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THE SCOUT

BY D. J. MACHALE

Kit was on his own.

That was his first mistake.

He was the kind of guy who didn’t follow the rules, especially if he saw no good reason to. He wasn’t a troublemaker, but unlike most of his friends, who blindly bowed to authority, he made his decisions based on what common sense told him was right . . . even when he was the only one who felt that way.

His latest misadventure began innocently enough on a camping trip with his Scout troop. The plan was to leave their base with a group of thirteen Scouts and two Leaders on a two-day excursion through rocky, desertlike terrain to practice survival skills. Kit didn’t see the point other than to earn a badge that he couldn’t have cared less about. He laughed at the Scouts who proudly displayed their awards on a sash that proved they could swim a mile or treat wounds or repeatedly hit a bull’s-eye. Kit could do all those things, better than most. He just didn’t feel the need to show off his accomplishments by sporting colorful badges. He knew what he was capable of and that was good enough for him.

The Scout Leaders didn’t agree. They wanted their young charges to compete with one another, which was why Kit found himself trudging across the blazing desert with a light backpack along with twelve other sweaty Scouts. He wanted to be somewhere else, anywhere else, but with two Leaders keeping a watchful eye on every move they made there was no way he could dodge what was sure to be a grueling, pointless couple of days.

It was hot. Torturous, nasty, pass-out hot. That didn’t stop the Leaders from driving the boys deep into the desert. Five miles, ten miles. They passed towering cliffs and crossed bone-dry riverbeds. Rationing water was crucial. Each Scout started off with a small bottle of water that had to last until they found resources in the desert, which wasn’t easy. The Leaders instructed them to keep their mouths moist by sucking on small pebbles to activate their salivary glands. Kit was way ahead of them. He had been working on a couple of pebbles long before the Leaders offered the tip. He wanted to point out that if this were a true survival situation they wouldn’t be hiking, like idiots, during the heat of the day. Instead they would be resting in the shade to conserve energy and reduce their sweat output. But this wasn’t his show, so he quietly went along.

He made a point of veering into the shade whenever possible, even if it meant adding a few extra steps. He didn’t talk, unlike the others, who were laughing and joking from the get-go. Kit wondered if the Leaders realized how much precious energy they were wasting. It seemed to him that they were driving the Scouts hard and letting them make dumb mistakes. But why? Was it another test? Another competition? Or did they just want to push them to the brink of dehydration and exhaustion for fun? It sure seemed that way. Or maybe the Leaders were just as clueless as the Scouts. Whatever the case, Kit wasn’t about to do anything that would make the adventure any worse than it already was, so he kept his mouth shut and sucked on his pebbles.

Once they had hiked farther into the desert than Kit had ever been before, the true rules of the excursion were revealed. It was indeed a competition. The Leaders split the group in two. Each would take half the Scouts and march in a different direction. Whichever group fared better would be treated to an exceptional meal when they returned to base. The losers would be left to watch with envy.

Kit had no idea who would be the judge or what the criteria for winning might be and didn’t care. What he saw was an opportunity. The Scouts were split up . . . seven in one group and six in the other. Kit made sure he was with the group of seven. Soon after the two teams went in different directions he marched up to his Leader and requested permission to join the other group. He explained that his good friend was with them and he worried that his buddy might be in over his head. He asked permission to join them so he could look out for the guy. The Leader complimented Kit on his leadership qualities and sent him on his way to catch up with the others.

Kit didn’t have a close friend in the other group.

He had no intention of joining them.

What he wanted was to be on his own, and with both Leaders thinking he was with the other, he got his wish.

Once certain that he couldn’t be seen by either group, he pulled off his pack, found some shade, and got off his feet. He wasn’t thrilled about having to spend two days in the desert alone, but knew he was far better off on his own than trudging along with a bunch of clueless rookies. His plan was to lay low, conserve his energy and his water, then march back into camp and announce that he had gotten lost but managed to survive with no help. Who knows? Maybe he’d even be declared the winner of the dumb contest.

Kit put up his feet and relaxed, comfortable for the first time in hours and confident that his adventure in the desert was going to be far less torturous than if he had followed the rules.

Digging through his pack he saw that the Scouts had equipped him with a few essential survival tools: a long length of light rope, a thin reflective blanket, a simple first aid kit, flint and steel to spark a fire, a small hunting knife, and an item that was only to be used in a dire emergency . . . a communication device. If he were truly in trouble he could use it to call for help. The Leaders may have wanted to push the Scouts to the limit and test their abilities, but they also wanted everyone back alive.

