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The clearing was quiet in the mid-morning sun. A slight breeze blew in from the ocean, rustling the leaves on the palm trees behind Jason as he looked over the two fresh graves.
Two more friends gone, he thought. And maybe all of us before this is over.
He looked to the surviving members of his command, and to the villagers he was committed to protect.
Seven weeks ago we were fighting an enemy we understood, in a war we understood, for a reason we understood. Seven weeks ago, there were loved ones we fought to protect. Seven weeks ago, we knew what to expect in the world.
Now, three hundred years have gone by in an instant. Our world, our war, is long gone, but still we must fight. Still we must kill, or be killed.
He took a deep breath and looked toward the small group of villagers who had stayed after the burial had been completed.
These are good people, but what do they really want of us? Just our being here has already destroyed their world as surely as the Empire would have, and I know some of them hate us for that. And yet we can't leave. We have no other place to go and they still need our protection, despite all the amazing things they can do.
We should have died there.
He watched as his team stood by the graves of the two fallen soldiers; apart from the villagers. Even Suan and Rick, who were rarely apart, were in their separate groups. Groups who had recently overcome their differences to defeat a common enemy now seemed to be drifting apart again, the old fears and distrust surfacing once more.
His eyes returned to the villagers still remaining.
They're the ones who understand and support us, he thought, but what of the others?
He felt a hand take his and he looked up.
“I feel an uneasiness in you, my Love,” said Lara as she stood alongside him.
“There’s trouble there,” Jason said, tilting his head toward the team. “And with the ones who left quickly. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”
“That’s good, my Love.”
“Good?” he exclaimed. “How can trouble be good?”
“Not the trouble. That you feel it is good. You’re learning to listen to your inner self.”
“No. It’s not that. I know the looks on their faces, the way they stand, that they didn’t say anything. Something’s bothering them and I know, unless it’s resolved, it’ll mean trouble.”
“Why do you not believe that it’s your inner self telling you something you don’t normally know?” Lara asked softly.
“I’ve worked and lived with them a long time now. You pick up things. You...you just know.”
He stopped and looked towards the ocean. After a few moments, he turned to her.
“I don’t know. Maybe you’re right.”
She smiled at him.
“Your inner voice is always there. The more you listen to it, the easier it is to hear.”
He chuckled.
“Easy for you to say, and I’m sure you’ll give me lots of examples, but that doesn’t solve the problem.”
“No, but I’m sure you’ll find a way.”
* * *
“What do we do now?” Joe asked as they left the stasis chamber after cleaning up.
“I don’t know about you,” replied Tim, “but I’m getting out of here.”
“Why?” asked Hong.
“I don’t trust them. Despite what Jason says, they don't need us or want us. I’m sure they’re planning on getting rid of us somehow.”
“You’re just paranoid,” laughed Joe. “They may not want us, but they need us. They wouldn’t be able to defend themselves when the Empire comes back. And besides, how would they get rid of us?”
“You don’t know what sort of devices they have. Maybe they’ll poison us. Maybe they’ll use our own weapons against us. Remember what Lou told us about when they were locked up? If Mi'kol could make that soldier see something that wasn't there, they could easily trick us! Maybe they’ll just kill us in our sleep. They could get rid of us in a lot of ways.”
“Yeah, and they could kill us with kindness too!” chuckled Joe.
“Look," he continued more seriously, "I agree we're not being welcomed with open arms, and there's a lot of things that still need working out, but it's not that bad."
Tim glared at him.
"Believe what you want," he snarled. "I still don't trust them. And I'm not alone!"
* * *
Emperor Kenor stood at the window of his private meeting room, looking out to the gardens of the castle.
"An interesting story, Heniel, but your problem still remains. And now it's become my problem."
He turned to face the Emissary.
"Do you realize just how bad this situation really is?" he asked slowly, searching Heniel's face for some sign of comprehension.
"Probably not," he continued as Heniel looked down.
"Never mind," he sighed. "I'll deal with it. You may go."
Heniel bowed and quickly left the room, fuming internally.
“Well, Colonel Mahon, is what the Emissary said accurate?”
“For the most part, yes. But he under-rated the power of the weapons. I am sure that even if I had three times the number of men, the result would have been the same.
