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The mid-morning sun was evaporating the dew from the grass as Heniel slowly strolled through the Royal gardens. The gardeners had not reached this part, so he was alone and undisturbed. The morning walk was one of the few pleasures he allowed himself to indulge in these days, and he thoroughly enjoyed the time away from the Court and its continuing gossip.
He was taking time to smell a flower that had caught his eye when he heard footsteps approach on the gravel path. Straightening and turning, he saw Narock approach.
“Excellency,” said Narock, bowing.
“Yes?”
“I've managed to engage the hunter you asked for. It was difficult, and expensive, but he awaits your orders.”
“Why was it difficult, Narock? I already pay him a retainer.”
“It seems he was already engaged by others and wanted to complete his task before coming.”
“Understandable, but I am glad you were able to convince him otherwise.”
“As I said Excellency, it took quite an effort.”
“And expensive, you said. How so?”
“Triple his normal rate.”
“Yes. That is expensive, but worth the price. You've done well Narock.”
“What are your orders for him?”
Heniel looked around at the garden, seemingly unconcerned with Narock's question. After a moment, he replied.
“It's a good day, Narock. I can finally see my path to the crown, to my rightful place on the throne.”
Narock looked around nervously. Such talk amounted to treason and he wondered if the Emissary had lost his mind.
Heniel chuckled to himself when he sensed Narock's wariness.
“Not to fear, Narock,” he said calmly, continuing to look at the flowers. “There is no one close enough to overhear us.”
Narock breathed a sigh of relief. His master was becoming very bold these days and he wondered how long it would be before he made a slip that would cost the Emissary his head, but he dare not voice his opinion. To do so might cost him his head.
“To answer your question,” Heniel continued, “I want Tarsen Lam to find Commander Armstrong and his traveling companion, capture them and bring them to me. Alive, and without the Emperor finding out.”
“That may take some time, Excellency.”
Heniel whirled to face Narock.
“If I wasn't concerned about time,” he said angrily, “I would have had you do it! This is to be done quickly and I want results within the next two weeks!”
“Yes Excellency, I'll tell Tarsen right now,” said Narock quickly as he bowed and backed away, hurrying back along the path.
Why am I surrounded by idiots? Heniel though. Surely they can see that this must be done quickly, before the Emperor can hatch his plan, whatever that might be.
He took a deep breath, trying to reclaim the calm that had surrounded him before Narock's arrival, but only partly succeeding.
Things are falling into place, he thought. But not as quickly as they should. And there are still too many unknowns; like how to get rid of Colonel Mahon. And time is growing short.
“What do you mean – you're not coming back!” yelled Louise angrily, so loud it could be heard clearly outside her hut. “You were supposed to be back by now. Three weeks at most. That’s what you said! You go the Capital, get the info you need, and come right back. That was the plan!”
Lara took a deep breath before replying.
“We can't come back just yet. We both think there's something important in a place up north called Minneapolis. It's related to where the Emperor comes from and may tell us how to defeat him.”
“Minneapolis! That's got to be ... God, I don't know. It's going to take you a couple of months to get there and back.
“Is it really that important?”
“Yes.”
“So what are we to do in the meantime?”
“Jason says that you're in charge, and that he trusts your capabilities. I'll come back regularly so you'll know what is happening with us.”
Louise frowned at Lara.
“And what happens if you get caught?”
“We'll have to deal with that if it happens. But I don't believe it will.”
Louise opened her mouth to say 'How do you know?', but closed it before asking. Deep inside, she felt that Lara was right. Nothing would happen to them.
“And what about the meetings with the Colonel Mahon and the rebel leaders?”
“Jason says you're to handle them. He knows that his disappearance will raise some questions, but you've got to assure them that he will be back and that nothing's changed.”
“Not a small task. I know Colonel Mahon won't like this, not that I do either.”
Louise looked at the ground, sighed silently to herself, and then looked back at Lara.
“Okay. Seems like I don't have any choice in this. How can I get hold of you if something big happens at this end?”
Lara smiled. “Just focus your thoughts on me and call my name.”
The small room of the adobe house was silent. The slight breeze blowing in the windows did nothing to cool the noon-day sun. Tarsen Lam stared across the table at the bound man, his steely eyes watching the beads of sweat on the man's forehead. The man stared back, just as intently, face stony in silence.