Kit had no intention of using the device. He was going to make it on his own, whether or not he would be rewarded with an official badge or a special meal.

Knowing that as soon as night fell the desert temperature would plunge from searing hot to bone-numbing cold, Kit erected a simple shelter using lengths of scrub that he propped against a wall of rust-colored rock. He gathered kindling and found enough dry wood to use as fuel. With a few quick flicks of metal on stone, he sparked up the tinder and in minutes he had a crackling fire that would keep him warm during the long desert night.

Sunset came quickly. It was stunning, complete with long streaks of orange and lavender clouds that hung above the distant mountains. When the sun dropped from sight the temperature dropped with it, but Kit felt warm and secure with his fire and shelter. He planned to get up early and search for food and water in the cool morning hours, though he wasn’t stressed about it. He knew that if he came up empty he’d still be okay. He’d been hungry before. Gutting it out for two days wouldn’t be a problem.

Kit stretched out in the shelter with his head resting on his pack and only his thoughts to keep him company. With his mind completely clear, his thoughts turned once again to a difficult decision he had been weighing for months: He wanted to quit the Scouts. His parents had forced him to join, saying it was every guy’s duty to serve. Kit had signed up to make his folks happy but never bought into the Scout culture. He loved being outdoors and had made several good friends, but he didn’t see any purpose to the regimentation and military-like training. It wasn’t his style. Quitting would upset his parents for sure, and the Leaders would do their best to convince him to stay, but he wasn’t sure if he could stick it out until his mission was complete.

His mission.

It was the only reason he had stuck it out with the Scouts as long as he had.

Kit lay back and looked up to the night sky. Being in the desert, away from the glow of civilization, he saw more stars than he ever remembered seeing before. An endless canopy of lights spread from horizon to horizon. It was so incredibly clear that Kit felt as if he could gaze through them to the other side of the universe. The immensity of it all was both staggering and humbling as he tried to comprehend how many different worlds he might be viewing. How many civilizations? How many people? How many lives were beginning and ending at that exact moment? He wondered which of the twinkling spots held life and which were nothing more than gaseous, burning masses . . . and how many people were out there staring back at him, wondering the exact same thing? The idea that he might be gazing at multiple living worlds was a staggering concept that was hard to imagine, since he couldn’t see any actual signs of life.

Or could he?

A single, shimmering “star” moved across the sky. At first he thought his eyes were playing tricks and it was the residual impression left by another bright star. He blinked, but it was still there, moving steadily and quickly. Kit sat up and tracked it until it disappeared behind the distant ridge of mountains. The sight threw him. Speculating about the potential for life while gazing at a billion stars was one thing; seeing an actual sign of intelligent life speeding by was far more dramatic. What could it have been? A satellite? A space station orbiting the globe? Or was it a craft from another planet swinging by to take a peek at his home?

Seeing that tiny speck of light moving through the sky fired Kit’s imagination. There was life out there. He knew that. Everybody knew that. Reaching out to it was something he had dreamed of since he was old enough to put his eye to a telescope. That ambition still burned, and it took a simple moving light to remind him of that . . . and to question his thoughts about quitting the Scouts. As much as he didn’t appreciate their methods and rigid regulations, they offered him the best chance to touch the stars.

His thoughts were suddenly alive with possibilities, which made falling asleep next to impossible. But that was okay. Kit liked thinking through challenges, and there was no better time to do it than while he was alone, staring at a sky full of stars. He lay back, let his mind float up to the heavens, and eventually drifted off to sleep.

He might have slept through the night and well into the next day if it hadn’t been for a loud explosion that shattered the tranquility of the desert. Kit sat up immediately, crashing his head into the branches of his shelter. What was that? He hadn’t dreamed it, for he could still hear its echo drifting over the barren landscape. It was morning. The sun had barely crept over the mountains, so the temperature had yet to begin its inevitable climb. He shivered. His campfire had long since burned out, and his thin Scout uniform did little to provide warmth.

The slight discomfort was the last thing on his mind. He scrambled to his feet and quickly climbed onto the rock where he had built his lean-to. He stood on top and scanned the desert, doing a slow 360, looking for anything that
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