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ONE

LATE WINTER

 

 

 

 

The Slavers Guild caravan that Cassia Cochran had been waiting for came into her sight. They were still too far away to fire at. She had more waiting to do yet.

In those moments an odd thought entered her mind. That, in and of itself, was not that unusual. Her experience was that, with a battle imminent, the mind tended to wander. She wasn’t sure why that happened. All she knew what that it happened to her, to her husband Bart, and to her friends, when the topic came up for discussion.

The odd thought that came to her in that moment was related to her husband. It was that she had to refer to herself as “Cassia Cochran.” Taking on his “last name” upon marriage was a custom she was unfamiliar with. She had been raised in the Domains. Most people needed only their first name. If they needed more, either they would invoke their title or where they lived. Her “full name,” if she could have been said to have one, was Journeyman Cassia, her title and the name she was given at birth. That was all she needed.

The Federal Republic, across the Western Mountains, was more like Old Earth, not the Domains of this world. There you had a first name and a last name. The last name was your family name. At marriage a woman gave up the last name she had been born with, and took on the last name of her husband.

The concept was strange because it seemed to go against the nature of the Republic. That land had no need for slavery, and thus no need for the unsavory baggage that went with it. When she first heard of the concept, it felt wrong to Cassia. It was if the woman was being told that she belonged to her husband. She no longer had her own last name; she had to take his.

Bart had told her, when she mentioned her concern, that on Old Earth, some women resisted that tradition. They kept their last name, either as a sign of their independence, or because they had become known before marriage and needed to keep their last name to remain famous.

“What about me?” she had asked him.

“You have no last name,” he replied. “We had to give you one for your documents when you chose to join up. It would be better if you took mine. That way, you’d be legal.” He explained what he meant by that, and she understood enough to accept his reasoning. The concept continued to bother her.

Until those moments, waiting for the caravan to come into range. Another reason for her taking Bart’s last name came to her. I took his name to show that I have chosen to make a life with him, she mused. I have committed to him. I have bound myself to him.

True, I bound myself to him years ago. But now, everyone will know that is the case. I am no longer Cassia, formerly of the Slavers Guild of the Settled Domains. I am Cassia Cochran, wife of the first Blue Pistol. Not having a last name was one of the last vestiges of my past, if not the last one. Taking his, marrying him, means that the person that I was, so long ago, is no more. The memories of what I was remain, but the outward signs of who I was are gone now.

I can live with that.

 The caravan was closer than it had been when Cassia had first speculated on the nature of her new name. If I am going to have a future, I should pay attention to why I am here.

Even though one of the slavers driving one of the wagons in the caravan would be her initial target, Cassia took time to examine the wagon in the lead. She wanted to make certain she would see extra nail-heads along the side. She had to find them to know where to shoot.

One of their tasks the previous year was to “get their hooks into” one Master Gratius. Gratius had led the Guild hall in the dukedom of Low Falls. Bart had enlisted Gratius, under a false identity, to try to stir up trouble between the teenaged children of the Dukes of Low Falls and Hilltown. Doing so got Gratius in trouble with the Duke of Low Falls.

That could have hurt Gratius within the Guild. Bart, in revealing his true identity as the Blue Pistol, gave Gratius a way to redeem himself with the Guild’s Lord Masters. Bart gave Gratius plans for reinforcing Guild wagons with strips of steel. The strips were supposed to protect anyone inside the wagon from being shot.

The plans called for the strips to be attached to the interior of the wagon with nails pounded it from the outside. That was how she would know where to aim, so as to make the wagons seem defensible. Last autumn, Bart had attacked a caravan Gratius was leading to his new post at East Port. Now it was Cassia’s turn to provide proof of Gratius’ “wisdom.”

The first wagon was one hundred paces away before Cassia finally saw the extra nail-heads. Once she was sure of that target, she aimed her submachine gun at one of the slavers driving the wagon. She waited until the man’s back was in her sights. She squeezed the trigger to fire a single shot.

She appreciated how useful the submachine gun was, but she preferred shooting with a rifle. The long stock and barrel of a rifle felt solid in her hands when shooting at a distance. She had struggled to control the multiple-bullet bursts of the submachine gun when she first started firing one. Although she no longer had such problems, her preference remained.

This mission, however, required her to use the submachine gun. The gun fired bullets the same length as pistols. That meant that the bullets did less damage on impact than longer bullets used in rifles. At the range she was shooting at, a rifle bullet could punch through the reinforced side of a wagon. The submachine gun’s bullets would not, even if she was closer.

Making Gratius appear smart takes preference over my comfort, she reminded herself.

Her first shot, mortally wounding the slaver, sent his fellows scrambling. Two fired their muskets in her direction. She heard the leader of the caravan order the rest into the wagons.

