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“It’s a new year,” Ben Harrison, Director of Special Services Bureau said, “and that means we need to have more progress in the Blue Pistol project.”

Bart Cochran nodded, first to Harrison, then to his girlfriend Cassia. “We have some ideas.”

“Go ahead.”

Bart no longer felt odd about referring to some of the things he did as “the Blue Pistol project.” It gave him distance from the attacks he carried out on slavers. It was his way of putting those acts of murder and mayhem in a box, and occasionally setting that box aside.

Not that the burden was solely on his shoulders, as it had been almost four years ago when he arrived on this world. There was now a team of people carrying out attacks on the Slavers Guild of the Settled Domains in the name of the Blue Pistol. The word “attack” itself wasn’t quite accurate. There were still raids on caravans moving slaves from place to place, and the odd assassination of a Guild Lord Master, though not recently.

The previous year Bart and Cassia had been able to intercept the daughter of the Duke of Cold River, convince her of the injustices that the Guild protected, and install her as Duchess. In addition, Bart had been part an operation to persuade Duke Avitus of Clear View to abolish slavery from his dukedom. There was an ongoing effort to encourage slaves to escape on their own, and move them to safety.

This was why Bart and Cassia were meeting with their superior at the start of the new year. They had privately discussed what they could do to continue undermining the power the Guild had over the Domains. It was now time to bring their ideas to Harrison.

Cassia rose from her seat in front of Harrison’s desk to a map of the Domains on the wall of his office. “We have put an end to slavery in Oak Clearing, Clear View, and Cold River. The next dukedom the Blue Pistol should target is Black Rapids.”

“Aside from controlling access to the two dukedoms along the Oak River, and to Cold River, why?” Harrison asked.

“The Slavers Guild was never popular with the people, though it has been so with the Dukes and the merchants. When I served there, I always felt a nervousness in the hall. It did not help that the Oak River dukedoms are so close to Freeman’s Hold.”

Bart looked at Harrison. He knew his boss wouldn’t have much trouble following Cassia’s logic. The raids on Guild caravans conducted by the groups from Freeman’s Hold had happened all around Black Rapids. Until Bart had started his campaign as the Blue Pistol, the Black Rapids hall had been the most dangerous Guild posting in the whole of the Settled Domains. It therefore made sense that the dukedom would be the next targeted for a break between the Guild and the nobility.

“Your own feelings aside,” Harrison said, “do you have any hope of success?”

Cassia nodded. “Duke Galerius is known as the ‘Praying Duke.’ He makes a great show of being religious, of being concerned with morality and propriety. He is thus not liked by Master Allectus, or anyone else in the hall.”

“What of the people?”

“He is tolerated, but not liked. His piety does not extend to his purse. He never gives to the church, much less to the poor.”

“Why is that a problem?”

“Duke Galerius has three sons, Lactius, Bonosus, and Theodus. Lactius is the eldest, the official heir, and is like his father. Bonosus desires to enter the church. He is much more liked than his father and his older brother.”

“What about the youngest boy?”

“Theodus is a teenager now. He was liked as a boy, and our spy there tells me he is liked as a young man. His problem is that he has no goals.”

“How do you know that?”

“Town gossip. People hear him say he does not know what he wants to do when he comes of age. He does not like the Guild, nor wishes to become a priest. He has some skill as a warrior, but it would be humiliating for the son of a Duke to become a mercenary.”

Bart stifled a laugh. It would have seemed odd to him, just a few years ago, to base any secret mission on gossip. The world he had left, “Old Earth,” was one of factual journalism. News stories were based in facts. People took action based on what they knew, not what they heard someone say. Gossip was the trivial chit-chat of celebrities and neighborhood scandal. You wouldn’t try to undermine a government with only rumors to guide you. Even here, in the Federal Republic of New America, on the “other Earth,” the notion seemed odd.

Bart had known early on that the Settled Domains functioned at a medieval level. It had taken him time to understand what that meant. People in the Domains tended to believe what they were told. Lacking the ability to read, much less newspapers or other media, they trusted in what was said to them. That didn’t make them entirely credulous. They would believe what they heard, so long as the speaker seemed knowledgeable.

This meant that stories about a locality’s nobility and other prominent persons were fairly reliable. Reputations were created in the repetition of actions and events. In this particular circumstance, if the people of Black Rapids said that one of their Duke’s sons was aimless, it was because they had either seen that trait themselves, or had heard about it from those who knew the young man. After all, that wouldn’t be what the boy was known for, if there weren’t plenty of stories about him.

Once Bart understood that concept, it was easy for him to consider plans of attack based on those reputations. All he needed to do was talk to Cassia, and read the reports of Republic spies living in the Domains. Gossip became intelligence that the Blue Pistol could act upon.

