had talked about. I was afraid that I had said something I wasn't supposed to, but Arilla assured me that tonight we hadn't even gotten into personal matters, that she'd only asked extensive series' of "yes" and "no" questions in order to get to know my basic tendencies upon positive and negative sentiments. Then she told me some stories in order to see how my simple emotions registered. She told me the deep delving into my mind would not begin until later. 


Barely sober, I asked her as we were going to sleep, "You mean I'll have to do this again?"


"Yes, Bryt," she answered honestly. "Many more times. If all goes well I'll know more about you than you do by the time we're through."


I took a breath and looked over toward her bed, barely able to make out her shadow in the dark. "I don't think I can let that happen," I said matter-of-factly.


"Please trust me, Bryt." Arilla was not quite begging. "Don't you trust me?"


I hesitated. "Yes," I realized. I did trust Arilla, even if I'd only known her for three days. "But I don't trust her," I explained, "And she's always watching."


"I won't let her hurt you, Bryt," Arilla promised.


I would have laughed except that my head hurt too much. Baria was a telepath and Arilla was an empath trainee. As far as Arilla was concerned, Baria could do whatever she wanted. Compared to Baria, Arilla was not much more powerful than me.

Chapter 21:  TRAINING


The next day instead of going to lunch I went outside and walked until the training center was only a white speck in the distance. Then I sat down on a rock and put my entire mind to devising a solution to my new problem.


It wasn't as if Baria herself could hurt me, but if Norae or her husband Jopson, the center's governors, were to find out, they'd have to tell a military executive simply out of duty. Of course, Baria couldn't just tell them my secrets, since our sessions were supposed to be confidential, but there was no doubt in my mind that she'd find a way to make the information known. Then she'd have me out of her hair before I even knew what had happened. And I'd never see my teammates again. I'd probably be kicked out of the mission program as quickly as I'd be expelled from Pathic Training; at the very least punished with a penitentiary prison term – one of the worse disgraces possible.


It occurred tome that I could have avoided this whole situation by not listening to Tuck; not participating in his crazy scheme. Yet I was still glad I'd gone along with him. As far as I was concerned, it was not the illegal jailbreak that as the problem, but being here. I smiled, amused with myself.  


I decided to spend my afternoon break out there, too, instead of reviewing my lessons with Arilla as I was supposed to. I figured that the more time I could spend outside and away from everyone who could read my mind, the better I'd be able to stand being here.


I'd been outside about an hour, when I suddenly heard the sound of laughter. I spun around and my hand flew to my belt before I remembered I was carrying no weapons. Then I relaxed and quietly began creeping toward the sound. I soon spotted two people and watched them for a few minutes, remaining carefully hidden. I recognized one – the boy to whom Cadie had introduced me at dinner my first day here. The other must have been a teacher, though I didn't recognize her. When they sat down and began what looked like a lesson, I decided to get up and introduce myself. 


"Well, hello," the woman said as soon as I'd come into view. "What is your name, and what brings you out here?"


"I'm…my name is Bryt. I was just walking…"


"Hey, I remember you," the boy exclaimed. "You're new here, right?" I nodded. "I'm Shandicar, remember? Or Sandy, for short." I nodded again. Actually, I'd completely forgotten his name.


"And I'm Takaura," the woman said. "We come out here every afternoon. You see, I used to be a missioneer, and Sandy had been mission training for a year and a half when he was instructed to come here. Since he doesn't want to get too far behind, I instruct him a little each day. Do you come out here often, too?"


"No," I told the dark-skinned ex-missioneer. Takaura didn't look that old – she must have resigned as soon as her ten years were up. I wondered why. "This is my first time," I continued. "Would you mind if I stay and watch? Observe, you know?" I said, rolling my eyes a bit for the Pathic Training tradition.


Takaura smiled, her green eyes twinkling. "Certainly not," she replied. "You're welcome. Are you having thoughts of becoming a missioneer, too?"


"Actually, I am a missioneer," I said, flushing as I remembered I was no longer wearing my uniform and badge.


"Oh." Takaura looked surprised, but recovered quickly. "You look young for one, if you don't mind my saying so."


"I am young. I graduated early," I said with no hesitation.


"Well, in that case maybe you can help me with young Sandy's training, here. He's quite good." Sandy beamed, and I smiled. He was a lanky kid with a thick shock of brown hair and ears that stuck straight out of his head. His face looked like a five-year-old's, though he must have been at least fifteen to have starting mission training. I would have liked to try instructing him, but…


"I'm not qualified to teach –" I began.


"Neither am I." Takaura grinned. "Oh, Norae knows about our illicit lessons and turns a blind eye to them. I know she thinks they're a good idea. We don't have any drill equipment, of course, so I only teach paper lessons, but hopefully Sandy'll be able to rejoin his class or the one just below after his Pathic Training is complete."


"That sounds like a good plan to me," I said to Sandy, who nodded.


"I want to get back to Mission Training as soon as possible," he admitted.


"What, you don't like being surrounded by beautiful young girls twenty-five hours a day?" Takaura teased. Pathic skills were for some reason much more prevalent in women than in men, so there were only a few males in the whole facility. 


"It's not that…" Sandy blushed, an embarrassed teen.


"I feel the same way," I said. "I want to get back to my team."


We talked a while longer about our mutual dislike of Pathic Training, until Takaura announced that breaktime was almost over and we ought to be heading back in time for the afternoon training session. My hand flew to my mouth and I gasped out, "Oh no! I'm so sorry! We've taken up your entire lesson!"


Takaura only laughed. "It's okay, Bryt, it's okay," she reassured me. "We're not exactly running formal classes here."


"Yeah, and it's fun having someone else to talk to. I mean, no offense or anything, Takaura. Will you come back tomorrow, Bryt?" Sandy asked eagerly.


"Of course! I'll come every day if you want me to!" I was overjoyed that I'd finally found a place here where I seemed to belong. My afternoon with Baria was far more bearable having made these new friends, and that evening I didn't have to go through the blackwine ritual. That night I would be falling asleep happy for the first time since arriving.


Arilla knew immediately that something was up. Luckily she was courteous enough to wait until Baria was gone before asking who I'd met that day.


"Met?" I asked innocently, then remembered that there was no point in trying to keep information from Arilla. "Okay, you're right," I said. "You really have to teach me how you got so good at empathy. I met Takaura today, an empath who used to be missioneer?" When Arilla nodded in recognition, I continued, "Also Sandy, who's a student at a Mission Training center." I shrugged. "I was just happy to find someone who understands where I'm coming from."


Arilla kept her face carefully solemn, and I couldn't read her no matter how I tried. "I think," she finally said, "that you were very unfortunate to get assigned to Baria. Her dislike of the government is well known throughout the center." Arilla sighed. "We're so overcrowded, though, and she was the only one free enough…"


"I'm glad I got you as a partner," I told her sincerely. "Even if it does mean I'm stuck with Baria for a teacher."


Arilla smiled slightly, maybe even a little sadly, as she lay down on her bed. So, following her example, I put out the lamp and went to sleep, satisfied for the first time since I'd come here.


My days fell into a routine from there. Mornings would be my main sessions with Baria – during the evening session I simply observed as Arilla worked. As much as I despised the woman, I couldn't fault her at all as a pathic trainer. I found myself learning more every day, and actually wanting to continue. My sixth sense was developing faster and faster. After two months, I could easily read emotions, tell if a person were being honest, and usually tell if hidden meanings were present in a statement, though I couldn't always discern what they were. Baria taught me exactly what to look for – each involuntary facial nuance and what it betrayed. Of course, these were different for every person – their basic "clean slate" as we called it had to be learned first. Baria taught me how to determine a clean slate after only a few sentences of conversation. She and Arilla could do it with only a few words or even silence. I learned to read Arilla and Baria (to the extent that they let me) fairly quickly, spending as much time with them as I did. I also learned Takaura and Sandy's clean slates and nuances. Eventually I got to learn Norae's, too, as I found myself spending an unexpected amount of time with her. I'm sure it had to do with my being a missioneer.


Whenever Norae didn't call me away, I spent the afternoon break with Takaura and Sandy. This was still my favorite part of the day, involved as I was in my learning. Sandy's mission training was coming along as well as my pathic training. He was both eager and apt a pupil, and I was sure he'd make at least a Minor by the time he returned. A few times I even brought out my weapons, despite the risk of being questioned, to give him some of the physical training he was missing. I noticed that Sandy was particularly adept at hand-to-hand combat, most likely because he could read his opponent's face (in this case mine) and predict where the next strike would come.


Those days when Norae called me away to spend afternoon break with her, I had little choice but to be agreeable (despite which many students were jealous for the attention I received from the Headteacher). She'd ask me lots of questions about missioneer life; about my own Mission Training, and discreetly, about Sandy's; about my feelings toward Pathic Training and the progress I'd made; and about any other young people with pathic potential I might have encountered. I know Norae gathered far more information from these interviews than I told her, but I couldn't exactly refuse her company. Besides, as long as the conversation kept clear of the jailbreak, I felt safe enough. At first I was nervous when her husband, Jopson, would join us, but I quickly realized that he didn't have pathic abilities. No, his sole source of power was being a governor of the center. I thought I should be awed to find myself in such exalted company, and it took me awhile to understand why I wasn't. It came as a bit of a shock when I first realized that these two people, important as they were, didn't hold a tenth of the respect from me that Captain Gill, or even Captain Shay did. I was pleased with my own devotion toward being a missioneer, and toward my cause.


Perhaps this is why I was shocked by some of the attitudes I found among my peers at the center. Arilla, for example, once told me that the reason she worked so hard at empathy was because she wanted to teach it, and therefore not be required to do ten years of military service.


"But what's the point in that?" I had asked her. "You've developed this amazing skill and you're not actually ever going to use it?"


"First of all, Brytani," she'd answered sternly, "the war isn't the only practical purpose for empathy around. And secondly, someone I train at some point will become a missioneer just like yourself."


I was disappointed, realizing how valuable to the mission program Arilla could be, with her power. I grinned to myself upon this realization, because my arguments meant I had to admit that Shay had been right. I now had the potential to be a much better missioneer than I'd been before. But once we were back together, I would still never do anything like this again, no matter how great the reward!


Another aspect of life that I never quite got used to was the constant negativity. Baria was always comparing me to Arilla, telling me that I didn't work hard enough or learn fast enough. I was used to always being the best at Mission Training, being Captain Gill's favorite. Though Arilla said that Baria's displeasurable attitude was only to keep me moving forward as fast as possible, I sensed that Arilla agreed with her. This suspicion was confirmed five months into my Training, when Arilla was allowed to take on her first student. Laradie was only thirteen years old, but very gifted in empathy. Trained by Arilla, still a student herself, Laradie learned more in a month than I had in five, and progressed beyond my level. I was extremely frustrated and yes, even jealous when I saw how slow my progress actually was, despite my thrill at learning so much so quickly. Pathic Training was not like Mission Training, I soon realized, in that it wasn't open to everyone and there wasn't a general program to complete. Rather, everyone moved at their own pace. The end result was that this school moved far more quickly, with both students and teachers much more earnestly working. And in this place, I was below average. It was a condition I'd never lived with before, and was honestly having a hard time handling. 


Even this wasn't the worst of it, though. My biggest problem was that everyone around me could read my mind. Okay, not everyone could, I'm sure, but I'd gotten very paranoid. As much as I liked Arilla and wanted to remain friends with her, I found myself avoiding her whenever possible. In truth I was afraid – I didn't want her knowing my innermost feelings, nor what I was thinking at the moment. And of course there was always Baria with her telepathic powers, who grew better every day at keeping my emotions under her control. They both knew I was harboring a dangerous secret, and I was pretty sure that Baria, though her telepathy, could make me disclose it. So whenever I spoke to her I was jeopardizing my team, the last thing I wanted to do. The blackwine ritual, in which I was still forced to take part several times a week, was another potential source of danger. If Arilla asked the right questions, she could easily get the information out of me. I wouldn't have worried had it not been for the grudge Baria held against all the military and against me in general. If Baria ever told Norae what I'd helped to do…I hung my head in shame just thinking about it.


These problems alone weren't enough to drive me away from Pathic Training. No, it took one last event, one last discovery, before it all became too much, and I began looking for a way out instead of a way to continue.

Chapter 22:  THE DISCOVERY


"I surrender! You win! Let me up!" Sandy gasped as I brought my knife within inches of his face. I had him pinned on his back with one arm and leg twisted at terribly painful angles. Breathing heavily, I got off of him, smiling as he sighed with relief when the pressure on his limbs was released. 


"Sorry," I apologized as he sat up. "I got a little carried away that time."


Takaura laughed. "Well, you wanted experienced training, Sandy," she pointed out. "I'd say you've got it."


"What I wouldn't give," Sandy muttered, massaging his right forearm, "for you to have your class with Baria in the afternoon!"


Takaura and I both laughed, but there was resentment in my voice as I said, "The observations aren't much better, especially now that I have to watch Arilla teach Laradie, too."

"Another reason for this beating," Sandy teased, then grimaced and blocked in preparation for a blow, which he got.


"What's this?" asked Takaura.


"Really, Shandicar, of all the beautiful young girls here…" I spread my arms wide.


"How come you've got such a grudge against her?" he argued back. "Just because she learns fast?"


"She's too young for you anyway." I evaded the question.


"No she's not! And…" Sandy paused significantly, "she wants to be a missioneer."


"Really?" I didn't miss a beat. From their expressions I could tell that Takaura, but not Sandy, had recognized that I was indeed impressed by this fact and was carefully keeping it out of my face.


Sandy looked disgusted. "Well, if that can't win her credit with you, I guess nothing will. I doubt she'd ever want me anyway. She's much better than I am in this place."


Yes, I silently agreed. She's better than me, too.


Sandy, reading my thoughts, just glowered and recovered his weapon. "We have time for another round."


"No," Takaura hastily broke in, "because neither of you is calm right now. A missioneer must be perfectly calm before a fight."


Sandy snorted. "I bet no missioneer is ever perfectly calm before a fight."


"That's not what she meant," I explained, calming myself. "Everything must be out of your mind except the fight. You have to be completely focused. You can't have another problem on your mind."


Grudgingly, Sandy nodded. Finally he looked up and said, "Sorry."


"I'm sorry, too," I willingly apologized. "I've just had another rough morning. I'm mad at Baria and I'm taking it out on you." As soon as I'd spoken I felt a sense of déjà vu, as if I'd heard the words before, and tried to probe my memory.


"Yeah, well, that's okay. I need the practice." Sandy grinned, catching the double meaning of my words and responding to the one I hadn't intended. I had to laugh.


So my first and only real fight with Sandy ended up all right, but I was still enchanted by the sensation of déjà vu I'd experienced, and my mind stayed on the matter for the rest of the evening.


Unfortunately, it was another blackwine night. I rubbed the half-healed cut on my elbow from the last blackwine night, and looked at the scars on my right knee and shin from times before. Apparently I was a total klutz when I was drunk. At least that was one thing it was better not to remember. I found that I usually remembered almost nothing of what went on during these sessions, which frightened me because I didn't know what I could be saying. Arilla never really told me what she asked or how I answered.


I had a great idea that night, though. Since I'd been wondering about the déjà vu feeling all afternoon and evening, I asked Arilla if she could find out what was causing it. Arilla agreed wholeheartedly (I think not so much because she was curious as because for once I was enthusiastic about the blackwine ritual), so I told her what I'd been doing and saying and hearing when the feeling emerged.


Arilla nodded without looking at me while I went over each point. Then I drank my half-cup of blackwine (Baria had been careful with me so that the necessary amount had barely increased since we'd begun) and the ritual began. As usual, I didn't remember anything when I woke up four hours later.


"So?" I asked Arilla. She was about to climb into her bed. "What did you find out?"


Arilla laughed. "Very perky, aren't you? You're not usually like this when you come out of it."


"I'm curious today," I said, sitting up. "So did you discover what it was all about?"


Arilla shrugged, turning over to pull her blanket up. "Yeah, but it was nothing major. Just a friend of yours that you apologized to after a fight. It was a long time ago, while you were still at Mission Training."


"I don't remember." I frowned, rolling my eyeballs back into my head with the effort to uncover the memory, but I came up blank. 


"Don't worry about it, Bryt," Arilla said, a little condescendingly. "Sorry the story wasn't more interesting. I guess you just got your hopes up for something exciting. Just go to bed now, Bryt. It's full night and I'm tired."

I was keenly disappointed. Somehow I'd been sure that excitement was involved. "But…" I began

to protest.

"Bryt, put out the light and go to sleep," Arilla said in a tone I'd never heard her use. Then for a second, a look of shocked

horror crossed her face. 


"What?..." I asked as I reached to extinguish the lamp. Then the look was gone, so quickly I wondered if I'd only imagined it. Realizing how tired I was, I lay down and was asleep before I knew it.


When I woke it was still dark out. I didn't know how long I'd been asleep, but I was wide awake now. My instincts told me not much time had passed, but of course my sense of time is nothing to go by.


I'd been so tired when I'd gone to sleep. I hadn't had any type of dream, not that I remembered, anyway. Why was I so restless, and why was every one of my instincts telling me that something was wrong?


I sat up in the dark. What had happened yesterday before I'd gone to sleep? Oh yeah, the blackwine ritual. Involuntarily I grimaced. What after that? I replayed the conversation I'd had with Arilla afterwards. It was surprisingly clear in my mind. I remembered the shocked look I was sure I'd seen on her face. It had struck me forcibly because Arilla was never shocked by anything. She could read minds. She always knew what was coming next. What had I said to provoke that reaction? No, I realized, remembering. It was her that was speaking. She'd just told me to go to sleep, and it wasn't as if I hadn't listened…


The answer struck me like a Baron knife in my back. I shook my head. That could not be it. "Yeah, right," I whispered, and intended to laugh at my own ridiculous suspicion, but no sound came out. I looked over my right shoulder, where my roommate lay asleep in the dark. Baria was a telepath; I'd realized this early on, but Arilla…Arilla could not be one, too?


I forced myself to think rationally. I went over all the facts, sitting up in my bed in the dark interior of the Pathic Training facility. Arilla had been a student here a long time, despite the fact that she obviously learned very quickly. She'd been allowed to take on her own student, even if Baria did oversee Laradie's instruction. That certainly suggested that Arilla had already attained full empathic status. And the matter of her peculiar behavior tonight…she'd ordered me to put out the lamp and go to sleep and my body had done so immediately, without thought. Telepathy! I remembered how tired I'd felt after she'd spoken, and how the feeling had dissipated quickly. Telepathy! It explained the expression of horror I knew I'd seen – in her desire to shut me up she'd accidentally used telepathy to put me to sleep! My breath caught. Had I made a triumphantly brilliant deduction, or was I being grossly paranoid? I didn't care. I was on a roll so I went on. Why did Arilla want me asleep? So she wouldn't have to tell me about the blackwine ritual? And why didn't she want to talk about what she'd found out? Obviously she hadn't told me everything. Or was she lying outright? I strained my memory trying to recall her exact intonations and expressions as she’d tried to deter me from asking questions. It was difficult – I realized now that she'd avoided looking at me. I couldn't be positive, but there was a definite possibility that she'd been lying. Common sense told me I'd gone too far – why would she lie to me about my own experience? Unless, and my heart dropped into my stomach, she'd discovered something that she didn't want me to know that she knew. And she knew I was keeping a secret. And I only had one really big secret. And now I was starting to get angry.


One reason for that anger was to deny my fear. If Arilla knew my secret then Baria did, too, and that spelled doom. And yet, had I revealed the story of the jailbreak tonight or long ago? Norae or Jopson certainly hadn't hinted at any punitive action. Of course not; I was their pet, their missioneer…their pet missioneer. 


Was this what the blackwine ritual was all about? Had the explanation they'd given me been a lie, too? I realized I still didn't fully understand what exactly the purpose of the blackwine ritual was. Baria and Arilla had been pretty vague on that, again skirting the truth. 


Without thinking, I jumped out of bed and felt around on the small tabletop for my key. Clutching it, I quietly opened our door and stepped into the hallway. Here there were no windows, and without even moonlight to guide me it was pitch black. I was reminded of the night I'd spent in the cave after the jailbreak. Suddenly I slapped my forehead, the sound echoing in the silent hall. The cave! I recalled Shay's words: "I'm mad at Tuck and I'm taking it out on you," so similar to my apology to Sandy that afternoon. That explained the déjà vu and sense of excitement. And a chill ran down my body as I realized that I had proof that Arilla had lied to me. There was no escaping the fact that she knew about the jailbreak. And so did Baria.


I half ran through the black hallway, knowing it well enough not to hit any walls but fervently hoping that no one had left anything about. I made it safely to the door I knew was Takaura's, and pounded on it. It took several minutes of loud knocking to generate a response, and I belatedly realized that though the teachers had rooms to themselves, I'd probably woken her nearest neighbors as well.


Takaura answered the door in her sleeping robe, her short, gold-brown hair matted against one side of her head, and her expression by the light of the lamp she held, well, as you'd expect to find on the face of a person awakened by relentless banging on their door in the middle of the night.


"Brytani, what in the world…"


"I'm sorry, but it's really important," I said urgently, stepping into her room without waiting for an invitation. "Are you a telepath?"


Takaura closed her eyes briefly. "You're asking me this now?"


"Well, are you?"


"Yes," she informed me. "All the teachers are. But why…"

"Then you know all about the blackwine ritual." I watched her face as I said this, looking for anything given away.


Takaura sighed, realizing what this was about. She replaced the lamp in its holder, sat down on the bed, and gestured for me to do the same. "What happened?" she asked patiently.


"They know everything!" I complained, not sitting down but pacing restlessly. "I've been keeping a secret from them, that could cause a lot of trouble for my team, and they know it now, thanks to that stupid ritual! And it's of absolutely no importance to them, but Baria will tell Norae just because she hates me and then Norae will have to – "


"Bryt, calm down," Takaura said sharply. "First of all, prying into secret affairs is not at all what the blackwine ritual is for. It's to make you do things, and feel things, and only very occasionally to say things, giving Arilla practice with advanced telepathy that she cannot yet apply to a person with their wits."


"How come they never told me that?" I asked, saving the horror I felt at this new revelation for later.


"Most would rather believe they are simply being questioned. New students will readily volunteer to be practice cases for empathy, but shy away from telepathy. No one likes the idea of having his or her emotions manipulated. They fear telepathy, and this often makes them uncooperative. You apparently don't fit with the norm. And secondly, Brytani, if you've been harboring a secret, Arilla has surely uncovered it before now. And no one's come to punish you, have they? Everything revealed in these sessions is completely confidential, and I doubt this secret is enough to warrant a breaking of that confidentiality. Don't take offense, Bryt, but you'll find that you're not as important as you think you are."


I leaned against the wall and absorbed her words. Somehow I'd been hoping she'd tell me it wasn't true; Baria didn't know; it was all a misunderstanding. But no, I understood very clearly. I recalled my various scrapes and bruises, and wondered exactly what activities Arilla had had me doing all these nights. 


Bitterly, I turned back to Takaura. "How come you never told me any of this before? I've complained about the ritual often enough."


"Don't use that tone of voice with me, or with any of your superiors, military or otherwise," Takaura said more sternly than I'd ever heard her speak during the day. "I didn't tell you because you're not my student, and teachers deem what it is right for their students to know."


"You're my friend," I pointed out. 


"That's why I'm telling you now. And because Baria obviously could have done better." Her voice was kinder, but no less stern. 


I couldn't blame Takaura, I realized. Her first loyalty was to the center, to teaching, and she couldn't breach that for the sake of a rebellious missioneer. I understood about loyalty. Finally, I just sighed, my mysterious trove of energy sapped. "Sorry about waking you up," I muttered, turning to leave.


Takaura grabbed my shoulder and gently spun me around to face her. "Take the lamp back with you," she said, and handed it to me. She smiled a little as she gave it to me and I nodded, knowing that these weren't really the words she meant at all, and understanding that I could talk to Takaura anytime. 


The thought gave me comfort as I walked back down the hallway, even though I knew I would never speak to Takaura again. Or to anyone else at Pathic Training. I would not spend one more day in this place where I was one of the oldest students and had less ability than the youngest; where I was disliked by my peers for the attention I received from the Headteacher simply for being a missioneer; where I had absolutely no privacy at all.


I replaced our lamp with the lit one from Takaura's room and quietly changed back into the faded military uniform I'd been forced to abandon half a year ago. Just dressing in it, I grinned. I began packing the few things I'd need in my backpack. Common sense told me I should stay – what other damage could be done now? But common sense had told me not to pull all those stupid tricks at Mission Training, not to jump across the cliff on the glider, and most certainly not to use the flaming puffan plan to initiate a jailbreak. And I didn't regret any of it! I grinned, recalling something else that Shay had said in the cave. Well, maybe I was another Tuck, but that was better than being another Arilla, refining a talent to perfection and then not using it!


Taking the lamp with me, I walked through the dark hallway for the last time and left the building with no one the wiser. I carried my heavy backpack and weapons far out beyond the building and deposited them safely amidst a boulder formation which even I would remember. The lamp was running dim but by now it was almost dawn. Then I turned back to the Pathic Training facility. There was one more person I had to talk to.


I considered it an exercise in stealth as I sneaked around the building and managed to isolate Laradie. "This afternoon during break," I told her, "go out to the front courtyard. There are a teacher and a missioneer who want to meet you."

Bewildered, she agreed. "Bryt, what's going on? Are you leaving?" she asked, but I just shook my head and left. Observant, she was, besides being talented and pretty. I could see where Sandy's crush stemmed from.


Sandy was the one person I'd truly miss from this place, with his young face and attitude, and eagerness to learn. I realized as I retraced my path from my pre-dawn trip that he'd most likely blame himself for my disappearance, what with my leaving right after our argument. Ironic, since he was the one person here who'd been completely honest with me, even to tell me news that I wouldn't want to hear. And more ironic that I found myself hoping that, though Takaura couldn't tell him the whole truth, she'd make up some lie to tell him, for his own good.

Chapter 23:  RESTARTING


Naturally, as soon as I was far enough from the Training center to put it out of my sight and out of my mind, I began to have doubts. My most immediate concern was that I had no food and no water. I belatedly wished that on my way out of the dark building I'd detoured through the kitchen and at least filled my canteen. As it was I would have to find my way to the river right away, or locate another source of water. Slimeberries provided some, but not enough. Perhaps I could find some fruit trees within the thick forest, for tree fruits usually contained adequate amounts of water for comfort.


Unfortunately, I had no clue at all as to where I was. I remembered the Pathic Training center being in the southeastern corner of the map we'd followed to reach it six months ago, which meant I should go west to find the river. I tried to judge which direction was west from the position of the sun in the sky, but I kept changing my heading as the day went on. It would have been easier at night, when I could identify directions by star patterns. But I couldn't travel at night without a torch, and the forest was too dense to safely carry one.

At least the weather was good, I told myself, trying to look at the positive side. Though, of course, rain could have solved one of my chief problems, at least temporarily.  It was early autumn, a mild time of year, for which I was grateful. It also meant that tree fruits would be ripe.


Unfortunately I didn't encounter any fruit trees, and I didn't reach the river, either. I survived on only the ubiquitous slimeberries for two days until I managed to kill a small stonehead. What was left over I smoked and wrapped, hoping in this weather it would keep for a day or two. I was still desperate for water, though. I shuddered in revulsion at the thought of dying out here, after running away from Pathic Training. I couldn't think of a more disgraceful way to die. I told myself to stop thinking like that. If Tuck could survive after escaping that prison, I could certainly survive to get to...well, wherever I was going next. At least searching for the river gave me an objective. And at least I had my weapons. Tuck hadn't had that advantage.


At night I drew a compass in the dirt, according to the stars, and did my best not to change headings during the day. I also fashioned a funnel from soft wood, using my knife to carve, and inserted it into my canteen at night in hope of rain. All I found in three dawns were bugs. Morning dew only went so far. And even though I quickly got used to the taste of slimeberries again, I still dreaded them. I now understood Tuck's revulsion for the sour fruit – it was all he'd had to survive on after escaping from prison without his three teammates. The taste was certainly acute enough to evoke those unpleasant memories.


The third night it rained, and I could have shouted for joy, even if I was soaked by morning. Water had never tasted so sweet. I changed into the semi-dry uniform in my pack and starting moving early, while the position of the sun was still clear, for my markings in the dirt had been washed away. I was startled when, at about midday, I heard rustling in the bushes to my left. I carefully spun around, hand on my knife. A young man wearing a blue Col uniform and a mission badge stepped out and shrugged, grinning. "All right, you caught me," he said. "It was good practice anyway."


Regarding him warily, I asked, "How long have you been spying on me?" 


"Half an hour maybe," he nonchalantly confessed, walking over. I didn't have his clean slate down perfectly yet, but I got the impression it hadn't been that long.


"I'm Nik Casay," he said, holding his hand out in a friendly greeting. "Missioneer."


"Likewise," I said, finally taking my hand off my weapon and cautiously shaking his. "I'm Bryt Sarliss. Is the rest of your team around?"


Nik held up one hand and tilted it back and forth. "I'm actually not on a mission right now. We were in a battle, and ended up lost from our group. That was about a week ago. There're four of us."


He wasn't telling the full truth. "You got lost from a battle on this side of the river?" I raised one eyebrow.


Nik sighed and dropped his cocky attitude. "Actually, we sort of ran from the battle. We were getting creamed...we were so outnumbered. Somehow the river was full of debris, and some of us managed to escape across it. None of us would have run if there were anything we could have done," he added defensively. "We met each other over here afterwards. Hey, you're not from the same battle, are you?"

I was about to shake my head, when I heard a distant call. "N – I – I – I – K!"


Nik cocked his head and grinned, the sun glinting off his blond hair shaved almost into nonexistence. "That's Furball," he explained. "It's okay to ignore him."


"Why?"


"I guess I just like to antagonize him. See, Furball doesn't want to go back. He's just a soldier, so there's not much for him." Nik spoke with no sympathy, and a fair amount of condescension. "Of course," he admitted more humbly, "Torrey and I were serving as soldiers, too, at the time. Probably will again if we go back.  But I want to anyway. We're sure not doing any good out here, lost. Furball's afraid I'll find someone who'll take us back, or go myself and give him away – "

"N – I – I – I – I – K!" came a second yell.