She could have kept squeezing the trigger. The submachine gun had three firing settings. One was “full auto,” allowing multiple-bullet bursts. The second was “automatic,” which fired single bullets with one long hold on the trigger. The third was the one Cassia had hers set for, “semi-automatic.” She had to pull the trigger each time she wanted to fire.

Even still, she could have fired more than she did. She held back because of the mission. The slavers had to think they were being fired at with one of the Blue Pistol’s slower and older rifles. They had to believe the illusion.

Cassia took careful aim at a slaver running for one of the other wagons. She fired, sending him sprawling to the ground. She tried to find a third man to shoot at. All she saw were legs; the bodies were covered by the back doors of the wagons. She fired at one of the legs she saw. She knew she’d miss, but that was not a problem for her.

All part of our little drama.

As soon as the slavers were inside the wagons, she searched for the extra nail-heads again. Finding them on the first wagon, she fired at the side where one strip was. She took time to find signs of a lower strip, and fired there. She found a spot on the second wagon, and fired at it. She had trouble finding her target on the third wagon, so she fired on the first one again.

By then the other “gift” to Gratius was coming into use by the slavers: “firing slits.” A small section of board from the side of a wagon was cut away and fitted with metal loops on each end of the cut. Loops were also attached to the boards on either side of the small section. Pins stuck through the loops kept the small section in place.

The idea was that, when a wagon came under attack, the occupants could remove the pins, then remove the section of siding. That would allow them to fire from inside the wagon at whoever was firing at them. The idea was so obvious that Cassia was surprised that the Guild hadn’t thought of it after Bart’s first year as the Blue Pistol.

The men she had fired on were at last firing back. Their muskets didn’t have the range to hit her, except by accident. Taking the time for a proper aimed shot exposed the shooter to fire from the outside. Still, she fired wildly back, then retreated into the wilderness quickly and loudly.

Cassia had teleported to this particular spot in the Domains, along the Great River Road between Crown’s Hold and Woodford, with nothing but her weapon. Their spy in Crown’s Hold had reported on the caravan. They knew how much distance a caravan would cover each day. There was no need for her camp, or wait any longer than was necessary.

That allowed her, once she was deep enough in the trees and bushes, to take her recall pendant in her hand. She spoke the word, “Recall,” and magic whisked her away from the Domains. She materialized back at the headquarters of the Bureau of Secret Services in the Republic.

Bart was in the teleport room when she appeared. She handed her gun to an assistant, then hugged Bart.

Bart hugged her back. He smiled. “You weren’t gone for that long, Cassie.”

“I know.”

“Let’s get you debriefed.”

She followed him up to the office of their superior, Ben Harrison. Harrison was reading papers when they arrived. Cassia was allowed to sit down in front of Harrison’s desk first.

“My mission is done,” she said to Harrison.

“Go on,” he replied.

“I dispatched one slaver driving one of the wagons. The others took cover in the wagons. I was able to hit one other slaver before they had all gone inside. I fired at a reinforced section of the lead wagon. I saw nothing, and heard nothing, to suggest that the bullet went into the wagon. I fired three more times at the lead and second wagons. Again, no penetration.”

“Did they fire back?”

“A few did so. I fired above and below them so I could retreat and teleport back.”

“Your view of the mission?”

“I believe that whoever is in charge of the caravan will report that the reinforced wagons protected his men from the Blue Pistol. This, along with Bart’s attack upon the caravan Gratius led last autumn, should convince the Guild that they have a way to resist the Blue Pistol.”

Harrison turned to Bart. “You’ll listen to what our spies report to confirm that?”

“Sure,” Bart said.

“Good. Will our friends in Freeman’s Hold keep their word?”

“I think so. When I head to East Port next month, I’ll talk to Debbie to make certain they sit on their hands this year.”

“All right.” Harrison turned to Cassia again. “I want you to compile information on all the Lord Masters over the next few months. Focus on who sticks to a routine over time.”

“They would be the easiest to assassinate, yes?”

“Probably. I also want you to assemble a report on every Guild hall still operating. I want to know how large the buildings are, down to the foot if our people can manage it. I want to know how many slavers are there on any given day, throughout the year. I want to know how many slaves are in the pens and barracks. Does that number rise or fall during the year? How are the slaves secured? What is the security routine?”

“Bart’s plan has been approved?”

“It has. It took some persuading. I imagine it’ll take some in Freeman’s Hold, too. But if we’re going to give the Guild a year’s respite before hitting them hard, I want us to have every piece of information we can get. I want as little improvisation as possible. We need to have solid plans of attack. We need to know our target.

