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Bart Cochran followed Cassia into their apartment. It had been hers alone, but now it was theirs. He followed her to the couch. She sat down first. It appeared to him that she wanted to talk business first. He kept space between them as he sat down.

It was something he was getting used to. He had experience living with another woman. That wasn’t the issue. The issue was learning to read Cassia’s body language. It wasn’t just that every person was different. Cassia had her own specific signals. Signals that meant more than just “I’m serious,” or “I'm not feeling well.” Signals that meant that she didn’t want space, but felt that she did.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“What the Blue Pistol should do, this coming year.”

“Is that where you’ve been these last few days?”

“I have.”

“And?”

“It is time that we had allies in the Domains.”

Bart wasn’t sure why, after all this time, Cassia still didn’t use contractions. It wasn’t because her English was faulty. She had picked up English rather quickly. She still spoke with an accent, but that wasn’t a reason for the quirk. He wondered if she chose not to use them, as if she wanted to stand out in some way. She certainly had no pride in what she had been. She didn’t appear willing to entirely forget her past, either.

Not that she ever could, he thought.

“The Blue Pistol has allies in Freeman’s Hold,” Bart said.

“If we are to end slavery in the Domains, we must have more.” She paused to take in a breath. “Our spies, and those on the Freedom Road, are not enough.”

“You’re talking about the nobility, aren’t you?”

She smiled. “Indeed.”

“I take it all that time at the Bureau away from me was for research.”

She nodded. “I believe we have two opportunities. One is Duke Avitus of Clear View.”

Bart nodded. Months after he had started attacking the Slavers Guild as the Blue Pistol, he had the chance to see his friends in Freeman’s Hold. He had chosen to be sent to this world because of them, and he was happy to finally see them. Those days were a chance not just to be with them, but to exchange information. One of the stories they relayed was that, in one of their raids on a Guild caravan, they had freed a slave who wanted to be returned to her master. That master was the Duke of Clear View. He had been willing to give some covert aid to the people of Freeman’s Hold in gratitude for returning the young woman to him.

After Cassia has been brought to the Republic and turned against the Guild, Bart had asked her for information. One thing she told him was that the Guild had been looking for a chance to capture a slave from the household of the Duke of Clear View. There were rumors that the Duke had fathered a child with a slave, and that the child had special privileges. Combined with the fact that the family had a few generations of deaths of children, the guess was that the slave was being secretly taught healing magic.

Avitus was the son of the old Duke. If the rumors added up, it meant that someone might have leverage to use on him. Since his father had made the promise to the Freeman’s Hold forces, the Blue Pistol might have that leverage. That didn’t mean much beyond the ducal manor, which Bart felt he had to mention.

“I understand the target,” he said, “but what about his people?”

“The people of Clear View have never been, what are the words? Good consumers? Good customers, yes. Good customers of the Guild. They prefer to help each other than buy slaves.”

“Good for them.”

Cassia shrugged. “They are mostly farmers. They have little money to buy slaves, yet they have a need for labor.”

“If that’s so, why is there a hall in the town of Clear View?”

“I believe the feeling was that it was better to have a hall there, neighboring the more active hall in Black Rapids, than to place the hall in Oak Clearing, with a dukedom between them. The hall in Clear View takes care of both dukedoms. It is also a place from which the Guild could launch a raid upon Freeman’s Hold, if they ever learned its location.”

“All right. The people of Clear View have weak ties to the Guild. The ducal family has strained relations with the Guild. The hall is a potential danger to Freeman’s Hold. Therefore we should work on the new Duke, Avitus, to shut down the hall.”

“Yes.”

“You said there are two opportunities. Duke Avitus is one. What’s the other?”

“Duke Corvus of Cold River has a daughter about to come of age. She is supposed to be married to Lord Master Severius. Duke Corvus is an ambitious man who wants to cultivate strong ties to the Guild. The Guild is aware of his ambitions. If the girl, Cornelia, is a pleasing wife, I believe the Guild will give Corvus what he wants.”

“What does he want?”

“My understanding is that he wishes to expand his domain.”

“What does that mean?”

“He wants to claim more land for Cold River and have it settled.”

“What doesn’t he do that himself?”

Cassia shook her head. “I am not sure. All that I know is that he has sent letters to the Lord Masters asking for their support.”

“Okay. What’s the goal?”

