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  Shifting: a Weaver method of travel enabling one to move almost instantly from one point in a Universe to another. Kelsey Hale fantasized about it.


  Especially now that she could do nothing but walk through a surreal landscape of giant mushrooms and tall frilly plants. How rotten was that? And just after she'd finally learned how to Shift, too.


  Captain Delphi Winters led the small group of Weavers, her bright white hair blowing in the breeze. Samanya Agara, Kelsey's new heart-sister came next, with Thalen Grey and Bonn at the end. Four bipeds representing three different species.


  Almost all of Kelsey's old team were present. All except Ariana, who hopefully Jumped Samanya's injured team leader at a safe location in a different Universal Group. A place without Dividers.


  Kelsey stepped over the knobby fallen trunk of a mushroom, looking both ways as she did. The little she'd heard about the Dividers chilled her. Creatures who harnessed Phoenix Eggs to control entire Universes? Kelsey couldn't do that, and she held several of them in storage inside her Weaver band.


  She touched the smooth top of the band, her fingers moving around the edges of the upraised jewels. Her band responded mentally, giving her an update on its status. All well, the Eggs in stable storage, and not sensing anyone around them.


  It should reassure her. Usually it would, as her band was now recovered from the dark Phoenix attack that had nearly put it asleep. Unfortunately, they were in hostile territory, and a massive surge of energy through the Strings meant they couldn't travel. Which meant no emergency evacuation, either.


  Kelsey glanced back at Thalen. He walked quietly, his dark green eyes watchful across the landscape. His Uncle Essic and Aunt Cerra died in the Jaenos surge while trying to save him. It didn't quite work, as the Shift Thalen went into as the surge hit trapped him into an endless cycle of Shifts and Phases along with anyone else unlucky enough to be near a String when the event happened. The memory of it gave Kelsey another shiver, remembering how one of those driven mad by the uncontrolled and constant traveling had tried to pull her into it with him. Just so he could feel something of reality again.


  She didn't blame Thalen and Bonn for worrying about traveling now. Too dangerous. The safest thing was to find a quiet place to lay low for a little while and let the surges in the Strings calm down.


  And stay out of sight of the Dividers.


  A low hooting sounded through the mushrooms. The frilly fronds around the upright edges of a purple and green spear fluttered, as if something disturbed them. Kelsey swallowed hard, trying to keep her imagination at bay. Two days of hiking away from the main String, and not a trace of anything coming near. Silly to think something would. Indigo would warn them if something big approached. Surely, her band would, too.


  A crack and rustle. Samanya's foot lifted from the middle of a dried flake of a mushroom.


  Wonderful. She was now jumping at even the most innocent sounds. "How would we know the Dividers even if we meet them?"


  Captain Winters paused under a mottled gray and light-brown mushroom, the fringe underneath touching the top of her head. "It's not the Dividers I'm worried about. It's their enforcers, the Hunters."


  "Okay, then how would we know the Hunters?"


  "I imagine your band would warn you," Captain Winters said, turning away to continue the hike. "I assume it did not like the touch of a gauntlet."


  Kelsey's steps faltered. Thalen came to a stop next to Kelsey, demanding, "A gauntlet like yours?"


  "Exactly like mine," Captain Winters said, continuing forward without pause.


  Kelsey rushed forward to catch up. "Are you telling me you are a Hunter? You work for the Dividers?"


  A humorless chuckle came from Captain Winters. How like her. Kelsey rarely saw emotion coming from her.


  "A Hunter does not 'work' for the Dividers. They are servants, humans genetically altered for the task, and loyal to death." She half turned towards them. "At least, most. Some of us saw the reality around us, despite our design and conditioning. I was one of those who helped our small group of Universes escape. It is why I guarded the Orbs with such ferocity. The Orbs meant freedom. Relieved?"


  "I'm not sure," Thalen said. "Will you be affected by being here?"


  Captain Winters looked over the area, her face displaying nothing. "I wasn't affected when I joined the rebellion. I will not be affected by being here. The Hunter way does not call to me, and the Dividers are not my masters."


  "Right. So, hope the bands know of a Hunter approach," Kelsey repeated. "Problem is, there are two people in this team who don't know what the touch of a gauntlet feels like."


  "I can guess, from trying to help your bands wake up," Thalen said. "But, Sam would not."


  Samanya watched the back and forth exchange, finally asking, "Why? What does her gauntlet do?"


  "For a Weaver it incapacitates a band," Bonn said, pushing Kelsey forward when she paused again. "Puts both it and the Weaver asleep."


  "All the way to shutting down the environmental protections," Kelsey added while trying to suppress a shiver. "Bonn and I were fortunate enough to have Indigo protect us when it happened to us."


  Samanya whirled on Captain Winters. "You fired on my sister?"


  "No, I did not. I fired on Professor Hadrian and his team," Captain Winters said. She stepped around a fluted mushroom towering into the sky. The woman moved so fast and constant, forcing them to hurry to keep her in sight.


  "Someone else on their police force fired on us," Kelsey said. "Don't blame Captain Winters for that."


  Samanya's eyes remained dark with anger. "No one touches my sister."


  The comment warmed Kelsey on the next stage of their hike. Through their connection as heart-sisters, she could sense Samanya's anger smoldering. With her mother most likely dead, and her father missing, it made Samanya the closest family around her anymore. An unexpected and welcome one.


  Well, other than her team, but they were also a working Weaver team. They watched out for each other, but their mission came first. The mission of finding and stopping Professor Hadrian.


  The thought of Professor Hadrian occupied her thoughts for the rest of the hike. She had a lot to think about now, knowing he was the Dark Phoenix in human form. The one who attacked the Jaenos Throne Room with the intention of stealing the Phoenix Egg in the central throne. Somewhere along the line he'd been put into a human body by the other Phoenix, to learn a lesson.


