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CHAPTER ONE




It wasn’t rain showering down on the clashing warriors. At least, not of the water variety. The droplets were accompanied by chunks of meat. Meat formerly belonging to the bodies of the defenders atop the walls of the fortress on the embattled planet of Xenthix. Defenders who had been lax in their defenses for just a moment too long, allowing the most brutal of killing spells to breach their ranks, exploding their bodies into a pink mist, sending their remains flying every which way.

The fighters didn’t slow their attacks. In fact, by this point in the conflict, they were numb to such things, having seen equal and worse over the course of this drawn-out affair.

The battle was epic in scale, spanning much of the region at one point, the warring factions on both sides possessing both significant numbers of fodder as well as a sizable quantity of magic at their disposal. Aerial battles raged with casters plucking craft from the sky as best they could, their overlapping spellcasting affording them at least a modicum of defense against the relentless barrage.

Even so, bodies littered both the battlefield as well as the parapet walls of the fortified keep belonging to Visla Kormin. While the conflict had started with open battle between Kormin’s forces and those of Visla Hurvey, Kormin had retreated to the safety of his thick walls, protected by years upon years of defensive magic layered into an impenetrable barrier that allowed him to send out wave after wave of fighters to engage his enemy while directing them from the comfort and security of his fortress. Once within those walls he was untouchable.

It had been weeks since the tide shifted and Visla Hurvey had begun pushing his adversary back on his heels. Had he been able to strike him dead before he reached his fortress the conflict would have ended with far less bloodshed and damage to the innocent civilians of the region. But fortune had not been on Hurvey’s side, and now Kormin was regrouping, resting his strongest troops and sending out reinforced attack parties to chip away at Visla Hurvey’s forces.

It was folly, this conflict, and a great many were suffering needlessly for it. The power struggle between the two powerful vislas could have been handled the old way with a simple duel between them, but they had both grown lazy in their power. Lazy, and reluctant to risk actual harm to themselves despite their own inherent abilities.

The two were both relatively high-ranking members in the Council of Twenty’s regional governing body, but as was so often the case, rather than working together toward more efficient and profitable rule, each of the men wanted all the power for themselves. And eventually the kindling of that desire burst into an open flame of conflict. Now the populace was needlessly suffering as the battle raged on into yet another month of brutal fighting. It had become a pointless war of attrition. One the Wampeh Ghalian had been contracted to end.

Infiltrate an impenetrable fortress protected by decades of layers of deadly spells, dozens of powerful casters, tens of thousands of troops, guards, and mercenaries, and, of course, one of the most powerful vislas in the region? It was suicide to even consider the job. Naturally, when the contract was agreed to, only one Ghalian came to mind.

The Geist had earned his reputation over the twenty-plus years since he had first been given that moniker, rising to the rank of Master Ghalian with a frightening speed and efficiency. He may have had his troubles as a youth, but once he accepted his calling and embraced it fully, he began regularly accomplishing the unfathomable, reaching targets no matter where they were entrenched, seemingly coming and going through walls without a trace. But even for Bawb, this one would be a challenge.

“You say the fortress is utterly impenetrable?” he asked Master Corann, the leader of the Five and overseer of the handful of top Masters controlling all Ghalian affairs across the galaxy.

“Quite,” was her reply. “Even before this conflict we had attempted to place a spy within its walls to keep tabs on Visla Kormin.”

“With no success, I take it.”

“Indeed. Many have tried to breach his defenses, and many have failed. The visla is a very cautious man, and the sheer number of disguise-detection spells as well as wards and traps on his fortress made it a fool’s errand at the time.”

“I take it the Five have determined it would have required considerable effort to have one of our non-Ghalian allies infiltrate, then?”

“Considering the issues surrounding this particular location, yes. But none expected this little conflict to escalate into the problem it has become. If we had, we may have possibly managed to place someone within the lowest-ranking staff—given enough time and a sizable amount of coin. But war is upon the factions, and there is simply no way to do so anymore. That option, tenuous as it was, is gone.”

Bawb stroked his chin, pondering the situation, studying the parchment detailing the layout of the fortress, its various forces, and the geography of the battlefields and terrain surrounding it, taking it all in with his usual calm and keen eye.

“So? What do you think, Bawb? Can you manage it?” Corann asked. “Can you penetrate the impenetrable and end this war?”

He paused a moment, considering the facts. Walls he could not breach, spells he could not counter, and literally thousands of skilled adversaries between him and his objective. He looked closer at the maps, soaking in every detail, the seed of a nascent plan already forming in his mind.

“I will embed myself within Visla Hurvey’s forces to get close enough to properly survey the situation and my options. If it is simply difficult, I will handle it right away,” he said. “If it is impossible, well, that will take a little longer.”

Bawb geared up and flew his shimmer ship to Xenthix, powering up his shimmer cloak while still in space with the skill few Ghalian would ever attain. Master Hozark had taught him well, and with practice he had exceeded even his mentor’s abilities. The shimmer cloak held up through his entry into the planet’s atmosphere, a few carefully placed cooling spells added to the mix keeping the craft from forming much of a heat signature at all. In no time at all he was flying safely in the cold air high above his target continent, invisible, but like a beast of prey, very much on the hunt.

He guided his ship with calm confidence, skirting the aerial battles, not for fear of discovery and attack, but rather, because he knew full well that a misfired spell or projectile could still take down even the most skilled of pilots. In head-to-head combat he was unrivaled. That didn’t mean fluke misfortune could not befall him.

It was this awareness and understanding of the quirks of luck that had kept him alive this long. And with his current contract, he would need every last bit of fortune to complete his mission and remain so.

He had been tasked with ending this battle. This sprawling war between two of the most powerful vislas within several solar systems and their massive armies. Bawb. One man. Obviously, he could not single-handedly stop the surging waves of tens of thousands of combatants as they clashed, bled, and died. And even if he could, that would not end this conflict. But he could cut off the serpent’s head, so to speak, and the resulting power vacuum would bring about an abrupt resolution to this whole ordeal.

Without one of their power-hungry leaders pushing them to fight, one side would have no reason to spill any further blood, and the war would finally come to an end. Unfortunately, the man the contract was placed on happened to be safely ensconced within his utterly impenetrable fortress. A stronghold that many had tried to enter, and all had failed horribly in their attempts.

They were not, however, the Geist.

Bawb landed behind a rocky formation in the landscape, securing his shimmer ship in one of the few locations that would not accidentally be demolished by errant spells as the tide of combat churned this way and that. The spell hiding the craft was robust, and the shielding left in place on top of that would guarantee that all but the most powerful and directly focused attacks would simply bounce off it should the shifting battle somehow reach the area.

He intended to be done with his job and long gone before that could even become a possibility.

It’s a friggin’ mess out there, his konus noted as he applied layers of disguise spells on top of his practical makeup and prosthetics, all of them making him seem no more than just another soldier on the battlefield in the chaos of war.

“It is at that,” he agreed, mentally calling up the massive list of spells and skills he had gained mastery over in the course of his adventure-filled life. All were clearly visible and maxed out. All but two. Two that remained annoyingly blurred to his eyes, though he’d been afforded the briefest of glimpses of one of them years prior. The one that informed him he was on the path to becoming one of the Five. The other, he had no idea about, but with every completed mission he hoped to see it clearly.

For decades now, that had not been the case. Not even a glimpse.

Stop dwelling on that, the konus chided, reading his mind as it had always done. Get in there and get to work.

“I am working,” he silently replied as he navigated his way through the troops, making his way closer to the leadership encampment where the top generals and Visla Hurvey resided, surrounded by hundreds of guards, all ready to die for their leaders.

It was the general, a fierce, stout woman named Trayxa, who had secretly reached out to the Wampeh Ghalian in hopes they would accept her contract. She was not one to shy away from battle by any means, and her reputation was that of a great warrior and keen tactical mind. But she had seen too many of her soldiers perish in a senseless war that could rage on for months, if not years, now that their enemy was holed up in his fortress. She was perfectly willing to sacrifice thousands to achieve her visla’s goals, but this wasn’t a clean battle. It was attrition, and she knew full well that even if they won, her visla would be vulnerable to other challengers, having greatly diminished his forces in this foolish conflict.

So it was with that in mind that she hired the Ghalian to put a quick end to this, if they could. Her discretionary funding had been emptied in the process, but that could be replaced relatively easily. The integrity of her position and those supporting it, however, could not if her visla perished.

“Where are you going?” a dozen guards challenged as Bawb drew near the outer line of defenses.

He put on an exhausted look, the blood smeared on his uniform adding to the appearance of a drained and confused soldier.

“I got separated from my unit,” he replied, squeezing out the last drops of his water skin with an exasperated sigh.

The guards remained alert—anyone could be an enemy infiltrator—but one offered him her water skin. Bawb accepted with a grateful nod and drained half of it like a man who’d just spent a month in the desert, then handed it back.

“Thank you,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “The fighting has been fierce.”

“That would be war,” one of the other guards said. “You aren’t supposed to be here. The front is that way.”

“I was hoping to cross over to rejoin them without heading through the middle of the hot spot.”

“Not this way,” was the reply. The man’s set jaw made it clear he was not about to change his mind.

That was fine. Bawb had seen all he needed. He knew where his employer was. Now he just had to complete his contract.

“I understand,” the disguised assassin replied, turning and heading off through the masses once more, moving in the direction of the main battle, though at a bit of an angle. One that would take him over a small section of uneven rocks.

Both sides avoided it, as the footing was too treacherous for anyone to gain an advantage. If they were going to kill each other, at least they could do it from the comfort of relatively flat ground. That meant the area was shockingly empty considering all that was going on around it. Perfect for Bawb’s purposes.

He clamored through the rocky field, the topographical map of the area firmly at the front of his mind’s eye. A large, angled rocky mound confirmed his location, the landmark helping guide him on his path. Bawb moved to the far side, counted out seventy-three paces, then began lifting heavy stones, tossing them aside. He was breaking quite a sweat after just a few minutes, but he didn’t dare use magic to move them. Not with so many casters and guards so close. He needed to go unnoticed, and this was the only way.

He labored for nearly an hour, slowly making his way deeper into the ground, breaking up larger rocks with repeated impacts of smaller ones when needed then tossing the shattered bits out of the makeshift pit. He slammed a large rock down onto a flat slab at his feet as hard as he could. The stone cracked, but unlike previously, this time he felt a gust of cold air rise to his face.

Bawb smiled to himself and continued his labors until an opening large enough for him to fit through had been hammered out of the rock. He leaned down and listened. It was faint, but the sound was unmistakable.

Rushing water.

Carefully, he lowered himself into the hole then cast the smallest of spells, tumbling rocks he had piled to one side over the opening, sealing him in and disguising his prior efforts. He was inside now, and he was committed.

Slowly, he climbed deeper, minding his footing on the damp rocks. He allowed himself an illumination spell now. The thick rocks above would block anyone from noticing his small expenditure of magic even if they were specifically looking for it. And with the battle raging, that was certainly not a concern.

He squeezed through a narrow gap, following the sound of water and the breeze it caused. It was getting louder now. Bawb was close. He did not rush, however. That was how mistakes were made. How one would die in the most foolish of ways. He’d seen it plenty of times over the course of his career, and he had taken those hard lessons others had learned to heart, certain not to repeat them himself.

Not bad, the konus said as he pressed into a small, domed chamber with a body of clear water flowing through it. Good luck.

“Thank you, Konus,” he replied, then set to work preparing himself mentally for the challenge ahead of him.

The konus had given him endless grief as a youth, talking trash and being overall unhelpful. But as he grew in skill and power, proving his worth, the device not only unlocked more and more power for him to tap into, it also began treating him with respect. Almost friendship. At least, as much as a technically non-living but somewhat sentient device could develop.

Bawb took a series of thirty slow, deep breaths, filling his lungs and readying his body as best he could. His plan was an audacious one and risky as hell. The dangerous and seemingly impossible sort of thing no one would even consider. No one but Bawb, that is. It had taken a fair amount of research to find the ancient survey of the aquifers flowing through the region, feeding into one another, and, eventually, connecting with the subterranean water source for Visla Kormin’s stronghold.

Even with the assistance of the flowing water, the distance he would have to cover was great. Far greater than anyone could hold their breath to travel. But Bawb had a few tricks up his sleeve. And if he had gauged his calculations right, he would soon penetrate the impenetrable.

If he failed, he would be lost forever, his body trapped deep below the planet’s surface, leaving his friends and colleagues to wonder what ever became of the man they’d called the Geist.


CHAPTER TWO




Hesitation was for the weak and unprepared. Bawb was neither of those things.

His illumination spell had been cast and was firmly in place. A minor one, but enough to provide a glimpse of his environment. He didn’t dare cast a stronger one, not knowing exactly how close to the surface the subterranean aquifer flowed as it progressed toward the fortress. The tiny hint of light would have to suffice.

Bawb huffed and puffed a few more times, then he took as deep a breath as his expansive lungs would hold, using the tiniest amount of that trapped air to cast the largest bubble spell he could around his entire body. He then slid into the frigid water, submerging completely and relaxed his body, letting the current pull him along, unsure how long he would have to hold his breath. As a result, he would need to fight his normal instinct to breathe every so often to purge the stale air from his lungs. This was the unknown, an underwater challenge of undetermined duration. He simply couldn’t risk it.

The konus was fully charged, and his body was brimming with its own magic recently stolen from a handful of casters during the course of his preparation for the task. As a result, he possessed more magical potential than he had quite possibly ever wielded before. Given the task at hand, he hoped it would be enough.

The current increased its speed, hurtling him through naturally formed waterways carved over millennia. He bumped and banged against the hard walls as he sped along in the near darkness, his air bubble spell providing a slight cushion to the impacts, but not much more than that. That was not the purpose of this particular spell.

Bawb ignored the sensations and focused his attention inward, dropping into a meditative state, slowing his heartbeat with the practiced skill honed over many years of training. The less his heart pumped, the longer his oxygen would last. And he had a feeling he would need every last bit of it.

No one else would have thought of this approach as a means of entry. And even if they had, none were crazy or suicidal enough to try it. Bawb, however, simply accepted the risks and carried on, knowing that one day he would die. Whether it was today or another day he didn’t know, but he would never live his life in fear of the inevitable.

It was what set him apart.

Deeper and deeper his body rocketed, propelled along by the strong current at times, then drifting slowly as he passed through wider sections before resuming his rapid pace as the walls narrowed once more. He was aware of it all but paid no heed other than mentally estimating his progress. Of course, there was no way he could know exactly how far he had traveled, but he’d spent enough time working in wet environments in the past that he could make at least a rough estimate.

His senses sharpened as the water shifted into a corkscrew, flinging him about as the passageway twisted and turned, making his relaxed body spin with the flow. Bawb abruptly came to a painful stop as he banged hard into a sharp bend. He immediately pulled himself from his trance and assessed the situation.

His illumination spell had faded by this point, but he could feel the water moving around his bubble spell easily enough. He wasn’t stuck, per se, but rather, his loose body had simply not bent enough to follow the curve. Reluctantly, he used precious energy to fight the current and position his feet in the proper orientation. Immediately, he was whisked away once more, to his relief. But he had used too much effort and could feel his lungs burning as a result.

Bawb didn’t want to use any of his precious air, but his body made its requirements quite clear. He held off a few moments longer then made the decision to allow himself one breath from his extremely minimal supply. The burning eased at once, and he slid back into his relaxed state once more.

Had anyone seen him enter the water they’d have assumed him long dead given how long he had been submerged, but Bawb’s metabolism was slowed to a snail’s pace as the water carried him closer and closer to the fortified stronghold. He relaxed comfortably in the flow, almost enjoying the sensation as the water moved him along.

It was looking like his plan would work.

Bawb’s body suddenly compressed abruptly as he slammed to a stop in the rushing water once more. The impact of his booted feet against something unmovable and blocking his passage and the pain that shot through his legs and back was a harsh reminder about the folly of ever thinking things might actually go easy just this once.

No time to waste, the konus urged.

“I am aware,” he mentally replied, feeling all around, fighting the current while desperately trying to free himself. Bending toward his feet was uncomfortable, the force of the water making him double up hard against his legs, driving much of the air out of his lungs. They stared to burn yet again just as his hands felt the obstacle.

“Oh no,” he thought, not in distress, but rather with an unpleasant realization hitting him like a wet fist. There was no time to waste. He had to move fast and there were precious few options.

“Lumaris,” he said aloud, using more of his precious air to cast the illumination spell.

It was a minor one, and it wouldn’t last long, but it proved more than enough to show just how serious his dilemma was.

A grating. A grating not on any plans or maps. And by the look of the wear on the bars, they had been there for many centuries, likely long forgotten by whomever had placed them there. The metal was worn much thinner than its original girth, he could see that much clearly, comparing the center areas to the more protected edges where they still possessed near-full thickness. They were bolted in place, held firm all the way around. There would be no breaking the grating free.

Think fast, Ghalian. You have little time.

He didn’t need the konus to tell him that. His air was dangerously low, but, by his estimation, he should be very close to the fortress by now. How deep underground he was, however, he could not gauge. That left him with two options. Either he would drown hung up on those bars, or he would use what magic he could, perhaps drawing the attention of guards and casters above in the process.

He prepared the required intent for his force spell and took a deep breath, using the last of his air to cast the spell and bend the weakest of the bars. The metal strained and warped, moving aside just enough for him to squeeze through, but only barely. Bawb’s lungs raged in silent agony as the current took him once more, hurtling him toward his fate, whatever it might be.

If they had sensed him above, he reasoned, at least he would die breathing.

Bawb’s lungs burned as if they were on fire, screaming for air he simply could not provide them. He spun his body around so he was traveling headfirst, kicking as hard as he could despite the pain, doing all he could to speed his progress in hopes of reaching an air pocket before he passed out and drowned.

His head pounded and his vision began to dim, stars passing across his eyes as his body used up the last traces of oxygen in his system. A second later the last of his bubble spell gave out. It would be so easy to just let go. To take a deep breath and allow the water to fill his lungs, ending his suffering once and for all. Bawb shook his head and kicked harder despite his limbs now feeling like rubber. He was a Master Ghalian, and he would pass out and die in agony before he would ever give up.

He was nearly at that point when he abruptly broke through the surface into a dark cavern. He’d been holding his breath so hard he almost forgot how to breathe, but his body quickly reminded him, sucking in air in massive gulps, the stars in his vision clearing as fresh air flooded his lungs. Despite the urge to huff and puff, he forced himself to stop his frantic breathing before slowly allowing himself to inhale as quietly as he could.

He wasn’t on the verge of death any longer, and that meant whatever discomfort he might have to endure was acceptable. Senses on high alert, he swam to the water’s edge without casting any illuminating spell. He could sense the shore given the way the water was flowing, and that was more than enough.

Bawb reached out and clutched the stone and finally allowed himself to rest a moment until his senses were fully returned and his limbs had ceased tingling from lack of oxygen. He flexed his muscles a few times, forcing freshly oxygenated blood to flow through them, readying himself for whatever would come next. He cast a tiny muting spell over himself and pushed up out of the water, hopefully silencing the sound of his sloshing exit.

He stood still a moment, hands on his weapons, ready to act. But no guards came. No defensive spells were triggered. But there was something. He sniffed the air, curious, then concerned. In his need for air he’d missed it at first. That faint hint of danger. But he smelled it now. Something rank. Something animal.

It was no wonder there were no guards down here, he realized. They didn’t need any.


CHAPTER THREE




Bawb’s body was sore from holding still in a motionless crouch. The dark of the chamber was complete, leaving just his ears straining against the sound of flowing water while his nose was already confirming that yes, there most definitely was some sort of creature in here with him, only he couldn’t quite hear it over the noise. But it was there. Every fiber of his being was yelling at him that something very bad was close at hand.

He fought down his instinct to flee and simply remained still, his breathing shallow, his heart slowing as his oxygen levels returned to normal. He had come this far thanks to his self-control. He was not about to blow it now by acting brashly.