“You two are going to have time to yourselves for quite a while. Enjoy it. Your days here aren’t going to be that exciting. This time next year, that’s going to change. I want to make damn certain my efforts at getting this plan approved were worth it. So dot every I, and cross every T.”

 

TWO

ONE MONTH LATER

 

 

 

 

Bart rose from the bed when someone knocked on his door. He went to the door to allow his guest to enter his room at the inn. He positioned himself so that his guest wouldn’t be able to see his face until the door was closed.

“Yes?” Bart asked, deepening his voice.

“Master Gratius.”

Bart opened the door with his left hand. As he did so, he drew his pistol from the back of his belt with his right hand. As he closed the door, Gratius turned to face him. Bart smiled to the man.

“You!” The slaver glared at Bart.

“Hello, again,” Bart replied pleasantly.

Bart wasn’t so foolish as to come to East Port without some sort of disguise. Even through there was a whole dukedom and parts of two more between East Port and Low Falls, there was the possibility that someone from Low Falls was in East Port that day. It might be a small chance, but a small chance was greater than no chance. East Port was a booming village. It was entirely possible that someone might be there to trade, or might have relocated to this new and growing community.

Even though last year Bart had visited Low Falls as “Brutus,” he had gone without disguising himself. The main reason for that had been so as not to confuse Ilantia, the daughter of the local Duke. She had to know that she was meeting with Cassia and the Blue Pistol. She had to know who they were and what they looked like. That was so she would believe what they told her about slavery, about their plans, and about Gratius.

That in turn meant that Bart had come to East Port earlier in the day wearing a large piece of felt over his head. The felt had an illusion spell cast on it, allowing the wearing to seem to have black hair. Bart had worn the “hairpieces” early in his days as the Blue Pistol. They weren’t comfortable then, and it wasn’t now. But the discomfort was worth it, seeing how angry Gratius appeared.

“What do you wish?” Gratius asked, his voice a hiss.

“First payment for the help I gave you.” Bart motioned at the bed with his pistol. “Sit. Keep your hands where I may see them.”

Gratius did as he was asked, but did so slowly. Bart didn’t care if that was due to the other man’s fear or his anger. So long as he didn’t do anything that caused Bart to shoot him, Bart didn’t mind waiting.

“I have come to East Port in the guise of a merchant. I have told any who asked, and I will tell you, that I am starting a new business in New Port.”

“What business?”

“The pleasure business.”

“I see.”

“I require slaves, Master Gratius. Young women. As untouched as possible.”

“Ah.”

“I trust you have a few for sale.”

“A few, but I am not certain they are for sale.”

“They are now. There is a coin on the pillow.”

Gratius turned to look. “A gold coin?”

“Yours, if you make them available.”

“May I?”

“Please, but with the same care you took in sitting down.”

Gratius reached out to pick up the coin. He held it in his fingers, tapped it, and rubbed it. “It feels real enough.”

“It is real enough.”

“Thank you.”

“Do not be so generous. Since you know who I am, you also know that I do not intend to keep these young women as slaves. Since you know who I am, you can be sure that the coins I use to pay for them tomorrow will not be as real as that one.”

Gratius shook his head.

“Do not hesitate, Gratius. You know what I can do to you, if you do not go along.”

“I do.”

“Good. You should also know that I have friends here.”

“The wizard, you mean.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps the innkeeper is my friend. Perhaps the blacksmith, or one of the fishermen. Perhaps they all are my friends.” Bart smiled. “Perhaps I have more friends here than you have Guildsmen in the hall.”

Gratius smiled back, but it wasn’t a happy smile.

“You should also know that I have friends outside of town. Friends who are keeping watch on what happens while I am here. They will not be merciful with you if something happens to me while I stay here, or when I leave here.”

“Very well.”

“I do not require more than four young women, Gratius, but I require at least two.”

“Is that all?”

“Bring them here tomorrow morning, during my breakfast or after yours. Bring them here by yourself. The innkeeper and anyone dining with me will be witnesses to the sale.”

“They shall see me, as well.”

“You understand the matter with admirable speed.”

Bart had drafted the plan for this mission last year, when it was clear the Blue Pistol had Gratius by the balls. He would buy valuable slaves from the slaver, and pay for the slaves with fake coins. Gratius would be seen to be paid, but he would know that his hall wasn’t in fact being paid.

While it was against Guild law for slaves to be sold without the sale being recorded by the master of the hall, little stopped said masters from selling a slave themselves. Cassia had told him she knew that such “off the books” sales happened. She knew that the masters kept the payments for themselves. The only time someone got into trouble was if they were so greedy that the Lord Masters had to take notice.

