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ONE

EARLY FEBRUARY

 

 

 

 

Bart Cochran found his girlfriend Cassia writing in the library of the Bureau of Special Services. “There you are,” he said to her.

“Here I am,” she replied. “What do you need?”

“Come with me.”

“Where?”

“To Ben’s office.”

Cassia put her pencil in the pocket of her blouse. She gathered up the papers she had been writing on, and followed Bart from the library to the office of the head of the Bureau, Ben Harrison. Bart knocked on the door once. Harrison told him to enter. Bart let Cassia sit down in front of Harrison’s desk first, so he could close the office door.

“What’s going on?” Harrison asked.

“I think we should change our focus for this year,” Bart said.

“Why?”

“Two reasons. First, it seems to me that, with the events in Saint’s Hope and Black Rapids last year, the Slavers Guild might want to go on the offensive against the Blue Pistol. It would be better to keep them distracted.”

That thought had popped into Bart’s head the previous week. The Blue Pistol campaign had two goals. The first was to fight the Guild and end slavery in the Settled Domains. That fight led to the second goal, that of protecting the Republic from the threat the Guild posed. The Guild was the power of the Domains. It could marshal resources, cross the mountains, and attack the Republic, if it learned about the Republic and its advanced technology and magic.

Two key elements made the attacks by the Blue Pistol so successful. One was the magic. Republic spellcasters had figured out how to create a system of teleportation spells that could allow someone appear in the Domains and return when they chose.

The other element was technology. The Republic had already developed repeating firearms by the time Bart had been whisked to this world from “Old Earth.” Bart had enough knowledge of weapons from his place and time, so he was able to help Republic engineers build submachine guns and grenade launchers, along with a handful of civilian devices.

Everyone in the Domains had heard that the Blue Pistol used “magical weapons,” and knew he could appear anywhere then disappear. While that made the Guild’s task of locating and beating the Blue Pistol difficult, that didn’t keep them from trying. Cassia had been the first attempt. Though it was a failure, from the Guild’s point of view, that didn’t mean that the Guild would give up trying.

“Distracted, how?” Harrison asked.

“Why should they be distracted?” Cassia said.

“The Blue Pistol has won over the dukedoms of Cold River, Clear View, Oak Clearing, Saint’s Hope, and Black Rapids,” Bart replied. “What are the next logical targets?”

“Cross Town, North Field, and Rivertown.” Cassia shrugged. “Why would they not be our next points of attack?”

“You were in the Guild. Tell me, can the Lord Masters read a map?”

“Of course.” She sucked in a breath and nodded. “Indeed.”

“I don’t quite follow,” Harrison said to her.

“If they assume that those three dukedoms will be next for the Blue Pistol to turn, they will increase their vigilance in those dukedoms. They have already been hiring or enlisting every wandering arms-man they could find, to boost protection of their caravans.”

“To fend off the Blue Pistol raids, by us and by our friends in Freeman’s Hold.”

“If they do look at a map of the Domains, they will see that the dukedoms where the Guild has been ousted provide a, what it the word?”

“Buffer.”

“Yes, a buffer between Freeman’s Hold and the rest of the Domains. Were they acting as the Blue Pistol, they would think it only reasonable to expand that buffer.”

“That’s why we have to change our focus,” Bart said. “We have to surprise the Guild. We can’t go where they think we’ll go.”

“What are you proposing?” Harrison asked Bart.

Bart turned to Cassia. “As I understand it, the Dukes of Hilltown and Low Falls have always been rivals, yes?”

Cassia nodded. “Low Falls was founded generations ago by the younger brother of a Duke of Hilltown. The younger brother thought he would make a better Duke than his older brother. Two generations of family rivalry led to a small war. There have been four or five generations of peace, but the rivalry is still there, at least on the side of the Dukes of Hilltown.”

Amusing to hear such prosaic names of dukedoms, Bart thought. They do sound better in Latin, though. “What is the present status of the dukedoms?”