Ten minutes, then twenty, then finally thirty passed, ticking by on his mental timer before he finally decided it was time to do something. An illumination spell was out of the question. That would make him an easy target for whatever lurked in this chamber. He would need to be more subtle than that.

Quietly, he drew a pair of daggers from their sheaths and prepared himself. He then cast a night-vision spell as silently as he could, ready to move quietly past the beast.

A massive shape, bristling with moss-coated spines projecting from its hulking back, spun as soon as he cast, letting out an angry snarl as it lunged toward him at once. Bawb dove aside, extinguishing the spell as he leapt up onto the wall, his daggers jammed into the rock, keeping him just above the searching beast.

It couldn’t see him, he realized with relief as it passed below, and with the ambient water sound, it couldn’t have heard his almost imperceptible casting. But it had smelled his magic and had reacted immediately. A well-adapted guard animal, indeed. It might not have been able to see him, but it could detect his magic. It was only a bit of good fortune and just enough distance between the two of them when he cast that had allowed him to escape unharmed.

Not escape, exactly. Temporarily evade was more like it, he mused as he hung from the wall, gripping his embedded daggers firmly. They were sturdy blades, and he was glad he’d opted to bring them on this outing. A smaller weapon would likely not have been able to support his weight in this manner.

He could hear the creature snuffling about beneath him, seeking out the source of the magic. It could smell it, and lingering traces remained where Bawb had cast down below. Fortunately for the Ghalian, even if the animal could smell other things as well, he had washed off any trace of scent from himself during his submersion in the flowing water. He was virtually scent-free. But if he had to hold himself aloft for too long that would change as he began to sweat. There wasn’t time to waste.

Bawb moved slowly, reaching out with one hand in the dark, testing the wall’s surface, then pulling free a dagger and carefully inserting it into another crack he had located farther along the wall. This he repeated over and over, gradually making his way toward the far end of the chamber. He hadn’t seen much in the brief instant the night-sight spell had been active, but his mind was trained to take in every detail in an instant, and in this situation, that was proving a very helpful trick.

Bawb had seen more than enough of both the cavern as well as the animal to formulate at least a basic plan. There was a well-traveled path along the water’s edge that seemed to lead to another connecting chamber. Likely a network of them, with other types of beasts living in them, providing this one a ready food source. That was not the way he wanted to go.

Fortunately, there was another opening, much smaller than a regular doorway but still large enough for him to slip through. He just had to make it past the guard animal first. And what an animal it was.

Claws as long as his entire hand clacked on the wet stone as the animal sniffed around on all four legs, its body hunched like a massive ball of bristling death. There was no way it could be attacked from above. Not without a spear or something equally as long. A dagger, or even a regular-length sword, would not cut it, literally and figuratively.

And as he could not risk using any significant amount of magic this close to the surface, evasion was the only option.

Bawb moved once more, timing his actions with the creature’s shuffling gait, masking the sound of his daggers pushing into the stone with the noise of the beast’s own claws. It was tedious work, requiring him to strain his senses to their limits, his ears focused on the subtle sounds of the searching animal while his hands took turns quietly feeling the wall for the next crack into which he could drive his blades.

If he wound up on the ground too soon, there was no way he could escape before the creature reached him. He’d seen how fast it could move despite its size in the brief moment his night-vision spell had been active, and he was not about to gamble on being able to outrun it. Not on its home turf. While it had long claws that would gain purchase on the slick rocks, his own feet were not so naturally equipped for the environment. Not without using a traction spell, which, again, would quite possibly alert the defensive casters above, not to mention tell the beast precisely where he was.

No, he would have to do this the slow and painfully methodical way. There was no alternative.

Bawb continued onward until he gauged that he was only a few steps from the opening. He couldn’t be absolutely sure, but his estimations tended to be accurate within a meter or so in far more chaotic circumstances than this, so he felt confident in his wager. If it was, gauging by the teeth and powerful jaws the beast possessed, there likely wouldn’t be a body for the guards to discover, if they ever ventured so far below the fortress. From what he could tell, that seemed quite unlikely.

Less pondering, more moving, the konus urged.

Bawb reacted, heeding the words quietly filling his head. He felt his body warm and a fine sweat beginning to form as a result. Soon the beast would smell him. If he didn’t go now it would be too late.

“No time like the present,” he mused, preparing a tiny illumination spell. He would cast it as he pulled his daggers free and fell to the ground below. He would have preferred not using any magic at all, but he would have one shot at escape, and he could not afford to be off by so much as a step if he wanted to clear the tunnel mouth and escape the hungry creature.

Bawb took one deep breath then pulled both daggers free, casting as he fell. He hit the ground hard, the distance a bit farther than he had anticipated but not by much. The animal spun and charged at once, its reactions insanely fast, especially given its size. Bawb was already in motion, his legs pumping hard at a full sprint the moment his feet found purchase on the wet stone.

He slipped slightly but had anticipated the unstable footing, adjusting on the fly as he dove through the narrow exit to safety. A meaty thud impacted the stone behind him as the beast hit the wall, its claws slapping from outstretched arms as it tried to hook its prey. But they met only air.

Bawb leaned against the wall and took a better look at the creature now that he could do so without incurring a most gruesome demise. It was even bigger than he’d thought, and the spines on its back looked like they might be excreting some sort of toxin, though he couldn’t be sure. There were so many animals, on so many worlds, there was no way anyone could know all of them. All that mattered now was that he had eluded this one. He could carry on with his mission.

The assassin felt the comforting heft of his daggers in his hands as he observed the lack of spines on the underside of the beast. Pressed up to the opening as it was, its one vulnerable spot was exposed. Bawb noted the weakness then sheathed his blades. It was just an animal acting on instinct. An innocent life, albeit one that could have ended him if he’d been careless.

He locked eyes with the creature and gave a little nod. As happened on occasion, the animal stopped its aggression and studied him with more curiosity than anger. He’d always had a way with them, a sort of empath’s gift at times. It seemed this was one such case, though he had no doubt things would be much different had he not managed to move safely out of reach.

In any case, the beast calmed, resigned that this meal had escaped.

“Stay safe, friend,” Bawb said, then extinguished his illumination spell, opting for the slightest of night-sight spells instead as he continued along the passageway. It was magic, yes, but so small an amount only one specifically searching for intruders might notice it. And even then, with all the stone around him, he doubted any would. And by the time he reached the actual inside of the fortress, he wouldn’t need any spells at all.

Beyond that, it was all up in the air. He would gauge the forces and spells being used once he was in their midst. And then he would do one of two things.

He would prevail, or he would die.


CHAPTER FOUR




It was a long trek through many tight squeezes where the stone was either just barely wide enough for a man to pass or had simply collapsed over the millennia. The former required the stripping off of one’s gear and forcing one’s self through, while the latter demanded equal parts heavy lifting and careful shimmying.

The important thing was that after hours of steady toil in the dark, Bawb had finally reached a runoff channel. The brackish water was different than the other streams and rivulets he’d forded. This smelled of fear and blood, and it was soon clear why. Following it to the surface through a steep tunnel rising up toward the light, Bawb found himself up against a grating nestled at a corner of the fortress walls behind a storage shed. It was an unguarded low point where rainwater would freely flow under normal circumstances.

These, however, were not normal circumstances. Not by a long shot.

While the walls were impenetrable, the troops on the walls were far from impervious, as were the wounded brought back in through the robustly fortified gates. The screams of the gravely injured echoed off the ramparts as their mingling rivers of blood slicked the stones, a whirling kaleidoscope of color, the life blood of multiple races flowing down the drain, a stark reminder that no one, no matter their rank or species, was immune from death.

Bawb forced the grating open and crawled out unseen, heading toward the sounds of screams and chaos. The assassin, now covered in the blood of others, fit right in.

He infiltrated the masses easily, shifting his gait to that of a wounded soldier and staggering toward one of the healing triage areas with the others. Perhaps a few details of his uniform might have been off, or someone might detect his tiny magical enhancements to his disguise on any other day. But in this throng of bleeding combatants and the myriad spells used to keep them alive, no one would be noticing the minuscule use of a few little spells on his part.

Bawb took in the surroundings in a glance. His intel on the layout of the main structures and support buildings within the fortress walls had been correct. Things were where they were supposed to be. Taller structures toward the perimeter, shorter but more refined ones more centrally situated. And the visla would be located in the largest, most ornate of those inner buildings. The one set to the rear, flanked by the buildings around it in a subtle funnel layout, the narrowing of the small road forcing all eyes on his residence even if they didn’t know why.

It was the move of a vain man. One who wanted—no, who needed—others to pay attention to him. Merely being the most powerful visla in the region wasn’t enough. He viscerally required adulation. To be the center of all things. To be the absolute pinnacle of leadership and power in the region. It was among the reasons that led to this war in the first place.

The main body of casters were deployed away from his own walls, each of them positioned either upon or near the fortress walls, their spells defending the keep or attacking the enemy forces. The visla showed his strength by not requiring them to protect his residence. He had layered spells over the years for that and clearly believed the use of other, inferior, casters would diminish his standing and reputation.

This, Bawb realized, could be used to his advantage.

He shifted his disguise, subtly at first, testing to see if any of the casters might take notice. He also cast a sensing spell, searching for the faintest hint of protective spells against this sort of thing as he grew closer to the visla’s abode.

There were none.

Bawb continued at a slow pace, blending in, changing his appearance and uniform as he encountered more wounded and dead, bending over the casters among them, stealing their remaining power as well as identities in the chaos. It was not a plan that could fool many for long once the slain were accounted for, but he was adding to his store of power, and the plan would work if he moved quickly enough. And move he did, leapfrogging through the crowded streets and footways, flowing with the living tide, his rank increasing as he did until he reached the visla’s private quarters.

There, however, he felt something new. A dangerous ripple tickling his senses. He pushed the unsettling feeling aside, swung the doors open, and stepped in from the street, closing them behind him, locking them manually, not daring to use any magic. The two guards standing inside were essentially decorative, given the visla’s power, and Bawb eliminated them before they could utter a sound. Moving forward into the heart of the visla’s home, the sinking in his gut strengthened. As soon as he laid eyes on the visla he confirmed why.

“What is it?” the man asked, rising from his desk of papers and maps, the whole of the siege laid out before him, as well as plans for future conquests.

He was taller than Bawb had been told. Not much, but enough to notice. Sturdily built as well, clearly not afraid to use his body as well as his magic. And magic he possessed in abundance. It was practically tangible, the power, as were the several defensive spells he had cast around himself even here in his own home. He may have been vain and overconfident, but he was not a fool, it seemed. Bawb realized then and there why none had been able to end this man previously. He would be very difficult to face, especially in an open fight. In fact, given the new variables he sensed, he knew even with the additional magic he’d stolen on the way in, he did not possess enough to take the visla head-on.

He would need to regroup. To buy time to adjust strategy. That meant making up a story on the spot.

“The battle rages, Visla,” he said, his mind racing.

“Yes, I am aware. Why do you disturb me? And why did my personal guards allow you entrance?”

“It seemed quite urgent, Visla,” the assassin improvised, allowing his stolen power to rise to the surface, making him appear, he hoped, to be one of the visla’s own casters. Among so many, the odds were, he didn’t know them all personally. Only the most powerful of them, and that Bawb certainly was not.

“And? Go on?” the man replied, slowly walking toward him, his long, ornate robes moving in a way that suggested even they were enchanted with protective spells of some sort.

“The enemy is close to breaching the rear walls. The redirection of their focus is causing a strain on the defenses. With your power, the tide could turn.”

The man shrugged, a faint grin on his lips. “True, I do possess plenty of magic to do so.”

Bawb felt a glimmer of hope he might actually live to see another day. “Thank you, Visla. The men will be⁠—”

“But my men know full well I do not expend my power on this sort of thing,” the visla continued, casting a force spell so fast and hard Bawb didn’t even have a chance to react before being flung hard up against the wall.

He fell to the ground, rolling aside immediately, narrowly dodging the follow-up spell that gouged the stone floor. Bawb flung a dagger, but the visla batted it aside with ease, his defensive spells creating a barrier against hurled implements.

“Oh, I do not think so,” the man said with a laugh, firing off spell after spell, pummeling the intruder as he raced for cover.

Bawb’s defensive spells were as good as anyone’s. Better, in most cases, and that was all that kept him alive. But he was on his heels, overpowered and outmatched when it came to a battle of magic. In open combat with or without weapons he would have easily taken the day, but against a magic-user of this level of power? It was all he could do to defend himself, let alone attack.

His magic was draining faster than he would have thought possible, but the only way to stop the visla’s powerful spells was to counter with everything he had. But he would run out of magic eventually, and this visla apparently possessed an even deeper reservoir of power than any imagined.

The visla, despite the circumstances, seemed perfectly relaxed. Amused, even, as he sealed his doors with ease and forced the intruder to run back and forth, slowly wearing him out with so little effort. It was a game to him, like a beast toying with its food. Bawb realized that if not for that, it would have been over for him sooner than later. The man was simply too strong. More than that, he was untouchable with his protective spells. It would take more power than he possessed to reach the visla.

Bawb’s foot slipped, and he felt the magic grab him, wrapping him up hard then throwing him against the wall yet again. He was losing, and badly. But the assassin wasn’t about to give up, no matter what. He just needed an opening. Something. Anything. And most importantly, he needed time.

“You shouldn’t have ruffled the Council’s feathers,” Bawb called out, his words striking in a way his spells and weapons could not.

The visla slowed his attack, a look of distaste on his face. “You know nothing of the Council, Assassin.”

“I know they do not tolerate this sort of wasteful squabbling among their vislas,” Bawb shot back, forcing the visla to keep moving to keep him in view as he raced around the chamber. He wouldn’t wear the man out, but he could at least make him break a sweat and hopefully slip up somehow in his annoyance.

That, or the man would simply stop playing and just smite him with more magic than he could possibly defend against.

“This is not squabbling,” the visla growled.

Bawb stifled his grin. He had struck a nerve.

“Peons squabble. I am the logical choice to rule this sector.”

“But you are in a power sharing arrangement, per the Council.”

“If not for Visla Hurvey disrupting my plans, I could take my rightful place, not serving the Council of Twenty, but on it.”

Bawb laughed with far more amusement than he actually felt. “On the Council? That’s rich. You need an opening to appear. And I do not think any of the Twenty are planning on dying off just yet.”

Visla Kormin grinned, blasting out a startling amount of power, knocking over furniture as well as the would-be assassin. “It’s never their plan,” he said with a chuckle, shedding his robe as he walked, a ball of crackling magic forming in his hands. “But what one plans and what one experiences in life are not always the same things, wouldn’t you agree, Assassin?”

Bawb felt a pain chill him to the core, but it was not some spell cast by his adversary. With the robe gone, he could see the weapons the visla had strapped to his body. He was ready for a physical fight. Probably eager to try out his skills against a worthy opponent. But that wasn’t what drew the reaction. It was the ornate dagger on the visla’s hip. A dagger that Bawb knew quite well. One he’d seen regularly in his youth. One he’d even had the fortune to wield in combat beside his mentor.

“That’s quite an impressive dagger,” he said, nodding toward the subtly thrumming weapon. “Powerful. I can feel it from here.”

“Yes, it’s quite an impressive piece. You have an eye for quality for a hired killer.”

“And I know it must have cost a great deal. Where did you come by it?”

“You wish to acquire one of your own?” the visla said, drawing the blade from its sheath, a wicked gleam in his eye. “I’m afraid it is a one-of-a-kind piece. A gift from a dear friend.”

“A gift?” Bawb said, circling to his left, moving a little closer to the powerful man. “Only a fool would part with something like that. Tell the truth. You killed them for it, didn’t you? That seems more like your style.”

Visla Kormin hesitated, a flicker of true amusement showing in his eyes. “Kill? Oh, dear no. At least, not for something like this. Despite its power, Visla Maktan has no need for trinkets like this.”

“Maktan?”

“Of the Twenty, yes,” Kormin replied with braggadocio and an overconfident grin. “He is quite powerful, and a great ally. And this weapon truly was a gift. One you will now get to see up close and personal.”

The visla stepped forward, closing the distance quickly, ready to kill. Bawb uttered a strange incantation, his intent crystal clear as he summoned an arcane spell he hadn’t spoken in many years. Visla Kormin didn’t recognize the words, but he didn’t have to. He cast a powerful defensive spell, strong enough to block any attack this lesser adversary could possibly throw at him.

But the spell wasn’t intended for him. It was directed at the dagger.

Kormin cried out in pain as barbed spikes burst through his hand, the dagger becoming a bristling implement of pain without warning. The weapon did more than just mutilate his hand, he realized as he fell to his knees, the poison on the barbs weakening him while the dagger began sucking his power from him.

“What have you done?” he gasped as the blade drained more and more of his magic.

Bawb kicked him in the chest, sending him flying flat onto his back. The Ghalian bent down and uttered another spell, the barbs retracting, the traces of the visla’s blood soaking into the metal itself as he snatched the weapon from his ruined hand. A true Ghalian weapon. Bawb felt a twinge in his chest as he felt the blade’s familiar power for the first time in decades, the weight comfortable in his grip. A hint of emotion nearly seeped through his stone façade. Nearly. It was Master Hozark’s dagger. The weapon of one of the Five. Bawb’s first clue in so many years of a trail long cold.

“But I never sensed that spell. How could you?” the visla wondered.

“It was my father’s,” Bawb replied, saying the words aloud outside his closest circle for the first time in his life, acknowledging his lineage to a man who would be able to tell no one.

He drove the dagger deep into the visla’s chest, piercing his heart. The blade sucked up what little remaining power it could before the man expired then settled into its resting state. Bawb could have taken the visla’s power for himself. Should have, if he was being logical about this. But this contract had become anything but logical. It had just become very personal.

Well done, Ghalian, his konus said quietly. I cannot level you up, but well done.

Bawb took a deep breath and nodded once to himself, resetting and steeling his mind, forcing down his emotions. He then set to work doing what needed to be done.


CHAPTER FIVE




Upon exiting the visla’s residence, Bawb came upon one of the lead guards of the visla’s forces. Or, to be more accurate, he sought him out, then lured him away from the group of troops he was berating for not fighting hard enough with the tale of a group of soldiers caught sleeping when it was their turn for sentry duty on the ramparts. The guard’s reaction was as immediate as it was intense.

“Sleeping? I’ll kill them myself for their insubordination!” the man spat in a gruff tone that sounded like he almost meant those words literally. “Where are they?”

“I’ve locked ’em up for you to deal with, sir,” Bawb replied. “I’ll show you where.”

He turned and walked ahead, the angry man following closely. Normally, that would have been seen as insubordination, turning one’s back on one’s superior. But this was a battle footing, and niceties and formalities were thrown to the wayside in favor of expedience. Something that was now working to his advantage. He led the way to a structure being used as a temporary morgue for the overflowing dead.

“You’re holding them here?”

“It seemed appropriate, given just how badly they screwed up,” the disguised assassin said.

The man actually chuckled, though it was a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment. “I’m not actually going to kill them. But I’ll sure as hell make them wish they were dead when I’m through with them.”

“As you wish, sir. I’d best get back to my post.”

“You do that. Well done. I’ll take it from here. What’s your name, Soldier?”

“Yoced,” Bawb replied, confident the man didn’t know even a fraction of his forces by name or face.

“Noted. Be safe and fight hard.”

“I always am, and I always do,” Bawb replied as his target opened the door.

“Now, where are you slackers?” the guard said as his looming frame filled the door.

He didn’t feel a thing as the powerful blow knocked him unconscious. Bawb didn’t dare use a spell on him. Not here in the midst of all the visla’s forces. One never knew who was sensitive to such things in such crowded confines. He dragged the man inside the rest of the way and stripped him, then bound his hands and feet, gagged him, and stashed him off behind a pile of bodies. By the time he roused and was discovered, Bawb would be long gone.