What Bart was asking Gratius to do was nothing that unusual, on the surface. Under the surface, however, Gratius was knowingly selling slaves to the Blue Pistol, and not receiving any payment for those sales. He was putting himself into deeper trouble with the Lord Masters, if the sale became known, along with what had happened the previous year. If word didn’t get out, he was giving the Blue Pistol more control over him.

Either way, Bart thought, the man is screwed.

“I understand everything,” Gratius said. Bart was pleased to hear that some of the anger had seeped out of the man’s voice.

“Good. I do have news to pass along.”

“I heard about what happened on the road to Woodford.”

“You should be proud of yourself, Master Gratius. Your invention saved the lives of several of your fellow Guildsmen.”

“Is that all?”

“For today, Master Gratius. Do keep in mind that it will take a long time for you to pay off your debt to me.”

“I shall.” The slaver stood up. “One day I hope to no longer be in your debt.”

Bart nodded once. Only in your dreams!

***

Bart followed Debbie into her home. While the mission had been about freeing slaves and hooking Gratius farther into betraying the Guild, the trip was about this: a private chat with his second-oldest friend.

“This cabin is going to seem awfully small by the end of this year,” he said.

She sighed. “I know. Jason and I have talked about that.”

“Are you certain yet?”

“Well, I woke up sick all last week, so I’m thinking that’s a sign.” She waved at the small  table in the main room of the home. “Everyone wants to know now. I can wait.”

Bart sat down. “If I haven’t said it already, I’m happy for you two.”

She sat. “Nothing official yet, Bart, but thanks.”

Bart knew that most of the residents of Freeman’s Hold weren’t going to be happy to not be attacking the Guild for a year. Even when he arrived earlier today with three girls, barely teenagers, that he had saved from a life of rape and abuse, he wasn’t exactly welcomed with open arms. For him, fighting the Guild was his profession. For many of the people here, it was their passion. That included the friends who had come to this world before him.

That did not include Debbie, and her husband, Jason, Bart’s oldest friend. It wasn’t only that they understood Bart’s plans. Ever since they had arrived on this world, they had talked about when they would start a family. They talked about the subject before coming here, despite not being engaged at the time, much less married. They were committed to each other, and committed to raising a family.

The one obstacle to that was fighting the Guild. Traveling to and from Freeman’s Hold was not a good place for a pregnant woman to be, much less near an attack on a Guild caravan. Bart’s introduction of Bureau teleport capability here made travel easier, but raids were still too risky. The couple didn’t appear to have any good options for pursuing their dream of a family.

Bart hadn’t chosen this break to help Jason and Debbie, but their dilemma wasn’t far from his thoughts about what the Blue Pistol should do next. He knew that one tiny benefit of his idea was that it would give his friends the break they would need for Debbie to become pregnant. The same would be true for a few other couples in Freeman’s Hold that Bart knew, and he suspected for others he didn’t know.

That too was good for the cause. Freeman’s Hold couldn’t remain a village forever. It needed a substantial population. Community safety required it to have more residents. The more residents, the more able-bodied men and women it could count on to defend it, should the Guild ever attempt an attack. Freeman’s Hold also needed to be larger to be more prosperous and influential. The greater its population, the more that population produced, be it grain or cooking pots. The more it produced, without having slavery, the easier it was to convince others in the Domains that they could thrive without slaves or the Guild.

In short, Bart observed, this break is good for them, even if they don’t appreciate it.

“How about you?” she asked.

Bart shook his head. “Cassia still isn’t sure she wants children. This fight is as much passion as profession for her. She knows that. She sees that, as long as that’s the case, she might not make a good mother. If she can’t be a good mother, she doesn’t want children.”

“Marriage didn’t change her, huh?”

“It didn’t change you, did it?”

“No, I guess not. You do realize that we’re not getting any younger?”

“We’re not even middle-aged yet, Debbie.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m going to be aging pretty quick this year.”

Bart grinned. “But you’ll be glowing.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please. You and I both know that’s a big stinking load.”

He let out a laugh. “I was sure you were going to swear there for a second.”

“Nope.”

“Could I ask you a little something related to the cause?”

“I guess.”

“What do you know about the Duke of North Field?”

“Duke, what’s his name? Vitus? Veetus?”

“Vitellus.”

“Right, Duke Vitellus. Well, his oldest kid, a son, is about twenty. He’s got two younger daughters, right about the age of the girls you brought in today.” She shrugged. “We have heard that he likes card games.”

“That’s what we’ve heard.”

“I thought you had trouble getting spies into there.”

“Getting there, no. Staying there, yes.”

“What’s the problem?”

“No businesses come up for sale, and there never seems to be an opportunity to open a new one.”

“We had a family of slaves make it here a few weeks ago, from there. They said wagons roll through there quite a bit, late spring to the middle of fall.”

