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The cannonball slammed into the water three feet from the bow of our clipper. The deck rocked. The black powder I was pouring missed the muzzle of my rifle and trickled onto my hand. I cursed.
Barefoot sailors scurried past, grumbling as they tripped over the soldiers crowding the deck. They would stop complaining once we closed to grappling range and the company became useful—if we closed. The pirate ship seemed content to lob cannonballs from a distance.
Musket and pistol shots began peppering the air. Too much water separated us; their accuracy would be horrendous.
A shot thudded into the railing above my head. Wood splintered like bone cracking. I reminded myself luck counted for as much as accuracy. Being shot at was a familiar experience, but it set my heart galloping regardless. I cursed again and flicked shards of wood from my hair.
“Why so grouchy, Fortis?” Akari chirped from my side. She is one of only three women in the company, tough enough to march from dawn to dusk with sixty pounds on her back. And crazy enough to love this sort of thing.
I issued my best glower, alas somewhat diminished by the sawdust trickling into my eyes. “Our mission isn’t supposed to start until we get to the island.” I pulled a ball out of my ammo pouch. “I shouldn’t be fighting pirates. I’m an engineer. I studied at—”
“The Academy,” Akari interrupted, “the most competitive school in the empire where you were trained to be an officer in the Imperial Army. Really, Fortis. The way you work your education into every conversation is shameless.”
“I, er—” I cleared my throat. “That’s Corporal Fortis now, remember? You’re not supposed to be dressing
me
down.”
“Forgive me,
Corporal.” Akari’s dark eyes twinkled. “You never did explain why they kicked you out.” She was loading her own weapons, a musket and two pistols. Her black-skinned hands moved with swift competence.
I peeked over the rail. Our merchant ship was closing with the pirate ship, but had not reached a range worth shooting across. I preferred not to take a shot until I knew I could hit.
“I had a relationship with another cadet. We kept it quiet, since they don’t approve of that sort of thing. But then we got stupid. There was an incident on a parade field that was supposed to be empty, but wasn’t....” I caught Akari’s smirk, scowled, and rushed the rest, “Anyway, I did it to myself. Drunk and horny make an unadvisable combination.”
“Four years at the highly vaunted Imperial Academy and you couldn’t figure that out without the benefit of an audience?”
“It was
five
years, and—”
Another cannonball rocked the ship—closer this time. How long until the pirates had our range down? And why did we only have one cannon while they had a bank of four on each side? Cursed second-rate merchant ship.
“Corporal Fortis!” The captain’s bark cut through the chaos like a musket ball through smoke. “Get over here.”
I gave Akari a good luck pat on the shoulder, then scampered across the deck, hunching to keep my head out of the line of fire. I darted up the stairs to the forecastle. The captain crouched against the rail nearest the pirate ship, his scarred, hulking form reminiscent of a thug rather than an officer. Lieutenant Jorres squatted at his side.
My grousing forgotten, I slumped down beside them and glanced back and forth, eager to be part of whatever plan they had.
“That thing loaded?” The captain jerked a thumb at my rifle.
“Yes, sir.”
“Show us you’re worth your pay, Corporal.”
“Any particular target?” Unfortunately, the siding of the pirate ship protected the men at the cannons.
“The officers,” Lieutenant Jorres said, even as the captain said, “The sail.”
“The sail?” Jorres asked.
I caught on. Our cannons had torn through the rigging of the middle sail on their main mast, and it hung by a couple of ropes.
I concentrated on the rise and fall of the ship, sighted, and fired. The pan flashed and smoke bled from the muzzle. My ball sliced through the target. The captain handed me his rifle, and I aimed at another rope. Hit. I wiped sweaty palms on my trousers, then repeated the motion with Jorres’s weapon. The heavy sail crumpled to their deck, burying half the scurrying crew and temporarily smothering two out of the four cannons.
“Nice shooting,” the captain said.
“Huh.” Lieutenant Jorres chortled. “That was almost as fine as watching a woman’s dress drop to the floor.” He thumped me on the back. “Not that you’ve seen that.”
“Oh, I’ve seen you in your dress, sir.” I flashed a smile.
He clenched his jaw, and the tendons in his thick neck leaped to attention.
“Cocky git, isn’t he?” the captain asked.
“Yes,” Jorres growled. “Don’t know why you promoted him, sir. Just because he can shoot doesn’t mean he can lead.”
“We’ll see.”
A cannonball sailed over the deck, reminding us we still had work to do. The captain handed me his reloaded rifle and told me to pick off anyone giving orders. We started a routine, the captain and Jorres loading, me firing. With grim satisfaction, I watched the distant figures pitch over. Given a choice between killing or subduing, I’d prefer the latter, but if the captain wanted someone dead, I would make him dead. The others respect the captain because he’s big and tough; I respect him because he beats me four out of five games at Strat-tics. Either way, we jump to obey his orders.
Around the deck, our men formed knots and followed our example. While the pirates struggled to push their errant sail out of the way, our ammo tore through their cadre. Smoke hazed the air and stung my eyes, but I kept firing.
The pirates gave up. They slunk away having never closed to boarding range.
The sailors cheered and whooped. Our men yawned and feigned boredom. We’re professionals, after all.
The captain gathered Lieutenant Jorres and his senior non-coms. They had been planning our mission before the pirates’ appearance. I raised hopeful eyebrows.
“Yeah,” the captain told me. “You can join us.”
We gathered around a crate. Four pistols pinned the corners of a map against the wind.
“Here’s the situation,” the captain said. “The desert’s wizard-rulers have formed an alliance. Again.”
We chuckled. Nothing new there.
“This time, they’re planning to take on the empire.”
We sobered. That was new.
“We’re leading the first attack, taking the imperial outpost on Kershan Island.”
I cleared my throat. “Sir...the empire? Those wizards don’t have a chance. The emperor matches their power, and he’s got more troops, superior resources and organization.” I grew up in the empire. How could I attack an outpost manned by the army I had been trained to serve in? “Should we be considering this?”
Lieutenant Jorres scowled at me. “It’s the job. You don’t question it, you just do it.”
Surprisingly, the captain’s eyes were more sympathetic. I don’t know his past, but he has my bronze skin and black hair, and the vestiges of an imperial accent.
“There wasn’t a choice,” he said.
“Oh.” That meant we had been drafted by some wizard who could arrange our deaths quite easily if we did not comply.
“Our orders are to capture the outpost and hold it for two weeks. That’s it. After that, our employer will arrive with his own troops. They’ll be responsible for repelling further imperial attacks.”
“After we handle the dangerous part,” a sergeant grumbled.
The captain spread his hand, palm up as if to say, “That’s what we do.” He prodded the map. “The outpost faces a harbor on the western side of Kershan Island. We’re coming in from the southeast.” He circumnavigated the egg-shaped land mass with a callused finger. “There aren’t many beaches. The closest we can put ashore is here,” he stabbed a border along the southern edge of the island, “and march the rest of the way. With the rugged terrain, it’ll take a week to get to the outpost.”
“Why can’t we sail directly there?” someone asked.
“The harbor is shallow. Ships have to anchor in the depths, out of cannon range, then send their cargo in on longboats. We only have four boats. Would you care to port three hundred men back and forth while imperial soldiers fire on us?”
“No, sir.”
“Could we sneak in at night?” Lieutenant Jorres asked.
Aware of my background, the captain glanced at me. I confirmed his doubt with a headshake.
“The Imperial Army is not infallible,” the captain said, “but it is competent. The harbor will be watched day and night.”
“Marching it is,” Jorres sighed.
The captain’s eyes crinkled. He probably looked forward to a rigorous march after a week at sea.
“A small advance party,” the captain said, “will stay onboard. The ship will drop them off at the outpost. We’ve brought cases of alcohol. Our men will pose as traders. While they’re selling their wares, they’ll also be figuring a way to eliminate the sentries and let us through the gate at midnight on…” he traced the route of their march, “let’s say the seventh night.”
“Will we be killing all the soldiers stationed there?” I asked.
“There’s a four-cell jail block in the bottom of the headquarters building and that’s it. We can hardly let four hundred imperial soldiers wander free on their parole.”
I nodded glumly and reminded myself these people had ousted me from their army; I owed them no allegiance.
“The outpost is walled and guarded by cannons,” the captain continued. “They outnumber us, so it’s imperative we have surprise on our side.”
“Who do you have in mind for the advance party?” Jorres asked.
“Fortis.”
“Eh?” I said eloquently.
The captain’s eyebrows rose. “Do you want to lead it?”
Usually, I enjoy missions that require thinking rather than blowing things up. But could I do it this time? When it meant betraying my homeland?
The captain was watching me, eyes unreadable. He is difficult to know. I have seen him face down tyrants, beat unbeatable odds, and make us believe we can do the impossible. Among a company of mostly illiterate thugs, he owns a collection of books ranging from military strategy and history to philosophy and poetry. I want very much to know him better, to earn his trust and respect, to be more than a subordinate. Perhaps this was my chance.
“Yes, sir,” I said, then shrugged as if the matter concerned me little. “If it’ll get me out of a march, I’m your man.”
“Seven days, Fortis,” the captain reiterated. “I want the gate open for us on the seventh night.”
 