“If the girl does not reach Severius, it will harm relations between Duke Corvus and the Lord Masters.”

“Kidnapping?”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

“I asked our spy in Cold River what Cornelia is like. She’s said to be quite attractive, both as a woman and as a person. She is not like her father or her brothers. She appears intelligent, and is known to care for her people.”

Bart let out a laugh. “You’re not intending to make her Duke, are you?”

“The title would be ‘Duchess,’ Bart. Yes, I do intend that.”

“How?”

“If she is the person she is supposed to be, she could be persuaded to see slavery as we do. If she is not like her father or her brothers, I would guess that she has little love for them.”

“What do you mean? What are they like?”

“Duke Corvus wears his title like fine clothes. He wishes everyone to address him formally, including his family. His people are unhappy that they cannot obtain more land. Corvus could allow more claims, but chooses to send the people to the Guild hall. During his reign people have tried to claim land on their own. Corvus has had them run to ground.”

“Why?”

“I do not know for certain. My guess would be that he wishes his people to know that these grants are his, and that they should be grateful to him.”

Bart paused to think about what she said. “That doesn’t quite fit, Cassia. If he’s sending people to the Guild hall, and they get permission, won’t the Guild get the credit?”

She shook her head. “No. I believe he sends them to the hall so that the master of the hall has to send word to the Lord Masters that people demand expansion of the dukedom.”

“Public pressure? Is that what Duke Corvus wants by that?”

“I believe that is it, yes.”

“Okay. So, Corvus is using his people to put pressure on the Guild to back his goal of expanding his dukedom. He’s arranged this marriage as part of that goal.”

“Perhaps the final part.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Lord Master Severius has not met Cornelia since she was a girl. The rumor that I heard about the marriage was that Corvus told Severius, in a letter, that his daughter was quite beautiful. Severius will not know if Corvus told him the truth until she arrives at his home. From what our spy in Cold River has said, she is beautiful. She has a voluptuous figure and a fine face.

“You see, Bart, Lord Master Severius lost his first wife while she bore him a second daughter. He has no sons. He wishes to have at least one son who can follow him into the Guild. A son can do favors for his father. Such favors can tie Masters to both the son and the father. Severius wishes to be High Master one day. He is a relatively young man, which is why he desires to remarry.”

“I see.” Bart nodded. “If sex was all he wanted, he’d buy a pretty slave. But he doesn’t want just sex. He wants an heir.”

“A male heir.” Cassia smiled; Bart could tell it was not a happy smile. “It helps that Cornelia is one of two daughters among several children of Duke Corvus.”

“Two daughters?”

“The older was married two years ago to the son of another Lord Master. The son is still a journeyman.”

“And he was allowed to marry the daughter of a Duke?”

“He was prominent enough. The marriage was arranged before Severius lost his wife.”

“Wouldn’t she have a better claim to the title than the sister?”

“Not now. She has married into the Guild. The Guild is careful in this regard, Bart. They maintain peace with the nobility by not allowing their members to become Dukes.”

“I have an understanding of succession.” Bart knew from his reading of medieval history that, when a titled noble died, the obvious choice of a successor was the eldest child. Depending on the culture, if that child was a daughter, succession could go one of several ways. On rare occasions the title went to the daughter. More often it went to the eldest son. There were times when it went to the eldest daughter’s husband, either as his alone or as a joint title with her. The Settled Domains were more patriarchal. There the preference was for the eldest son, then the eldest daughter’s husband, then the daughter, if there were no other sons, or sons their father thought fit to become Duke.

What he hadn’t ever heard until then was how the Slavers Guild fit into succession. Cassia’s statement to him made sense. The Guild was the “national” power, such as it was. That put them on an equal social status with the nobility. Technically, however, they were of lower status than the nobility, not having an inherited title. They were no more the equals of nobles than merchants were, yet they, especially the Lord Masters, had far more power over society than all the nobility combined.

It was reasonable, then, that the Guild would have a policy forbidding their members from obtaining titles. Granting the title of Duke to one Guild member would worry nobles that, with a series of marriages over years or a generation, the Guild could effectively take over the Domains. That concern would make the Dukes unwilling to cooperate with the Guild for fear of being replaced. The Guild would accommodate their “betters” by staying out of formal successions.

That doesn’t mean the Guild wouldn’t oust a Duke, Bart noted. From what I understand, that’s what happened in Cold River. But I suppose the Guild would have to get some sort of permission from the Dukes before taking action, and have a really good cause for doing so.