Being dressed in the unconscious man’s clothing allowed Bawb to use only the smallest bit of magic to alter his face and hands, the rest of his body allowed to remain its normal state as he was not using a full body piece of magic. He slung the medium-sized bag he had been carrying over his shoulder and proceeded to the main gate, troops snapping to attention and saluting as he passed before getting back to their tasks at hand.

Whoever he was, the man Bawb was masquerading as certainly inspired a fair bit of fear from his own men. And given his brief encounter with him, Bawb could see why. Perhaps not the best of things in peacetime, but in a war footing, one sometimes needed to lead with a firm hand.

“Open the gate!” he bellowed as he drew close.

“Sir?” the guard manning the mechanism blurted, utterly confused.

“You heard me. Open it,” Bawb replied with a glare that could melt a glacier. “I’m going out there.”

“Yes sir!” the guard replied, springing into action without another thought.

The gate cracked open enough for Bawb to exit, but the guard stopped there, his sense of self-preservation winning the day. He’d obeyed the order but also not put himself and his comrades at significant risk in doing so. It was the best he could make of the situation.

Bawb slid out and cast multiple powerful defensive spells around himself. The casters on the walls saw him walking and added to them, unsure what was going on, but protecting one of their own leaders as best they could. Little did they know.

Bawb strode to a clearing at the edge of the raging battle. It was a position both sides could see clearly, as he intended. He bent and retrieved a broken spear from the ground and drove it hard into the blood-soaked soil. He then opened his bag and pulled something out. Something horrific. Something bloody. Something that would bring this war to an end.

“Is that…” voices asked in a shocked chorus from both sides of the battle as Visla Kormin’s head was placed firmly onto the makeshift spike.

The man who placed it there vanished in an instant, gone before anyone could even gather their senses enough to attack him.

Relatively safe in his shimmer cloak, Bawb hurried from the area, leaving both sides to process what they’d seen and, if all went to plan, cease their fighting. With Visla Kormin dead, there was no point in this battle, and the generals on both sides would be glad for the end to the senseless bloodshed. This wasn’t a just war. It was a test of egos between two men too cowardly to settle their differences face-to-face. And tens of thousands had already paid the price for it.

As expected, soon afterward, both sides reacted. One celebrated loudly, Visla Hurvey’s troops cheering their victory. The others falling quiet, their will to fight drained as they fell back, awaiting confirmation of what they had seen from their leaders within the fortress walls. Somehow, someone had breached their impenetrable defenses. And if that wasn’t enough, they’d overcome the most powerful visla in the system. Many voices were repeating the same chorus. That this was inconceivable.

A few short minutes later they learned the truth, facing the harsh reality that perhaps that word did not mean what they thought it did. Their visla was dead.

Back in Visla Hurvey’s camp the mood was quite the opposite as reports of Kormin’s demise were confirmed.

“It is done,” General Vorxx said with a relieved sigh as she reviewed the images relayed by her forces on the front.

“Are you sure?” her right-hand aide asked. “How can it be?”

“The contract is indeed complete,” a new voice replied as a nondescript soldier seemed to appear out of nowhere right beside the general.

Guards spun, weapons drawn, but the man stood calmly beside the general, making no move for any weapon. Not out of fear, but with the confidence of one utterly unconcerned by the dozen armed guards whose attention was now focused on them. The general nodded, a tiny smile creasing her lips. She had ordered the contract, though she had not been privy to the details of it beyond that. She had felt Kormin’s fortress was impenetrable even for the Ghalian. On this occasion, she was very pleased to have been proven wrong. Tens of thousands of lives would be spared by this act, and her visla would rise in power. With that, his responsibility, as well as standing, would grow. Whether he would ever find out which of his associates had brought the fight to an end was something they could worry about later. What mattered was it was done.

“It is all right,” the general said. “He is with me.”

The guards lowered their weapons and returned their attention outward, all of them more than a little unsettled that someone had managed to sneak past them. All but the general. Given who this was, she expected nothing less.

“Final payment will be sent,” she said quietly. “It is not mine to order, but all have seen the results of your work. You have saved a lot of lives. Thank you.”

The guard said nothing, nodding once and vanishing seemingly into thin air.

“Who was that?” the general’s aide asked, when the shock began to wear off.

“That? Few who see him live, though I am sure that was a disguise.”

“An assassin, then?” the aide wondered. “I still fail to see how one could not only access Visla Kormin’s keep but then overcome him in single combat. It’s impossible, even for the most skilled of their kind.”

“That was not just any assassin,” she replied with quiet respect. “That was the Geist.”

Even the guards, trained not to react to anything, let out involuntary gasps. The Geist had been in their ranks. Infiltrated without a sound. But they weren’t on the menu today. Someone far more powerful had been. And with his demise, the Geist’s reputation spread even wider, firmly cemented as quite possibly the deadliest man in the galaxy.


CHAPTER SIX




Bawb exited the battlefield without a trace, retrieving his shimmer ship and lifting off into a low and slow flight that kept him firmly away from the detection spells of any casters who might still be on a combat footing. The war was over, but there were always those who either got the message late, or who didn’t want to admit defeat. Or victory, for that matter, in the cases of the bloodthirsty sort who reveled in battle.

Whatever the situation on the ground, Bawb didn’t really care. That was for the survivors to work out amongst themselves. As for him, he had just one thing on his mind after so grueling a mission. Bawb was going home.

This was not the training house he had grown up in, nor was it anywhere on that planet, for that matter. Since advancing to the level of Master all those years ago, he had carved out a safe place for himself, as the majority of the most senior Ghalian had done. Somewhere he could live in peace under a false identity. One he had established a long time ago, where his persona was never called into question. In his case, a simple sustenance farmer with familial wealth he chose not to access. A man the locals knew as Filostrato, though most just called him Filos for short.

Filos was a Wampeh, his pale skin often darkened from his work in the sun after a preliminary bit of a burn, as happened with his kind. He worked the small plot of land around his modest cottage and, on occasion, came to the town market to trade his surplus produce for other items. It was a calm, quiet, relaxing life, and he spent many pleasant nights in the company of the warm and welcoming people of his chosen home.

The man they knew as Filos did travel fairly often, but given his backstory—one he had carefully planted in case others discovered his familial ties on their own—frequent trips were nothing out of the ordinary for one with well-to-do connections. That a man of apparent means chose to spend his life quietly among them, raising his own food and keeping a low profile, just endeared him to the locals even more.

“Filos! You’re back!” the porter at the landing site called out with a broad smile as his friend disembarked his small ship.

It was a craft Bawb had swapped for his shimmer ship at a secret cavern system on a nearby moon. He couldn’t fly his shimmer ship home. Landing in that particular vessel, nondescript as it was, would have still drawn attention, no matter what stories he had in place.

“Mattos, it’s great to see you, my friend. How have things been while I was away? Is Ganarra well?”

“She is, and the kids are fine. Tombo has made sure your crops have received enough water, as you requested.”

“A good kid,” Bawb said with a broad grin. “That reminds me. Here, I brought him this as a little thank you.” He handed a wrapped bundle to his friend.

“You didn’t have to.”

“It has nothing to do with having to. I appreciate his attentiveness to my garden. And what better way to instill a solid work ethic in a boy his age than a few treats as well as coin?”

“I can’t argue the logic.”

“Of course you can’t. Because I’m always right!” Bawb said with a joking laugh.

“Yeah, yeah. Always right, my left buttock.”

“Of course it’s your left one.”

“Why so?”

“Because mine is… all right!”

Mattos groaned and shook his head. “Are you sure you don’t have any kids somewhere? Your proficiency with bad jokes makes me wonder.”

“Not that I know of, and I’ve been pretty careful.”

“Pretty careful?”

“Well, we all have indiscretions in our youth. But no, none that I’m aware of.”

Mattos let out a rumbling laugh. “Probably for the better. Imagine a bunch of you running around.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Do you disagree?”

“Well…”

“Thought not. Well, let’s get your stuff home. I got a few things left to do today.”

Bawb nodded his agreement as he pulled his bags from the ship. Bags that he hadn’t unpacked once. Simple decoy luggage to go with his traveler’s cover story. “Sounds good. Swing by later for a drink?”

“Not tonight, but tomorrow?”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ve gotta jump out in a few days, but you and me, we’ll have a proper sit-down beforehand.”

“Always on the go, Filos. I don’t know how you do it. I’d wear out with that schedule.”

“Coming back home is how I do it. It’s always a welcome bit of relaxation when I do.”

The thing about Bawb’s words in this instance was they were quite true. And while the Masters of the Five preferred a prompt debriefing after particularly important contracts, they also gave Bawb a bit more leeway than the others in the order. A slight delay to recharge and clear his head was not a problem. He was the Geist, after all, and with all he was able to accomplish, he more than earned that little indulgence.

However, given the important nature of the task he had just completed, Bawb only stayed in his quiet retreat a handful of days, relaxing, eating and drinking with friends, tending his garden, and, of course, training to his fullest capabilities in the heavily shielded subterranean chambers he had quietly excavated and reinforced over the years. Unless a strong power user was looking for him, no one would notice the tiniest hints of power rumbling deep beneath the surface.

Time flew quickly and his energy and peace of mind returned in short order, the physical aspects nurtured by good food and a healthy mix of exercise and sleep. The mental, however, required a bit more effort.

Bawb brought his father’s stolen dagger with him as he flew back to his old home, the Ghalian training house in which he’d spent his formative years. It was where Master Corann would be waiting for him. She’d been spending more time in that particular training house of late, and the new students were receiving quite a degree of training because of it. No one wanted to slack with one of the Five in the house, and as a result, they were all worked even harder than usual, though it was a discomfort that would ultimately serve them well as they rose in the ranks.

Corann had become as close to a friend and peer as one of the Five could be with a Master Ghalian, and his father had served as one of the Five under her leadership. And now, after so long searching for any clue as to the true cause of his demise, Bawb had finally found a lead. And not by the hard work of spies or interrogations, but rather, a fluke of dumb luck. Had Visla Kormin simply lived his life without overreaching in an ill-advised power grab, Bawb would never have been dispatched to deal with him, and the dagger’s existence would have remained a secret.

He felt a warmth in his gut as he completed the final jump of his journey and saw the familiar planet dangling in the black of space. To him it was one of the most beautiful worlds in the galaxy. It was a place that inspired him. That reminded him of his beginnings, as well as how far he’d progressed since then in his pursuit of excellence and perhaps one day even membership in the Five.

His other quest, however, the vow of revenge he had made all those years ago, had still gone unfulfilled. But now there was a clue. The trail for Hozark’s killer had been cold for so many years that even with his network of informants keeping their ears open, Bawb’s hope had begun to wane. Not his resolve—that was unwavering—but hope in that over which he simply had no control.

He dropped out of orbit and touched down at the landing field he knew so well and started his casual walk through the bustling marketplace, heading to the training house along a path he could walk with his eyes closed. The smells and sounds were comforting, and the memories of his youth couldn’t help but creep in. His other classmates were all out there somewhere in the galaxy now, working as either Mavens or Master Ghalian, each of them pursuing their own destiny.

Occasionally, they would cross paths, making an effort to catch up with one another if their current tasks permitted the detour. But as happened to all people, not just Ghalian students, some of them ventured off on their own to live their lives far away, never to be seen in these parts again. But such is adulthood, and especially so for Ghalian. Nevertheless, it only served to reinforce Bawb’s gratitude for the friends he did still have. Those he held most dear.

Walking slowly, he took his time making his way to the hidden entrance to the training house. Corann would not be expecting him for a little while yet, so he decided to pick up a little snack along the way at his favorite baker before finally stepping into the nondescript doorway leading to their hidden enclave. The smell was familiar. Comforting. And it triggered the same feeling of comfortable happiness that welled up within him whenever he happened to find his way back to this place.

Bawb was home.


CHAPTER SEVEN




“Not bad, Dirkus, but you let your left guard drop when you swing with your right,” Demelza said, adjusting the student’s hands and arms into the correct position. “Remember, the shorter blade is often used as more than a mere defensive tool. The sword provides power, but the knife can kill just as easily.”

“And it can keep you from losing your head, quite literally,” Bawb added from the side of the sparring chamber. No one had even noticed him enter. No one but his friend, that is.

“Aspirants, we have a guest today. This is Master Bawb.”

The class didn’t seem impressed, merely giving a polite nod as they stood at attention out of habitual respect more than anything else. Bawb didn’t seem to mind, but Demelza felt perhaps they would pay closer attention if they realized who exactly he was.

“He does go by another name, of course. Perhaps some of you have heard of his exploits. This man is known across the systems as the Geist.”

Now that got their attention. They were young still, and the natural habits ingrained in the senior students weren’t yet second nature to them. Staring in awe was an acceptable reaction, given the revelation. They were, after all, in the presence of a living legend.

“Always a pleasure, Teacher Demelza,” Bawb said with a little bow, turning to size up her newest class of students. “You know, when I was an Aspirant, it was Teacher Demelza who taught me the way of the blade.”

“Really?” a girl with more than a few bloody slices staining her tunic marveled. She didn’t seem to care one bit about her injuries, putting them out of her mind with an ease rarely seen at such an age. Naturally, Bawb took a liking to her immediately.

“Yes, really. Teacher Demelza was my instructor in a great many things. Not only sword and knifeplay, but also disguises.”

“I have heard you can make yourself appear as anyone. Anything. Even a beast, if need be,” a boy said with awe in his eyes.

“I would not go so far as to say anything. But yes, some would say I have a certain proficiency in disguises. We are limited to an extent. The effort to appear a different size is quite difficult. But Teacher Demelza taught me quite a number of very useful tricks over the years. The same spells and practical applications that she will be teaching you as you progress. Rarely have I met her equal in the way of bladed combat and disguise. And her skill with the Vespus blade is unmatched.”

“You are too kind, my friend. But you mustn’t be so modest. Your abilities with the Vespus blade are beyond exceptional. Master Hozark taught you well, and it was he who instructed me when I first acquired mine.”

“He was an extraordinary man and a great mentor.”

“He was. I am sorry his Vespus was lost. I know he would have wanted you to have it.”

“Perhaps I will find it again, one day.”

“I do hope so,” she replied.

A boy raised his hand.

“You do not need to raise your hand, Paxis,” Demelza chided.

Bawb recalled hearing the same words spoken to members of his cohort in their early years and smiled to himself. He’d had many good years within these walls, and seeing the next generation coming up in the ranks always raised his spirits.

“Sorry,” the boy replied. “I was just wondering, do you have a Vespus blade, Master Bawb?”

“I do not. They are incredibly rare, and those with the skill to forge them have all but gone extinct. But one does not need a Vespus to be formidable in combat. In fact, with a fully charged konus and determined intent, a Ghalian can achieve very similar results without one. Teacher Demelza, I believe I still have a little free time on my hands. Would you care to join me in a demonstration? Knife and sword?”

“I would very much enjoy the exercise,” she replied with a grin.

Demelza might have been old enough to be his mother, but she hadn’t slowed down so much as a fraction over the years. She trained hard and took good care of her body, and it took care of her back as a result. She tossed him a sword, snatched out of the air with ease. The dagger he already possessed, Hozark’s ornate-handled weapon, appearing in his hand as if out of nowhere.

It was a little flourish he knew the students would enjoy. One that would also inspire them to learn it themselves. And this was not just for show but was also a very handy trick that had saved his life on more than one occasion.

Demelza drew her Vespus blade, its blue metal flickering for an instant as it felt Bawb’s presence. He’d always had an unusually strong connection with Vespus blades, and he’d trained both with and against this particular one on many occasions, sparring under the watchful eye of his mentor. And now, after all these years, the student was the teacher. The circle was complete. Hozark would have been proud.

Demelza launched into an attack, flying through the air, her blades whistling as she swung them. This was no half-assed sparring demonstration. It looked very much as though she was truly trying to kill Master Bawb.

Bawb sprang into action faster than the eye could perceive, his positioning shifting and his blades deflecting hers with minimum effort and maximum effect. This was not an all-out battle of strength where two equally matched combatants battered one another’s weapons like cudgels. This was a masterful demonstration of finesse and skill, and all at such a high speed it seemed impossible neither of them had drawn blood.

But the fight was still young, and even Masters bled in training, just not quite as often.

The students’ excitement was palpable, their eyes glued to the two Masters putting on an incredible show of both swordplay and now magical attacks and defenses as they did so. Demelza pulled from her Vespus, the blade glowing blue now. Bawb, however, was full of magic, his konus topped off and feeding his spells as well. The two were cautious with the magic, of course. In a confined space, even the most skilled of casters could occasionally have a spell go awry, and they didn’t want to harm any of the spectators.

Despite their restraint, the fight was epic, the blurring of metal and magic dizzying in its speed and precision. It was unlike any the students had ever witnessed. There had been demonstrations in the past, but never one like this.

The two Masters had trained together for decades and knew each other’s moves so well they could almost fight blindfolded. In fact, they had done just that on many occasions, though with dulled weapons in such instances. They would bruise and sometimes break skin, but at least no one would lose a limb.

Demelza and Bawb gave each other the subtlest of nods as they fell into a familiar pattern to wrap up their session. With a brilliant flare of magic, the two clashed their blades, the metal ringing out loud in the enclosed space. That wasn’t what startled the students. The fact that they had both vanished, however, left them staring in awe.

“Where did they go?” was voiced by more than one of the Aspirants.

“Looking for us?” Demelza asked, sitting casually behind them, her friend right beside her.

“How did you⁠—”

“As I said,” Bawb said with a chuckle as he rose back to his feet, “Teacher Demelza is a very skilled Master. And her use of not only disguises but also shimmer magic is something you would all do very well to pay close attention to. Believe me when I tell you, what she teaches you will save your life one day.”

Bawb walked to the front of the class once more, pleased to see their little demonstration had made a clear impression on the students. He glanced at Demelza. She replied with a little nod. Bawb felt a little flush of joy deep in his chest. He was a killer, and the finest in the galaxy, but he was also Bawb, son of Hozark, and his emotional side might have been expertly buried and hidden from sight, but it was always present. And as talented as he was at the bloodier side of their business, teaching, though infrequent as it was these days, brought him an entirely different sense of satisfaction.

“Well, enough of that,” he said, surveying the eager students, happy to see them all inspired by the demonstration. “You have seen what we can do. Now I would very much like to see what you can do. Aspirants, arm yourselves!”


CHAPTER EIGHT




Bawb’s impromptu teaching session with Demelza had lifted his spirits greatly. The weight of his father’s enchanted dagger was not great physically, but emotionally, its discovery had reawakened a part of him he’d managed to lock up for many years.

The search for Hozark’s killer had been a fire burning bright early on, but as is often the case, as time wore on, the fire dimmed to smoldering embers rather than a raging blaze. The drive to avenge him had not diminished. It had simply been put further on the back burner the longer he went without so much as a single clue pointing him to his mentor’s killer.

But now Bawb had a lead, and not just any. This was a clue of the highest order, and his mind was churning at the possibilities. For the moment, however, he would need to put them aside. To become too focused on them when they were not only fresh, but also unsettling, meant he could not count on himself to think entirely objectively. It was a weakness he would never admit to others, but though he kept them well-hidden, his emotions ran quite deep.

Just like his father’s had.

Bawb walked the training house, enjoying the familiar environs, poking his head into chambers to see what the other students were up to. It was a welcome distraction as well as a joy seeing the young Wampeh training so hard, as he and his cohort had done for so many years. And when he slipped quietly into the obstacle cavern on the second level, he saw that one of them was present, guest-teaching an eager group of Adepts.

“I see you, you know,” Elzina called out, not turning her head as she watched the students train.

Bawb chuckled. “Of course you do,” he replied, walking to greet her.

She was nearly as respected as he was these days, having reached the rank of Master with the speed of a true protegee. More than that, she had proven her worth repeatedly in her years in the field, completing the most challenging of contracts with the proficiency Bawb would have expected of her. Elzina had grown to become a very formidable and very deadly woman, but strangely enough, she had discovered she was a gifted teacher as well.

It was one of those funny little flukes in life. Sometimes the most difficult of students would grow to become the greatest teachers. They had, after all, been there themselves, perhaps striving a bit too hard at times, focused on being the best above all else, much to their own detriment.