“I know. More and more Dukes are learning that the new leaders of Saint’s Hope offer better terms for minerals than they used to get. Our spy in Rivertown says that last year was great for the farmers of that dukedom. His last report was that this might be another good year.”

“I thought the Blue Pistol was taking the year off.”

“The Blue Pistol raids, yes. The overall fight, no. Later on in the summer I’m probably going to go back to East Port. See if our puppet there will get us a few more slaves.”

“What about North Field?”

“We’d like a way in. We know that the hall there isn’t as big as it used to be. But the Guild still has that hall there.”

“As long as it’s there, Cornelia and the folks in Saint’s Hope aren’t entirely safe.”

“Yep.”

Debbie let out a breath. “Well, the Duke likes playing cards.” She smiled. “Why doesn’t the Blue Pistol challenge him to a card game? Wager a couple of your ‘magical’ guns for his title?”

She laughed. He didn’t.

“You’re not taking me seriously?”

He shook his head. “No, not the challenge part.”

“Then what?”

“The wager part.”

“I’m supposed to be irrational one, remember?”

“No, I don’t mean that.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Old West, Debbie.”

“What about it?”

“All that traffic going in and out of North Field. It sounds a little bit like a trading town in the Old West, or a cattle town.”

“So?”

He faced her. “Gambling, Debbie?”

She sucked in a breath. “Gambling saloons. right.” Her eyes widened. “What, you want to start a saloon there?”

“Why not? If this Duke Vitellus likes to wager, what better way to get him into trouble? And with all those wagons coming through, there would be men to appeal to.”

She frowned. “You do realize that gambling takes money away from the poor, and puts it into the pockets of rich companies, or criminals?”

“Criminals like the Blue Pistol?”

Her frown disappeared. “You mean, use the saloon winnings to free slaves?”

He nodded once. “Use it to build up an account to buy slaves and free them. We have spies everywhere, and other allies along the Freedom Road.” He shook his head. “No, that would get them into trouble.”

“What about all this teleport magic we’re using?”

He laughed and nodded. “Right! Teleport outside of town, go in, buy slaves, walk out, and teleport them back here.”

“It’s a good use for immoral money, Bart, but you’d still be taking money from folks who can’t afford to lose money.”

“True, but there’s an opportunity there. Several, in fact.”

“Several?”

He grinned. “Franchise.”

“Controlled by the Blue Pistol. Better, but still not ideal.”

“Think of this way. Do you want these men spending their coins bedding slaves, or losing those coins in games of chance?”

“I thought saloon girls were prostitutes.”

“Not as many as we saw in westerns, Debbie. In reality, they were either there to dance with the patrons, get the patrons to drink, or to hang on the arms of other men to entice them to gamble more. Some were even dealers.”

“Dealers?”

“Blackjack, roulette, that sort of thing.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Which might not be a bad thing to copy, now that I think of it. A pretty lass might encourage more wagering than a man would.”

“Would you serve alcohol?”

“Sure. Tipsy encourages gambling. Drunk doesn’t, so there would be limits. Maybe the rules of the place would be to discourage drinking but encourage play. Let those who just want to drink stay at their inn.”

“How does that help bring the Duke of North Field to our side?”

“Maybe he’s tempted into debt. Maybe he gets a cut, then learns who he’s really in business with. If the man enjoys his games, there’s ways to reel him in.”

“Strange way to fight a war.”

“That’s how we win the war, Debbie. We don’t fight the way the Guild expects us to.”

“Well, now that you have a new plan, I suppose you’ll be off.”

“I don’t have to dash off now. Is there anything else going on?”

“Not really. You already know what’s going on with the old gang. It was a quiet winter.”

“Same here. At least now Cassie and I will have some pressure-free time together.”

“For a while.”

“For a while.”

“When will you be back?”

“Maybe sooner than I thought I would.”

“Why?”

“Well, if this saloon idea gets okayed, where else am I going to find young women willing to help the Blue Pistol?”

She smiled. “If it wasn’t you, Bart, that would not sound nice.”

He echoed her smile. “I know. I’m strange that way.”

She let out a sigh. “I think we all are, but in a good way.”

“Maybe the best way possible.”

“Definitely the best way possible. Definitely.”

 

THREE

ONE MONTH LATER

 

 

 

 

Bart was back at Debbie and Jason’s, but this time he was the one waiting. Waiting for her and three more guests. When the first of them came through the front door, he said, “Here comes trouble.”

That first guest was a red-haired young woman named Vina. She was short, about as tall as Cassia was, and about as petite. She had a round face, blue eyes, and a warm smile. A younger,  prettier, redheaded Cassia, he noted.

