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Bart aimed his grenade launcher at one of the upper-story windows of the Slavers Guild hall in Rivertown. He fired an incendiary round. The round crashed through the window. Bart waited for the explosion.

The resulting ball of fire blew out the window the round had gone through. Bart aimed at the second window. Even though the first round would be enough to injure several of the slavers asleep on that floor, Bart wanted to do more. He fired a second round, adjusting the weapon’s trajectory as well as he could so the round would explode farther from the window.

The second round didn’t blow out the window it went through, but the explosion caused more cries and screams. At least one sounded female.

Bart wasn’t happy about that. He didn’t like the idea of slaves getting cause in the crossfire between the Blue Pistol and the Guild. They were victims of the Guild, innocent bystanders that sometimes got caught in the war on slavery. The Blue Pistol was supposed to free them, not hurt or kill them.

However, the Guild couldn’t think that slaves would protect them from the Blue Pistol’s wrath. They couldn’t hide behind slaves on the road. They couldn’t keep slaves in their halls to prevent attack. They couldn’t expect having hostages would keep them from harm. When they got home, Bart might get a glare from Cassie, or questions from Vina, but in the end, they’d understand his point. In the end, they were as passionate about the cause as he was.

Bart loaded a third round, and fired it through the one window on the ground floor. The blast from that grenade blew out the window. Bart readied a fourth round. He paused when he heard shots from the other side of the building.

That would be Cassie and Vina, he thought.

There were two logical responses to this attack. One was to head for the front door. The other was to head out the back. The first, while logical, was unlikely. The Guild was learning from hard experience that charging out the front door only got Guildsmen killed. Bart kept Paul close by just in case someone decided to act rather than think. Cassia and Vina were posted behind the structure in case the slavers tried to be smart.

Bart fired a fourth round into the hall. At that point, the firing would be overkill, if his goal had simply been to rid the Settled Domains of a few more slavers. If the upstairs fire hadn’t gotten them, Paul, Cassie, and Vina would cut down anyone that tried to get out. That wasn’t the only goal of this raid.

It wouldn’t be enough just to kill the members of the hall still in Rivertown. There were others on the road that had to be disposed of, and their time would be coming. No, the point of this raid was to reduce the Guild presence in the Dukedom of Rivertown to nothing. It wasn’t enough that the slavers died. The hall building had to go, too.

Grenades weren’t going to completely do that job. The hall, like most of the important buildings in the Domains, was constructed of stone. Inside, though, there were wood floors, wood furniture, cloth, papers, and maybe some black powder. Bart could hear the latter hissing, popping, and exploding with modest bangs. All that flammable material would burn from the grenades’ blasts and fire spells. The stone exterior would keep the fire from spreading, but it wouldn’t save the interior.

This two-stage assault would cause the Guild serious trouble. Not only would there be no Guildsmen left in Rivertown, but the hall would be damaged beyond repair. If they were going to maintain a presence in this dukedom, it wouldn’t be enough to move Guildsmen or hire new members. They’ve to spend their gold and silver rebuilding the hall itself.

Maybe they will, and maybe they won’t. If they do, we’ll come back and do this again. One way or the other, this dukedom is going to be lost to them.

Bart had considered the notion that perhaps the way to oust the Guild from the dukedom was to get dirt on the new Duke. Cassie talked him out of it. “We need to destroy a hall and everyone in it,” she’d argued. “The Blue Pistol has to be less than subtle, some of the time.”

“Crude we can do,” Bart had replied.

He glanced at Paul. Paul nodded in response. Bart looked down the street to the other man on the team, Daniel. Daniel nodded to Bart when their eyes met. Bart tried to listen over the growing fire inside the hall.

After a minute or two he heard the sound of horses’ hooves treading on the ground, followed by a single pistol shot. Bart made eye contact with Paul. The two men backed up in the alley where’s they’d launched their attack. Their horses were tied up halfway down the alley. They mounted, and rode forward.

They didn’t race out of the alley and onto the street. While that looked cool in westerns, it wasn’t the best way to leave a town. The faster a horse moved, the more attention the rider had to pay to the horse and staying on it. That kept said rider from knowing what was going on around him. While it wasn’t likely that any ordinary person would try to play hero and stop the Blue Pistol, there was the ducal guard to consider.