  Kelsey snorted. He didn't learn from it at all. Instead, he'd figured out how to escape the Universe he'd been set in by attacking Bonn's team and stealing their Weaver bands. Now, he was at it again. Trying what he'd tried before. Gather together Phoenix Eggs.


  What did he want with them? From what Meiri, the poor Chisomi woman who mistook him as her long-lost dead son, he had a plan. Only, they didn't know anything more. No one did. If Channix once knew, the knowledge died with him. Kelsey figured even Meiri didn't know the real truth.


  Would Hadrian's first traveling companion know? Problem was, Rozelle remained at Sanctuary, and no way could Kelsey go and ask her without running into the Weaver Council, assuming Rozelle would talk to them anyway. A council who didn't believe Kelsey should have her Weaver band. In their view her mother's band should be dissipated in the Strings like Bonn said Channix's band needed to be.


  Ugh, what a mess. All of it. So many things going on all over the place, so many pieces, and not enough answers. Not enough finished solutions, either.


  Kelsey heard something hit something hard behind her on the trail. She whirled, her band ready for action. Only, she didn't find anyone attacking.


  "Sorry about that," Thalen said, pushing himself up to his knees from where he'd tripped and fell. With a heavy movement, he stumbled to his feet.


  Thalen's face flushed red, but what caught Kelsey's attention were the irregular brown and blue spots along the edges of the skin. She'd seen spots when Quacen got really angry, and later in more detail when she and Samanya became heart-sisters. But, neither could be the reason here. And these were of different colors. Did that mean anything?


  Kelsey called down the trail, "Sam, we need you."


  "I'm fine," Thalen said, steading himself with the help of a thick mushroom stalk. Bonn grabbed his upper arm with a strong furry hand when he swayed. "Does anyone smell carog peas?"


  "I don't," Kelsey said, and she would if they were anywhere around them. She hated the things.


  Samanya came back down the path with Captain Winters close behind. "What's wrong?"


  "Thalen tripped, and now his spots are showing," Kelsey said. "He thinks he smells carog peas."


  "Oh no." Samanya rushed forward, looking up into Thalen's face.


  He pushed at her. "Stop it, I'm fine. Keep walking."


  Samanya didn't answer him, only turned towards Captain Winters. "We need to make camp."


  "This is not an easily protected area," Captain Winters said.


  "Then find one nearby. We stop for camp now," Samanya said, in as firm an order as Captain Winters or Bonn used.


  Kelsey looked over Thalen more closely. The spots still stood out against his now-pale skin. What was Samanya so worried about?


  "What is the problem?" Bonn asked, still supporting Thalen by the arm.


  "Renewal Phase," Samanya said.


  Bonn closed his eyes as if in pain and bowed his head, making Kelsey look over Thalen with even more alarm. He opened his large oblong brown eyes to say to Captain Winters, "We will need to camp. We have no choice."


  "I will do what I can, but this is not a good place. Wait here. I'll see what I can find." Captain Winters pushed into the stands of tall ferns.


  He sat down with a thump. The others went silent, with Samanya carefully watching Thalen, and Bonn watching the mushroom forest as if he kept expecting something to attack them.


  Finally, into the silence, Kelsey demanded, "What is a renewal phase?"


  "A time of intense biological repair," Indigo said. "You will start yours in adulthood."


  So, not a human female cycle, but something else? Indigo's explanation didn't really tell her a thing. "You're going to explain this to me, Indigo."


  "I just did. It's very simple," Indigo said.


  "I'll talk with her later, Indigo," Samanya said. "As for Thalen, you need to sit down."


  "I definitely smell carog peas," Thalen said. "And maybe litka herbs?"


  Now, those Kelsey liked. "You're going to make me hungry."


  Thalen started tipping on the rock. Even as the others helped him upright, Kelsey came around to the other side.


  "Kelsey, go to the head of the trail and keep an eye out for Captain Winters," Samanya said, pointing towards the ferns through which Captain Winters disappeared through.


  "I can bring out a blanket. Maybe he just needs to lay down for a minute," Kelsey said, starting to lift her band.


  "Kelsey, the trail, now." The sharpness of her tone hurt, as did Samanya's emotional hardness.


  Kelsey took a fast step back, sucking in her breath. Why wasn't her help wanted? Thalen was a part of her team, not Samanya, no matter if the two might have once dated.


  "Kelsey, do as she says," Bonn said. His tone may be lower and neutral, but it held the same strength.


  Kelsey retreated down the trail, only to turn and watch the others through the veil of gently swaying ferns. It didn't make sense why Bonn would say the same thing. She hadn't been in the way. With the way they were having trouble keeping Thalen upright, they needed the help.


  The idea of Samanya growing possessive of Thalen flashed through her mind, but she squashed it. Something else was going on here. Samanya hadn't given off the sense of possessiveness when she told Kelsey to go away.


  Kelsey's band told her of Captain Winters return just as Indigo said, "Captain Winters is approaching."


  Captain Winters emerged from the mushrooms, moving easily through the rough terrain. "I found a spot. Sheltered, but it will give us a good view of the surrounding area."


  "I hope it isn't far. Thalen can barely sit up straight, much less stand," Kelsey said.


  "What is wrong with him again?"


  "Something to do with the renewal of body tissue," Kelsey said with a helpless shrug. "I don't know the details."


  "Considering you are of the same species, I suggest you learn the details," Captain Winters said as she moved away towards the others.


  "Tell me about it," Kelsey muttered to herself. She didn't try to follow Captain Winters, somehow knowing she would only be told to get away again. Bonn and Samanya wanted her to stay away from Thalen right now.