Which was true in other ways. Vina had been liberated by Cassia years ago as part of the great Blue Pistol raid on the slave pens at New Port. Vina had been watched over by her older sister. The sister was sold not long before Vina was freed. That left her isolated. Vina’s reaction to being freed was to want to find her sister. That desire made her want to learn how to fight. There was almost no chance she’d ever find her sister, but Vina never gave up her interest in learning to fight.

As such the teenager, like Cassia, was dangerous for her size. She wielded a knife like nobody’s business, according to Debbie. She was an above-average shot. She used her height to her advantage when grappling with bigger opponents.

She might look like the typical teenager. Hell, she might act like one, at times. But she’s not a girl to underestimate.

Bart stood as the four women came into the home. Vina approached him first. She smiled to him and gave him a light hug. “It is good to see you,” she said in her accented English.

“Good to see you, too.”

“Is Cassia here?”

“Not this time.”

Bart turned to the tallest of the three. “Disappointed?”

“We can spar another time,” she replied.

The tallest of the trio was named Alia. She was about as tall as Bart was, which was tall for the Domains. She had brown hair and dark eyes. She didn’t have a voluptuous figure, but she was considerably more shapely than Vina.

She too had been freed as part of the New Port operation. She was a couple of years older than Vina. Her age and appearance made her a handful for Cassia to deal with while she moved her group of girls away from New Port. Cassia had to handily beat Alia in a fight to get the young teenager to obey her orders.

Cassia had guessed from her behavior that Alia was probably the youngest of her mother’s children, had always been the tallest, and had never made friends. She was angry and rebellious. Cassia had to work to show Alia how to channel her feelings. Cassia made certain that, when Alia finally reached Freeman’s Hold, they would continue her effort.

Oddly enough, that initial rough patch forged something of a bond between Cassia and Alia. When Cassia would come here, on her own or with Bart, she made it a point to see Alia. By the end of Alia’s first year in Freeman’s Hold, she was eager to show Cassia her progress in her combat skills. Cassia would sometimes go one-on-one with Alia, whether it was with guns, with knives, or in a wrestling match.

If Vina is Cassie’s clone, Bart noted, Alia is her mirror image.

Alia was not one for hugs. She shook Bart’s hand. It was a solid grip. She did smile to him while she shook his hand; her smile was as warm as Vina’s. She shook his hand a couple of times, then sat down next to Vina.

Bart looked at the third teenager. “Good to see you this time, Thalia.”

Thalia smiled shyly and nodded once. “Thank you. Good to see you, as well.”

In her appearance, Thalia looked something like Alia, though she was half a head shorter. Her hair was darker than Alia’s, but she had similarly dark eyes and a shapely figure. Like the other two young women, Thalia had also been freed from New Port.

That was where the similarities ended. Thalia was no easier or harder for Cassia to deal with. When she arrived in Freeman’s Hold, she took up combat training. She was average at everything except hand-to-hand combat. There she was too hesitant to be effective.

She distinguished herself in other ways, which was why she was there with Alia and Vina. She had taken to learning spoken English quickly. She learned to read far faster and far better than any of the other girls she’s been brought in with, and more than most slaves who had ever made it to Freeman’s Hold. Debbie had told Bart more than once in the last year that Thalia appeared to be as smart as he was.

Maybe now I can test that out.

He waited for Thalia to sit down before he did. He locked eyes with Debbie. She nodded, and edged back to the front door.

“I came here because I wanted to speak to all three of you,” he began. “I have a mission to tell you about. I think you three might be ideal for this mission.”

“What is it?” Vina asked.

“Let him talk,” Alia said. She tapped Vina on the shoulder. Vina responded by rolling her eyes before focusing back on Bart.

“This mission is simple, on the surface, but is more than it seems. I intend to open a place to gamble in North Field.”

“Why?” Alia asked.

“It appears that the Duke of North Field likes card games. He seems to like to wager.”

“Do you wish him to wager his dukedom?”

Bart laughed in spite of himself. “I doubt he would risk so much the moment we appear. No, Alia, I don’t wish that. Although, if he is that foolish, I’d be a fool not to take that bet.”

“Then, what is the plan?”

“The plan is to start this place, a gambling hall, to learn more about the dukedom. Wagons to and from Saint’s Hope and Rivertown pass through North Field quite a bit, once spring is in full bloom. The traffic is strong till the middle of the fall. North Field itself is fairly prosperous.

“That prosperity has been a problem for us, in the Republic. There hasn’t been a chance to establish someone there to spy for us. We can send someone to work a caravan, or work in the fields, but we’ve not had someone there for more than a few weeks. This gambling hall is a chance to have someone there for at least a good part of the year.”

“Would only one of us go?” Vina asked.