And among these students there were, in fact, a few who possessed the same traits she once had. But rather than argue with them, she guided them, knowing what it would take to get through to them and make them excel in spite of themselves. She could see herself in them, and she used that insight to guide them with masterful subtlety.

“The mighty Geist has come to visit us, eh?” she said with a chuckle as he drew close.

“I heard the great Elzina was teaching. What else was there to do but see for myself?” he shot back with a grin, wrapping his arms around his former nemesis in a massive, warm embrace.

Long gone were their days of conflict and seemingly endless butting of heads as well as blades. While they’d pushed each other hard in their youth, they had not been children for a long, long time. Any bad blood between them had flowed under the bridge ages ago, replaced now with a deep, mutual respect.

The fiercest of rivals in their youth had become equally fierce allies. Not just allies, but friends. Next to Bawb, Elzina had been the top of their class, but once she grew old enough to put her need to beat him behind her, she had realized that she was actually as good as she believed she was. She was exceptional, in fact. It just happened to be that Bawb was something special, even among their kind. The kind of warrior that came along once every generation, if not longer. That acceptance had allowed her to stop trying to be recognized as the best and instead focus on doing what she could to be the best. Second to the Geist, of course.

“It is good to see you, Elzina. You look well,” he said, stepping back to size up his friend.

“And you look like shit. Have you been sleeping? No, don’t answer that. Of course not. You were off on that contract on Xenthix, if I heard correctly. Sounded like a complete shit-show.”

“You did, and it was.”

“Impenetrable fortress, right?”

“Yes.”

“Surrounded by two massive armies?”

“Indeed.”

“So, reinforced walls, thousands of potential combatants, layers of spells blockading every entrance… I assume you went subterranean.”

“Having surveyed the landscape, it seemed to be the most logical means of gaining ingress. One that none would have prepared any defenses against.”

“Ah, I see. You went on another suicide mission.”

“I did not die, Elzina.”

“Of course not. You’re the Geist, after all. But you do have a knack for finding the most difficult way to complete your missions. What was it this time? Toxic fumes? Or was it molten rock halting your progress?”

“Water, actually. Quite a lot of it, and for quite a long distance.”

“Did you try the large Oblio spell?”

“Of course I did.”

“Naturally. I don’t know why I even ask.”

“Well, I did so in part because I knew it was what you would have done. You have always excelled at water combat and survival techniques.”

“And you at infiltration. And pretty much everything else.”

“There is always room for growth and improvement. And I see you are imparting your knowledge upon this poor group of unsuspecting students.”

“Oh, they aren’t unsuspecting. Not after yesterday’s session.”

“Brutal?”

“It would have made Teacher Griggitz proud.”

Bawb laughed at the memory of the countless hours of misery their teacher had inflicted upon them. Torturous training that had hardened them into the finest killers in the galaxy.

“Well, that truly is saying something. They are fortunate to have you teaching them, Elzina. Perhaps you might even take a little more time out of the field to pursue the academic side of things more regularly. You do seem to have quite a gift for it, as you do at most things.”

“Oh, stop. Enough flattery, Bawb. I have a class to teach.”

“Of course.”

“But I am free later. Would you care to join me for dinner?”

“I would be delighted.”

Bawb took his leave of the training chamber and made his way to Master Corann’s receiving room, his thoughts creeping back to the dagger he carried along with the news of his successful contract. Corann would be most interested in both of those things, but Hozark had been her friend as well as colleague, and he had a sneaking suspicion that upon seeing the dagger the completion of his impossible contract would be the least of her interests.

He would be proven right.


CHAPTER NINE




The great Master Bawb politely greeted several teachers as he made his way to see Corann, pausing for a few moments of pleasant discourse with each of them before finally arriving at the head of the Five’s chambers. He didn’t bother knocking. This was Corann. She knew he was there.

“Hello, Bawb,” she said as he entered, gesturing for him to take a seat at her side table. It was the more informal way to receive a Ghalian for a debriefing, but Bawb was as close to an equal as she had and was far beyond normal protocols in her eyes.

“It is good to see you Corann. My apologies for the slight delay. I stopped home to refresh myself before coming. Of course, you already know the contract was a success.”

“Naturally. The head on a spike part was a rather inspired, if a bit excessive, move on your part. There is quite a lot of chatter about that.”

“It ended the fighting immediately, and that seemed like the most pressing matter at the time.”

“It was at that. And with their visla’s head on display for all to see, it was impossible for a minion to keep his demise quiet and enact a silent takeover under pretense that the visla was merely indisposed.”

“Well, to be fair, losing one’s head could, I suppose, technically qualify as being indisposed,” he replied with an amused little grin.

“Morbid, Bawb. And quite funny, though I wouldn’t admit it in public.”

“One must keep up one’s appearances, after all.”

“Precisely. You are aware your former classmate is teaching with us for a stint, yes?”

“I saw her on the way here.”

“Quite a talent for sniffing out individual weaknesses and forcing the youngsters to address them. Often in rather painful ways, of course. But the progress her students have made is quite impressive.”

“She always did have a knack for figuring out which buttons to push. It does not surprise me that skill has translated into her teaching style. And what of you, Corann? You have been spending a bit more time in this particular training house of late, I hear.”

“Just making my rounds, keeping tabs on things, as usual. While I would enjoy spending time at home, there have been enough higher-tier contracts to require my personal attention.”

“Management and oversight. Not exactly the sort of thing people think of when they envision the life of the Five.”

Corann chuckled. “Oh, if only they knew.” She poured two small glasses and placed one in front of her guest. “Now, have a drink with me and tell me all about your contract. I am sure you have quite the story to share.”

Bawb reached into the folds of his tunic and withdrew the very ornate-handled blade. One Corann knew quite well. The weapon once carried by her friend, colleague, and member of the Five. She’d known of Bawb’s inquiries about his mentor’s demise over the years and said nothing. It was un-Ghalian to dwell excessively on such things, even the death of a close friend such as he had been, but Bawb’s performance had remained exceptional, so she said nothing of it.

Now, however, it seemed things had taken a decided turn for the interesting.

“Oh,” she said, accepting the weapon, holding it in her hands with a sort of reverie. “Hello, old friend. I’ve not seen you for quite some time.”

The weapon thrummed with recently acquired power, happy in her familiar grasp. The sensation increased slightly as she handed it back to Bawb. It seemed it was very comfortable in his possession. And as it had belonged to his mentor, that was only right.

She sized up Bawb in a glance. He was as calm and resolute as always. Good. “This was quite an outing indeed, I see. So, tell me all about it.”

After his lengthy discussion with Corann, getting into far more detail about the minutia of his stealthy ingress and eventual elimination of Visla Kormin than anyone else would ever be privy to, Bawb took a stroll down to the hot baths for a soak before dinner to clear his mind. Debriefings were the norm for contracts such as these, but revisiting certain aspects had left him a little unsettled. The waters would be just the thing for that, as they’d always been.

The smell of the chamber was like the warm caress of a fond memory, triggering all manner of feelings deep within. Most were pleasant, though the occasional phantom twinge of injuries long since healed did rear their heads a few times.

Relaxed and refreshed, Bawb finally made his way to the familiar confines of the dining hall. Two groups of students were present, eating in the famished manner only young bodies with their endless furnace of a metabolism could, devouring enough calories to fuel an army. Or, in this case, a handful of killers who could take one out.

Elzina was there already, sipping an Arambis cooler and casually watching the young would-be Ghalian at rest.

“I did not mean to keep you waiting,” he said, taking a seat across from her.

“You did nothing of the sort. I’ve only been here a short while. The students worked quite hard, so I broke them a little early today.”

“Kindness and leeway? What’s happened to you, Elzina? You’re getting soft.”

She flashed an amused grin. One with a hint of the malice he’d known so well in his youth.

“Or have you?”

A twinkle of mirth sparkled in her eyes. “Well, let’s just say I may have a little something planned for them after lights-out.”

Bawb chuckled. “Of course you do. A torturous outing, I take it?”

“Only the best for my students. Shall we grab some food? I assume your appetite has not diminished.”

“You know my answer.”

“Then maybe you should join us for tonight’s training. Burn off the extra food.”

“Subject myself to your particular form of torment? I believe I will pass,” he said with a laugh as they headed to load up several plates from which they would dine family style.

And at this point in their lives, they really felt like that to a degree. And what sort of family wouldn’t have the occasional drop-in for dinner?

“Finnia! It has been too long!” Bawb said as their friend meandered into the dining hall a short while later.

“Bawb? I knew Elzina was teaching, but I did not expect you here.”

“I came to see Corann.”

“Ah, then it all makes sense.”

“And you?” he asked.

She nodded. “The same reason, actually. I was bringing news to her.”

“So, the busy life of a master spy has been fruitful, I take it?”

“One could say.”

“As much as one can, of course,” Elzina added.

“Naturally. Not that you take it personally, Elzina.”

“I never would. Your missions are your business. I am just pleased to see you are well. Come, join us. I believe Bawb’s eyes may have been bigger than his stomach.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” the spy replied, taking a seat with her classmates. “Nice work with Kormin, by the way.”

“Ah, you heard about that,” Bawb said with a low chuckle.

“How would I not? Even those not in the spy trade have been hearing about that little stunt. You made quite an impression, Geist. Your reputation is growing quite a bit, you know.”

“It makes my work easier at times. A little well-placed fear can save me many hours of tedious interrogation.”

“Fair point.”

“And what of you, Finnia? Obviously, you cannot go into detail, but I know Elzina and I would both enjoy hearing a bit of your adventures of late.”

Bawb was right. Finnia would not disclose any crucial details of her work. Even with her most trusted of friends, she would still keep that sort of information to herself and herself alone. That, and Master Corann, or whichever other member of the Five may have tasked her with an assignment.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Bawb and Elzina—that she did, and with her life. It was just that one never knew who might one day be captured and tortured. And while they were both made of the most stout and unbreakable stuff, there always remained the most minuscule possibility that under the right circumstances they might somehow be made to spill what they knew. In the world of a spy, she knew full well it was impossible to unintentionally reveal what one simply did not know.

She did have stories, however, and those she shared with pleasure. Most of them, at least. And among them a few of the bits of information she’d come across were of the more disturbing sort.

“A master spy has been captured?” Elzina asked, shocked at that upsetting piece of news.

“Yes, quite recently. One of our finest. A mentor, and also my friend,” Finnia added. “We have worked together on many occasions, and their skills are second to none.”

Bawb appreciated how effortlessly Finnia revealed nothing about the person in question while still carrying on the conversation in a perfectly normal manner. The way she used neutral articles and descriptions left the person’s identity completely up in the air. What they did make of it, though, was that someone very high up in their order had been captured, and that was a real concern.

Death was normal in their line of work, equally so for spies as well as assassins. But capture? It was far worse for the former when that happened. Assassins would be tortured, interrogated, and killed. But spies? They would be grilled day in and day out for days. Weeks. Months. Even longer, depending on what they might know and who they may have compromised.

“Are their secrets safe?” Elzina asked, voicing the concern they all shared. Even the toughest among them could break in the right circumstances.

Finnia appeared to have no doubts on that regard. “They would die before betraying the order. By their own hand, if necessary.”

The three of them sat silently a moment as Bawb poured them each a small shot and passed them around.

“May they persevere and overcome,” he said, a quiet toast to their comrade in harm’s way.

They all nodded agreement and drank to the unnamed spy, wishing them the best, but knowing they likely faced the worst.


CHAPTER TEN




Bawb had free run of the training house and access to all of the available Masters’ lodgings, but rather than opt for the privacy and comfort of that sort of space, he instead headed deeper into the depths of the compound, his fingertips tracing the familiar lines of the dagger’s handle as his mind went where it wanted. His body followed, eventually arriving at the empty Null receiving bunks.

There were no Nulls present at the moment, all of the last class having graduated up some time ago. A new batch had not yet been unearthed, assessed, and targeted for retrieval and transport into the Ghalian fold. For the moment, he had it all to himself.

Bawb walked to his former bunk and sat, the uncomfortably thin padding familiar to his body in a visceral way as memories of his earliest days as an emotional and frightened young boy filled his thoughts. He had come a long way since then. Made the unlikeliest of friends as well as enemies, and now he’d arrived at this point in his life. Mastery of the craft to a degree even he had to admit, though without ego, surpassed the others. But the road had been long and troubled, and he had suffered, sweated, and bled more than a little in his quest.

Bawb extinguished the lights with a word and lay back in his old bunk, his father’s enchanted dagger sheathed and warm, resting on his chest, his thoughts returning to all the amazing times they had spent together without him even realizing who his mentor actually was. The attention paid him, the care given his training, it all made sense once that puzzle had been solved, and though he had never verbally said as much, Bawb was certain his father loved him. That memory, and many other fond remembrances, warmed him better than any blanket could as he drifted off to sleep.

When he woke, he felt good. Better than that. He felt like himself again, the emotions dredged up since the retrieval of the dagger finally settling back into place. It was like that, he’d found over the years. Sometimes, no matter the issues troubling him, a bit of good sleep helped clear the mind, allowing him to see things with fresh eyes.

The Masters’ dining hall was a much cozier affair than the one the students utilized, but that was more a matter of utility of space than anything else. There were many students, while there were far fewer teachers and Masters in the facility. And the teachers would dine in the same hall as the students more often than not, casually watching them interact, assessing them and planning how each of them might best be steered toward success.

Of course, the students had no idea that was what was happening. So far as they knew, the teachers were just having a meal like everyone else. But it was this casual observation of the youths’ interactions that helped a more personalized path be devised for each of them. Bawb had been one such fortunate recipient of just that sort of guidance, and it had made him the man he was today.

“Bawb, I heard you were visiting us,” Teacher Fazzik said as she entered the dining hall. “It is good to see you are well.”

“And you, Fazzik. The students are not proving too difficult, I take it?”

“They have their challenging moments, but that is to be expected of Adepts.”

“Ah, you are teaching Adepts. That explains it.”

“Indeed. They are skilled, and they know quite a lot. Enough to sometimes get ahead of themselves.”

Bawb let out a little laugh. “I seem to recall perhaps doing something similar at their age.”

“Yes, we all did, I believe. Funny how cocky we were as the teachings became second nature. But it is always good to have a little reminder that no matter how much we may believe we have learned, there is so much more than we could possibly imagine.”

“One never ceases learning,” Bawb agreed.

“Precisely.” She cocked her head slightly, a thought forming. “Bawb, your visit actually provides a unique opportunity. If you are game, that is.”

He leaned forward in his seat. “Oh? Do tell.”

“Marah, Dokal, again, but faster. You hold back,” Teacher Fazzik called out to the two Adepts sparring with swords and daggers.

The pair were actually moving fairly quickly, but that would not suffice. For an average warrior, perhaps, but not for a Ghalian. They set to work once more, speeding their attacks and parries, so focused on one another that they didn’t pay any attention to the small group of teachers casually entering the chamber. Nor did they notice one new face among them.

“Enough!” Fazzik called out after a few more minutes. “Class, would you say these two Adepts were fighting with speed and skill?”

A murmur of affirmation rose from the group.

“And do you feel that each of you could rise to their same level if pressed?”

Again, the students said yes, confident in their blossoming skills.

Fazzik looked over them with an amused gaze. “Interesting. To be fair, you have come quite a long way, but I worry you may be becoming a bit complacent in your training. Overconfident in your skills.”

“We know we are not yet Mavens, but we soon will be,” a young woman with a particularly aloof demeanor noted.

From the back of the room, tucked in with the teachers, Bawb felt a tickle of amusement. This one reminded him of Elzina back in the day. Cocky and self-assured, though with good reason as made apparent by the talented Master she eventually became.

“True, you are progressing quickly. And yes, you are becoming quite skilled with blades. But you are not as good as you may believe yourselves to be. And while you have seen many demonstrations of techniques, today we have something different for you. Master Bawb has graciously agreed to join us for a little demonstration.”

A murmur rippled through the students. Of course they knew who Master Bawb was. His exploits were legendary. He had visited the training house plenty of times over the years, but he’d never been part of their training. They had only caught glimpses of him as he passed in the corridors. But a display from him? Even the cocky young woman had her interest piqued.

“Well then, let us get to it,” Bawb said, calmly striding to the center of the room. So far as the students could tell, he was unarmed. It seemed this would be an empty-handed demonstration, and they did their best to contain their disappointment.

Four teachers launched at him at once, and they were not lacking blades. In fact, the flurry of swords and daggers flashing at the Master Ghalian was blinding in its speed and intensity. So much so that a few of the Adepts were almost ready to go summon the healer for this demonstration gone awry.

They needn’t have bothered.

Master Bawb moved with even more speed and grace than the assembled attackers, moving through them with brutality and decisiveness. Daggers and swords were stripped, either clattering to the ground, sent flying, or making light contact with an attacker’s body, though at non-lethal locations. This was as close to a no-holds-barred battle as they’d ever seen in training, and the injuries, while minimized by Bawb’s talents, were very real. The teachers, however, did not react. Injury was to be expected. Pain was just a part of their lives.

More teachers joined the fray, bringing the total to six-on-one, but Master Bawb flowed among them with a decisiveness of motion that made even the rather impressive teachers seem almost slow by comparison. They had been taught by highly talented warrior teachers, but they realized that what was on display right now was something on a whole other level.

Bawb, for his part, was careful not to cause any serious harm to his opponents, landing blows, yes, but nothing causing real damage. It was a master class in both speed as well as restraint. Somehow this Master was moving through a group of the deadliest killers in the galaxy nearly unharmed. And as he did, he could have repeatedly landed a killing stroke, aborting and pulling back at the last second, the target realizing they had lost, stepping out of the fight, a negated threat now, bowing respectfully as the others continued to fight.

And then, as quickly as it had begun, it was over.

The vanquished had a few minor cuts and scrapes, but nothing significant. Master Bawb, however, was unscathed but for a single tiny cut across his forearm. He looked at it and healed it with no effort, the spell very familiar to him at this point in his life.

“Thank you for your participation,” he said to the teachers, giving them a small bow. “You were very formidable adversaries.”

The defeated bowed in return then headed out, mending their injuries on their own, nothing so serious it might require a healer’s skills. Bawb turned to the class and gazed across their amazed faces. However confident the Adepts may have been, this had just been a very real reality check for them. They were good, sure. But Bawb’s level was another thing entirely. To move with that speed and skill, and against talented and better-armed adversaries no less, was impressive. And to do so and emerge victorious while simultaneously not landing a killing stroke, holding back in what was a decision of microseconds, was what set the most elite of their kind apart from the rest.

They had been told often that a Master Ghalian must always be in complete control, and what they had just seen was a perfect example of that concept.

“You are likely thinking I won that encounter handily,” Bawb said, slowly pacing before the students. “But a blow was landed. You will rarely come out completely unscathed against adversaries as talented as these. Know that and be ready for it.”

“But you won. That is what matters,” one of the students noted.

Bawb shook his head. “It may seem that way, but what if the blade had been poisoned? That minor injury could have ended me. Rare are those who poison their blades, but it does happen, and this is a lesson you must all take to heart.”

Bawb was ready to answer questions when Teacher Rovos stepped into the room.

“Rovos, excellent to see you,” Bawb said with a respectful nod to his former teacher.

“And I am pleased to find you well.”

“I assume you are not here to chitchat?”

“I am afraid not. When you can step away, Master Corann would like to speak with you, Geist.”

Bawb gave a little bow to the class and Teacher Fazzik then headed for the door. “I am on my way.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Bawb had left the compound immediately after his brief discussion with Corann, the requisite call her request had required already put out on a long-range skree. He loaded into his shimmer ship and departed with haste, a task at hand and a plan in mind. He would fly to the designated rendezvous site and attach his craft to a larger vessel for the trip to his initial destination.