Harrison turned to Bart. Bart felt the older man’s gaze on him. “Do you seriously expect to install that young man as Duke of Black Rapids?”

Bart looked at Cassia. She nodded to Harrison. “Bonosus would never accept the title. He has committed himself to the church. If Duke Galerius loses faith in his eldest son, Theodus shall become Duke.”

“How do you plan to pull that off?”

“First, we must convince Theodus that he can make something of himself. I think it would help if Duke Avitus would speak with him.”

“Provided that Avitus agrees with us.”

“Avitus needs a friend in Black Rapids,” Bart said. “One day the Guild might want to get even for him driving them out of his dukedom. A friend in Black Rapids would prevent the Guild from using the town, or the dukedom, as a staging point for an attack on Clear View.”

“Good point.” Harrison looked at Cassia. “Go on.”

“The next part of the plan would be to convince Duke Galerius that he would be better served with Theodus as his heir, instead of Lactius.”

“How do you intend to do that?”

Cassia paused for an instant. “We are still working on that, Mister Harrison.”

“We may have to use quite a bit of magic,” Bart added.

“You’ll let me know what you’re up to?” Harrison asked him.

“Certainly.”

“Is that all?”

Cassia shook her head. “I have one other suggestion for this year. Divide the dukedom of Saint’s Hope from Guild domination.”

Harrison leaned back in his chair. “That’s rather ambitious.”

“Ambitious, yes,” Bart said, “but much simpler than breaking off Black Rapids.”

“How so?”

“Reports from around the Domains state that the Blue Pistol raids are putting financial stress on Guild,” Cassia answered. “The Guild demands more gold and silver from the mines in Saint’s Hope. Duke Macrianus is driving his people hard.” She raised her right forefinger. “He is importing more slaves, but that is creating anger among his people. They feel that the slaves are taking away their jobs.”

“The reports from Saint’s Hope are saying this?”

“Yes.”

“What do you intend to do?”

“Arm a resistance force to overthrow Macrianus.”

“It would be that simple?”

“Ben, I think it’s obvious to the people of Saint’s Hope that slavery is a threat to their livelihoods,” Bart began. “We don’t need to convince them of that. What’s the next step in the argument? That the Guild allows the Duke to control the mines. The Duke can let free people go and buy slaves. Thus, if the Guild is ousted, the Duke has to rely on paid workers.

“What’s the next step? The Duke must be replaced. The Dukes of Saint’s Hope are Guild puppets. The only way the people of Saint’s Hope can be sure that this will never happen again is to remove Macrianus and his family. What do they replace the Duke with?”

“Democracy.” Harrison was silent for a moment. “I suppose that chain of logic makes it easier to convince the people of Saint’s Hope that it’s in their best interests to run their own affairs.” He shook his head once. “It’s still a leap, though.”

“I agree, Ben. That’s why we don’t try to overthrow Macrianus all at once. We start with an act of sabotage, and with secret meetings. We build up a resistance movement, give it arms and encouragement. When the time is right, we strike.”

“When?”

Bart turned to Cassia to let her answer. “It may not take long,” she said. “Tensions have been building throughout the last year. Our spy in Saint’s Hope has said that the events of last year have given the people much to think and talk about. It may well be that it shall not take much of a push to throw out Macrianus and the Guild.”

“It still sounds risky.”

“The map points us in that direction too, Mister Harrison.” Cassia pointed at the map of the Settled Domains again. “There are two dukedoms that the Guild could march from, if they wished to remove Duchess Cornelia and restore the hall in Cold River.”

“Yes, Saint’s Hope and North Field. Deny one, and there’s only one direction that Cornelia has to keep an eye on. Assuming events go our way in Black Rapids.”

“Ben, the Blue Pistol raids are having an effect,” Bart said. “But raids aren’t an offensive. The Blue Pistol has the Guild scared, but not broken. Split off more territory from Guild domination, and their power starts to break.”

Bart had known from the beginning that direct attacks on the Guild would never break their power over the Settled Domains. Banditry, even if it was in service to the cause of the abolition of slavery, was still banditry, and therefore something the Guild could cope with. Bart did have one advantage over the groups operating out of Freeman’s Hold: the Republic had powerful magic that could teleport him anywhere into the Domains. That the Blue Pistol could appear anywhere was something that had terrified the Guild.

But terror didn’t keep merchants or noblemen from buying slaves. Terror didn’t give families coins so that they didn’t have to sell children to survive. People had to be convinced that slavery was both wrong and unhelpful. The best way to do that was to contact those who were already inclined against slavery. That was why, when Cassia had spoken to Bart about the situation in Saint’s Hope, he had no trouble agreeing with her.