“Duke Mercurius of Hilltown has a teenage son, Petrus, who will become Duke when his father passes on, and another son and a daughter. The eldest child of Duke Julian of Low Falls is his young teenage daughter, Ilantia. Her younger brother Julianus will become Duke. Those are Duke Julian’s only children.”

“Now, Cassie, tell me why are we paying attention to Low Falls?”

“You know why.”

“Say it aloud. I want Ben to see where I’m going.”

“Very well. Master Gratius, head of the Guild hall in Low Falls, seems to have some interest in Albia, the teenage daughter of Albus the innkeeper, our spy in the Dukedom.”

“Are you thinking of something involving Gratius,” Harrison asked, “Albus’ girl, and the families of these Dukes?”

“I am,” Bart answered. “What I have in mind is something that, back on Old Earth, would be called a ‘false flag’ operation.”

“That’s a new term to me. I thought I knew all the intelligence terms.”

“You wouldn’t have heard of this one, Ben, because it involves nations.”

“Perhaps you should explain it.”

“The best way I can explain it, to both of you, is by telling you of an opening scene from a movie that I saw, years before I was sent here. First, you have to understand a few things. There were two power blocs on Earth, the Soviets and the Western allies.”

“The Cold War, I believe.”

“That’s it. One of the nations that had been in the Western camp was called South Africa. That nation has, I guess now had, a system of institutional discrimination.” Bart saw blank looks on Cassia’s and Harrison’s faces. “Imagine the elves running the Republic. They are a small minority, yet they hold all the power, and humans have little or no rights. That was South Africa, only it was the European descendants ruling over the majority native African population.”

“If you say so,” Cassia said.

“Do you both understand? Good. For decades South Africa’s policies were tolerated by the other Western nations. When I was growing up, that toleration was ending. By the time I was in high school, most nations refused to have much to do with South Africa. The Soviets weren’t so much of a threat that racism would be ignored.”

“It sounds like a long movie.”

Bart shook his head. “You had to know all this to understand the first big scene of the movie, Cassie.”

“Go on,” Harrison said, “get to that scene.”

“The scene begins with two agents of Britain, one the important Western nations, confronting a British government official. They caught the official passing secrets to a member of the South African embassy.”

“Embassy?” Cassia asked.

“That’s what a diplomatic office is called. Anyway, the official admits to what he was doing. He tells the agents that it’s more important to fight the Soviets than worry about South Africa’s domestic policies. I can’t remember for sure, but I think he was even willing to admit to his crime in court, to make his case.”

“That’s a false flag operation?” Harrison asked.

Bart shook his head. “The agents tell the official that the member of the South African embassy that he’s been giving secrets to is, in fact, a Soviet agent. The Soviet agent was planted in the South African foreign service, with the goal of finding someone like that official, who cared more about winning the Cold War than about how to win and still have the moral high ground.”

Bart grinned. “That is a false flag operation. You tell someone from ‘A’ that you represent ‘B,’ when it fact you are from ‘C,’ which is probably an enemy of A.”

The office was silent for a moment. Cassia broke it by asking, “What happened to the official? The one passing secrets? Was he punished?”

“The scene ended with the agents telling him that, from then on, he would get his secrets from them. They would use him to pass false information to the Soviets.”

“For how long?”

“I believe the answer was, ‘For as long as you’re useful.’ That meant that as long as the Soviets believed what they were getting, the official was safe. When they stopped believing, then the agents would decide on the official’s punishment.”

“That does not sound so bad.”

“The official would become a double agent,” Harrison said to Cassia. “Double agents don’t tend to last very long. Problems of trust, you see.” He looked at Bart. “I see what you mean. What is your plan?”

“The plan starts by using Master Gratius as the target. Cassia, consider his attraction to young Albia. How could that get him into trouble?”

“Aside from him having sex with her?” she replied.

“Aside from that, yes.”

“Proposing to have sex with her.”

“Say, in letters to her?”