* * *
 

The sun peered over the forest and drove away lingering shadows in the harbor. The outpost loomed above the beach, walled and imposing. On all sides, the grass had been shorn away, leaving only finger-length stubble, too short to hide encroaching invaders. Similarly, the fat evergreens beyond the grass had been cleared for a mile in each direction.
Before we had rowed halfway to the dock, a squad of soldiers appeared, wearing imperial black with gold piping. They carried muskets and knives, and watched our approach with alert eyes.
Despite the cool morning breeze, sweat dribbled down my back. I rubbed the two-days’ growth on my chin, wondering if it made me look like a civilian or like a soldier trying to look like a civilian.
Akari, rowing at my side, portrayed calm I did not feel. Fang and Archer—one a hunter of men, one a hunter of animals, both renowned for their stealth—rowed a second longboat. The Gorelli twins, skilled fighters, sat one each in the bows. Sailors accompanied us to row their boats back after we unloaded. Then the ship would disappear, leaving us alone among enemies.
I leaned close to Akari. “Make sure you don’t get caught anywhere without one of us with you.”
“Why?”
“There’re hundreds of soldiers stationed here, and if I recall correctly, their assignments last a year. Families aren’t allowed, so unless there are some female traders, you may be the only woman on the island. That’s a little... tempting.”
She lifted her chin. “I can take care of myself.”
“Maybe so, but why chance drawing unwanted attention by setting yourself up for a fight when you can avoid it altogether?”
Akari acknowledged the wisdom with a clipped nod, then she smiled a bit. “Thanks for choosing me for this mission.”
“Sure.”
“I don’t get to do this sort of thing very often. Most of the company sees the women as liabilities, no matter how many times we prove otherwise.”
Did she realize I was just as prejudiced, only I condemned people based on their intelligence rather than sex? Maybe it didn’t matter to her, since my judgments came out in her favor.
Quietly, she added, “Sometimes you get so used to proving yourself that you forget to
be
yourself.”
“Mm. Quite.”
Our boats bumped against the dock. A soldier with corporal’s rank stepped forward, carrying a clipboard and pen.
“Morning, Corporal,” I said.
His eyes widened. Had I messed up already? Would a civilian merchant know a soldier’s rank from the pin at his collar? I hid my unease by gesturing for my comrades to tie the boats.
“State your purpose,” the corporal said, after I hopped onto the smooth wooden planks of the dock.
“Merchants, here to sell our cargo.”
“Which is?”
“Alcohol. Various spirits to please a variety of tastes.”
The squad of soldiers brightened and began chattering amongst themselves. The corporal waved them to silence.
“Anything else?”
“Just our baggage.”
The corporal scribbled on his pad, then told us to unload. Once we had crates and gear on the dock, his men searched us and our belongings. I clasped my hands behind my back to keep from wringing them. The company had kept our military-issue gear, powder, and firearms, but I worried the imperials would find something we had overlooked. They seemed more interested in our cargo than our belongings, though. They poked at bottles and casks, musing about samples, though under the corporal’s stern eye, none of their hands strayed. I wished they would stray, give me some excuse to dislike them. It’s always easier to kill miscreants than people just doing their jobs.
The soldiers apparently found nothing suspicious in our cargo, though they raised their eyebrows at the number of knives they discovered stashed on Fang. I threw him an exasperated look when the eighth blade, an ugly serrated thing, clunked to the dock.
“Extensive armory,” the corporal commented.
“He’s my bodyguard,” I said.
The corporal let us keep one knife each and had his men confiscate the rest. He said we could pick them up before we shipped out. We did not complain.
The corporal handed me the clipboard. “Sign here.”
I hesitated. My father still lived in the empire—I did not want my exploits here to make trouble for him—so I scrawled the name of a cadet who had died during training exercises my third summer at the Academy. Two thousand miles away, it seemed unlikely anyone would have heard of him here, and it was a name I would have no trouble remembering.
The corporal sent his men marching up the beach, then told me, “Watch out for your woman.”
“Trouble with that sort of thing here?”
“Has been in the past.” As an afterthought, he added, “Watch out for yourself as well.”
“What?”
He snorted. “You’re prettier than she is.”
Before I could think of a reply, he clomped after his men. The Gorelli brothers chortled at this proclamation. Even my dour hunters looked amused.
“Oh, be quiet,” I said. “Let’s get this stuff up the beach.”
Akari elbowed me and grinned. “Make sure you don’t get caught anywhere alone.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
The interior of the outpost had the same fastidious, martial feel as the exterior. The familiar scent of lye soap trickled from an open door. It would not be a military base without someone somewhere cleaning.
Three other visiting merchants had stalls in the small marketplace. A gaggle of off-duty soldiers gathered outside our booth before we finished unpacking. I left my comrades to set up, then grabbed Fang and went to rent rooms. Every man we passed wore imperial blacks and carried weapons. Every man we passed would have killed us if he knew our thoughts. No reason to be nervous.
When we returned, even more soldiers loitered. Akari threw me a worried look. I opened my mouth to inquire, but a strong arm clamped onto my shoulder.
“You Henaer Absillon?” a sergeant asked, naming the pseudonym I had signed on the clipboard.
“Yes.”
“You’re under arrest.”
 