Even persuasion was not certain to bring about change. The third pillar of the Blue Pistol campaign was dividing the nobility from the Guild. It was the Guild that kept dukedoms from becoming kingdoms. It was the Guild that determined which noble families remained in power and which were replaced. It was the Guild who had developed means of getting slaves to spill secrets about their titled owners, and who kept records of those secrets. It was therefore in the best interests of the Blue Pistol to keep reminding the nobility of the Domains of those facts.

Harrison was quiet for a long moment. Finally, he asked, “Bart, will the nobility switch sides if the noble family running Saint’s Hope gets driven out of power?”

“If it seems that allying with the Guild leads to that, I think so.”

“All right. I’ll allow you two to continue working on these proposals. I will want concrete plans before I agree to let you implement them.”

“If our ideas are a little offbeat, but the best option, will you back us?”

“Offbeat? That depends. How offbeat?”

“Last year we used a bit of cleverness in addition to reason.” Bart smiled. “I think this year we may have to be even more clever. Perhaps put on a show or two.”

Harrison pointed to Bart. “That I will want to hear more about.”
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Theodus entered the reception room shivering. It had been cold on the way from Black Rapids to Clear View. Not unusually cold, really, but the air did feel as if it never got above the freezing mark. He had hoped that he’d warm up at the inns along the way. Since it was still winter, few were traveling, so only in the tavern parts of the inns had the hearths been tended. Piling extra blankets on the bed helped, but the young man continued to feel the bite of chill.

He bowed to Duke Avitus. “My Lord,” he said, trying not to chatter, “I am Theodus, son of Duke Galerius of Black Rapids.”

Avitus nodded from his seat. “Welcome. I am pleased you complied with my request.” The older man rose from his chair and and offered to shake Lactius’ hand.

The appearance of Avitus’ formal reception room was a surprise to the young man. The ducal throne was a carved chair on a platform no thicker than a piece of wallboard. The platform itself was a hand’s length wider than the chair, and a couple lengths wider on the facing side. On the wall behind the chair was a bright green curtain.

The wall on the left side of the chair was dominated by a three-pane window. Two plain chairs sat on either side of the window. The opposite wall had a bench for seating six to eight men. Both walls were painted the same bright green color as the curtain. Facing the throne was the entrance, wood double doors, and an unpainted wall.

The throne was the first thing that struck Theodus. It wasn’t very high off the floor, and was not adorned with jewels or other decorations. It didn’t seem to him to be a ducal throne. It certainly wasn’t the throne his father had.

The walls were the other aspect of the room that stood out. It wasn’t their color; bright colors not only marked status, but helped increase the light. It was that there were no framed portraits or other pictures. Theodus had been taught that the tradition in their family was to hang portraits of the previous two Dukes of Black Rapids on the walls to honor them. The portraits in turn framed a large painting of the ducal manor.

Theodus was aware that the Dukes of the two domains north of Black Rapids didn’t always think of themselves as that much better than the common folk they ruled. That such an attitude was carried into the place where they conducted business was startling.

Theodus shook Avitus’ hand. “Thank you for inviting me, My Lord.”

“My, but your hand is cold. Let us dispense with these formalities, and get you to a warm room.” Avitus led the young man through the curtain to the side door of the reception room.

Theodus took the time walking from the reception room to look at his host. He remembered that several years ago, before Avitus became Duke, that he had visited his family. Avitus was not tall, nor was he short. He was older than Theodus by perhaps a decade. He was dressed like any prosperous merchant; Avitus didn’t even wear a ducal cape. He dressed in a similar fashion when he had visited Black Rapids. He had heard his father speak to Avitus about his casual appearance during the visit. Avitus’ only reply was, “We have little use for such displays in the north, My Lord.”

I suppose that explains the stark appearance of the reception room, Theodus mused.

It had been a surprise when Avitus expelled the Slavers Guild from his dukedom, but a similar sentiment explained that. Duke Galerius knew, and had told all his sons, that their neighbors to the north had little use for slaves. Partly is was due to the fear of having them stolen by the Freeman’s Hold outlaws. Mostly, though, it was their way. There were fewer peasants and townsmen. Coins were scarce but the need for labor was strong. They had come to rely upon each other for aid, rather than spend the little money they had on slaves. They had little use for the display of owning slaves.

That didn’t entirely explain Avitus’ decision. Theodus had heard that the master of the hall had become obnoxious to the Duke. He had harassed some merchant to the point of attempting to arrest him. It didn’t make sense to the young man, but he wasn’t sure if propriety would allow him to ask about the matter.

Avitus stopped at a door, which he opened. He motioned to Theodus to go through the doorway. Theodus obeyed. The room was a bedroom. It was a guest’s bedroom: the bed had four posts but no canopy; there was only one chest of drawers and one bed-stand; and there was no door to the closet, which was barely wide enough for anyone to stand in.