Nik chuckled. "I won't leave without Torrey. He's a missioneer and he deserves to see another assignment, and he'll never leave these guys unless I pull him. I never told Furball that, of course." He grinned wickedly and shrugged. "What he doesn't know...won't hurt me."

I couldn't help smiling as I heard a third scream, "Nik, if you don't get back here right now I'm gonna pound your thick skull through your puny brain in like ten seconds!"


Nik smiled impishly at me, and yelled back, "That doesn't even make sense, you dumb animal!"


For a moment there was silence.


Then a new voice spoke. "Nik, just come back, please!"


"All right!" Nik sounded thoroughly satisfied with himself. He turned to me. "You want to meet the rest of the guys?"


Not having anywhere else to be, I shrugged and nodded. "Sure."


"Come on!" he grabbed my arm and led me through the trees. I didn't have time even to try to keep track of direction as he pulled me this way and that, making an awful lot of noise the whole time. I hoped no stealth missions in Baron territory were on his agenda for the near future.


"Nik, where have you been all day?" asked the voice that Nik had obeyed. "Really, sometimes I wish you would just stay or go." He stopped then, as we came into sight. "And who would this be?" the man asked in a quieter tone.


"This is Bryt Sarliss. She's a missioneer, too," Nik explained casually, though I could hear the pride in his voice. "Bryt, this is Torrey, who we've basically elected our Captain until we get back." Nik nodded his head toward the man who'd spoken, the only one of the four with much age and therefore, experience. Torrey appeared to be in his fourth or fifth decade, and though his shoulder-length black hair was streaked with gray, there was a vigor about him that the younger three seemed to lack. It was obvious why he'd been chosen their leader.


"Glad to meet you," said Torrey, extending his hand, which I took.


"This is Lonnie Furnible." Torrey gestured to the taller of the other two men. "We call him Furball."


"And I'm very pleased to meet you, too, Bryt." Furball extended his hand with a flourish. I politely accepted it, but made a mental note to be wary around him. Though he was handsome enough, I knew the look in his eyes and didn't like it.


Nik caught my gaze and rolled his eyes. "We haven't seen a woman in over a week," he said, as if in much-needed explanation. "Furball's just a little antsy."


Predictably, Furball lunged at Nik, fists swinging, until Torrey and the other man restrained him. Nik jumped out of the way with the expertise of much practice, laughing the whole time. Disgusted, I began to wonder what I was doing with these people.


"Someday I'll kill you!" Furball vowed as he stopped fighting. "Don't think for a second I won't. I'll kill you!"


Nik shrugged indifferently, but I caught the taunting leer as he faced Furball.


"Bryt, this is Cat," Torrey said patiently. The remaining man was wide-eyed and skinny, with olive skin and a shock of dark curly hair, and looked the youngest of them all.

"See, they call me 'Cat' since I'm kind of small and agile, like a cat, you know?" he explained quickly. "And also since my first name's Tom, so it sounds like 'tomcat' you know, since that's a kind of cat."

"Hi, Cat," I smiled and shook his shaking hand.

"What brings you out here, Bryt?" Torrey asked me. "Is the rest of your team here?"

He wanted to know for more reason than curiosity, I thought. And I approved, for, much as I disliked Nik's superior attitude, I had to agree that they should go back. As should I, I realized, loath as I was to do so. For just as surely as it meant a stretch of soldiery for them, it would mean one for me, too.  I sighed and started telling half-truths.

"I left my team for Pathic Training," I explained. "We intended to meet up afterwards, but now I can't seem to find them."

"Really? How long have you been out here?" Torrey asked.  

"Oh, just a few days," I affected unconcern, as if dying of thirst had never been a possibility.

"Well, you're welcome to stay with us as long as you like," he said congenially. "We're all lost, too."

I smiled.

"Did Nik already tell you our little story?" Torrey asked knowingly.

I nodded. "I don't...I mean, it's okay – " I stopped when Torrey held up a hand and briefly shook his head.

"Nik has a tendency to talk too much," Furball commented.

"Yes, well, let's keep moving," Torrey said quickly to forestall another argument.

"Where exactly are we going?" I wondered. "If you don't mind my asking."

Nik grinned and Torrey sighed. "Well," the leader began, "We say we're going back to the Col base area. That's where we should be going, after all." He glanced at Cat and Furball. "But we're not really expecting to get there."

"We don't even know if we're headed in the right direction," Cat said mournfully.

"We hope we're not," Furball snorted, much less subtle.

"I can understand your reluctance," I told them all. "I certainly wouldn't want to go back to be forced into battle. Even if it would do our cause more good than hiding out around here does."

Torrey shook his head almost imperceptibly at me as Furball snorted, "Our cause."


"What's that supposed to mean?" Nik stopped in his tracks.


Furball regarded the young missioneer for a moment, then said dismissively, "Oughta know by now. You've heard me say it often enough. Just never had a girl to show off for before now."

I saw the flash of anger in Nik's blue eyes, and looked to Torrey, wondering if my presence in this group was more trouble than it was worth. Torrey put his hand on my arm and smiled in reassurance without slowing his pace, implying that this type of exchange was all too common.


"Oh, why don't you quit worrying about me and deal with yourself?" Nik asked haughtily. "Why don't you just go join a pac and be gone? I mean, look at you!" he continued before Furball could retort. "You don't want to go back and fight, you don't believe in your own cause...what are you even doing wearing a uniform?"


"You're one to talk, knowing I could outfight you in a second. That precious badge of yours won't help you a centimeter in a fair fight."

"Care to find out?" came Nik's quiet challenge.


"You know I've been waiting for it!" was Furball's instant, fervent reply.


"Enough! Or I'll take both your weapons!" Torrey raised his voice like a teacher disciplining miscreant students.

Both scowling at their elected leader for reprimanding them in front of company they wished to impress, as well as glowering at each other, Nik and Furball finally resumed walking. Furball charged ahead and Nik lagged behind.


Cat fell into step next to me. "They do this a lot, you know," he told me quietly, his dark eyes wide.  "It's not just since you're here or anything. Not that it doesn't make a difference to have a girl here, I mean, a girl like you here...a missioneer girl..." he managed to stammer. "I just wanted you to know that it's not your fault or anything, you know, so you wouldn't feel bad. I wouldn't want you to feel bad just because those two are jerks – to each other." Cat's last sentence was spoken with more contempt than I would have thought possible from the timid man. I gathered that Nik and Furball were pretty cruel to their shy young companion as well.


"It's okay," I smiled, patting Cat's arm in reassurance. He at least meant well, awkward as he was.


"I don't fight with them or anything, you know," he spoke up boldly, heartened. "I mean, not since...just since I don't have a reason to. I have more patience than they do. Yeah, a lot more. It's always their fault. Not that I can't take blame or anything. I would if it was my fault, but it's always their fault." Cat nodded his head to emphasize his point.


Torrey had been trying not to laugh, but at this point he failed. Cat turned to him, looking hurt. "Did I say something funny? I didn't mean to."


"I know," Torrey laughed.


"So...why are you laughing?"

"It's nothing, Cat." Torrey placed one hand on Cat's back and one hand on mine. "You're right. It is always their fault."


We kept walking more or less aimlessly until the sun set.

Chapter 24:  THE FIGHT


"This is IT!" Nik suddenly yelled with more anger than I'd heard in his voice to that point. He was running to catch up to the rest of us, where we'd stopped. "How could you do this? Torrey, how, how could you?"


Torrey turned calmly. "Sorry, Nik. I guess this week hasn't worked out to your advantage."

"Hasn't worked out..." Nik sputtered.


"What's the problem?" I asked, not comprehending.


Nik looked at me. "We're right back where we started!"


"None of us knew where we were going, Nik. I didn't mean to lead us in a circle. But you don't know how to get back any more than the rest of us do. You can't blame this on Cat or Furball, or me."

Frustrated because he was unable to argue, Nik turned to Cat and said rudely, "I'll bet you're thrilled."

"Well...uh..." Cat stammered.


"Of course he's thrilled, and so am I," Furball said menacingly. "What are you gonna do about it?"


A frightening realization struck me, and without meaning to at all I interrupted in a timely fashion.  "You mean you all met up here?" I asked dumbly. "You mean this spot is just across the river from the battle?"


Torrey nodded bleakly.


"You mean the Barons have gotten a huge force this deep into Col territory?" My voice begged for a negative response that I knew I wouldn't get.


Torrey nodded again and sat down on a fallen log. "This is as good a place to camp as any. It was fine last time, after all," he said ruefully, to Nik's annoyed snort. "We were unprepared," he sighed. "We weren't expecting a fight. They had the advantage of surprise as well as the numbers. Our group was supposed to meet up with three others farther out west. Since the Barons developed their explosive powder, we can't travel in large groups anymore. We have to join forces only just before the attack. And it's a good thing that's what we were doing!"


"Did they have explosive powder with them?" I asked, imagining the damage they could do with it, the horrifying possibilities.


"No," Nik scoffed, at the same time as Torrey said, "I'm willing to bet they did."

Everyone looked at Torrey. "I hear they always do, nowadays." He looked at the ground. "I saw some suspicious crates and barrels. I don't imagine they were carrying wine into battle. Doubtless they'd have lit up the powder had our group put up a fight!" I hadn't heard Torrey's voice so bitter.


"We were out in the open," Nik argued. "Hardly the place to set off a bomb."

"On the contrary, imagine what would've happened to those fields. The fire would've spread like lightning.  By the time it reached civilization it would have been impossible to control."

Nik still looked rebellious, but had to stop denying the unavoidable truth and nodded.


It was, surprisingly, Cat who disagreed. "No it wouldn't," he said meekly. "It rained our first day out here, remember?"


Everyone, even Nik and Furball, had to laugh for that observation. My laughter, unfortunately, was short-lived.


"It might have been better if they had used the explosives, fires notwithstanding," I had to remark.  "Imagine what they can do with those weapons in the thick of Col civilization. Isn't there any way we can warn them?" I recognized a desperate note in my voice.


They all shook their heads. "It was over a week ago, remember, Bryt?" Torrey said helplessly.


"At first we tried," Nik added defensively. "That's how we got so lost in the first place. At least I think it is," he couldn't resist muttering, and we were right back where we'd started.


"What do you want from us, Nik?" Furball asked heatedly. "You think if Cat and I were missioneers like you you'd be in any different a position?"

"Maybe we would, maybe wouldn't," Nik answered haughtily.


"We wouldn't!" Furball roared. "I'm glad we're still out here and still alive, but if I wanted to be back there, we'd still be here!"


"You know, I bet that's why we're losing the war." Nik's voice dropped maliciously. "Our own soldiers don't even want to fight! You're a bunch of cowards!"

"Nik!" Torrey warned at the same time as Furball responded in a dangerously low tone, "You crossed that river, same as the rest of us."

"But I'm not trying to stay here! Why can't you just let me go?"


Furball laughed. "You don't know how to get out of here any more than we do."


"Then why won't you let me try and find it?" Nik whispered fiercely. "Why won't you let me look for help? Why are you so afraid to let me out of your sight?"

"Oh, spare me – "

"It would be so much easier for you if you could just kill me," Nik went on as if Furball hadn't spoken. "Wouldn't it Furball? Then you could hide as long as you want. You could hide forever. Doesn't that sound perfect?"

"That's enough, Nik – " Torrey quickly stepped in.


"In fact, the only problem you would have out here," Nik raised his voice to be heard, "is the lack of women. There's nothing out here except" he spread his arms, "trees, and...animals. Maybe you could keep Cat with you."


Furball, prepared this time for the opportunity, dove at Nik. Torrey moved to intercept him way too slowly, and the next second Furball was on top of Nik, pounding his face and screaming obscenities.


Nik was screaming, too, not for Furball to get off him, but rather still hurling insults as his face got bloodier and bloodier. Torrey was soon on top of Furball, also yelling though I couldn't tell what or at whom. "You guys are on the same team!" I shouted, appalled, but of course no one heard. Cat stood bewildered.  


Suddenly, Furball pushed himself back, knocking Torrey to the ground. He rolled over, clutching his left arm and swearing in pain  As he spun away I saw the light from the setting sun glinting off the knife in Nik's hand.


Torrey saw it, too. Outraged, he swiped the knife away. I thought for a second that he was about to hit Nik, too, but controlled himself and jammed the knife into a free case in his own weapon band.


Furball got up then and would have attacked again, this time with knife bared, but Torrey blocked his way. Torrey snatched that weapon, too, Furball yielding to his authority even in the heat of battle. I looked at them with new disgust. Was this Nik's attempt to force Furball back to the base? If so, it would never work. Furball wouldn't yield this way, simply out of spite if for no other reason. And if Furball were trying to kill Nik to get him out of the way, that was just as dumb. Torrey would never continue to side with Furball if he succeeded in killing his antagonistic battlemate.


Torrey looked like he wanted to kill them both at the moment. "Nik," he said in a cold monotone, "go wash your face. Furball, get that shirt off. Let's have a look at this." Both obeyed immediately, Furball wincing as he released the pressure on his shoulder and blood gushed out; Nik moaning quietly as he pushed himself to his feet.

"Which way is it?" Nik muttered, brushing blood from his eyes. Torrey grabbed him by the shoulders and angrily spun him around to the direction of the river, giving him a rough push forward. I instinctively moved to help him when he staggered, but the look on Torrey's face arrested me.


Torrey turned to Furball and muttered, "You two are more trouble than you're worth." Then he turned to me. "You have any medical skills, Bryt?" I shook my head. He sighed. "All right. Go." He nodded in Nik's direction. So I followed Nik off on his way while Torrey bent to see what he could do about Furball's wound, Cat timidly joining him.


I slipped my arm under Nik's across his back, and though he tried not to lean on me I doubt he could have made it alone. His face was a bloody mess. Once again I silently cursed them for their stupidity. They were so obviously both worse off now that they'd had their long-anticipated fight.


We reached the river in under ten minutes (proximity to the river being one of the few benefits of reaching the group's original starting point). After checking to make sure there were no Barons in sight, I eased Nik down in front of the river so he could reach the sandy shallow water. He moved himself a step closer, actually in the river, to reach the moving, cleaner water. As he splashed his face I saw that it wasn't as bad as it looked. A bloody nose and lip appeared to account for most of the damage, though a few deep scratches marred his forehead, too. At one point Nik spat something into the water, and I as it floated away I saw that it was a tooth.


I looked at him sadly. "What were you thinking?" I asked.


He shrugged. I sighed. Nik was young, I realized, hardly older than me. I wondered if he'd ever been on a real mission at all. He had a lot to learn about teamwork.


"You do realize that you and Furball are on the same side," I pointed out.


"Depends on the issue," Nik said with a halfhearted smile.


"You're both Cols," I ignored him. "Cols don't draw knives on each other. Cols don't fight each other. Cols fight Barons. You think you're making up for running from that battle by fighting your own teammate now?"


"He's not my teammate..."

"You all voted Torrey 'Captain,' right?  Only mission teams have Captains. So that makes you guys a team."


"They're not even missioneers," Nik complained.


"So you can't be on the same team with them? Because Cat and Furball aren't missioneers, and you are, and you're so much better than the two of them, you can't work together with them? Well, that's a great attitude, Nik. Very honorable."


Nik looked at me for a long time, blood welling back up in his cuts. "They want to stay here," he finally said, not exactly arguing with me. "They don't want to fight."

"So you'll injure the arm that Furball has to fight with? And you know you could have done much worse than that! Face it Nik, you aren't doing anybody any good. All you do is cause trouble among your fellow Cols. Why?"


"If I could get them to come back – "

"Is that really what you're trying to do, Nik?" I asked softly. "Because I don't think that's what it's about anymore."

Nik looked at me with such mixed sentiments apparent that I couldn't read him. "I know," he unexpectedly conceded, and rose abruptly to end the conversation.


Though he swayed on his feet a little upon rising so quickly, I didn't touch him, letting him make the walk back to the camp by himself. I'd already wounded his pride enough.


All of us were shocked when Nik's first words upon reentering the camp were a mumbled, "Sorry, Furball."


Furball, instantly on his guard against such an unexpected statement, said defensively, "What do you mean you're sorry? I'm the one who pounded you good."


Nik's only response was to lie down on the ground, curl up into a ball, and immediately fall asleep.


Torrey, looking extremely concerned, turned to me. I shrugged, smiling. "He'll be all right; don't worry.  I think his pride was hurt worse than his head. Though I didn't expect him to apologize."


"I don't think Nik has ever apologized to anyone in his life." Torrey still looked dumbfounded.


"That explains why he's not much good at it," I grinned, rolling my eyes at the sleeping figure. Torrey laughed wholeheartedly. "How's the arm, Furball?" I continued.


"It's fine," Furball said gruffly, then relented from his tough manner and actually grinned. "Cat managed to stitch it up with a pin from your pack and thread from my shirt."

"That's great," I looked respectfully at Cat, who blushed but was obviously bursting with pride. "A pin is a very useful item," I muttered in an added remembrance to myself.


"It's nice to have an empath around," Torrey commented, almost jealously.


"You can say that again."


"Shut up, Furball," I responded good-naturedly to his lewd tone.


That night was probably the first time the four of them went to sleep more or less at peace. And it only took a few head injuries and a knife wound, I thought with satisfaction. I should have been happy for the role I'd played in bringing about this new peace among teammates. But the day had unsettled me more than anything else. I couldn't seem to put the thought of Baron soldiers deep in Col territory out of my mind. Images flashed behind my eyes of the terror they could wreak with their explosive weapons. Of course, we had defense forces stationed well ahead of our main settlement area, but with explosives involved, who could tell? Shivering with more than cold, I imagined what would happen to us if the Barons won the war. Would they enslave us all and take our land? More likely they'd just kill us. I pictured them blowing up our buildings with us inside, like the soldiers in that valley to the west of the Great Dome Battlefield. Or would they prefer to kill us one by one, humiliating us and laughing, as they had Seile?


Unable to sleep, I retraced the path Nik and I had taken earlier to the river, the moonlight guiding my way. I sat down on a large boulder facing the water. Why was I thinking such negative thoughts, I asked myself? It wasn't a healthy attitude. But the answer was obvious: because we seemed plainly to be losing the war. I sighed, staring out at the rushing river, a beautiful blue in the moonlight. And I thought of other times alongside it, when I'd followed it into Baron territory instead of out. I'd really thought I could make a difference, one little missioneer. And why? Because I'd graduated at the top of my class? I laughed bitterly at my own romantic fantasies, as I looked out across a river so broad it seemed an ocean, and yet was only a thin line on the surface of the planet. I was comprehending how big the world really was, and how little my existence mattered to it.

Disturbed as I was by my depressing line of thought despite my determination to keep a positive attitude regardless of the setbacks, I couldn't bring myself to leave the moonlit scene just yet. I was shocked almost to falling off the boulder when someone appeared right beside me, his approach blended perfectly with all the other noises of the night. It was Torrey.


"You scared me," I accused lightly, making room for him on the rock.


"Sorry," he apologized, climbing up. "What are you doing out here?"


"I couldn't sleep," I told him. "You?"


"The same. Guess it's just too weird to sleep without worrying a fight will break out in the middle of the night."


I smiled.


"I'm really glad you came along with us, Bryt," he said honestly. "In some ways I think you'd probably be a better Captain for this team than I can."


I snorted at the prospect.


"Just in some ways," Torrey smiled amiably. "But I don't think you really belong with this group."


I digested his words as he sat on the rock next to me. He wasn't saying this to get me out of his hair and let him Captain this team on his own, though he was the calculating type, a trait that I'd recognized soon upon meeting him. It was due to this trait, in fact, that, for all the obvious flaws of the other three, Torrey was the darkest one. He remained secretive, hidden, while his companions radiated their emotions in youthful innocence. But that wasn't just a result of youth, I reminded myself, for Tuck was barely older than these three and had no such aura of innocence about him. Nor did Arilla, who was even younger.  What is it that makes one lose one's innocence? I asked myself. Had I yet lost mine?


"Bryt?" Torrey asked, smiling and looking at me strangely. I'd been staring at him.


"Sorry." I shook my head, clearing my mind of pointless questions. "Just tired. What did you say?"


Torrey sighed. "I said I think you should leave us, Bryt," he said earnestly. "You've got better things to do than wander around with a group of lost soldiers. You've actually got a mission."


"I don't know where my team is..." I began.


"Then why don't you find them? Look," he said irritably, and I realized that for his own sake he didn't like what he was telling me. "You can follow the river north from here and we'll follow it south until it bends away. Even if you can't find your team, you've got a mission to accomplish."


"A mission which, knowing my team, hasn't been touched," I remarked sardonically.

"I'd send Nik with you but I can't send a kid with a head injury into Baron land," Torrey said in such an off-hand tone that I almost missed reading what it was that was troubling him.


"And you'd go with me if it weren't for the three of them," I jerked my head back in the direction of the camp. I was filled with compassion as the missioneer nodded sadly, head down.


"When a group elects you their chosen leader you feel a kind of loyalty to them." He managed to smile. "I couldn't leave them if I wanted to. Can't leave them..." he amended, and couldn't continue.


I patted his shoulder awkwardly. "There'll be other missions..." I tried to sound reassuring.


"Of course. I'm not that old yet." Torrey's tone changed abruptly.


I scoffed at the idea, thinking of the resolute strength, vigor, the man had about him.


"You should get your gear together and leave now, if you're not too tired," Torrey said briskly, sliding off the rock. "Spare the scene tomorrow when Nik refuses to stay with us so therefore Furball refuses to let you go. Undo all the progress we made tonight."


I nodded, seeing the wisdom in his words. But as I stood I in the camp circle a few minutes later I couldn't help wishing I didn't have to once again leave without saying goodbye. So I bent to gently kiss Nik on his swollen, bruised forehead. He would have some headache tomorrow. Then, because he'd wanted it so badly, I kissed Furball on the cheek. He stirred in his sleep and I wondered what he was dreaming. Just to be fair, I kissed Cat, too, and was off.


I'd gone only a few paces when I turned back.


"Torrey?" I called. "Good luck finding the Col base."


"We'll be there," was his confident reply, so I smiled, turned, and left.

Chapter 25:  THE PROJECT

For the first time, I walked until the sun came up and then went to sleep. I wanted to put enough distance between myself and the makeshift team that I wouldn't be able to hear when Nik started yelling. That was, if he even woke up today. And I wouldn't be surprised if he didn't. Well, at least he'd learned a lesson. His confidence might be shaken a little, but that could only be to the advantage of his companions.


I was so tired by the time the sun came up that I had no problem falling asleep even in daylight. It was afternoon when I woke up, judging by the heat and position of the sun. I wondered how much luck Torrey was having in leading his team back to the base. I almost wished that I were back with them, and then groaned at my own stupidity. I hadn't even seen until now that I'd just gotten out of a very sticky situation: either return to the base for a term of soldiery as Furball was so loath to do, or stay out here idly as Nik couldn't stand. Torrey had given me a third option: to continue on my original mission. I was unendingly grateful for it, for neither of the other two choices would have been pleasant.


Not that my present course of action was easy, either. What was the mission again? I'd done a lot in the month I'd spent as a missioneer, but none of it was actually what we'd been assigned to do. I smiled fondly in recollection, then wondered at my doing so. The times I remembered with the most pleasure were those I'd actually spent scared stiff. Strange how we look back on the past as being glorious, even though we were horrified while it was happening.


At least traveling was easier now that I'd found the river. I was sure of my direction and had a ready source of water. My diet may have contained a larger proportion of slimeberries than I'd have wished, but I could live with that. A much greater problem was the overwhelming boredom that came with straight, solitary marching day after day. Glad as I was that Torrey hadn't sent Nik with me, I could have used someone to talk to. And I was never a very social person, either. I'd always considered myself more of a loner, but until this point I'd never actually really been alone. It was a new feeling; there was no worry or fear involved, but no joy either as joy isn't really experienced unless it's shared. Being alone for a long period can rob a person of emotion. I was starting to feel separated from the world.


I was hoping to find my team before I got to the cliffs and the angle in the river. Not only was I uncertain about using the glider myself, but once on the other side I'd have to depend on the sun and stars again, and I'd already seen how unreliable that was. I was perversely disappointed when a whole week passed and I still hadn't reached the cliff. It rankled with my competitive side that I wasn't matching the grueling pace Tuck had set for us my first time through.


When I finally did reach the cliffs with no sign of my teammates or of anyone at all, I began to berate myself for even coming out here. Did I really expect to find this mine or cave on my own? I didn't even know what I was looking for. And it was possible, however unlikely (knowing that team), that they'd already located it and had a new mission. After all, I'd been gone over six months. They could be on the other side of the continent. Just because we'd stuck to this area while I'd been with the team didn't mean that they were here now.


Forcing positive thoughts on myself, I resolutely began searching trees for the glider, unsure in which one it was customarily hanging. I groaned at my own shortsightedness as I realized that a new complication had arisen: the glider was on the other side of the cliff. I hadn't even thought of that possibility. This meant my teammates were definitely on the other side, too, I realized. Well, at least the decision had been taken out of my hands; I couldn't cross the cliffs.


I sat down under one of the trees and tried to figure out what to do now. I could either try to find another way across the cliffs, or lose weeks by going around. After an hour of attempted resourceful thinking I realized that finding a new way across was not an option. And also that going around would not be such a lengthy detour in this situation as when traveling to the prison. This time I was only trying to reach Baron territory, which I could still do fairly efficiently. Of course, "Baron territory" covered a pretty broad expanse. I asked myself again if I really thought I was going to find this mine. I had a flash of my first day at the War-Pac with old Harley. We're going to break our Captain out of prison. I'm going to find one mine in all of Baron territory. Well, we'd succeeded before.

I'd wasted enough time already that day, so I got up and started walking the long way around the river. I could make things easier for myself, I mused, if I could somehow disguise myself as a Baron. That way I could enter a pac, or if I was really bold even a battlestation, and buy a map of Baron land, hopefully detailed enough to depict mines. And then hopefully I could follow it. I'd have to find something to trade as well as a way to disguise myself, though; I knew better than to offer Barons Colossan currency.


Satisfied with this plan, I worked variations into it as I followed the long curve of the river. The next afternoon I heard a human voice. Very faint, very far off, to be sure, but after spending so long hearing only the sounds of the river, wind, and forest I knew a human noise when I heard it. Could it be my team? No, I told myself, no one's that lucky. I'd have to be careful; this close to the border there was a good chance it would be Barons. I kept an eye on the river.


I heard voices again, closer this time. I couldn't make out what was being said, but I decided to find cover and lie low. I crawled under a thick bramble of slimeberry bushes (not the most comfortable of hiding places, but at least one from which I could see out decently without being seen myself) and drew my dagger, alert for trouble. The voices were very close now, and I could hear motion through the forest. Humans became visible soon, and I was relieved to see that they were wearing blue Col uniforms. I counted three people: two men and a short, blond-haired woman. They appeared to be searching for something.


"I think he's imagining things," one man's voice was clearly audible. "He can't even see this far.  Let's go back; we're wasting time."


"Oh, he can see this far, don't doubt it for a second. The kid's got bionic vision or something," the other man responded.


"And too eager to prove it," the woman grumbled, but continued following.


I watched, fascinated, as their search took them past me. I wondered what they were after. All of a sudden, I heard a noise behind me, and before I could even turn around and glance out through the bushes I felt a blinding pressure smack against my head, but the pain was distant and only lasted a second, and the world flipped over 180 degrees, and everything went black.


I came to when I felt something wet dripping down my face.


"I think she's waking up!"

"Well, don't all crowd around. Everyone get back to work. This isn't a show."

"I just wanted to make sure she wasn't dead."


I opened my eyes and started to sit up. My head pounded horribly. A sea of unfamiliar faces were staring down at me.


"How are you feeling?" one man asked, supporting my back with his hand so I could sit up.


"Slight headache, maybe?" another asked.


I nodded. "What's going on?" I asked, reassured only by the Col uniforms and missioneer badges that they all wore.


"Are you a Col?" asked the first man who'd spoken. I wondered that he couldn't tell from my own badge and uniform. Then I realized that he was taking advantage of my dazed state to get honest information out of me. A sly trick. I just nodded again.


"Sorry about clubbing you over the head," the man continued contritely. "Midrot here can be a little high strung sometimes." He jostled the man to let him know he was teasing.


"I'm sorry," the older man called Midrot said gruffly. "Your uniform's so faded I didn't know which side you were on," he pointed out. "If you're really a Col you ought to get yourself a new one. That's dangerous."


"I know," I said dryly, and several of the missioneers surrounding me laughed.


"You walked into that one, Mid," one said.


Midrot looked disgruntled, but just said, "I am sorry."


 "I'm Jossander," said the man with his hand on my back. "I'm Captain of this team. We're here on a secret project, so when we spotted you back there we had to check it out to make sure you weren't a Baron spy. Midrot found you, but, unfortunately, he got a little carried away in his suspicion."


"It pays to be suspicious," Midrot countered. "Uniform's not proof enough for me. Once I was on a team that got betrayed by a group of Barons in Col uniform."


"That must have been a tough one to get out of," a younger man wearing nothing but a pair of short pants said sympathetically.

Midrot looked at him sharply. "Two of us never did."


"Well, since you didn't intend to hurt me," I said in the ensuing silence, "I accept your apology. My name's Brytani Sarliss, by the way."


"Is your team around here, Brytani?" Jossander asked.


"You can just call me 'Bryt.' I don't think they're around here. I kind of got separated from them.  I'm lost."


"How'd that happen?" Jossander wasn't going to let me off with just that answer.


"I was instructed to train in empathy," I explained, choosing my words carefully. "After I finished and left the center, I was supposed to meet up with my teammates, only I can't find them."


"How long have you been looking?"


"Over a week now." I decided to be honest in case any of them knew how far away the nearest Pathic Training center was.


"Seems you could have organized yourselves better," Jossander commented, but he waved his hand dismissively. I wondered how much of my story he believed.

Midrot, for sure, was still skeptical, but I pretended unconcern. I started to get up, glad to see they'd brought my pack here, too. I wondered how far we were from where I'd been knocked out. It was late afternoon or early evening, to judge by the position of the sun.