  Her suspicions were confirmed as Samanya and Captain Winters took over helping Thalen up and guiding him off the path and into the wilds of the mushrooms.


  Bonn joined her while the others continued to move away. "We're the protection. Captain Winters will lead the way with Thalen. We'll come up from behind and ensure nothing surprises us."


  Considering the biggest creature they'd yet seen were a few large flying insects, she knew it was only another way to keep her from Thalen. Which went against her instincts. Thalen needed help even walking, and she wanted to help him. Just like he'd helped her in the past. The feeling was completely natural.


  But, she silently walked with Bonn, well behind the others. The rough ground made it slow going, as Thalen appeared to be having trouble coordinating how high up he needed to pick up his feet to step over obstacles.


  The ground rose, with the mushrooms changing to the tall frilled type. They flared out as they grew up, giving the appearance of colorful pleated fans aimed into the air. It provided a nice wind block from the stiff breeze moving over the higher parts of the hills.


  Captain Winters stopped at the very top in the middle of a grove of the tall fan-mushrooms, helping Samanya lower Thalen to the ground. "Good shelter, but we can keep watch. No lights at night."


  "Not an issue. We all need our sleep," Bonn said. "We use lights only in the tents."


  "Maybe we can do a Chisomi biology module, Indigo?" Kelsey asked.


  "I am unable to do so until my repairs are complete," Indigo said. "I can provide basic information from my archives, if you wish."


  Which meant back to old-fashioned studying, like what she'd done in school on Earth. Okay, so the method of learning had spoiled her in such a short amount of time. She'd come to like the teaching-band approach. The information went right into the head and tended to stay there. Quick, easy, and so efficient.


  And one she would prefer to keep using. "How long until you're repaired?"


  "I do not know. I may need raw materials to complete the process, which could cause a considerable delay," Indigo said.


  "We need you too much. Find out what materials you need. Maybe we can find them." Maybe even find them on their hike. The ground in the area had sometimes been as colorful as the mushrooms, which may mean different minerals. Indigo's sensors still worked. Maybe they could find a few things they needed while Thalen rested.


  "I am glad you agree. With your permission, I will shut down into a high-level diagnosis scan."


  Kelsey walked around the edge of the camp, stopping to gaze out at the landscape from between the fans. Nothing moved other than insects, and she mostly heard them, not saw them. No indication from her band of any dangers. 


  Kelsey paused to watch a cloud float across the face of the slowly setting sun. "It looks like we're going to have a quiet night. Go ahead."


  "Shutting down."


  Kelsey moved into the mushrooms towards the central camp. Thalen still lay on the ground, his eyes closed, while Bonn helped Samanya roll a few rocks out of a relatively flat area. Probably getting ready to set up a tent. Captain Winters was nowhere to be seen.


  Samanya glanced up. "Kelsey, join Captain Winters on watch."


  Told to go away again. How annoying. "Where is she?"


  Samanya dropped a rock and kicked another out of the way before pointing in the other direction. "Over there."


  Kelsey sighed and turned away. Not wanted. Great. Fine. She'd join Captain Winters and try not to think about how she could help. Or wanting to ask what the heck a "renewal phase' was and why it meant she should stay away from Thalen.


  She found Captain Winters doing the same thing Kelsey had just been doing, Slowly walking around the top of the hill and occasionally stopping to watch the landscape.


  "Told to leave again?" Captain Winters asked without turning in her direction.


  Kelsey tried to keep her voice neutral when she answered, "Yep."


  "Told why?"


  "No. Do you know?"


  "No. Ask Indigo."


  Kelsey followed Captain Winters to the next vantage point. "Indigo is doing a high-level diagnosis scan. He's injured, too."


  Captain Winters gave her a sharp glance before resuming her watch. "This is not a good time for it."


  "No, it's not, but he is really limited in what he can do right now. He's not designed to withstand Phoenix attacks."


  The forest of mushrooms flattened out into flat low hills, with patches of bright blues, pinks, and other colors. A short distance away, a buzzing accompanied a black cloud taking off out of the mushrooms. The milling cloud flew away in a haphazard manner before descending back to the ground. The mushroom forest version of a flock of birds?


  "It's actually very beautiful here. I've never seen a forest of giant mushrooms before," Kelsey said.


  "It was once a place of peace. The people who lived here were as brightly colored as the mushrooms," Captain Winters said.


  Part of the comment didn't sit right. "Was that past tense?"


  "This is a Divider world now. In most universes, the people of the mushrooms are believed to be extinct. What happened to them became a warning to all others. Do not defy the Dividers." She turned away to continue the circling of the top of the hill, leaving Kelsey to catch up.


  Kelsey took one more long view of the land. People of the mushrooms. They sounded like people she would like to meet, if only to see how their coloring was similar to the colors of the forest. Now they were mostly gone?


  Her dislike of the Dividers and Hunters grew.


  The evening didn't give any new details on Thalen's situation. The spaces between the mushrooms offered enough space for two tents. One held Thalen and Samanya, and the other sat on the opposite end of the hill, barely in sight of the other tent. The small space in the second tent turned out not to be a problem as Captain Winters insisted on heightened security, which meant constant patrols.


  They cycled through the night in shifts. First, Captain Winters and Bonn. Kelsey found she had no problem falling asleep when given the chance.


  Then came time for Kelsey and Bonn. Several small moons glided across the rich night sky, allowing them limited visibility. Bonn informed her it wasn't their eyes they should sense with, but rather their bands, giving her an impromptu lesson on how to do so.


  Then Bonn retired and Captain Winters joined Kelsey.


  "This is when the Hunters prefer to attack," Captain Winters told her as they started their first lap around the top of the hill. "Just before dawn."