Sitting on the bed was a woman who appeared to be the same age as Avitus. She was short, about a head shorter than either he or Avitus. She had a slender figure. Her brown hair was tied behind her head. She wore a skirt and a cloak. She rose when Avitus and Theodus entered the room.

“Theodus, I wish you to meet my friend,” Avitus said.

“What is your name, Lady?” Theodus asked.

She smiled. “Cassia.”

Lactius gasped. “You? You are Cassia?”

She brushed back her cloak. She was wearing some sort of pistol at her hip, but it was unlike any firearm Lactius had ever seen. A long glance at the weapon convinced him that she was telling him the truth.

He turned to Avitus. “You have allied with the Blue Pistol and his mistress?” He shuddered, but not from cold. “What do you intend to do to me?”

“To talk to you, Theodus,” Cassia said. She sat down and patted the bed. “Come, sit next to me. Let us talk about your future.”

“My future?”

“You are in no danger from us,” Avitus said.

“So long as you display some wisdom and discretion,” Cassia added.

Theodus was uncertain if he should comply or run. An instant later he realized the foolishness of fleeing. He would have to get away not just from those two, but from Avitus’ guards. He had never been to the ducal mansion in Clear View before that day. He could easily become lost, as well as be overcome. He walked slowly to the bed and sat down, keeping the space of one person between himself and the woman.

“Do you know why I forced the Slavers Guild from my dukedom?” Avitus asked him.

“I have heard the news from here.”

“That tells you part of the story. Allow me to tell you the rest. You are familiar with the tragedies that have happened in my family over the last few generations?”

“You mean the children that have died young?”

“Yes.”

“Then, I suppose I am, My Lord.”

Avitus raised his right hand. “Please, Theodus, do not feel you have to rely on formal address, not in private with me.” He brought down his hand. “My father stumbled across a potential salvation for our family. A slave, a woman, had been born with an inclination to working magic. How he found her is not important. What is important is that he bought her, and became intimate with her.”

“Intimate?”

“They had sex,” Cassia said. The frown on her face made it clear to Theodus that he ought to have made that conclusion.

“Oh.” Theodus turned back to Avitus. “Go on.”

“She bore a daughter, also able to use magic. My father had her secretly instructed in healing spells, and in other healing arts. She once had to go to Black Rapids to obtain spellbooks. The Guild took her into custody. Their intent was to question her about us.”

“I remember that incident. Wasn’t she stolen by the Freeman’s Hold outlaws?”

“She was freed by them, Theodus. Freed and returned to my father. She knew her value to our family.” Avitus glanced at the floor for an instant. “She is part of our family.” He faced Theodus. “I knew that, but I hid that knowledge in the back in my mind. The Blue Pistol forced me to bring it forward. The only reason why my father could not recognize her as his daughter, why I could not acknowledge her as my half-sister, was the circumstance of her birth. Yet without her help, I might not have a new son.”

Theodus shrugged. “Nobles have children with slaves all the time. Aside from her skill with magic, what makes her special?”

“Her skill ought to make her free,” Cassia said. “However, the daughter of a slave always becomes a slave. She became a secret that the family had to conceal. No secret stays concealed for long. The Guild wanted to know what she knew about this family. They wanted her as something they could hold over the Dukes of Clear View.”

“The Guild uses people as weapons,” Avitus said, “whips to be used against the nobility if they challenge the Guild’s power. My father was indebted to the Freeman’s Hold raiders for returning my half-sister to him, because they kept the Guild from having power over him. Over me, for that matter.”

Theodus was silent for a moment. Though he had never thought about such things, he realized that they were as much a part of his life as his home or his own family. He and his brothers had to be respectful of Master Allectus, even though their status was higher than his. When he had asked his father about that, as a boy, Galerius had said, “The Guild must be respected, if were are to remain where we are.”

Theodus looked at Avitus. “How does that explain why you side with the Blue Pistol?”

“It is the need for slaves that gives the Guild its power, Theodus. Slavery gives them wealth, which gives them more power. The Blue Pistol made me see that, and see that as long as they were here, they could threaten my status, my family, and my people.”

“Duke Avitus cares about his people, because to some extent he is one of them,” Cassia said. “A good ruler cares about the people he rules, because by caring about them, they care about him.” She smiled again. “Or her.” She glanced at Avitus. “We must not forget Cornelia.”

Avitus smiled back at her. “Indeed not.”

She turned to Theodus. “We gave Duke Avitus the chance to understand the truth that he knew, but kept in the back of his mind.”

“What truth?” Theodus asked.

“That hired men are better workers than slaves,” Avitus answered. “That people work harder when they work for themselves. That is it better that we care for each other, rather than think only of ourselves. Such truths seem obvious, perhaps even simple, yet the whole of the Guild is directed at suppressing such truths.”