"I thought I said everyone back to work," Jossander said, looking around as if just noticing that the rest of them were there. The three men quickly scattered, and I noticed for the first time the strange equipment and activity all around me. I had no time to wonder though, for Jossander pulled me away from the bustle and into the woods.


"Don't let Midrot worry you," he said when we'd stopped. "He's just overly suspicious by nature, that's all."


"But you still don't trust me," I said bluntly, reading him.


"Bryt, how important is the mission you're on?" he asked as if I hadn't spoken.


"I think it's pretty important," I said honestly. Discovering the formula for explosive powder sounded pretty big.


Jossander sighed. "Is it urgent, too?"


"No," I answered. We'd certainly gone long enough without beginning it before. No lives hung in the balance of my completing this mission on a schedule. Not yet anyway.


"Good. What I'm asking you is – and please don't take this the wrong way – would you stay with us for a few days? This project has the potential to be so big...and secrecy is key. Do you understand?"


"Yes," I nodded, half disappointed that they didn't trust me, half acutely interested in the project. "I'll stay with you," I assured him. "It sounds exciting. What's the project?"

"Come on," he smiled, gesturing me back toward the working mission team. "I'll show you."

Jossander decided to introduce me to everybody, since I might honestly be with them for quite a while. "You've already met Midrot," he grinned. "This is Rolan." He gestured to one of the other men who'd been hovering over me when I woke up. Rolan was a young man, very strongly built and with scraggly blond hair that reached past his shoulders. He appeared to be sharpening a log to a point, though I couldn't guess the reason. "Hi, Bryt," he said pleasantly, keeping on task.


"These two are Chalia and Bo," Jossander pointed out two other people working diligently. "They're married. Bo, why don't you explain our project to our young friend Bryt here, since you engineered it?" he said, walking up to the large, burly man with warm, friendly brown eyes and beautiful brown curls brushing his shoulders. He was turning a long metal object in his hands, and seemed to be contemplating it deeply.


"What? Oh, hello," he said, looking up. "Oh, you're the one they hit on the head back there?  Pleased to meet you. I'm Bo."


"So, you don't want to explain your brilliant ship trap?" Jossander asked, amused.


"Oh, I should let Chalia explain that. After all, it was mostly her idea," he said modestly, and abruptly turned back to his fascinating metal gadget.


"We'd better humor him," Jossander told me. " We'll never get an explanation out of him now, not in this mood."


So he led me across the site to the woman with the short, blond hair whom I remembered from earlier. I assumed this was Bo's wife, Chalia.


"You, know, Bo should be the one explaining this," Chalia responded when given the same request as her husband. "Since he deserves most of the credit. But I'll explain it to you. We're basically digging two pits in the ground on either side of the river, and inserting two pointed logs into them, under the water. Then when a ship comes through, we push the logs through it. Quite simple in principle, really.  Bo's fashioned these devices," she held up the odd metal contraption in front of her, "which we'll attach to the pointed ends of the logs. You see, the blade enters, then fans outward," she demonstrated, "into further blades so that it rips a huge hole when we pull it out! We're still working on a few minor details, but it's really a most ingenious device. Don't you agree?"


"Remarkable," I responded sincerely, still not fully understanding but awed nonetheless.


"Chalia, Bo, Midrot, and Rolan are our crafters," Jossander explained. "See that kid on the other side?" He pointed across the river, and I recognized the man wearing only shorts who'd been with me before. "That's Jarel. He's our designated 'swimmer.' He's invaluable for this mission. And our last member is Ashlar. He's basically our mutt – he does whatever odd tasks need doing. Right now he's up the tree." He pointed. "He's a good lookout, but really we keep him up there so we don't have to listen to him."


As he turned to lead me away, a handful of nuts suddenly flew down from the top of the tree, and a voice said, "I resent that!"

Chapter 26:  THE HIDEOUT


"Red flag! Red flag!" a voice from the tree was suddenly yelling. "Red flag! Looks live Kiv! Red flag!"


The activity level of the already busy place increased fivefold. Everyone began running, lifting heavy objects and carrying equipment down into the pit. Jarel dove into the river and began swimming across to the other side. Jossander, who'd been explaining the plan to me in greater detail, left my side and began scurrying around with the rest of them. I just watched, understanding that this was some type of emergency but not comprehending what was wrong.


"A red flag means a Baron boat's coming," Jossander managed to explain to me between rushing from one task to another. "We've got runners stationed at two points between here and their nearest harbor. A runner comes waving a blue flag, there's some non-urgent problem. A red flag means we gotta pack up and hid in the pits."


"But how..." I faltered as he rushed off.


An exhausted runner, still dragging the red flag, reached the site and began to help loading small tools into a crate to be taken down.


"Kivalen, stop!" Jossander exclaimed. "Cool yourself down a few minutes. We can take care of it."

The runner shook his head. "No...time!" he managed to gasp, but couldn't say more.


Jossander asked no further questions but told them all to speed it up. He even yelled across the river to Jarel, who was clearing the other bank. There was far less equipment on the other side, I noticed, but as only one person was over there working it was taking just as long. I was sure a solid half-hour had passed before everything was down in the pits under the ground, including the people. Then Bo and Rolan lowered over the enormous hole a cover made of crossed wooden beams and topped with soil and grass so as to appear perfectly natural when the ship passed.


With one enormous log, lots of equipment, and eight people in the pit, it was very cramped. Only Ashlar remained outside. He'd gone back up his tree to keep watch. A tiny bell hung on a thin cord strung from the treetop, through the cover, into the pit. Ashlar would ring it to signal when the boat was within sight, and again when it was past. It would probably take about forty-five minutes, I was told.


Kivalen had been right when he said there was no extra time. Not five minutes after we were secured the bell rang. Everyone looked startled. "I think that's the closest we've ever cut it," Rolan mumbled.


Everyone settled into a kind of rough circle. Jarel began pulling on dry clothing, and Kivalen started stretching his tired muscles. The others explained who I was when he noticed me there. Bo and Chalia, making efficient use of every minute, began tinkering with some of their smaller mechanical parts by the light of the pit's many lamps. I shouldn't have been surprised at the bright light; with four crafters the lamps were probably no trouble at all to put up. I couldn't help thinking as I watched the diligently working crafters what an unlikely pair they made: the tiny woman the huge, heavily muscled man. Crafters were categorically large due to all the time they spent carrying bulky equipment and swinging heavy tools, a trait perfectly exhibited by Midrot and Rolan as well as Bo. I was given to understanding that Chalia was more involved in designing than in the actual construction.


Jossander took advantage of the hiding time to explain the plan to me in full, and everyone joined in.


"We chose this site," Jossander began, "because it's the river's narrowest point."


"And also because the forest reaches nearly to the shore," Rolan added.


"Then we dug these pits and reinforced the fronts so they'd stand against the river." Midrot gestured to the hideout's one thick wooden wall.

"We dug two round holes," Jossander continued, reaching over an oblivious Chalia to point out the one through the reinforced wall in this pit, "and covered each with a metal lid easily pushed open from this side, by, say, a log, but not so from the other side, by the river. That was the hardest part, wasn't it, Jare?"  Jarel grinned and I wondered what kind of trouble the swimmer had had installing the covers.


"Then we attach these amazing," Rolan glanced at the two working crafters, "devices to the ends of the logs." He held up one of the claw-like configurations that Chalia had shown me earlier. It resembled an umbrella, without the covering. "You see, it wants to spread out," Rolan continued, "but presses together to penetrate. Then after it's through it spreads out and we retract. Beautiful design."

"I think this machine is the most amazing of all." Midrot pointed to what resembled a giant screw with a crank attached to its end. Which, as he explained, was basically all it was. "We turn this crank, and the screw pushes the log out with incredible speed and strength. Enough to go right through the hull of a ship." He smiled with satisfaction.


"When we're all set and we see a bright yellow flag coming," Jossander took up the explanation again, "we'll have Ash and Jarel up in the trees on either side. We've worked out bell codes for every situation, so we'll know exactly when to thrust the logs. Once that's complete, we'll all climb out of the pits," he gestured to the stairway, a rude collection of boxes and crates, "and shoot flaming arrows into the ship."

"What good will that do?" I wondered. Flaming arrows wouldn't stop a military carrier of the size they were aiming to take down.


"Surely you know the Barons have taken to carrying stores of explosive powder with all their groups of soldiers," Jossander answered. "We fire up a barrel, it'll take the whole ship down. Prevent evidence from getting back. If anyone escapes, we'll have men on both sides. We aim to be able to take down four or five ships before we're discovered."


I was stunned. The shock of seeing that initial exploded ship had not worn off. Yet, this is war, I told myself. You can't make any difference at all in a war if you get sentimental about it.


"You don't approve?" Jossander asked gently.


"No," I said slowly, "I approve." I swallowed and added, "And I'm pretty good with a bow and arrow, too."


Jossander just smiled, while Jarel pumped a fist in the air and Rolan shouted, "We got a new partner!" Even Midrot looked pleased.

"Well, now that that's settled," Jossander changed the subject briskly, "And now that Kiv's had a chance to get his breath back, let's hear the story of today's dire emergency."

Kivalen cleared his throat several times, and Jarel tossed his canteen over. "Thanks, Waterboy," the runner grinned, drawing a laugh out of everyone in the circle. He took a long swig from the water flask and began the story.


"Bosney sprained an ankle. Less than halfway to the second point. Fell in a hole in the ground. Stupid, careless...anyway, he came all the way, but it took him three times as long as it should have. And made an awful mess of that ankle, too, running on it all that distance. Medic's with him now at the second point. Probably drugged him up till he can't even move, he was in such pain!"

"He got the warning to us in time," Jossander sighed. "Five more minutes..."


"It probably wouldn't have come to that," Rolan pointed out reasonably. "Ashlar can see them long before they can see us."


"Don't be too sure," Midrot warned. "They'll have lookouts atop their masts, too, not much lower than our tree posts."

"Kiv," Jossander asked thoughtfully, "how many runners do we have left?"


"Three, myself included."


"What?" The Captain jumped up in shock, his head nearly hitting the ceiling, his expression more or less reflected by everyone around the circle, except for Midrot who looked as if he'd expected it.


"Didn't we start out with seven?" Jossander spat.


"No," Midrot answered grimly. "You asked for seven. That snotty executive only gave us six."



"And that cheap overseer took one of those away when he found out Kiv was already on your team," Rolan added.


"And then we traded one away for Jarel," Midrot finished.


"Traded one away," Kiv scoffed, but he was more amused than offended. "Then we put one up in a tree at the first station. Saves a lot of time; it's much more efficient than trying to outrun the boats. Saved us today, that's for sure. Bosney going down leaves three, and I'm out for the night."

Jossander looked annoyed. "You should be out for tomorrow, too, but I don't have anyone else to send back. How are you positioned now?"


"Arlen's at point two and Sturge is at point one, with Lundy up the tree."


"So what if another boat comes along? All you'd have left is a lookout at point one," Jossander pointed out angrily. "Then what?"


"Then we're screwed," Kiv answered, leaning back.


"That's helpful!"

"How can those executives expect us to get anything done when they won't give us what we need to do it?" Rolan complained, his face flushed. I had a feeling he was talking about materials as well as humans.


"There's a shortage of runners lately," Kiv commented. "Almost as bad as the shortage of medics."

"And that's another thing!" Jossander railed. "One medic for a mission with twelve people and who knows how many kilometers to cover! It's only luck Bosney got hurt going to the middle, where we stationed him."

"Take it easy Joss. We've been lucky so far," Rolan pointed out pacifically. 


"Yeah, well, luck might sink one ship, but not four," Jossander said icily. "We need something more dependable than luck or this whole mission'll blow up in our faces!" He started pacing in frustration, letting that analogy sink in. I thought of Mina, probably still working at the Baron prison, during a time when the Cols desperately needed medics. Sure, it was mostly Cols she was doctoring, but she was working for the Barons. That heresy was still sickening to me.


"How much longer will you guys need?" the Captain finally asked.


"Just a few days," Midrot promised, looking to the far end of the hideout for support. "Bo? Chalia?"


"Huh? What? Me?" Bo asked, looking up and around.


"We can hold out that long," Kiv declared, nodding his head. When I go back tomorrow I'll send Arlen back to point one and we'll be fine."


"Kiv, you cannot go back tomorrow," Jossander sighed. "I'm not taking the risk of you hurting yourself, too, running tired. That's the last thing we need."


"I can do it," Kiv argued, though he looked relieved. I was still amazed that a distance it had taken Tuck and me almost a week to march was run by two men in under a day.


"Shouldn't someone go back and tell the runners we're through it, though?" Rolan asked worriedly.


"We're not through it yet," Midrot muttered darkly.


"If we don't," Kiv warned, "Arlen'll go back on his own and report that something's wrong."

"He can't do that!" Jossander protested. "That leaves no one at the midpoint. What if another boat's sighted?"


"Sturge'd probably make it all the way," Kiv said, unworried. "He's the best of all of us."


"What if he sprains an ankle?" the Captain asked sarcastically.

"Well, then we're – "
"Forget it!" Jossander snapped.

"Kiv, it was a rhetorical question," Midrot sounded amused.

"Well, that was a pretty rhetorical answer," Jarel pointed out mildly, speaking for the first time.

"Maybe I could send Jarel down," Jossander sounded like he was thinking out loud.

"No!" came the instantaneous chorus from all four crafters.

"Not at this point!" Bo refused.

"We're just ready to move the parts over now." Chalia argued further.

"Why don't you build a bridge?" I heard myself speak up.

Everyone looked at me. "We tried," Rolan explained. "It didn't work out. We couldn't secure it to the ground because it would take too long to pull it out every time we had to hide."

"We spent a whole day on that blasted bridge," Midrot continued. "We tried leaving it loose, and the whole thing collapsed. We lost some good wood, not to mention having to fish Bo and Rolan out of the river." He sounded annoyed, but everyone else exchanged amused glances for the incident.

"How about if I go, then?" Jossander suggested.

"No!" everyone shouted, just as vehemently.

"We need you here!" Bo pointed at the floor for emphasis.

"Well, it's nice to feel needed, but we've got a mission to complete and we're short a man," Jossander again began pacing in the limited space.

The solution was so patently obvious I don't know how I stopped myself from laughing out loud.

"I'll do it," I said with a smile.

I saw hope flicker in several faces around the circle, but Midrot instantly shouted, "No!" and Jossander just smiled kind of wistfully.

"I'm sorry, Brytani, but you know I can't do that," he gently said.

I stared at him for a moment, not comprehending, and then I did and I groaned.

"My Captain's Shahan Quent," I tried. "Do you know him?" Jossander looked about Shay's age, or just slightly younger. It was possible.

"I wish that I did," the Captain shook his head.

"It would be perfect," Jarel mused. "With her along, Kiv'd have to take it slow."

"I'd thought of that," Jossander cut him off curtly.

"Absolutely not," Midrot said, rising and crossing his burly crafter's arms across his chest. "You're not usually a naïve man, Jossander; you ought to see plainly that you can't trust here, not in this situation."

Slowly, regretfully, Jossander nodded. "Kiv, get a good meal and a good rest tonight, and tomorrow morning start back at an easy pace. Arlen'll have to give you till evening at least before he starts off on a mission of his own."

Suddenly the little bell rang, announcing that the time of danger had passed.

"And that's that," Jarel muttered. Being empathically trained I didn't miss the edge to his voice, though I'm sure the others did. I was perceiving a slight tension between the young swimmer and the oldest crafter.

The sun had set by the time we stepped outside, and only moonlight allowed us to see. Chalia went back down to bring up some lamps.

A black-haired, tired-looking young man swung down from the lowest branch of the tree next to us. "Look, can someone else take the night watch, or we all sleep in the pit!"

"I'll do it," Jarel said, laughing. "I need the practice." He began to climb the tree, and the rest began arranging blankets and sleeping bags around a circle at which Bo used a lamp to start a fire. I looked around at this mission team, and for the first time realized how glad I was that I'd left Pathic Training, even if I didn't have much of a purpose where I was now. Content for the moment, I joined the circle.

Chapter 27:  THE CIRCLE


It took three more days for the project to be completed. I was glad to be staying and helping out. The air of excitement about the entire site was unmistakable. I was also learning a lot about crafting, or about its basic principles anyway, as Jossander, Ashlar, and Jarel had been throughout the time they'd been there. The four crafters didn't mind teaching me, as long as it didn't interrupt their work. Although I wasn't that good at it, crafting seemed a much more useful skill than empathy. It was no wonder that "Crafter" was generally considered the most prestigious title.


Kivalen returned twice, and I also met both Sturge and Arlen once. Twice we had to pack everything up and hide as more small boats passed, on spying missions of their own, no doubt. It annoyed the four crafters to no end to have to keep starting tasks over, and I felt ineffective letting Barons pass us freely. I even suggested following one boat down the river, an idea I realized too late I should have kept to myself as it was undoable and only served to heighten Midrot's suspicions about me. We couldn't reveal ourselves to the Barons in these boats or we'd lose the ships. We couldn't afford to jeopardize the project now.

Everyone on the team was very friendly; they didn't act as if they suspected me of being a spy. I think even Midrot came to trust me (my subtle influence didn't hurt), but just the same, the mission could not be risked. Which was fine with me since I was happy to stay and work with the team. I learned a lot about all of them over those three days, partly due to my pathic training but partly just because of my natural understanding of people. I learned, for example, that Midrot's suspicions stemmed from experience, of which he'd had plenty, being the oldest missioneer in the group. He harbored a distinct dislike for Ashlar, the group's youngest member, who never took anything seriously. Ashlar along with Jarel (though the swimmer was more circumspect about it) didn't care for Midrot much either, mainly due to the way he ordered them around at whatever odd errands needed doing. I noticed Jossander was never taken advantage of, though he was more than willing, and at first, neither was I. Once we'd become familiar, Midrot, Chalia, and Bo (though the married couple didn't seem to abuse their authority quite so much) were treating me like a servant as well. I tried not to seethe; Midrot was nowhere near as hard to deal with as Baria had been. Besides, Kiv was treated no better, and never complained. He was probably used to it. Runners, unfortunately, were often treated as less than missioneers, and in some cases less than people, which was ironic because their skill was often crucial – doubly so in this mission. Rolan, though as a crafter he had authority in this project, was still too young to feel it much. He'd only just received his crafter's badge, and this was his first mission. A natural pacifist anyway, he treated everyone with respect. And Jossander was as tiresomely fair and selfless as could be asked of any leader, important qualities considering he was the only one there who actually outranked anyone else. It didn't hurt that Ashlar and Kiv had been on his team for several missions before this one. At first I was surprised that Midrot, Bo, and Chalia all so readily accepted a man younger and less skilled than themselves as Captain over them. But Joss, much like Captain Shay, had a presence about him that commanded without forcing, led without pushing. He was the reason a group of people so different worked together as efficiently as if they'd had months of practice, and the project could not but succeed. All this I was able to infer without being told, and for the first time I began to appreciate the true power of empathy.


That third day all four crafters as well as Jarel got wet to set up the goring apparatus in the pit they'd dug in the opposite bank. They finished just as the sun was setting. We all cheered as we helped them out of the river, back onto our side.


"I believe it's time to celebrate!" a sopping wet Bo shouted with more vivacity in his voice than I'd heard to that point. He dashed toward the pit, snatching up his discarded shirt and using it to towel himself off as he ran. Then he tossed it aside as he jogged down the stairway. We all laughed at his antics, and followed him into the pit.


With a flourish, Bo produced a jug of blackwine from a thermos he'd been filling with river water every day to keep it cool. Apparently the group had been looking forward to this day for quite some time. Chalia passed out cups, and everyone arranged themselves in the circle that was traditional in the pit. With all the equipment set up correctly instead of cluttered around the floor, there was substantially more room.


I politely refused a glass of blackwine, though the amount being poured was considerably less than what I'd been forced to drink during the ritual. But I wouldn't be able to drink it without conjuring up unpleasant memories of Pathic Training, and I didn't want anything to spoil that night. I offered to climb the tree and be lookout so the others could take their celebration out of the pit. Of course, Mirdrot immediately protested, drawing groans from everyone.


"Oh, come on now, Bryt. Just because you're not drinking is no reason to forego the party," Jossander said, diplomatically putting an end to the question.


"Are you sure you don't want any?" Bo asked me as he poured water into my cup so I could toast with the rest of them.


"Yeah. I've had kind of a bad experience with blackwine, part of a tradition at Pathic Training..." I frowned for having mentioned the Training center. "Besides, somebody's got to keep things under control," I added more briskly.


'"We're not going to drink that much," Jossander said, almost guiltily.


"Oh, go ahead!" I laughed, teasing him. "Even a Captain needs to have some fun once in a while."

"This whole mission's been fun," he said seriously, then raised his cup. "To all you guys. Great teammates."


"And to the mission," Bo added. "And all the ships we're about to sink!"


At that, everyone clinked glasses (well, touched cups) and drank. I found myself wondering how I ever came to be a part of this group, extremely grateful for whatever twist of fate had led me here at this time.


"And finished a whole day ahead of schedule," Jossander sighed happily. "Despite all our minor setbacks."


"Congratulations, Joss," Midrot grinned.


"Hah! It's you four who deserve all the credit."


"Well, we couldn't have done it without Ash and Jarel to order around," Chalia put in. "Even Brytani helped."


"And don't forget the runners," Jarel added.


"I guess we all had our roles to play," Joss admitted. "Although sometimes I've felt like a third arm in this."


"What's that mean?" Rolan asked.


"You know, like I'm just in the way, like I have no real purpose."


A stern denial of that went up, and Bo remarked, "That's a bad analogy, then. A third arm would be very useful."


Everyone laughed and Jossander corrected himself, “Fine. A sixth toe, an extra nose. Take your pick."


"You know what I think I could be?" Midrot commented. "A third eye in the middle of someone's forehead."


Everyone just stared at him. "How under the sun did you come up with that one?" Ashlar asked.


"Well," Midrot smiled pointedly, "No one in their right mind actually wants me around, but I do help you to see things more clearly."


Ashlar and Jarel grinned ruefully at each other, and Jossander smiled and said, "That's a good one." His face lit up. "Let's – " he was met by mock groans from all " – all go around. Chalia?" Chalia was sitting to his left.


"Let me think," Chalia said, taking another sip of wine. "Well, this has never really been my forte, but...I've often looked at walls we've put up and compared myself to a joiner plank."


The other three crafters began roaring immediately, while the rest of us just exchanged smiles and shrugged blankly.


"You see," Chalia tried to explain, "when we cut planks from trees, especially out here missioneering, we end up with boards of different lengths. Instead of cutting them to the length of the shortest and wasting all that wood, we cut them to an average length and use the scraps to join the smallest to the post. In the finished wall, you can see a few tiny scraps among the huge planks. They're just as important, but about a tenth the size."


By this point everyone understood the joke, so Chalia turned to her husband and gave him a playful shove. "And what would you be?"


"To use another crafterly example," Bo began to the groans of the non-crafters, "I think I'd be a forge fire. I only stop burning when someone throws water over me or I run out of fuel!"


Chalia fervently agreed with this description of her husband, and everyone else murmured in assent as well. Bo did have an amazing work ethic. He deserved to be proud.


"Let's hear from the last crafter," Bo suggested.


Rolan quickly cleared his throat.  "I'd be a sponge," he said without pausing to think at all. "I've spent the past four years learning to craft, absorbing all the information I could, and by the way, feeling like a total dunce most of the time. And now, I'm actually teaching you guys. The knowledge is getting squeezed out of me. I'm finally giving back, and I'm finally one of the smart ones, you know?" he rejoiced. I thought that was a pretty good one.


"No," Ashlar decided. "Bad example. You don't get dumber when you get squeezed out." Jarel dutifully punched him in the arm.


Ashlar turned to the swimmer. "Okay, you go then."


"Oh, not me," Jarel begged, holding his hands up. "I'm awful at this stuff."


"You think you can get off that easily?" Jossander grinned, shaking his head.


"Fine," Jarel grumbled. "I'd be a fish because I like to swim. Next!"

Ashlar gave Jarel a friendly punch for that one, then announced immediately and proudly, "A puffan!"

"Oh? Why's that?" someone asked.


Ashlar grinned at Midrot with pure impudence. "Because I never take anything seriously!"


Everyone, even Midrot, had to laugh for the truth in that. The game continued on a while longer, with several of them taking more than one turn. Suprisingly it was Midrot and Ashlar who seemed to enjoy it the most, though Joss was the one who often used metaphors when speaking. Everyone would smile and nod deeply whenever Midrot came up with another clever and amazingly fitting analogy, and laugh when Ashlar countered with some outrageous comparison (his examples got crazier and crazier the more he had to drink). There was a little bit of: "You know, I think you could be a..." and "Oh yeah? Well, you're a..." but for the most part they were just having fun.


Then Rolan broke in, "Hey, what about Brytani? We haven't heard from you at all, yet, Bryt."


"Hey, yeah!" someone seconded, and I was forced onto the spot.


I'd been thinking about what answer I would give should I be forced to participate in the game. "I think," I slowly began, "I'd be an arrow marked with a red feather."


Jossander, apparently the only other archer in the group, looked up sharply. "You don't put red feathers on arrows. When they're in the quiver it gives the enemy an easy target."


"I know," I replied. "But among a group of normal arrows that's how I'd feel. Like I stand out, instead of blending in."


"The stupid uniform," Midrot grunted.


"Among other things," I smiled amiably. "But I'm not really a part of this team, my actual team sent me away, I wasn't very good at empathy, and at Mission Training, well, I graduated very young."


"So sometimes you're above average and sometimes below, but never right in the middle," Bo summarized.


"You know, Brytani," Midrot admonished, "lots of people spend their lives trying to be anything but average. You may be the first person I've heard complain about being special."


"So that's strange, too." Jarel remarked. Midrot shot him an annoyed glance.


"I mean it, Bryt," the crafter continued. "Do you really not enjoy standing out?"


I shrugged. "It has benefits and drawbacks," I said honestly, not really admitting to anything.


"And an overall greater chance to change the world," Jossander broke in unexpectedly, before Midrot could respond.


Midrot frowned, obviously wondering just how drunk his Captain was. "What, Joss?"


"I am not drunk, Mid," the Captain answered. "I'm saying that if you only follow the crowd you never change what goes on around you. If you don't stand out you have no effect at all. I mean, look at Rolan. No one ever listens to him." I stifled a laugh. He was drunk. Luckily so was Rolan, and he only nodded thoughtfully, oblivious to the fact that he'd just been insulted.


"To make a difference you have to be willing to be different," Joss finished.


"There's our genius Captain," Ashlar mumbled from the corner. Jarel hit him again.


"I'm right," Joss informed us. "So, Bryt, don't ever be ashamed of being different. It's the best thing that can happen to you."


"Okay," I nodded, amusedly wondering if the man had such profound thoughts when he was sober.


"There's one thing you should ask yourself, though," he continued.

"What?"

"Ever wonder if you were marked for a reason?"

I stared at him for a second, and then shook my head and laughed. "Of course not. I don't believe in that stuff!"

"Oh, no?" Joss raised an eyebrow. "Well, that's for you to figure out on your own." He abruptly leaned back. "Well, I'm out. Everyone, good work and good night." He pushed himself back from the circle and seemed to immediately fall asleep, the first one down. Midrot and Bo, who seemed able to drink the jug dry, began making bets as to who would fall next.


"That would be me," Chalia told them, half rolling over to face her husband. "I can't drink till the sun comes up like you big craftmen."


"Okay." Bo said, taking his wife in his arms and kissing her forehead. "You go to sleep now, my little joiner plank."


"I don't believe you, man; you're drunken anyway!" Midrot snorted, tolerantly teasing his fellow crafter. I had to smile, though. I thought Bo and Chalia were the sweetest couple I'd ever seen.


"Not drunken," Bo corrected him. "Besotted, yes, but not drunk. Aye, I'm certainly guilty of that." He affectionately rumpled his wife's short, blond hair.


"The pair of you," Midrot might affect cynicism, but I could tell he was trying not to smile.


"We didn't do it!" Ashlar burst out, awakening at the complaint normally directed against himself and Jarel. "It's not my fault! I've been up in the tree all day! What...uh..."


Jarel, still at least partially sober, laughed and rolled his eyes. "Ash, why don't we go outside now and throw up?"


"Okay," Ashlar meekly agreed, and managed to stay on his feet as his friend pulled him up the crate stairway.


"So," Midrot said conversationally, once only four of us remained awake in the room, "how long do you give before old Rolan passes out, too?" he elbowed the young crafter in the side.


This action, unfortunately, caused Rolan to tip over sideways right where he was sitting. He was asleep the second he hit the ground.


The three of us stared for about a half a second, then burst out laughing. I hoped this type of thing had never happened to me during the blackwine ritual.


"You know," Bo managed to say, still shaking with mirth, "I believe...this calls...for a toast."


"Oh, and I believe you're right!" Midrot roared, holding out his cup as Bo reached for the jug and began to pour the wine.

Chapter 28:  THE TRAP

Not surprisingly, I was the first one awake the next day. Everyone else was up by midmorning – happy, proud, and no one except Ashlar hung over. Midrot teased him about the folly of trying to outdrink a pair of crafters.

Joss announced that it was time to begin our final preparations, so we went over everything from timing to bell codes to the best way to shoot fire arrows. All this was especially important to me since I hadn't heard it before, and since I was a new addition to the project anyway. Now that we were finally finished we had plenty of time.


"It won't be tomorrow, but the day after, right Joss?" Rolan asked once.


"If we got it right," Joss answered, locking eyes with Ashlar in a gaze so fervently hopeful that I realized Joss and his team had been working on this project long before coming out here and actually starting to build. They'd probably been spying around in the Barons' harbor itself. It's amazing how many little things have to be done right before one simple plan can succeed; just one ship can get sunk.


Kiv returned again that day. Though everyone was glad to see him, Joss informed him firmly that concerned as they all were for Bosney's health, he needn't report every detail of the recovery, and that the runners would all do better to hold their positions until a true emergency came up. Kiv agreed to go back that very evening, and told us that two runners and a lookout were stationed at the first post, and he'd be back at the second with Bosney and the medic. Unbalanced as this distribution seemed, Kiv explained to us how it really was the ideal arrangement.