  Kelsey had been in the middle of a yawn, but found herself wide awake for a while afterwards. Her band continued its scanning of the area. When it found nothing of interest, the yawns started to return.


  As with her watch with Bonn, they moved around the hill mostly in silence. Stopping at regular intervals to study the terrain, and for Kelsey, to use her band to look in different directions.


  All the while, Samanya stayed in the tent with Thalen. Completely unfair. Either Bonn or herself could sit with Thalen. Why wasn't she helping with the night watch? Thalen would only be sleeping anyway, even if he was sick.


  Their heart-sister connection only further confused her. Samanya was awake for most of the night, with many emotions coming from her. Affection, worry, concern, and others she couldn't identify.


  Kelsey compressed her lips. If they were humans, she would guess at what they were doing, and Kelsey wouldn't be happy about it at all. Thalen belonged on their team. Heart-sister or not, Samanya wasn't allowed to steal him away.


  Kelsey shifted from one leg to the next, pulling her jacket collar further up her neck against the night chill. Captain Winters stood completely still as she looked out over the forest. The mushrooms appeared the same as always, why the long stare?


  "Shouldn't we move to the next vantage point?" Kelsey asked after a few more minutes.


  "Shh."


  Told to be silent again. Kelsey's annoyance grew. "What is it?"


  Captain Winters made a gesture that was clear. Be quiet. Kelsey looked off in the same direction, trying again.


  In the distance came a faint whistling. Another group of flying insects? The sound grew louder taking on a harsh edge.


  An artificial shrill edge.


  Even as her band latched onto the direction it came from, a flare of light and it passed over their heads, arcing down back into the forest. A breath later thunder shook the forest, causing puffs of spores from the mushrooms around them. A fireball rose into the night sky, blinding Kelsey with its brilliance.
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  Kelsey turned her head away, blinking her eyes clear. "Was that a missile?"


  Captain Winters turned towards the top of the hill and broke into a run. "Yes, a missile."


  A faint whistle signaled the first missile would not be the last. Kelsey turned and ran after Captain Winters, her mind already classifying what they needed to do. Break camp, collapse the tents, get the supplies into storage.


  And then what? Find shelter? Could they Shift or Phase now? Would Thalen be up to it?


  Kelsey burst into the camp close behind Captain Winters.


  "What was that?" Bonn demanded, already out of the tent and pulling the bedding out of it.


  Kelsey grabbed her bedding out of the pile and put it into storage without bothering to fold anything. "We're being attacked."


  "The missile was not aimed at us. We are not the target of the attack," Captain Winters said, helping Samanya get Thalen out of the other tent.


  "Then who was it aimed at?" Bonn asked. With the tent collapsed, it disappeared into his band storage.


  Captain Winters held up a slouching Thalen while Samanya saw to the other tent. "The Hunters must be putting down another rebellion. We need to get out of the way before we're seen."


  Poor Thalen. He still hadn't opened his eyes. He must be exhausted. The spots along the side of his face hadn't diminished. If anything, they were bigger and brighter than before. Enough that she could see them in the pre-dawn light cast by the lightening horizon.


  "Follow me. Time to lose ourselves," Captain Winters said, striding off the top of the hill towards the flatter landscape.


  Kelsey could see why she headed in that direction. Once they moved down into the mushrooms, it was almost impossible to see very far. A good cover to hide their escape. The land didn't rise enough, nor did the mushrooms thin out enough to make it easy to see anything more than a few paces away.


  She kept attuned to her band, hoping to use it to see any approach. Not easy, when her band kept trying to identify the objects flying over their heads.


  A strange silence settled over the forest. Captain Winters found a good trail, allowing them good time. The sky brightened.


  A whistle pierced the morning, marking the return of the fight, but they were no longer directly beneath their flight paths. Captain Winter's direction took on new meaning. Go sideways, out of the path of conflict, not directly away.


  The one thing slowing them down was Thalen. Samanya and Bonn did their best to keep him going, but he kept tripping and losing his balance. Some of the time he appeared to have trouble keeping his eyes open, even though he stood upright and walked.


  Another missile whistled behind them, the explosion delayed. When it did, the ground shook.


  So did Kelsey's band.


  Her eyesight shifted. The mushrooms disappeared and Strings, both large and small, replaced them. In the distance, the large Strings still surged with energy at a rate she didn't like.


  No traveling through them yet.


  The energy filtered down into the smaller Strings, too. Enough that they pulsed as if with a heartbeat. She didn't remember the small sub-String reacting that way in the Universal Group where they'd found Thalen, but then, she hadn't been attuned to her band yet.


  But, the shivers she felt. Those reminded her of it. Enough that it made her stomach queasy. Her band didn't like the looks of the Strings, either. No way would she want to get trapped in them by trying. And no one had the right to ask Thalen to take that chance. 


  The main String connecting the world to the Strings shuddered. The light cast from it grew bright, as if an elongated sun. It crackled, with a series on minor chords coming from it, before it strung tight.


  "Keep moving, Kelsey," Captain Winters called.


  But, Kelsey didn't move until the String settled, concerned they might need to go back to do a repair. Could they do a repair while it held so much pulsing energy? Maybe they didn't dare. But, what would they do if it snapped?


  "Thalen, keep going," Kelsey heard Samanya say.


  Kelsey glanced over at him, finding him a colored shape as if they were in the middle of the Strings, and not the details of his real body. What strange colors played across him. No grays to indicate sickness. Instead, the brighter colors of the rainbow came and went in waves.


  "The String isn't going to snap," Bonn said. "Keep moving."


  Kelsey forced herself to shift her eyesight back to normal, finding Thalen well past her now. She admitted it, she was being a little silly. The String didn't look like it was going to snap. It just didn't like the missile strike so close to it. It was already filled with energy, and the energy from the missile wasn't a welcome addition.