“I suppose that is so,” Theodus said. “What has any of that to do with me?”

“Does your father know these truths?”

“I suppose so.”

“Does he really? You must know what is said of him behind his back.”

Theodus tried to keep from smiling. “‘The Praying Duke.’”

“You smile at that,” Cassia said. “Why?”

“Because it is for show. He wants to be seen going to church. He wants everyone to know that Bonosus is studying to become a priest. He wants me to be one, too.”

“You do not wish to follow that path?”

“No.”

“Do you think that you should follow the path you choose, or the path your father chooses?”

Theodus looked at Cassia for a moment. “He is Duke.”

“You are a Duke’s son. Have you not the right to follow your own path?”

“I suppose so.”

“Then you see our point, Theodus,” Avitus said. “Every man, every person, should be able to follow their own path.”

“Even slaves?”

“Slaves are people, are they not?”

“Yes.”

“They are people whom society has declared property. Yet they are still people, are they not?”

“Yes.”

Avitus took a step closer to him. “Theodus, that was something the Blue Pistol wished me to understand. When we declare certain people to be property, we cease to treat them as people.”

“That seems to be obvious, My Lord.”

“Obvious, true, but also important.” He waved at Cassia. “If she were married, in the Domains, her husband could own her, in a manner of speaking. She would have no collar around her neck, yet he could keep ever leaving their home.”

“Were we poor, he could sell our children into slavery without my permission,” she added.

“The children that she carried and bore, Theodus.”

Theodus shook his head. “Is that not the way of things?”

“It need not be,” Cassia replied.

Avitus nodded his head. “It should not be. Theodus, it is slavery that encourages men to treat their wives and daughters as property. If we can see some people as property, then we can see anyone below us as property, one way or another.”

“It is that same view that allows the Guild to dictate terms to the nobility,” Cassia said.

Theodus turned to her. “What do you mean?”

“Members of the Guild must respect your status. However, you are only in power because the Guild supports you. If you cross them, you can be removed. You have no status that they must honor.” She paused for a short moment. “You become like the tree branch that falls onto the road. You do not care about the branch blocking your way, do you?”

“Of course not.”

“What do you do to the branch?”

“Remove it.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Theodus’ thoughts came to a halt. He had never viewed people in that way, like branches that had fallen onto the road. He had never thought of people being obstacles. Of being things. Yet that view fit into what he understood of the Guild and its power. “The Guild must be respected, if were are to remain where we are.”

That view also explained his father’s actions, his reputation as the “Praying Duke.” He made a show of piety to impress his people. That it was a show, not a real sentiment, was not important because their people were not that important. Father appears pious because the people are pious. He does not care why they are pious. They are his audience, and he wants them to enjoy his performance so that they will keep him in front of them, like a troubadour.

“I think I understand what you mean,” he said. He looked at Avitus. “Is there a different way to be a Duke?”

“There is,” Avitus answered. “You consider your subjects as people. You do what is best for them. My father, and his father before him, believed that our first duty as the Duke of Clear View was to keep the people of Clear View happy. They would be happy if their farms and trades were prosperous. Not prosperous one year, or for a few years, but for all their lives, and for the lives of their children.

“What does that mean for me as Duke? It means that, if something keeps them from prospering, I must work to fix the matter. If there is a dispute, I must resolve it. If it is the weather, I must hire a wizard. What my father taught me, Theodus, is that my title is not an honor, but a duty. You know the difference between them?”

“Yes.”

“Too many noblemen see the honor, and care little for the duty.”

“Like my father.”

“Like your father.”

Theodus raised his arms and shrugged his shoulders. “So I am a bit wiser. Is that why you summoned me here? Is that why I traveled through the cold?”

He paused. He felt himself straightening his back. His gaze quickly shifted to Cassia, then back to Avitus. “Do you want me to do something to my father?” He was surprised to hear how small his voice sounded.

“We want you to kill him and your brothers, and become Duke.” Cassia let out a laugh, then she became serious again. “We want you to see things as they are, Theodus. I am told you have not yet chosen a path for your life.”

“I suppose not.”

“Now that you are a bit wiser, what will you do with that wisdom?”

“What can I do with it?”

“You can spread it,” Avitus said. He took another step towards him. “Your father may not care, but what about Lactius?”

“He wants to be like Father. He is like Father.”

“Is he set in his ways? If not, then you can tell him what you learned here.”

“If you think you can trust him,” Cassia added.

Theodus looked at her. “Why should I not trust my brother?”

“If he is set in his ways, if he wishes to be just like your father, then I think he would not become wiser. He would see advantage in relaying what you tell him to Master Allectus.”

“Betray me? You do not mean that!”

“Theodus,” Avitus said, “think back to what we just said. A man who does not care for others, only for himself, would happily betray his own brother, if he thought it would benefit himself.”