“I should think so.” She turned to Harrison. “It is acceptable for a Guildsman to have sexual relations outside of marriage with a slave, even encouraged. It is unacceptable for Guildsman to have such relations with a free-born woman.”

“Why?” Harrison asked her.

“First, if the woman is married, the affair could cause ill will between the local hall and the husband. The more important the husband, the more danger there would be if the affair became known. Among the training for potential journeymen is to learn how not to harm the Guild’s standing in society. That includes relations outside of marriage.

“Second is the prospect of Albia losing her virginity to Gratius. It would be acceptable if she lost her virginity to a young man of her age, or to a man she was to marry. It would be less so if she was seduced by a married man. Furthermore, as I recall, Gratius is married to the daughter of the miller, a prominent man in any dukedom.”

“He has become prominent in the community,” Bart said, “so I take it such a scandal would hurt his reputation?”

“Badly, considering his wife is, perhaps, ten years older than Albia.”

“Why does he have an eye for the girl in the first place?” Harrison asked.

“I cannot say for certain,” Cassia replied. “I know Gratius by reputation only. He is a decade older than me. He is said to be handsome and charismatic. I believe he has aspirations to become a Lord Master one day.”

“Don’t all Guildsmen have such dreams?”

“Most, yes, but I believe Gratius has done more than most will do to make that dream come true. He is known to have made friends with the masters of the halls he served in. When he was posted to Low Falls, he spent a few years courting the miller’s daughter. When the master of the hall there was sent to take over the hall in Woodford, he suggested Gratius as his replacement. I would guess his connections in the community argued in his favor.”

“Which makes him even more vulnerable to a scandal, I suppose,” Bart said.

“Indeed so.”

“The plan, then, is to blackmail Gratius into helping us. The blackmail will consist of letters of an erotic nature sent to Albia in his hand. They’ll be fake, of course, but no one but him will know that.”

“To what end?” Harrison asked.

“Gratius will be approached by a man from the dukedom of Hilltown. The man will tell Gratius that he’s an agent of the Duke. There is rumor that Petrus might marry Ilantia to promote peace between Hilltown and Low Falls. The man will ask Gratius for information about Duke Julian, his family, anything that the Guild has that might discourage Mercurius from letting his son marry Ilantia.”

“Gratius might not believe that our man works for the Duke.”

“I know. The first explanation is that the man is working in secret. The fallback position will be that he’s not working for the Duke, but for a group of prominent men in Hilltown who are working to prevent the dukedoms from becoming allies.”

“Which men?”

“That would reveal too much. After all, if their identities were known, as were their sentiments, they could face Duke Mercurius’ wrath.”

Harrison was quiet for a moment. “Sounds plausible enough. Is that all?”

“No. It won’t be enough to string Gratius along. He has to get himself deeper into the hole, so to speak. That’s why someone needs to go to Ilantia and tell her that the Guild is plotting against her father.”

“Why?” Cassia asked.

“Ilantia will react to that in one of two ways. If she’s a smart girl, she’ll want proof. Telling her to observe Gratius will start to convince her. Furthermore, if she is smart, she should see the slavery issue as we do, given the facts. If she isn’t that smart, she might still want to be a good daughter. She’ll tell her father about the meeting. That will get him watching Gratius.”

“What if she is neither smart nor a good daughter?”

“Then she’s an ambitious young teenager, Cassia. Ambitious people can be tempted.”

“Good point,” Harrison said, “but I don’t see how telling her gets Gratius in deeper.”

“First our mystery man asks for information,” Bart replied. “Next he could ask about bribing guards, help interfering with meetings, perhaps a place where a party of men could ambush a noble carriage. As long as Ilantia or her father does what they’re asked, Gratius can be forced into digging himself in deeper. As long as Gratius doesn’t know what’s really going on, he’s helpless.”