  "I hope they don't hit that close again. We don't need more String ghosts," Kelsey said, hurrying to catch up.


  "Do not bring back the memory. I'm already having nightmares about it," Thalen said, holding himself up with an arm looped over Samanya's shoulder. Sweat dotted his brow.


  "I think it's more than nightmares," Kelsey said. "You just felt what happened in the Strings, didn't you?"


  Thalen managed to open his eyes to stare at her. Such tired and dim eyes. More and more about this renewal phase stuff concerned her.


  "Of course I felt it. Right down to the core." Thalen turned his attention to his feet, trying to move forwards towards the waiting Captain Winters. "We don't dare try a Shift."


  The group started moving forward again, but Thalen proved to be even slower than before, almost collapsing against Samanya and Bonn several times. As if he were falling asleep on his feet.


  The more Kelsey thought about it, the more convinced she became this must be something more than just the renewal phase. The Strings acting up had made him worse. What had just happened with both the larger and smaller Strings had affected him worse than the rest of them. It must be because of his past.


  Kelsey took up the rear of the group, trying to cover their flank from anyone trying to sneak up on them. No one spoke as they wound their way along animal trails between the mushrooms. Behind them, the missile strikes grew more frequent.


  Another struck near the String, sending a zing of energy traveling up Kelsey's spine. The String screeched at the frequencies that made her teeth clench in pain. Thalen fell to his knees. Captain Winters turned to help the others get him back to his feet. Kelsey almost went forward to help, too, but stopped at Samanya's warning look.


  Okay, she got it. Stay away from Thalen.


  The sound of another missile came and went. Then another.


  Wait, they sounded different.


  Kelsey turned around towards the way they'd come. Through the forest of mushrooms she could only sometimes see the trail of the missiles against the brightening sky. What sky she could see proved her suspicions correct.


  There were missiles flying in both directions. The other side was fighting back.


  "New missile attacks," Kelsey said as a new sound filled the air.


  Dull constant thunder. No, not thunder. Machinery.


  "Tanks," Captain Winters said. "The battle is escalating."


  Escalating, with not as many good shots. Some of the missiles impacted closer, the fireballs erupting into the sky flashing white over the mushrooms. The hill where they'd camped disappeared in a rolling fireball.


  "Keep going. Kelsey, come here," Bonn said.


  Kelsey turned back to see Captain Winters and Samanya continuing with Thalen and Bonn walking towards her. She hurried forward, meeting Bonn in the middle.


  "It looks like we might meet natives, and unfriendly ones, at that," Bonn said, taking Kelsey's band arm. "From the limited amount of information we have about the Hunters, we must assume they have a high level of technology. Including, possibly, the ability to see through our simple illusions. It's time to upgrade our external appearance"


  "The band has better illusions?" Kelsey asked, trying to keep up with how Bonn was connecting with her band.


  "Yes, but they require more energy. Now, pay attention." Bonn didn't explain further. Instead, he closed his eyes, as if concentrating.


  Kelsey did the same thing, giving all her attention to her band. Bonn worked with a part of the band she hadn't used much. Only to sometimes mask her scent. Then he moved off to the side.


  Oh, now that was interesting. In a way, it felt like what she had to do to change the energy signature of an energy burst, only this changed what she felt coming from herself. Her skin tingled.


  "Done. How do you feel?" Bonn asked.


  Kelsey opened her eyes. Her clothes still fit as before, but the colors she'd changed them to were gone, replaced by dark gray. She got the sense they appeared different in some way, too. Even the outer appearance of her band had changed from that of the silver with raised gold-colored designs and multiple domed jewels to a simple black metal bracelet. Only when she really concentrated did Kelsey see her band as it normally was.


  And yes, her band needed more energy to keep this up. "Different. What did you do?"


  "Masked you as a native life-form. You now not only appear as one, but you will mimic them down to their energy emissions."


  If Kelsey squinted, she could see the same in Bonn. When she shifted her eyesight to the world of the Strings, the rich teal-colored blob that usually meant Bonn had changed. Instead, she saw dark blue with a glow of green in the back. How strange.


  Her band didn't like it. It followed the order, but Kelsey got the impression it preferred to be itself.


  "My band doesn't like it," Kelsey said.


  Bonn frowned. "Is it affecting the Phoenix Eggs?"


  "Oh, no, nothing is wrong. It just doesn't like it." Kelsey smiled. "A personal objection."


  Bonn's frown softened. "It is good you can detect such specifics from your band. Keep an eye on energy levels. This will be tiring to your band."


  "Can Thalen's band handle it, then?" Kelsey said as they moved to catch up to the others.


  "His band can, yes. We are concerned how keeping the field up may affect his renewal phase. It's important we move out of the conflict area as soon as possible so his band can drop the extra protection."


  Kelsey stepped over a fallen mushroom. "This must be how Professor Hadrian is fooling Meiri. Or, is it something else?"


  "You are correct. This is what he used on Sanctuary, and continues to use." Bonn helped her over an even taller fallen mushroom. "I don't know how he's doing it for so long, either. My old band must be exhausted."


  Bonn's jaw went tight, and a corner of his mouth opened to show the teeth beneath. Bonn's band, being abused by Professor Hadrian. Considering he did the same to everyone else around him, even other Phoenix, it must be his standard behavior.


  He put a hand in his pocket, the tightness moving to his shoulders and arms. It took a minute for Kelsey to realize why.


  Channix's band. A band that once belonged to one of his team, a teammate that was now dead. Hadrian better watch out if Bonn ever got his hands on him.


  "Maybe you should put the band in your band storage?" Kelsey asked.


  "It won't go in. It doesn't like anything right now," Bonn growled.