* * *
 

The cell door clanged shut. Spiders sauntered into remote corners. I shuddered at their presence, unnerved despite my time dodging tarantulas in the desert. In the empire, men believe spiders congregate near sources of dangerous, unearthly power. Working for real wizards had taught me these notions were mere superstitions... but I avoided the corners nonetheless.
The imperials had taken my knife, boots, belt, and shirt. The draft stirred gooseflesh on my arms. At least they had not apprehended my men. If they had any evidence, they would have brought them along as well. Whatever they suspected, it could be suspicion only.
A door creaked open. Boots clacked on the stone floor. An imperial soldier with lieutenant’s pins on his collar stepped into view. I knew him. Lieutenant Ross, the one I had gone to school with, the one I had served with, the one who I had been caught with.... Confusion bombarded me. I had been thrown out for that, why hadn’t he?
“Fortis,” he said in a cool voice. “I didn’t believe it. But when I saw the name you signed in with... Why are you here?”
Idiot, Fortis. Next time make up a name. I kept the thought to myself and studied my old lover. He had gained weight. His brown eyes regarded me without warmth. Whatever had been once, was gone. If it had ever been at all. I blinked. Where had that thought come from?
“To make a profit,” I responded. “I’m a merchant now.”
“Seems strange to me that you should show up on
my
outpost out of all the possible ports you could choose to sell in.”
I countered with, “Seems strange to
me
that you should be working where I chose to sell, given all the possible assignments you could have had.”
His brow furrowed as he tried to track the logic of my argument. There was not a lot of logic there. I was just buying myself time to think.
“So, how’s being an officer?” Better to interrogate him than let him interrogate me.
A smug smile curved Ross’s lips. He flicked imaginary dust from his shiny rank. “I’m a good officer. Much better than you ever were.”
“I guess that’s why they booted me out and let you stay in, eh?”
“You had no right in the Academy in the first place. Son of a dockworker. I hated that you scored higher than I did on the tests. You didn’t even study. You were always getting in trouble, but all the professors put up with you anyway.”
For the first time in years, I wondered about the events surrounding the evening that had seen my commission revoked. Ross and I had always been careful, pursuing our relationship behind locked doors. How had we ended up together on the parade field that evening? We had been drunk, or at least I had been. Ross had led me there. Belatedly—oh so belatedly—my brain scrutinized my memories. He had not been surprised when that general and his staff showed up. No, he set me up. Why? And what story had he told to keep from being discharged himself? Or had his family connections been enough to save him?
“So,” I said, disguising shock with attempted casualty, “why
did
you betray me?”
He laughed. “So, you did figure it. Is that why you’re here? Revenge?”
Figured it out three seconds ago. But I would not admit that. Better he think I had known all along; it lent me a hint of omniscience, and I needed every advantage I could glean right now. At least, this meant my arrest had nothing to do with our mission. That brought relief. But Ross would never release me if he thought I intended him harm.
“Revenge? I’m glad to be out of the army. Day after day surrounded by mindless thugs. I ought to thank you. My new career is much more satisfying.”
“You’re fit for a merchant. You’ve collected quite a few scars.”
With shirt taken, I could not deny it. “Pirates. No uniform to hide behind when you’re a civilian. You have to look tough or they’ll try to steal your cargo.”
“You’re a good liar, Fortis. You can think fast enough to make it sound plausible.” His words contained more insult than praise, I sensed.
Stay calm, Fortis. “Paranoid, aren’t you? Are you going to let me go back to my shop? Sitting here in jail is destroying my profit margin.”
“I don’t care about your profit margin.”
“You weren’t always this much of an ass, Ross. I suppose it’s human tendency to treat the people who you’ve wronged badly though, isn’t it? Easier to dismiss them if you can pretend they’re subhuman.”
“Be quiet, Fortis. You’re more annoying now than you ever were. If you hadn’t been such a good lay, I couldn’t have stomached spending enough time with you to make things work.”
My jaw clenched, and I lost my composure. He smiled wolfishly. I struggled to bury pain beneath an indifferent facade. Ross had meant much to me once. Had he ever cared about me? Or had the relationship been designed to see me discharged from the beginning?
A new set of boots rang on the stone. A stocky figure with salt-and-pepper hair came into view. He too wore an imperial uniform, but his rank declared him a lieutenant colonel. The post commander? Great. The captain would not be pleased by the attention I had garnered.
“Are you done here yet, Lieutenant?” the colonel asked. “I’m hungry.”
Ah, I did not have the colonel’s attention after all. Merely two officers stopping by on their way to lunch.
“Almost, sir. Just dealing with an irritating prisoner.”
The colonel looked at me, twitched bushy eyebrows. “You’re not one of my soldiers.”
“No, sir,” I said. “Just came to sell merchandise. This officer detained me for no reason.”
“I’m Colonel Uthur. I run this post. The lieutenant works for me. I’m sure he had a reason.”
“Of course, sir. Perhaps you could have him explain it to me?”
The colonel and I turned expectant stares on Ross.
“Uh,” he said.
I folded my arms across my chest. He could not explain his reason for holding me without explaining everything, including how he had betrayed me.
“He signed in with a fake name,” Ross blurted.
The colonel turned back to me.
“I have two names,” I lied smoothly. “My given name, and my business pseudonym which I keep separate for tax purposes.” I had no idea whether such things were actually done, but hopefully the colonel did not either. The Academy taught strategy, history, math, and science, but had little interest in turning future officers into entrepreneurs.
“You pay taxes to the empire?”
“Yes, sir. I’m a loyal citizen. I even have an interest in some of the old founding families. I’ve read about the Geminars, Tams, Duxes, and,” I gave him a leading look, “the Uthurs. You wouldn’t by chance be related to
those
Uthurs, would you? From the First Ascension War?”
A smile cracked the colonel’s weathered face. “A direct paternal descendant.”
“Really! How amazing to be able to trace your lineage back to important people ten generations ago. Didn’t your ancestors help with the Lenarain Invasion as well?”
The colonel’s smile widened. He leaned against the bars. Speaking rapidly, he lectured on his family’s history. I added new questions and made comments every minute or two. Luck finally favored me. I had stumbled onto the colonel’s passion. Wariness waned in the presence of enthusiasm. A guilty twinge at the manipulation filled me, but I was in jail, and the captain would expect me to use any means to escape.
I glanced at Ross. He was following the conversation with a dyspeptic expression.
The colonel wound down. “Would you like to come to lunch with us?”
Ross gaped.
“Absolutely, sir.”
“Lieutenant,” the colonel said. “Go get the keys. Unless you have some more potent crime you wish to accuse this man of.”
Ross opened his mouth, then snapped it shut and scowled. “No, sir.”
 