Ashlar and Jarel, who hadn't been particularly busy during the construction phase of the project, now had the biggest roles of all, and were nervous. The two spent hours reviewing their bell codes over and over again. They invented new codes for every situation that could possibly arise, even including one for: "I can't stand waiting anymore – I have to ring the bell!" Then they made us all listen to every code to make sure we understood so many times that Joss ordered the two young men to hang the bells from their proper positions in the trees. Then he decided we should all get into our positions in case the Barons were also a day ahead of schedule.


Only Chalia, Midrot, and Joss were to stay on this side of the river, with Ashlar up the tree. The rest of us swam across to the other side. I thought it amusing that, though I'd spent nearly all of my missioneering time right next to the river, this was my first time actually crossing it. I was a strong swimmer, and made it across with no problems.


In fact, the mission was going so smoothly it was worrisome. Especially when no Baron ship showed up not only the day it was due, but for three days after. Jossander kept everyone calm, reminding us that even the Barons had delays and setbacks, and that this should be nothing to worry about. Unfortunately, his furious pacing betrayed his own anxiety. None of us were feeling so optimistic about the project anymore. Jarel and Ashlar only slept in shifts, ready to be awakened at any moment, not even relaxing their vigilance when it poured rain for a whole day. Bo and Rolan fretted that the walls of the pit would wash in, but their carefully dug hideouts withstood the storm. The only bright spot was that there was no lightning in the skies, or Jossander would have been forced to remove both lookouts from the trees.  Even knowing that Kiv would be spotted, waving a bright yellow flag, long before a ship was in view, it was a long and anxious three days.


Then, practically the second the last drizzle had stopped, we heard Ashlar's excited shout, "Yellow! Yellow flag! We got a yellow flag! Listen to me! You guys hear me? Yellow flag! Yellow flag! YELLOW FLAG!"

"Ash! We hear you! We hear you!" Joss yelled back up. "Don't fall out of the tree!"


"I see it! I see it!" Jarel shouted thirty seconds later from our side of the river. "Yellow flag!  Yellow flag!"

Of course, we'd already reacted to the initial warning and, after running around in frenzied circles for a few seconds in the rush, snatched up whatever spare equipment or clothing we'd left lying around outside and scrambled down into the pit.  Don't know why we're making such a fuss," Bo remarked, rapidly clasping and unclasping his hands. "It's not as if we're short on time."


We had, in fact, way too much time. The next three hours felt longer even than the past three days of waiting. But the runners, no less excited than we were, had spotted the huge ship from kilometers ahead and then run like they'd never run before. I checked my bow for the hundredth time, went over every step of the plan in my head again and again until I was dizzy. I wanted to get outside and run – get rid of some of this crazy energy – but I was too afraid of missing something. The pit seemed indecently small, even with only three people inside. Bo restlessly checked the equipment time and time again; Rolan just stared with unblinking intensity at the tiny bell. I wondered if we'd all snap from tension before it rang.


When it finally did, we all jumped so high the two tall crafters hit their heads on the roof. In our excitement, in fact, we missed the beginning of the code. We recognized it soon enough, though, as it was exactly what we'd been waiting for. Jarel repeated it several times for confirmation. The ship was in sight, still far down the river.


Impatient as we were, the next code, the one for "Get into position," came sooner than we expected. Bo groaned as he realized what we'd forgotten: large war vessels with their huge sails traveled more quickly than the tiny boats we were used to seeing. The fact that it was windy made the ship even faster. Bo and Rolan stationed themselves with their hands on the metal crank, ready to turn it as fast as they could. I just strapped on my quiver and bow and used a lamp to light one of the torches. We'd left a circle with fuel for a fire, as inconspicuous as we could make it, on the ground above. My job was to rush out, light the fire, and start shooting as soon as the sides of the ship had been penetrated.


The bell suddenly began jumping about, swinging wildly and ringing its head off. The thrust code was the simplest of all, because of the need for action immediately upon reception, and this was it! I heard the successive clanking noises of the screw being quickly turned, the log thrust over the metal and past the flap and through the hole. Water rushed in, despite their best efforts to conform the hole exactly to the shape of the log. They kept turning and I heard the distorted sound of wood being crushed, snapped, and broken. The closed claw had entered. It was all the two crafters could do not to jump for joy right there. But they weren't finished yet. After pushing the log so far they had almost reached the end of the metal track, Bo ordered, "Retract! Retract!" They reversed the direction of the screw, drawing the log back out. They met resistance almost immediately, and I knew they were trying to force the opened claw out through the ship's hull. Suddenly both collapsed and nearly fell over the crank, just as I heard another muffled CRACK! The claw was retracted! The hole was ripped! As the crafters rapidly screwed the log back into its original position, I pushed off the screen and dashed outside to see the damage we'd wrought.


We'd done our job well! I could see the ship slowly sinking. The other side had also succeeded, and they were hurriedly pushing aside the cover to their pit. Through the rushing of the river and shouts of panic as the Barons realized what was happening, I thought I heard Jarel and Ashlar's jubilant cheers as they raced down through the tree branches.


I threw the torch down into the fire and watched as it immediately started to burn. Then I removed an arrow from my quiver and dipped it in, the shaft behind the arrowhead catching fire and spreading. I quickly picked a relatively still target, aimed, and fired. It was a bull's eye – right through the chest of a Baron soldier. I repeated the procedure and aimed again. Bo and Rolan came up and Jarel came down, each grabbing bows and arrows of their own to help me, though none could shoot as well as I could.


A few Barons scrambled into lifeboats, but most grabbed weapons of their own and began firing at us. As more and more soldiers started shooting, we found ourselves pushed back. We were drastically outnumbered, though still of course in a much better position. I heard a yell from close by and turned to see Rolan fall, an arrow through his side. But I couldn't help him now; I shifted my focus back to the task at hand – avoiding the arrows of the fifty Baron soldiers shooting at us from the ship.


The flaming arrow aspect of the plan wasn't working, I realized. The small fires they started were easily extinguished before they could spread to any crates of explosive weapons. I had to locate and hit the explosives themselves. And soon! The Barons were bound to see what we were trying to do. I scanned the ship as quickly but thoroughly as I could, looking for anything that could be an explosive weapon. I threw myself to my left and to the ground, then rolled behind a tree to get up as an arrow whizzed past me. Pay attention, Bryt! I scolded myself. From my position behind the tree I saw two Barons struggling to carry a large barrel down the stairs of the sinking ship. That must be it, I realized, and rushed to shoot one down before they could take the keg of explosive powder out of range. I missed, and they were gone.


Craning my neck to figure out where they'd come from, I saw two more carrying an identical barrel, and one more keg left behind. Shouting from sheer adrenaline I ran back to the fire and flamed one arrow, then ran around to the other side of a bleeding, moaning Rolan for the best angle. I aimed, forcing myself to stay calm and my hands to hold steady, not letting myself rush. I saw the first two Barons emerge from the stairway and run toward the last barrel, but my arrow would get there first. I let the flaming arrow fly. It sailed straight and true, straight for the center of the target. It never got there.


Three flaming arrows hit that barrel in the instant I'd shot mine. Three flaming arrows from across the river, I realized, where they really had a much shorter, clearer shot.


Then the powder exploded, the barrel exploded, the Barons exploded, the ship exploded. I'd never seen an explosion before; few Cols had and lived to tell about it. It was a glowing, growing orange and black cloud that engulfed the ship and the whole river. Massive heat blew me over and tiny particles sharp as knives burned into my face, but I didn't close my eyes. With each deafening blast of sound another fireball erupted. I could not hear the screams of the dying Barons; the roar of the towering fire was too great.


"Run, Bryt!" a choked voice yelled. I felt myself lifted off the ground by the elbow and then dropped. It was Bo, running past and half dragging Rolan with him. I needed no further urging and ran before the burning cloud could engulf me, too. For the explosion was far more than what we'd expected. If we didn't get out of there, the holocaust we'd unleashed on our enemies would kill us as well.

I ran for a long time, far past the end reaches of the fire, using up all the excess adrenaline that had been building in me for so long and still running more. I finally slowed and stopped and looked around, just then aware of my surroundings. I couldn't see or smell the smoke through the trees anymore, but I knew it was there, and turned to face it. As I glanced around to see where I had taken myself, I locked eyes with Jarel, who'd run as far as I had.  His face and uniform were covered with soot and ash. I imagined that mine were, too.  Bo and Rolan were nowhere in sight. We didn't say anything; just turned and raced back through the trees toward the scene of the attack.


"Hey!" a voice shouted. I didn't know how long we'd been running. "I was wondering where you guys had got to." I spotted the two crafters. We jogged to them.


"He's badly hurt," Bo continued, his voice serious though excited at our success. Rolan was lying on the ground, conscious but very pale and obviously in quite a bit of pain. Bo had removed the arrow from his teammate's body and was pressing his own shirt into the wound in attempt to curb the bleeding. "We need the medic. Jare, go upriver a ways and swim across. Tell Kiv to bring the medic down here as fast as possible." Jarel nodded and obeyed instantly, giving his wounded teammate a reassuring pat on the shoulder before taking off.


Bo turned to me. "Bryt, can you follow him down and lead them back once the medic gets here? Jarel's not going to remember where we are by that time."


I grimaced. It was such a simple task, and such a vital one. Yet I knew my own limitations. Still, I hesitated, finding it difficult to speak.


"No," I stared at the ground. Bo looked up in surprise. "I can't do it. I can't find my way from here to there." I was disgusted with myself. I kicked a tree nut across the ground in frustration. "Hey, wait..." that gave me an idea. "Maybe I can leave a trail. A trail of tree nuts from here to the river. Kind of a childish thing to do, but..."


Bo waved his hand. "If it'll work, do it. You'll have plenty of time."


So I started gathering tree nuts. Luckily, it was the season for them to fall from the trees, and the forest floor abounded with them. When I was ready to start my trail, I knelt down next to Rolan and whispered, "How much did you see?"


"Plenty," he breathed. "It was awesome, wasn't it?"


"Yeah," I nodded, glad his injury hadn't deprived him of a chance to witness the spectacle. "The most awesome thing I've ever seen."

Chapter 29:  THE VISITOR


I was confronted with another urgent and horrifying problem before I even made it back to the river. The entire riverbank was on fire! Bits of burning debris from the explosion, not to mention our own carelessly lit fire, had set the rivergrass ablaze. I couldn't even get to the pit, from which I'd planned to retrieve the painkilling drugs we'd left down there. And the blaze was rapidly spreading. I ran upriver to the fire's edge, looking around but not seeing any sign of Jarel. Obviously the young swimmer had decided the fire was second priority and swum across the river to bring the medic. I, meanwhile, had finished my trail and knew I had to do something to stop the blaze before it grew further and killed us all. But I had no idea what to do.


Bo! He was a crafter. He was ingenuous and resourceful. He could figure out how to solve this! I turned and ran back, following my trail of tree nuts much sooner than I had expected to. I felt no guilt at leaving the scene – there was so obviously nothing I could do.


I reached the beginning of the trail and quickly and breathlessly explained the problem. Bo left Rolan alone and rushed back with me. The blaze had spread even since I'd left. Bo surveyed the area and clenched his fists in frustration. "A whole river right here and we can't put out a fire!"


"Maybe I could use my shirt," I tried. "Fill it up with water and use it as a bucket?"


"No, no, no." Bo shook his head. He ran his hands through his hair. "Bryt, there's only one thing we can do, and you'll have to be the one to do it, since you've still go your full uniform. Get in the river and soak yourself as well as you can. It'll help retard the flames for a while. You need to run into the blaze, get down into the pit, and get out those buckets we left there from digging the holes. It's not much, but it's all we've got. Okay?"


I nodded gravely. What kind of lunatic runs into a fire from an explosion? I wondered as I ran for the river. But just the same, I was glad to be playing an important part.


I jumped into the water and submerged myself, staying under a few seconds, and then did the same thing twice more. When I was as thoroughly soaked as I could be, Bo helped me pull myself heavily up on the shore. He looked into my eyes for a second, no doubt wishing me luck, and then I was off and into the fire.


I held one hand in front of my face and squinted, my eyes half open. I kept running – I was afraid if I slowed I'd catch fire. I couldn't tell if what I was feeling were just suffocating heat pressing in all around me or if I were actually getting burned. I used my free arm to try to brush away the burning grass as I ran through. I reached the roof of the pit, on fire just like everything else, lifted it, and jumped down. 

 Luckily the pit was unharmed by the blaze. The floor was mud ten centimeters deep from the water that had poured in, and the hole had enlarged just enough that more was leaking in through the clay. I quickly plugged it up and grabbed the four buckets. Then I rubbed mud on my face and hands, the resulting sting telling me that I had indeed been burned. I gasped at the pain and hoped the mud would block the fire better than water had. I climbed the sunken staircase and reemerged into the flames, the oppressive heat choking me. I had to stop, though, to replace the burning roof and keep the fires out of the pit. As I left I felt an unbearable burning sensation across my back and legs, and was sure I was on fire! I ran as fast as I'd ever run out of there, the whole time keeping one arm holding two buckets in front of my face. When I burst out of that blazing furnace I rolled, extinguishing the flames in my hair and clothing, tears springing to my eyes at the pain when my burned skin impacted the ground. I stood up, slapping myself all over despite the pain, coughing and gasping at air that felt comparatively cool and clean though I knew it was neither.


"Good job, Bryt! Good job!" Bo cried, running up to me and grabbing two buckets. He immediately took off for the river. I'm sure my face fell as I looked on hopelessly. What good could two people with buckets do against that monstrous blaze? But I picked up the other two buckets and followed Bo in his effort. Water splashed and black grass smoked. But we weren't making much of a difference. Even when Jarel returned with one of the large barrels they'd used to carry metal parts during the trip up, our effort was basically futile. We kept trying, though, forcing ourselves to work until we collapsed, and then getting up and trying again. If we didn't put the fire out we'd die anyway. Everything around me fused into a burning, glowing, smoky, pulsating blur. I don't even remember how it ended. I guess it eventually burned itself out, before it could reach the forest. I just remember looking up from a pile of burnt grass and seeing the riverbank almost flame-free. I saw a small fire still rising up from some half-charred reeds. Rather than move all the way to the river, I just stood up, stumbled over, and threw myself on top of the flame, effectively smothering it.


It was night the next time I woke. My lungs burned from all the smoke, ash, and heat I'd inhaled. My eyes burned from staring into bright light for too long. My back burned from actual burn.


I'd never been so tired in my life. I closed my eyes and tried to fall back asleep.


"No, Bryt. Wake up. I need your help." It was Jarel's voice, though so hoarse I almost didn't recognize it. He was shaking me gently, pulling me to my feet. "Come on, Bryt, come on. The medic's here."


Medic? Oh yeah, we needed a medic for Rolan. This must be that medic. But why did they need me? Why didn't they just follow the tree nuts I'd left? Then I groaned a little, and my head rolled down. Jarel didn't know about the stupid nuts!


"Bryt, come on! Bo won't wake up either, and I can't carry him!" His voice took on a frantic note and I felt myself lifted off the ground. "Tell me where to go. Please, say you remember where we left him!"

I tried to talk, to tell him about the trail, but my voice wouldn't work fast enough. He shook me in his arms. It didn't hurt as much as it might have, since he was soaking wet, but it was painful enough that I struggled to put my feet on the ground.


Once upright, I opened my eyes and looked around. The night was surprisingly peaceful. No more fires burned on either side of the river. I could see dark silhouettes of the other half of our team moving about across the water. Pale moonlight lit the scene, and insects chirped, the same as every night.


"We did it," I managed to whisper, looking up into Jarel's eyes. His eyes look just like the river. Very fitting, I thought as the world got blurry again.


"We did it," Jarel confirmed with a short smile, and caught me as I started falling over."Now we have to save our teammate's life. Do you –"


"I left a trail of tree nuts," I explained, fighting for balance. I tried to remember where I'd ended it. It was actually harder to judge with the fire gone. And when I finally found the nuts in the dim moonlight, they were almost as hard to follow.

"Wouldn't it be easier if we light a torch?" the medic suggested helpfully.


"NO!" the two of us both vehemently refused, but in the end that was what we did. Especially as the forest got thicker, it was impossible to follow the trail by moonlight alone. So we stopped, rubbed sticks together, and made a very small torch. We held it low to the ground and followed the trail. I was relieved when we reached Rolan's supine figure, and I sat down hard on the ground as the medic quickly got to work.


He felt his pulse and listened to his heart, all the traditional medical stuff. Interested but tired beyond belief, I lay back and closed my eyes.


"He's dead."


I opened my eyes. I felt my heart start to pound. "What?"


"What do you mean he's dead?"


The medic put an understanding hand on Jarel's shoulder.


"Can't you...fix him?" Jarel demanded, shaking his head in denial.


"He has no pulse. He isn't breathing. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. He's dead." The medic also shook his head.


"No!" Jarel's echoing scream was a knife through the night, as he grabbed his friend's lifeless body by the shoulders and shook it. The medic let him – he couldn't do any harm. "Rolan, please. Rolan, please, please." I half-expected the corpse to awaken and sit up, but, of course, it didn't. I realized I was crying when I felt the hot, salty tears stinging my burned cheeks.


"You two are both badly burned." The medic turned to me. His eyes were dry, but filled with such grief that even the most empathically insensitive person would have looked away. I wondered how many patients this medic had lost, how many soldiers he'd seen die. Did it make it any easier, I wondered, if the person were already dead when he arrived? Not to judge by the look on his face right now.


But he calmly dressed my injuries, gently removing clothing as was necessary. He rubbed on a salve from his bag, which calmed the burn but didn't numb the pain. I just sat still; dirty, sweaty, and exhausted, while waves of fear and guilt washed over me and helpless tears rolled down my face. I distantly felt the medic finish with me and ease me to the ground as I cried myself into a merciful sleep.


It was a pretty dismal party the next morning. I woke to the sound of Midrot and Jossander's angry voices.


"You requested two medics." Midrot sounded like he was arguing. "This mission needed two medics."


The sun was just rising, so I couldn't have slept for long. Jarel and Ashlar were asleep next to me, Ashlar's head resting on Jarel's back. To see anyone else would have required for me to move, and that was out of the question.


"Look how well we used the medic we had," Joss snapped back. "How could I be so blind? I didn't underestimate the runners or overestimate ourselves...I just didn't think!"


I shut my eyes, not wanting to know what they were talking about, not wanting to hear the misery in their tones.


"It may not have made a difference anyway, with a wound that bad," Midrot argued.


What was the problem? The mission had been a success. We'd killed over fifty Barons, sunk a warship, destroyed explosive weapons, and lost only one Col. I sighed, for, though that may be considered an excellent ratio by students learning strategy, it wasn't so simple for the team actually out in the field.


"He bled to death. If the medic had gotten here sooner...Mid, he would have been there hours sooner if I'd brought him up as soon as the construction was done!"


Angry, so angry! Angry at who?


"The medic said he died of internal bleeding. There's not much he could have done for that, and may I remind you that once we'd finished building we weren't doing anything and the runners were still running."


"Yeah, but Mid, I didn't think about that –"


"Joss, you're not helping anything –"

"I know it!"


Their voices fell silent for a minute, then Joss said, "Look, we might as well wake them up."


Midrot apparently agreed because I felt something moving close to me.


"It's okay. I'm awake," I murmured, pushing myself up and groaning at the pain in my back. I felt stiff all over.


"Me too," Ashlar agreed when Midrot turned to him.


"Me too," Jarel sighed from beneath him. The two friends blinked at each other, neither having realized the other was awake.


"You've got a bony back," Ashlar finally said.


"Well, you've got a hard head."

Joss awakened Bo and Chalia, who had fallen asleep in each other's arms; the medic; and the runner, Sturge this time. Once everyone was awake, we buried Rolan and tried to have a funeral service. It was more than most honorably dead soldiers receive. The Captain said that recording Rolan as an honorable death would be the first thing they did when they got back.


Ashlar looked uncomfortable. "What do you mean, Joss?"


"Let's strip all the metal out of the pits and anything else useful. Sturge, you'll have to call all the runners in."


"Come on now, Joss, you're not going to give up just like that?" Bo sounded incredulous, if tired.


Joss looked around at us for about ten seconds, then exploded. "Look at this place!" he cried. "It's burnt to a crisp! Do you think the Barons won't notice? The first rowboat that comes by here, the secret's out! The mission's over. Just face it – the mission's over!"


My breath caught. He was right.


"Oh," Ashlar mumbled dully.


"Now, wait a minute," Bo said sternly. "We'd've had to abandon the project when the leaves fell anyway. Couldn't we just drop it a little early and come back in the spring, after the grass has had a chance to grow back?"


"Well, sure," Joss sarcastically agreed. "If we fill in the pits and start all over again, maybe we'll get lucky and they'll think this damage was all done by lightning. And while we're at it we should find a new location and rework the plan a little so they won't get suspicious. I'm sure our wondrously generous superiors will give us the people and materials we need this time, once we report the overwhelming success of this mission! Maybe even –"


"Joss, shut up!" Ashlar suddenly shouted, his eyes tearing a little. Jossander was so startled that he complied.


"The mission was a success," Midrot said earnestly in the ensuing silence. Yes, I realized, we've done all that was realistically expected of us. But we hoped to do so much better! Sometimes the dream is more important than the reality.


"All right, let's go back across. Cool off a little," Joss said, irritably pulling at his hair. "Bo, Bryt, and Jarel, stay and take up anything useful in the pit. Let's go."


So we all trekked back to the pit (once again following my tree nut trail) and everyone except the three of us crossed back to the other side. It seemed such a waste breaking everything down after all the work it had been to set up. We used the stairway crates to carry everything back over the water.


We swam across far upriver from the site of the attack. There was still some debris left in the water. Debris as in charred, cooked human bodies. Barons, to be sure, but still soldiers. Not really any different from us except that they wore gray uniforms instead of blue. And what kind of a difference was that?  My uniform was gray.


"Don't think of the Barons we killed," Midrot said to me, noticing how I was staring into the river. "Think of all the Cols we saved by stopping this army. They would have used that powder against us. Think how many of our own people we saved from that fiery death."


I nodded, recognizing this line of thought as a rationalization but also realizing that it was probably true. I wondered if I'd saved anyone I knew by helping with this project. It was likely I had. I could be proud.


Suddenly, Midrot frowned. "What's that?"


I looked and was amazed to see a little, round puffan rolling through the burnt grass toward us. Despite my fondly remembered association with a vast multitude of the creatures, my first reaction was to step back. Then, to my astonishment and clearly to Midrot's as well, the green-furred ball rolled right up to us and started circling and chirping. A thought danced in the back of my mind. Sure, all puffans looked and sounded about the same, but...


"Spike?" I asked, barely daring to hope. I knelt down, and the little animal rolled around into my hands and flashed her huge, idiotic grin up at me. Very out of place in the blackened field, but certainly a welcome sight. "Is that really you, Spike?"


Of course she didn't answer, but I was positive, through and beyond empathy, that this was our puffan. It wasn't the time or place to jump for joy, but I know I couldn't keep the elation out of my face.


"Is this a friend of yours, Bryt?" Midrot asked tartly, in a tone I'd come to recognize as amused.


"Yes! This is – Mid, I'm sure this is my teammate's puffan! I think my team is near here!"


"Very possible," Midrot agreed, patting the puffan on the head (the top of her body). The little monster smiled up at him almost flirtatiously. "So will you be leaving us now, too?" 


"Oh, I...well, yeah...I guess so," I said guiltily. I didn't want to offend anyone by appearing too eager to leave, but knowing my real team was nearby I could barely contain myself! That first month I'd spent missioneering had been the best time of my life. "Where's Joss?" I frowned, noticing the Captain was not among the crowd that had gathered around.


"He walked off somewhere," Jarel informed me. "I think he wanted to be alone."


"Wish he wouldn't be so hard on himself," Bo said scornfully.


"That's just the way Joss is," Chalia explained tolerantly. "He puts all the blame on himself."


"He's got a Captain's mind but not the mentality," Midrot commented. "Don't worry about him; he'll pick himself up. And if he doesn't, I will. We can't afford to lose a Captain that good that young."


"He's taking this awfully hard, though," said Bo.


"Give him some time." Midrot was speaking to all of us. "It's never easy for a Captain to accept when a man dies, and he has a teammate's death on his head. Especially the first one."


"He did make a mistake," Chalia said softly.


"Yes, he did," Midrot said firmly. "And knows it all too well. But the mission would be ended, even if he'd brought the medic up. None of us understood the power of that powder. When I think how beautiful that first explosion was, and then it wouldn't stop..." he shrugged, unable to put his emotions into words. "Too much of a good thing?"


Bo cursed under his breath, but he smiled for the first time in what seemed like ages.


"It's been a great month," Chalia said, the corners of her mouth upturned.


Moving as it was to see the group packing everything up, really working on their last project together, I was impatient to leave. Spike obviously was, too, circling around so fast it made me dizzy. But I knew I had to wait for Jossander to return and ask his permission to leave, even if I'd proven I wasn't a spy, and even if he wasn't really my Captain anyway. He needed that boost to his confidence. I wondered what adventures my team had had that I'd missed. I was so excited that Bo wouldn't let me handle anything sharp or heavy. When I finally spotted Joss emerging from the forest, I threw on my backpack and snatched Spike up by her top leg, while she squeaked in protest until I shifted her to a more comfortable position. Then I met eyes with Ashlar and Chalia, and Bo nodded to me, Jarel smiled shyly, and Midrot called, "Hey, Bryt." I turned.


"Sorry about clubbing you over the head."


I ran to him and hugged him. It surprised me how much I'd come to appreciate the paranoid, suspicious crafter. "I'm glad you did," I told him, and it was true. I was glad for the week I'd spent as a part of this team, even as I was bursting to leave.


I met Joss before he reached the edge of the woods. He looked less angry than when he'd left that morning, but no less depressed. He didn't even smile when I held up the permanently grinning Spike. He did look curious, though.


"This is Spike," I explained. "She came and found me – they have a great sense of smell, you know." I took a breath. "She's my teammate's puffan. My team must be nearby here. I'd like to go with Spike and find them, if, well..."


"Why are you asking me?"

"Because you're the Captain!" I said, forcing my influence a little too hard. For once I wished I'd learned some telepathy.


"I'm not your Captain at all," he pointed out.


"You're the Captain here," I repeated firmly. "And your team needs you."


"I'm sure they do."


"And you need them, too. Stop trying to bear this on your own."


He didn't say anything for a long time, and eventually I found myself hugging him to me, determined to radiate heart back into the man even as I felt tears resurface in my own eyes. Spike crooned, sounding concerned. I didn't move until I felt him stop trembling.

"Even great heroes have their lowest moments," I whispered. 

 As if this statement were a release, Joss pulled away and looked at me. His eyes were dry, his face stressed, but I think he'd come a step closer to reaching a peace with himself.


"Thanks, Bryt," he said softly. "And I'm sorry. Your Captain's real lucky to have you on his team."


"I'll miss you," I told him. "I'll miss everyone. I'm glad I got to be a part of this. It was a good project."


He nodded, almost smiled, and turned and left. I watched until he'd reached the charred rivergrass and sat down with his teammates in a circle. Then I looked at Spike, still wheeling and chirping impatiently, and was suddenly seized with an all-consuming desire to reunite with my own mission team

Chapter 30:  REUNION


I followed Spike until after the sun set. She led me so far into Baron territory that under ordinary circumstances I would have been nervous, but I was too determined to see my teammates that very night to worry. I forced myself to slow slightly when I realized that I was in Baron land and should be practicing stealth. Why was it taking so long to find them? From how far away had Spike picked up my scent? Or had she just been interested by the smoke and come to investigate? And even then, how far away could she have been? As it got darker and darker I got more frustrated, more hurried, and less careful. I even began to wonder if I'd been wrong; this wasn't Spike, and I was just chasing some crazy wild puffan through kilometers of forest.


When it finally became so dark that I could barely see, I gave up, flopped down on the ground, and put my head in my hands, asking myself what was wrong with me? I was running after some ridiculous obsession! And I certainly wasn't helping my teammates or myself crashing mindlessly through the forest like this!


After a few minutes Spike realized that I was no longer following her and came back, butting into me and chirping so loudly in complaint that I sighed, got up, and began following her again, lest she make our presence known to every Baron in the forest. For I was pessimistically sure some must be around, lurking in the shadows of the night. Spike had to be content with proceeding at a slower pace, since I couldn't even see where I was going anymore. I also became aware once again of the painful burns on my back, hands, and face that hadn't had time to heal. But, as always following Captain Gill's deeply ingrained advice, I turned my mind to positive thoughts. Like reuniting with my team. Yeah…where did Spike go?


I didn't dare call out for her, but my heart skipped a few beats. She couldn't have disappeared into thin air. Then I caught sight of her again, worming her way through a thick bramble back toward me. She chirped once and turned back the way she'd come.


"You want me to follow you through there?" I asked in a dull voice, which of course, meant nothing to Spike. So I sighed and followed. She was a very stubborn puffan, I thought, as I grimly reminded myself what had happened last time I'd crawled under a bramble of bushes.


My already-burned hands and face were scratched up quite a bit by the time I'd made it through the thick tangle of prickly branches. The bushes opened up into what seemed like a cave, though in the dark I could not judge how wide or tall it was. I heard Spike scuttle across the floor and crash into something, or someone as was evident by the groan of complaint. Then, "Spike? You found me. Oh, it's good to see you, girl."


I nearly leapt into the air for joy. I knew that voice!


At that point Tuck apparently realized there was someone else in the cave, because he said warily, "Who's there? I'm armed, and I'm warning you, if the puffan morphs she'll crush us both."


"Tuck, it's me!" I cried, laughing in jubilation.


He was silent for a moment, then, "Bryt? Bryt Sarliss?"


"I'm back!"


"Impossible!" he shouted, and I felt his hands patting at my arms and head, making sure I was real. "How the…how the…of all the pure, idiotic, stupid dumb luck in all the world! Did you just happen to be passing by?"


There was way, way too much to explain. I was so happy I couldn't even talk. I just batted his hands away and managed to say, "Spike led me."


"Spike led you! But how…how'd Spike find me? You know what – I don't care! What are you doing here?"


"What are you doing here?" I cried, just as vehemently.