He grinned to Harrison, then to Cassia. “That’s the beauty of the operation. Ilantia or her father will be drawn into distrusting Gratius. Gratius will be drawn into distrusting them. Neither party will want to reveal to the other what’s going on, because neither will trust the other to tell them the truth.”

“How far can we go with this?” Cassia asked.

“However far we can. That’s another advantage of an operation like this. It can be short-term or long-term. It depends on how far the parties can be pushed. Even just a little mistrust can go a long way.”

“How so?”

“I’m glad you asked, Cassia, for that allows me to tell you both about the other idea I have. Simpler, but perhaps just as effective.”

“Which is?”

“We ask our friends in Freeman’s Hold to make bombs for us. These bombs are in chests, the kind that are used in the Domains to send documents, jewels, coins, and such. These bombs will be sent to every Duke in the Domains where there is an active Guild hall. Those delivering the bombs will be told that the chests have been sent by the Guild.”

Harrison blinked for an instant before asking Bart, “Why?”

“We need to divide the nobility from the Guild. A large-scale attempt to murder the Dukes ought to do just that.”

Cassia shook her head. “They would never believe the Guild would do that.”

Harrison nodded his. “We can’t kill the Dukes and expect their successors to resist the Guild.”

“Ben,” Bart said, “allow me to work on the practicality of these devices. You might not be interested in my idea for using them, but you can see the value in being able to have bombs like these in our arsenal.”

Harrison let out a breath. “I’ll give you that much, Bart. In the meantime, refine your operation in Low Falls and Hilltown. Do you have a timeline for when you want to start it?”

“Spring is two months away, more or less,” Bart answered. “That would seem the best time to start.”

“Very well. Will you be ready next month to visit our newest ally?”

“Still working on my approach.”

“Keep working, Bart. We don’t want them feeling left out, or that they took risks for nothing.”

 

TWO

ONE MONTH LATER

 

 

 

 

Bart carried a large box in front of his body as he entered the ducal reception room of Duke Galerius of Black Rapids. He set the box down on the floor, walked around it, then nodded to Galerius, then to two of the Duke’s three sons, Lactius and Theodus.

“Who are you, Julius,” Duke Galerius asked, “and what do have there?”

“My name is not Julius, Duke Galerius,” Bart replied. “My name is Bart Cochran.”

Theodus gasped. “You are the Blue Pistol!”

Galerius looked at his youngest son. “You know him?”

“I know his name, Father.”

Bart raised his arms. “Duke Galerius, I assure you, I am no threat to you.”

“Perhaps not, but you are an outlaw.”

“Only the Guild thinks so. Duke Avitus, Duchess Cornelia, and the people of Saint’s Hope feel otherwise. You have allied yourself with them, Duke Galerius. That makes you an ally of mine.”

Bart wasn’t certain that his words would calm down the Duke. He did notice that the Duke’s sons were not as scared of him as their father was. That was to be expected. During the events of the previous year, Theodus had met Cassia a few times. Lactius had been schooled in the evils of slavery by the pastor of the church in the dukedom of Cross Town, a Republic sympathizer and “postmaster” on the “Freedom Road.” The young men saw the issue of slavery as Bart did, therefore they had little to fear from the famed Blue Pistol.

“I have removed the Guild from my dukedom,” Galerius said slowly. “I have not yet decided if it is wise to abolish slavery from Black Rapids.”

“Allow me to enlighten you, Duke Galerius.”

“How? And why do you address me in such a manner?”

“I come from a nation that lies on the other side of the Western Mountains. We have no nobility there. Every man and woman, including our leaders, are equal in status to everyone else. If you do not believe me, ask Duchess Cornelia or Duke Avitus. They have been there.”

“That may be so, but we are not there. You are here.”

“Indeed, and I honor you with your title, Duke Galerius.”

“You are but an ordinary man.”

Bart shook his head. “No. I am here on behalf of my government, my leaders. I have been instructed to come to you, Duke Galerius, and formally thank you for removing the Guild from the dukedom of Black Rapids.”

“What does that matter to them?”