* * *
 

Lunch passed uneventfully, followed by a tour of the outpost. The colonel showed me the defenses, the buildings, a newly built aqueduct (I could have designed better), and its predecessor, a drained underground reservoir. I filed away the sites, but found myself more engaged by the colonel’s company. I enjoyed hearing an imperial accent again and from the lips of an educated man. He spoke of his wife on the mainland, children, looking forward to retirement. He should have been a friend, not an enemy. My cheer had grown quite forced by the time we reached the tiny marketplace. A sullen Lieutenant Ross trailed along behind us.
I introduced them to my soldiers/employees. The colonel examined our merchandise and selected a few bottles of the more expensive stuff. Akari’s mouth dropped when she realized we had the outpost commander at our shop. I winked at her.
The colonel clapped me on the back and told me to come visit again before I left. Ross gave me caustic scowl and slunk after his commander.
Akari pulled me aside. “What was that about? How did you get out?”
“You first. Did you gather any information during my detainment?”
“We managed to get a copy of the guard roster, who’s on duty, where and when for the next week.”
“Excellent.”
“Now,” she said, “will you tell me what those officers have to do with our plan?”
“Just getting a feel for things.”
“The younger one seemed to hate you. He kept glaring at your back.”
“Yes, Lieutenant Ross. He’s a...former acquaintance.”
Something in my tone evoked a smirk. “Former lover?”
“The uh, parade field one.”
“Really!” She goggled at me. “He’s chubby and has a big nose. I thought you had better taste.”
“I thought women were supposed to be less concerned about looks than men.”
“Not necessarily. We’re just concerned there be some sort of personality underneath the looks.”
“Well, Ross is...was a good actor personality-wise, and he’s not
that
bad looking.”
“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You moon around after the captain, after all. He’s hideous.”
“He is not! Er, what do you mean?” Then more plaintively, “Is it that obvious?”
She laughed. “Probably not.”
“Do you think anybody else knows?” I whispered, “Do you think
he
knows?”
“I doubt it. Even intelligent men can be absolutely obtuse when it comes to relationships. They’re either the types who are convinced every woman in a tavern wants to sleep with them, or they’re the kind who don’t realize it when someone has loved them for years.” She gave me an accusing glare, and I wondered which category I fell into.
“Well, I’m not looking for women anyway, so it hardly matters.” The sheet of ice that settled over her eyes suggested I had said the wrong thing. I handled it like any commander would. I made an excuse about finalizing the plan, then fled to the hostel.
 

* * *
 

Fang sat in the corner while I paced from door to window, window to door. Throughout the afternoon, I had become more and more convinced I could not consign these imperials to their deaths. Neither could I betray the captain. Fool, Fortis. You should not have agreed to join the advance party. It’s too hard to kill people once you know the men behind the uniform. You know this. And yet, here you are. Because you so desperately want the captain’s approval, his respect. I growled softly to myself. How could I balance his respect with my conscience? Conscience, or was it the anticipation of guilt? Perhaps that’s all conscience was.
Daylight faded outside. I did not notice Fang light the whale oil lamps, but their glow eventually penetrated my muzzy thoughts.
“What’s he doing?” Akari asked.
When had she come in?
“Don’t know,” Fang said. “He’s been pacing and muttering for a while.”
Akari planted herself in my path. I crashed into her upraised palms. I blinked, then offered a questioning grunt.
“What are you thinking about so assiduously?” she asked.
“Alternatives.”
“Fortis...”
“They’re just doing their jobs. Four hundred men, and we’re going to execute them, for what? A contract imposed by a man we don’t even like?”
“Not a man,” she corrected. “A wizard, remember? Foregoing the contract could be deadly for us all.”
“We’re supposed to take the outpost, right?”
“Yes...”
“Who says we have to kill all the soldiers to do that?”
“They’re not likely to hand the place over. And there’s nowhere to keep prisoners.”
I plucked a pen from the desk and began tapping it on my thigh. “There’s an underground reservoir that used to supply the outpost with water. It’s been empty since the aqueduct was built. It could hold hundreds, temporarily at least.”
“We’d still have to capture them. Even if the company catches them by surprise, the captain can’t risk taking prisoners, not when they’ll be trying to kill us.”
An idea formed. I smiled. “What if they were already taken prisoner by the time the company got here, and we just handed the captain the key? Our employers should be happy; hostages are more valuable than bodies.”