“No. I need a few women to go with me. Also going with me will be Paul. You remember him? Good. Paul will be the one to run the hall. I will come as the owner. I’ll stay for up to a week, to make certain the hall gets going. I’ll go away, on other business, and come back from time to time.”

“Why do you need a few women?”

Bart smiled to Vina. “That, young lady, is an excellent question. It gets to how this gambling hall might succeed, as far as earning coins. It seems obvious to say this, but men like young women who seem pretty, even if those women are only prettier than average.”

This time Alia tapped both Vina’s and Thalia’s shoulders.

“Men also like it when pretty women smile to them,” he continued, “or speak to them, or appear to like them, even for just an instant. All three of you fit that bill. Vina is probably the most striking of the three of you, because of her hair and eyes, but Alia and Thalia, you won’t need much to make yourselves truly attractive. Once you become eye-catching, all you have to be is pleasant, and men will try to impress you.”

“They will gamble more,” Thalia said.

Bart pointed at her. “There’s a clever girl.” He put his hand down. “The women who work in this hall are there to encourage the men who come in to wager, and to wager more. They’ll smile, be encouraging, congratulate the winners and console the losers.”

“There are prettier women here than us,” Alia said.

“But not as good as fighting,” Vina said to her. She looked at Bart. “That is why you speak to us, yes?”

“That’s right,” Bart answered. “More attractive women might not be able to handle themselves in case of trouble. Furthermore, to keep men in the hall for more than one game, the hall will have to serve liquor. We need women who can take care of themselves, and have an advantage in taking care of drunk men.”

“I am not as good as them,” Thalia said, glancing at Alia and Vina.

“Maybe not as good a fighter,” Bart replied, “but you are as pretty. You also have another advantage.”

“What is that?”

“I’m told you’re smart. That’s going to be helpful.”

“How?”

“It comes from how we think a gambling hall in the Domains would work. People here already understand betting. It goes on in every tournament. The more well-to-do play cards. The common game here is ranks and suits. In the Republic, and on Old Earth, that game is called poker.

“We know there are vacant homes in North Field. There was an influx of people from Saint’s Hope for a couple of years. Most of those people went back, after Macrianus died. Not all the homes that were build have new owners. The plan is to buy one of those homes and turn it into a gambling hall.

“We’ll allow a table for ranks and suits. We will introduce two new games for men to try their luck at. One will be called the ‘Wheel of Luck,’ the other, ‘Twenty-One.’” Bart looked at Thalia. “This is where intelligence becomes important.

“The Wheel of Luck is just that, a wheel that is spun. Printed on the wheel will be the numbers one to forty-nine. Forty-nine is seven times seven. Since seven is considered lucky in the Domains, seven times seven should be all the more so. The numbers are colored red or blue, in groups of three. Small, thin spikes are set on the side of the wheel. On one side of the wheel is a thin strip of parchment, the marker. The spikes are guides so that, when the wheel stops spinning, the marker will point to a colored number.

“This is how you wager on the wheel. You can bet on odd or even numbers, or on red or blue numbers, coming up on a spin. Because these are the most common occurrences, the payout is two to one.”

“If you bet one copper,” Thalia said, “you win two.”

“Exactly. The next level of betting is on groups of seven. Since that’s less common, the payout is five to one.”

“Would you bet on a number between one and seven?” Thalia asked.

“Yes.”

“I see. If you bet a copper, and wheel stops spinning within that group of seven you bet on, you would win five coppers.”

“Right. The last level of betting is to bet on a single number coming up. Since the chances of that are low, the payout is ten to one.”

“It would be a one in forty-nine chance,” Thalia said. “That doesn’t seem to be a wise bet.”

“It’s not, but it’s tempting. If you put down a copper, you stand to earn ten, if your number comes up. You pay very little, but you can earn a great deal.”

“If someone wins, will not the hall lose coins?” Alia asked.

“Thalia,” Bart said, “suppose forty-nine men are at the table. Each one places one copper on a number. One of them wins. He keeps his copper, and gets ten more. How many remain?”

She was silent for a moment. Her eyes lost focus; Bart guessed she was doing the calculation in her head. “Thirty-eight.”

He smiled to the three women around the table. “The hall, known as the house, takes in thirty-eight coppers. The payout comes from ten men who wagered. The winner keeps what he put down. The house keeps the rest.”

“There’s a saying on Old Earth,” Debbie said. The younger women turned to look at her. “It goes something like, ‘Never bet against the house,’ right, Bart?”

He nodded. “There’s that, and, ‘The house always wins.’ It’s important to remember those sayings when gambling,” he said to the three, once their attention was back on him.

“Why wager if that is so?” Alia asked.

“The temptation to win,” Vina answered.