He was to meet with another one of the Five, Master Balustos, at the heavily warded city of Moxxinto, riding atop an asteroid and suspended in a bubble of safe magic within the turbulent winds of the gas giant planet Argull. Many centuries of heavy magic casting had tethered the rock upon which the city had been constructed firmly in the swirling mists, not only holding it in place, but also forming a protective shell around it. One through which only those with the correct entry spells could pass, and even then, only once they had cleared several massive locks keeping the fresh air in and the toxic gas out.

It was a very unusual location, and due to its restrictive nature in terms of entry and egress, one that unsavory sorts tended to avoid. If something went wrong while they were on the surface, escape was near impossible, and that was what made it one of the safest outposts in the area and a location of choice upon which sensitive business often took place.

In this case, it was also where Master Balustos happened to be operating under deep cover, and it was Balustos who would provide the final details of his task. But first things first, he had to dock with the familiar smuggler’s vessel where it sat waiting for him in low orbit around the third moon of Bandor.

It was several long jumps to get there, and upon arrival the Geist cloaked his ship, made his approach, and silently latched onto the craft’s hull. He entered with his usual stealth, though none was needed. It was force of habit, nothing more. Of course, the living alarm system roaming the corridors knew he was there the moment he stepped inside.

“Uncle Bawb!” the girl shouted in delight, her voice far louder than her tiny form should have been able to produce.

He crouched and absorbed the impact of the little girl rushing into his arms, squeezing him with a fierce hug. “Hello, Millariana,” he said with a grin, allowing the warmth of his fondness for the child to flow freely through him.

She hugged him harder in reply. While her mother was a reader of sorts, Millariana possessed that particular familial trait with an even greater force than Henni could ever manage. The girl would grow up to be a formidable woman one day, just like her mother.

“Milli, what are you on abou—oh, Bawb. I didn’t know you’d arrived,” Bud said as he rounded the corner to see what his daughter was going on about.

“She is getting stronger,” he replied. “I hadn’t been aboard more than a moment before she felt my presence.” He turned his affectionate gaze to the child and tussled her hair. “You are getting very good at that, my dear.” He reached into his cloak and pulled out a wrapped package. “And I have a little something for you.”

“For me? Thanks, Uncle Bawb!” she blurted as the wrapping went flying in an instant. “Zorkin buns!” she exclaimed, shoving one of the sweets into her mouth without hesitation. “Thank you!”

“Oh, for crying out loud, you’re giving her sweets? You know she doesn’t need any more energy, right?” Henni said with a sigh that was both exasperated but also amused as she strode down the corridor to join them.

“The joy of being an uncle. I spoil, you deal with the fallout.”

“Hey, not cool,” Bud said with a laugh. “Well? You wanna tell us what the gig is? We’re here, as requested. So where are we heading?”

“Moxxinto.”

Bud shook his head. “Seriously? There? You know we try to avoid places like that, right?”

Henni whacked his arm. “Relax. We’re gonna be going on aboveboard business. And besides, it’s probably the safest place to take Milli exploring that we’ve been to in ages. She could use a little outing like that.”

“On Moxxinto,” he repeated, still not thrilled about their destination.

“Yes, you ridiculous man. On Moxxinto. You guys go do whatever, and I’ll take her for a mother-daughter outing. It’ll be fun.”

“I suppose. But you be careful, okay?”

Henni just rolled her eyes at her partner.

Bawb chuckled at the interaction between the two. Not only because of their amusing banter, but because he knew Henni well. She was a deadly little bundle of energy even when on her best behavior, but if someone dared threaten her child? The destructive force this mama bear could unleash was far greater than any would ever imagine from one as diminutive as her.

Adding to her natural talents, Henni had been training with the Ghalian for decades now and had grown to be something of an honorary member of the order. She had also worked with Master Corann extensively to harness her incredibly rare power, and as a result, she could now jump even a massive ship great distances without much effort. And she had quite a few other tricks up her sleeve thanks to her years of Ghalian tutelage. And as Millariana had inherited her mother’s sparkling galaxy eyes, it was quite likely she too would one day grow up to be a woman of formidable power. It was in her genes.

Henni and her daughter would be just fine. Anyone who dared cross her, however, well, that was quite another story.

“You know, maybe I’ll be able to find another, uh, one of those while we’re there,” Henni mused.

Bud flashed her a little look along with a subtle head shake. Henni, for once, took the hint and said no more. “C’mon, Milli, let’s go get something to eat. You hungry?”

“She’s your daughter. You know she is,” Bud said with a laugh.

“Stow it, you,” she shot back with a loving glare as she led her child to the galley.

Bawb watched as the two stepped through the hatch and out of sight. “She really is getting big.”

“Yeah. Growing like a weed at that age.”

“That they do. But tell me, what was that little aside about?”

Bud shrugged. “Just a little mess we’ve been dealing with.”

“Oh?”

“Some fool stole a set of Dinatzian training rods we acquired for Millariana. Had ’em waiting for us on Oxalus when they were snatched.”

The Dinatzians were known for their skill in shaping a natural power user’s abilities and helping them learn to control and wield them, and as a result, their apparatus used for such endeavors were highly sought after. In particular, the training rods were among the hardest of devices to come by, not only for scarcity, but also because they cost a hefty sum of coin. For Bud and Henni to have parted with that much of their nest egg, Millariana’s gifts truly must have been emerging of late.

“Stolen, you say?”

“Yep.”

“From you two? That seems unlikely.”

“Yeah, it wouldn’t have happened if we were there, but the bastard heard about the sale somehow and got there before we arrived to take possession. And as they’d already been paid for, we’re kinda shit outta luck. The coin can be replaced, but what really pisses me off is this was for our kid. You know, it’s worth more than just its value. Steal from me and I’ll be pissed. But they were for Milli, and that I can’t let slide.”

“Understandable, my friend.”

Bawb felt a spark of anger in his gut. Normally, he would have squashed it in an instant, but this one he let smolder a moment. These people were like family, and he, more than most, knew all about the theft of items of personal importance.

His fingers gently ran across the hilt of his recovered dagger. Hozark’s Vespus blade might have been gone, but now that his dagger had been found, he allowed himself to wonder with actual hope whether he might still rediscover the glowing blue sword one day as well. He’d searched long and hard and come up with nothing, but finding the dagger had given him a much-needed boost after so many years of coming up short. A lone win in a sea of failures adding unexpected wind to his sails.

Naturally, finding Hozark’s killer was priority number one, well above locating the blade, but he would keep his feelers out for his father’s sword as well.

“Do you know the name of the party responsible?”

Bud shook his head. “Nah. They were in and out before anyone knew what happened. The broker didn’t know what hit him. I’ve gotta respect their skill, I suppose. But I did get a lead on their ship. Not much to go on, but one was seen making a hasty departure right about then.”

“You have a description, then?”

“Yeah. Just haven’t had the time to try to track them down. Other obligations, ya know?”

“I do. And I truly do appreciate your coming on such short notice. I would not have skreed you if it was not urgent.”

“You know we’re always there for you if you need us.”

“As I am for you. Now, let us get to our rendezvous with some haste. The sooner this task is underway the better. Dangerous things are afoot, and time is of the essence.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




The safe streets of Moxxinto were a comforting change for Henni, though she wouldn’t admit it publicly. But having the freedom to let her daughter run a bit amok without fear of someone trying to snatch her up, or worse was a relief for the protective mother. It allowed her the rare opportunity to relax a bit and enjoy the outing for what it was. Quality time with her kid.

Life as a smuggler and pirate had trained her to always be a bit on-edge, and that was a good thing. But having a child to keep safe was a whole different sort of stress that she’d never imagined. All the love and frustration and worrying all wrapped into one felt like it was almost too much for anyone to bear at times, but like countless parents before her, she put her nose to the grindstone and did whatever had to be done.

Of course, having a supportive partner like Bud made a huge difference as well. She wasn’t in this alone by a long shot. And Bud was just as smitten with their child as she was. Perhaps even more, truth be told. And when Bawb tossed him a pouch of coin and told him to go ahead and find her a treat while he had his rendezvous, Bud accepted without question, happy at the thought of delighting his daughter with something fun.

That left Bawb to his own devices.

He walked casually through the marketplace, marveling at its cleanliness and order. This was no backwater trading outpost. This was a center of trade of the highest level, and it showed to the point he wondered if one actually could eat off the ground.

Bawb strolled to the merchant’s tent that fit the description he’d been given and stepped inside. Immediately, he felt the muting spell seal the open walls behind him. To the outside world he was just chatting with a trader. But inside their conversation was quite secure and utterly private.

“Master Bawb,” the colorfully bedecked man seated on a plush cushion said, not bothering to rise.

“Master Balustos,” he replied, recognizing the voice coming from quite a different-looking set of lips. “I like your appearance. Quite an impressive look.”

“It serves its purpose,” the man said with a warm chuckle. “And it has allowed me to forge quite a few relationships. But you and your Binsala persona know all about that.”

“Indeed, we do. So, tell me, what is this task I am being sent on? Corann was cryptic at best, but she did say it was of the utmost urgency.”

“Ah, that. We are keeping this information on a short leash even within our own walls. If the slightest hint of it got out, even by accident, it could be disastrous. We are not worried about intentionally loose lips, but an extra degree of security was warranted.”

“I see.”

“That, and I had not yet procured the final bit of intelligence for you until just this very day.”

“I understand, and I am here now, ready for whatever the task might be. What is it I am to do?”

Balustos reinforced the muting spell out of habit despite the one in place already sealing their conversation quite nicely. Clearly, this was very sensitive information indeed.

“Do you know of Dohria?” he finally asked.

“The Dohria? The Master spy? The only spy to ever be in contention for elevation to become one of the Five?”

“So, you know her.”

“Know of her, yes. We have never met. At least, not that I am aware of. I’ve been told her disguises are quite impenetrable, even for all but the most talented of us. The select few with that particular bit of arcane Ghalian knowledge.”

“And they are. And that is the only reason she is still alive.”

“I do not understand. That seems like a normal⁠—”

“Dohria has been captured.”

Bawb felt his stomach sink. To capture so skilled a spy meant whoever she’d come up against must be incredibly powerful if they detected her in their midst. Master Balustos saw him mulling over the information and shook his head.

“No, I can see your thought process, but Dohria was not captured, exactly. At least, not in the way you think. Few know her, and even in our order she is something of an enigma, as you are aware. That is why she is our best and most secret asset. And that is why the Five have chosen to entrust you for this task.”

“Thank you, Master Balustos. But you say she was not captured as I think. What happened?”

The Master assassin sighed and shook his head, his frustration and disbelief clear, though he only allowed that to show as he was in the presence of one of their most trusted brethren.

“She was caught by a fluke,” he finally said. “A stupid bit of happenstance and through no error of her own.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. She had been deep undercover for a very long time, gaining access and relaying sensitive information back to the Five. She was quite secure in her post and above suspicion, but it seems a group of non-Ghalian spies were sent to infiltrate the same location, and quite clumsily at that. One of their number may have even had a secondary assassination assignment, though we are not sure about that as of yet.”

“I see,” Bawb said, shaking his head as well. It was apparent what had happened, and now Balustos’s frustration made perfect sense.

“Yes, I see you understand. When the interlopers inevitably failed, they drew a great deal of attention to themselves, and in the process, wound up getting all of the staff on duty at the time nabbed along with them. As it was a very secure Council location, they take breaches very seriously, and that is why all of them are now being held as possible threats.”

“Not just spies?”

“Spies, assassins, saboteurs, in this instance the Council does not differentiate. A threat is a threat, and all have been imprisoned because of it.”

“But Dohria’s identity is undiscovered as of yet. You would not have summoned me otherwise.”

“Correct. She is not known for what she is. As we all know, her disguise skills are far more advanced than our other spies, and at least that keeps her moderately safe. But eventually they will either move her to a secure Council black site to be interrogated and tortured, or perhaps just executed and made an example of along with the others. We cannot allow that to happen, Bawb.”

“A rescue mission, then.”

“Yes. And difficult. As you know, spies are well aware they will not be rescued. That their calling places them in situations where they may be called upon to take their secrets with them to the grave.”

“But?”

“But Dohria is not just some spy. And we are sending you to rescue her for more than just her incredible talents. She currently possesses information we have spent many years trying to get. Information she was to deliver to us in coming months when she could manage to get a message out without drawing suspicion. Dohria is the best we have, and where no one else can acquire intelligence, she always returns with the prize.”

“Except when captured because of a band of idiots.”

Balustos couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yes. As is so often the case, ignorant fools have stepped squarely into things and messed them up for more than just themselves.”

Bawb nodded, his jaw set with determination as he steeled himself for what would undoubtedly be a major test of his mettle. “Give me the details. I will depart at once.”

Back aboard Bud and Henni’s ship, Bawb sat with his friends as they worked on a plan. Normally, he would do it alone, but knowing what he knew now, it was clear they would need to be part of this process from its inception. After all, they were going to play a crucial role in its success. But despite that, some aspects were very much need-to-know.

“Seriously? You’re keeping us in the dark?” Henni grumbled after putting her daughter down for a nap.

“Yeah, what’s that about, Bawb? You know you can trust us,” Bud added, a little hurt in his voice.

“And I do trust you. But what you do not know cannot accidentally be revealed to others.”

“We wouldn’t say a thing,” Bud protested.

Bawb shook his head. “Even under torture? You are skilled. You both are. But even Ghalian sometimes crack under such circumstances. But know this: I trust you implicitly, and it is because of that trust that we are to rescue someone from a Council facility together. I simply cannot tell you who that person is.”

Bud and Henni shared a look and shrugged in unison. They knew by now that there was no sense arguing with a Ghalian over this sort of thing. Not even one they considered a dear friend.

Bud looked over the plans laid out on the table before them. “Fine. Let’s go over the insertion plan one more time.”

Bawb did precisely that, then they set to work putting the plan in motion. It was going to require a very daring bit of infiltration on Bawb’s part, and some serious acting from Bud and Henni. Fortunately, with the help of Millariana, they would be able to put suspicious Council goons at ease, at least somewhat. Assassins and thieves didn’t bring little kids with them as a rule, and when they dropped off their cargo it would be accepted without question. That is, so long as the forged documentation held up to inspection.

As for the barrel of alcohol in which Bawb would be hiding, they would scan it for poison or magic before bringing it inside the compound. It was standard Council practice, and even the slightest air bubble spell would be detected. But Bawb had been working on something to get around that, though he hadn’t quite perfected it yet.

As the alcohol was fermented, its metal barrel would be robustly sealed. Only, this one would be pressurized with breathable air rather than off-gassing from hooch. And that would allow Bawb many breaths, though the air would become contaminated, and the oxygen lessened every time he exhaled.

Fortunately, his time studying with Ser Baruud had been particularly helpful in one aspect of his warrior training. Namely, the ability to slide into a meditative trance. It was different than what the Ghalian taught, but for whatever reason, the Master Gladiator’s system resonated with Bawb, and over time he had become quite proficient with it. Sealed inside the barrel just before landing, Bawb now put that skill to use, calming his mind and slowing his pulse, dropping it to just a few beats per minute.

All there was to do now was put his faith in Bud and Henni’s ability to deliver the barrel and get him inside. After that, it would all be on him.

He felt the barrel move even as he sat tranquilly folded up inside, his konus shielding itself from detection, his body drained of every drop of naturally occurring magic. Anything he’d taken from a victim had been carefully used before climbing into place, as was required by his plan. Jostling, muffled voices, and the sounds of conversations and labor eventually gave way to a jarring thump and then silence. If things had gone right, he was inside the compound walls.

Bawb remained still a long while more, ensuring as best he could that no one would even think twice of the barrel sitting wherever it was he’d been brought. That was the one big risk in the plan. He was confident he could get inside and wait it out, but where the barrel was eventually put was anyone’s guess, and that could lead to complications. But that was out of his control. He would just have to wait and see.

And with his waiting finally over, it was now time for the tricky part. He took one final breath of stale air and set to work freeing himself. Whatever happened now rested on one man’s shoulders. Unfortunately for any who might find themselves in his path, that man was the Geist.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Bawb allowed himself to draw the smallest of amounts of magic from his konus, the trickle of power just strong enough to unfasten the seal holding the lid in place. The muting spell cast just above his head was a tiny one, enough to silence the hiss of changing air pressure but nothing more. These were the only two bits of magic he would risk using until he could properly assess his situation. To determine where he was and what threats he might be facing.

As it turned out, he was in a simple supply storage area. By the smell as well as cool temperature, he felt sure it was one utilized specifically for food items, and that was to his advantage. No one would accidentally walk by. If they came here, it was for a reason, and he had timed this so as to arrive between meal service hours.

Bawb climbed free and re-sealed the barrel, then took a small dagger with a chisel-point tip and punctured the metal at the base. He then took a flask from his tunic and poured the alcoholic contents into the barrel and onto the floor in a trail leading right to a convenient drain. Unless someone came by in the next few minutes and knew this was a recent arrival, anyone finding the container empty would simply believe it had been damaged in transit and had leaked out its contents onto the floor.

No one would expect him. At least, not immediately.

He reached out, sensing for magic users who might be sensitive to the use of power. If there were any nearby, he would have to adjust his strategy, potentially drastically. Fortunately, it seemed he was in the clear in that regard. At least for now.

He donned his shimmer cloak and vanished in an instant, leaving the storage area silently and moving through the facility without raising so much as a hint of an alarm. The Geist was in their midst, but no one had the slightest inkling. With his reputation, it was to be expected.

There was frighteningly little intel on the inside of the compound, so he was going to have to perform a search and rescue of the most basic variety. Namely, he would do it old-school, gathering information and proceeding with the most logical course of action based on his discoveries. Those, of course, could change as he went. In his experience, it seemed likely they would.

Bawb froze, pressing his body flat against the wall, not breathing, not moving, his shimmer magic reduced to the smallest amount he could manage while still remaining unnoted. Casters were coming; he could feel it. Whether or not they could sense him remained to be seen.

The pair were casual in their gait and did not seem to be casting any detection spells. Given their location it seemed natural that they would be a bit overconfident. Perhaps even a little careless. But they were not his target and were allowed to pass without the assassin harming so much as a hair on their heads. This was a stealthy in-and-out mission, not a killing spree.

Bawb searched the ground level quickly as well as the two above but found no trace of his target in any of the holding areas. It seemed likely that she was being kept underground in rougher environs, the sort used not for valued prisoners but for the dregs who held little value. That was a good sign. She hadn’t been discovered for what she was. Had that happened, she’d have been moved to one of the cleaner—but also more robustly warded and protected—cell blocks.

Great, you figured out where she might be. But maybe you should be getting your ass down there sooner rather than later, don’tcha think?

The konus, normally silent when he worked these days, had decided this was an opportune moment to remind its owner of the need for speed. But annoying as it could be, Bawb took it in stride. And besides, the konus had a point.

“I am on my way, as you surely know. But first there is one more thing I must do.”

No lollygagging. This place creeps me out. The sooner we’re out of here the better.

“On that we agree. But this is a vital part to the plan.”

Bawb shifted course and returned to the ground level, but rather than heading for the nearest staircase down to the subterranean holding dungeon, he instead veered out a door into the large courtyard. Most Council facilities had simple exterior landing areas, though heavily guarded. This one, however, possessed a fair-sized one inside its walls, allowing high-priority visitors direct access without so much as a glance at the common rabble outside.

There were a few smaller ships present at the moment but no large vessels. There were also no warships anywhere to be seen, which meant the likelihood of additional forces being available to spoil his plans had just diminished.

He walked casually, shimmer-cloaked but also keeping his senses sharp in case any detection spells or sensitive casters might be in the immediate area. His luck held. There were none. Bawb noted the various crews, their makeup and number, and the details of their ships, cataloging them in a flash, each of their strong and weak points prioritized in his mental list.

That task completed, he shifted course once again, this time heading inside. Inside and underground. The walls were thick and the doors to the holding cells stout and sturdy, solidly affixed to the heavy stone of the robust foundations. No one was getting out, and for that reason there was no need for a large guard detail standing by. Anyone held here had been thoroughly searched, and from within their cells there was no hope of escape.