Her dark eyes narrowed. “Assuming we forget the captain gave us explicit orders, how would you propose to imprison four hundred imperial soldiers? Just the six of us?”
“What do regular people, soldiers, fear more than anything?”
“Well—”
“I don’t mean on an individual basis, but collectively, what terrifies us mere mortals?”
“Wizards, I suppose. We can’t kill them with our weapons, so they’re almost like gods.”
“Exactly. That fear is doubly potent in the empire because only the emperor himself is supposed to call the mystic powers. I’ve heard of people hanged or stoned to death if they were suspected of showing an interest in magic. That’s why everybody with the ambition goes to the desert.”
“What does this have to do with—”
I chopped the air with my hand. I explained the plan taking shape in my mind. After several minutes, she shook her head.
“You’re a megalomaniac. That’s insane.”
“I assure you, it’s brilliant.”
She snorted. “You want to do this in seven days?”
“I think we could. If we start tonight.”
Akari dug her fingers into her hair and paced a few steps. “This isn’t what the captain asked us to do.”
“I know. But he’ll like it when he sees the result.”
I glanced at Fang. He shrugged. No help there. Akari stared at me, an inscrutable expression on her face. I could order her to obey, but I wanted her consent to be voluntary.
“I’ll assume the blame if anything goes wrong,” I said.
She pinned me with a cool stare. “If anything goes wrong, we’ll all be dead.”
“We better make it work then. Ready for phase one?”
“Now?”
“Time is crucial.”
“I guess.”
Could any general hope for a more enthused response from his troops?
 

* * *
 

Night hugged the outpost, broken only by the tiny glow of lanterns at each intersection. As Akari and I approached the gate, scorpions fought in my stomach. This wasn’t going to work. We would be too suspicious, too obvious. I would end up back in jail, or worse. How could we make this look more natural?
I took Akari’s hand and leaned close. “Are you up to making this romantic walk look real? Don’t feel obligated to say yes. I was just thinking it would make a believable segue.”
She squeezed my hand. “Sounds good.”
We turned off the main road—the gate was closed for the night—and strolled along the base of the wall. Surreptitiously, I watched the walkway above, seeking figures silhouetted against the starry night.
“It’s a shame we can’t go for a walk on the beach,” I said in a pitched tone that would carry above the sound of lapping waves in the distance.
“Yes,” Akari said in an equally pronounced voice. “It’s a lovely night for it.”
I detected a rustle of clothing from above and slowed to a stop. I tugged Akari’s hand, and we leaned against the wall together. She slipped her arms around my waist.
“Don’t be afraid to make some noise,” I whispered into her ear.
She quickly demonstrated she had few inhibitions in that area. She pulled my head down, and we put on a noisy kissing and necking show for the benefit of the guards. A few whispers came from above, a muffled snicker, and the creak of wood as more guards joined the audience. Some heavy breathing filtered down. Huh, voyeurs. Of course, we lovers were far too engrossed to notice their presence.
I squeezed Akari’s shoulder. She was supposed to be the one to begin the conversation. Instead, she held me tighter and buried her face against my shoulder. Startled, I lifted a hand and found moisture on her cheek. What was wrong with... Oh. Fortis, you dolt. I recalled our earlier conversation. Which category indeed.
I lowered my head and whispered, “I’m sorry,” into her ear. I wish I could be what she wanted, make the moment real for her.
She nodded against my shoulder, then took a deep breath, and stepped back. “I’m too worried to concentrate on this right now.” She did not sound sincere, but hopefully the guards, who did not know her like I did, could not tell the difference. I guessed we had four or five of them up there listening.
“I wasn’t aware that being with me took such concentration,” I said, feigning indignity.
“It’s just... Do you think that stuff about the magic is true? They wouldn’t have any reason to use it on us, would they? We’re just traders.”
“Even wizards appreciate alcohol,” I said.
“Is it possible? What they were saying back in the empire? To hear them talk about it, half Kershan’s chain of command is experimenting with the forbidden arts. Even if it’s just the officers, anyone who works under them is suspect.”
“It’s none of our concern. You heard what that admiral said. They’re sending the navy out to take care of it soon. Anyone who’s suspected of tinkering with magic, or even of turning a blind eye to commanders who’re tinkering with it, will be court-martialed and hanged.”
An indrawn breath came from above. Soft enough we could pretend not to have heard it, I decided.
“That’s ridiculous,” Akari said. “If the problem is as widespread as the empire thinks, where will they keep all those soldiers while they’re trying them?”
“There’s supposed to be some old underground reservoir. That would probably work.”
One of our listeners shifted his weight, and wood creaked. Convenient timing.
“Did you hear something?” I stage-whispered.
“I’m not sure.”
I pulled Akari away from the wall. “Let’s get out of here.”
 

* * *
 

“Do you think it worked?” Akari asked as soon as we returned to our room.
Fang, Archer, and the Gorelli brothers were waiting for us.
“I don’t know,” I said. “We’ll have to see what sprouts from the seed we’ve planted.”
“Got to water it first,” Fang said, his eyes glinting with enthusiasm. My jittery excitement was contagious. I wondered if any of us would sleep that night.
“Did you get the stuff?” I asked.
Archer smirked and held out a fist full of chalk sticks. Lud Gorelli peeled a rucksack off his shoulder and thrust it at me. I peered inside. Several spiders crawled around on the bottom and lining. I shuddered in spite of my request for them. The chalk was for drawing “mystic” runes, not that any of us knew what such runes should look like, but odds were good no one else in the outpost would either.
“Archer and Fang, you’re going to be in charge of planting this stuff. Focus on the officers this first night. We’ll look at tomorrow night when it comes. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you it’s death to be caught. Be careful.”
After those two left, I asked Akari, “Do you have that guard roster with you?”
Her forehead crinkled. “Yes, but why?”
“I need to see who was on duty while we were out there talking.”
She rummaged and produced a scrap of paper. “Why does it matter?”
“Because,” I said, looking over their names, “they need to be imprisoned before this thing gets too far along. By the time somebody thinks to wonder who started this rumor, I want them already incarcerated.”
“So their word will be suspect?”
“Exactly.”
Akari tapped her lip. “You have a shifty mind, Fortis.”
“Thank you.”
 