“Taking the village will be costly unless we can find a different method.”
“And what do you suggest?”
“We need to catch them away from their weapons. Mostly, we need to find another way in to the village.”
“And what of their leader? This Commander Jason Armstrong?”
“He appears to be a military man. We may be able to reason with him, but I think we'll have to concede to some of their demands.”
“No!” screamed the Emperor. “No concessions! They will surrender unconditionally as has every town and village before them. I will not have them challenge me!”
“Excuse my bluntness, your Majesty, but we've never come even close to this situation. Unless we find either a very quick way of defeating them or arrive at a peaceful solution, news of their resistance will continue to spread.”
“Well then, Colonel, find a way to defeat them!
“Dismissed!”
Colonel Mahon bowed and quickly left the chamber, relieved to be away from the Emperor's anger.
The Emperor moved to the window, hands clasped behind his back. With obvious effort, he forced himself to relax before speaking.
"And what do you think of this?" he asked aloud.
A large man slowly made his way in from an adjoining room.
"This shouldn’t be much of a problem, Majesty."
"Oh?" expressed the Emperor with surprise. "How do you see that, Colonel Blakeley?"
"We send a small party to the village and ensure the villagers remain trapped. We send the troops who saw what happened to Kanfron province to replace the soldiers there. That way, anyone who knows of our setback will not be able to tell about it."
The Emperor smiled.
"And what of Heniel?"
Colonel Blakeley chuckled.
"I'm afraid, Majesty, that that decision is not for me to make."
“No,” the Emperor sighed, “it isn't. And Colonel Mahon?”
“Let him continue to find a way in. If he succeeds, we take the village. If he fails, we charge him with treason for working with the villagers--a quick trial and execution and problem solved.”
“You dislike him, Colonel. Why?”
“He's a good soldier, but only a soldier. He hasn't shown any appreciation for what you're doing. And I've heard rumors he's questioned some of your decisions. Nothing I can prove.”
“But proof is not necessary, is it?”
“True. But I have serious doubts about the sources of the rumors, and I am not yet ready to give them credence.”
“Heniel?”
“Among others of his ilk.”
“Then watch the Colonel closely, and Heniel even more so.”
* * *
Heniel stormed into his personal chamber, slamming the door behind him. He paused and scanned the room, rage in his eyes. Grabbing a statue from his desk, he hurled it the wall.
"Bastard!” he yelled. “Fucking bastard! How dare he exclude me from getting to the village!”
He continued pacing about the room, punching his hands together slowly. After a few moments he stopped and slyly grinned.
Well if the Emperor doesn't want me near the troops, he thought, then I won't be. But there is the water approach.
* * *
Jason, Lara, and Ka'tel were on the barrier walk when they saw Zorine running toward them. She reached them just as they all came down.
“Quickly,” she said breathing heavily, “you must come back. There's been a fight.”
“What?” asked Jason and Ka'tel simultaneously.
“In the village,” continued Zorine, “Tim and Wi'lam.”
“Is anyone hurt?” asked Lara cautiously.
“Wi'lam,” replied Zorine, her breath coming back, “Tim knocked him down and he didn't get back up.”
Jason took one quick look at Lara and raced back to the village, the others following as best they could.
* * *
As he approached the meeting hut, Jason saw Tim, Sara, Louise, and Joe standing to one side, in a heated argument. Ten yards away, Mona and Mi'kol knelt beside Wi'lam who was now sitting up, with what seemed like the rest of the village standing close by.
“Shit!” Jason thought as both groups saw his arrival.
He walked quickly to Wi'lam, Mona, and Mi'kol.
“What happened?” he asked respectfully.
“It appears I offended,” replied Wi'lam quietly, through a grimace of pain.
“His arm is broken,” interjected Mona firmly, “We need to look after it now.”
Jason looked to Mi'kol and clearly saw the worry on his face. Turning quickly, he strode to the other group.
“What happened?” he barked at Tim.
“We had a disagreement,” replied Tim, obviously fighting to keep his anger under control.
“A disagreement that ended in a fight and a broken arm?”
Tim looked at the ground, not responding.
Jason felt his own anger growing.
“Come with me!” he said curtly to Tim.
* * *
In his hut, Jason stood facing Tim, bringing his anger under control.