Bart and Paul trotted a few buildings over to where Daniel had been hiding. Neither of them heard footsteps or horses on the street. Bart faced one direction and Paul the other while Daniel got on his own horse. The three rode cautiously for a couple of blocks, then urged their mounts to flee the town.

They met up with the two women on the north side of town. The five of them rode north along the road for a few miles. The plan was to make it appear that the Blue Pistol was heading to the Dukedom of North Field. If anyone survived the attack on the hall, or the Duke chose to contact the Guild, that would be the initial report.

Not that getting word to the Guild along that route would be easy. Two months earlier, the Master of the hall in North Field tried to capture Thalia. She was part of an operation in North Field that consisted of starting a gambling business. As it happened, the son of the Duke of North Field took a liking to her. The second year of the business, he started courting her. The two fell in love, and a few months back became engaged.

Thalia had been one of several girls freed in an attack on the slave pen in New Port years earlier. Somehow the Master of the North Field hall found a journeyman who recognized Thalia. He demanded the Duke return her as “stolen property.” The Duke’s son, persuaded to see slavery as wrong like they did, wasn’t intimidated by the Guild Master. He called the Master’s claim an insult and demanded satisfaction. The Master accepted the challenge, and a duel was held.

The Duke’s son knew he couldn’t beat the Master at armed combat, so he put down his sword. The Master was determined to get Thalia, and was willing to kill the unarmed young man to get her. Thalia shot him, along with the journeyman who recognized her. Bart and two others cut down the other slavers of the hall who’d come to witness the duel.

While the Duke of North Field wasn’t certain about becoming an ally of the Blue Pistol, he could see the dishonor in the Master’s actions. He understood that the reason for that dishonorable course was the arrogance of the Guild. They were the one power throughout the Settled Domains. It was easy for their members to believe they had an equal or better status than any Duke.

That was persuasion enough for the Duke. He would allow the marriage to happen early in the spring. As a present to his son and the young man’s bride, he would formally close the Guild hall in his dukedom. For now, though, the Guild could ride through North Field, but staying there was risky.

Still, it didn’t matter whether or not anyone told the Guild that the Blue Pistol left Rivertown and headed for North Field. A courier might get to the next dukedom, Cross Town, fairly quickly. But they then the next stage of the operation would be underway, if not over.

The team camped for the night near the road. The next day they crossed the road and the Little South River. They headed south-southeast. It was a slog going overland. It was late in the morning when they reached their destination.

That destination was a spot a few miles northeast of the town of Rivertown. The year before the Guild had cut a new road to connect Rivertown with the Dukedom of Iron Plain. It was an extension of an overland road that already existed between Iron Plain and Cross Roads.

This was clearly an alternate route for Guild caravans, and therefore useful for the Guild to have constructed. Bart wondered if it was also the first part of two other plans. One would be to cut another overland road from Rivertown east to the Dukedom of Hilltown. They would not only have another route to access Hilltown, but there would be plenty of land to settle. If the Guild got control of that land, they could profit from those settlers.

The other plan would be to extend the southwestern overland road towards Saint’s Hope. Not only had the Guild be ousted from there a few years earlier, but so had the Duke. Saint’s Hope was home to several mines, including gold and silver mines. Removing the Guild from there denied them access to an easy supply of coins. Bart believed the Guild might attempt to build a road from Hilltown to Saint’s Hope to get that wealth back in their hands.

Yet another reason for taking out the Guild in Hilltown.

The team rode down the road for the rest of the day. Their attack on the hall was timed to go off two days after a caravan left Rivertown for Iron Plain. Bart wanted to be sure that they wouldn’t inadvertently catch up to the caravan while on the road. The attack on the caravan had to be an ambush for it to work.

The next day they resumed their journey. This time Paul rode about half a mile ahead of the other four. In the early part of the morning he stopped, backed his horse up, then held up his right arm. The others dismounted and let their horses forward on foot. Bart saw the reason for the halt when he reached Paul’s side.

He could see, just over a rise in the road, that the caravan was disappearing around a bend ahead. He didn’t see any wagons, but he saw two men riding side by side. The Guild was continuing with their habit of having two slavers following behind caravans. The pair were supposed to ride back to the nearest ducal town to report any attacks.

We’ll just see about that.