“There's no need for this,” Tarsen said slowly. “They're no friends of yours and, more importantly, they can't help you. Now either tell me where they went, or this will become very unpleasant for you.”
The man remained silent, and Tarsen continued to stare. After a couple of minutes, he leaned back in his chair.
“You're a stubborn one, aren't you,” said Tarsen as he stood up, and slowly walked around behind the man, placing his hands on the man's shoulders.
“Normally I'd take my time with this,” he said squeezing the man's shoulders tightly, “but I'm in a bit of a rush right now. I know they've visited your little village here, and I know you talked to them. So let me ask you again. Where did they go?”
The man closed his eyes and slowly bit his lower lip.
“Okay,” he said softly. “They said they were going to Minneapolis.”
“Minneapolis? Where's that?”
“Somewhere north. Way north. It's where Kenor and his gang came from.”
“Interesting. And when did they leave?”
“About three days ago,” the man sighed.
“They didn't say which way they were going by any chance?”
“No!”
“Well,” said Tarsen as he undid the man's ropes, “doesn't matter. I'll find them anyway.”
The man stood up quickly and turned to Tarsen, anger clearly showing on his face.
“I'd advise against trying anything,” said Tarsen to the unspoken challenge. “I'd only have to hurt you more, and there's really no need for that now.”
The man remained silent as Tarsen packed the ropes in his bag. He didn't look back as he left the man's house and proceeded to the northern edge of the desert village.
North, he thought. Way north. He surveyed the countryside, putting himself in his quarry's position. How far north was 'way north'? It really didn't matter. He'd follow them to the Great Northern Sea if need be. Again he scanned the distant mountains, his eye catching the only gap. That's where they'd head.
He knew the three day lead they had would be easily overcome, now that he knew where they were heading, and he'd quickly pick up their trail. A rare smile came to his face as he thought how easy this had become.
* * *
Two days later, at noon, he was standing at the top of the gap, using his spyglass to survey the valley ahead. It took him only a few moments to spot his prey walking along the stream that flowed out of the valley. They were about ten kilometers ahead and apparently unaware they were being followed.
He knew he could catch them by nightfall if he pushed himself, but decided against it. He'd have to watch them all night if he did and the thought didn't appeal to him. Better to get close today and catch them first thing in the morning, then he'd have a full day to get to the nearest town where someone else could watch them while he slept. Yes, he thought, much better.
He was about to put the spyglass away when they stopped by the stream. Curious as to why they paused, he continued to watch. Then the woman vanished. He quickly scanned the area around the man, hoping his eyes had only played a trick on him, but couldn't find the woman.
He slowly lowered his spyglass. Heniel's agent had warned him that she could do that, but he hadn't believed him. Such things were impossible. Or, so he had believed until now.
If they can do that, he thought, this is going to be a lot more difficult. Somehow, he'd have to incapacitate them and keep them that way until he could deliver them to Heniel. Not a difficult problem if he could just deliver bodies, but Heniel wanted them alive.
He leaned against a nearby rock and closed his eyes. If they continue in this direction, he thought, they’ll pass through the town of Pueblo in the next day or two. He knew there was a garrison there that could help him. If they stayed at one of the inns there, he could drug their food. That would knock them out and he could keep them drugged until he delivered them, with the garrison's help. But he had to get there ahead of them. Not a challenge if they kept to the same rate they'd done so far.
He decided he'd watch them a while longer to ensure they were going toward the town. He was watching the man as he sat by the stream when the woman appeared by his side. Her sudden appearance, out of thin air, startled him, but he noted that it didn't affect the man. They spoke for a few moments, then the man hugged the woman and they continued their trek along the stream.
Tarsen breathed a sigh of relief. His prey were still headed toward the town and he'd soon have them in hand.
It was the end of a quiet day as Colonel Mahon looked out his office window. The sun was still bright in the mid-summer sky. There was only the gentlest traces of a breeze that barely disturbed the flag at the compound's entrance. He was looking forward to an equally quiet evening when there was a knock on his door.
“Come,” he said, expecting nothing more that Sinshawn reporting he was ready to leave.
Colonel Mahon faced the door as it opened, and was a bit surprised to see a middle-aged woman enter.
“Yes?” he said.
“Colonel,” she said timidly as she walked in, “you have to do something. My son was attacked by your soldiers for no reason, and he's badly hurt.”