“I will find out what that disagreement was about,” Jason said forcefully, “so you might as well tell me now.”
Tim took a slow deep breath, swallowed, and replied.
“He asked if we'd spoken with Peter since the battle. I reminded him that Pete was dead and he laughed.”
Tim looked directly at Jason and continued, not trying to hide his anger.
“He laughed like this was all a joke!
“I lost it. I just lashed out.”
“You broke his arm! You could have killed him! What the hell were you thinking?”
Jason shook his head.
“No, you weren't thinking,” he continued angrily.
Tim stood silent, waiting for Jason to continue.
“You're better trained than that. So why did you lose it?”
“They don't want us here. They wanted us to save them, but now that that's done, they want us gone, and they'll do anything to get us out.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“They don't like us, or respect us. We’re not like them and they think we'll contaminate them. I see it in their eyes every time they look at us.”
“Even if that was true, and it isn't, that's no excuse for your behavior. Are you or are you not a soldier?”
“Like that means anything anymore,” Tim replied sarcastically.
“Enough! Get out of here! I'll deal with you later!”
Tim glared at Jason as he left the hut. Jason just watched, not believing what he had just heard.
* * *
“How's Wi'lam?” Jason asked as he entered Mona's hut.
“He will be fine. His arm will be healed by tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? But it was broken!”
“Yes,” Mona replied with a smile. “And it is healing now.”
“But how can it heal so fast?”
“Energy. When you know how to use it properly,” replied Mi'kol.
Jason shook his head.
“Maybe one of these days I'll understand it, but not today.
“Mi'kol. We have a problem and I don't know what to do.”
“Tim and Wi'lam?”
“Yes. What Tim did was wrong and it needs to be addressed.”
“What would you normally do?”
“Normally, I'd have him thrown into the stockade and have him charged. But those options aren't available.”
“I see. Why is that the normal way?”
“Because he needs to be disciplined for what he did. It's wrong and he needs to understand that actions like that won't be tolerated.”
“You believe he doesn't understand that?”
“That's just it. I know he knows, so there must be something else. Something he's not telling me.”
“So what is more important--understanding him or punishing him?”
“Why he did it can wait, but I need to know he won't do it again. But there's no way I can discipline him. We don't have a jail. All I can do is confine him to his hut, but he needs more than that.”
“And what about Wi'lam?”
“What do you mean?”
“I understand that it was his comments that caused the fight. Should he not share in the punishment?”
“Why? He didn't attach Tim.”
“Perhaps not physically. But his words definitely did.”
“Are you saying Tim shouldn't be held responsible for his actions?”
“No. But I am saying that there is more here than just the physical fight. Tim was reacting to his internal feelings and if those feelings had been different, the fight may not have happened.
“We need to understand what he was feeling so we can help him and truly prevent this happening again.”
“So you think Tim shouldn't be punished?”
“We believe that if he understands why he did it, and we can all resolve those reasons, it won't happen again.”
“Part of me wants to buy that, but part says he's an adult and should live up to the consequences of his actions.”
“I do not wish to offend, friend Jason, but that misses the reasons for those actions. Reasons that will remain and cause further problems.”
“Are you saying we need to understand why he did what he did so he can be 'cured'?”
“Yes. It is the only way to be sure the problem will not come back.”
“But what about Wi'lam? Won't he want retribution?”
“He may, or he may not. I believe once he understands why Tim attacked him, he will forgive him and there will be no need for retribution.”
“Okay. Since I'm out of workable ideas, let's try it your way.”
* * *
“So what did he say?” Sara asked apprehensively as Tim paced about his hut.
“Nothing!” Tim replied curtly. “He asked why I did it. And I told him! Not that he was listening. No. He just told me to get out and that he'd deal with me later.”
“I bet he's talking with them now, apologizing for you,” Joe interjected. “Seems he'll do anything to keep their peace now.”
“All the more reason to leave,” said Sara.
“Yeah,” continued Joe, “but it's not safe to talk about that here. We'll meet at the still tonight. It's time to make plans after we see what Jason has in store for you.”
Colonel Mahon scanned his desk, a perturbed look on his face.
“Sinshawn, have you seen the Emperor's latest orders?”