Bart glanced at the members of the team. “We’ve found them,” he said. “Time to get off the road and take out the caravan.”

They left the road and entered the wilderness south of the road. Progress was slow, but no one complained. There was no hurry to catch up to the caravan. It would be another five or six days before it reached Iron Plain. They’d have time to carry out this part of their mission.

Bart noted that the forging of a new road was a decent enough idea for the Guild. The one problem with the idea was that the road was completely new. There were no towns or villages beyond the seats of the dukedoms along the road.

That was a problem because of the Blue Pistol. Elsewhere in the eastern part of the Domains, towns were half a day to a day apart by foot. That didn’t leave many places to surprise a Guild caravan on the road. There was no way to attack a caravan at night; the slavers camped in the village or slept in village houses, inns, or churches.

This road cut through unclaimed wilderness. No villages had been created along it yet. That offered plenty of places to attack the caravan while it was moving. If there was no ideal place for such an ambush, they could easily attack where the slavers camped. No one would hear them moving; there were no civilians that could get in the way; and help for the slavers was a long ways off.

Late in the afternoon Bart’s team caught even with the slaver caravan. They continued past the caravan a couple of miles, and set up their own camp. Paul made a quick check of the road nearby. His report wasn’t encouraging.

“Looks like they’ll be coming to a point where the road goes up a hill,” he said. “There’s not much cover on the top of the hill.”

“That is where I would camp, if I were them,” Cassia said.

Bart nodded. “Same here.”

“What do we do?” Vina asked.

“We’ll camp here for the night. We’ll try to head out early in the morning. I think the first attempt to consider is a daylight attack while they’re moving.”

The night passed quietly. They were in motion while the slavers were still eating, from what Paul’s dawn scout suggested. They traveled another mile or so through the wilderness before getting back onto the road.

Another mile beyond that point, Bart called for a halt. At that place, the road crossed a small creek. The trees and bushes grew close to the road on either side of the bridge over the creek for a quarter of a mile in either direction.

Bart looked at Cassia. “What do you think?”

“I like the cover, but not so much the bridge,” she answered.

“Paul?”

“Seems like a good choke point to me.”

Bart gave the area another examination. “I think we’ll try here,” he said. “Dismount.”

Once the others were off their horses Bart gathered them around him. “Paul, Daniel, and I will take the north side of the creek. Cassie, you and Vina take the south. You two stay together. Paul, you and Daniel will hide on the west side of the road. I’ll take the east.”

“Who fires first?” Cassia asked.

“I will. Cassie, you and Vina keep back from the bridge a bit. Your first shots should be at the two men in the rear. Paul, you and Daniel stay close to the road. Don’t try for special aimed shots. Knock down first, kill later. Okay? Everyone clear? Good. Move!”

In minutes the members of the team had taken cover. Standard precaution was to keep the horses at least half a mile from any road, so they wouldn’t be heard. There was no guarantee that they wouldn’t startle when the battle began, but there would be plenty of other horses available if they startled enough to run off.

Once Bart had his horse tied up and had found a tree to hide behind, he got his weapons ready. He planned to open up with his rifle. The grenade launcher was at his feet. This time he wouldn’t fire incendiary shells, but antipersonnel rounds. Those rounds wouldn’t hurt any slavers that took refuge in the wagons, but that was fine. They’d have another use.

Waiting for an attack was always a challenge. It was dull. The mind could wander. On this day, Bart let his mind drift to what could be done to the Guild next year. The Blue Pistol had his hooks in a newly-promoted Lord Master. He hoped that Lord Master Gratius would come up with useful information against the three Dukes Gratius was told to research.

Two Lord Masters had been killed earlier in the year, one other hall had been attacked, along with two caravans. There wouldn’t be as many Lord Masters to target next year. The tricky part about caravan attacks was that, though they had the Freedom Road to get slaves to safe territory, the caravans were getting bigger. Not all slaves freed in a raid could be teleported to safety, nor could they all take the Freedom Road at once.

We have some options, but others aren’t as easy as when I started out all those years ago. We’re going to have to get even more clever.

Around the time Bart had that thought, the caravan came into sight. He breathed a small sigh of relief when he saw it. It consisted of only two wagons. Two men were riding each wagon, a driver and a guard. Four men marched in front of the horses leading the first wagon. Two marched between the wagons, along with twenty slaves in two lines of ten. The two rear riders were about a couple hundred yards behind the second wagon.