“Allow me to illustrate the matter with what I brought with me. Please, Duke Galerius, gentlemen, come closer.” Bart turned to the Captain of Galerius’ guards. “You, Captain, come close as well. The first item will be of particular interest to you.”

Bart removed a key from around his neck. Something that bothered him about the medieval style of clothing worn in the Domains was the lack of pockets in shirts and leggings. He understood why that was: people here had little to carry except weapons and coins. Understanding didn’t make it any more tolerable.

He unlocked the box. He removed a holstered revolver. The pistol had been his, when he first appeared in the Domains as the Blue Pistol. He had stopped using it a few years ago, replacing it with an automatic pistol he had helped design. One bullet was stuck into one of the ammunition loops on the gun belt. Bart removed the bullet, then set the rest on the top of the box.

“This is a round of ammunition for this pistol,” Bart said. He pointed to the sections of the round as he told them what each one was. “What you call the ball is here, at the tip. It is set into this piece of metal, called the casing. Inside the casing and underneath the bullet is the powder. See the bottom of the casing? That circle inside that a percussion cap.

“The percussion cap would be your next advance in guns, gentlemen. The cap contains a substance called a fulminate. Fulminates explode when struck. The cap goes where the pan is on a musket. Instead of pouring powder into the pan, you insert a percussion cap. The cap is struck by the hammer. The cap explodes, igniting the powder in the breech, thus firing the weapon.”

“To what effect?” the Captain asked.

“The percussion cap reduces the time to load a gun. Instead of firing one ball every minute or so, you could fire two or three a minute.”

“How do you get from there to that bullet you have in your fingers?”

“The step after that. Place the cap in a metallic casing, with the powder in the base.”

“All are contained in a single round,” Galerius said. “I presume loading and firing goes far faster.”

“Indeed, Duke Galerius. Hold out you hand.”

Bart placed the bullet in the palm of the Duke’s hand. He picked up the revolver and removed it from the holster. With a gentle push, the cylinder snapped from the firing position to the loading position. He pointed at the cylinder.

“This is the cylinder. See these holes? Bullets are loaded in the back, the breech. In the center is a rod that ejects the spent casings.” He snapped the cylinder back into the firing position and pulled back the hammer. “Notice that pulling the hammer back moves the cylinder. That advances the cylinder so that a bullet is ready to fire. Each pull of the hammer moves the cylinder. This gun can fire six bullets before needing to be reloaded.”

“Incredible,” the Captain murmured.

“Do your long guns work the same as this pistol?” the Duke asked, handing the bullet back to Bart.

“The mechanism is different, Duke Galerius,” Bart answered, “but the result is the same. Captain, stick your little finger into the barrel.”

The Captain appeared dubious about the request. He glanced at the Duke, who nodded to him. The Captain did as Bart asked.

“Do you feel grooves, inside the barrel?”

“I do,” the Captain said.

“Those grooves are what is known as ‘rifling.’” As Bart explained, Galerius and Lactius stuck their own little fingers into the barrel. “Rifling puts a spin onto a bullet when fired. That spin puts the bullet on a longer and straighter path. This pistol can fire as far as one of your muskets, and hit the target two times out of three. Our long guns can fire five times farther, and are just as accurate.”

“Does the Guild know this?” the Captain asked.

“Knowing how to rifle the barrel of a gun is not enough. If the ball is too small, the rifling will not matter. To fit a bullet in tightly enough takes time, and wears out a barrel more quickly. To make this system work, you need to know to hollow out the base of a ball, and form the opposite end into a cone shape. Grooves must then be cut into the base of the ball. The heat from the exploding powder expands the base. The grooves on the ball pick up the grooves in the barrel.”

“Are you not revealing an important secret?” Theodus asked.

Bart shook his head. “It is one thing to know the science, Theodus. It is another thing to be able to apply that knowledge. Our estimate is that it would take the local blacksmith six months to produce rifled muskets for the guards of Black Rapids, and fifty rounds per man.” He hefted the pistol. “We could arm you with these in a day.”