He just laughed. And so I started laughing, too. I couldn't help it. We were giddy, both of us. And Spike was practically bouncing off the walls of the cave. I hoped there were no Barons nearby, because otherwise our secret was out. We were both out of breath when we finally calmed down, and Tuck said happily, "Wow, that really hurts."


"What does?" I asked. 


"Any number of a long list of injuries," he said indifferently. "But that's another long story. Not for now. I still can't believe I'm not dreaming. This just doesn't happen!"


"Is Shay around here, too?" I asked, suddenly very afraid for the reply I might get.


"No. I hope not, anyway. Like I was saying, long story. Oh, he's fine. Sorry. I'll bring you up to date in the morning." His voice took on an excited tone, and I knew I'd missed some good action. "You're not going to vanish as mysteriously as you appeared, are you?"


"Not after I chased the little monster through the woods all day!"


"You probably have some stories for me, too, don't you?"


"Well, I haven't crashed any flaming puffans through anything, but…"


"That's a good thing. I'd be sorry to hear you hated Pathic Training that badly!"


I laughed. The idea of a giant flaming puffan crashing down through the ceiling on top of Baria was more appealing than I'd have liked to admit. I sobered abruptly when I realized that I was going to have to explain about quitting Pathic Training. I wouldn't tell him tonight, though. No bad news would spoil our miracle.


"Anyway, in the morning," Tuck said, resettling himself.


"As if I'll be able to sleep now," I snorted, but even as I lay down on the dirty cave floor I realized how tired I was. I'd just had the most strenuous day of my life (Could the attack on the ship really have been only yesterday?), gotten about four hours of sleep, swum across the river, and then run through the Barons' forest for hours. My eyes closed almost instantly (though it was no darker with them shut than with them open), and my breathing became slow and steady. I'd never felt so triumphant in my life, and I hadn't really even done anything. I wouldn't have traded being there in that tiny, dark hole-in-the-ground for all the pathic skills in the world. I'm sure I fell asleep with a smile on my face.


My body must have understood my need for sleep more than my mind did, because it was afternoon by the time I woke up. I wasn't surprised to find out that Tuck had slept almost as long as I had – he'd seemed as tired as I'd felt, despite his excitement. Still, when we crawled out of the cave in to the light and I saw him for the first time in seven months, my jaw dropped. He looked like he'd come through an entire Baron army before slinking humbly into the cave to hide. His uniform was ripped in several places, and in others he'd obviously torn strips off it himself to bandage cuts. There were dark patches of dried blood caked onto his clothing, and his faced was bruised and dirty. One hand appeared swollen, and the other clutched his ribcage when he moved.


"Oh, stop," he said when he saw me scrutinizing him.


"How did you make such a mess of yourself?" I asked, incredulous.


He shook his head. "You first. I still don't believe you're actually here."


I hesitated. "Look, Tuck, there's something I have to tell you that you probably won't like to hear."


"Bryt, whatever led you to show up here last night, I'm glad to hear it."


"Well, okay…I ran away from the Pathic Training center." I hung my head dutifully. When he made no response I continued, "My instructor was a monster, who hated me because she hates the entire military. And my partner was a pathic genius next to whom I felt like a total imbecile. She used me to practice on. That's all I was good for. I told them about the jailbreak." I looked at him significantly. "It was an accident, while they were reading my thoughts for practice. I'm sorry; I'm really sorry, but I couldn't stand it there! I couldn't do it."


"Well, I am disappointed," Tuck said after a moment of thought. "I've never seen an empath's badge. I was curious to find out what it looks like."


I breathed out in sheer relief. Though Tuck was certainly in no position to be upset about my leaving Training early, he was very unpredictable. "Empaths don't wear badges," I pointed out. "If the people they're observing know they're an empath, it only makes things harder."


"Well, they still carry them around," Tuck countered. "I'm actually kind of glad to hear you can't read my mind."


"Don't be too sure of that," I teased. "After all, you're the one who insisted I'm psychic. And I did stay there for six months."


"So how'd you end up here after that? I'm sure even you realize you're pretty far from the training center."


So, accepting the jibe, I told him how I'd sneaked away, met Torrey and his makeshift team, had to take the long way around the river, met Jossander and his team and become a part of their half-successful mission, and finally how Spike had appeared and led me here. Tuck listened quietly, visibly impressed by the project that had destroyed an entire warship and regretful that it wouldn't be continued.


"She must have gone to the smoke, realizing it meant humans," he said when I'd finished my story. "She's a lot smarter than most would give her credit for. She's saved all our lives before – more than once – but this is more than even I thought she could do. And then to come all this way back and find me…" He shook his head in amazement.


"And she pulled me all the way back here," I added. "You've truly got a loyal friend."


"Yeah." He nodded, and for a second an unguarded tender expression crossed his face. Then he grinned. "Or she just wants me to feed her."


"She's not due to be fed, is she?" I asked, fervently hoping that she wasn't.


"Not for another week," Tuck assured me, and smiled at my exaggerated sigh of relief.


"So what have I missed?" I asked. "Did you complete the mission?"


"Mission? Oh yeah, that cave. Never mind that. Come here, Bryt, I've got something to show you."

As I scooted closer to him he pulled a small cloth pouch from a knife case in his weapon strap. He handed it to me. I opened it. It seemed to be filled with fine, gray sand. At first I didn't understand, and then I did. I froze when I realized what I held in my hands. I wanted to fling the bag away, but I didn't dare move. Finally I looked up at Tuck, not knowing quite what it was I wanted to accuse him of, and still too stunned to speak anyway.


Tuck actually laughed at my consternation. I glared at him. "How could you?" I cried. "Do you know…don't you understand…" I couldn't finish my thoughts. 


Tuck sobered when he realized that I was really upset. "Bryt, it's fine. It's harmless unless it's exposed to fire. Oh, come on. Here, look." And he grabbed the pouch of explosive powder from me, took a pinch out, and threw it all over me. 


In total shock, I reacted instantly by slapping hard at the offending arm. Tuck immediately yelled in pain, clutching his arm and swearing, and I realized that that limb had not escaped injury. We glared at each other for a few minutes.


"You still haven't told me what you're doing here," I reminded him.


He regarded me for a moment, then said cryptically, "It's good to be back together, isn't it, Bryt?"


I snorted, but couldn't suppress a small smile. "Yes, it's good to be back together. Yes, I can't wait to find out what crazy scheme you've got in store for me now. Now tell me your story!"


"Well, as you know," he began with a wicked smile, "we managed to get our hands on some explosive powder. But then the Barons we stole it from came after us. Since there were only two of them, we divided the powder among the three of us and split up. At least one of us would have to get free. Unfortunately, that one wasn't me. I have no idea where Shay and Keni are now."


"Keni?" I asked.


"Our new teammate, remember? She's a medic. Don't be jealous."


I ignored the taunt, but realized that I was jealous. For all I'd graduated early, this new medic had had far more experience missioneering than I had. And a chance to bring a sample of explosive powder into Col territory. I cut of this line of thought as useless. But…if only I hadn't been forced to go to Pathic Training!


"Both the Barons ended up following me," Tuck continued. "Really, that's a good thing. It doubles our chances. I don't appreciate it as much as maybe the others do, though. Actually, most of this I did to myself," he indicated his battered figure, "diving between cracks in the rocks to hide. I don't mind the scrapes and bruises, but their knives did get to me once or twice, and I think I may have cracked a rib throwing myself against the rocks like that." He grimaced at his own stupidity. "I've been working my way back slowly. They get lazy, using the river to get down to Col ground whenever they need to go. I know these woods far better than they do. I didn't know where Spike was the whole time, though. What a great puffan."


"So," I began carefully, "at the risk of putting myself into an idiotic situation, we seem to have once again found ourselves without a Captain. What do you think we should do?"

"I've got to get this powder back to a Col base."


"Can you walk at all?"


"Slowly and with considerable pain." He grinned.


"How far are we from the War-Pac?" I asked, getting an idea.


But Tuck shook his head. "We'd have to cross the river."


I frowned. "Where the team I was with set their ship trap, it's narrow enough to swim across. Oh, wait, sorry. You can't swim like that. Is there anywhere else we could go?"


"There's another pac nearby," Tuck said hesitantly. "It's a small one, just started recently."


"What aren't you telling me?"

"It's a Baron pac."


I sucked in my breath. "Do you think we should chance it?"


"There is one other option," he said earnestly.


"What?"


"You could take the powder back on your own."


I looked him firmly in the eyes. "No."


"It's really what you should do," he said quietly.


"If Spike bringing me here was a miracle, I'm not about to leave you alone to die now. Besides, I doubt I could find my way back on my own," I added more briskly. "Now, how do we get to that Baron pac?"

Chapter 31:  THE PAC


We didn't reach the Baron pac that night, despite a valiant effort on both our parts. Our progress was slow, with Tuck leaning on me for support and correcting me whenever I veered off course. The sun was just beginning to set when he sort of slipped off my shoulder and fell to the ground.


"I'm sorry, Bryt. I'm sorry…" he breathed.


"It's okay, it's okay," I reassured him, sitting down and stroking his hair, seized with a maternal instinct that surprised me, since few women actually raise children on Skye. "This looks like a good place to spend the night anyway."


"No, it's not," Tuck mumbled, but didn't protest further. His head felt hot to the touch. I wondered for how long he'd been like this, struggling to walk through Baron ground, collapsing whenever he ran out of strength and had to find a place to hide, futilely hoping for a miracle. A hope that turned out to be not so futile.


He was right, though; this was a terrible place to fall asleep. He seemed to have picked the one spot in the forest where there was a clearing. If it were Col ground I wouldn't have worried, but since this was Baron territory I half dragged my teammate to the edge of the clearing, made him drink from my flask, and then finally let him sleep. I lay on the ground awake for a long time, not really fearful of being discovered but unable to sleep simply because I'd awakened so late in the day. My back still burned, too.


We both woke early the next morning and got started as soon as possible. It was very slow going, though. By midafternoon, Tuck was basically asleep, though he was still walking, which not only made it very difficult for me to pull us along but also led me to fear we'd end up completely lost. I grew increasingly distressed the more he deliriously called Seile's name. I was nearly as tired as he was by the time we finally reached the pac that night. I would have been relieved, but our problems weren't over.


As we approached the pac, a guard came up to us. That wasn't a good sign – not even the War-Pac had guards. I turned to see what Tuck thought, but his eyes were closed. He was asleep on my shoulder.


"Who are you? What is your business here?" the guard asked, sounding menacing.


"We need help," I told him. "Is there a medic here?"


The man looked puzzled. "Are you Pirates?"


"No, we're missioneers." I heard the desperate note in my voice. "Please, will you let us in?"


"Wait here," the guard said, and left. Great, I thought. I sat down on the ground, removing Tuck's arm from my neck, and releasing the pressure that had been building across my shoulders all day. Spike rolled around and chirped quizzically, confused as to why we'd stopped. She ran into Tuck several times, trying to wake him up, and looked very troubled when she couldn't succeed. I would have smiled if I hadn't been so tired myself.


Distracted by the puffan's antics, I didn't even notice that the guard had returned with another man until they were right in front of me. I hastily stood to face them.


"What seems to be the problem here?" the second man asked, in a tone much more friendly than the guard's had been. 


"We need help," I repeated. "Please, this man is wounded and sick, and needs medical attention or he'll die."


"You're Pirates, aren't you?" the man sounded wary.


"No!" I cried. "I mean, I don't think so. What's a 'Pirate'?" 


Then man seemed to think this over for a minute.


"Please," I begged when he didn't answer, "I know you probably dislike all our kind, but if you're truly working for peace, then please help save a life here."


"It doesn't matter," the man finally said. He turned to the guard and repeated, "It doesn't matter. If this pair needs help, we'll try to help them. That is our purpose. Can you carry the man to the infirmary?"


The big guard nodded, reached down to lift Tuck, and hefted him over his shoulder like a piece of equipment. Spike squealed in protest, so I picked her up and quickly soothed her, before she could morph and set the whole pac against us.


"He's, uh, well trained, isn't he?" the second man asked, gesturing to the puffan in my arms.


"Actually, it's she," I explained. "But yes, she's well trained. She only changes to eat."


"That's a relief." He sounded amused. "My name's Kestral. I’m second to the governor of this pac."


"I'm Bryt," I told him as we followed the guard. "My teammate's Tuck, and this is Spike."


"Interesting choice of name."


"I agree."


It was a very small pac, with only four main buildings and some houses, built much more nicely than the huts in the War-Pac, though. We arrived at the infirmary and the guard laid Tuck down on one of the beds. There were two other patients in the same large room. I wished my teammate would wake up. Not only was I worried about him; I didn't like being alone among a whole pac of Barons. Sure, this was an actual pac, an actual peace-attempt clean, but if two Barons ever walked into the War-Pac for help they'd probably be killed in an instant. Or some soldiers would be brought in to kill them, I thought grimly. But, though I'd certainly grown more independent since beginning Pathic Training, I wasn't comfortable with the situation in which I'd found myself.


"We only have one person with medical training here," Kestral was saying. "And she's pretty young and inexperienced." He shrugged. "You can't choose your pac members. I'll try to locate her, though." He beckoned for the guard to follow him out.


As if reading my mind, Tuck stirred as soon as they'd shut the door. He looked around in confusion, taking in his surroundings. 


"We're not dead yet," I said encouragingly.


"Are we at the pac?" he asked.


"Yes." I nodded. "You're in the infirmary." I knelt down beside the bed so that no one else in the room could hear what I was saying. The place made me pretty paranoid. "Tuck, what's a 'Pirate'?" I asked.


"A what?"


"They said we were Pirates," I explained. "What's that mean?"


"Oh, it's their word for Cols. They don't call themselves 'Barons' either – their word is 'Allies'."


"So they definitely know we're the enemy," I concluded.


"That's okay. We expected it."

"Seems we've had an awful lot of good luck lately."


"Well, don't complain about it!"


The door opened and Kestral  reentered with a young woman who barely looked older than me. "This is Felita, our medic." He presented her. "Felita, Bryt and Tuck. Why don't we leave now so the medic can examine the patient?"


I'd much rather have stayed, but it would have seemed rude after that, so I followed the pac's second-in-command out of the infirmary, bringing Spike with me.


"I know you'd probably rather stay with your partner," Kestral explained understandingly, "but I think it's better not to put any unnecessary pressure on our young medic. Now, don't get nervous. Felita's a good, fully qualified medic. She's just young and not too confident. She's been great for the brief life of our pac, and I'm sure she'll cure your friend. You look like you could also do with a warm bed, if you don't mind my saying so. If you want, you can sleep in the infirmary, too. Have you been traveling long to get here?"


"All day," I nodded. "We weren't that far away, actually; it was just slow going."


"I can appreciate that. What did happen to Tuck, if you don't mind my asking?"


I shrugged. "There's a war going on." I hoped that would suffice, because I certainly wasn't about to tell Kestral about the explosive powder.


"I guess that's true. You want me to show you around while we're waiting? Judging by the way your friend looked, I'd say we'll be out here for a while."


"Don't you have things to do?" I asked. "Being the governor's second and all? I hate to take up so much of your time."


Kestral grinned. "Not much actually happens here. I doubt any pressing emergencies will surface in the next half-hour. Besides, it's not a very big pac."


"Well, okay. Thank you, then."


The tour of the pac honestly took about five minutes. It was much smaller than the War-Pac. I felt a little guilty since these Barons were treating us so well, knowing our own pac members wouldn't be nearly so kind. But the War-Pac is an exception, I told myself. I just hadn't been to any other Colossan pacs.


I had to ask Kestral about, it, though. "How come you're being so nice to us?" I asked bluntly. "We are Cols and you are Barons. Normally that would mean we'd have to kill each other."


"I'm through with killing Pirates. 'Cols,' as you call yourselves." His large brown eyes bore a troubled expression for the first time since I'd met him. "Our government requires us to fight in the military for at least ten years. I've done my time. I regret to say that most members of this newly formed pac have not, but it wasn't until most of my friends had been killed that I realized how ridiculous this whole war is. And it is, you know." He looked at me pointedly and I looked carefully at the ground. "Anyway, as soon as I finished my service I joined up with some others who felt the same way, and we crossed the river to separate ourselves from the military once and for all. It's not really much of a rebellion we've got going here – " he nodded to indicate the tiny settlement " – but at least we're proving we can live without winning the war. Not many seem to realize that."


I stared at him thoughtfully, my empathic skills once again proving useful. "I really appreciate everything you've done for us," I began, "but you're not going to convert me to your style of thinking."


"Give me a few days."


I blinked. The reply was so unexpected that it took me a second to realize he was teasing. "Well, at least you're honest," I said.


"Another trait few exhibit."


I looked up at him sharply, catching the subtle implication inherent in his tone. "That's true," my mouth said noncommittally, while I tried every trick of empathy I knew, but came up short. My eyes were rapidly and thoroughly studying his face, but it hadn't deviated enough from his clean slate for me to reach a positive conclusion. After about five seconds I gave up, hoping he knew no more than he was letting on that he did, but still found myself staring up at him. He had a very handsome face, I noted, with strong but regular features and a tan despite the cool northern climate. His hair was light brown and of medium length. He looked fairly nondescript, actually, but handsome just the same. He had that slim, muscular fighter's build that I'd always liked…I quickly looked away and ended this train of thought. He was a Baron. A reluctant Baron, but a Baron nonetheless, and that was that. But somehow instead of being disgusted at the blasphemy of my thoughts, I found myself amused. 


"You know what's strange?" he said, once he'd realized there were no hidden truths I was going to unveil to him. "When we began this pac, I thought it would be a sort of paradise. I guess any place with no battle is a paradise to an ex-soldier. But when we got here, it wasn't that at all."


"What was it?" I heard myself ask.


"Well, first of all," he explained, "I thought I'd be among people like myself, who agreed that war is wrong and wanted to protest it. But most of the people we attracted did want to win the war, and hated all Pirates with a passion, and just didn't want to risk their lives for our cause. I felt dishonorable or hypocritical allowing them to come with us, but we needed some members in our pac, or we'd never last long. So we accepted anyone who volunteered to join us. Then the real disasters struck." He took a breath. "We couldn't build well, and a storm blew down everything we'd put up. Most of our crops failed the first year, since we didn't really know how to farm, either. A lot of members left, saying fighting the war would be easier than living here. Including the one man with real medical skills. Thank goodness Felita stayed it out, or our pac may have collapsed right there. But we've built ourselves up, slowly but surely since then, and we've got a pretty stable community now. And learned a lot in the process. Proves that hard work will get you to your goal, if you keep at it."


"So you consider this pac a successful project?" I asked, careful to keep my voice neutral.


His voice was soft as he said, "It's more than a project, Bryt, it's my life now. These past three years we've been so dedicated, we've made ourselves succeed."


"I guess it's more than I've accomplished in life," I admitted, mostly to please him. As if I'd ever think of joining a pac! Much less starting one!


"Starting to warm up to me already?" he teased.


"Not so fast."


He laughed. "Well, I guess that's fair. It's only been one night. I think we've waited out here long enough. Would you like me to escort you back to the infirmary for the night?" He formally held out his arm, keeping a straight face.


I had to turn my head and laugh, but I took his hand and walked with him the four steps to the door of the building.


"Well, here we are," he announced.


"Thanks, Kestral," I said seriously. 


"For the escort?"


"No!" I looked away from his teasing grin but felt my cheeks grow hot anyway. I was glad it was too dark for him to see me blush. "For taking us in and helping us. For that matter, thanks just for not killing us."


"No problem." Kestral nodded. "I told you, I'm done with killing."


On that note, I stepped into the infirmary and he turned and left. I walked down the dimly lit hallway to the room to which the guard had led us before, Spike right on my heels the whole time. I was quiet so as not to wake any of the patients. Tuck was sleeping peacefully, his wounds cleaned and bandaged and some probably stitched. I didn't know nearly enough about doctoring to be critical, but it looked to me like the novice medic had done all right. Felling reassured and strangely optimistic, I took one of the empty cots and immediately fell asleep.

Chapter 32:  THE VALLEY


My next week at the Baron pac may not have been a dream, but it certainly wasn't the nightmare it could have been. I found myself often taking long walks through the forest, careful not to stray so far as to be unable to find my way back, but far enough to be out of sight of the pac. I got the same negative vibe from this pac as I did from the War-Pac. I guess peace-attempt clans and soldiers just don't mix well. When he wasn't busy governing the pac, Kestral would join me. Different as we were, I liked his company. Besides, he was really the only one who'd even talk to me. I was the lone Col among a group of unfriendly Barons. I could hardly blame them – I'd certainly act no better in their situation. Even I was amazed that Kestral could so easily put aside the distinctions that had defined us throughout our lives. I was fervently grateful to have a person like him in such a high position in the pac into which we'd stumbled.


Tuck was slowly recovering. I was relieved that, despite her self-doubt, Felita seemed to be getting the job done. Tuck's fever was gone, and he said he was growing accustomed to the constant pain enough not to feel it much. Or it could just be that Felita kept him pretty well drugged up. I once got nervous when I overheard her complain to someone, "I am giving him the stuff. It's just not working!" But the young medic eventually found the right combination of medicines without doing too much harm to her patient in the process, and for that I was thankful. Unfortunately, as Tuck got stronger and stronger he also got excessively cranky, which Felita said was a good sign, but didn't make matters any easier for me.


"I'm sick of this! Let's just leave now. I'm ready. You're ready. What's the point of hanging around this Baron pac?" he complained loudly one afternoon.


"Tuck, there are other patients in here," I reminded him testily. "Keep your voice down. And you are not ready to go. Yesterday you couldn't stay on your feet for an hour. Remember?"


"That was yesterday. Times have changed."


I sighed. "You can't expect to get your strength back staying awake and griping about everything. And you haven't touched your…your…food."


"Hah! You don't even know what it is!"


"Tuck…"


"The food here's disgusting. I've barely eaten anything they've given me."


"Well, you can't really blame them," I argued hotly. "They have no one who knows how to farm, no one who knows how to cook…besides, it's better than slimeberries."


"Slimeberries'll at least numb your taste buds."


"You'll be stuck here forever if you don't eat."


"Just give it to Spike. She'll eat anything." He suddenly jerked upright. "Hey, has anyone remembered to feed Spike? She should be about due."


I sighed again. I'd just come back from one of my little excursions and was tired. The last thing I wanted to do was hunt for the little animal. But Tuck was right, and having a hungry puffan around would not improve my relations with the Barons of the pac.


"Okay, okay," I agreed, since I knew if I didn't comply he'd try to get up and feed her himself. "Eat your…gloppy white stuff."


"No!"


"Fine!" We sounded like four-year-olds. I snatched up the bowl to give to Spike and left. At least she'd appreciate it.


As soon as I'd stepped outside, Spike greeted me with her huge grin and launched into the figure-eight routine that meant she was hungry. My annoyance began to dissolve a little. It dissipated further when Kestral came up to me and asked what I was up to. I explained about feeding Spike, and asked he wanted to help me.


"Depends," he answered warily. "What does a puffan eat?"


"Just about whatever you put in front of their faces." I grinned. "Which is why we have to hunt out good food for her."


"I guess I'll come along," Kestral agreed. "I'm pretty good with a bow and arrow, if you'd just wait a moment while I go get it."


So a few minutes later we were walking through the forest, Spike happily following, looking for whatever unlucky game would be our first catch of the day. My spirits improved considerably when Kestral told me that they had a field pastured off, far back in the woods, in which a vast herd of caipa resided. If we just went there, the toughest part of the hunt, finding the animals, would be taken are of. Spike wailed louder and louder as it took us time to reach the pasture. I would have given her the bowl of mush that Tuck had stubbornly refused to eat, except that she would have changed and not only become impossible to deal with but also scared the caipa.


The last of my bad mood evaporated when Kestral led me to the end of a ledge and I saw the entire beautiful valley below. A tiny stream ran through the center of a river of the greenest grass I'd ever seen. More caipa than I could count were scattered throughout the valley. In the distance I could see man-made fences, separating the pasture from the world. It seemed indecent to hunt in that peaceful, beautiful place. 


"You like it," Kestral observed.


"It's magnificent," I replied. "Don't take this the wrong way," I added slyly, "but I think the pasture is more impressive than the settlement. Why didn't you just build the pac in the valley?"


He laughed. "We probably would have, come to think of it, but we'd half-finished building by the time we found it. It was perfect pastureland, though, and with the valley walls we only had to fence off two sides. The caipa were the one project that went off without a hitch – we got a decent-sized herd started in next to no time. However huge a number that monster eats, it won't make a dent in the population."


"That's great," I said. "How do we get down there?"


"Well," he smiled wickedly, "we've got ropes down one of the gentler slopes."


"You sure make things difficult."


Almost as soon as we reached the ropes we started to race. Halfway down we both dropped our unwieldy bows and arrows to the ground for faster travel. I was immensely pleased to reach the bottom first, though empathic study afterward revealed he'd let me win. We made a game out of catching the caipa, too, since we both were archers. This time he won, which duly impressed me. Not many I've met can beat me at archery.


I wisely removed our arrows from the dead animals before Spike could eat them, and scraped the white mystery food out of the bowl, taking that away, too. When Spike was morphed and hungry, she ate whatever was in front of her regardless of whether it were edible or not. I lay down on the grass and stared up at the bright blue autumn sky as Spike set to the task.


"Not exactly the most romantic spectacle, is it?" Kestral remarked of the feasting giant puffan.


I sat up and looked into his sparkling brown eyes, reading his tone and not wanting to respond to it.


"No," I agreed, and promptly lay back down. But although I was massively tired by the hunt, I felt my heart start to pound.


Kestral slapped his forehead and laughed, shaking his head from side to side.


"What?"


"Well, you didn't have to share all my feelings, but I was hoping for a little better answer than that!"


I sat up again and smiled. "Kestral, you're a Baron and I'm a Col. Let's not complicate things."


"It's fun to complicate things."


"Please don't start this…"


"Can I kiss you?"


"I just said, I'm a Baron and you're a Col! I mean…you know what I mean! A Baron can't kiss a Col."


He answered by taking my chin in his hand, leaning over, and kissing me on the lips, gently at first so I could pull away if I wanted to, then wholeheartedly when I didn't. Maybe it was just the attraction of the forbidden, or maybe I'd found a personality I could truly appreciate. I'd never kissed a man before, only boys, and I found that there was a big difference. It was too bad we were on opposite sides of the war.


"Well," he whispered, his face inches from mine, "we just proved that a Baron can kiss a Col. It was surprisingly simple, wasn't it?"


I didn't answer. It shouldn't be simple, it shouldn't be…but it was. I didn't know whether I liked that or not.


"Are you okay, Bryt?" he asked gently, concerned. "I know that was a pretty radical thing we just did. I guess…" he sighed. "I guess if you feel you have to kill me now, I can understand."


At this, I snorted and threw myself back on the ground. Why did Kestral make me feel all jumpy inside? Why was I perfect relaxed, and yet jittery at the same time? It might have been okay, would probably have even wonderful, to feel this way about someone, if he weren't a Baron! And besides, he was a good twelve or fifteen years older than me. And I'd only known him a week.


I sat up again. "I suppose you think this means you've won our little bet, about converting me," I said, asperity masking my uncertainty. 


His face fell. "I don't care about any bet," he said flatly. "I like arguing with you, anyway."


I sighed and looked around at the happily drinking caipa, and my eyes eventually fell on Spike, still lustily devouring the meal for which she'd been so hungry. I turned away, not wanting the sight to spoil the moment. I stared instead up at the golden cliffs glowing in the sun's warm rays, the softly rolling waves of grass in the secluded valley, and the endless, limitless sky. I looked into Kestral's eyes and brushed a wayward lock of hair off his forehead. "I really think I might regret this," I said, and bent to kiss him again.


Much later, when the sun had set, I left the pac infirmary and returned to the valley. We'd left Spike where she was – no harm could befall her there and she was much to heavy to carry up the ropes. This time I'd brought a blanket with me in which to haul the sleeping puffan up the valley wall. I kept the blanket wrapped around me as I walked, since it was a pretty chilly night. The only problem was that it kept lulling me to sleep. It wasn't that late, but I was very tired and the warm, comfortable blanket would be perfect for curling up on the ground and falling asleep. I caught myself several times as I was about to nod off, and vowed never to undertake a nonurgent chore like this when I was so tired again.


When I reached the ledge overlooking the valley I found the panorama almost as beautiful during the nighttime as it was during the day. Moonlight reflected off the cliff walls and tiny creek, and the herd slept peacefully, as did one small, round puffan. I used one of the ropes to guide me to the valley floor, dreading the upward climb toting a very heavy puffan that soon awaited me. I shivered as I removed the blanket from my shoulders and spread it out on the grass, then placed the sated animal in the center. Even Spike felt cold, and she was always warm after eating. I grabbed each of the four corners of the blanket, so that Spike could breathe but not slip out, and headed back for the ropes.


Unfortunately, I was even more tired than I realized. It wasn't like it was difficult for me to carry the puffan up the cliffs; I couldn't do it at all! It was as if all the strength had been drained from my muscles. What's wrong with me? I asked myself. Sure, it had been a busy day, but my body had never failed me like this before.


Depressed by my lack of even the barest minimal success, and wishing I'd asked Kestral to come along to help, I spread the blanket out on the ground again, and lay down on it next to Spike. I hugged the sleeping puffan to me for additional warmth, but found she gave none. She was even colder than I was. That's not right, either, I told myself, for Spike was always warm after she ate – all puffans are. Tuck had explained it to me. But right now Spike felt cold as…


I turned the puffan over in my arms and lowered my ear to her mouth, straining to hear any signs of breathing. And then I listened harder, but to no avail. It's rather easy to hear and feel a puffan's breath, and I sensed neither. A shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with being cold. I turned Spike over and over again, looking desperately for any signs of life, listening fervently to hear the noisy digestion working inside of her, but I heard and saw nothing. I felt tears prick my eyes, as I accepted the fact that the little puffan was dead.