Bart smiled. Only two of us could have managed this one. He took a breath. Don’t get cocky. Find your target, and get ready.

He drew a bead on the driver of the first wagon. He waited for it to get onto the bridge. That would limit the options for the four men in front.

As soon as the wagon rolled onto the bridge, he fired. The driver’s body flopped backward. He moved the barrel of his rifle to target the second driver.

Before he fired a second shot, the others in the team opened up. Bart took his shot; the driver fell to the ground.

He glanced around. The women had taken care of the two men riding behind the wagons; one shot the second wagon’s guard. Two of the four in front were down. The other two and the third driver had made their way to the back of the first wagon.

Time to pull out the artillery.

Bart set down his rifle and took hold of the launcher. He loaded a shell. He aimed it at the front wheel on his side of the road and fired. The blast shattered the wheel.

He loaded a second shell, and fired at the other wheel. The wheel broke, and the wagon tipped over. Bart heard a black-powder pistol go off inside the wagon, followed by a cry. Bart slung the launcher over his back and picked up his rifle.

“Move out!” he shouted. He saw Paul move towards the three men in front. Daniel moved to the wagon from his side. Bart came up from his.

“All dead!” Paul called out.

“All dead!” Cassia called from behind the second wagon.

“You in the wagon!” Bart said in Latin. “Come out with your hands raised!”

A moment later the wagon door swung open. Two young men staggered out. They kept their hands well above their heads.

“Three of you went in,” Bart said.

“Valenius is wounded,” one of the two replied.

“Lie on the ground. Faces down.”

Once the slavers were lying face-down, Bart made eye contact with Daniel. Daniel nodded and turned to look at Paul. As Daniel jogged away, Cassie and Vina came into Bart’s view. Bart looked at Cassie; she nodded back. She touched Vina with her left hand. Vina held back while Cassie approached the two slavers.

“Who has the keys?” she asked.

“Valenius.”

Paul and Daniel entered the wagon. A moment later Bart heard the sound of metal jangling metal. Paul yanked a ring of four keys from the slaver, who’d taken a shot to his belly. Daniel laid the man down next to the other two surviving slavers. Paul took the keys and walked to where the slaves were, crouched on the ground between the upright wagon and the overturned one.

“What are you to do with us?” the second unhurt slaver asked.

“Send a message to your masters,” Bart answered. “Rivertown is closed to the Slavers Guild. Rebuild the hall, and the Blue Pistol will take it down again. No caravan from that place will be safe, and no Guildsmen I catch will be allowed to live.”

“How will we make it to Iron Plain?”

“Ride as fast as you can. I’ll allow you food and water for the journey. Consider it Christmas mercy. Do not pray you get more in the coming year. I assure you, God will no longer hear your prayers.”
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Bart cleared his throat to quiet down the small group. The group had assembled in the community building in Freeman’s Hold. Bart’s old friends Jason and Debbie were there. Seated with them was the the Mayor of Freeman’s Hold and the leaders of the two other Freeman’s Hold raiding teams. There were a few other men present; Bart only knew one, Len Prager, who was a friend of Jason’s but not one of his. Bart’s wife Cassie stood not far from him, holding a sheet of rolled-up paper.

“I’ve been told there’s one question that you’ve been asking, over and over, since we brought the Republic’s teleportation magic and procedures here,” Bart said. “My boss sent me here to answer that question.”

Jason smiled. “What question would that be?” He didn’t ask on cue, but Bart knew that he or Debbie would be inclined to help Bart and Cassie along.

“Why doesn’t the Blue Pistol attack the Main Guild Hall in Cross Roads?”

“Well, why don’t you?” Prager asked. “You’ve got a Lord Master in your pocket. Have him take a bomb in.”

Bart was tempted to give Prager a piece of his mind. That the Blue Pistol had some control over Lord Master Gratius was supposed to be a secret. Bart didn’t go after Prager for two reasons. The first was that relations between himself and some of the important persons in Freeman’s Hold were strained. The Mayor was still unhappy that the bombs sent to several of the Dukes a few years back weren’t the first steps of a revolution. This meeting was because others wanted answers to the question that this meeting was to address.