  Kelsey went silent. Between Bonn and Thalen, memories of the past were running deep. Even for her. All of this was a deep reminder of how she'd come to know the Weavers, and lose her father.


  The missile strikes continued, the ground shuddering with each. The mushrooms reacted with each impact, expelling clouds of spores until they filled the forest with a strange fog. The Strings shivered, making Kelsey trip when her eyesight unexpectedly shifted on her.


  Kelsey pushed herself off the ground, getting mad. Thalen wasn't the only one getting tired. Shouldn't they be past this now? What were the people here doing, following them? They should concentrate on only fighting each other.


  The thought chilled her anger. She hoped no one was following them. They couldn't travel fast on foot, and the Strings prevented an easy escape.


  The group crowded closer together, and not even Samanya complained about Kelsey getting so close to Thalen. Probably in preparation for defensive shields if necessary. Kelsey was definitely ready with hers. The missile impacts seemed to be getting closer.


  Captain Winters disappeared around a tall rock. Coming around it, they found her waiting for them. "Get down. The tanks are getting close."


  Kelsey crouched down behind a rock. A mushroom with bright yellow tufts out the top grew off the side of it, casting shade over their little group. A fireball lifted into the sky, momentarily blocking out the new morning sun.


  What a morning. She should be in front of one of the tents having a leisurely breakfast. Not running for their lives.


  A tug of exhaustion swept over her, but not from herself. Kelsey quickly contacted her band, but found it doing fine even with the added burden of masking her species. It must becoming from somewhere else. Maybe one of the locals? Someone tired of fighting?


  A quick look around and she spotted the source. It didn't come from outside the small circle of rocks. It came from where Thalen leaned back against the smooth curved side of a white rock with his eyes closed. Exhaustion radiated from him, not only in body language, but in a way she felt right in her head.


  Then came anguish. The kind brought on by remembering something. Other emotions followed in quick succession, all as clear and pure as if they were coming from herself.


  Samanya looked up, her eyes sharp. She glanced between the two and then made a sharp gesture towards Kelsey and then to Captain Winter's position.


  Right. Move. Stay away from Thalen.


  Kelsey got back to her feet, and walking half bent over, moved past Thalen and Samanya to the far end of their small hiding place to where Captain Winters sat in watch.


  She silently settled next to the woman. Nothing disturbed the scene outside their hiding place except the noise and the remains of an explosions rising into the air. As she listened, she picked out other sounds. The constant thunder came from several directions. Probably tanks converging. Then came smaller sounds. Possibly firearms?


  An entire battle going on outside and no way to see what was going on, or how to get away from it.


  She glanced down at her left wrist. Indigo still slept in his self-diagnosis, the small information screen at the top displaying a time and date. Probably Sanctuary time.


  Morning, ironically. Which meant Morina would be busy in the dining room, getting all the kids of the Foundlings home ready for the new day. Soon the older ones would be off to school, including Gerart, who would go into his special class. She wondered how his counseling was going. Could he use a teaching band now so he could catch up with others his own age? What were the students in Master Oin's beginners Eebra-Shee class now learning? Rats, she was behind there, too.


  In the midst of her memories and ponderings, something prompted her to look behind. A cringe from her band of a possible danger, the warning muted in the species-mask it emitted.


  A small black vehicle stopped in the space between a stand of tall mushrooms, the bottom of it hovering barely above the surface. Sharp points of black metal pointed both forward and backwards from an upper turret, with one of them swiveling around in their direction.


  Kelsey grabbed Captain Winters arm, even as she erected a shield in preparation for the tank to fire on them. She sensed the other Weavers responding to her shield with shields of their own.


  Captain Winters turned, starting to raise her gauntlet.


  The side of the tank moved, with a hatch swiveling away. With a gauntlet arm raised in their direction, there appeared one of the dreaded Hunters, putting one foot on the ground while keeping the other foot inside the tank. The woman wore a helmet, but one thing became crystal-clear to Kelsey:


  This Hunter was an exact duplicate of Captain Delphi Winters.


  Even as one of the metal points of the tank settled in their direction, the woman called out, "Restrain your prisoners."


  "Now it begins," Captain Winters said quiet enough it could only be for Kelsey's benefit.


  In response, Kelsey increased the strength of the shield even more, hoping it would be enough to block a gauntlet attack. Did her band learn from the last touch of a gauntlet so it wouldn't be affected this time? She really didn't want to find out, but knew she might not have any choice.


  They needed Indigo. She sent wake-up call after call to him through the band. Time for the diagnosing to end. Even if his abilities were currently limited, they needed him.


  Her band cried out a warning, as the woman's arm tensed. Captain Winters did, as well. Kelsey tensed for the crossfire, hoping Captain Winters shooting her gauntlet through her shield didn't weaken it or bother her band.


  The woman's body jerked as slices of yellow light shot across the side of the tank. She fell among the mushrooms, her body unmoving.


  "Rebels are here. Get Thalen ready," Captain Winters said, lowering her band.


  "We need to take the chance and Shift," Samanya said, grabbing Thalen's arm. "We can't stay here."


  "No!" Thalen said loud enough Samanya shushed him. "We are not risking it. There are fates worse than death."


  "If this keeps up, we may indeed soon be dead," Samanya said. Thalen tried to pull away from her, but she wouldn't allow it, urging him to his feet.


  "We do not Shift," Bonn said firm and final. "You are free to do so, if you wish Weaver Samanya."


  Samanya glared at him for a second before returning her attention to Thalen. "We stay together as a group."


  Now that Kelsey's band knew what to look for, it found tanks all around them. Most of them with gauntlets inside. "We're surrounded. How do we get through this?"


  "Very carefully." Captain Winters glanced down at Kelsey's left arm. "Is he awake yet?"