Now that I think about it, that history might explain why this Duke Corvus is working so hard to cultivate the Guild. Maybe he feels he has to, because of how the title came down through his family. Which means if we mess around with relations between him and the Guild, they could come down all that much harder on him.

Cassia has to see that, too. Boy, I’m really glad she’s on our side.

“Back to the issue at hand,” he said. “Does this girl know that her father is essentially treating her like livestock?”

“I do not know. If she does not, and she is both kind and smart, I presume she would not be pleased with that realization.”

“All right, Cassia. So we kidnap this girl, and tell her what’s what. Where do we go from there?”

“We have to see how Corvus reacts, and how the Guild reacts, especially Severius. Relations are good, but they do hang by a narrow thread. Corvus is tolerated because Severius anticipates his marriage.”

“To carry your analogy, the thread is strong, but it’s just one thread. Cut it, and the tie that binds Duke Corvus to the Guild is completely severed.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, Cassia, you’ve sold me on your ideas.”

She smiled to him. “Good.”

“We will need to turn those ideas into plans.”

“I do not think Duke Corvus will send his daughter from Cold River to be married until winter is over.”

“Just over two months, then?”

“That should be enough time.”

“That will have to be all the time we have, Cassia.”

“I am familiar with the process, Bart.”

“We’re going to be working some long days and nights.”

The grin faded from her face. She inhaled a breath. “I will be fine with that.”

He reached out and took her hand. “Still a lot to get used to, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” She tightened her grip on his hand. “I am glad you are here, Bart.”

“After everything?”

“Especially after everything.”
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As Lady Cornelia stepped out of her carriage, she saw the body of her brother Flavian lying next to the road. She looked at it for a moment; he had been shot twice, and wasn’t breathing. She wanted to feel sad for him, but found it hard to do so. Partly it was out of fear; someone had shot her guards and was demanding she show herself. Mainly it was because he, and her other brothers, had never been kind to her and her sister. They had mocked her and Camelia, tormented them, and blamed them when they were caught doing something bad. Try as she might want to, Cornelia simply could not mourn Flavian’s loss.

She took a few steps away from the carriage. Coming into her view was a young man and a young woman. Both wore dark shirts, dark trousers, and boots. They appeared to be a few years older than her.

The man was of average build. He had close-cropped fair hair and a pleasant face. He seemed to be half a head taller than she. The woman was half a head to a head shorter than Cornelia. Unlike her, the other woman had a slender build. Her brown hair was tied up behind her head, so Cornelia couldn’t tell how long it was.

As the pair came with a dozen yards the carriage, Cornelia got a good, long look at their firearms. Both were carrying long guns, but the guns looked nothing like the muskets she was familiar with. That only meant one thing: her attackers were two infamous outlaws, the Blue Pistol and his lover, Cassia, the girl who had betrayed the Slavers Guild for him.

Cornelia raised her hands. “I am Lady Cornelia,” she said, “daughter of Duke Corvus of Cold River. He will pay you well for my safe return.”

“Are you certain of that?” the woman, Cassia, asked.

“What do you mean?”

“He has sent you away to be married to Lord Master Severius, who is old enough to be your father.” The woman looked at her. “Older, perhaps.”

“True.”

“We have heard that you do not wish this marriage.”

Cornelia frowned. “That is true, yes. I would prefer to choose my own husband. I would prefer not to be offered, like a slave at auction, or a trinket to be traded for favors and influence.”

“How much so?”

“Excuse me?”

“How opposed to this arrangement are you? Would you be willing to cross your father? Would you be willing to cross Lord Master Severius?”

“Become an outlaw? I should think not.”

“How about willing to disappear? To take another path, where ever it may lead, just so long as you avoid this arranged marriage. Would you be willing to take that chance, Lady Cornelia?”

“I suppose so, if you could let me know more about that other path.”

“Fine.”

The woman walked up to her. She grabbed her arms and spun her around. She and the Blue Pistol said a word Cornelia did not understand. The the road, the carriage, and the bodies of her brother and the guards, all became a swirling mist. A moment later the mist was replaced by the interior of a room. There were men in the room, dressed very strangely. Cassia let go of Cornelia, and she and the Blue Pistol handed their weapons, and two necklaces, to two of the men. The Blue Pistol walked through a doorway, picking something up from another of the men.