“You would give those to me?” Galerius asked. “All I must do is abolish slavery?”

“Pistols, yes, Duke Galerius. Long guns and other items must be paid for.”

“Paid for? How? What other items?”

“Allow me to show you.”

Bart put the bullet back into place on the holster belt, and holstered the pistol. He put them on the floor next to the box. He reached into the box and removed a docugraph. He closed the lid of the box, put the docugraph on the lid, then handed the box to Theodus.

“This device is called a docugraph,” he said. “Allow me to demonstrate it.”

He pushed a switch on the right side of the machine. He leaned into the speaker cone on its right side. In English, he said, “Duke Galerius is a decent fellow.” The machine clacked loudly as the keys struck the ribbon, putting the words onto the paper that had been in the machine. Once the sentence was typed, Bart removed the paper and handed it to Galerius. He pulled the switch to turn the machine off.

“I see letters,” the Duke said. “What does it say?”

“It reads, ‘Duke Galerius is a decent fellow.’ That is English.”

“The language of Freeman’s Hold? You speak their language?”

“We share the language, Duke Galerius.”

Galerius looked at the docugraph for a moment. “How does the machine work?”

“The letters are struck to paper much as coins are struck. Do you see that thin black strip? It is a ribbon, soaked with ink. The letters strike the ribbon, which prints onto the paper.”

“How does it know what to print?”

“You speak into the cone. There is a spell that hears what you speak. That activates other spells that figure out what you said, and activate the keys in the proper sequence. As I said, Duke Galerius, the magic of our land is far more advanced than here.”

“So I see. This is a fascinating machine, but I am not certain it would have much practical use.”

“It has a great many practical uses, Duke Galerius. Allow me to give you an example. Let us say that a local man comes to you. He says another man has stolen coins from him, and has fled the dukedom. Several days later the thief is caught. He claims that he was given the coins. Whom do you believe?”

Galerius thought about the question briefly. “I would inclined to believe a man of my dukedom over a stranger.”

“What if the local man, during the trial, changed some detail of his story?”

“How would I know?”

Bart pointed at the docugraph. “That is how. You ask the local man to give a statement, detailing the theft when he comes to you. If, at trial, you see his story change from when he came  to you earlier, you would see that his version of events might not be what really happened.”

“I see.”

“That is but one use, Duke Galerius. A contract between two men can be dictated, and then copied and given to both men. That reduces the chances of misunderstanding or mischief. Correspondence can be understood. No one need struggle to interpret another’s handwriting. Laws can be printed, and thus will be known to all who can read.”

“Not many can read now,” Galerius said.

“With this, Father, reading will become more important,” Theodus said.

Bart nodded to Galerius. “Your son is right. Machines like this will make reading easier, but will also make it a vital skill.”

“How so?” Galerius responded.

“Take the matter of laws, and the trial I speculated on a short time ago. You might set one punishment for a man who lies at trial. Your father may have set other punishments, and your son yet others. Our local man might be willing to lie to you about a stranger, in part because he thinks he will not get caught, but also because you are not severe in your punishment in such matters. Indeed, you may not have punished anyone for such a crime before this, so the local man may not think you would do too much to him if he was caught.

“However, if the laws are written down, then so must the punishments for breaking the law. These punishments will not vary from one Duke to the next. That removes the temptation of breaking the law, and counting on the leniency of a particular man serving as Duke.”

“That does make a great deal of sense,” Galerius said.

“That reasoning is true in other matters as well. A man can better manage his trade if he knows how much he earns, and how much he spends. Knowing that involves knowing how to read, and how to keep written records. The science behind our weapons comes from men writing down their observations, so that others can build upon what they have learned.”

“Are those reasons why Duke Avitus is talking of this school for noble sons in Clear View?”

“Indeed, Duke Galerius, and also why Duchess Cornelia is building a school for children in her dukedom. They have seen the benefits of our society, and wish to bring them to their people.”