Bawb walked quietly, his shimmer cloak shed in favor of the form of one of the guards he had seen leaving a subterranean stairwell earlier. It wasn’t the best disguise by any means—he didn’t know that person’s role or schedule—but at the very least, it would buy him a few seconds should he happen upon one of the fellow’s colleagues. For the Geist, that was more than enough time for his needs.

As it turned out, he was alone, at least for the moment. The damp corridors were quiet, no sounds of footfall. A familiar stench wafted into his nostrils, clinging to the air like a pungent exclamation to any who would listen. It was the smell of fear, and it permeated this place.

Bawb began walking, careful in his use of power as he strolled through the halls, his pace and posturing that of a guard making their rounds. Most of the cells were full, he noted. Apparently, the recent purge, thanks to the clumsy intruders, had taken its toll on more staff than originally anticipated. As a result, he had a lot of cells to peer into through their small observation windows. And Dohria would still be in disguise, undetectable to all.

Almost all, that is. One tiny hint of her extremely specialized magic was all it would take for Bawb to pinpoint her, but it would require him to utilize a spell known only to a handful of Masters, for obvious reasons. It could detect a disguised Ghalian, at least if they were using magic. And Dohria undoubtedly fed well on casters before her mission and had been saving every drop of that stolen magic to maintain her disguise even after her konus was confiscated.

Bawb knew he would have to expend far more power than he wanted to within these walls. A bit of a dilemma, but one with only one possible action. He would cast both the detection spell and a shielding one at nearly the same time, both powerful but brief in duration.

If he managed it right, the shielding spell, along with the thick stone above and around him, would keep nearly all of his next spell contained to the underground area. And there it was very unlikely even a suspicious Council estate would waste valuable magic on detection spells. It was the one place in the compound where there was no need for them.

Or so they thought.

Bawb’s spell lasted only a moment, but the minute trace of Ghalian magic he felt was all he needed. He adjusted course at once. She was being held several corridors over. He didn’t know which door, exactly, but he could make an educated guess. So long as the interiors of the cells were of standard shape and size, he felt certain he would get it on the first try.

He was counting out steps when he rounded the last corner, bumping right into a sentry standing perfectly still, motionless until disturbed. The man’s hand flew to his sword’s grip, but the familiar face in front of him made him hesitate. It was only a split-second mistake, but dealing with this particular Ghalian, it was more than he could afford.

The grubby woman with filthy red skin and a smattering of bruises showing through her torn clothing jumped to her feet when her cell door opened, scurrying backward until she was up against the far wall, panic and raw fear radiating from her crystal-blue eyes. She was terrified, trembling so hard her teeth chattered.

“I told you, I don’t know anything about a plot against the Council. I love my job and would never—” She fell silent as the guard stepped inside. Not because she feared him, but because he was dragging another guard by the feet. And that guard was quite dead, she could tell at a glance. Her look of fear remained, but now a hint of curiosity glinted in her eyes.

The man dropped the deceased fellow’s legs and quickly stripped him of his konus then turned to face her. A moment later he shed his disguise for several seconds, allowing her a good look at his true form before securely hiding it under his disguise once more.

“A Wampeh Ghalian? Come to kill me?”

“I know who you are, though I will not say your name in these walls. I have come to rescue you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not who you think I am!” she said, fear in her voice.

Bawb had to admire her commitment to the role. He knew the Council would use all manner of tricks to extract information from their prisoners, and impersonating anyone, even Ghalian, was very well within their bag of tricks. And the dead guard? He could just as easily be another prisoner, slain and dressed in a uniform.

“Four walls and a ceiling above. A hearth, larder, and drink. But an end for all no matter their wealth,” Bawb said quietly.

She stared at him a moment. “Life is long for many.”

“Or short. Or merely an illusion the likes of which we hold most dear, eventually lost like tears in the rain.”

The woman’s trembling stopped, her posture shifting to relaxed confidence in an instant.

“Only the Five know that passphrase challenge.”

“And it was the Five who sent me.”

“We do not expect rescue.”

“No, we do not. But it seems you possess information they hold most precious. Here, use this. I am sure your magic must be running low by now,” he said, handing her the dead man’s konus.

She slid it on, the stored power immediately changing her appearance faster than the eye could detect. A different person now stood in front of him. Calm, clean, and ready for the obvious next step.

“I will lead the way out. I know these grounds well. There are less-observed exits we can utilize,” she said.

Bawb nodded, hauling the dead man onto her cot and casting a very basic disguise spell on his corpse, making him appear, at least at a glance, like the prisoner expected in the cell. Of course, the spell wouldn’t last terribly long, and if anyone got close and pulled the covers back before it wore off, they would see the ruse, but by then they would be long gone.

Dohria led the way aboveground, her disguise apparently that of one of the staff who was still above suspicion. Someone who had not been rounded up in the sweep of new hires. Bawb maintained his guard disguise, following close as if she was leading him somewhere, for whatever reason. No one thought to question them. Bawb’s gut twinged. Hard.

“I sense a power user nearby. One sensitive to disguise casting,” he said, gently taking her arm and redirecting her toward the interior courtyard landing area. “Change of plans.”

Dohria and Bawb changed roles seamlessly, the assassin now leading the way, the spy following close behind as they strode into the open field and weaved through the parked ships. As he hoped, one of the craft was dark, its crew recently arrived and therefore inside having a meal, a shower, and some rest. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do.

“This one,” he said, stepping inside and immediately dropping his disguise.

Dohria did the same, acutely aware every second counted when a sensitive caster was nearby. They’d gotten lucky so far, but if their disguises were sensed the whole area would go on lockdown, the seemingly open sky above sealed off by powerful spells.

Bawb hurried to the command center. The Drookonus was still in place. Not fully charged, but it had more than enough power for their needs.

“Sit. We leave immediately,” he said, then fired up the flight spells.

Dohria sat beside him in the copilot’s seat, freedom tantalizingly close at hand as the ship lifted off. Bawb flew slowly, not a hint of urgency in his piloting.

“Departing craft, what is your clearance code?” a voice blasted over an open skree on the control panel.

Bawb’s stomach knotted. He didn’t have a pass code. He reached for the weapons system, ready to arm them, when Dohria’s hand stayed his.

“Margus three-seven-three Optixallo five-nine Balgor,” she said over the open channel.

Silence hung heavy in the air, then the skree came alive once more.

“Copy. Cleared for departure.”

Bawb wasn’t about to look a gift Malooki in the mouth. He guided them up and out of the hostile airspace then plotted a course for the rendezvous point. He turned to his passenger, a curious smile on his lips.

“How did you know that? Council defenses change passphrases daily, and you were a prisoner locked in a cell all this time.”

Dohria just smiled and shrugged. “It is my job to know things, Geist.”

“You also know who I am, I see.”

“Easy enough to deduce, once I saw you in action.”

“Then allow me to say it is a pleasure to meet you, Master Dohria.”

“And I you, Master Bawb.”

“I am sorry we did not get to meet under better circumstances.”

“Nonsense. I have been afforded the opportunity to see the Geist at work. Quite an introduction, wouldn’t you agree?”

Bawb couldn’t help but chuckle. “I suppose so,” he agreed, marveling how easily she adapted and flowed with her rapidly changing situation, her keen mind taking in every morsel of information no matter what her circumstances.

She really was as good as they said. Master Dohria was both a legend and an enigma for good reason.

But then, so was he.
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The flight to the rendezvous point was quick and efficient. No need for additional obfuscation of their route. This was not an instance where the stolen ship would be taken and sold off. As soon as they had transferred to the smugglers’ craft, the Council ship would be set on a path taking it right into the nearest sun.

There hadn’t seemed to be any trackers beyond the two Bawb had disarmed moments after they exited the atmosphere, but there was no way they were risking it. Not on a mission of this importance. Not with precious cargo personally desired by the Five.

“Where did you say we were meeting our ride?” the spy inquired as she lounged comfortably in the copilot’s seat sipping an arambis juice cooler the crew had so considerately left when they departed on their shore leave.

“I did not,” Bawb replied. “But we will be there shortly. A moon with no prying Council eyes. The ideal location to make our transfer.”

“Whatever you feel is best. I have no reason to second-guess the Geist, after all,” she said, rising and stretching her legs. “I am going to freshen up in the crew wash area. I am afraid I am a bit malodorous and would not wish to make a poor impression upon our ride’s hosts.”

“Oh, do not worry about them. I am quite certain they’ve smelled worse.”

She flashed an amused look. “So, you are saying I do smell.”

Bawb chuckled and said no more as she headed off to clean up. Dohria was a talented spy. She was also a rather amusing passenger and one whose company he was enjoying more than he’d expected. Most people having suffered through what she’d endured would be blubbering wrecks. This woman, however, was a hardened Ghalian spy. Even facing death she was still as jovial as one could be, given the circumstances.

Dohria returned just as he was fastening the tether and umbilical spells on the smugglers’ ship.

“We have arrived. I will be calling you by the name Tzialla.”

“Understood.”

“Are you ready?”

She shook out her slightly damp hair, free of disguises and looking a thousand times better minus the grime of her imprisonment and weight of the knowledge of near-certain death at any moment.

“I am at that. Bathed and ready to make a good impression on our hosts. Please, lead the way.”

Bawb popped the hatch and dropped down into the waiting ship, the distance quite short, as they’d been allowed to dock rather than surreptitiously hitching a ride. He reached up and helped his cargo through the opening and into the smugglers’ ship, the crew standing by to greet their passenger.

“Dohria?” Henni blurted, running up and giving her a huge hug. “What the hell, man? No one told us it was you we were rescuing.”

“Holy crap, good to see ya,” Bud chimed in, joining in a group hug.

Dohria’s smile was as genuine as they came, spreading from her lips to her eyes. This wasn’t spycraft. This was pure joy. “Well, no one told me it would be the likes of you two giving me a ride.”

Bawb watched the reunion with a well-hidden bit of confusion running through his mind. Dohria caught it, though. Of course she did.

“To answer the question you clearly want to ask, yes, we go way back,” she said, turning her amused gaze to Bawb. “In fact, we first met when this pair was flying with Hozark all those years ago.”

“Good times,” Henni said with a reflective sigh. “The best, really.”

“I would have to agree. We had fun, did we not?”

“Fun and a healthy bit of chaos, yeah.”

Bud snort-laughed. “Babe, where you’re involved, is there any other kind?”

“Shut it, you!”

“You gonna make me?”

Henni raised her brow, her eyes sparkling bright. “Oh, yes, I most certainly will. But later,” she said, voicing a threat of the decidedly non-violent variety.

Dohria looked around for the littlest member of the crew but came up empty. Henni clocked her gaze with a knowing eye. “She’s down for a nap,” she said. “But we’ve got plenty of time before we get you back. I know she’ll be thrilled to see her aunt Dohria.”

“As I will be to see my favorite little pirate.”

“She’s not a pirate,” Bud grumbled.

“Not yet, anyway,” Dohria shot back with a grin. “I’m sorry, Bud, but no matter what you do, the child does have both of your genes. I think her destiny is something of a given.”

“Yeah, I guess with that kind of lineage, she’s doomed for a life of epic badassery, just like her old man,” Bud said with a belly laugh.

Dohria turned her attention to the relatively quiet Ghalian observing the rather unexpected festivities. What was supposed to be a simple transport had become a reunion of sorts, and a surprising one at that.

“Sorry, but your carefully crafted cover story will not be required, it seems. You know, Bawb, I see some of your mentor’s ways in you. Mannerisms, habits. Master Hozark clearly made an impression on you. In a way, you were destined for greatness just as he was.”

Bawb fought the oddly visceral urge to allow his head to cock slightly, so ponderous was her statement. Did she know Hozark was his father? If she was close with Bud and Henni as well as Hozark back in the day, it was entirely possible she had an inkling at the very least. And as the ranking spy within the Ghalian order, it seemed if anyone would have come across his secret without it being stated outright, she would be the one.

But he would neither confirm nor deny anything. He would smile pleasantly and respect his mentor’s memory.

“He was a great man,” he replied.

“That he was. I was fortunate to have known him.”

An idea flashed into Bawb’s head. One that would have been utterly inappropriate under any other circumstances and with any other recently rescued Ghalian. But this was different. This would be met with not only an open mind, but hearty support, he suspected.

“I was thinking, Dohria,” Bawb said, pulling his father’s dagger from the bin his magical weapons had been stored in for the duration of the mission. “Perhaps you might be able to do something to honor his memory.”

Her eyes remained neutral, but even she couldn’t completely control her pupils. Bawb saw the slight shift as her gaze fell upon the blade.

“You know it, I see.”

“Of course I do,” she said, impressed he’d noted such an imperceptible tell while chiding herself for allowing it to show. “It was lost upon his demise. How is it you have come to possess it?”

“In the most unexpected manner, I must admit.”

“Oh?”

“While completing a contract, my target drew this in hopes of using it against me.”

“Foolish, though they likely didn’t know about Hozark’s safety spell.”

“And you do?”

“Hozark trusted me implicitly.”

“Clearly.”

“And the target? They had something to do with his death?” she asked, already fully invested in wherever this might go if it could avenge her friend.

“He did not,” Bawb said, noting her disappointment. “But this was taken from Hozark when he fell, and the person who possessed it gave it to my target as a gift. This was admitted to me before the killing stroke.”

“A gift? Of something of such power and value? It seems unlikely given its worth.”

“Yeah, that thing’s gotta be worth a ton of coin,” Bud added.

“But the man who gave it has a vast fortune already. This blade was gifted by none other than Visla Maktan.”

At that name Dohria allowed her cheeks to darken. There was no need to hide her feelings here. “Maktan? A very powerful visla and a key member of the Council of Twenty.”

Bawb nodded. “That he is.”

“But he was just a boy when Hozark was killed,” she mused.

“And yet he came to possess this blade. Someone brought it to him as a boy, likely the trophy of his father’s death avenged.”

“Revenge is like that. A never-ending circle of killing,” the spy noted, giving him a curious look.

Bawb had been on that very same path for longer than he cared to remember, but rather than be the party to let history fade, he was determined to be the one to have the final say in this matter. Whoever it was that had slain his father would pay the ultimate price. The only question was how long it would take to find them.

“I understand your work is secret and your time spoken for,” he said. “But if you should be able to ascertain how young Maktan came to possess it in your travels, who it was that brought him Master Hozark’s blade, that would move us one step closer to finding his true killer. That is, if it is possible given your busy schedule.”

Dohria stepped close and took his hands in hers, looking him in the eye with a steady, resolute gaze. “On my life, I will do all I can to help you. It may take time—a lot of it, quite possibly—but I will always keep an ear to the ground. If word arises, I will find you.”

Bawb nodded solemnly and squeezed her hands in thanks. “It is all I can ask for.”

She cracked a grin, breaking the somber moment. “You just saved me from a dungeon and near-certain death. I think you could ask for just about anything and I would happily repay you. But this I do for not only for you, but for our friend.”

“Goddamn right,” Henni chimed in. “And if there’s anything me and Bud can do, let us know.”

“Thank you, my friend. For now, all I ask is you fly us back to the moons of Bandor. From there I will detach my shimmer ship and fly our cargo the rest of the way.”

“And then?” Bud asked.

“And then we shall see where the universe takes us.”
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The details of Dohria’s secrets remained precisely that when Bawb personally escorted her to Master Corann. He may have been one of their most loyal and trusted members of the order, but even then, some things remained on a need-to-know basis, and in this instance, there was simply no need for him to know.

“You both look well. No complications, I take it?” Corann queried as Bawb and the order’s top spy entered her chambers.

“None that could not be handled,” Bawb replied with a little shrug.

“And with the utmost discretion,” Dohria added. “The Geist is quite a formidable Ghalian. It was a privilege observing him at work.”

He gave a little nod. “Years of practice. I appreciate your generous words, and I would return them in kind. Your skill in disguise is unrivaled, and I’ve never seen the like.”

“Years of practice,” she replied with a grin. “But then, that is the nature of our lives, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Indeed.” He turned back to the leader of the Five. “If that is all, I will leave you two to discuss your matters.”

“Yes, that will be all. And, Bawb, thank you for your speed, discretion, and efficiency in this matter. There are few I would have entrusted with such an undertaking.”

He gave a little nod to Corann and Dohria then stepped out of the room, the door sealing with a muting spell as soon as it shut. Corann was in a safe place, but she hadn’t become the leader of the Five by chance. Precautionary wards wherever she went were the rule, not the exception. One did not reach Corann’s age as a Ghalian without more than a few tricks up their sleeve.

Bud and Henni had taken off as soon as Bawb had disengaged from their ship, heading out to follow up on rumors about their stolen Dinatzian training rods. They had likely been moved far from where they’d originally been taken by now, but the slighted couple nevertheless felt they had to follow up on even the most tenuous of leads. And if they did manage to find the thief, heaven help them when they faced Henni’s wrath.

I know what you’re thinking.

“You always do.”

It’s a waste of time and power to go chasing after someone else’s lost trinkets. Let it go.

“They are not lost trinkets. They are stolen training implements. And you know full well, Konus, whom they are for,” he replied to the magical device. “Also, they are my friends. And besides, while this is not an assassination, this is nevertheless a task particularly well-suited for a Ghalian. And at the moment, I have some free time.”

It’s a dumb-ass idea, but I can already see I won’t be talking you out of it. But how do you plan to even find the stolen goods? They could be anywhere by now. And you can’t exactly use the Ghalian spy network for this.

“You are correct. They could be anywhere, yes. And no, I will not be utilizing the order’s agents for this task. But I do have a network of my own operatives, and I put word out to them already.”

When? I would have⁠—

“When you were dormant, hiding yourself from detection.”

How did you possibly have the time, let alone opportunity?

Bawb chuckled. “I am nothing if not resourceful. And one message handed off to a simple courier has already been disseminated across the entire network by now. In fact, given the details, I was able to ascertain from Bud and Henni’s description of the fellow’s vessel, I would wager we will have a name and location far sooner than later.”

As it turned out, a message was waiting for Bawb that very evening when he returned to his ship from his evening stroll through the city of his youth. His long-range skree had been contacted, and it was only a brief call with his operative to confirm the details of his target, the man who had stolen from his friends.

“Gorkkus the Strong?” he repeated over his skree with a suppressed laugh when he heard the fellow’s name. “He actually calls himself that?”

“Yes, he does seem to be compensating for something,” his agent replied. “In any case, I have the information. He is on the planet Zirkull, residing in the capital city of Antraxxia.”

“And you are sure he is at that location?”

“It is certain. He only ventures out to, as he calls it, ‘trade or raid’ every few lunar cycles. Otherwise, he is content to remain within the comfort of his rather expansive home,” the disembodied voice replied.

“Relevant details? Security? Casters?”

“Abundant guards, wards, and casters protecting every possible ingress. He is a thief and has angered a great many people over his years, and as such, his residence is as much a fortress as a domicile, though you would not know from the outside. Only two doors leading to the interior, one in front and one in back. All windows are heavily warded and alarmed.”

“It seems he very much wishes to keep people out,” Bawb mused as he mulled over the troublesome detail.

“And keep some in,” the agent replied. “He is a hulking man. A brute specimen if ever there was one. But he staffs his entire estate with only smaller and unpowered females.”

“He needs to feel powerful and secure in his home.”

“Yes, he likes to feel he can easily overpower those around him, and he has quite a reputation around those parts. He also keeps slaves, and word is they are ill-treated as often as not.”

Bawb felt a new anger tingle in his gut. He’d long ago learned to control the instinct, but nevertheless, slavery was something that rubbed him the wrong way on a visceral level. And to add senseless brutality to the mix? More than just recovering the stolen Dinatzian rods, this man needed to pay for his impropriety. And Bawb had just the idea.

“Thank you, you have done well. A bonus will await you at the usual location.”

“Thank you, sir,” the voice replied, knowing their employer had coin and paid them handsomely but nothing more about him. In the intel business it was typically better that way.

You’re really going to ask them?

“Yes, I am, Konus.”