The other reason was that no one there knew which Lord Master the Blue Pistol had his hooks into. Only four people knew for certain: Bart, Cassia, Lord Master Gratius, and Ben Harrison, Bart and Cassia’s superior. If anyone from Freeman’s Hold let that information slip out, they wouldn’t be able to name names. Indeed, Bart wondered if it might not be in the best interests of the Blue Pistol campaign to do just that. The High Master and the Lord Masters might go at each other trying to find out if the statement was fact, and who the traitor was.

“Okay, Len,” Bart said, “let’s start there. First off, since sending the bombs to the Dukes, the Guild is probably searching every parcel and bag brought into the Main Hall. Maybe even in every important hall elsewhere. Any inspection will find a bomb at the entrance. The purpose of sneaking a bomb in is so it goes off inside the target, not at the entrance to the target.”

Prager shrugged. “Just build a bigger bomb.”

“There are only so many sticks of dynamite a man can carry. Besides which, when does the bomb explode? Ideally, it explodes when the High Master and the Lord Masters are in the same room. Problem: it will seem odd to the others if one of them carries a package into that room that no one’s looked at until that moment.”

“Big problem,” Jason said.

“Right. Which brings up another problem. Do you tell the man carrying the bomb that he’s carrying a bomb?”

The Mayor shook his head. “Of course not. Let the bastard get surprised like the rest.”

“But how do you set the bomb off? The Republic is advancing our magic, and our technology, but remote detonators are still a ways off. So, either you set it on a timer, or a trigger.

“Timers are tricky because they require knowing when something will happen. Being off by fifteen minutes could be the difference between a few people dying, and several people dying. If you don’t know when the event you want to hit will actually take place, a timer is pointless.

“Triggers and timers are tricky because they can be finicky. Something gets moved or broken in transit, and the bomb doesn’t go off. There’s also the problem that any advanced mechanism that fails will give the Guild knowledge of that mechanism. The Guild is starting to conceive of the idea of a gun that fires multiple shots. We don’t need to give them any more ideas, accidentally or otherwise.”

“Could the man carrying the bomb sabotage it?” Debbie asked.

Bart gave her a quick smile of thanks. “That’s a very good question. Yes, absolutely he could. It might not take much effort to sabotage a bomb. That not only gives the Guild information about the mechanism, but maybe the explosive as well.

“That leads to the biggest problem with a man carrying a bomb. If you don’t tell him he’s carrying it, and he gets curious, he could do one of two things. He could sabotage it and hand it over. Or he could leave the bomb somewhere, so it goes off anywhere other than it’s target.

“What if you do tell him he’s carrying a bomb? Well, you have those same two problems, plus one more. He could choose to place the bomb somewhere. Instead of it blowing up an enemy, it could blow up a friend, or innocent people.

“In the end, a bomb is only going to work if the person carrying it is willing to sacrifice themselves, is skilled enough to plant it and escape, or the bomb can easily be placed and detonated remotely at the right time.”

“That’s encouraging,” the Mayor said.

Bart shook his head. “I’m not here to be encouraging. I’m here to give you the facts.”

“Okay, then, so a bomb’s not a good idea. How about a plain, old-fashioned, direct raid on the damn place?”

Bart turned to Cassia. “Unroll it.”

Ever since Cassie had been turned against the Guild, Bart had wanted her to map out the Main Guild Hall. It took time because she had to work from memory. It also took time because they had more important missions to accomplish. Eventually she was able to lay out a rough floor-plan of the building. Her sketches were taken to an architect in the Republic to create something realistic. That realistic drawing was what she unrolled.

“This is the interior of the structure,” Bart said, in case anyone in the room couldn’t guess fast enough. “You’ll notice it has three floors, two above ground, and a basement. What you can’t see is that this building is set back some distance from the nearby streets.”

“How far?” Jason asked.

“Without someone to measure it, there’s no way to know for sure. Best guess is twenty to thirty yards. Surrounding this building and two other structures is a wall six feet high. The wall is topped by a warded chain. The Main Hall is also warded, so that only those wearing Guild pendants can enter without suffering pain.