What could have killed a puffan out here? Kestral had said this place was safe. Had be been lying? If so, he sure hadn't shown any sign of it. Besides, there wasn't a mark on her. Something she ate? Baron caipa couldn't be any different from Colossan caipa. My mind went back to the dish of white glop I'd given her. But Tuck fed Spike human food often; he sometimes gave her nothing else when he had no time to hunt. And Baron food would be no different. Nothing that wouldn't harm a human could hurt a puffan. Poison? I asked myself. But that didn't make any sense. If they wanted us dead they could have killed us easily. And if they were trying to poison Tuck they'd be after me, too. With a start I recalled the inexplicable lethargy I'd been seized with all day. For several days, now that I thought about it. The result of a hidden poison? But if that were the case, why didn't they just kill us?


Unless they didn't want us dead. Only weakened – my heart sank – for easy capture, questioning. My head started to spin. Had they found the bag of explosive powder on Tuck? I shook my head at our foolishness – I should have taken the powder from him, since a medic could easily search him. But neither of us had been thinking clearly when we'd arrived. We should have known better than to trust Barons! Kestral seemed so real, though, so honest. I wasn't just telling myself that because I liked him; my empathy had never given me the slightest hint that he wasn't who he seemed to be. Sure, I wasn't a full empath; I could have missed the subtlest clues, but…I suddenly groaned out loud as I saw the shortcoming to empathy. I'd hardly talked to anyone else at the pac! And if Kestral simply didn't know what was going on, he couldn't possibly reveal the secret to me. How could I have been so blind – it's an empath's job to recognize these things! How could they have known I was an empath? Tuck couldn't have told them. Unless he'd talked in his fevered sleep? I shuddered as I realized that perhaps there was an empath among these Barons, and that was how they knew. Or maybe they hadn't known at all, and simply kept the plot hidden from the one person who spent time with me for effect. I'd never know for sure what had happened, but I knew what I had to do now: get out of there!


Working as quickly as I could, I dug a hole in the ground with me hands. I decided this beautiful, peaceful, valley was a fitting resting place for the brave little puffan, where the happiness without refected Spike's ever-joyful disposition. I was sorry that Spike had been an innocent victim of a plot by Barons to capture Cols, a conflict in which puffans had no part. But an amount of poison that would only weaken a human had proved deadly to a fully shrunken puffan. More tears dripped from my eyes as I covered her round little body with earth. 


Abruptly I picked myself up and rushed for the rope. I climbed as quickly as I could in my weakened state. When I reached the top I ran through the forest at a dangerous speed, desperately hoping I wasn't going the wrong way.


When I got back to the pac I almost ran into Kestral.


"Hey, Bryt, where have you been?" he asked casually.


I looked him squarely in the eyes. "Kestral, I know."


I watched, senses on full alert, for any slip, any sign that he knew what I was talking about, any subtle alteration from his clean slate that meant he knew he'd been discovered. I knew I was taking an awful chance, but…


"What?" Nothing. Nothing at all. It didn't really matter, since I'd have to leave anyway, but I was relieved.


"Never mind," I said sweetly, amazed by my own calmness. "I'm going to bed. I'll see you in the morning."


"Oh…okay." He sounded confused, but he smiled as he retreated back into the building. I turned and ran up the steps of the infirmary. 


"Tuck!" I whispered, fiercely shaking my teammate when I entered his room. "Tuck, wake up! Now!"


His eyes opened slightly and he asked, "Bryt? What's going on?"


"We have to get out of here."

"Huh?"


"Don't ask questions. There'll be Baron soldiers here soon. I don't know when, but soon. I don't even want to wait till morning; we're leaving now!"


"How do you know? What's going on?" he asked, but he began to climb out of bed and pull his boots on.


"I'll explain later. Now just be quiet and let's go."


"But, Bryt…"


"No! For once, Tuck, you are going to listen to me, and you won't ask questions and you won't object; just do exactly what I tell you so we can get out of this place with our lives."

Chapter 33:  THE ESCAPE


Actually, he did object. He said we should wait another few hours until everyone had gone to sleep, so we did. We waited in the infirmary in silence, partially so as not to wake any sleeping patients and partially because I refused to answer Tuck's questions. I certainly wasn't going to tell him about Spike now – not until we were well gone from this place.


Escaping from the pac was surprisingly easy, considering the lengths to which the Baron pac members had gone to assure our capture. Tuck had no qualms about leaving, since he'd been wanting to anyway, and we made it past the guards with no trouble at all. As silently as possible, we traveled away from that tiny Baron pac and all its mystery. We didn't stop walking all night. Around sunrise we reached the river, and, weary as we both were I suggested we cross it. I would feel much safer with the river between ourselves and the pac. For once it was Tuck who looked at me as if I were crazy – the river was wide at this point and besides, crossing it took energy, which neither of us possessed at the moment. Then he said we could start making a raft for Spike. Puffans don't swim.


At this point I had to sit him down and tell him the entire story: that Spike hadn't been with us the whole time, and that he would never see her again. I braced myself for the worst, and his reaction was much as expected, but since he was furious with the Barons, mad at himself, and only slightly angry at me I didn't worry too much about it. Besides, he was too tired to do too much of anything. Eventually he fell asleep in the woods near the riverbank, and I tried to follow his example. I found it hard to sleep, though – it didn't feel safe. 


The feeling of insecurity didn't evaporate until we'd reached the War-Pac. It was a long, hard, quiet, and unhappy few weeks of travel next to the river and across it, and by the time we arrived neither of us were in any better condition than we'd been upon leaving the Baron pac. I was relieved when we finally entered the pac which I'd so hated my first visit there, grateful beyond belief simply to be among Cols – among people I might dislike, and might resent me, but whom at least I could trust not to kill me.


Some pac member met us as soon as we arrived and took us both immediately to the infirmary. I guess we looked as bad as we felt. After a good day of rest the medics let us leave our rooms, and we went to see old Harley. He would put us back into a positive frame of mind. 


It just was not to be, though. We got another unpleasant surprise when we learned that Harley was dead. No secret plots or poisons this time – he'd simply succumbed to old age. One of the pac's leaders met us in Harley's old room and explained that he'd been given a funeral worthy of the founder of the pac. Then Tuck asked if anyone had been sent to a base to see Harley recorded as an honorable death.


The man looked surprised. "I thought that rite was reserved for those who die in battle."


Tuck and I looked at each other. "Well, yes, it is," Tuck conceded, "but Harley spent his entire active life as a soldier."


"The whole point of the honor is to express appreciation for the lives that are lost, is it not?"


"Harley did give his life to the war effort," I pointed out. "He fought as long as he could, just as do those who die in battle."


"Harley's probably fought more than any other Col on the planet," Tuck continued vehemently. "He deserves some recognition for it."


The pac leader looked uncertain. "I have to agree that he does. But my understanding is that that's just not the way it's done. Maybe you would know better than I would, being soldiers…"


"That's not right!" Tuck cut him off. I found my heart echoing my teammate's sentiments, even though my head recognized that the pac leader was correct. "He fought more than anyone who died!" Tuck raged on. "He was more valuable to our cause than any ten soldiers who died young. Far more valuable! He loses credit for not getting killed?"


"Hey, don't yell at me," the man objected. "This isn't my call. You want to go ask that he be recorded, you go right ahead. It's your own military leaders who judge these matters, not us."


"That's just what we'll do," I spoke up, pointedly holding Tuck's angry gaze. "Since we have to go back and deliver that powder anyway."


Both men looked at me. "That's a good idea," the pac leader finally said. "They're more likely to accept him if you missioneers present his case. Those executive military snots don't take well to pac members. You'll need some luck to convince them that a man who died of old age in a pac which he himself started up deserves the honor."


"He did not start a pac, he started a battlestation!" Tuck shouted before I could stop him. "It's you lazy cowards who turned it into a pac!"


"You're out of line, solider!" the man raised his voice and turned away. "I'm not wasting any more of my time on this ridiculous issue. The man received a magnificent funeral in the place where he'd spent the past thirty years! He'll be remembered here forever! What more do you want?" He was still muttering angrily as he left the room and slammed the door.


"You know, he's right," I said softly, once the man had gone.


Tuck looked at me accusingly. "You think that's enough? You think he deserves to go down in history in a pac? This was not Harley's life! His life was fighting!"


"That's not what I meant," I hastily explained. "He's right that our own superiors won't reward Harley with an honorable death listing. They'd consider it an abuse of the honor."


"We can try, anyway," Tuck stubbornly persisted.


"Yes, and we will," I agreed. "I already said we would."


"Don't patronize me. I'm not an invalid."


"Don't fight with me! I'm on your side!"


We stared at each other. As usual, I looked away first.


"Sorry."


I looked up.


"There. I said it. Sorry." Tuck half smiled. "Look, Bryt…do you really think we need to stick around here?"


I didn't want to stay there any more than he did, though I knew it was the smart thing to do. "Well, how do you feel?" I stalled.


Tuck sighed and leaned back against the wall. "I feel like I want to finish my mission. I'm sick of waiting around for bad news. I want to do something big."


I agreed completely. But someone had to be the responsible member of the team. "I remember feeling the same way, "I began, "and then you and Shay made me stop missioneering and train in empathy. I seem to remember  you saying I owed it to my cause. Don't you think it's your duty to remain here awhile, till you're a hundred percent, and then try to complete the mission?"


He thought about that for a minute, then said, "You ran away from Pathic Training."


I looked down to hide my smile, but felt it slowly spreading across my whole face. "I did, didn't I?"


"Yeah, you did."


"That doesn't mean it was the right thing to do."


"Are you sorry you did it?"


"No," I had to admit. "No way."


"Well then," Tuck spread his arms and grinned boyishly, "I think our path of action is clear."


"Why," I asked myself aloud, "do I feel like you're asking me to set a puffan on fire and throw her up on the roof?"


"Well, you did that, too," Tuck pointed out.


I laughed. "Fine! You win! But if we're going, let's go now before I change my mind!"


"All right!" Tuck threw his arms in the air, and we simply ran out of the building and out of the pac. Plenty of curious onlookers noticed, but it didn't matter – they were Cols, and there was nothing they could do to stop us anyway!


We hiked toward the river again, this time with more energy and a positive attitude. Marching, it felt like we would fall back into our old routine. We wondered if we'd meet up with Shay and Keni when we got back to the base. I tried to project what Keni would be like based on the description Tuck gave of her. I also imagined what Captain Shay's reaction would be when he learned I'd quite Pathic Training. He certainly wouldn't be pleased. I had disobeyed direct orders. Indeed, there had been way too much disobedience in my short military career. Yet, I realized, half guiltily and half smugly, I did not regret a single rule or tradition I'd broken.


We also wondered what our scientists would discover from the sample of explosive powder we'd brought back. We imagined an end to the recent Baron domination brought on by the discovery of explosive powder. We hoped what we were doing would really make a difference for our cause.


These were the thoughts running through my head when, barely out of sight of the War-Pac, I suddenly sensed something terribly wrong with the ground under my feet. Then it folded right up beneath me and I fell through it. I was too startled even to scream or call out, and then I hit the bottom, hard. I fell forward onto my hands and knees, and a shower of dirt, grass, and sticks fell on top of me.


I heard Tuck cursing viciously next to me. "Tuck?" I whispered.


"Yeah, Bryt, are you okay?"


"I think so," I replied, slightly dazed and slightly scared. "Are you? Where are we? What is this place?"


Tuck looked up at the small circle of light far above. "A trap," he answered disgustedly. "We've walked right into some kind of trap."

Chapter 34:  IN THE PIT


"There must be traps like this all through this area." Tuck grimaced. "Or we've just gotten incredibly unlucky."


I clawed at the dirt wall of the pit in attempt to find out if it were scaleable, but only succeeded in dislodging more dirt. The pit was about three meters wide and circular. With the sun shining down through the open top I could see easily enough, but just the same I shuddered with a sudden fear of the unknown.


"I'm guessing there's no chance you think this hole could be natural?" I tried to stay calm.


Tuck shook his head exaggeratedly, slamming his fists backwards against the dirt. "Bryt, we're in trouble."


A wave of dread washed over me as I recognized the desperate note in his voice. I tired to deny it to myself, but I could read him as clearly as if the word were printed all over his face: fear. Fear of being captured again. Interrogated. One or both of us possibly killed. I'd never seen Tuck afraid before. There had been times when I was actually scared because he wasn't; he was a reckless idiot not to be. But this was not one of those times.


"Calm down," I muttered aloud, as much to myself as to him.


"What?" he said, too sharply. Great, I thought. I tried to will him to think clearly, but I couldn't influence someone else into calmness when I was struggling not to panic myself. A sort of self-telepathy, discipline, would be more useful than the empathy and telepathy we practiced, I mused. You have to control yourself before you can control your enemy. Or, as it applied to this situation, your teammate.


I tried to keep the atmosphere light. "Maybe Shay will finally be proven right this time," I said absently. "Maybe this is where I learn it's bad to rush into things."


I waited for Tuck to say something like, "Just because we get captured by Barons once doesn't mean it's bad to rush into things," but no such reassurance came. Mentally I groaned in frustration. Why did Tuck have to stop being reckless and crazy now?


"I think maybe it's worse to rush out of things," he said quietly, not looking at me. It was a very cryptic statement from my normally straightforward teammate.


I sighed. "As in rushing out of the War-Pac?" I asked knowingly. "Or as in rushing out of a Baron prison? Give yourself a break, man – it's been practically a year. We've got to think of a way to avoid being captured, not torture ourselves imagining what will happen if we are." I tried to speak sympathetically, but I could hear the urgency in my voice.


"If we'd taken more time to plan, instead of jumping at the first opportunity…" Tuck ignored me, his face strained.


"Tuck, stop!" I lost control for an instant, then took a deep breath and ran my hand over my eyes. "We've got to get out of here. Why did we think we could just leave? Stuck at the War-Pac is better than stuck in a pit. Even the Baron pac would be better than this!"


Tuck seemed to snap out of his trance and his eyes focused on me. "You'd probably like that, wouldn't you?" His voice took on the icy note I dreaded.


"What do you mean?" I didn't let my voice waver. "Would you rather be alone in a trap in a hole in the ground, or in an easily escapable trap with plenty of people around, even if only one really ever spoke to us?"


Tuck snorted cruelly. "A Baron and a pac member! Really, Bryt, how much worse could you do?"


I looked at him sternly. "Kestral is the most honorable man I've ever met," I boldly said. "He did his time, and now he's helping to lead a protest against the war. He wants it ended, just like we do!"


"Oh, please, Bryt, he tried to kill you!"


"He didn't know!" I shouted fervently.


"How do you know that?"


"I'm an empath! I know!"


"You are not an empath."


"I know enough to tell if someone's being honest or not. I could practically tell that before I started training," I defended myself, hurt.


"Oh, really? You did a great job with the Barons back there, by the way. I don't see why you felt you weren't good enough at Pathic Training."


"That's cruel, Tuck, and those Barons avoided us Cols like a plague. I practically didn't see any of the other pac members."


"I know. You were too busy with Kestral."


"He's a great person, Tuck! Besides being the only one I've ever known who can actually see past the barrier between Barons and Cols. And really his goal is the same as yours – he just goes about it differently."


"And so effectively, too. I can really see him making a difference in the war." My teammate's sarcasm was starting to annoy me thoroughly.


"As much as I can see you or me making one! Maybe in a hundred years no one'll remember his name, but what he's done has changed the lives of every member of that pac, now and ever!"


"That's really helping his cause."


"His cause is not the war effort! It's peace!"


"And he's really helping his cause. He's just running from the problem! And hiding!"


"Tuck, shut up. At least he's realistic. You know what you are? A dreamer. That's all – a foolish, romantic dreamer. You spend your life trying to actually end the war! Actually end it! You know what you're going to end up accomplishing? Nothing! You're nobody, Tuck! Just one pathetic solider with grossly ambitious dreams you know you can't make come true!"


"Nobody is anybody, Bryt," Tuck was strangely calm after digesting my verdict for a moment, "until they make a difference. You think planet Skye was supposed to end up this way? You think other planets are like this? I see the problem, and I've dedicated my life to solving it. Sorry if you don't find that honorable enough."


"I don't think you're dishonorable; I just think you're stupid," I said in disgust.


"Stupid for trying?" All at once, Tuck exploded. "Why don't you listen to me for a minute! You know what it means if something doesn't make any difference? It means it doesn't matter!"


"Tuck, what is it with this 'difference'? You're obsessed!" I yelled back.


"So if a person doesn't make a difference," he raged on as if I hadn't spoken, "then they don't matter! If you don't make a difference then you're nothing at all!"


"Well, what do you think we are, on a scale with the rest of the world?" I argued, surprised by my own pessimism. "We're missioneers. We're soldiers. There are thousands of us! We are to the world what…" I threw my arms in the air "…ants are to us. That's all we are, Tuck, and ants don't change the world."


"Then what's the point in living at all?"


"I'll bet you never questioned that while Seile was alive!" I was both startled and glad for my boldness.


"LEAVE SEILE OUT OF THIS!" Tuck roared so loudly that more dirt was shaken loose and rained down on us. 


Silence.


I looked up at the walls, away from my teammate's burning cold glare. I was too scared and frustrated and confused even to find my voice. Not that I knew what I wanted to say. A hundred thoughts ran through my head at once, none the least of which was the fact that our situation was hopeless; we would both soon be Baron prisoners, and there was nothing we could do about it.


Suddenly Tuck crossed the pit and jammed his arms against the dirt on either side of my head, so that his face was centimeters from mine. He was so overloaded with anger, fear, and countless other emotions that he was shaking, though his voice was slow and steady. 


"If there was ever, anyone," he began, bitterly punctuating each syllable, "who could have made a real difference for this planet, it was her. She wanted to end this war as badly as I do, or more. She believed it was possible! And if she doesn't get the chance to, that's all the more reason I will!"


For one brief, pure instant I tried to surrender myself to faith as my teammate had, longed to believe that life would balance out fairly in the end, dared for a second to hope that one determined missioneer really could make all the difference. Then I shook my head sadly. Much as I wanted it to be true, it wasn't. A good soldier doesn't overestimate or underestimate himself. Captain Gill's words exactly. One foolish ant of a missioneer did not have the power to end the war.


"You're a dreamer, Tuck," I repeated coldly. I could feel the barest tinge of regret in my voice, though.


Both our heads jerked upward at the sound of footsteps approaching. Our fight was momentarily forgotten. If they were Barons we were done for; Cols, we were saved. I held my breath and heard my heart pounding. The travelers reached the rim of the hole, and another shower of soil was kicked down on us. My heart sank as I got my answer.


"Well, look what I seem to have stumbled upon!" A cruelly cheerful voice shouted. "A couple of Pirates stuck in a hole. Shall we help them out?"


The Baron's face became visible against the blue afternoon sky, blocking out a portion of the light. He appeared to be a burly, tough man with a thick beard of black hair. Now another man, taller and thinner, looked down.


"Told you we'd get some eventually," the second man said humorlessly. "Told you there was a high density of soldiers in this area. Took longer than we thought, but I told you it would happen."


Suddenly both Barons backed away from the mouth of the hole. "Don't even think about it, Pirate!" The first one shouted. "You know  you don't have the luck to kill us all from down there. While we could kill you easily. Put the weapon down, and then we'll talk like civilized people." He spoke with a condescending sneer.


Tuck didn't look at me, but very slowly resheathed the knife he'd silently drawn. "Why don't you just kill us?" he tried to shout back, pretty lamely.


"If you'd like," the thin man's voice spoke quietly. "We've got a rope up here, which you may or may not choose to accept. If you take it, you will become our prisoners. If you refuse, we'll simply kill you now." He sounded almost bored. A rope flopped down and landed on us. I looked expectantly at Tuck, waiting for him to play Captain and decide our fate.


Tuck stared defiantly up at the Barons. "Kill us," he said. Neither his voice nor his gaze wavered, but I could tell he was less than certain about his decision.


"All right," the tall, thin Baron agreed readily.


"No!" I shouted up to them automatically. Then my panic turned to exasperation. "Don't kill us. Wait a minute. Please," I added respectfully, though my eyes rolled forward at showing politeness toward a gang of Barons aiming to capture us. I turned back to Tuck. "What's wrong with you?" I asked, spreading my arms. "Since we fell down here you've been yelling at me about changing the world and ending the war, and now you decide you'd rather let yourself die…in a hole! While you're holding the very object of your mission! That makes a lot of sense, Tuck, it really does."


My teammate just stood sulkily, his fists and jaw clenched. I noticed that more members of the group of Barons had gathered around the rim of the trap and were staring down at us, amused.


"Tuck, the brave thing to do here is to surrender. It's the only way out of this. You owe it to your cause." I couldn't stop myself from adding in a mutter under my breath, "Idiot."


Tuck looked at me, a mistake on his part because it made it that much easier for me to see through his guarded expression to his true thoughts. He knew I was right. It didn't take influence for him to see that. But he still stubbornly refused to admit defeat and take the rope.


He didn't, however, resist as I took his hands and wrapped them around it. I placed mine under his, and held on firmly. "Okay?" I asked him, my voice low but forceful, and packed with all the influence I could summon. I wished I'd learned telepathy now more than ever.


It was enough. "Okay," Tuck reluctantly agreed, his dark, stony eyes tuned away from mine, his tone so dull I actually felt pity for him.


"Okay?" the question was laughed cruelly by the black-haired Baron. I felt both ashamed and indignant that they could hear our conversation.


I nodded, biting my lip and trying to keep my face stoically defiant. I was vaguely aware of my teammate doing the same thing. He released the rope with one arm and wrapped it around my back, and the rope went taut, and I felt my feet lift off the ground. I tried to push with the bottoms of my boots against the pit wall to ease our ascent, but only ended up kicking dirt down. It didn't matter, for the black-haired man was incredibly strong, and when we got to the top I saw that the other two Barons holding the rope were barely pulling at all. I'm sure this was done purposely to make us fully aware of the power that just that one solider had. Even if we were now in the custody of our mortal enemies, it was good to feel and hear the atmosphere, and see leaves and green grass, and the sunlight again. It was now evening, and the sun was setting.


Before either of us even had our feet planted solidly on the ground, Tuck's knife was drawn and he predictably charged at the nearest Baron. He was pinned to the ground with his arms flat at his sides and a heavy Baron solider on top of him within seconds. I sighed and halfheartedly hoped they wouldn't kill him.


Another soldier roughly grabbed my arm while the fifth, the only woman in the group, tied my hands with some scraps of dirty rags. Old as it looked, the material was tight and strong. I felt my stomach drop abruptly, and suddenly I understood why Tuck had questioned whether to die or surrender, and why he was still struggling in a Baron's grasp, pointless as it was. I finally realized what it meant to be a helpless, powerless prisoner, at the mercy of these five disgusting Barons. My heart sank. I only had my hands tied. I wasn't even in prison yet.


The black-haired, large-toothed Baron, who seemed to be the leader of the team, laughed again in that unsettling manner he had. Tuck had finally stopped struggling and given in to defeat. Two Barons held us, and the other three were ranged in a semicircle between them, the leader in the center.


"I know Pirates have never been known for their intelligence," he chuckled nastily, "But these have to be the two stupidest Pirates on the face of the planet!" He laughed cruelly again.


The other Barons dutifully smiled, and, following their leader, savagely pushed us along on their way.

Chapter 35:  THE ARMY


Being a prisoner is horrible. There's not really any way to describe how terrifying it is to be completely at the mercy of your mortal enemy. They'd searched us and stripped us of all our weapons, including my pack and Tuck's bag of explosive powder. When the leader opened the small cloth sac and discovered its contents, I was afraid he'd kill us right there. He didn't, though – partly because then they wouldn't be able to prove they'd captured Cols in possession of explosive powder and would therefore get a better reward if we were presented alive, and partly so that they could interrogate us. Torture us. Already I was rehearsing in my mind the techniques we'd been taught at Mission Training for not succumbing to torture and talking.


There was nothing Tuck and I could have said to each other without being overheard, but I doubt my teammate would have spoken to me anyway. I could now see why he'd rather die than become a prisoner. And if we did talk when they interrogated us, we'd be more help to our side dead than alive. That was a depressing thought if I'd ever had one. I fought to find positivity in the situation. Instead, an unexpected surge of anger nearly overwhelmed me. Forget Captain Gill and his positive thinking! What good could that possibly do me now?


Our wrists were bound behind our backs and the Barons were leading us along by ropes around our necks. At first they'd even blindfolded us, but our constant stumbling had slowed the party enough that they removed the rags from around our eyes.


All of the was nothing compared to the knowledge that we were fast approaching a Baron prison. We'd passed two buildings of some sort, so we were well into Baron territory. I'd lost track of how many days we'd been dragged along. I'd completely given up on thinking positively and sunk into a deeper depression than I'd ever come close to experiencing before, interrupted only by the massive fear that seized me from time to time.


I started reflecting back on the better times of my life, realizing that I wouldn't have much longer to do so. I realized that, while warm and safe, my life growing up at the child-rearing facility had bored me to tears. I had many great memories from Mission Training – the snowman episode and all our practical jokes, having a best friend for the first time, and of course that fabulous day when Captain Gill had told me that I was going on a mission. And when I thought about my very favorite experiences, almost every one had occurred while I was out missioneering. At least if I’m going to die, I thought stoically, this is how I want it to happen.


We trudged up a steep, muddy hill and reached the top. From there I could see quite an expanse of countryside. It was Baron countryside, to be sure, but it didn't look all that different from the Col ground upon which I'd been raised. I tried to look out on the vista serenely before I was yanked over the top. As I stepped quickly to avoid whiplash, I noticed a strange motion among the trees far away. I stared out, sure I'd seen something, as a wall of trees was put between me and whatever it was. At the next opening in the foliage I saw it again, honestly only half curious through my depression but still welcoming anything that could break the tedium of our march. 


I got that break. My eyes opened wide and I felt my jaw drop a little as I realized I was seeing an army slowly approaching. Still a great distance behind us but making progress, and clad in blue! I had an urge to jump for joy and shout so that they could find us and rescue us, but my heart sank immediately back down as I realized I couldn't do that, and let these Barons know they were coming. Two captured missioneers were not valuable enough to warrant the attention of an army. 


I felt a sharp pain in my shin and staggered. The Baron holding my leash jerked me sternly back into position. I gave him a spiteful look, but he wasn't even turned my way. To my surprised, it was my teammate who was glaring back at me. I was taken aback. Tucks shook his head once, almost imperceptibly but with his expression as intense as I'd ever seen it. What? I mouthed the word at him, trying to convey the question mainly with my face so as not to let the Barons see that we were communicating.


He rolled his eyes slowly upward, toward the distant hills behind us. I began to turn to look but Tuck shook his head again, even more forcefully but just as subtly. As I paused I understood: he'd spotted the approaching army, too, and I, like a foolish gawking Baby, had been staring at them. We couldn't allow the Barons to notice them, too. We couldn't give any sign that they were there. 


I turned and faced grimly forward again, nodding my head slightly so that my teammate would know I'd gotten the message. I wondered how long ago he'd spotted them. And how long it would be before the Barons noticed. I wished there were some way we could warn them.


We'd only gone a few more kilometers when one of the Barons suddenly jerked up, and I knew instantly what he'd reacted to. "Pirates!" he shouted, pointing. "Captain, look! It's a whole army!"


Before he'd finished speaking, before the Captain could even turn around, Tuck was standing at the limits of the cords binding him, yelling, "You're spotted! You've been spotted! Col army! Col army! You're spotted!" I joined in, shouting at the top of my lungs, "Col army! You're spotted! You're spo-" My voice silenced as I was jerked backwards by my leash. A boot caught the backs of my knees, and my legs buckled and I fell over. I kept screaming, though I think my words stopped making sense. So did Tuck, who was on the ground next to me with two Barons on top of him. My yelling momentarily stopped when I was punched hard in the face. Then strong hands encircled my neck, and my voice was choked off. I kicked and twisted from the hands, fighting to breathe. Finally I felt a cloth gag being wrapped around my mouth and pulled tight – so tight it seemed the top of my head would be squeezed off. But the hands finally released me, and I gasped despite the cloth. For a moment I actually forgot about the situation and simply exalted in the joy of air.


When I came back to the world, Tuck and I were lying on our backs on the ground, both bound and gagged, while the Barons surveyed the scene out behind the trees. I had a feeling the army hadn't heard us; even if our voices had reached them, over that distance our message would have been convoluted beyond comprehension. What can we do? I asked myself, half-panicked. There must be something we can do.


The Baron leader turned to us. "Your friends are still coming strong," he announced with satisfaction. I didn't have to look at my teammate to see the loathing in his eyes for the man; I knew it was just the same as mine.


He turned back to his fellow Barons (actually, they had all moved to face him). "Kipley, go back to the settlements we passed; Traina, Sumanor, go on ahead. Warn as many as you can. And be sure between the two of you to get the barracks – it may be the only way to summon an army quick enough. Hurry – we don't know where they're planning to hit."


"Maybe they know." One of the Barons jerked his head at us.


The word flashed behind my eyes: Interrogation! No! Too late I thought of trying to influence the Captain.


But he shook his head, after considering for a second. "No time. Go!"


Three Barons took off, one south and two north. The leader and the tall, thin Baron remained with us. Though of course I was disappointed that the army had been discovered, I couldn't suppress a flutter of hope at the fact that there were now only two Barons guarding us instead of five. Maybe we had a chance…


"What are you doing? Get up! Let's go!" the Captain yelled at us. Tuck and I struggled to get our feet on the ground as the Barons yanked us up by our collars. I hated that man.


The Barons took our leashes in hand and pulled us along quickly. I kept trying to come up with a way to escape, and I know Tuck was, too, because every time I looked at my teammate he was deep in thought. When the sun began to set I noticed his expression had once again become stubbornly resolute, and I grew excited, as this meant he'd come up with some idea.


I found out what he planned as we were sitting around a campfire for the night. It was a simple plan – the hardest part was his explaining it to me, since the Barons had positioned us on opposite sides of the fire, and we were both still bound and gagged. The result was that we had to have the entire conversation with our eyes. I was inordinately proud that we could do it. It was easier for me with my empathy, but it was difficult to make Tuck understand what I was saying. Luckily he was the one doing most of the talking.


The tall Baron had killed a small animal in the forest, and while the two cooked it over the fire we had our secret exchange. And I managed to conceal my shock as I comprehended what my teammate wanted us to do.


Like I said, the plan was quite simple. All we had to was push the Baron leader into the fire. And the small bag of explosive powder he'd confiscated from us and subsequently tucked into his own waistband would take care of the rest. 