  "No, and yes, I am trying," Kelsey said. "Can we use the tank?"


  "It's a one person tank," Captain Winters said, making her way to Thalen to help him get to his feet. "The weaponry won't allow people to ride on top."


  Kelsey didn't like the looks of the black metal tank anyway. It looked like a nightmare beetle with the way the points and knobs came off it in different directions. She also didn't like that one of the points was still aimed right at them.


  Kelsey stayed where she was while they worked on Thalen. Problem was, he hardly responded anymore. She still got the occasional wave of emotion from him, even though she was further away from him. Why were his emotions coming across in such quick succession? It was as if he had one happy thought, then a sad one, then one remembering pain, then another embarrassment. All in a row, with no time at all passing between them.


  She turned her attention to her band in an attempt to block it out. Now that it could detect the tanks, they had something to work with even without Indigo's aid. They needed to get through the battle and to safety. Find a path somewhere.


  Problem was, they had more to worry about than just tanks. The smaller weapon fire slicing through the mushrooms, cutting some of them in half, probably came from something else. Such as foot soldiers, and she couldn't as of yet pick them up out of the energy the mushrooms emitted.


  One of the taller fan mushrooms crashed down in a new cloud of spores, adding to the spore fog drifting through the forest. She heard others falling around them, adding a disturbing added sound to the battle. A dangerous one. A falling mushroom would be as deadly as a tree if one fell on them.


  Thalen finally stood on his own two feet and managed a few shaky steps forward. Good. Kelsey waited to see what direction they headed, planning on taking up the rear. Or, maybe she should take the lead? Unless Captain Winters possessed a way to track the battle going on around them. Maybe with her gauntlet?


  With each shudder came more spores from the mushrooms. Another missile, and a red and black fireball appeared. The mushrooms trembled under the onslaught as a strong wind pushed through the forest. With a new release of spores came something else.


  The larger mushrooms with the domed tops let loose with an inky powder from under the domes. The fan-mushrooms joined in, releasing clouds of what felt like gritty ash into the air.


  Despite a low-grade shield, Kelsey's lungs started to burn. Her eyes watered.


  "Stay down and follow me," Captain Winters said.


  She crouched at the edge of their small protected area, before darting into the mushroom forest. She stopped briefly at the twin laying on the ground before moving on, gesturing for them to follow.


  Easy for her. They had to follow with Thalen, who could barely walk, with the air growing thicker by the moment with the smokey spores coming out of the mushrooms. Kelsey struggled to keep from coughing. It would be just her luck, cough and have someone fire at the sound.


  She strengthened the shield as she followed Samanya and Bonn out with Thalen between them. Past the one-person black tank and into the more welcoming multiple colors of the mushrooms.


  At least, the colors they could see were nice. In the growing thick dark air, they were getting harder and harder to see.


  The coughing started, and once it did, Kelsey couldn't stop. Even with the shield up, the stuff in the air filtered through. Thalen started coughing, causing him to trip more frequently.


  They lost track of Captain Winters completely in the thick air, forcing them to use their bands to keep moving forward in her direction. Kelsey could no longer see the missiles, or even the sky, but she still heard them. Along with the increase in smaller weapon fire. The battle was heating up and they weren't anywhere near far enough.


  All made worse by the tanks moving through the forest. Just when she thought they might be in the clear, the tanks turned and started moving around them again. As if following.


  But, that was silly. If the tanks wanted them, they should have closed in by now!


  "What is the situation?" Indigo asked.


  Kelsey suffered through another coughing fit before answering. "We're in the middle of a battle between the Hunters and some other group. Can't Shift."


  "My sensor range is limited, but I do detect movements and energy releases in our general area," Indigo said.


  A mushroom crashed to the forest floor where Kelsey had just been standing, a roiling cloud of inky soot erupting from all over its surface. Which set Kelsey to coughing again as she scrambled to get away from it.


  "Tell me something I don't know," Kelsey said.


  "We are being followed?"


  Kelsey tripped while turning back the way they'd come. She caught herself against the side of a standing mushroom. A slimy side. She yanked her hand away and shook it to get off the slime. Why did she do that? She couldn't see anyway.


  She picked herself up, using her band to keep track of her team. Somehow she caught up between the clouds of black floating through the air. But, with using her band, she also became aware that Indigo was correct. The tanks were around them again.


  "We're in the middle of the battle again," Kelsey said when she caught up with Thalen's group.


  Bonn gazed out into the clouds, his eyes narrowing. His ears went up and swiveled, his nose moving as he sniffed. The sniff caused him to cough.


  "Follow me. Captain Winters will catch up," Bonn said.


  She ducked as a whistle went overhead, far too loud for comfort. The ground shuddered with a close impact. The air grew ever more dense with the inky clouds, setting her to a spasm of coughing. Tears streamed down her face as she fought to keep her eyes open.


  Thalen fell to his knees. Samanya shouted at Bonn to stop and help her, making Kelsey cringe at the noise. In the mushroom clouds, silence was their only real asset. Even if the coughing meant they weren't silent anyway.


  Kelsey itched to move forward to help, but stayed where she was in the back of the group. With her band as her eyes, she watched the area.


  So much movement, some of it very fast, and not just by the type of tank they'd seen before. There must be other vehicles in the battle.


  She didn't want to see any of them, either, thankful when the other two got Thalen going again.


  Delphi's white hair emerged out of the dark clouds before the rest of Captain Winters, complete with Weaver clothes. She barely heard her say to Bonn, "To the west. The main force is engaged to the east."


  "Which way is west?" Bonn asked.


  Kelsey didn't hear the answer in the thunder of another cross attack using missiles. It didn't matter. Captain Winters once again took the lead, heading straight and true through the mushroom forest.