“Good for you,” Bart said to her. “It’s easy money, if you win. The bad part is that the more you want to win, when it comes to games like the Wheel, the higher the chances are that you’ll lose. You have to take a greater risk if you want the greater reward.”

“It does seem unfair,” Vina said, “taking coins like that.”

“It is unfair, but that’s how gambling halls work. Their profit comes from those who wager and lose. In this case, that profit will go to our cause. We can buy slaves and free them. Freeman’s Hold can invest in improvements without taking much more in taxes from the people who live here. We can use the coins to entice others to help us.”

“It is no more immoral than killing Guildsmen,” Alia said.

“Maybe not as immoral as that,” Bart said. “Immoral, but in the service of a higher good.”

“You said there were two games to introduce,” Thalia said to him. “What is the other one?”

“It will be called Twenty-One,” Bart replied. “It’s a variation on a game called Blackjack, which is common in the Republic and on Old Earth. The rules have been simplified a bit.”

Bart had brought with him a pack of cards from the Republic. It was a pack he owned. He had already shuffled the cards. He felt it would be helpful to have handy illustrations of play, and that meant dealing the cards he knew. He took the pack box out of his shirt pocket, took the cards out of the box, and dealt them to himself and the three women sitting with him.

“The goal of Twenty-One is to reach that number without going over. You must have a higher total than the dealer and the other players to win. The number cards have that number as their value. What you call the rank cards, what we would call the face cards, all equal eleven.

“The dealer deals the first card to him, face-up. The dealer then deals the first card to each player face-up. Before the deal, the players put money into the pool to enter the game.”

“What pool?” Alia asked.

“The pool of coins you can win,” Vina answered.

Bart nodded to Vina. “Right.” He dealt four cards off the top of the deck. “Dealer has a ten. Thalia, you have an eight. Alia, you have a four. Vina, the duchess is worth eleven. Understand? Good.

“The dealer deals his second card. Dealer has a seven. The dealer deals the second card to the players face-down. The players can look at the card, but they cannot remove the card from the table. They cannot show the card to any other player. Understand? Here are your cards.

“Now, everyone has a choice. The dealer has seventeen. That means the dealer will not take any more cards. The house stands at seventeen or higher. The house calls at sixteen or lower, meaning the house will take a chance on another card. Therefore, the house stands.

“The players have three options. They can stand, which means they hold onto the cards they have. They can call, ask for a third card. However, the player that chooses to call must put at least as much into the pool as they put in on the first play.”

“If that means they paid in one copper at the start,” Vina said, her tone part speaking and part questioning, “they would put in one copper to call.”

“Right. The third option is to raise. Can you guess what that means?”

“To put more in?”

“Right again. A player can raise, whether or not they call for another card.”

“For the same reason as in ranks and suits?”

Bart stared at the teenager for an instant. “You know ranks and suits?”

“It’s a very popular game around here,” Debbie said from her spot a few steps away from the table. “No wagering with money, of course.”

“Of course.” Bart glanced at each of the trio. “Yes. A player raises to express confidence in his hand, or to bluff the other players. Since all the players know what the dealer has, they have some knowledge of whether or not the cards they have will beat the dealer. That lets them try to outwit the other players.

“So, you know what you have. Does anyone call?”

“I call,” Alia said.

“Stand,” Vina said.

“I call,” Thalia said.

Bart dealt a card to Alia and Thalia. Alia abruptly frowned and her body slumped.

“I’m guessing you’re over twenty-one,” he said to her.

“Yes.”

“The rules state that if you go over twenty-one, you must turn over your cards. That way, everyone knows you’re not cheating by increasing the pool with illegal calls or raises.”

Alia showed the other two cards, a duchess and a duke.

“At this point, Thalia, you could call again, raise, if we were playing for money, or stand. What’s your choice?”

“I stand.”

“Players, turn over your cards.”

Thalia had added to her eight with a three and a six. Vina had held with a duchess and a nine. Vina grinned.

“Vina wins,” Bart said.

“What do I win?” she asked him.

“You can say you won the first game of Twenty-One played in the Domains.”

“Fair enough.”

“If the three of you decide to join this mission, I’ll show you the rules, and tell you strategies for playing the game.”

“Why?” Alia asked. “I mean, why tell us how to win, if we are to be dealers?”

“Hints and strategies are valuable commodities, Alia. There might be times when it will be in your interest, as part of the overall mission, to give advice to a player. Remember, the first goal of this mission will be to gather information on the dukedom and the people in it, and passing through it.”

“We can exchange help for knowledge,” Thalia said.

“Exactly. You see a struggling player who might know something that would help our cause. You pull the fellow aside and offer a hint in exchange for something he knows.”

“He wagers more, and perhaps we earn more, and we learn something helpful.”
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