* * *
 

We were weary. During the day, we had to maintain the facade, keep the shop running, pretend we did not notice the harried fear in the eyes of passersby, the accusations chasing people through the streets. Night brought no end to our work. We continued to plant evidence. Arrests were made at gunpoint, prisoners locked in the old reservoir. The soldiers on the outside grew more bewildered as the number of arcane symbols increased rather than diminished. Comrades became suspect. The nature of the outpost worked in our favor. Men, only stationed here for twelve-month rotations, had not built long-lasting friendships, no great trusts that could fight the fear growing exponentially every night. I watched from the shadows, knowing fear also. Every night my men went out, they risked discovery. How quickly everything would unravel then. I worried for them. I worried for the mission. I worried we would run out of time.
The knock on my door near dawn on the fifth day sent me lunging for my knife. Might someone suspect our party? The guards who had overheard Akari and me that first night had been arrested, but what if somebody else deduced a correlation between our arrival and the beginning of the rumors?
Another knock. I was alone in the room. The Gorelli brothers were watching the entrance to the reservoir. Fang and Archer were planting evidence. I had given Akari orders to rest.
“Come in.” Knife bared, I perched beside the entrance.
A familiar black-skinned face poked through the door. I exhaled and lowered the knife. Akari took in my tense stance, the weapon, and arched her eyebrows.
I waved her in and closed the door behind her.
“You look awful,” she said.
She looked haggard as well, but I decided she would not appreciate my mentioning it. “I feel like we’re balanced on the lip of a volcano, and any little gust of wind will send us toppling into molten lava.”
“Things seem to be going well. It’s chaos, but it’s what you predicted. I’m... surprised.”
“You doubted my magnificent plan?”
“Sorry, Fortis. I didn’t think it would work.”
“Why did you agree to this madness then?”
“Because some people are worth following even into madness.”
“Ah.” That I understood. This whole plot balanced between my need to please the captain and to provide a solution I could live with—to assuage what would be a horrendous guilt if these men died because of my actions. Are other people’s noble acts so tainted? So based on selfish interest? Or is there something wrong with me?
Akari sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m glad I was mistaken.”
“There’re still eighty or ninety people out there.” I rubbed my forehead. “At least, the officers and most of the non-coms are accounted for.”
“About the officers...”
“Yes?”
“Your Lieutenant Ross is missing.”
“Oh? He must be hiding somewhere. Fang marked his room the first night. Well, it can’t be helped. Let’s just hope he keeps hiding until after the company arrives.”
A heavy fist pounded on the door, the Gorelli twins. At my beckons, they tromped in, followed by Fang and Archer. The Gorellis sported a number of scrapes and bruises. My stomach writhed. If my plan got one of my own men killed...
“What happened?” I asked.
“Some of the locals tried to arrest us, Corporal.”
“Anyone hurt badly?”
“Naw.”
“Good.” I picked up a pen and began twirling it in my fingers and pacing. “Here’s what I need. Akari and Fang, go scrounge us two days’ worth of food and water. Archer, find the key to the jail under the headquarters building. Gorellis, find us weapons, powder, and ammo. After everyone’s done, come back and get some rest. We’re going to hole up for the next two days.”
“What about tonight?” Archer asked. “We going to plant more magic stuff?”
I shook my head and paused next to the tiny desk. I peered at scraps of paper scribbled with equations and graphs—the product of sleepless nights. It seemed insanity to believe human superstition could be calculated by mathematics, and yet my estimates had thus far proved accurate.
“No,” I said. “We’re past the inflection point. Diminishing returns from here on out. There’s fuel enough for the fire to burn on its own. On the evening of the seventh day, we’ll collect those remaining free. At the current rate, it shouldn’t be more than twenty or thirty people. We won’t risk unlocking the reservoir until our reinforcements come, but we’ll be able to stuff that many people into the jail cells. Any questions?”
“No, Corporal.”
“Good. Make it happen.”
They clomped wearily from the room.
Sharing their ennui, I collapsed on the bed. It wasn’t until the door creaked open that it occurred to me, perhaps I should not have sent everyone away.
The figure framed in the doorway held a cocked pistol. Akari’s joking advice from earlier in the week played through my mind: don’t get caught anywhere alone....
Hair ruffled, eyes bleary, uniform rumpled, Lieutenant Ross entered the room and shut the door without taking his eyes off me. I swallowed. Stupid, Fortis. Stupid. Akari told you the man was unaccounted for, and you didn’t think he might come for you?
I was flat on my back, legs sprawled on the bed. My knife was on the desk, out of reach. I did still have the pen, though. Perhaps he would consider dueling by ink? From the icy cloak shrouding him, I doubted it.
I licked my lips. “I don’t suppose you came here to seduce me?”
His eyebrows formed a V, and his lips reared back from his teeth. “You’re behind all this, aren’t you?”
“Me?” I blinked innocently.
He pointed the pistol between my eyes. His hand shook.
I tensed, ready to roll to the side, though I suspected the effort would prove ineffective. “Can we talk about this?”
“No. You and your cursed mouth. That’s what started all of this, isn’t it? Why? This can’t all be to get back at me.” His eyes narrowed. “Who are you working for?”
My breath caught in my throat. Dangerous question, that one. I had to shift him to another subject. The imperials would put aside their internal suspicions if a common enemy appeared. I studied Ross. Exhaustion hunched his shoulders like a double-loaded rucksack. He must have spent the last four days dodging patrols, hiding, afraid. And angry.
“I’m sorry, Ross.” I meant it.
“No!” He screamed it this time. “I don’t want your pity. Anybody’s but yours. They hated me at the Academy. They called me names, made fun of me. But they
liked
you. It wasn’t fair.”
I could not look away from the shaking hand clenching the pistol.
“And then you showed up here. And the colonel
liked
you.” He sucked in a choked breath. “You magic-cursed bastard. I spent months trying to...”
I frowned. The colonel had spoken rather passionately about his family, his wife. What sort of relationship had Ross hoped for?
“You made friends with him in one afternoon, and he spent the whole next day talking about you.” The lamplight reflected orange against the moisture in Ross’s eyes. He lifted his free hand to dash the tears away.
Only chance. I threw the pen at his face and rolled off the bed.
The pistol fired. Wood splintered. I lunged for the knife. Smoke filled the room and stung my nostrils. Ross hurled the pistol at me. It clipped my jaw. Pain radiated through my head. My groping fingers locked around the hilt of the knife.
Ross produced a blade of his own. He launched himself at me. We went down in a tangled heap. My head cracked against the side of the desk. My vision blurred.
He was heavier than I remembered. Hot breath washed over me. Moisture splattered on my cheek. Spittle? Tears? Hoarse, ragged breathing—his or mine?—assaulted my ears. His knife glinted with dawn’s reflection through the window. The pale blade plunged toward my throat.
I threw up an arm, deflected it, and suffered a burning gash. Instinct and pain stole sanity. I jabbed upward with my other hand. My knife stabbed through flesh, chipped a rib, and thrust deeper.
Ross dropped his weapon and rolled away. My blade protruded from his chest. I wiped sweat from my face with a trembling hand, then checked him.
The wound was fatal. I rested his head in my lap and tried to ease his last minutes. If he saw the tears in my eyes, they meant nothing to him. He cursed my name as he died.
 