“The chief benefit being the end of slavery.”

“Yes. Abolishing slavery will allow my leaders to negotiate with you.”

“But these would not be gifts? There would be a cost?”

“The cost for pistols is abolishing slavery, Duke Galerius. Everything else would be paid for in more common ways.”

“Such as?”

“Trade, such as a surplus of crops or livestock. Gold and silver.”

“You are lacking in food and coins?”

“No, Duke Galerius. As far as food goes, we can trade what we get from you to others for what we want from them. As to coins, labor is not free. Those who build the machines we offer to you must be paid for their work. That is one of the great advantages to giving up slavery, I might add. Pay a man for his labor, and he may work harder for more pay. More pay means a better life. He can afford a better house, more food and clothes, and any other needs.”

“I have heard that, from Duke Avitus, and from others.”

“It is true, Duke Galerius.”

“Were I to accept your offer, how would I deal with the slaves in my dukedom?”

“Do as Duke Avitus and Duchess Cornelia did. Offer to pay the owners for their slaves. Allow the slaves to have land of their own, or let them go elsewhere to claim land or work at a trade. It is working well for them.”

“Working now, you mean.”

“That is true, Duke Galerius, but that means that, for you, the effort would be easier. They have done the hard work and found where little things have not gone as planned.”

Galerius smiled at Bart. “Again, with the passing of knowledge from one to the other.”

Bart smiled back. “Just so.”

The room was quiet for a moment or two. Bart used the time to put the docugraph and the pistol back into the box.

“Will you give me time to consider the matter?” Galerius asked Bart.

“We will, Duke Galerius. When you have come to a decision, sent a letter to Duke Avitus. He can relay your decision to us. If you agree to our terms, we will send someone with pistols, ammunition, and the power to negotiate for additional aid to you and your people.”

“For an outlaw, you present a rather rational argument for your cause.”

“That is the key to the Blue Pistol. To those who see slavery as he does, he is a good friend. To those who do not, he is their worst enemy.” Bart picked up the box and put it under his left arm. “Gentlemen, I hope to hear from you again. Good day.” He took his recall pendant in his right hand, said in English, “Recall,” and disappeared from the dukedom of Black Rapids.

With luck, he thought, that little display emphasized that last point.

 

THREE

ONE MONTH LATER

 

 

 

 

The door to Bart’s room at the inn opened. He smiled pleasantly to the man who came through the doorway. “Master Gratius?”

“Yes? Are you Brutus of Hilltown?”

“I am.” Bart motioned to the bed. “Please. Sit down.”

Gratius didn’t look like an evil man. He was fairly ordinary in appearance. He was of average height, with dark hair and brown eyes. His clothes were worn, but had been cleaned recently. He had a trimmed mustache but no beard.

Bart had been acting as the Blue Pistol for years. He had seen his fair share of Guild members. None of them seemed evil on the outside. They were never dressed in black. Their voices didn’t sound unusually deep, harsh, or shrill. They rarely sneered. Except for the red pendent around their necks, they resembled any ordinary man in the Settled Domains.

Real evil hardly ever looks evil, he noted. On the outside, it usually appears quite banal. Inside is a different story. That is where evil resides.

Gratius sat down on the bed. “You message said you had a request of me. What do you want?”

Bart had a piece of parchment in his right hand. “First, I wish you to read this letter.” He gave the letter to Gratius.

He watched as Gratius read the letter. He glanced up at Bart almost immediately. Bart kept his face mild. The slaver read, and his eyes widened as he plowed through the text. Occasionally he would glance at Bart.

Bart guessed that the slaver was torn as he read the letter. Cassia had been only too happy to help Bart compose an erotic missive. She recounted the common words and phrases she’d heard as a teenager and young woman in the Domains. The letter was indeed arousing; the writing had led to some intense sex.