“Yes sir. They're in the outer office. They just arrived. I'll get them.”
The Colonel felt his stomach sink as he read the orders. He, Sinshawn, and Jaston, and only them, were to search for a way into the village. His relief would be arriving tomorrow with new troops and his troops were being re-assigned.
“Looks like they want to keep the village fiasco under wraps,” he said to Sinshawn. “And we have a new assignment. Tell Jaston to be here in the morning, ready for a long trip.”
As Sinshawn left, Colonel Mahon re-read the orders.
They want me out of the way too, he thought. They don't trust me any more; if they ever did. Well, maybe it's time for a change.
* * *
“Hoo boy,” coughed Joe as he wiped his mouth. “That's strong stuff!”
“Once it ages, it'll be smoother,” replied Tim.
“Ages? Since when do you age shine?” chuckled Sara.
“Okay. So we don't age it,” laughed Joe.
“Shhhh,” whispered Tim. “We don't want the whole world to know.”
“Relax,” replied Joe, “We're a long way from the village. No one will hear us.”
“Normal people wouldn't,” snarled Tim. “but who knows what these villagers are capable of?”
“Yeah, they might be listening to us even now,” said Sara quietly with a smile on her face.
“You've seen what they can do!” said Tim angrily. “They aren't normal.”
“Yeah, I know,” replied Joe. “But what can we do about it.”
“Nothing,” said Sara dejectedly.
“We can leave! That's what we can do!” responded Tim. “And that's what I intend to do.”
“And how are you going to do that?” asked Sara. “We can't get over the mountains. The valley is watched and probably has Empire troops at the other end, and the reefs block the ocean.”
“That's just it,” said Tim slyly. “There is a way through the reefs.”
“What?” said Joe and Sara simultaneously.
“I was talking with one of the fishermen a couple of days ago. He told me about a secret channel through the reefs and told me how to navigate it. But it's only there at high tide.”
“Very interesting,” said Joe slowly. “So we can get out.”
“But where will go?” asked Sara.
“The Empire moved up from the south, so we go north. From what the fisherman said, there's only small villages for a long way up the coast; ideal for us.”
“Do you think Jason will let us go?” asked Sara.
“Screw Jason!” screamed Tim. “He's not in charge of us anymore and I don't give a damn what he thinks. He's already sold us out to them and I'm sure he'll find some way to get rid of us if he thinks we won't go along.”
“That's crazy, man!” said Sara. “Jason isn't like that.”
“You mean he wasn't like that,” replied Tim angrily. “He's changed and you know it.”
Sara started to speak but stopped. She looked at Tim for a moment and then hung her head.
“Okay,” she said softly. “When do we leave?”
* * *
“They should go, Ja'nor. They've already contaminated us and the longer they stay, the more it will happen.”
Ja'nor looked at Ti'ree, not believing what he was hearing.
“I agree having them around is challenging to our ways, but to say they're contaminating us goes too far.
“We needed them and they saved us. Yes, they're different, but many of them are learning our ways.”
“You're right, but some of them don't want to and don't trust us. What are we to do about them?”
“I see your point, but we can't force anything on them. They must choose themselves.”
“But as long as they're here and choose not to learn, they contaminate us. I see how some of the children are idolizing the soldiers, and, more importantly, they are questioning their lessons.
“That's why they have to go. They are undoing all the development we've accomplished.”
Ja'nor sighed. “There has to be a better way.”
“I don't believe there is, and I hope Ka'tel and Mi'kol will see that this is what we must do.”
* * *
Lara woke with a start, waking Jason in the process.
“Bad dream?” he asked.
“No,” Lara replied cautiously. “Bad vision.”
“Huh?”
“This was more than a dream. I was looking over the village and all I felt was distrust and uneasiness. It was like all the light had been replaced with darkness.”
“What does your guide say?”
“Mary says there is much conflict in the village, and it's creating the darkness.”
“You don't need to be a spirit to see that,” said Jason, solemnly. “Everyone's affected. Even the children.
“There's nothing we can do about it tonight, Love. Go back to sleep and we'll work on it tomorrow.”
“No,” replied Lara softly, getting out of bed. “I need to do something now. You go back to sleep. I'll be back later.”
Jason sighed as he watched Lara leave the hut.