“Those ward spells are the first obstacle to attacking the compound. There’s no way to know how long it would take a spellcaster to take out those wards. My experience is that it takes half a hour to knock out small wards cast on small halls. The Main Hall? Hours for a top person. Maybe less for a team of spellcasters. Which leads to the problem of one or more people idling around the Main Hall for any length of time.”

“Let’s say it goes better than you expect,” Debbie asked, “and the wards go out in minutes. Is that it?”

“Not the least of it,” Bart replied. “The next obstacle is physically breaching either a wall or the main gate. Well, strike that. Breaching isn’t the obstacle. The obstacle is that any breach involves explosives. Explosives make noise. Cassie, tell these people about the windows.”

“When I left the Main Hall for the last time,” she said, “I heard that the Lord Masters wanted to replace the wooden shutters on the windows with steel. They feared that the Blue Pistol could shoot through the windows and wood shutters. They thought it might be wise to replace the shutters, so that the Blue Pistol would only be able to fire one shot into the Hall.”

“If they carried out that replacement, they’ve probably let everyone in the building know about it. They’ll know what to do if they hear a shot. I imagine they’d do the same if they hear an explosion.”

“That would keep them from firing out,” Jason observed.

Bart nodded. “It might, but it might allow them to open one shutter just enough to fire, close it, reload, and fire again. That will slow the progress of the assault team from the compound breach to the main structure.”

“So it slows them down,” Prager said. “So what?”

“The longer it takes the team to get from the wall breach to the building, the more time the slavers inside have to prepare a defense. Look at the floor-plan. The ground floor has several rooms that can be used as rally points for the defenders. The ground floor interior walls are stone, like the exterior of the building. That means an assault team can only shoot through doors. The effects of grenade blasts will be confined to any rooms they go off in.

“The smartest officers in our Army aren’t certain an assault team could make a go of a ground attack on this building. They think it would be easier and safer to conduct a siege, or attack with a full company of soldiers, not a handful of commandos.”

“So, you can’t go in on the ground,” Prager said. “What about under the ground?”

Bart pointed at him. “That’s a better suggestion, but still not workable.”

“Why not?”

“For starters, you have to know exact distances. The basement of this building contains heavy wood bookshelves. You don’t want to come up under one of those. You want to come up between them.”

“So what? Blow a big enough hole, and it doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. An explosion will be heard. Digging might not be. That’s assuming, of course, that the wards don’t extend below ground level.”

“They might, and they might not,” Cassie said. “There’s no way to know unless one goes there and casts an information spell.” She smiled. “Which would be noticed.”

“Let’s say it doesn’t,” Bart continued. “Tunneling has the advantage of not being seen, but has its own disadvantages. Aside from the precision problem, there’s the fact that any tunnel has to be braced. Without bracing it could collapse on the diggers. A big enough collapse will create a hole that everyone will see. That means that, even with magic to create the tunnel, the effort will take time and move slowly.

“How wide a tunnel do you dig? The wider it is, the more it has to be braced. The safe bet is to make it just wide enough for one person to get through. But then you have the trouble of a team moving in single formation. Something happens to a member in front, or towards the front, and the rest of the team is stuck. That’s especially true going up into the building. The first two or three members of the team are going to be on their own for a few minutes, perhaps several minutes. That’s a long time to be vulnerable.

“Now, look at the building plan again. There’s one narrow stairway leading up from the basement to the ground floor. That door at the top is a good choke point. A team might have to go up the stairs under fire, then wouldn’t know what was beyond the door.”

“Sounds bloody,” Debbie said.

“It would be.”

The Mayor let out a breath. Bart could tell from that, and the man’s frown, that this briefing was exasperating him. “Okay, fine, Bart. So we can’t go across, and we can’t go under. Could we go in from above?”

Bart smiled, as much to ease the man as to express his own amusement at the suggestion. “That’s probably the best way to go at this. Of course, to make it work, we have to invent working helicopters, or perfect flight spells and flying machine technology to get over top the structure. But I think there’s one potential hiccup with the idea.”

“And what’s that?”

“From what I remember, and from what Army officers have speculated to me, if you’re breaching from above, you want to go in through wide windows. You want pairs of team members to go through, to protect each other. These windows would only let one person go in at a time. That’s a little too close for tossing in a grenade, and not mutually supporting.”

“You’d also be going into bedrooms,” Jason noted. “Not a lot of room to move around in a bedroom.”