“Well, yes, of course.”

“So, be prudent when speaking to Lactius. Determine what sort of man he might be. Could he be like you, and see things as they truly are? Or is he only interested in the honor that will come to him when your father dies?”

“If he could be like me? Then what?”

“Then perhaps you can help him see other things as they are. I think a wise Duke would appreciate a brother who is also wise, and helpful.”

“Is that a job?”

“It could be. Give it some thought. Give all that we have said some thought. You shall be my guest for the day. Rest and think. We can talk again at dinner, and this evening.”

“All right.”

“I’ll have someone bring your things to this room.”

“Thank you, My Lord.” Theodus turned to Cassia. “Madam.”

Both nodded to him. Cassia rose from the bed. She followed Avitus to the door. He opened it for her, and she went through first. Avitus closed the door once he was through.

I do have a great deal to think about, Theodus mused. Perhaps this journey was worth the time, and going through the cold air.

***

Cassia followed Avitus from the guest room down the hallway and past a pair of doors to a second pair. Avitus opened the one to their right. He allowed her to go through the doorway first.

She glanced around the room, then turned to him as he shut the door. “My Lord, does your wife know you are alone with me in your bedroom?”

Avitus glared at her for an instant. “That is not humorous.”

“Yes, it is.”

He shook his head and let out a breath. “Perhaps, but my mood is not inclined towards humor right now.”

“You did not lie to the young man.”

“No, but I planted a seed in his mind.”

Cassia understood what he meant. What he had done, with her help, was very similar to what Bart had done to him, the first time they had met. Bart had said provocative things to Avitus to get him to see matters the way Bart wanted him to see them. It was one of the actions that they had to carry out in service of their cause.

“I did not ask you to help us for our benefit alone,” she said.

Avitus let out another breath. This time he nodded. “I know. Your logic is impeccable.”

She took a step towards him. “You are on our side, My Lord. That means we are obliged to help you. Part of that help is making certain the Guild cannot remove you.”

“Which means making the Duke of Black Rapids an ally of mine.”

“It may not come to the boy replacing Lactius. He might be able to persuade his brother.”

“Duke Galerius has spent many years molding Lactius to be like him, Cassia. I know. I tried to make friends with Lactius. Galerius found me to be too lacking in ambition.”

“You were too decent a fellow for his tastes, you mean.”

“Yes.”

“My Lord, you are a decent fellow. What you said to Theodus about duty and honor, you meant that. Your actions speak for you.”

“My actions over the last year?”

“Your actions since becoming Duke.” She smiled to him. “The fact that Galerius did not want you as a friend to his heir, My Lord. You are a good man, like your father.”

“Why do I not feel so good right now, Cassia?”

“They have a saying, in the nation on the other side of the mountains. ‘You cannot make an omelet without breaking eggs.’ My Lord, I have had to kill other men to free slaves. I have not only made my peace with that, but I am willing to do so again.”

“It is personal for you, Cassia.”

“Yes, it is.” She exhaled. She felt a tiny grin creep onto her face. “We make it personal because we care about each other.”

His gaze met hers. She could see some of the doubt fade from his face. He nodded several times. “That is it, is it not? Compassion. That is the heart of all of this.”

“We give our allies compassion, and our enemies fear.”

“Very well. What next?”

“Bart wishes you to keep in contact with Theodus, My Lord. We have almost worked out the next steps in our plan. We shall contact you when we are ready to carry out the next step.”

“Dare I ask what that next step would be?”

“You may ask, My Lord, but I will not answer.” She smiled to him. “Fear not. We have no plans to murder Galerius. Our goal with him is persuasion, not assassination.”

“With him?” An instant later he shook his head. “I should not ask. You would not tell me the truth, and if you did, I am sure I would not like to hear it.”

“That depends on how much, or how little, you like your fellow Dukes, My Lord.”

He let out a breath one more time. “I fear it is becoming less and less with every passing season.”

“If you have a specific concern, tell me.”

“So you can shoot them?”

“So we can observe the situation, My Lord. We are not so petty that we would kill a man, even a Lord Master, just because he insulted you.”

“Then I have no names for you, Cassia. There were a few Dukes, and sons of Duke, that I corresponded with on a regular basis since I was a young man. I sent messages to them during the autumn. Not one has written back. I fear it is no more politic for them to be friendly to me.”

“You have new friends now. Dare I say, better friends.”

“You are right, of course.”

“They have another saying, My Lord. ‘Friends like you because of who you are.’ If those men cannot see that you are a good man, and a good Duke, then they were not good friends. If they can, but fear keeping in contact with you because you have done what was best for you and your people, then they were not good friends.”

“I understand the former, but not the latter.”