On the other hand, this was an erotic letter addressed to a girl of about fourteen or fifteen years old. Because Bart knew it was fake, he hadn’t been troubled by how arousing it might seem. Gratius, on the other hand, seemed to start to enjoy what was written, then realize who it was addressed to. The man appeared torn between feeling sensuous and scandalized.

When he came to the end, Gratius frowned and glared at Bart. “This is outrageous!”

“I am certain your wife would say the same.”

“I would never write such a thing to Albia.”

“Yet there is you signature.”

“It is a forgery.”

“Can you prove it?”

“I do not have to.” Gratius tore up the parchment. “No one will read this now.”

Bart reached into a pouch on his right hip. He pulled out a second piece of parchment that had been folded into quarters. “What about this?”

“What is that?”

“The same letter, Master Gratius. I thought the letter I gave you might upset you. I took the precaution of making copies.”

Gratius pointed at him. “You will not get away with this.”

“I assure you, I will. I have told our host to thoroughly search my room, should something happen to me. He would not be happy with you, once he completely his search.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to guarantee your assistance, Master Gratius. I want to know you will do as I ask, and all that I ask. I will not be here to keep watch over you. This letter assures me that I shall have your cooperation.”

“What do you wish my cooperation for, villain?”

“I am no villain. I am, however, a man in need of private information. Information only the Guild would have, or could obtain.”

“What information?”

“I represent the interests of Duke Mercurius. My Lord’s son and heir, Petrus, is about to be old enough to marry. It has come to His Lordship’s attention that the boy is considering sending a proposal to Ilantia.”

“Duke Julian’s daughter?”

“The same.”

“I do not believe it. The Dukes of Hilltown and Low Falls are rivals.”

“The boy seems to think he might create a lasting peace through marriage.”

“What nonsense!”

“Then we have a point of agreement, Master Gratius.”

“Duke Mercurius will never allow the engagement, much less a marriage.”

“My Lord has spoken to the boy several times. Petrus has a strong will. He appears not to be persuaded by history.”

Gratius shook his head. “I cannot believe this, Brutus.”

“For your sake, you had better.”

“What does that mean?”

“If you do not believe, then you will not help. I shall be forced to send this letter to your wife. I could easily send copies to her father, Albus, and to the hall at Cross Roads.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to know what the Guild knows about Duke Julian. I want to know about his relations, and his ancestors. I want to know that this is a family Petrus should not want to marry into. I want Petrus to know that his idea is the foolishness of a boy becoming a man.”

“There is little sordid about Duke Julian.”

“What of illnesses, Master Gratius? What of relations, however distant, that turned to crime? The Guild knows a great deal about the nobility. I cannot believe that every relation of Duke Julian is as pure as fresh snow.”

“What if that is the truth?”

“Then your wife will get a copy of this letter, Master Gratius. Petrus must not be allowed to marry Ilantia. We should not forgive the Dukes of Low Falls for their complicity in crimes against the citizens of Hilltown. I require your help in this. You will give me that help. I do not care how, or what help you provide.”

“Meaning?”

“Damn you, man! I thought you were a smart fellow.”

“Do not curse me.”

“Then bring me what I need.”

“No matter if the stories are true or false?”

“Truth does not matter, Master Gratius. I only need that which is persuasive.”

Gratius smiled faintly. “I understand.”

Bart echoed the smile. “Good.”

“When do you require this information?”

“I must return home in the morning. I should be able to return in thirty days. That should give you enough time to visit Cross Roads, and find what I need.”

“That should do.”

“Be advised, Master Gratius, that while I am most skilled in these matters, I am not alone. I have friends expecting me at home, including His Lordship.”

“I do not know what you are talking about.”

“Let us not play childish games. The thought had occurred to you to come here at night and steal this letter, or to have something happen to me on the road.”

“I assure you, Brutus, I had no such thoughts.”

“Good. We are determined to defeat the silly dreams of young Petrus. We shall go to any length to make certain the past is not forgotten. Any man who hinders our attempts will become our enemy.”
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