Bart pointed at the floor-plan as he spoke. “Not only that, but these upstairs bedrooms are arranged so that there’s two hallways leading to the big stairway down to the ground floor. Either you go in through two bedrooms per hallway, or you send two pairs into one bedroom per hallway. You’d have to go room by room to clear the upstairs. If enough slavers upstairs are able to get out and down the stairway before then, there’s a defense to overcome.”

The Mayor sighed again, this time even more loudly. “Fine. Let’s just nuke the place and be done with it.”

Bart cleared his throat again. “Setting aside the difficulties of literally doing that, destroying the Main Hall is a bad idea for two reasons.”

“Pray, what are those?”

“One is that you still have about a dozen locals halls still running. All the Masters and journeymen in them would still be members of the Slavers Guild. Slavery would still be legal in much of the Domains. There’s more than enough experience in the field to build a new leadership to replace the Lord Masters.

“Two is what’s in the basement of that Main Hall, Mayor. Information on Dukes and their realms going back at least five generations. Information on the profits and losses of the Guild for a hundred years or more. Information on Guild members and their families. Information on the construction of every hall and slave pen. Think of what we could do with that information, Mayor.”

“How are you going to get that information, Bart, unless you attack the building?”

“By having our ally within the Guild give it to us. Right now, he’s getting me information on a trio of Dukes. That’s the tip of the iceberg, Mayor. That’s why the Blue Pistol has him under his thumb.

“When I first took on the role of the Blue Pistol, I knew that raiding alone wasn’t going to end slavery in the Domains. Terrorizing the Guild would help, but that couldn’t do the job by itself, either. The Guild can’t be attacked just from without. It has to be attacked from within. But getting rid of the Guild doesn’t completely get rid of slavery. Slavery itself has to be undermined.

“That’s why we want you to keep being prosperous. That’s why we’re making allies among the nobility of the Domains. Raids and attacks help, but so does the Freedom Road, and showing that slaves are people who can control their own lives.

“Our message to you is this: stop dreaming about pie-in-the-sky schemes for grand attacks on the Main Hall in Cross Roads. Focus on realistic methods for ending slavery. Show that slavery doesn’t work. Help advance the Domains, so no one thinks they need slaves. Instead of dreaming about ending slavery tomorrow, let’s take real action.”

“Like what?” Jason asked.

“I have a short list of locations where we’d like to see you launch raids in the coming year. We’re going to let you focus on caravans, so we can keep doing the spy stuff. Sound okay to you?”

Everyone sitting in front of Bart nodded their heads. Some heads moved more vigorously than others, but they all moved.

“Great. Let me give you the list. You can tell us what order you want to take them in.”

 

THREE

ONE MONTH LATER

 

 

 

 

Bart felt surprised when Cassia knocked on his door. He was reading reports on the Domains, and wasn’t expecting her.

“Yes?” He looked up, and saw a stricken expression on her face. “Something wrong?”

“Ilantia’s brother, Julianus, is very ill.”

“Ill? How so?”

“He’s had belly problems for some time. Throwing up, loose stool, general sickness. It has come and gone.”

“It comes and goes, you mean?”

“Yes.”

That doesn’t sound good. “What’s happened now?”

“His stool is dark, so Ilantia says. He cannot eat anything, and is in great pain.”

“They have access to healers.”

Cassia shook her head. “Duke Julian has brought in healers all winter. They have helped the boy for a time, but the sickness comes back. Ilantia wants to know if we have more powerful healers.”

“Of course we do. The question is, what’s making the boy sick?”

“It is not poison. Duke Julian and Ilantia are well.”

“Is anyone else in the household shown the same symptoms?”

Cassia hesitated. Bart suspected she had to parse out what he’d said before replying. Finally she shook her head. “No. Only Julianus is ill.”

“You’ve been in touch with Ilantia all winter. Has she mentioned this illness before?”

“Yes.”

“All right.” Bart stood up from his desk. “Go find Doctor Gregg, and get him to the teleport room.”

“We will go?”

“He and I will go. If Ben approves.”

“Not me?”

“The fewer that use the teleport, the more often we can use it, remember?”

Cassia frowned. “Could I go in your place?”

“No, Cassie. This could be a complicated diagnosis. How well do you understand medicine in the Republic?”