Both of them?

“I could not ask for finer to assist me in this endeavor.”

What about the whole ‘Ghalian work alone’ thing?

“On a contract, yes. But this is outside those bounds, and given what I now know of the target, this is the most logical plan. Additionally, Usalla has been a friend of Henni and Bud’s for many years now. I know she will be glad to assist.”

And the other one?

“Elzina and I were rivals in our youth, but you know full well no animosity remains between us. And, as she is conveniently on this very world, I have but to walk back to the training house to ask for her participation.”

The konus knew better than to argue at this point in their relationship, and soon enough Bawb was back within the training house walls. He found Elzina in her quarters, relaxing after a day of vigorous instruction putting the students through their paces.

“Bawb, I did not expect to see you again so soon.”

“Things have come up, I am afraid. One in particular that I wish to ask your assistance with.”

“Of course. Ask, and I shall help in any way I can.”

He told her what had happened to Bud and Henni, how their child’s gift had been stolen. Also, how it was one that would help her hone her powers one day and perhaps become as skilled a caster as her mother. Maybe even more so, and surely a great ally of the Ghalian. In any case, Elzina had utilized the pair’s services on a few occasions and valued them as more than just casual allies. And as they happened to be near and dear to Bawb, she was more than happy to help.

“It will be risky,” Bawb noted.

“Of course it will. But nothing we cannot handle. And I am glad you came to me with this. While Henni is a very dangerous woman in her own right, she is a mother now, and she cannot be taking needless chances.”

“Try telling her that.”

“Oh, I know much better than to attempt any such thing,” Elzina replied with a grin. “But as she cannot take risks, we shall take them for her. You say Usalla will be joining us?”

“She will. She is not close by, but I know where she is. Not more than a few jumps away. And as this Gorkkus fellow only allows females within his compound walls, I can think of no two women I trust more with this task.”

“Your confidence is appreciated. There is, however, one slight hitch to this plan.”

“Do tell.”

“I have an obligation to the students. I will be a little delayed joining you two, but if you leave me the location details, I will meet up with you as soon as I am able.”

“Of course. While we work fast, time is not a pressing matter. And while we are waiting for you, Usalla can see about gathering some additional intelligence about Gorkkus’s compound. Perhaps we can do more good than merely recovering the stolen Dinatzian rods. Maybe, if we play our cards right, we can free some of his slaves in the process.”

Elzina smiled, a flare of anger in her eyes lending it a disconcerting look. “Slaves, you say? You know how I hate slave owners.”

“As do I.”

She mulled it over a moment, nodding her head in thought. “Freeing them at the right time could also provide us cover for our egress. A win-win situation for all. And should the man be fool enough to chase after us, once outside the safety of his walls he will be fair game for any he has wronged. And I assume there are quite a few who fall into that category.”

“You would be correct.” Bawb headed back out the door to track down Usalla. “I will see you soon,” he called back over his shoulder, then made his way to his ship, ready to undertake a new, albeit somewhat unusual adventure.
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As it turned out, Usalla was relatively easy to find, not that she was in hiding. She had simply been enjoying a bit of quiet time on an unpopulated mountaintop retreat far from civilization, perched high above the chaos of daily life below, relaxing on the small, lush tropical world of Tannax.

“I smelled you coming, Bawb,” she said as he stepped out of the trees.

“The only landing site does appear to be upwind of your location. Intentional, I assume?”

“Very little that I do is not,” she replied with a warm smile, rising to greet her friend with a strong hug.

Here, alone as they were, she let herself hold him just a little longer than she would any other friend, and he returned the embrace in kind. Theirs was an interesting history, and he had long played an important role in her life, as she had in his. And while they had not partaken in those sorts of activities in many, many years, Bawb nevertheless wondered on occasion about what bonded life would be like. To truly have a mate and partner with whom to share the rest of his days.

But Bawb knew that was not the sort of life a Ghalian could ever hope for. It was a perfectly acceptable hope for regular people, but not for his kind. Of course, he was never a normal Ghalian, but that was something he had come to accept about himself. Introspection had become a strong suit, and he realized he had clearly inherited his father’s hidden but deep emotionality, and perhaps a bit of his mother’s as well, at least as far as he could tell from the few stories he’d pried out of those willing to talk about her.

In any case, what he had with Usalla was a friendship, nothing more. A deep and caring one, but that was the extent of it. It was all it ever could be. He might suffer the rare pang of sadness that his was not a life destined for the joys of a bonded mate, but it was a fate he’d long ago accepted. Bonding was dangerous in this line of work, after all.

“So, you have come all the way to Tannax. I assume this is not merely a social visit?”

“It is not, though I am, as always, glad for your company.”

“And I for yours. But tell me, Bawb, what brings you to me?”

“A mission. One that is outside the order.”

“I do have time,” she said, “but I am rather enjoying this relaxing bit of peace and quiet before the next contract.”

“I understand. But this is to help Henni and Bud.”

Usalla’s demeanor shifted at once. It was subtle, but a buzzing air of readiness suddenly enveloped her from head to toe. “When do we leave?”

The flight to Zirkull was a short one, but Bawb and Usalla were in no rush. They were also operating with the intelligence they could gather on their own in addition to the basic location details provided by Bawb’s network. As such, they took several days to properly scope out the entire area, as well as Gorkkus’s robustly fortified home, enjoying long walks and talks, catching up as old friends did, all while gathering every iota of intelligence their expert eyes and ears could absorb.

It seemed the reports of the layers of protection stacked on the property’s every window and door had been accurate. Understated, even, once the two Ghalian Masters got a chance to feel out the situation. The place was locked down more securely than most Council complexes. Impressive, really, given the man had no Council ties.

But then, a thief and slave trader of his caliber would have amassed quite a few enemies, and he knew full well that no matter what preventative steps one took, there was always the possibility of an unexpected and unpleasant surprise visitor. As such, Gorkkus took every precaution possible to make his home the one safe place he could truly let down his guard. Surrounded by smaller, weaker females, his brute strength alone left him near invincible, and as none of the women serving him were allowed a konus, he remained confident his own magical defenses would be more than enough to quash any inkling of rebellion amongst them.

Usalla and Bawb both felt a growing dislike for the man as they surveyed the area posing as a happy couple. Given their history, it was an easy act to play. The affection was genuine, and their comfort with one another translated to no one giving them a second thought.

But they were hard at work, and as a female, Usalla was in the unique position to casually talk to the servants they conveniently “bumped into” from Gorkkus’s staff as they carried out their daily tasks. They were free to come and go as needed, the slender golden control collars they all wore ensuring they would not flee. Even without them, that would be highly unlikely.

Most of the servants Usalla encountered were highly skittish, showing the telltale signs of PTSD in one form or another. It was a difficult life under his rule, and that just made the Ghalian killer more resolute to go a little farther than just recovering the stolen items.

She spoke calmly and with a soothing tone, utilizing a subtle tranquility spell to put the women at ease as they spoke. Being shown even a modicum of kindness made quite an impression, and in short order Usalla had gathered a treasure trove of information, not only about the compound and its owner, but also the inner workings among the staff.

She had the beginnings of a plan, but she would need to be able to blend in with the others inside perfectly if she wished to pull it off. Entry looked like it would be difficult but not impossible for her. The entry wards robustly protected against males entering, but females, even disguised females, did not seem to garner much attention.

It looked like this might very well be Gorkkus’s greatest mistake.

As for the property itself, there were actually a few open areas within its walls. Courtyards and gardens, though nothing exceptional. All, however, were protected from above with heavy, layered defensive wards. The staff could get some fresh air in them if they wished, but there was absolutely no hope of escape via any of those routes.

When carefully pressed about the whereabouts of the slave holding areas, the ones intended for sale, Usalla found that those women were treated far less kindly, spending their days underground in his dark pens, kept away from any hint of sunlight. It was a degree of rough and unnecessary treatment that upset Usalla even more. Slave traders were a part of this galaxy, though one she abhorred. But to mistreat their chattel in such a way for no reason was appalling.

Yes, punishments were meted out sometimes, and they were often hard to stomach. But at least the general welfare of slaves was typically looked upon as a vital part of the business. A well-treated slave was a productive one, after all.

Gorkkus, however, appeared to feel otherwise. Or perhaps he just didn’t care.

Either way, after a few days of this, she had heard enough. Enough information about the ins and outs of the property, yes, but especially of the maltreatment of those held within.

“I wish to begin as soon as possible,” she said to her deadly friend as they reconnected and strolled from the area to their temporary lodgings.

“Ingress is but one part of the equation. Do you feel you have enough information for your needs once inside?” Bawb asked.

“I do,” she replied, a determined look in her eyes. “And as for getting in, I have an idea.”
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Usalla’s clothing was perfect. Given a few days to observe the details of Gorkkus’s slave staff’s attire, she had fabricated a flawless iteration for herself, complete with a few scuffs and wear marks from what would have been many months of hard work. This meant she would not only be able to avoid using any magic to cast a disguise spell—which would have been detected as soon as she hit the entry wards—but it also allowed her to avoid a typical aspect of infiltration of this sort. Namely, she would not have to incapacitate one of the poor slaves in order to take their clothing and identity.

She would enter as herself. A Wampeh female, completely without magic. That meant she had to empty herself of the remainder of what she had taken from her recent contract. Bawb had done the honors, gently draining her with an almost erotic bite, drawing out her blood and power as slowly as he could, stopping the instant he had taken all of her stored magic then sealing the wound with the press of his lips.

Despite their now entirely platonic relationship, it had nevertheless been one of the most intimate moments they had ever shared.

They both shook off the momentary distraction and got back to work. Bawb had fashioned a perfect fake of the control collars worn by the staff, his crafting skills coming in handy for this endeavor. He fastened it around her neck, sealing it with the faintest bit of magic, the edges vanishing under his touch. She could pull it off, if need be, but that would hopefully be unnecessary. All that remained now was the actual ingress itself.

Usalla stepped out into the street and headed to the marketplace stalls, where she would procure a respectable load of produce then fall in with the other women as they made their way back to the residence. And as she had been in disguise the prior days, none of the slaves thought twice about the new face in their midst. It certainly wasn’t the woman they’d spoken to the prior day. Just another unfortunate soul laboring under Gorkkus’s rule.

Bawb watched from a distance, his own new disguise firmly in place, his body bristling with hidden weapons, ready to leap in should his assistance be required. Usalla was going in clean, with no magic and not a single weapon on her. The warding spells would detect them. She was entirely on her own.

Of course, that wasn’t much of a concern. She was a very dangerous woman without the need for outside implements. She could kill with only her thumb if she had to, and she’d actually done precisely that on one occasion. Suffice it to say, the pale woman filing into the fortified estate among the others was most definitely not a victim.

Bawb watched as she entered, breathing a little sigh of relief when she passed the ward spells unnoted. He then moved on to the rooms he had rented just up the road. A place to stay that, conveniently, had a clear view of the structure. It all appeared to be quite casual, and in some regards it was. He was not standing by on-edge and ready for an all-out invasion of the residence. But he was prepared should his assistance be required. If he had to, he would turn the place into an absolute bloodbath to get his friend out.

Fortunately, he did not expect that to be even a remote possibility. Usalla was a pro, and his assistance was very unlikely to be required.

For her part, Usalla wasn’t even thinking about Bawb once she had parted ways with him. She had a job to do, and that meant complete focus on only the task at hand. The stolen Dinatzian training rods had to be located and a plan devised for their retrieval and removal without raising suspicion. That was her first priority, no matter how upsetting the treatment of the slave staff was to her. Once that task had been completed, only then could she consider a little bonus mission to perhaps put an end to at least some of the slaves’ suffering.

For now the task was simple. Drop off the produce in the kitchen and find some work to do until bedtime. All that required was fitting in with the others. And having talked with several over the prior days, she knew just the way.

“Uh, where should I sleep?” she asked a kind-faced Ungarian woman with lovely violet scales and almost translucent silver hair.

“Newbie, eh?”

“Yes. I was brought here just today and put immediately to work. But I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”

“C’mon, girl, follow me. I’ll get you sorted. Name’s Galagga, by the way.”

“Spillia,” she replied. “Thank you so much for helping me.”

“We look after our own in here,” the woman replied, leading her to an empty cot. “This one should do just fine. Bathing area is through those doors over there. Toilets are to the far left.”

“And what about tomorrow?”

“Just follow the others. The master of the house rotates people in and out pretty regularly, so don’t sweat it. You’ll be given a task for the day, and before you know it, you’ll be in a rhythm just like us old-timers.”

“He rotates people in and out?”

Galagga’s smile faltered. “Don’t you worry about that. Just do what’s expected of you, and you should be fine.”

“Thank you, Galagga. Your kindness will not be forgotten.”

“Yeah, whatever. Rest up, girl. You’ll need the energy.”

Usalla cleaned up and curled into her bed like the others when the lights were dimmed, then lay waiting. Waiting until the household was asleep.

She dressed and slipped into the hallway without a sound, moving quietly and quickly on bare feet for even greater stealth. Without magic she would have to be extra careful. Guards patrolled the grounds, but they were few and far between. The protective warding on the exterior meant the inside patrols were almost an afterthought. As a result, she was able to make a quick circuit of nearly the entire property in relatively short order.

The master of the house’s chambers were locked up tight, but as she had no intention of a direct conflict with the man—at least, not now—Usalla skipped on by, instead moving to the ground level. There she quickly located the access door to the underground slave holding cells. She reached out, but her hand stopped short.

“Oh!” she gasped to herself. “Interesting.”

She stepped back to better take in everything else around the area. These doors were not what they seemed. They were a decoy, and a heavily alarmed one at that. She carefully surveyed all around and soon located the hidden doors that truly accessed the subterranean chambers. Even without magic in her system, she could sense the multiple wards, alarms, and tripwires layered on them. Clearly, whatever he kept locked in those cells must be of significant value. And if they were slaves, she had a sinking feeling she knew what sort.

Usalla backed away after taking note of all the protective measures she would need to defeat to gain access, then hurried back to the bunk room. It was odd, sleeping among so many people in this sort of setting once again. It reminded her of her youth in the Ghalian training house, although the hard labor these people faced did not lead to a life of action and adventure, though death was very possibly on the menu, as it had been for the Ghalian trainees.

She padded quietly between the bunks, taking note of everyone’s appearance and cataloging them in her mind. She hoped it would not be necessary, but if things went sideways and she had to steal someone’s power, then she would be forced to use as many faces as necessary to complete her task. Ideally, it would not come to that, but she would find out soon enough. For now, sleep was her immediate priority. The next day would undoubtedly be a busy one, and while she had impressive reserves of strength and drive, a good night’s sleep would make it all ever so much easier.

The Ghalian assassin closed her eyes and drifted off into a light sleep, running through all she had learned as slumber wrapped her in its warm embrace.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Usalla rose, dressed, and ate breakfast with the others, immediately an accepted part of their group. If she was there, she was supposed to be, and no one even thought to question the new face for an instant. Not even the guards. She had become one of them, just like that.

Easier than I anticipated, she mused as she accepted her work assignment and set about her first tasks of the day. She first ran errands outside the compound walls, but none far enough from the gaze of the others that she could easily speak with Bawb, even when she saw him lurking nearby, though lurking was perhaps a stretch of the word.

He was being loud and gregarious, chatting people up and drawing attention to himself, and away from her in the process. He needn’t have worried, but it was a no-harm, no-foul bit of assistance that could have been useful had she been in need. As it was, Usalla merely flashed a few subdued hand signals as she headed back into the estate with her cargo.

From there she was sent on a different sort of task. One she actually found to be quite enjoyable. Relaxing, even. She was assigned to a cleaning detail, and that meant the daily scrub the entire property received from front to back. One of the benefits of having slave laborers was they could always be kept busy, and that meant the grounds were spotless.

Usalla fell into an almost meditative groove as she moved with the others, wiping and dusting, scrubbing and buffing, all while taking note of which spells the guards were disarming to allow them access to off-limits areas to do their jobs.

Sloppy, she thought. And to my benefit.

Now she had multiple disarming phrases in hand, as well as a knowledge of even more safety measures that she would be able to nullify with great speed, thanks to the careless practices of the guard staff.

In essence, she was getting a guided tour of the whole property in daylight hours, with the added bonus of oblivious staffers revealing most, if not all, of the building’s dirty little secrets. It was relatively hard work, and she was breaking a sweat, but this was a decidedly non-lethal task, and she’d worked far harder ever since she was a young girl. By comparison, this was almost like a vacation.

It was in the large courtyard that she caught sight of a faint glimmer from a high rooftop several streets away. It wasn’t much, just a tiny flicker, but she saw it even if no one else did. Bawb had accessed the structure and was observing her from on high, always looking out for her and ready to help, even if she had no need of it. Nevertheless, she appreciated his attention and care. He was more than just any friend, and their bond, though not romantic, was as strong as iron.

She turned to face her hidden friend and stretched her arms, making subtle signs as she did, ending with a little nod, making it clear that all was going to plan and she was okay. That done, she finished her work with the others and headed back inside, where they paused for lunch, then continued their labors.

They had been at it a while, and now with food in their bellies, the guards were looking quite complacent. This was routine. This was boring. This wasn’t any sort of threat whatsoever. Or so they thought.

Usalla slipped away from the group by simply falling behind as she scrubbed, allowing them to move ahead without her. No one gave her a second glance. When she snuck up behind a minimally powered sentry and stole his magic, he never knew what hit him, and when he roused from his stupor, he would feel tired, but no trace of her bite would remain.

A modicum of power now inside her, she hurried to the master’s chambers and began disarming the wards, using a careful and precise amount of her limited resource. She had one shot at this, and it had to be done before she could be sent out on another errand. If that happened while she had magic in her system, well, it would not be a pretty picture.

She hadn’t planned on making a move for the Dinatzian rods this quickly, but the lax security had presented her an opportunity, and she was not about to pass it up. They would merely have to adjust their plans on the fly. Something all Ghalian were quite adept at.

“Gotcha,” she murmured as the final ward fell aside and the door slid open. She stepped in, confident Gorkkus was out. Had he been present, the wards would not have been in place in that configuration. She was in the clear, but she had to hurry.

It was a quick search by Ghalian standards. Gorkkus seemed to simply keep his prized valuables in a large room rather than a specialized vault. He was cocky like that, and while he had some impressive wards on the doorway, the wall to the side possessed no such reinforcements. Usalla pushed with a specialized spell and carved out a block, barely disturbing the wall in doing so. She was nearly out of power, but that expenditure had just saved her a lot of disarming of wards with time she did not possess.

She pulled the block free and immediately dove headfirst into the adjoining room. The Dinatzian training rods were easy to find, their magical signature readily apparent even bundled up as they were. Getting them out would be interesting, but that was a problem she would deal with when she reached that point. For now, she had to get clear of these rooms.

She pushed the rods through the opening and followed them back into the other room, then carefully replaced the block, casting a minor illusion spell to mask any sign of her handiwork unless you were right up close and looking for it. The wards in place, she slung the parcel over her shoulder and hurried out the main doors into the hallway, carefully replacing the disarmed wards as she locked the door.

“Hey, what are you doing down there?” a gruff voice called out.

She turned slowly, an utterly innocent look on her face as her mind raced through her options. There were two guards, both armed and both looking at her with more than a little suspicion. Worse, they were too far for her to engage without them sounding an alarm. And she had no weapons, no daggers to throw. Her options appeared to be of the slimmest variety.

The two guards dropped to the ground in a heap as if they were puppets who’d had their strings abruptly cut. A familiar face unshimmered, emerging from her cloak.

“Elzina?”

“Hello, Usalla. Help me move these two.”

The women quickly hauled the unconscious men into a nearby restroom. When they woke, the two would find themselves in a rather embarrassing position. One that would likely motivate them to keep their little incident to themselves. It was one thing to have affairs at work. It was quite another to do so while on duty.

Elzina cast a locking spell on the door and turned to her companion. “You have the rods, I take it?”

“I do. But you are already here? I thought you would not be joining us for a few days yet.”