* * *
 

Twilight descended on the seventh day. The company would arrive sometime after midnight. Twenty-seven imperial soldiers remained free with only the six of us to take them prisoner and lock them in the cells beneath the headquarters building. The problem? Two were guarding the reservoir, but the rest occupied a single room on the third floor of a barracks building. I sent Fang to take a closer look. Akari, Archer, the Gorelli twins, and I crouched in the shadows across the street.
I sensed, rather than heard or saw, Fang’s return.
“We’ve got a problem,” he murmured next to my ear.
We retreated a block. I set Archer and the twins to watch the shadows, then interrogated Fang.
“It’s your lieutenant,” he said. “Apparently, they almost caught him the other day and he screamed they were being fooled. Now that things have quieted down and they’ve had time to think, some are starting to have their doubts. About half of them want to bargain with the colonel for lenience and release the soldiers. The other half want to hold fast until the supposed navy arrives. They were arguing when I left. I got the impression somebody might try to open the reservoir tonight.”
Akari hissed. I cursed. We were so close. A few more hours and the company would arrive. If the entire outpost was freed, they would be awake and milling around in the streets. That was the worst thing that could happen.
“Twenty-five together in that room?” I asked.
“Yes, Corporal.”
Akari asked, “Any chance of subduing them?”
“With just the six of us?” Fang asked. “Maybe if I could trade you for the captain and Sergeant Thunder. Those two are wicked fighters. Even then...” He shook his head.
“We’ll have to separate them somehow,” I said.
“Got a plan?” Fang asked.
I sent the Gorelli twins to take care of the two guarding the reservoir, then I began pacing. Gravel crunched softly beneath my feet. Ideas swirled through my head. Should we set a building on fire? Pick them off while the imperials rushed to extinguish it? I envisioned the outpost burning down with four hundred men roasted alive beneath the surface. I shuddered.
“We don’t have much time,” Akari said.
“I’m aware of that,” I snapped. I took a deep breath. “Sorry. Let’s go to the officers’ billets.”
“You have an idea?” Akari asked.
“I’m getting one.”
I left Archer watching the barracks, then dragged Fang and Akari into the officers’ quarters. We lit lamps and located the colonel’s room. Our light revealed a clean-swept floor with not so much as a pair of smalls draped over the military-issue furniture. A portrait of a woman and children marked the only non-standard addition. I sent them a brief salute, hoping their husband/father would return to them unharmed.
I regarded Fang with a critical eye. “It’ll have to be you. You’re the only one with gray in your hair. Can you do an imperial accent?”
Before he could answer, I began rummaging through the colonel’s drawers. Akari and Fang exchanged shrugs.
“Akari,” I said. “Go look through the officers’ quarters and find two uniforms, one that will fit me and one for Fang. Fang, find a razor and scissors.”
They hesitated.
“You don’t actually expect to pass as imperial officers, do you?” Akari asked. “These people have been buying alcohol from you all week. They’re going to recognize you.”
I rubbed my fledgling beard. Neither Fang nor I had shaved for days. Nor had we suffered haircuts for some time.
“No,” I said. “It’ll work. Now, get the dress uniforms, Akari. Nothing wrinkled. We need to look good. We need to look like we just came from the mainland.”
Akari sighed, but left to follow the order. Fang sifted through the colonel’s belongings. I wished we could get our hands on naval uniforms. Still, the army often traveled with the navy. And we need only fool the imperials for a few moments.
I found what I was looking for, spare lieutenant colonel pins. I handed them to Fang and told him to start shaving. Ransacking someone else’s quarters provided me with lieutenant’s rank. Akari returned with uniforms and boots.
“Excellent,” I said. “Can you cut our hair?”
“What do I know about cutting hair?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but she said, “And if you say I should know because I’m a woman, I’m going to smack you.”
“That sounded like insubordination.” I arched my eyebrows at Fang. “Don’t you think that sounded like insubordination?”
“Yes, Corporal. Shall I kill her for you?”
“Maybe later.” I handed Akari the scissors. “Pretend you’re scalping someone annoying.”
“That shouldn’t be a stretch,” she grumbled. She reluctantly accepted the scissors and worked on my unruly tufts. “They’re going to recognize you.”
“It’s dark. They’re sitting up there having a meeting by candlelight. The only thing they’ll see is the flames reflecting on our rank. It’ll work. Fang, let’s hear you do an imperial accent.”
He was putting on one of the uniforms. “This is too snug. There’s no place to hide my knives.”
“You’re an imperial officer. Nobody’s going to attack you. Now, let’s hear your accent.”
“That
was
my accent.”
“Oh,” I said. “Well, I’ll be your aide-de-camp. Hopefully, they won’t think it odd when I start doing the talking. It’ll work.”
“What’s our backup plan?” Fang asked.
“We don’t have time for a backup plan. This is good. It’ll work.”
“You’ve said that three times now,” Akari said. “Trying to convince yourself?”
I growled. “Just finish with the haircut.”
Akari nicked my ear.
“Oops,” she chirped.
 