“Follow him,” Cassia said to her.

She followed, with Cassia right behind her. They entered a hallway and passed by two wooden door on each side. The Blue Pistol stopped at door to the left and opened it. Cornelia went through the doorway, with Cassia second and the Blue Pistol last. They were in a small room with a tiny glowing lantern in the ceiling, a wooden table, and three chairs. A stack of papers bound with string sat on the table.

The Blue Pistol motioned to one of the chairs. He was now wearing something that covered his mouth and right ear. Cornelia sat down. Cassia sat across from her, and the Blue Pistol sat next to her.

“Do you know who were are?” he asked.

For an instant Cornelia was confused, as his lips and his words did not match. “What is wrong with your mouth?”

“I am wearing a device that translates my language into Latin.”

“Anglish, you mean? The language of the Freeman’s Hold outlaws?”

“Yes. Now, answer my question.”

“I believe so. You are the Blue Pistol, and this is your lover, Cassia, who betrayed the Guild for you.”

The Blue Pistol laughed. Cassia glared at him, then turned to Cornelia. “I am the Blue Pistol, and this is Cassia. She did not betray the Guild for me.”

“I was the who was betrayed, by the Guild,” Cassia said. “You will learn the truth soon enough.”

“Why? Where am I?”

“You are in the Federal Republic of New America. We are on the other side of the mountains to the west of the Settled Domains.”

Cornelia needed a moment to understand the meaning of Cassia’s words. “There are people living west of the mountains? That cannot be.”

“Our history tells of people fleeing the Guild and moving west. Those people joined with those who came here in the Crossing Storm. The nation they built has more powerful magic than any wizard in the Domains. They also have machines the likes of which have not even been dreamed of in the Domains.”

“Teleportation, for instance,” the Blue Pistol said. “A few wizards may have known the teleportation spell. We have turned it into a system that allows us to enter the Domains when and where we choose, leave when we wish, and return to this place.”

Cornelia looked around the plain room she was in. She needed the time to comprehend what was said. It didn’t take her long to see the truth in what he had told her. That led her to ask, “What is this place?”

“This place is a government building. The Special Services Bureau, to be specific.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, this is where we plan the attacks of the Blue Pistol. The Bureau exists to defend the Republic.”

“Like a town guard?”

“No. For that we have the Army. We defend the Republic from the threats people do not see. The Slavers Guild is the biggest threat.”

“The Guild exists here?”

“No. The Guild no more knows of us than you did, before we brought you here.”

“If they do not know about you, how are they a threat?”

“Think about it, Cornelia,” Cassia said. “Every Duke holds his title because the Guild allows him to. Your ancestor was made Duke of Cold River by the Guild. The Guild is richer than any Duke, any merchant, any town or Dukedom.”

Cornelia nodded. “The Guild does indeed have power. But if they are not here, how are they a threat to the people here?”

“The people here do not own slaves, Cornelia. They have rejected slavery. The Guild is strong because slavery is important in the Domains. You know that the Guild would pay handsomely to know where Freeman’s Hold is. What do you think they would do if they knew it was possible for a society to thrive without slaves? Without them?”

Cornelia didn’t answer. She could see the other woman’s logic. It was the logic of power. It was how her world worked. She found herself nodding to Cassia.

“Now that you understand that,” the Blue Pistol said, “let us see what else you understand. What do you know of slavery?”

“I know that slaves are property.” Cornelia wondered if that was what she was truly being asked. She glanced down for an instant. “I know that you do not like it, and that you kill members of the Slavers’ Guild because of it.”

“Do you think slavery is just and moral?” Cassia asked her.

“I do not know. It is the way of things.”

“It might be the way of things, but that does not make it moral or just. You said that you did not like your marriage arrangement. Why?”

“As I said before, I want to choose my own husband, for my own reasons.”

“Why?”

“Because I am the daughter of a Duke. I am free, and I have that right.”

Cassia shook her head. “You are the daughter of the Duke of Cold River, and you have no such right.”

“What do you know?”

“I was in the Guild, girl. I know that Duke Corvus wishes to ally himself with the Lord Masters. He has some scheme in mind, which is why he offered your sister to Lord Master Justinian’s son, and you to Severius. At the time your sister was married, the rumor was that he wished to conquer the dukedom of Black Rapids.”