Normally I probably would have objected, except that we needed to escape, and didn't have much time, and this could work. Desperation has a way of persuading a person to compromise their principles. And after the ship trap episode I'd seen that that the effects of explosive powder were horrifying but it wasn't off limits. Besides, Barons had certainly used it to kill enough Cols already. I was rationalizing and knew it but ignored this fact.


The Captain kicked me roughly as he passed and sat down. And if anyone's going to suffer a violent death by explosion, I thought grimly, this is the person for it. Again I nodded curtly to my teammate in confirmation. The question was, how were we going to do it? We both still had our hands tied. And how would we evade the other Baron once we'd done it? I wriggled my hands experimentally, as I'd done a thousand times already. My bonds did feel slightly looser than they had earlier in the day, but I was still far from pulling out of them. I might be able to untie Tuck's hands and him mine, if we could get near each other and free from Baron eyes. It was far too much to hope that they'd both go to sleep.


I didn't expect them to give us an opportunity to act, and they didn't give us much of one, but when we got the faintest glimmer of a chance we took it. Not long after they'd finished their meal the Captain went to sleep sitting on a stump next to the fire, while the tall man took the first watch. He had a tendency to wander on patrols, as we'd previously observed, though when all five Barons were present it was usually one or two of the three who'd left that remained awake. When the tall Baron's back was turned, Tuck looked directly at me, and I knew we were going to do this now, bound hands and all. We were simply going to have knock the Captain into the flames as we were, and in the ensuing confusion of the explosion untie each other's wrists and faces. Hopefully the tall Baron would be too busy dealing with his Captain to come after us while we did so. It was a very risky plan, especially considering that we had no weapons with which to fight the one remaining Baron, and that it would probably take us a good couple minutes to untie our hands. The best we'd be able to do would be to run away and hide in the darkness before we could be chased. I saw one major flaw in this plan, but I as I had no way of communicating it to Tuck, I let it be.


We wanted to wait until the wandering Baron was as far away as possible. Of course, once he was out of sight, we had no idea how far he went. Just because he took a minute or two to come back didn't mean he was walking all that time. I nodded slowly to my teammate, indicating that I was ready and that I'd follow his lead and go when he deemed the time right. Tuck only waited for two patrol cycles. The third time the Baron left my teammate immediately and noticeably tensed, and I knew that this was the time.


When the Baron had been out of sight about thirty seconds, Tuck stood up, silently and slowly. As I rose with him, I suddenly felt free already. Maybe it was the adrenaline rush. We stared at each other across the fire for a second, and then Tuck shrugged (not the best signal upon which to begin a dangerous attack, I couldn't help grimacing) and we surged around behind the Captain and started from about ten feet back so we'd hit at the same time, and ran forward and dove at the man's broad back. I drove my shoulder into him and pushed with all my strength, and the two of us toppled the Baron forward into the campfire even as he grunted and, for a brief moment, opened his eyes.


I looked into those dark eyes, entranced for a second, and fell forward into the fire with him. I'd forgotten that with my arms tied my balance was thrown off, and I had no leverage. In an instant of panic that seemed to last for minutes and I knew I'd never, ever forget, I tried to get up and couldn't move. I think I felt Tuck kick at me, but there was really nothing he could do either though he'd managed to stay on his feet. I rolled over and rolled away from the heat of the fire as fast as I could, not caring what rocks and objects slammed against my face, not even fully comprehending until a second later that the bag of powder was going to blow up while I was centimeters from it. I didn't really even hear the explosion, but I felt the blast of wind and heat. Fiery particles were driven painfully into my bare face and neck. It seemed the air itself was on fire – I breathed it in and my lungs sizzled and screamed. I kept rolling over and over the ground, faster and faster, though I could barely breathe and couldn't see. The cloud of heat suddenly ended, to my immense relief, and I breathed in as deeply as I could with my mouth still gagged. Where was Tuck? The other Baron was probably back by now, and if we got separated we had no way to free our hands. I couldn't even get up. But there was nothing I could do. I kept rolling, hoping Tuck would spot the motion, hoping Tuck would and not a knife-wielding Baron.


I still couldn't see, but I suddenly felt something fall on top of me, pinning me to the floor. The panic that started to bubble up vanished quickly upon the realization that my hands were being grabbed at, my wrists; it was Tuck on top of me. By sitting on my back he managed to work on the knots binding me – it seemed to take forever! I realized he couldn't see what he was doing, but…I forced myself to make us of the time to take deep breaths and calm down a little. Then my bonds went slack, and I pulled my hands free! My wrists ached from being tied for so long, but that was the least of my problems. I actually ripped the cloth away from my face and turned, opening my eyes, to quickly untie my teammate.


"HAH!" I heard a triumphant shout that was half a growl. I mentioned earlier that I'd perceived one potential flaw in our plan, whether Tuck had realized it or not. The problem was that the plan involved the tall Baron's being delayed by attempting to aid the Captain, giving us time to find cover. But I knew this wouldn't happen – the man didn't care a second about his Captain's life. He probably wouldn't care about us, either, except that we meant a reward. And unfortunately, though I'd rolled faster than I would have thought possible, I'd gotten nowhere near as far as I would have on my feet. So locating us had been no trouble at all.


I looked up at the Baron standing over me, clothes and hair blown by the heated wind, fire blazing in the background. The man was actually grinning down at us, a grin both sick and triumphant, his eyes glazed and glittering in the first show of emotion I'd seen him make. His knife was raised above his head, glinting in the light of the flames as he stood in what would normally be a very vulnerable position, except for the fact that we were defenseless. I couldn't even duck out of the way when he brought his knife down, for my teammate was still tied on the ground under me. So I did something unexpected. I attacked the man. Even as he started to swing his arms down I sprang from my crouched position and dove at him, twisting my body to slam my shoulder into his knees, attempting to take him down, closing my eyes and bracing myself for the sharp pain of his knife puncturing my skin. I felt nothing and opened my eyes just in time to see the man get up from where he'd fallen and dive back at me, knife blade raised. I rolled and he stabbed the dirt centimeters from my neck. I scrambled to my feet a fraction of a second before he did and grabbed a burning piece of treebranch from the ground, needing a weapon. He came at me again and I used the branch to block his slash. Already weakened by the fire it crumbled and split immediately. I dropped the wood and spun to dodge the next swipe of the knife, and I heard fabric tear as I moved just in time. He'd cut me, too, I realized a second later as I felt my side start to burn with pain. It's just superficial, I assured myself. I dodged another swing and ducked behind a tree, putting it between the Baron and myself. He wasted no time deciding, simply picked a direction and followed me, slashing even before he was fully in my sight. The knife embedded in the tree's trunk so close to my head it almost cut my ear off. It took the man a second to pull the knife free, and I used the time to scamper away, running back toward the fire since the only other direction I could have gone would have led him back to where Tuck still lay unable to move. I was thankful the Baron hadn't found us a few seconds sooner, or my hands wouldn't have been untied either, and he'd have made short work of us.


But that wouldn't even matter unless I could do something with my freedom. I stopped in front of the fire and half turned, blinking sweat from my eyes, to see the man running back at me, mouth open and knife arm back. I crouched and without taking my gaze off him grabbed a handful of ash from the floor, ignoring the burn in my palm as I did so, and hurled it at my attacker, not ten feet away and still closing fast. He stopped and shielded his face with his hands from the burning specks, and I dashed forward and grabbed his wrist in attempt to wrestle the knife away from him. But I'd pressed my luck too far this time, for he recovered quickly and I soon found myself straining to keep the blade up and out of my throat. I was forced over backwards so far that I fell, landing hard on my back and losing my grip on the man's wrist. But fortunately the Baron needed his hands to break his own fall and I slid forward so he landed sprawled on top of me. Instinctively I brought my legs up and kicked the man below the waistline, as hard as I could, and pushed the lower half of his body up and over me, then scuttled away. For a few seconds he remained on the ground, doubled in pain, and instead of using that time to attack I leaned my hands onto my knees and caught my own breath, for the wind had been knocked out of me when I fell. Then, slowly, the man got up, face red with pain and rage. I straightened as he charged and swung hard but wildly. I jumped away and darted back into the woods, realizing that I couldn't do this forever and I needed some kind of plan. The Baron wasn't following me anymore, and I was afraid he'd remember Tuck and go after him. So without any real idea what I was doing I ran back out toward the Baron and blew by him, his knife just a second too slow to catch me as I passed. He immediately picked up the chase where he'd left off and ran after me. I was out of breath and my heart was pounding so hard I thought it would explode, and then an absolutely insane idea surfaced in my brain. Without thinking about it and with nothing to lose I turned and ran straight into the fire! It was the second time in my life I'd done that same crazy deed, but this time my clothes were dry and I was already out of breath. Squinting with a hand over my eyes I was barely able to see out between my fingers, but I ran for what I hurriedly estimated to be the center of the relatively small but spreading blaze and by beautiful luck found the dead Baron Captain, lying prone on the ground. His body was blackened with fire and slimy with blood at the same time. Trembling in horror at what I was doing and fear that the tall Baron would be upon me at any moment and I wouldn't even see him, I felt around the dead man's body. I half-expected the leader to rise up and maul me. And then I found what I was looking for – a long-bladed knife – and pulled it out of its leather case, and was running away from the corpse the next instant. My legs and back and shoulders already burned and I felt flames growing on me, and holding the knife out and above my head I dove and rolled out of the fire to extinguish myself. I was on the opposite side of the blaze from where I'd gone in. I coughed and gasped and willed myself not to pass out as I ran back around the edge without even stopping for a full breath of air. I held up abruptly, thought, when I saw the Baron, facing away from me. He didn't seem to have followed me far into the blaze. I raised my stolen knife to throw it at him, then stopped and lowered it. My aim was normally pretty accurate, but right then I could barely see, and I couldn't afford to miss and waste the knife and the element of surprise that it gave me. I hoped the man hadn't figured out what I'd done. I don't know if I moved or made a noise, but the Baron suddenly turned and saw me, and instantly charged. I dodged as he swung at me, careful to keep my weapon concealed, and felt the breeze of his knife slicing by. Then I made an unpredictable move and crouched as if to attack, lowering myself into a vulnerable position, and had to dive to the ground to avoid his sweeping blade, in the process entangling my feet in his to take him down with me. As I'd hoped, he landed on top of me, just like before, only this time he wisely pinned my legs to the ground before I could move any further. I clutched the Captain's knife firmly, just beside my right leg. I stared up into the Baron's wild face, once again backed by the raging flames, as he raised his weapon high above his head for the killing blow. For a fraction of a second I fought the bizarre impulse to freeze and never move again, and then I fluidly brought up my right hand with its concealed knife and plunged the blade into the Baron's unguarded chest until the hilt pressed against his flesh.


Mouth still open, eyes still wide but not with shock as much as furor, the man collapsed limply on top of me, knife slipping from his hand and dropping harmlessly aside. I pushed his body away, my elbows and wrists suddenly rebellious as panic chose that moment to set in. I scampered away backwards on my hands and feet, and managed to stop shaking enough to get up and run back to where I hoped I remembered Tuck was lying. I felt scared and sick and crazy. It's okay, Bryt, it's okay, I tried to soothe myself. It's over and you're alive. It's over and you're still alive, and you're free. I'd calmed slightly by the time I reached my teammate, again letting relief begin to wash over me. With fingers still shaking and moving twice as fast as they were supposed to it took longer than it probably should have to untie Tuck. I dimly realized he'd rolled further back into the woods as the fire had progressed. His reaction as soon as he was free of his bonds startled me – he wrapped his arms around me and hugged me tightly to him. Surprised but grateful I buried my face in his chest and let him hold me as I shuddered, allowing the fear and shock to slowly pass.


"Well, Bryt," Tuck said quietly, "you can officially call yourself a missioneer." Whether he meant the statement to be funny, solemn, sympathetic or even degrading I didn't know and didn't care, but his voice was comforting, and eventually I looked up and back at the scene the two of us had managed to create: one spreading fire, two dead Barons…and two free Cols.

Chapter 36:  THE WARNING


Of course, we couldn't stay there. The blaze was still spreading, and though unfortunately it would probably grow into a huge forest fire there was nothing we could do about it. All we could do was get out as quickly as possible.


We were given a small miracle, though, or as we saw it, a great one. When we'd been walking for about an hour it started to drizzle, and after another ten minutes it started to pour. We were extremely grateful because the fire would be extinguished (though it was a Baron forest anyway) and because we got water to drink, as we were both exceedingly thirsty.


Even so, Tuck ended up half carrying me most of the way, until we found a place he deemed safe from any lingering flames and reasonably hidden from enemy eyes. And then we went to sleep, and I didn't wake up again until the sun was well risen in the clear, blue sky.


Actually, the only reason I woke even then was because of a sharp pain in my side. Tuck was cleaning and dressing my wound from the night, and though he was no doubt attempting to be gentle, he just didn't have a medic's touch. I bit my lip and tried not to complain.


I failed. "Ow, what are you doing? Stabbing me deeper?" I protested acidly as he put down the wet piece of blue cloth he'd been using and gestured for me to sit up, now that I was awake.


"Hey, give me a break. I'm sacrificing my shirt for this," was his response, and I saw that the tank top he'd worn under his uniform was now torn into various strips and pieces to serve as bandages.


Without too much trouble we managed to get a few strips tied around my waist to hold a patch in place, and we started off on our latest mission: to locate and warn the approaching Col army of the danger facing them.


It wasn't long before we were being chased by Barons again.


It was our own fault, too, though really it was inevitable. We were moving deeper into Baron territory searching for an army of whose destination we had no idea, so even Tuck could only guess as to where we were going. We overestimated our abilities a bit and took a shortcut through a populated area. We imagined ourselves slick enough to make it past any keen Baron eyes and we were three quarters of the way through before being spotted, but of course that wasn't good enough.


Luckily, the first Baron to notice us shouted immediately and loudly, "Hey!" so we knew the second our cover was blown. At top speed we left the settlement and made it into the forest. Once there, I thought we were safe, until a knife flew past me and into a tree a meter beside my path. Gasping involuntarily in surprise I looked back for a second and saw that we still had three pursuers. At least three, that is. The distance between us seemed to increasing, though, and before too long I could no longer see or hear them. That didn't mean they'd stopped chasing us; in fact it was unlikely they had. But this was a good time to hide and make our break clean. We didn't surrender any of our speed, though I felt ready to collapse. My side throbbed painfully.


I was utterly grateful to stop when we came to a large building, thought this was obviously not a place where we wanted to be. If no new Barons spotted us here, the open space would only aid the ones on our tail. I could hear them again now that we'd stopped running. And as they topped a hill I saw them still coming strongly as ever, armed and dangerous.


Tuck started running again and I followed, but he only ran around to the back of the building. Well, this wasn't an adequate hiding place, I almost pointed out, until my teammate pulled at one of the building's doors. I was surprised when the door opened, but I guess buildings in the middle of the forest don't have much need to be locked. At that point I almost hissed, "Are you crazy?" except that I already knew he was crazy, and speaking would only increase the chance of our being found and taken prisoner. So, following him, I stepped inside.


I still looked at Tuck as he silently closed the door behind us, as if to say, "Why on the planet are we doing this?" He put a finger to his lips and shook his head, not very reassuringly. As I quietly sighed, though, I could appreciate his strategy. We were both tired from last night despite resting well into the morning, and surely he could feel his endurance draining as well as I could mine – a result of having little to eat or drink since being captured. And inside a Baron building was the last place our pursuers were likely to look for us.


We were in a small, dim, and fairly dirty hallway. It looked a place where footsteps would echo resoundingly, but eventually curiosity got the best of me and I took a few surreptitious steps inward. Tuck was suddenly in front of me, moving faster than I was and still not making a sound. I really have to have him teach me how he does that, I thought wistfully as I followed, trying to increase my pace but not letting my competitive spirit overcome caution.


The hallway divided, continuing to the right with a closed room ahead and a stairway going downward to the left. We could see through the window in the door that the room was empty, and the chance of being seen seemed greater along the now large and illuminated hall, so we chose the stairs. We took them slowly and carefully as they were even darker than the hallway had been. For a second I took myself out of the situation and couldn't believe what I was doing: sneaking around and exploring a Baron building while hiding to escape more Barons in order to warn an army that the enemy was prepared for their coming. Up until the previous night, I would have found that prospect thrilling. But now, it just seemed crazy. A lot of life on planet Skye suddenly just seemed crazy…I stepped on something that made a slight crunching noise, and forced myself to focus. Just because this was absurd didn't make it any less dangerous.


The stairway turned ninety degrees and opened into what seemed a fairly small room, though it was too dark to tell for sure. The solitary ray of light came from a window in the wooden door leading to the next chamber.


The only path we could see well enough to take safely led straight from the bottom step to the door. The room seemed bigger walking through it than it had looking into it, only jammed full with barrels and crates. The light was bright in the next room, emanating from lamps of the sort that only trained crafters commanded the skill to make, among Cols, anyway. We peered in the windows, barely allowing our eyes above the solid wood. As I'd expected of a room so brightly lit, there were people inside, two men to be exact, and one was dressed in Baron military uniform.


"Can you see what they're doing?" I whispered to Tuck.


"No…shh," he answered.


Fortunately both men had their backs to us, though that did make it more difficult to discern what was going on. They seemed to be standing in front of a low counter and staring at a large, squarish metal both with several wires protruding in various directions. The uniformed man, the younger of the two, had his hands on his hips and what I judged to be a skeptical expression on his face; the other was earnestly tinkering with the wires and the metal box.


I cringed as I suddenly heard an awful noise – buzzing and crackling and shifting in volume and pitch. The uniformed man had much the same reaction, while the other only worked more intensely. A few sparks shot from the box.


"Aaah – control that thing, you old fool!" the military man spat harshly.


"I remind you, I am not your soldier to command!" the other man snapped back. "I'm generously allowing you to use my conference room as storage space for a few days. In my laboratory, I am the one –" he was cut off by a burst of sound so high it hurt my head. I suddenly realized that the noises were emanating from the metal box on the counter.


More crackling and droning followed, and the older man turned away from his companion and back to his contraption. The buzzing suddenly increased in volume, and to my astonishment I thought I could make out words, or fragments of words, anyway.


"Bzz…re-eet…buzzbuzz…iss is intra-actic…iance…fre-cy…crackle…who –" the voice suddenly because a high shriek, against which I covered my ears and closed my eyes. When I opened them the uniformed man had backed away, and the other was kneeling in front of the counter. Then my eyes grew wide as the man began speaking, slowly and loudly, to a second, smaller device on the counter!


"We are Allies requesting assistance," the man stated. "Our mission has been forgotten and our people abandoned for several centuries. We have just now reestablished communication and request military assistance."


Though he spoke clearly, I couldn't make any more sense of the man's words than I could of the box's. So the Barons had invented a metal box that could not only talk to them, but they could also talk back to it? My teammate looked just as confounded as I felt, which didn't please me.


The box began speaking again. "Where is…iss…ission re-eeved…" The words dissolved completely into crackling.


The kneeling Baron took a moment to reply, as if needing time to process exactly what had been said, then spoke at the smaller device, "Planet Skye."


"Re-eet o…buzz…shun…"


I looked at Tuck as the man continued his conversation with the box. My teammate shrugged, obviously understanding the bizarre scene no more than I did. He rolled his eyes toward the stairs behind us, suggesting that our pursuers had probably passed by now, and we could leave the place.


From the other room I heard "Aah – more! Look, you madman, I don't care a centimeter about your crazy 'research'; whether you like it or not, there are twenty-three powder kegs stored ten feet away from that thing and if you can't make it stop spewing out sparks –"

"And I don't care what you say! After years of work I am finally successful! Just wait until I demonstrate to our leaders…"


I wasn't listening anymore. I was looking slowly around the darkish room in which I stood. Tuck gently ran his hand down one of the stacked objects that filled the room. He half grinned at me. I made a face and started moving quietly for the stairs. He caught my arm and whispered, "We should take some back with us."


Inwardly I groaned, but I knew he was right. Twenty-three! I thought, shivering. "How do we get it out?" I asked in a whisper. He couldn't expect to steal a whole barrel away, and we had no weapons to cut the wood…


"Hmm," Tuck wondered, seeing my point. Experimentally I tried to lift the cover off a barrel, and to my surprise, and admittedly, dismay, it came right off.


Tuck grinned impudently at me as he quietly ripped one of the sleeves off his shirt. Our uniform sleeves are designed to tear off for use as sacs to carry water or other materials if needed. My teammate tied one end of the sleeve in a knot, scooped some powder out of the barrel (I winced as he did so) and tied off the other end. I heard another high-pitched whine from the next room. We left as quickly as we dared. There must have been a third entrance to the conference room somewhere, because I couldn't imagine they'd have brought all those barrels down the stairs, or were planning to carry them up that way again. We were careful to make sure no one was about before entering the bright hallway, and, myself fighting not to run down the small passage and out the door, left they way we'd come in. We made our way quickly out of the open field and back into the relative safety of the Baron forest.


We were now in the same position in which we'd been that morning – no real idea where we were or where to go but knowing that we had to find and warn an army before all else. It was too bad we hadn't learned anything important spying in the Baron building, but at least we were still alive and free, and now equipped with a sack of explosive powder besides. We'd lost some time, though, which would have to be made up.


That evening, however, Tuck suggested we take a major chance. His idea was to find a tree atop a hill and spend the night there. After a moment I understood the plan – the army would probably light campfires at night, at least briefly, giving us a chance to locate them. The risk was in the fact that we couldn't climb in the dark, and so would have to waste a lot of time that could otherwise be spent moving. I knew how long a shot it was because Tuck actually asked my opinion instead of simply acting the Captain, but I slowly nodded my assent. Our chances of spotting the army were slim no matter what our method – at least this way our eyes could cover a broader area.


So we picked a suitable tree and climbed it, a difficult task with no rope, and found some elevated but comfortable places to rest, places from which we wouldn't fall even in sleep, and scanned the area, Tuck facing one way and I the opposite. Neither of us saw anything to start, but we waited. And watched. And waited. The sun set. My eyelids drooped. We waited. Though we both remained awake well into the night, we saw nothing. I don't remember falling asleep; I just remember waking with the dawn the next morning, keenly disappointed.


We'd lost a lot of time and only determined that the army was nowhere near us. We continued moving south and east, the direction in which we'd first seen them, though by now they could easily be in front of us or have changed their heading. This time we made sure to steer clear of any  settlements. We decided to go with the tree plan again, and had the same success as the night before. By our third day searching I began to wonder if we should just give up on the army and take the powder we'd obtained back to Col territory. Tuck was particularly stubborn, though, and insisted that we had to find them, or die trying. I rather thought the latter more likely, but forced optimism on myself as I'd been taught. I thought of the abortive battle Torrey's group had fought, where they'd been caught unprepared. This army would suffer the same fate unless we could warn them in time.


The third night, from my vantage point high in a tree, I spotted smoke against the dark background, and it was all I could do not to shout for joy. Tuck leaned over to look, and indeed there seemed to be at least a dozen fires. Campfires! We forced ourselves to think cautiously. There was no guarantee that we'd found them; for all we knew it could be a Baron army upon which we were looking down. And we couldn't go investigate until tomorrow because we were stuck in this tree! I squeezed the tree branches in frustration.


"Both moons are out," Tuck pointed out quietly. "Both over half full."


He wasn't actually suggesting anything yet, I read from his tone. Even Tuck had admitted to himself how dangerous it would be to climb down in the dark, though he wouldn't admit it to me. I sighed. There was enough moonlight to see a little, but even that would grow thin once we were midway through the tree. I estimated that we were about fifteen meters up. A fall on the way down could easily prove crippling if not fatal, and then we'd never reach the army in time. After finally spotting them, we couldn't afford to fail now for our own overzealous stupidity.


I sighed again and looked at my teammate. His boyish eyes looked restless and annoyed, but he knew as well as I did that for once we had to take the conservative route. Desperation was cause enough to take major chances, even curiosity was worth a risk once in a while, but impatience was not. We had to act with discipline. Tuck pushed himself away from me and back against his tree in response to what I wasn't saying. He wasn't really angry, though, and not even doing a good job of acting it.


"As soon as the sun rises." His voice was completely earnest, I was glad to hear.


"And not a second later," I promised, looking back out at the rising smoke columns in the distance. I found myself wishing, as well as I knew my teammate was, that some emergency would surface for which we'd have to rush down right away. Discipline, I reminded myself. 


Neither of us slept that night.


As promised, at first light we began our downward climb, taking it only slightly more quickly than we probably should have. Tuck, with his charter's sense of direction, knew exactly where to go to reach the army, and we moved quickly over the terrain, somewhat forgoing stealth for speed. It would be best for us to reach them before they left, but we knew they'd probably also begun moving at the crack of dawn. All that was really important was that we found them today. Sure, if we lost them, we could easily find another tree to locate them again, and finally meet them tomorrow, but we really didn't want for it to come to that. The little patience we had between us had been sapped last night. Besides, tomorrow might be too late.


By noon we'd reached what had obviously been their campsite, and found it abandoned, but it was easy to see where they'd gone. Before long we spotted the back of the army and shouted in victory upon seeing them clad in blue. We rushed forward, yelling to attract their attention, for a marching army is quite noisy. It felt so, so wonderful to finally spring out from hiding, after practicing stealth and silence for so long. I was grinning broadly as soldiers turned to stare, most stopping in their tracks as they did so. Tuck raced around one side of the massive army and I around the other, and we met at its head. And then I was face to face with a General. The highest fighting rank. 


I saluted the man as was proper, and so did Tuck. The General irritably returned the salute and ordered his army to halt. I felt abashed. Running and shouting had felt so good…but we'd acted without discipline just then. This hadn't been the way to make the greatest first impression.


"May I ask what seems to be the trouble, missioneers?" the General asked, his voice a stern reprimand but not really unfriendly.


Tuck answered, with none of the nervousness or embarrassment I felt. "We're sorry to disrupt your march, General, but you've been spotted. The Barons know you're coming, sir."


"Really?" The man's tone was unreadable, though I had his clean slate down. "How did you two come by this information?"


"They had us in custody, sir, when your men were spotted moving far below and behind us. We…we tried to warn you, sir, but the distance –"


"And then they let you go in order to alert their allies to our presence?" The General raised his eyebrows, unbelieving.


"No, sir, two of five remained to guard us, but with their numbers reduced we managed to escape." Even if Tuck wasn't overtly intimidated I'd never heard such deference in his voice.


The man was silent for a moment, pondering, and Tuck looked like he wanted to say more, but a soldier, even a missioneer, could not speak to a General until spoken to. Not even Tuck would break that rule.


"When did this allegedly occur?" the General finally asked.


"Four days ago, sir," Tuck answered.


"They're not aware of our destination, are they, missioneer?"


"No – not that we know of, sir."


Though I realized I'd been holding my breath throughout the exchange, Tuck must have struck the right chord with the General because he ordered his soldiers at ease, and us, too.


After thinking for a brief moment while his army settled, the General frowned slightly and said, half to himself, "While of course I appreciate this information, secrecy is not vital to our effort. Our goal is within a few days' hard march, and so long as we reach the place our assignment will be carried out, no matter who awaits us there."


"But sir, what if you're met before you reach the place?" Tuck didn't look at all abashed that he was disputing a General's word.


"In these parts, soldier, a sufficient force to break this one cannot be mustered in a mere week," the General said sternly.


"One of the Barons went to alert a barracks…" Tuck quickly stopped speaking, realizing that he was way out of turn.


"I know of no barracks near enough to pose a threat." The General sounded as if he were daring Tuck to argue, daring him to question a General's range of knowledge. So much for the right chord. I tried to influence Tuck into silence, and luckily he obeyed, though as usual I didn't know if it were actually my doing or not. My teammate's jaw remained stubbornly set, if he did look less cocky.


The General looked about to send us away, when Tuck, in a rush, said, "Sir, there's a building not three days form here with enough explosive powder stored to burn this army five times over." I groaned inwardly. "With that," my teammate continued, "even a small force could be a threat. Sir."


Instead of reprimanding the young fool missioneer for insubordination, the General's eyes grew slightly wider, and he looked thoughtful. "Would this building," he said slowly, "be called the 'laboratory'?"


I glanced at my teammate, almost certain I recognized that word from the Barons' mysterious conversation.


"Yes!" Tuck's voice was exultant as well as relieved. "Yes, sir. We heard the name mentioned."


The General frowned. "My instructions are to destroy the building, for spies have determined that something potentially devastating to our cause is going on there. The entire building must be a huge bomb. You've actually be inside and seen the powder?"


"Yes, sir, we've got some of it right here!" Tuck yanked his tied-off sleeve out of his belt and held it high. He then handed it to the General, who proceeded to untie one of the knots, peer inside, sniff it, slowly retie the knot, and announce gravely that it was indeed explosive powder. A low murmur rose among the soldiers, most of whom had never seen explosive powder but had certainly heard of it.


"The building should be easy to destroy, then," one of the General's bolder men spoke up. "If it's full of explosive powder."


"Could it be a trap?" another wondered. "Could rumors of the building's importance have been released to our spies deliberately in order to attract an army there?"


The General took it all in quietly. "How did you two come to enter this building and confiscate explosive powder?" he asked, his voice again hard to read.


Tuck glanced at me. "Well, sir," he began, "we were being pursued and needed a place to hide. We didn't know what the building was or what was inside, sir."


"I see."


"Sir?" I felt I had to speak up. I chose my words carefully. "The conversation we overheard led me to conclude that the powder was only there for temporary storage. I've had empathic training, sir, and I believe the powder, some of it anyway, may be out of the building when you reach it." I looked to Tuck for support. He was nodding.


"I agree, sir," Tuck said, "though I'm no empath." I appreciated his phrasing. "It's also not a good location for a bomb. It's in the middle of the forest," he added.


The General looked at us for a moment, in that inscrutable manner of his, before making a decision. "The facts that you have provided may prove valuable," he began, "but unfortunately executive orders take precedence over the gut feelings of two young missioneers, empathic or not. Whether the explosive powder is staying put or not, it must be destroyed. If that means facing an army equipped with powder, so be it. We will do what we must, as Colossan soldiers." He was speaking to everyone now. "We will, however, amend our original strategy to accommodate for the problems that these missioneers seem to foresee. I will divide this army into two groups, for we are enough in number for half to pass as a whole. The first half will attack and if possible destroy the building. If you are met, however, you will fight until the enemy deploys whatever explosives they have accessible. The second half will hang back until the explosives have been detonated and the battle over, and will proceed to the laboratory and destroy it. This way all bases are covered. Understood?"