* * *
 

Colonel Fang and I ascended the staircase and strode onto the third floor. We each carried a knife and a loaded pistol at our belts, though I hoped we would not need to use them. Our thudding boots echoed from the walls. Light bled onto the polished floor from an open doorway. Voices hushed at our approach.
I drew a steadying breath and nodded to Fang. He nodded back, not looking nervous at all. Bastard. He entered the room. I came in on his heels.
Twelve bunks lined the walls. Chairs and tables filled the center of the large room. Soldiers in various forms of repose and undress sprawled on the furniture. They stared at us. Sweat dripped from my armpits and slithered down my rib cage.
“You boys don’t come to attention when an officer enters the room?” I hollered. “Where’s your discipline, soldiers?”
They shot to their feet, overturning chairs. They snapped to attention, heels together, backs rigid, eyes focused forward. Lamps burned on the tables, illuminating card games, half-eaten food, and open bottles of alcohol.
“What’s going on at this outpost? Where are the officers? And the rest of the soldiers? The admiral and half the fleet are on their way in from the harbor, and it’s black out there. Why aren’t there any lamps lit? Why isn’t anyone manning the walls?
What is going on here?”
They all started talking at once. Even knowing the situation, I had trouble making sense of their babble.
“Be quiet!” I roared.
They subsided.
“The admiral and his staff are going to be here any moment,” I said. “Are you men supposed to be eating and drinking in here? Is that alcohol?”
Someone’s nose whistled, or was it a whimper?
“Look, you slavering infants. You better do everything I say and fast if you don’t want to be court-martialed. You, you, you, and you.” I whipped my finger around. “Get out to the walls, man the posts. You four, go down to the docks and get some lights put out. You men, go fetch the officers. You four, get the street lamps lit.”
The soldiers scrambled past us and fled the room. Their errands should send them all over the post where my men could pick them off.
I pointed to the last six, but the closest one squinted. I watched in horror as recognition formed on his face.
“You’re the trader. You’re not—”
I slammed the butt of my pistol into his forehead. He crumpled, but the other five soldiers surged forward.
Fang, heretofore silent, blurred into motion. He lunged at two men. The remaining three crashed into me. Their weight forced me to the ground.
I drove an elbow into somebody’s stomach. A fist clipped my jaw, and I bit my tongue. Blood flooded my mouth. Fingers scrabbled for my eyes. I snapped my teeth at an arm in front of my face. Someone yelped.
A heavy weight—knees?—landed on my chest and stole my breath. I writhed like a cat trying to avoid a bath. Someone pinned my arms. This was not part of the plan.
Fang appeared behind my assailants. He grabbed one soldier around the neck. I pitched another to the side. As soon as I tried to get my feet under me, someone rammed into me from behind.
A weapon cracked against the back of my head. I pitched forward, stumbled over an overturned chair, and ended up on the floor again.
Large figures blocked out the light. Too many figures. I frowned. Had the other imperials returned?
The click of a pistol cocking near my head caught my attention. I tried to roll to the side, but a boot crushed my shoulder. I winced in anticipation of the shot.
“Fortis?”
“Erg?” I tried to place the voice. It wasn’t Fang.
“What’re you doing in that uniform?”
Relief stole the tension from my limbs. I melted into a puddle. “Would you please take your boot off me, Corporal Makk?”
The man complied. “You’re lucky the captain ordered us not to make any noise.” He uncocked his pistol. “Else we would have shot you.”
Across the room, Fang offered a skeptical snort. No one had pinned
him
to the floor, I noticed.
I spat blood and staggered to my feet. The six imperial soldiers huddled on the floor, unconscious or subdued. Eight men from the company assured they would stay that way.
“Is everyone here?” I asked.
“Just the patrol,” the corporal said. “The captain’ll be expecting us to report back soon.” He glanced around the room, then out the window at the dark outpost. “Uhm, what shall we report?”
I briefed him.
 

* * *
 

I watched the rain drizzling outside my room. Squads of our soldiers trotted through the streets below, securing the outpost. I should have felt cheered by their presence, but the entry of the real leaders made me feel insignificant. The captain had apparently learned all he needed from the patrol, for he dismissed me when I appeared to make my report. His clipped tone suggested he was not particularly pleased with me. I had disobeyed orders, after all, endangered the mission, and risked compromising the company.
A fool I, for thinking this lunacy would win his respect. Why did his opinion matter so much anyway? I sighed. Because I loved him, which was stupid. I had seen him with women; the most I could hope for was friendship, and even that seemed ambitious. Corporals did not hang out with the company commander. The captain didn’t even socialize with Lieutenant Jorres.
I thought of Ross and his love for his commander, a man who could not return it. And Akari who for some unfathomable reason loved me. What prompts us to long for the impossible?
Sometime after dawn, a knock came at the door. The captain entered and eyeballed me like something distasteful that Cook had made. He sank into the room’s only chair. It creaked beneath his muscled bulk.
“You haven’t slept?” he asked.
I lurked by the window, still wearing the purloined imperial uniform. “No, sir.”
“Should have. You’re on duty in an hour.” His lips thinned. “Guarding prisoners.”
“Are you angry, sir?”
“You’re a commander’s nightmare. If I had had any idea what you were up to over here, I would have sent my spirit ahead to strangle you in your sleep.”
“Yes, but are you
angry?” I asked plaintively.
The captain sighed. “How can I be? With results like that? An imperial outpost taken without a single casualty.” He shook his head. “It was damned clever. You’re a horrible subordinate, Fortis, but if you survive long enough, you’ll make a good commander.”
I gnashed down on my lip to keep from grinning like a simpleton. “Thank you, sir. Would you like to hear my report?”
“Later, Corporal. I’m,” he yawned profoundly, “tired.” He cocked his head, and a predatory smile creased his lips. “Actually, I want you to write that report. Make two copies. One for me, and one for the imperial officers. I want those haughty aristocrats to know how their outpost was taken.”
“Yes, sir.”
I expected the captain to leave then, but he seemed content to sit in the chair. Was it possible he actually enjoyed my company? I searched my mind for something clever and entertaining to say.
“Sir, I was wondering—”
A loud snore punctuated my words. Oh. At least he was comfortable enough to sleep in my presence. It was a start.
 

THE END
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