She let out a breath, then nodded. As Bart walked around his desk she left to find the Bureau’s staff physician. Bart went to his superior’s office. Ben Harrison was reading, just as Bart had been.

“Emergency, Ben,” Bart said. He stepped through the open doorway and closed the door. “Cassie just heard from Ilantia. The young woman’s brother is seriously ill.”

“Suddenly ill?” Harrison asked.

“Doesn’t sound like it. Unless her, or her father, have become extremely clever, the boy’s been sick for some time.”

“How sick?”

“Something with his stomach. Started with diarrhea and vomiting that came and went. Presumably the local healers gave him some remedy or cast spells to soothe his digestion. Now his stool is dark, and he’s in serious pain.”

“That sounds dire.”

“I’m afraid so. I don’t have any idea what it could be, though.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I want to take Doctor Gregg to Low Falls. I want him to examine the boy. He can tell me what’s wrong, and I can tell Ilantia and her father.”

“Then what?”

“Depends on the diagnosis, but if we can help the boy, I think we should.”

“You’re not afraid this is a trap?”

“Cassie keeps in contact with Ilantia through Albia. Cassie told me Ilantia has mentioned the boy’s sickness before. All winter, in fact.”

Harrison nodded his head once. “Very well. You’ll have to teleport close to the manor.”

“I know. Better to move fast, and not get tired on the way.”

“I agree. Be prepared to teleport out fast if you have to.”

“Of course.”

“Good luck, Bart.”

“Wish the boy luck, Ben. He may need it.”

***

Bart knocked on the back door of the ducal manor. A moment later the door opened. Ilantia, looking pale, nodded to Bart. Bart introduced Doctor Gregg as one of the Republic’s healers. Ilantia nodded to him but didn’t smile a greeting.

She led the men through the kitchen to a hallway behind the ducal meeting room. From there she led the up a narrow stairway to another hallway. Duke Julian stood near the end of the hallway, in front of a closed door.

Bart shook the Duke’s hand. “Duke Julian, this man is one of our healers,” he said. “He does not know Latin, so I will translate.”

“Very well,” the Duke replied.

“He knows what Ilantia told Cassia. Is there anything else you wish to add?”

“He cannot eat. Water goes down well, but not wine or beer.”

Bart turned his head towards Gregg. “The boy can’t hold down solid food or alcohol,” he said in English.

“Any discoloring of the skin? Any marks, lesions, or spots?”

Bart looked at the Duke. “Does you son have any spots on his skin?”

The Duke shook his head.

“No boils? Nothing that looks out of place, is bleeding, or anything of that sort?”

“No.”

“Has his skin turned an odd color?”

“He seems paler, but he has not been out all winter.”

Bart looked at the doctor. “Possibly pale, but otherwise nothing on the skin.”

“Ask if anyone else in the home has had digestive problems, or any other illnesses,” Gregg said.

Bart turned back to the Duke. “Ilantia has said that no one else in the home has been sick like your son. Is that so?”

“Yes,” the Duke answered.

“Have you had any other sicknesses?”

“Ilantia and I had touches of the cough. It passed.”

“Any strange sicknesses at all, Duke Julian?”

“None.”

Bart nodded to him, then turned to Gregg. “Just a winter cold or flu. No other diseases or ailments, Doctor.”

“All right. I think I should examine him. I’ll get out the masks and gloves.” He set down his medical bag. He opened it, and took out two pairs of gloves and two masks.

“What are those for?” Ilantia asked. “Are we in danger?”

Bart shook his head while putting on the gloves. “No. Disease is caused by small bugs in the air, bugs you cannot see. We call them ‘germs.’ They cause the cough, scarlet fever, illnesses like that. If the boy had an illness caused by a germ, you would have it as well.”

“Then why must you wear masks and gloves?” Duke Julian asked.

“They are for your son’s protection, not ours.” Bart started tying on the face mask. “Any illness we have had recently, however small, could worsen your son’s condition. This is an important precaution when dealing with sick people, Duke Julian.”

“Bart, does the boy know you?” Gregg asked.

“Not by sight.”

“He should get some reassurance.”

Bart’s gaze shifted between Ilantia and her father. “One of you need to let the boy know we mean him no harm. Assure him that we are here to help.”
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