The Colonel was taken aback by the statement. His men were well disciplined and wouldn't attack someone without a good reason.
“I'm sure they had a reason for their actions,” he said firmly. “When and where did this take place?”
“It was by the armory about an hour ago. G'lin, he's my boy, wanted to see what's inside. I said no, but he got away from me. He didn't mean any harm. He's a simple boy and doesn't understand.”
The Colonel sighed inwardly. The troops guarding the armory had recently arrived from the Capital, replacements for his own troops who had been transferred elsewhere.
“Your boy, G’lin. He’s the one who acts like a small child, is he not?”
“Yes, Sir. He's like a five year old. He doesn't understand things, and it's difficult for me to control him.”
“Where is he now?”
“In your jail, and they won't let the healers in.”
“I see,” said the Colonel. “Please take a seat while I look into this.”
The woman sat in the chair in front of the Colonel's desk as he went to the office door.
“Sinshawn,” he said firmly, “Get the captain of the armory guard in here. Now!”
A short while later the captain entered the office.
“Captain Downe, what happened at the armory?”
The captain looked at the woman before speaking.
“The young man was at one of the windows looking in. We ordered him away, but he didn't move. When two of the troops attempted to move him away, he attacked us. It took four soldiers to take him down, and even then he kept struggling.”
“The woman says the young man was hurt.”
“Ah, yes Sir. We had to use quite a bit of force he struggled so much. Two of my men are in the infirmary right now getting patched up.”
Colonel Mahon paused to think. While the soldiers had been right in what they'd done, they had handled it badly. He couldn't discipline them in front of the woman and he couldn't just drop the matter. He was trying to come up with an answer when he heard his outer door crash open.
“Colonel!” shouted the man who had just entered.
Sinshawn got up to block him, but the Colonel waved him off.
“Elder Marrock,” said the Colonel.
“I heard what happened to Nar'la's son,” said Marrock forcefully. “You know the boy's not capable of any harm. So why did your men beat him up?”
Colonel Mahon gave Captain Downe a quick, stern look.
“The men are new arrivals, Elder. They don't know the people yet.
“But they were completely justified and within their rights. G'lin wouldn't obey their instructions and fought them. They had to use force to subdue him and in the process, he got injured.”
“So why wasn't he taken to the healers? Why was he locked up?”
“Again, Elder, my men took the proper action they deemed necessary.”
Elder Marrock glared at the Colonel.
“Will you release him, or at least let the healers attend to him?”
Colonel Mahon sighed inwardly again. There appeared no way to resolve this to the community's satisfaction and still retain the respect of this new captain. He turned to the captain.
“Have you seen the boy?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“What are his injuries?”
“Cuts on his face and arms. A few bruises to be sure, and a broken arm.”
The Colonel cursed silently.
“Elder Marrock, healers will be allowed to see to his injuries, but he will remain in custody.”
Even before the Elder spoke, the Colonel knew from the man's face that this was not going to satisfy him.
“That's a step in the right direction, Colonel, but the boy's harmless. And you know that. I demand he be released! Would you do this to a five year old?”
Colonel Mahon took a deep breath to calm the rising anger before responding.
“I can't do that. He violated our rules and attacked my men. Once I've investigated this further, I'll decide on an appropriate punishment, but until then, he remains in custody.”
Elder Marrock glared at the Colonel, turned around, and left the office with Nar’la. Colonel Mahon watched him go and, when he heard the outer door slam shut, turned to the captain.
“Captain Downe,” he said firmly, “I know you've just arrived from the Capital and they do things differently there, but maintaining the peace is one of my top priorities. And you know that! Surely you could tell the boy was no threat.”
“With all due respect, Sir, my orders from Colonel Blakeley are very clear – none of the locals are to be allowed anywhere near our buildings and we are to use whatever force necessary to ensure that.”
“And you consider a broken arm reasonable force?”
“He's very strong Sir. We used what I consider reasonable force. And besides, the locals should know who's in charge here.”
The Colonel's anger came out in full. He moved close to the captain, noses almost touching.
“They do know who's in charge, Captain! Perhaps you need a reminder!”
The Captain stood still, silent. Colonel Mahon moved back before speaking.
“You are to allow the healers in to treat him and give them complete co-operation. The boy is to be treated with respect, and if I hear that he has been in any way mistreated, it will be you in the cell rather than him.
“Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
“Yes, Sir,” Captain Downe replied firmly.
“Dismissed!”
The Captain turned and left. After a few moments Sinshawn came in.
“Trouble?” he asked.
“Possibly. But nothing we can do anything about right now.”
The afternoon sun was beginning to creep into the window of Colonel Mahon's office, indicating the work day was almost over. The Colonel leaned back in his chair, looking at the pile of papers still covering his desk. Most were minor administrative forms, but the one in the middle of his desk troubled him. It was the report to Blakeley about Captain Downe's actions concerning the village boy. Much as he wanted to condemn the Captain, he had no official grounds to do so. At best, he could point out the Captain's lack of understanding and sympathy for the local population, but he knew this would be wasted words. Still, he wanted to put something in the report that would flag the Captain as unfit for further promotion, and those words were not coming.
“We have a problem, Colonel!” snapped Sinshawn as he burst into the office.
The Colonel looked up, dismayed.
“What now?” he asked.
Sinshawn stood in front of the Colonels' desk, agitated.
“The locals have formed a protest in front of the jail. It's peaceful right now, but Downe looks like he's ready to blow.”
“How long has this been going on?” he asked as he got up from the desk.
“Only about five minutes.”
“Shit! How many of his troops are out there?”
“Only eight. The rest are still scattered about the camp.”
Colonel Mahon breathed an internal sigh of relief.
“Get a dozen of my men and meet me at the jail.”
* * *
“What's going on here, Captain Downe?” asked the Colonel as he strode up to the officer.
“The locals are causing a disturbance and I was just about to arrest them.”
Colonel Mahon looked at the group of protesters, quietly walking in a circle in front of the jail's entrance.
“I'm confused, Captain. What sort of disturbance?”
“Unlawful assembly.”
The Colonel let out a loud sigh.
“And?”
Captain Downe looked at him quizzically.
“And what?”
“And what else have they done?” responded the Colonel as Sinshawn and his troops arrived.
“Nothing else.”
“Nothing else?” said the Colonel, exasperated. “They are walking around in circles, not bothering anything, and you want to arrest them?”
“The Emperor's law states that there will be no assembly of over six people.”
“Yes,” replied the Colonel calmly. “But assemblies of more than ten people happen all the time, especially in the markets. Are you suggesting we arrest everyone who goes to the market?”
The captain looked decidedly angry when he responded.
“No, Sir. But this isn't the market.”
Colonel Mahon knew he couldn't push any further on this without sparking an open conflict within his ranks.
“Yes, Captain. That is true,” he said calmly, looking toward the protesters. “So Captain, who instigated this 'gathering'?”
The captain lifted his arm and pointed to the protesters.
“That woman. The boy's mother.”
The Colonel looked at the woman and then turned to his aide.
“Sinshawn, take her to my office,” he said calmly, and then turned to Captain Downe. “Captain, come with me.”
The Colonel turned to the protest group.
“Go home. All of you. This protest is over.”
As Sinshawn took the woman's arm, the rest of the protesters looked to her.
“Go home,” she said. “We've made our point.”
The group looked at each other, wondering what to do.
“Go!” she repeated.
The group slowly moved off as the soldiers stood by calmly.
* * *
Colonel Mahon entered his office, with Nar'la, Captain Downe, and Sinshawn close behind him. As he went behind his desk, he turned and looked at the others.
“Sinshawn. Captain Downe. Wait in the outer office. And close the door as you leave.”
The two soldiers left and Colonel Mahon moved from behind his desk, approaching Nar'la closely.
“Nar'la,” he whispered in her ear, “I sympathize with you, but I'm rather restricted on this and must protect my position in order to protect you. Please do everything I tell you to do.”
“Why should I do that,” she replied.
“Because I can protect your son. And you.”
“Why should I trust you?”
The Colonel looked at her, exasperated.
“Because I've always treated the people here justly.”
Nar'la looked at him, considering his explanation.
After a few moments, she nodded 'yes'.
“Nar'la,” he said loudly, “Did you organize the assembly?”
“Yes,” she replied, equally as loud.
“So you don't deny it?”
“Why should I? My son was unjustly jailed. He meant no harm and did no harm!”
“Still, you know the law.”
“The law be screwed. My son is innocent of any wrongdoing!”
Colonel Mahon motioned for her to come closer.
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