“That is not true. He wishes to expand our dukedom. He wants the border extended northeast, closer to Black Rapids. He also wants to expand south towards Saint’s Hope.”

“Why?” the Blue Pistol asked.

“The nobility knows the Dukes of Cold River trace their lineage to the Guild. They have never fully recognized our legitimacy. My father feels that making the dukedom larger will force them to acknowledge us.”

“And the Guild? What is their role in this plan?”

“The same, so my father and brothers told me.”

“Why are you so unwilling to play your role in their game?”

“Because of your mother, yes?” Cassia asked.

“My mother?” Cornelia asked.

“Yes.” She turned to the Blue Pistol. “She was called the ‘Duchess Pillow,’ because she indulged her daughters.” She turned back to Cornelia. “She was a local girl, yes? Do you know why your father married her?”

“He loved her.”

“Not that much. There were two daughters of Lord Masters that he could have married. Their fathers were rivals. The fear was that if your father chose one, the other would lose influence. The Guild decided it was safer for him to marry a prominent local girl and avoid a political struggle, since the Freeman’s Hold outlaws had just appeared.”

Cornelia looked at the other woman for a moment. Upon first reflection, she found the story hard to believe. It took just a moment of thought for her to realize the truth in it. After all, she told herself, is that not similar to the reason for my marriage to Severius?

“Is this what being a slave is?” she asked the two outlaws. “You are at the mercy of others. You have no say in your life.”

“It is more than that,” the Blue Pistol said, “far more than just that. Do you see those papers in front of you?”

“What of them?”

“Those are the stories of the slaves who have escaped to Freeman’s Hold,” Cassia said. “They tell of their treatment, what they suffered, and for how long. I have translated them into Latin, to practice reading and speaking English. Read them.”

“Now?”

“Once you have finished, we will talk again,” the Blue Pistol said.

He and Cassia stepped out of the room. He closed the door behind her. Cornelia heard the sound of a key being turned in a lock. Cornelia looked at the stack of papers. She took the first sheet off the stack, placed it in front of her, and read.

The top of the page read, “Account of Tara,” followed by a date. The account was from a freed slave with that name. Tara’s statement began with her birth in Hilltown and her quiet life as a peasant girl. She was sold into slavery at puberty because family needed money. She had been told that she was pretty for a poor girl. She became a “companion” to Guild members at the hall in Cold River until Blue Pistol freed her.

Cornelia wasn’t surprised by how Tara had become a slave. Poor families often sold children into slavery. What did surprise her was Tara’s description of being a companion slave. The account told of her having sex with up to five men in a single night. Other times she had to pleasure two men at once. There were at least two occasions when the man had “failed to be pleased,” and beat her over it.

Cornelia picked up the next piece of paper. This account was from a girl named Livia. She noted that she had been born with red hair. However, she was small-breasted. She heard that the Guild felt she was wrong for breeding, but might be valuable to “the right buyer.” She was put up for auction and sold to merchant in Forest Clearing for his pleasure. She said that she was one in a series of slaves similar to her that the man had bought. After several years of pleasing him, she was told she’s become too old and unattractive. She sold back to Guild for breeding in Saint’s Hope, but was rescued by Freeman’s Hold raiders.

This account also told Cornelia something she had known, yet never thought about. Some men had certain preferences. That made certain slaves more valuable. I always thought of them as slaves, she thought, as property. But they are people. This girl was cast aside simply because she became a little older. That was the only reason why she was sold by her owner.

That is the way of things, yet it does not feel right.

Cornelia read the next account from the stack. It was from a girl named Julia. She had been born in a village near North Field. A drought struck, crops failed, and her parents had to sell her into slavery to get through the year. At the time she wasn’t old enough for sex. She spent a few years as a menial servant.

After she went through puberty she went to Crown’s Hold for breeding. She had two children. She was separated from them when she was sent to Forest Clearing to work and breed there. She had a third child then sent to Woodford; she was separated from that child as well. It was at Woodford that she was freed by Blue Pistol and guided to Freeman’s Hold by Cassia.

Towards the end of Julia’s account, she said that while following Cassia she kept thinking, “I cannot be separated from any more children. I must be free.”

Cornelia buried her face in her hands. Julia’s narrative was a painful read. Cornelia remembered how she felt when her mother had died, and when her older sister moved away to be married. She was horrified at the prospect of a mother separated from her children.