  On the move again, with a direction towards safety. It should have relieved Kelsey. Normally it would.


  But, not with the tanks also following them. Keeping them in the middle of the battle, with a few even staying right behind.


  As if searching for them?


  Kelsey stopped for a moment to turn around. With her band's help and Indigo, she was able to pinpoint their exact direction. Tanks, right behind them, following their trail, catching up fast.


  "This is not a good situation," Indigo said. "I am also picking up massive coded communications."


  "Right." Kelsey turned and ran, jumping over fallen mushrooms as she passed the others to get to Captain Winters.


  She ignored the complaint from Samanya. Whatever the reason for the need for Kelsey to stay away, it wouldn't do much good if they were killed. The short proximity brought another rush of fast-changing emotions. Samanya needed to talk to Thalen. Broadcasting like that must be using a lot of energy. No wonder he could hardly stay awake. Not to mention the renewal phase was causing something new. She'd noticed the top of his hand where he grasped Samanya's shoulder was peppered with the colored spots. She'd never noticed spots on the hands before.


  Captain Winters stopped and turned towards her, starting to raise her gauntlet. Seeing Kelsey, she lowered it.


  "Didn't mean to surprise you," Kelsey said, skidding to a stop next to her, finding the ground more slippery than before. "Tanks right behind us, heading our way. Every time we turn, so do they. Can they be following us?"


  Captain Winters glanced back the way they'd come. "I was concerned about this."


  "What do we do? We can't fight against gauntlets," Kelsey said.


  Captain Winter's lips compressed. While tears were also flowing down her darker skin, she rarely coughed. "We keep moving and hope for the best. Keep up the rear. I'm hoping your band can hold off any attack longer than the rest."


  Kelsey didn't run back. She waited to the side of the trial while the others passed her. Only then did she get back on the trail and follow the others. The short time waiting allowed her to scan the area with even more detail.


  It only confirmed her original thought: they were being followed. No way were they getting out of this without some sort of confrontation.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE
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  The small coughing group moved as fast as possible, but the tanks continued to trail. It seemed that no matter how they moved, how fast or how slow, no matter the direction, the battle continued to take place right around them.


  Kelsey even took the risk of lowering her band shield just to see if it would make a difference. It made none. The fighting continued right around them.


  Since it made no difference, she erected the shield again. It made her feel better even though she knew it would make very little difference if a Hunter fired a gauntlet at her.


  Or would it? Kelsey thought back at the time she'd been shot by one before. Her band informed her that not only did it not like the current situation, it also did not like the memories.


  Kelsey kept at it. She'd heard about Professor Hadrian's ability to deflect later shots by Captain Winters. If Professor Hadrian could do it, then she could, too. She just needed to figure out how.


  Her band still didn't like it. Even so, she went through the memories. Not an easy thing with everything else going on around them. Her band went along with it, in a fashion. It got mad, it gave her comfort when she remembered the pain, and it paid attention when it remembered what it was like before the second hit. Of trying to erect a shield, and failing.


  Then it stopped, turning to worry. Not about the memories, or trying to analyze what the gauntlet attack had felt like in an attempt to figure out what it had done to the band, but on what was going on around them.


  The forest of mushrooms thinned out, leaving a ground cover of smaller mushrooms and wide blades of grass. A tall mushroom fell to the left side, emitting one last cloud of airborne ink.


  The battle behind them went silent. An eerie sudden silence that worried her more than all the noise.


  Kelsey turned and swiveled, trying to figure out where all the tanks were. She could finally sense others, too. People like Captain Winters, and then others, some of whom had the feel of the mushrooms about them.


  The sunlight poked through the dark inky clouds layered over the ground. A breeze swirled it around even more, allowing patches of blue to appear.


  Captain Winters stopped. Kelsey closed in with her team, noting with one part of her mind that Samanya wasn't raising a fuss. It made the situation feel even more grave.


  What was going on? Hunters and probable rebels all around them, and no fighting? No tank movements? No missiles? No nothing?


  Another gust of the breeze and the inky clouds dissipated into thin wisps. Enough to reveal not only a black tank perched on the top of a fallen mushroom, but also behind it a vehicle with a missile launcher on top of it.


  Hunters stood just outside of the hatches, staring at them. A missile on the launcher, just waiting. A small missile, barely as long as her arm, but she'd seen the kind of fireball they could cause.


  She strengthened her shield, getting so close to Thalen that he was overwhelming her with his confused emotional state. The clearing clouds revealed other tanks, vehicles, and foot-soldiers, all with armor and helmets. All staring into the clearing. Any minute now they would be attacked, by more gauntlets than she cared to think about.


  Or were they staring at them? This didn't make sense. Why weren't they moving forward? Why weren't they doing, well, anything?


  "Indigo, have any insights on this?" Kelsey whispered to him. He gave a garbled word before going silent.


  Oh no, she hadn't given him enough time for his diagnostic. He'd had another fault. Which meant they couldn't count on his help. They would have to figure this out on their own.


  Well, if the Hunters were only going to stare, maybe the Weavers could move to the side? There were still enough clouds from the mushrooms drifting around to hide their escape.


  Captain Winters must have thought the same thing, as she was silently urging the others to move forward. Her darker skin stretched taunt, paler than before. She shivered as she led the way through the rough ground of the clearing. The ground rose and sharply fell, as if textured with high wrinkles. If the ground weren't so firm, Kelsey would guess they were in a bog.


  A gust of the breeze caught the clouds, swirling them into the sky where they blew away and dispersed. With it, more and more of the clearing became visible. A clearing that must have been caused by an earlier missile explosion, to judge by the small crater in the center of it. Mushrooms littered the ground, fallen to the ground in a pattern radiating from the center.
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