“I have learned that we must stand by our friends, My Lord, no matter what. I speak to freed slaves in Freeman’s Hold, not as much as I used to, but I still go there. Some of those slaves did not wish to like me, because I was once in the Guild. Some did, because I was no longer in the Guild, and because of what Varus did to me.

“Two of those women had fights with their own friends, who did not like me. One of the important women in Freeman’s Hold took them to task. The friends, I mean, not the two young women. They were told that part of being free is choosing who you will be friends with. They had to accept that their friends might choose to be friendly towards me.”

Avitus nodded. “We should be friends with whom we like, and not worry about what others think of our friendships.”

“So long as those friends are not hurting us, yes.”

“So much to learn, it seems.”

“My Lord, I think that is what becoming an adult is about. I suppose you could say that the whole of the Domains is stuck in childhood.”

This time he let out a laugh. “Yes, that does seem so.”

“Is there anything else you wish me to convey to Bart, My Lord?”

“No.”

She stuck out her right hand. Without a word, Avitus shook her hand. Once he was done, she took a step back. She grasped her recall pendant, and spoke the word “Recall” in English. A moment later she was back at the Bureau.

***

Vulcanus was so busy hammering at his anvil that he didn’t notice the man enter. When he did, the visitor didn’t appear to be anyone special. The man’s height and weight appeared to be  average, or half a head shorter than the smith. The man’s fair hair was close-cropped. His face was round and without scars. He appeared to be a merchant of some sort.

“What may I do for you, friend?” he asked the stranger.

“I wish to talk to you for a moment.”

“I have work to do, friend.”

“I would like your attention, without distractions.”

Vulcanus put down his hammer. He stepped around his anvil. He stopped a pace or two in front of the other man, and crossed his arms. He knew that the gesture, along with his height, tended to impress upon people that he didn’t like distractions from his work.

The other man kept his face even. However, he drew aside the cloak he was wearing. Tucked in a holster on the man’s belt was a pistol. Vulcanus glanced at the pistol, about to dismiss it. It was the grip that gave him pause. The grip was like none he had ever seen.

“You are the Blue Pistol,” Vulcanus whispered.

“Indeed I am.”

“You shot Cronus.”

The murder was the talk of the town. The infamous outlaw had shot Cronus, one of the men Duke Macrianus had hired to run the dukedom’s mines. He had shot him on the street, in broad daylight, not a day ago. A guard nearby had tried to pursue the outlaw. The outlaw disappeared in front of several witnesses. The Duke’s men searched the town of Saint’s Hope, and some were still in the surrounding hills and mountains, but they had not found the outlaw.

“If that bothers you, I shall leave. If you are not troubled by his death, may we talk?”

Vulcanus uncrossed his arms. “We may.”

“Good. I am told your younger brother lives with you.”

“What of it?”

“I am told this is because he worked in one of the mines around here, and now does not.”

“He is one of many such men.”

“Does that make you happy, or angry?”

“I am disappointed in Duke Macrianus. He should put his people first. I know the Guild wants their coins, but the Duke ought to allow us to profit from this need.”

It suddenly struck Vulcanus that the stranger didn’t fit the descriptions of the Blue Pistol that witnesses of Cronus’ killing had reported. They saw a man half a head taller, with a thin build and dark hair.

“You are not the man who shot Cronus,” he said.

“I am not, no. But I am who you said I am.” The stranger smiled. “There are now several of us who go by that name. We also disguise ourselves. You may recognize us by our deeds, and our weapons, Vulcanus.”

“I see.”

“You said you were disappointed with Duke Macrianus. Have you thought of expressing your disappointment?”

Vulcanus frowned. He bent down. “You mean, killing the Duke’s men?” he asked in as low a tone as he could.

The stranger shook his head. “No, though if those men no longer run the mines, the Duke will have to hire new men.”

“What do you mean?”

“Tell the Duke of your troubles, Vulcanus. You are not the only man with a brother who no longer works the mines, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Have you gone as a group to petition the Duke?”

“Can we do that?”

“Why not?”

“I do not know if such a thing is permitted.”

“If you need permission from the Duke to tell him of your plight, then your situation is worse than you think. You must make your sentiments plain, Vulcanus. Duke Macrianus must know the danger of his policies.”

“What danger, aside from his closeness to the Guild?”

“The danger, Vulcanus, is that if he buys slaves to work the mines, what other labor will he wish to have done by slaves? Your labor, perhaps?”

“That is absurd. A slave cannot be a smith.”

“A slave can be trained to use a hammer, yes?”

“Of course.”

“To pluck a hot piece of metal from a forge?”

“Yes.”

“To build a fire? To shape?”

“I suppose so.”

“What’s more, a slave will work because he has to. You stop yourself if you are tired. A slave can be worked to death.”