I think I begin to understand why the Blue Pistol feels as he does about slavery.

She looked at the stack of papers. A feeling of dread came over her. She thought about calling out that she had read enough. An instant later she realized that she wouldn’t be believed. Beginning to understand is not understanding. I shall have to continue reading.

***

Outside the cell Bart and Cassia were supposed to discuss who would talk to her once Cornelia had finished reading the accounts of the freed slaves. Cassia asked if she could speak to the girl by herself.

“Completely alone?” Bart asked.

“You may listen, outside the room.”

“Why?”

“I want the girl to know my story as well. She would be uncomfortable hearing it with a man in the room.”

“Me listening in would be okay?”

“Yes. Please?”

“Sure. Go get her.”

Cassia went to Cornelia’s cell. She opened the door and said, in Latin, “Come with me.” She led the younger woman back to room where they had first talked to her.

Cassia wasn’t sure if she liked the other woman or not. It was easy for her, on the surface, to not like her. Cornelia was the daughter of nobility. Cassia, while the daughter of a Guild member, didn’t have quite the social status that Cornelia had grown up with. She hadn’t met many daughters of the nobility, but she had never liked those that she had met.

Cornelia had a shapely figure, the sort that drew men like flies to honey. Cassia had a girlish figure that only some men found desirable. That, Cassia felt, was much less of an obstacle now than it might have been a few years ago. First and foremost there was Bart. He had told her more than once that she was attractive. More important to Cassia, he had made it clear that he was as attracted to her mind as her body. That wasn’t a quirk of his, either. She had noticed that, in the Republic, people were attracted to each other as much as for who they were than what they looked like.

“It’s one of the marks of a mature society,” Bart had said when she had observed that quality. “It’s how adults are supposed to behave.”

Cassia also knew that outward appearances could create problems. It would be easy for her to dismiss Cornelia because of her looks. She was shapely, had bright blue eyes, creamy skin, and shined when she smiled. It would therefore be easy to dismiss the younger woman as a fool. “The pretty ones are thin as parchment,” was an expression she had heard more than once.

Yet the rumors about Cornelia suggested that she was kind to those she met. For her part, Cassia believed that girl might not be as foolish as she looked. She had read the accounts of the freed slaves and appeared to be moved by their stories. If the appearance of emotion was real, then the girl was a decent human being. Considering her own past, Cassia knew she would have a hard time disliking the girl, if her sentiments were true.

I was once ignorant, she mused, and when I understood the truth, I needed the people her to know that, and like me because I understood. The same would probably be true for Cornelia.

Cassia opened the door of the interrogation room. “Be seated,” she said.

“I have a title,” Cornelia replied. She stood for a moment. “I deserve some respect.”

Although her tone was more pleading than demanding, it rubbed Cassia the wrong way. She decided to make that clear. “There are no titles in this nation,” She snapped. “No one is given respect because of their birth. They must earn respect.”

“You were brought up in the Domains, as I was.”

“I have put that behind me.”

It was a concept that Cassia had embraced when she had been brought to the Republic. Somewhere deep in her mind, it had bothered her that she had to defer to women like Cornelia. They had titles but no skills, and occasionally no wits either. She realized after she had been brought to the Republic that this notion of deference to title had in part driven her into following her father into the Guild.

Here, everything was different. Women might not be entirely equal to men, but beyond that, there was no fealty to a title. People deferred to their superiors at their jobs because they worked for them. But those superiors had to show respect for their workers, and had to demonstrate competence. Elected leaders also required respect, and were required to act wisely while in office. Indeed, they had to show some degree of deference to their voters, or else they would lose their positions.

That difference between the Republic and the Domains had appealed to Cassia deep in her soul. Her life there had been a struggle to be taken seriously. She had been told that, because she was a woman, she would never enter the Guild. Once in the Guild, she had been told that she would never amount to anything more than a humble journeyman. It was implied to her, if not said outright, that she should give up the pendant and get married.

Here, once she accepted the unjust nature of slavery, everyone watched and waited. When she came up with good ideas, she was encouraged. When she proved able to handle firearms and time in the field, she was given more assignments. Here, she wasn’t told what she should be, but what she could be.

Cassia tamped down her irritation. She waited for Cornelia to sit down. The young woman sat down without further protest. Cassia followed her action, then looked into Cornelia’s eyes. “When you first saw us, you knew who we were. What do you about me?”