There was a loud affirmative response from the army, but I didn't sense any enthusiasm. And I understood why! The General had basically just sentenced half his soldiers to death. My mouth was hanging open. As soon as I found my voice, I was the one to start arguing with the General, though as tactfully as possible. 


"Sir, with all due respect –" I began, but the General's hard stare cut me off. 

"Mind what you are about to say, young missioneer," he said, an icy note of warning in his voice.


"I'm sorry, sir," I tried again, flustered, "but won't that –" I struggled to find a polite way to phrase what I wanted to say. "Won't that plan result in the unnecessary death of much of your army?"


The General looked solemn. "It may result in deaths, but none will be unnecessary. All will be honorable."


"There's a difference between an honorable death and a necessary death," Tuck muttered hotly.


The General's expression again grew blurred. "I think you two missioneers should come with us," he said, grabbing me by the elbow.


"No!" Tuck shouted instantly, fiercely pulling me out of his grasp. He'd practically pulled my arm out of its socket in the process, too, but I didn't even feel the pain; my mouth simply hung open in shock. A missioneer had to follow a General's orders. Even a Captain did. We were now openly defying a General!


"No," Tuck said more calmly, as rage rose behind the General's normally inexpressive eyes. He quickly went on. "A General cannot order a missioneer off his mission, as mission assignments are given by an executive committee of even higher rank." For a fleeting moment I wondered if my teammate really did have a photographic memory, for he sounded as if he were quoting directly from some text he'd read during Mission Training. "Sir. Our mission is to take this powder –" he reclaimed his sleeve from the fist of the incensed General "– back to Col territory to be studied. As you are moving farther into Baron land, traveling with you would be a direct breach of our mission, sir, and we cannot do that."


The General stared hard at Tuck, but it was now my teammate doing the daring. The man's expression calmed. He would not be baited by a pair of emotional young missioneers. "I cannot order you off of your assignment," the General tightly conceded. "I can, however, order you to go directly back to Col ground with that powder, as dictated by your mission. And as a further injunction, in case you find a way around that, I order you not to go near that laboratory building or in any way interfere with my assignment. Understood?"


"Yes, sir," said Tuck, and I echoed his response. As soon as the General bitterly dismissed us, my teammate began pulling me away toward the back of the army, dutifully moving toward Col ground. The eyes of the soldiers watched us as we passed, and sometimes met my own. I was filled with an overwhelming sense of pity and an equally strong wave of anger. These were men and women of my own age, my own training, my own side, just like me. And half of them going to die, just so some weapons could be destroyed. I couldn't believe a General would simply sacrifice his army like this. Was that what it meant to be a General? Being so completely ruthless? I thought of Jossander's grief when one of his men had died due to a mistake he'd made, an honest mistake! And this leader was consciously sending half his soldiers to their demise. Maybe I was naïve and idealistic. I didn't care. I was appalled. 



"Being a soldier's not like being a missioneer, kid," a woman not much older than me said, observing my shocked expression as I passed. That was the truth, I thought, disillusioned and disgusted. Now I saw why Furball and Cat had been so loath to return to their duty, fighting. All of these soldiers really were considered simply expendable.


We passed the tail end of the army and continued on until they were well out of sight. Tuck finally stopped pulling me.


"What are we going to do?" I asked, for we couldn't go back to Colossan land now, even if we had been ordered by a General to do so. 


"We're going to run," Tuck responded, his grin gritty with determination instead of boyish. "On a circular route, all the way back to that building. We've got to beat that army there. Luckily," and his smile became even broader, "they're not taking the fastest path, either."

Chapter 37:  THE JOURNEY


"Then what are we going to do?" I asked.


"We're going to stop that attack," Tuck said firmly as we began moving. "I have no idea how, so don't even ask. If you have any suggestions I'm open."


I followed him. I did have a few doubts about what we were doing, and not just because we were improvising the whole thing. Who were we to judge a General's plans? "Tuck, remember that time we sort of caused a jailbreak," I panted as I ran, "and remember how Shay said that that was bad? Don't you think that maybe doing the exact opposite of a General's orders and wrecking his plans for an entire army…might also be bad?"


"So we're bad," Tuck said remorselessly. "As far as our superiors are concerned, we're the enemy. You have a problem with that?"


"I just want to make sure you know what you're doing."


"Oh yes. I know what I'm doing. I know that if we're caught, and if we survive we probably will be, we'll be dismissed from the mission program and most likely thrown in one of our own prisons. But we'll have saved the lives of half those soldiers. We might not be recorded as honorable deaths for that, but that seems like the honorable thing to do. Do you –"


"Oh, shut up!" I burst out. "Of course I'm coming with you, and of course I'll go along with whatever ridiculous plan you manage to concoct, but just in case you don't already know it I absolutely hate it when you talk like that! All moralizing."


Tuck just grinned boyishly. "Yeah," he said, "I know."


We kept on running on our circuitous path, myself trusting only Tuck's uncanny sense of direction to know that we weren't completely lost. It was late afternoon, and we were nowhere close to the army or anywhere we'd previously traveled, as far as I could tell, when Tuck suddenly slowed and stopped.


"What?" I asked, puzzled and breathless. I scanned the forest around us for spies.


He was looking up. I followed his gaze. Up through the tops of the trees I saw what my teammate was staring at. Something strange was flying in the sky. It actually seemed more like it was sailing, only on air instead of water. It circled around like a bird of prey, but this was certainly no bird. I had no idea what it could be. It kind of glittered.


"What is that?" I wondered aloud, though I knew my teammate had no more clue than I had. Tuck didn't even bother to shrug, just kept his eyes focused upward. The shape in the sky was coming closer to us, I realized, closer to the ground. It was moving downward with great velocity but not falling. I could hear a strange, whirring sound now, and since it also lacked an explanation I assumed it was associated with the flying object. It wasn't an animal type of sound, which made me even surer that the thing was not alive.


It must be huge, I realized in awe, as it continued dropping with amazing speed. I wondered apprehensively if we should get away from there. I feared that, whatever it was, it was going to come crashing to the ground.


I didn't move, though. I was too fascinated. The noise I heard was no longer a gentle whir, but a near roar, and growing louder by the second. The thing fell closer, and I could distinguish several shapes constituting it; the largest was a triangle with a square beneath and a diamond along one edge of the triangle. I couldn't guess which sides were front and back, or even if it had such features. It was uniformly colored – all a shiny, metallic gray that glinted in the sunlight from above.


As the mysterious object sank further it slowed, for which I was subconsciously relieved. Instead of the volume of sound decreasing, however, the noise became deafening. Finally it stilled, hovering at what looked like a couple hundred meters above the ground. Once it stopped moving the sound quieted, also to my relief.


It was even more massive than I'd first estimated. It must have been fifty meters across, or more! As it hovered a tiny, bright circle suddenly appeared in the center of the square. I squinted against the light and watched as a cylinder of a new, clear material emerged and slowly descended toward the ground. At first I thought the cylinder must be gigantic, until I figured that that at the size I'd place it, it would be taller than the entire flying object that had contained it. That was when I realized that the cylinder was actually extending itself downward. It was amazing! I wondered if it would reach all the way to the ground.


"You know, we're losing time as far as beating that General to the building goes," I remarked sardonically, then looked at my teammate to see his reaction but, as happened all too often, he wasn't there. I'd been so engrossed in the scene that I hadn't noticed him leave. I looked ahead and spotted Tuck moving quietly through the woods. I followed, more noisily, still looking up most of the way, until we came to a large clearing. My breath caught in my throat as I comprehended that the cylinder was lowering itself right down to this very place. It kept right on at its slow pace until it stopped about a half meter above the ground. And I saw, standing on the circular gray platform that was the cylinder's base, people looking out.


A hole, two meters tall and touching the platform, suddenly whipped open in the cylinder's side. The two people, a woman and a man, stepped to the ground, placing their booted feet sturdily on the soft floor of the grassy field. Despite my awe I was immediately dismayed. They were Barons. Or were wearing Baron uniforms anyway, though these seemed slightly different from the traditional ones. I guess I should have expected it, since we were in Baron territory, but somehow I'd assumed the sky to be neutral. And, though I had no idea what the purpose of the equipment in front of us could possibly be, I'd never imagined the Barons were capable of building anything like it. I looked around, but there was no point in hiding. They'd obviously seen us.


The woman began to speak, though neither to us nor to her companion. He stare was straight and her voice stern and monotonous, her accent strange, as she said, "We've encountered two natives at the point of disembarkation. Both appear uniformed; neither armed."


The man held up a small device upon which dots of colored light flashed while various quiet beeps and chirps were emitted. "Myriad small life forms, in what appears to be forest land." He spoke in the same manner as the other. "Nothing large within range but the two humans." For some reason I felt slightly insulted by their words.


The man stepped forward and so did the woman. Tuck and I each took a step back. I didn't know whether we should trust these Barons, and from my teammate's guarded expression he obviously did not. Then the woman addressed us, her voice slightly less stiff and formal than before.


"We received your distress call," she informed us. "Location was impossible to confirm based on verbal communication, but our ship was near enough to simply trace the signal, though its precise origin could not be pinpointed. If you will join us aboard our ship and report your situation to IGA officials, perhaps whatever problems you are experiencing may be resolved."


"Ship!" I half-whispered, delighted. The incredible picture suddenly made some sense to me. "This is a ship! Not a water-going ship but a spaceship! Like the original Colossus!" I was only dimly disappointed that Tuck didn't look nearly so excited as I felt."


"Who are you?" he warily asked.


"We are IGA," the woman explained briskly but kindly enough. "Intragalactic Allies."


Tuck took another step back, and so did I, hearing the word by which Barons called themselves. I was now wishing we'd run upon sighting the ship instead of freezing and watching in curiosity. These Barons, wherever they were from, obviously had an unfathomable amount of power. The contents of this ship on their own were probably enough to win the war for them, if the tales passed down about spaceships and their forgotten technology held any truth.


I hadn't even known there were Barons off planet Skye. Fleetingly I wondered if Cols also existed elsewhere in the universe, and wished they could have been the ones to appear here instead.


"We've responded to your distress call and require a person capable of reporting on this planet's condition to accompany us to one of your bases and make your situation known before an executive committee, enabling the possibility of a rescue."


It took a moment to process what she'd said. Then I cried, "The General! We should go back and get him…" I trailed off, realizing guiltily that I'd suggested the man not only for his superior knowledge but because I wouldn't much mind handing him over into Baron clutches.


"There is insufficient time in which to collect this 'General'," the woman countered in her impersonal voice. "He is out of range of the life scanner, at the least. No human form other than yourselves is within an acceptable distance. Unfortunately we could not zero in on the exact location of the signal once it was terminated. We are requesting your company aboard our ship. Should you decline we'll make a second attempt to come down on the signal, but given our present situation time will allow for no more. Should we fail in our second attempt to acquire a reporter we will simply have to request that a party be sent to investigate this planet at the Alliance's own convenience."


I only understood half of what she was saying, and her face deviated so little from its clean slate that nothing extra was revealed. She didn't seem to be hiding anything; it was just that her message was incomprehensible. "You mean you want us to leave our planet and come into outer space with you?" I asked, barely believing what I was saying. Somehow I hoped I'd gotten the message wrong, and feared that I hadn't.


"Affirmative." The woman nodded slightly.


"But we're only missioneers." I struggled for a moment to explain that. I looked at Tuck. His face was stony and defiant. "Could we have a few minutes to talk about this?" I asked.


The man and woman exchanged a glance. Then the woman nodded gravely. "We'll allow that, but a very few minutes. As I've previously stated, we are pressed for time. We're on a mission, you know."


So I drew Tuck aside, back to the edge of the clearing, from where I hoped the two strangers couldn't hear our voices.


"Well, what do you think?" I asked him.


Tuck shook the stony stare off his face and said, "I think we should leave right now and pretend we never saw this thing. Let them 'investigate at their own convenience'. That should at least give our cause a little more time."


"Maybe if we go with them we can turn them to our side."


"Please, Bryt – they're Barons! Friends of the Barons, at the very least. Why do you think they're here? Because the Barons somehow called them here, that's why. Somehow they sent a message to these people from who knows where, and asked them for help, and that's what this ship is here to see to now."


"Well then, maybe we can stop them."


Tuck stared at me for a second. "You want to try to stop that thing?" he snorted.


"Well, what's wrong with trying? They wouldn't land here only to collect two people and kill us."


"No, they won't kill us, at least not until they interrogate us. Or 'report', as they put it. They'll learn the locations of all our major bases and battlestations and military quarters. Find out all they need to know to wipe us off the face of the planet. You want to be responsible for doing that to our cause? And we'll answer any question they put to us. I can just imagine what sophisticated technological torture devices they've got up there. You ever been interrogated, Bryt? It's an experience you won't forget, that's for sure."


"But Tuck, if we don't go, eventually they'll come back." I shook my head. "And even if we could potentially give away valuable tactical data, it's got to be better to have Cols as this planet's representatives with these people. And look where they are: in the middle of Baron territory. This is probably our only chance to get Cols up with them."


Tuck looked at me darkly, his eyes glazed over. "Bryt, I will not willingly give myself over to Barons, especially ones with more power than I've ever dreamed of. That's final."


I took a deep breath. Yes. I understood my teammate's disgusted aversion to such a course. "That doesn't mean I can't," I said, my voice shaking a little.


Tuck looked at me as if he couldn't believe what he'd just heard. "Bryt, I'm not letting you surrender yourself willingly to the Barons, either –"


"You can't stop me," I quietly interjected.


Tuck glared at me so coldly that I had to look away. Finally he spoke again. "What about the army?"


"Tuck, we don't know if we can stop the army. We don't even have a plan!"


"There is one way." His voice was crisp and icy.


"What?" I was almost afraid to ask.


"Simple." He shrugged. "Right into that building the way we got in before, this time with a torch. Explode the powder before either half of the army gets there. The fire'll even be big enough to drive away any groups armed with powder moving in to attack. Problem solved."


"That's a suicide plan –"


"So's going up there!" Tuck thrust his hand skyward.


"Please hurry!" came a shout from the center of the meadow.


I looked at Tuck, ready to try reasoning again. "This has to be the biggest thing that's happened on Skye since the war began…"


"They're Barons," Tuck said curtly. "Nothing can change that fact. You can't trust Barons." He stressed each individual word. "Haven't you seen enough to know that by now?"


"Tuck, if we're going to make a difference in this world then now is the time to do it!" I burst out in a rush. "When an opportunity like this has literally dropped out of the sky I can't just let it go. It has too much potential to be awesome –"


"It has a whole lot more potential to be as disaster!"


"I'm going!" The words were out of my mouth before my brain had made the decision. I tried to set my face as rigidly firm as his. I couldn't believe that after all the people and traditions I'd followed him in defying, I was now defying Tuck himself.


I wished his eyes weren't so cold and glazed. "You said it before:" he finally said, "I can't stop you."


"And you?"


"I'll leave now. I've got some time to make up in reaching that building." He turned.


"Tuck!" I cried.


"You can't stop me!" he replied insolently, mocking me.


Unable to form my emotions into words, I grabbed my teammate by the shoulder and forced him around, losing control. He faced me, his eyes still glazed over but his expression no longer cold.


"Bryt, you're right and so am I," he said quietly. "And there isn't any other way."


I covered my face with my hands and shook my head, trying to deny the truth in his words, my mind racing desperately for some alternative.


"Then you be the one to go up," I tried. "You know more than I do anyway…" I realized the error in this line of persuasion even as I spoke.


"That's why you're the one going. And besides, you couldn't find you way back to that building from here, let alone before the General does. Hey." Tuck placed his hands on my shoulders and actually smiled a little. "We're probably both going to die."


I nodded in reluctant agreement but wished that we could die together.


"Tuck," I looked up and told him solemnly, "you're my best friend. The best friend I've ever had…"


My eyes spilled over and I couldn't continue, and he pulled me against him and squeezed me so tightly it hurt, but I was glad for it. I pressed my face against his shirt, trying to imprint in my memory the feel of his strong chest, running my right hand down the muscles of his bare arm. "Then why do my best friends always leave me?" he muttered into my hair, with only a touch of bitterness lingering in his tone.


"Promise me one thing." I pulled away quickly. "Promise me you'll try to get out."


My teammate smiled and shook his head a little. "With that much powder it won't make any –"


"Just promise me you'll try," I begged.


"Okay," he agreed, humoring me. "I'll try."


I didn't want to leave. I knew the two Barons from the ship were impatiently waiting.


"You know," Tuck said with a half smile, probably all he could muster, "if you were Seile I'd never let you go."


I tried to smile back, with the same result, for the ironic justice of the world. For the incredible, momentous task that I was about to undertake was the one thing that the heroic dead woman I could never measure up to could not have done. I squeezed his hand once more before I stepped back and away. "But I'm not Seile," I said, giving him a very weak smile through my tears, and turned and left my teammate at the edge of the woods. As I walked away my feet were almost too heavy to lift, as if all these days without food and water and running all over the area were only now taking their toll. I'd never felt so alone.


Not halfway to the center of the field I turned around and looked one more time back at my teammate, and could see a solitary tear glistening in the evening light on his cheek. I'd never imagined I'd see Tuck cry. He mouthed words at me, which I interpreted to be, "Go change the world, Bryt." I nodded dutifully and managed to turn back again, back toward the Baron strangers I was blindly following on the foolishly hopeful chance that they were not the enemy despite their names and uniforms, and somehow they could help end the war that had ravaged my planet throughout its entire history, without destroying everything that my people had for so long fought and died.


I approached the man and woman, my expression bleak and my face pale, I knew, and stood before them as stoically as I could.


"Do you agree to travel in our custody until an audience with an executive committee can be arranged?" the woman asked, hurried and formal.


"Yes," I whispered, looking her in the eyes.


For a second her eyebrows raised slightly in surprise at such a firm response from a being so primitive, and then her standard neutral expression returned. Placing an arm lightly around my back to usher me forward toward the cylinder leading up to the ship, she said, "Then we'll do what we can to remedy the situation here. Of course, before we can convey you to a base you'll have to come along for the remainder of our assignment, as your transmission was an unexpected complication to our journey." And with that she pushed me gently forward to step up onto the gray platform, inside the transparent cylinder.


The platform felt surprisingly sturdy for its thickness of only a few centimeters. I touched my hand to the lining of the cylinder, and found it smooth and soft. It didn't wrinkle or ripple when I pressed, though the picture distorted slightly around my fingers. The woman and man also stepped up and in, and the opening in the clear material quickly sucked itself shut, and we began to rise. My heart started to pound a little at the unfamiliar sensation of the floor raising upward beneath me. There wasn't much room in the cylinder – the base was only just over a meter in diameter – but both space travelers stood stiffly, arms flat against their sides, so I did the same, and didn't touch either of them as we rose.


From inside it felt like the cylinder was retracting upward much more quickly than it had extended down. Soon we were higher than I'd climbed in any tree, and I could no longer make out my teammate or any other distinct objects in the field and woods below. It was unnerving seeing open air in all direction; it felt like nothing was holding me up. Several times I looked down at the platform as if to make sure it was still there, and glimpsed my old Minor uniform looking especially worn and ratty next to those of the space folk. And it was colored only with dirt; by now it was so faded that it was practically white. I looked out and could see well beyond the boundaries of the field; observed a large, moving mass of blue below the treetops and recognized the army marching; spotted other yellow clearings and meadows scattered through the colorful autumn forest; a glittering lake; a winding river, though not the one alongside which I'd spend so many days and nights; all the natural marvels of my planet that I'd seldom noticed before. Of course, I'd never had the chance to see them from quite this viewpoint. A large bird soared past, screaming for all to hear, a cry that echoed the pangs in my heart, and then individual shapes became unrecognizable and even colors began to fade. I realized I was looking at my beloved Skye, the planet that was everything for which I’d lived my life to fight, for what was probably the last time. Briefly I wished it could be Col territory I were seeing instead of Baron, but the land looked essentially the same, and either way it was spectacular. The sun setting down behind mountains and plains illuminated half the world while darkness overtook the other, and the shadows of great hills and forests and lowlands varied so profusely that a clear line between the two halves of the world was indiscernible. That was the last impression I had of my home planet, before the thin platform lifted me all the way into the ship, and the white light of the sky was sealed off, and I'd released myself completely into a new and unknown realm. I took a deep breath and got ready to begin.

EPILOGUE

(THE AFTERMATH)


Bryt removed the headpiece of the memory displayer, done with her story, and the hologram-projection prism on which twenty eyes had been fixated opaqued itself. She looked at the time-keeping device set in the wall and was surprised to see that four hours had gone by. The men of the IGA committee had just witnessed the highlights of her life as a Colossan missioneer through her own eyes. She shook her head, stunned. She'd relived all these memories as the machine put them on display for everyone to see. This was what these technologically advanced people termed "reporting."


One of the ten committee members stood and spoke. "I think it's safe to say that the situation on this planet has spiraled well out of control. We'll immediately send aid – to all people dwelling there – and if not resolve the conflict that's existed for so long at least terminate the warfare. When this is done a team will be assigned to recover lost knowledge about the planet's history, and determine how its present condition came to be."


Bryt was surprised that he man hadn't understood how everything had started from the memories he'd harvested, but she didn't comment. Her mind was incredulous and overjoyed at his words. "Terminate the warfare." They were going to end the war! Her mission, their mission, the mission, would finally be accomplished!


The committee was true to its word. A team was dispatched to planet Skye to take command and control. Bryt had no idea how they planned to do this, but she believed it nonetheless. She wasn't among the ones sent – she was too valuable as a specimen for study to be let go. 


It sounds worse than it was for her, put that way. She was always treated well, and inadvertently discovered far more about the new world into which she'd come than its inhabitants did of her. She learned much about the wonders of their technology, though most of it remained wonderful and miraculous – she understood little of how these omnipresent machines worked. However, she found that few people who'd lived all their lives in the presence of such technology understood it, either, and this puzzled her. She didn't worry much over it, though. There was plenty about this place that defied logic.


Bryt also learned things she hadn't known – in fact things she doubted anyone living had known – about the history of her planet and her people. She learned that her earliest traceable ancestors had been an organized band of rebels fleeing an ancient tyrannical government that had ruled their planet. In secret, they'd built an enormous spaceship (many times the size of the one in which she'd left her home planet) which they'd dubbed the "Colossus," and smuggled themselves away in it, blasting off and escaping to freedom. They'd found a place to go – a newly discovered planet, reported as habitable but devoid of intelligent life, which the Intragalactic Alliance had not yet even had the chance to explore and chart. It had been designated planet 5KY3-37278, meaning that it was located in sector 5K of known space, and was the third planet from a yellow sun. The number at the end was the code for that star. This new planet was so far from where they'd taken off that by the time the Colossus reached it all of the original rebels were several generations passed on. The people now thought of themselves as Colossans, as the ship was the only home they'd ever had. So, unbeknownst to anyone, the Colossans claimed and settled planet 5KY3, or Skye.


When the busy IGA finally did send a team to chart the planet, the Cols had been living there happily for many years. Upon finding the planet illegally inhabited, the team reported the problem back to the IGA, which sent a military vessel called the Baron to remove the rebels. The Colossus had also been well armed, however, and the Cols managed to disable their attackers' communication link with the outside world. The entire planet infuriated, every element of both ships was either destroyed or dismantled to utilize as weaponry in the fighting that ensued, and both sides quickly lost all but the most basic technology and deteriorated into the Cols and Barons as she knew them. With communication severed, the small planet was forgotten by the outside world, left to fend for itself. And only now, after centuries of endless war, had it been rediscovered. This was the account put together by the IGA researchers charged with uncovering the truth behind the backwards planet and the origins of the war. 


It was strange that some of the aspects of life on Skye in which the IGA was most interested were those that Bryt considered dullest. For example, they emptied her memories and asked question after question about the planet's political and social structures, its inhabitants' laws and basic rights. And they were fascinated by empathy – apparently it was a phenomenon found only on planet Skye, and only among the Cols. Bryt didn't understand much of their explanation for this, but what they concluded was that one of the original rebels must have possessed a genetic tendency for heightened emotional perception, and because of factors such as a limited gene pool and something called inbreeding, the trait had accentuated with each subsequent generation. As a living sample and test subject, they harvested much of Bryt's blood and spinal fluid and put her through examinations and experiments for which she could see no point at all, though some of them did pique her curiosity a little.


It was fair, then, that the discovery that amazed her the most was one which her companions considered basic. From space, the planet Skye's land and ocean masses had finally been mapped, and it turned out that the Third Continent not only existed, but was accompanied by a Fourth and Fifth, each of them more vast and richer in resources than the two meager pieces of land that the Cols and Barons had for long contended. These three continents were still untouched by man, the closes thing to intelligent life there being a grand variety of puffans.


It was five years before Bryt returned to planet Skye. By that point the Cols and Barons certainly would not be called friends, but their war was over and technology and leadership supplied by the IGA had considerably improved matters, and also helped to deal with the chaos that began to break out in response to the end of the fighting that was all anyone there had ever known. Bryt's name had become a legend on her planet, much to her own embarrassment, and when the ship carrying her home landed she was greeted by a large throng of Cols, most of them leaders and executives who spoke to her as if she were their equal. She wondered amusedly if they'd ever found out how many of their laws and traditions she'd broken in her brief stint as a missioneer; in fact, how few she'd kept. In all fairness, she realized, she should be in prison right now. Should have been there long ago, with her teammate right beside her.


Tuck was dead. Bryt knew that without trying to look it up on any list. Even if he'd kept his promise and tried to escape, it would have been futile. He'd left her that day perfectly aware that he'd be dead by nightfall, probably welcoming it. She knew her teammate would not be recorded as an honorable death – he'd deliberately disobeyed a direct order, even if in doing so he had saved the lives of half an army. Besides (and she felt like the world's greatest traitor for it), Bryt couldn't have looked him up even if she'd tried. She didn't even remember his full name. Throughout all this long time she'd kept the torn strips of his blue shirt that had been tied around her waist as bandages. They were all she had left of her teammate and closest friend.


One of the Col leaders milling about when she made her triumphant return caught her attention and informed her that he had a Captain waiting who claimed he knew her, and asked politely if she'd speak with him. She replied that of course she would, and he left to bring the man. Bryt wondered who it might be…and was utterly exasperated that a War Captain now considered himself too unimportant to demand her attention.


Now her memory as admittedly pretty shabby, but when the Captain walked up she was positive she'd never seen him in her life. Sure, it had been five years, but…oh. She realized that the reason the man wasn't speaking was because he was waiting for her to address him. Bryt wanted to roll her eyes. She was still only a missioneer!


And what could she say to a man she didn't recognize? "Um, hello, sir…" she began uncertainly.


"It's not actually me whom you've met, but two of my missioneers, only we didn't trust our executives to consider their rank high enough to rate an audience with you," the Captain explained with an apologetic smile.


She stared at him for a second. "I am a missioneer!" she could no longer refrain from crying.


"Okay," the Captain agreed with a chuckle, and gestured behind him above his head. A man rushed excitedly up through the throng.


Unfortunately, she couldn't place this man, either. He, however, had no inhibitions about speaking before spoken to. "Do you remember me, Bryt?" he asked with an eager grin.


Her mind raced to identify him. He did seem a little familiar…something about the voice and impudent manner, and a strange pattern of scars under his pale blond hair, about a tooth that was missing from his smile…


"Nik?"


"Yes! I knew you'd remember me!" he was thoroughly pleased.


"I'm glad to see you!" Bryt replied heartily, relieved to find someone she'd known before she was mighty and famous. "Are Torrey and Cat and Furball here, too?" She knew the chances of that were slim, but if the makeshift team had managed to stay together…


Nik paused before answering. "Furball's dead," he said. "An honorable death in battle. I was there when it happened, and he did it just to save one other soldier. I don't know if I could have done that." The young man had obviously matured since she'd last seen him. "I have no idea where Torrey is. And Cat…Cat's one of my teammates."


"How's that?" she asked. "He's not even a missioneer."


"Funny to hear you tell me that," he teased.


Bryt had to laugh, and Nik explained. There's been such a shortage of medics," he said, "that anyone with any skill at all was needed."


As if cued in by the conversation about him, Cat finally stepped into sight. The shy man Bryt remembered, though he'd also plainly matured, had been much more reserved about pushing his way through a crowd of high-ranking leaders than had his outgoing teammate. 


"When we heard that you were coming back, our Captain agreed to let us come," Cat spoke up, smiling along with his teammate, "since missions aren't so urgent anymore since there's no real war. And anyway, they never go as they're planned…"


She stayed and talked with Nik and Cat awhile more, preferring their company to that of the mostly self-important executives. She thought of returning to a base to try to locate some of her old friends – Captain Gill or Randa – but didn't, partly because she was afraid of finding that one or both were no longer alive, and partly because after so long she really had nothing in common with them anymore. She didn’t want to sit down with her old teacher and tell him stories of her glorious adventures in outer space.


Bryt was given the option to remain on planet Skye or to leave with this ship when its crew's task was complete, and she elected to leave. The planet may have been the place of her birth, but what it had become was no longer home to her. She didn't really have a home, and was content that way. After all, the best time she'd ever had had been the few months between Mission Training and Pathic Training and space traveling that she'd spent out missioneering. And while she could no longer be a missioneer on Skye, the world of the IGA, even after five years there, still offered plenty to discover, and in the precious comfort of anonymity. Maybe she chose the pursuit of knowledge as a distraction from the fragmented remains of what had been the most wonderful adventure of her life, or maybe it was a retreat, or perhaps her natural furtive curiosity had found a new source of satisfaction and refused to return to what was already known and safe. Whatever the reason, the choice was an easy one to make. If Bryt had truly learned anything from her experience it was that she was happiest when she kept on exploring, even if she got lost, feeling fear and doubt but pressing on anyway, improvising when established plans fell short, just to give the romantic and impossible the slightest chance to survive and triumph.
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