“True, but to replace me?”

“The Duke is an important customer of yours, yes?”

“Indeed.”

“He buys slaves to work the mines so he does not have to pay for their labor. Again, what other labor might he decide is worth cutting his costs? He could buy a few strong males, teach them to smith, and then you are in the same trouble as your brother.”

Vulcanus nodded. “Yes, I see.”

“Vulcanus, you must gather your friends, and speak to Duke Macrianus. You must make him aware of your plight.”

“What if he does not care?”

“You must make him care.”

“How?”

“The Duke buys slaves to save himself coin. You have a brother you must care for. The Duke ought to pay more for your services, to compensate for he has done to your brother.”

Vulcanus paused. Such an idea had popped into his head over the winter. He hadn’t been sure if it was a good idea or not. Now, this outlaw is telling me that I should do such a thing.

“Duke Macrianus would not be happy with me,” he said.

“He would not be happy with any man who charged him more,” the Blue Pistol replied. “However, he wishes to save money at the expense of his people. His people ought to remind him that his first duty is to them.”

“You mean, we all charge the Duke more?”

“Indeed.”

“Yes, I can see how that might get his attention.”

“You must be willing to take other steps, Vulcanus.”

“What other steps?”

“Charge more to the Guild. Refuse to buy slaves.”

“Few people in Saint’s Hope can afford slaves.”

“If those few buy no more, that will make some difference.”

“Is that all?”

“The people must band together. Those who have coins must share with those who are suffering.”

“Even I have little to share.”

The man reached behind his cloak with his left hand. Vulcanus heard the sound of metal clicking together. The stranger brought up his left hand. In his palm was a leather pouch, wide as the palm and tall as a hand. He handed the sack to the smith. Vulcanus believed it was a full of coins. He opened it and poured the contents onto his own left hand. Gold and silver coins spilled out.

“Now you have coins to share,” the Blue Pistol said.

“These are real?”

“As real as you. I would never give a compassionate man false coins. I do have one false coin to give you.”

Vulcanus shoved the coins back into the pouch. The outlaw reached into a pocket in his cloak. He handed over something that resembled a coin. It was the size of a silver coin, but it was not silver, gold, copper, but brass. There was a hand on one side of the thing, and a five-pointed star on the other.

“What is this?”

“It will allow you to identify me, and any of my allies. It will allow them to know you.”

“I see.” He put the brass coin on a nearby table. He hefted the coin pouch in his hand a few times. “These coins, where did they come from?”

“The Blue Pistol.”

“Stolen from the Guild?”

“Does it matter?”

“The Guild punishes those who assist outlaws like you.”

“I punish the Guild.”

“Why?”

“Duke Macrianus buys slaves, instead of paying his own people to work the mines in his dukedom. That, Vulcanus the smith, is why I fight the Guild. Slavery is wrong. It turns people into property. It encourages people to think of themselves, not each other. Your brother’s plight, and the plight of every man in Saint’s Hope who has lost work, should be reason enough for you to agree with me.”

It was not something that Vulcanus had ever thought about before. Yet he had been troubled by what had happened to his brother, and to several other men in town. Everyone knew that the Guild was the town’s best customer of their mines. No one had ever considered that their best customer might demand more and wish to pay less.

There is the trouble of the thing, Vulcanus thought. They have the perfect method to spend less. Sell Macrianus slaves, while offering to continue to pay what they always have. They profit. Macrianus profits.

“We suffer because of slavery,” Vulcanus said.

“You suffer, the slaves suffer, and the Guild and the Duke are happy.”

“Is that not the way of things?”

“It does not have to be. The dukedoms along the Oak River do well enough without slaves, and that was before Duke Avitus expelled the Guild. The same is true in Cold River. The same could be true here.”

“I suppose it was true here, until last spring.” Vulcanus shook his head. “Those are dreams. What are the real actions we can take?”

“You have the start of a plan. Organize. Charge more. Help each other. Spread the word that slavery is the cause of your misfortune. You must make Duke Macrianus hear you. You must make him hear the voices of his people. You have to keep talking until he listens.”

“What if he does not listen?”

The outlaw smiled again. “We shall cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, listen to me. Think about what I have said. You are no fool, Vulcanus. You know there is truth in what I have told you.” He nodded his head once. “Good day.” He turned and walked out of Vulcanus’ shop.

Vulcanus looked at the pouch full of coins. He may be an outlaw, but there is truth in what he said. There is also hope in what he suggests. Besides, Duke Macrianus cannot be so deaf to his own people. We can make him listen. He will see right. We must stop complaining to each other, and speak to him. Then we shall see everything return to what it was.

 

THREE

EARLY SPRING

 

 

 

 

Theodus stood at his father’s left side. He watched the man with the tattered cloak and worn boots approach his father.
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