“It is said that the Blue Pistol seduced you into betraying the Guild, into killing Guildsmen, and in the murder of Lord Master Varus.”

“Do you wish to know the truth?”

“Yes.”

“Lord Master Varus assigned me the task of capturing the Blue Pistol. I was to pretend to be slave, be freed by him, and then take him when he was unarmed. What no one knew was that his guns were charmed so that only he could use them. He was prepared for such an attempt.

“He sold me as a slave. The slavers who bought me raped me. I begged them to be taken to Varus. They did so. Varus would not listen to my story. He said I was weak, and had to be punished. Do you know how he punished me? Do you how it was that he and his father could extract information from female slaves?”

“No.”

“He strapped me down to a table. My legs and ankles were tied to rods, so that they were spread apart. He turned a crank, and another rod penetrated my vagina. He kept turning, and rod kept going inside me. The pain became unbearable very fast.”

Cornelia gasped. He right hand went up to her mouth.

“He turned the crack back, and the rod came out. He poured healing water onto me, to repair the damage. He turned the crank again, and again I was penetrated.”

“What did you do?”

Cassia found her voice tighten. “I suffered.”

“Did he not question you?”

“Oh, yes. Fool that I was, I talked before he did anything. I knew what was to happen, and I panicked. After the first time, I repeated what I said. I did the same the second time. The third time I whimpered like a beaten puppy. That was when he stopped turning the crank.”

“Did the Blue Pistol come for you?”

“A few days passed. Varus liked the women slaves he bedded to have girl’s bodies. He put the collar around my neck, and tossed me into his bed. He wished to make me more pleasing to him. I was lucky; I only had to bear it a few days before the Blue Pistol raided the mansion, killed Varus, and took me away. Do you know why Varus gave me the mission?”

“Because you were a woman.”

“Yes, but also because his father and mine were close friends. His son and I might have been married. Yet, when I failed, through no fault of my own, none of that argued in my favor.”

Cassia took in a deep breath. Retelling her ordeal was always tiring and painful. It would draw strength from her. Then the story would end. Not only would her strength return, it seemed to grow just a bit more. It was not pleasant, but it no longer harmed her as much as it first had.

She waved her right hand at the bound papers sitting on the table between her and Cornelia. “You have read those stories, and you have heard mine. I wish to know your thoughts on slavery now, Cornelia.”

“It is cruel to the slaves.” The younger girl glanced down. “But is it not the way of things?”

“Not here. Have you seen any slaves since you were brought to this country?”

“No.”

“Yet the people live better that we did in the Domains, yes?”

“Yes. Because they have no slaves?”

“Yes. People here control their lives. Parents do not tell their children who they must marry. No one can be forced to work for nothing, nor can they be worked until they die. No man can legally take a woman for his pleasure without her consent.”

“Is this what you fight the Guild for?”

“I fight the Guild to make amends for having been in the Guild.” Cassia let out a breath. “So, you know more about slavery than you did when we brought you here. You have glimpsed a society where there are no slaves.”

“I chose to stay here,” Cornelia said quickly.

“That is not the choice I ask you to make.”

“You cannot ask me to fight. I know nothing about guns or swords.”

“There are ways to resist the Guild, and to end slavery, that do not involve fighting. But that is not the first choice you must make.”

“What is?”

Cassia tapped the papers. “You must choose to care for these people.”

“I do not know those people.”

“You know their stories. Did they not move you?”

“Yes.”

“If their stories moved you, you care for them already. That alone is not enough. Cornelia, you must care about people you do not know. It is easy to care for your family.”

“Not my family. My brothers treated me and my sister almost as bad as slaves.”

“You care for your sister?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You care for your sister. You care for your friends. That is easy, because you know them. You must also choose to care for those you do not know. You must care because of their plight, without knowing their names, or their faces, or their friends or families.”

“What if I do not choose to care?”

“Then it would seem to me that we ought to return you to the Domains so you can be married.”

“That is hardly a fair choice.”

“We are rarely given fair choices, Cornelia. If you do not wish to accept your arranged marriage, then you must choose to resist that which created it.”

“Resist slavery?” The girl was quiet for a moment. “I suppose that the arrangement does make me like a slave. My father treated me as something he could trade to buy favor. It is not the same as being a slave, but neither is it being free.”
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