“Christ! I wish I knew what was happening,” he said to himself as he lay back down.
“But you do,” came a voice from beside him.
“Hello Raph,” Jason replied quietly. "Time for another lesson?”
“Not this time. Just advice if you want it.”
“Okay,” said Jason as he sat up and swung his legs out of the bed to face the spirit of his former second-in-command. “Enlighten me.”
"Everyone's afraid, and they all want to regain the comfort they had before we woke."
"You mean the villagers."
"And our team. Even you."
"We didn't have comfort before. Remember."
"But we did. We knew what to expect. We had support and others we could relate to. That's not here now."
“Yeah, but that's not exactly what I would call comfort. Raph, you remember. It was bad there. We were on the verge of being over-run and probably killed. I don't see how you could call that a comfortable situation.”
“I do remember, and unpleasant as it was, we knew what to expect. We knew what was coming. We knew what we had to do. We knew all the probable outcomes. There were no surprises. In that, we were comfortable.
“Here, it's all been surprises, starting from the moment we woke up. The only thing that's not been a surprise has been the actual defense of the village. We knew what we had to do. And were comfortable doing it.
“Even the villagers understood that and look how well we all worked together.”
Jason started to pace about the room.
“Okay. I buy that. But that doesn't solve the problem, does it?”
“Understanding the problem is the first step, and knowing what you don't want is the second,” Raphael said, smiling just before he vanished.
“Great! And what's the third step?” Jason yelled to the roof of the hut.
“Knowing clearly what you do want,” said Lara as she came through the door.
“What?” asked Jason.
“I believe I've just had the same discussion with Mary. And it makes sense. I think some of us are still stuck at step one, and almost all the rest are stuck at step two. Hong and some of the children may be the only ones at step three or beyond.”
“But how does that help us?”
“Don't you see?” Lara asked excitedly, “We have someone who can guide us now!”
Captain Rolla dismounted and scanned the chasm. No easy way across there, he thought. Turning in a complete circle, he completed his evaluation. And not much protection here. He sighed and slowly walked to the edge of the chasm.
“Commander Jason Armstrong!” he yelled at the wooden wall.
A face popped up.
“I wish to talk with Commander Jason Armstrong!” Rolla repeated.
“He's not here. I'll get him for you.”
The face disappeared, and Captain Rolla looked at the sun, noting the time.
Two hours later, he heard a voice call.
“I'm Commander Armstrong. Who are you?”
Captain Rolla stood up and made his way to the chasm. Two hours. That means they're no farther away than one hour. More than likely, closer to half an hour away. Well, I now know how fast I have to move.
“I am Captain Rolla, the new administrator of this province.”
“Where's Colonel Mahon?”
“He's been reassigned. Why?”
“No reason,” Jason lied.
“Emperor Kenor demands your surrender, and I've been sent here to complete that task. Are you willing to surrender peacefully?”
Jason laughed quietly. Petty bureaucrats.
“No. We will not surrender.”
“Then you leave me no choice, Commander,” replied Rolla.
Jason watched carefully, knowing that new challenges had just arrived, as Captain Rolla mounted his horse and rode back down the valley.
* * *
"I won't do that, Ti'ree," Ka'tel said firmly. "We have no right to ask them to leave. They are part of us now."
"They will never be truly part of us. And our guides do not come as often as they used to!"
"You know that is not true. I do not know why our guides are reluctant to visit us, but I do know that it is for us to learn something. Something we can only learn while the soldiers are here.
"No!" replied Ka'tel forcefully, and then more quietly, "They stay if they want to, and we learn."
Ti'ree growled in frustration, and then left the hut. Ka'tel shook his head, wondering how many villagers felt like Ti'ree. He had to know and there was only one way to find out.
* * *
Jason and Mi'kol watched from the barricade ledge, observing the progress of the construction on the opposite side of the chasm.
"They appear to be building a fortification," remarked Mi'kol.
"Yep. And one our bullets won't be able to penetrate."
"Is that a problem?"
"No. We have other weapons that could destroy it if we need to."
Mi'kol looked directly at Jason. "You believe it will not be necessary?”
Jason smiled. "It won't accomplish much if we did. They'd just build a stronger one, and for now, the building itself poses no danger.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/49645 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!