“And miss all this fun? Not likely. I got Demelza to cover a few classes for me.”

“Does Bawb know you are here?”

“No. But he will soon enough, eh?”

“Indeed.” Usalla noted the fake control collar on Elzina’s neck. Apparently, she’d hatched the idea on her own. Great minds thinking alike, as they say.

They started walking, just two slave women carrying a bundle. Having them both there actually made them less likely to fall under any scrutiny. Most of the slaves worked in groups, so this was more normal than one wandering on her own.

“I’ve been watching you all day, you know. Since out in the marketplace,” Elzina said in a hushed tone.

“How did you manage that? The wards detect all magic, and a shimmer cloak requires a fair bit.”

“Ah, that. I’m rather proud of that trick, actually. You see, I drained the cloak’s magic entirely and carried it in posing as a servant.”

“And they did not detect it because it was no more than a cloak.”

“Precisely.”

Usalla noted the konus riding on Elzina’s wrist. “I assume that is how you are powering it.”

“Stolen from a cook, yes. Not a very strong konus by any means, but it got the job done, and more importantly, it won’t be noticed as missing until around dinnertime when the evening shift comes in to work. Just one more of Gorkkus’s safety protocols backfiring on him.”

“Indeed, that seems to be a theme with his security layout. But there is more that needs to be done. We cannot leave yet.”

“Oh?”

“There are slaves here.”

“I know, Usalla. I’m disguised as one, remember?”

It was a snarky comment, but one said with amusement. Gone was the acidic tongue of the girl she’d grown up with. Elzina as an adult was still an overly confident smartass at times, no doubt, but one glad to help a friend in need. And in this instance, Usalla definitely fit the bill.

“Underground. And behind heavily warded doors.”

“Which seems fairly normal.”

“As well as a massive false set of doors as a decoy. And a lot of alarms to boot.”

Now she had Elzina’s attention. To layer that much security on mere slaves usually meant only one thing.

“Right. We have to get down there. Show me the way.”

The two hurried along, acting as nonchalant as possible while making a beeline for the hidden entrance. Once there, Elzina saw the dilemma first hand. “That’s a lot of warding.”

“I know.”

“We’re going to need more than a cook’s konus for this. Wait here.”

Elzina hurried off in a flash, using the last of her magic to shimmer cloak herself. Only a few minutes later she abruptly reappeared.

“Here,” she said, tossing a konus to Usalla.

She caught it and slid it on at once, immediately casting the first of many disarming spells to gain access to the area below. “The guards?” she asked as the door finally unsealed.

“They’ll be sleeping for a while yet, and we have more use for them than they do.”

“Fair enough,” Usalla agreed, stepping into the dim stairwell. “Let’s go.”

The two descended quickly. There was no fear of guards down in this place. Not with the protective spells locking the area up tight.

“Lumaris,” Usalla said, casting the illumination spell. The reflected light bounced off the golden hair of the slaves. Ootaki, all of them, as she had feared. And more than she’d anticipated. Apparently, Gorkkus had been amassing quite the store of Ootaki power. To what end she didn’t know. And right now, that was not of importance.

The Ootaki shrank back, many showing signs of violence on their bodies. Apparently, they had not been treated as valuable storehouses of magical potential like they usually were. Knowing Gorkkus’s need to feel like the man of his castle, there was little doubt who had done this to them.

“We are not here to harm you,” Usalla said, holding her hands out wide.

Most of the Ootaki remained cowering, but an older woman saw her pale skin and cautiously stepped forward.

“Ghalian?” she asked in a hushed voice.

Usalla did not voice a reply, but instead gave a little nod. “Come with us. We’re getting you out of here.”

“How do you plan to get this many out?” Elzina wondered, quickly doing a headcount.

“Don’t worry,” she replied with a grin. “I have a plan.”

“They all wear control collars, I would remind you.”

“Leave it to me. Like I said, I have a plan.”

The Ootaki followed the older woman’s lead, moving as a group where their rescuers led them. The woman stopped beside Usalla, taking up the rear and making sure no one had been left behind.

“Why?” was all she asked.

“Because this is wrong. Nothing more. Now hurry along. We are not out yet.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




The two assassins now wore the cleaner uniforms of the more important household staff. Usalla had discovered the laundry area on her explorations and that, combined with her recently gathered knowledge about the ranking system among the non-slave servants, had informed her precisely which clothing would allow them to lead the valuable Ootaki slaves unquestioned.

Ideally, there would have been guards with them, but as they could not use disguise magic lest they trigger the alarms and warding spells on the exit door, they had to do this completely devoid of power. That meant they cast out every last ounce of power they’d taken while within the walls. It also meant discarding the konuses they had been using. They both hoped the subtle masking spells protecting the Dinatzian rods would shield them from detection in the confusion.

Elzina hurried off and placed the konuses back on the slumbering guards’ wrists then rejoined the group, falling into stride with them as they walked to the door. Usalla was in front, leading the Ootaki, while Elzina took up the rear. They had no way of knowing if this was the correct configuration for a slave transfer, but it was pretty standard for most traders. And if not? They would improvise, of course. Hopefully, whatever solution they arrived at would not be too bloody.

“Where you think you’re going?” the guard at the door asked as Usalla stepped out into the sun’s welcome rays.

“The master directed us to take these slaves for delivery.”

“I didn’t hear anything about that,” he said, casting a few detection spells on the unexpected staffer. No alarms sounded. She was as she appeared. Just a normal, unpowered woman.

“I did not think to question him. I only do as I am instructed. If you wish, I am sure we could locate him to confirm his orders. I doubt Gorkkus would mind being interrupted with your query.”

The guard’s face remained neutral, but Usalla noted the slight flush rising to his cheeks and the increased pulse throbbing in his neck.

“Don’t be a fool. You do as he commands, and be quick about it!” the guard barked, opting for a pointless display of power rather than following his instincts. It was precisely as she’d hoped he would do.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry to have troubled you.” She turned to the queued slaves standing silently behind her. “You heard the man. Move!”

The slaves reacted with a start, timid at first as they stepped across the threshold. But no spells struck them down. In fact, their golden collars did not react at all. The guard noted this and fully allowed himself to relax. The wards were strong, and the control collars would not allow them to exit without permission. The woman’s story was on the up-and-up.

“Let’s go! Keep moving! You two, don’t drop that parcel. The master will have your heads if you do!” the woman at the rear of the column called out, ushering the Ootaki forward.

A slight alarm triggered at the passing of the Dinatzian rods across the threshold, but compared to the Ootaki it was such a trifling amount of power, the guard didn’t even think to ask about it. Whatever it was they were delivering, it was far less valuable than even just one of the Ootaki.

The people on the streets stared in shock at the sight of so many golden-haired slaves walking together. They were worth a considerable fortune. To allow them out into the open like this was madness. And without guards? Led only by a pair of mere females? It was a temptation too strong for some of the less savory sorts dwelling in the city.

Usalla quickly redirected the group off the main streets and began taking the less-traveled paths that she and Bawb had scouted out previously. The less scrutiny they faced, the better. Or so she had hoped. Unfortunately, that also provided what seemed like an easy target for a few of those seeking to take possession of the prized slaves for themselves.

“Step back and gimme them Ootaki and ya won’t get hurt,” a massive man with virtually no neck and a bumpy, leathery blue hide growled as he stepped out in front of Usalla, blocking her way.

“Please step aside. I have to deliver these slaves for my master.”

The man laughed. It was not a joyful sound. “I ain’t gonna tell ya twice,” he said, moving to push her out of the way.

“Neither am I.”

The Ootaki stared in shock as the Ghalian dropped the much larger man with such speed and ease they would have been hard pressed to even describe what she’d done to him. What mattered was his inert form was now propped against a wall, unconscious, or maybe even dead so far as they could tell. Most importantly, he was no longer a threat.

“Keep moving,” Usalla urged, moving a bit faster now. People were more daring than she’d anticipated, and that meant she and Elzina might have their hands full. And just as the thought passed through her mind, a half dozen rough-looking thugs encircled the group. Another gang of would-be assailants watched from just up the roadway, ready to step in if the opportunity presented itself.

“We do not have time to play nice,” Elzina grumbled.

Usalla looked at the group and let out a frustrated sigh. “Agreed.”

The two women didn’t even let the attackers utter a word before they launched into vicious and bloody action. They moved through the men with brutal efficiency, wasting no time disarming them and laying them out on the ground, some bleeding and writhing in pain, others quite still, never to move again. The seemingly vulnerable women, however, were utterly unscathed.

Elzina shifted her gaze ahead, fixing on the other interested goons. A chilling smile creased her lips. “Well? Come on, then,” she called out.

Despite their size and numbers, the group seemed to realize they were in the presence of a pair of apex predators, and no amount of coin was worth tangling with them. Dead men spent no coin, after all. Without a word they melted back into whatever places they had crept out of. Elzina let out a little snort-laugh.

“I thought not.” She turned her attention back to the Ootaki. “Well? Don’t just stand there. Keep moving.”

The walk went much faster now that no one was harassing them, and in short order they reached a somewhat run-down ship, a filthy trader standing at the open hatchway picking his grimy nails with a rusty knife.

“These the lot?” he asked as Usalla led them close.

“They are. Delivered as ordered. My companion and I are to escort them until their final delivery point.”

“Whatever. Don’t care as long as the coin is good. Well, whatchoo waiting for? Load ’em up and let’s get going.”

The two Ghalian wasted no time heeding the man’s words, and in short order every last Ootaki was safely aboard. The hatch sealed and the ship lurched up into the sky. A moment later it breached the atmosphere and jumped far away. The greasy trader joined his passengers shortly thereafter.

Usalla collected the Dinatzian rods and presented them. Bawb let his disguise fall away, shocking the Ootaki but also putting them oddly at ease. Not two, but three Ghalian were protecting them. It was the safest they’d been in ages. In some cases, in their entire lives.

“Well done,” he said, stowing the rods safely away before examining the passengers more closely. “Oh, I see. Very clever,” he noted upon seeing the single strand of Ootaki hair wrapped around each of their collars. He felt the power in the strands of hair. Freely given and strong. He looked at Elzina.

“Usalla’s idea,” she said, nodding to their friend.

Usalla shrugged. “It made sense. They could not use their power themselves, but if each one gifted a strand, we could then utilize it to negate their control collars. With freely given hair, it does not take nearly as much to do the job.”

“And we are now free, thanks to you,” the older Ootaki woman said, tears of gratitude in her eyes.

“Do not fear. We will remove those collars permanently when we arrive at your final destination,” she said.

The woman hesitated, unsure. “And where, exactly, would that be?”

Usalla glanced at Bawb, knowing he’d set the revised course the moment they had come aboard.

“We are taking you to an Ootaki enclave,” he said. “Quite hidden, and quite secure. A place you may live your lives untroubled and free of the bonds of servitude.”

A murmur of excitement and disbelief rose from the group. They had been slaves for so long, treated so poorly and with no hope of ever breathing free air again. And yet here they were, safe, far from Gorkkus’s clutches, and very soon they would be beginning a new life on a new world. One where they were not seen as assets but people. A place where they could live out their lives however they saw fit.

Bawb, Usalla, and Elzina shared a look, a mutual feeling of satisfaction flowing between them. They had set out to help Bud and Henni, but in the process were now setting right a far greater wrong. The success served further strengthen their bond their friendship, and all told it had been a most satisfying side quest indeed. One the freed Ootaki would never forget.

“So, this ship? Part of the plan?” Elzina queried.

“I saw you make your exit. Surprising, to say the least. A larger vessel was clearly needed.”

“We did not expect so many.”

“Obviously. But I was able to hire this craft for a reasonable price. A short-term rental, but nothing that will raise suspicion. I will return it straightaway when we are done and gather my ship. As for the poor fellow whose likeness I wore, well, he is a rather unsavory sort. Should any attention befall him, I would not lose any sleep.”

Elzina nodded, approving his quick thinking on the fly. “And now we take them to a safe haven. And then we return for our own craft.”

“Precisely.”

“Well, then. Fly on, Captain. I will be in the galley. I tell you, I am famished!”

Bawb returned to the controls and plotted their course. Next stop, a whole new world.


CHAPTER TWENTY




The Ootaki colony was a newer one in the grand scheme of Ghalian safe zones, far more robustly protected than prior iterations. This location was not only off the beaten path and hidden in one of the billions of uninhabited systems, but it also possessed an unusual bit of condensed magic that made the atmosphere not only appear toxic, but actually was toxic.

The key was that while a solid ninety-five percent of the planet’s surface was poisonous to breathe, the Ootaki enclave was contained within multiple layers of protective bubbling, each of them not only filtering out the bad air, but also creating an optical illusion of toxicity. The outermost bubble contained nearly as poisonous air as the outside, so even if someone did happen upon it and stumble in, they would find a place just as devoid of life as the rest of the world.

Once all the way inside, however, the thousands of acres of protected lands and waterways were not only lush and fecund, but also gloriously bright and colorful thanks to a trick of magic that rendered the opaque dome spell transparent but only from the inside, and in a manner that filtered out the impurities that otherwise blocked the sun’s healing rays.

For this was a system with a powerful sun, and its light recharged and refreshed the Ootaki from dusk until dawn. While they could never use the power themselves, they nevertheless stored it naturally, absorbing it into their hair as easily as breathing.

Bawb jumped the ship into orbit, careful to make certain he followed the precise route to the hidden colony. Some earlier enclaves had been discovered, their occupants enslaved once more and gone forever. As a result, very robust defensive spells that appeared to be natural weather phenomenon had been layered in wait, ready to spring and damage, or even destroy any lesser craft that ventured toward the surface region the Ootaki called home if they followed any but the most precise paths.

It was a route Bawb knew well, having personally delivered more than a few new residents over the years. And now he was returning once more, and with many new refugees ready to be greeted with open arms. It was the Ootaki way, to take one another in without question. As a race extensively enslaved across the galaxy, their support of one another was unwavering and intense. It was just one of the things Bawb learned to admire about them as he spent more and more time with the often-misunderstood banks of incredible power.

“Don’t forget the one on the left,” Usalla said quietly over his shoulder, pointing out a particularly robust trap spell floating in the air just below the clouds.

“I am not forgetting it,” he replied with a little chuckle. “Perhaps you would like to fly?”

She squeezed his shoulder once and left him to his piloting. Of course he wouldn’t miss one of the danger points. She almost felt foolish for reminding him. Almost.

The craft touched down on the bright burgundy grass, the craft lacking a proper hover spell. It was fine, though. The field was not for food production, merely recreating as the inhabitants saw fit. Bawb released the hatch and walked back to the expectant faces of their passengers.

“Usalla? Would you do the honors?”

“It would be my pleasure,” she said, rising from her seat and leading the way to the exit. “Please, follow me.”

The Ootaki fell in behind her and streamed from the parked craft. To their delight, a large throng of their own kind, dressed in simple yet elegant and clean clothing stood waiting to welcome them. In the distance, they could see even more hurrying to greet them from the nearby township.

There were several of these types of settlements spread across the vast expanse these people called home, all fed by pure natural springs that, in turn, fed into freshwater lakes full of fish and water plants but devoid of any predators large enough to be a threat to the populace. Whatever might have managed to live outside the protective spells guarding this haven, none would ever disturb this tranquil Eden.

“Master Bawb,” a middle-aged woman with a short-cropped hairstyle called out, walking to him with open arms.

“Nala, it is good to see you.”

“And you, my friend. And I see Master Usalla and Master Elzina are with you today. And you have brought new friends. A lot of new friends.”

“An unexpected boon while on another task. Usalla and Elzina managed to free every last one of them without harm. Quite an impressive feat, if I do say so myself.”

“Coming from the legendary Geist, that is high praise.”

One of the younger newcomers turned and stared. Bawb was used to it by now.

“You’re the Geist?”

“Yes.”

“The Geist.”

“The answer is still yes.”

“You’re a hero!” he blurted, hurrying over to shake his hand. “Thank you. Thank you so much!”

“I merely piloted the craft. You have Masters Usalla and Elzina to thank for your freedom. Without them the rescue would not have succeeded.”

The young man turned to the other Ghalian, his cheeks flushing with the awareness of his misstep.

“Do not worry yourself,” Elzina said with a chuckle. “This happens a lot. We are quite used to it by now.”

“I didn’t mean to offend.”

“And you did not,” Usalla added. “We are just glad to be of service. Now, why don’t you join the others? You will be given food, lodging, and clean clothing, then there will be an orientation. Is that still the order, Nala?”

“It is. And for this many new friends, we will do better than just a meal. We will make a feast of it!” The woman turned her gaze, noting the stares of several of the recently freed. “Yes, my hair is shorn,” she said. “But this was not an act of violence. I chose to do this. It was cut by my own hand.”

Gasps escaped the lips of many of the refugees. To cut Ootaki hair? It was just not done unless it was being harvested. Nala watched them processing the foreign thought a moment then spoke once more to the assembled group.

“You are new here, and I would wager most of you have lived your whole lives treated as someone’s property. Well, here you are your own person. You control your own body. And that extends to your hair. What is a precious resource to be stolen in the outside world is yours to do with as you please in this place. I, for one, wished to be free of the burden, so I cut my hair. You may do the same if you wish. Or not. The choice is entirely your own, and whatever you choose will not be looked down on. You are free and subject to no one’s rule any longer. Remember that.”

The three Ghalian watched with satisfaction as the group was led to get cleaned up and meet the other residents, their road to recovery from the horrors they had endured for so long at last underway. The trio would not stick around on this occasion. With so many newcomers the locals would need to focus all their attention on them, and the Ghalian, while friends to the Ootaki, would just be a distraction. One those they had helped save over the years would feel obligated to spend time with, depriving the newly freed slaves of their full attention.

“Let us go. They are safe now. We will come check on them in a few cycles time,” Elzina said, a rare bit of emotion showing in her voice. Bawb and Usalla said nothing of it. It was always moving, freeing a slave, but today’s win landed even harder.

The flight back to Zirkull was a quick one, and when they exited the rented craft, they were amused to find the city in a bit of a frenzy, with Gorkkus’s guards racing about searching for the missing Ootaki. The trio quickly moved away from the ship while wearing minor disguise spells, just in case, then casually walked the streets, listening to the panic of the guards.

Gorkkus was so upset over the loss of his Ootaki that he hadn’t even realized he’d been burgled yet, and the way things were looking, it seemed likely he would remain oblivious to that fact for some time. It was a fortune in slaves he had just lost, and by the sound of it, many of them were already spoken for. Perhaps even paid for, which meant the man would have to come up with coin to repay the clients, and quickly at that.

With interest and damages as well, most likely.

Bawb and Usalla escorted Elzina to the nondescript ship she’d arrived in. It was nothing much to look at, and that was precisely why she’d chosen it.

“Will I see you back at the training house?” she asked as she boarded.

“I will not be heading there,” Bawb said. “Usalla?”

“No, I have other things I need to return to.”

“Then this is goodbye for now. You two be safe. And thank you for inviting me on this little adventure. It was quite refreshing.”

With that Elzina sealed the hatch and powered up her ship. Bawb and Usalla made their way to their own craft and departed at a leisurely pace, enjoying the panic of the slave trader’s guards below as they rose into the sky, their task for their friends accomplished, as well as a good deed of a more significant sort.

“And now, for Bud and Henni. Would you mind skreeing them for their location?” Bawb asked.

“It would be my pleasure.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“Is Milli with you?” Usalla asked their small but deadly little friend.

“She’s playing with some other kids on Lalaynia’s ship,” Henni replied, gesturing to the large pirate craft resting quietly in the landing field.

There were dozens of vessels parked in the area, all of them of the adventurous, and often outside the law, variety. Here on Duntos it was neutral ground. A pirate safe haven. And in this place, if anyone stepped out of line against another pirate, they would have to deal with the wrath of all the others. Fierce and angry glares and the occasional harsh language were the only sort of violence that would be tolerated.

It had been founded out of necessity as the Council of Twenty expanded their power, putting a beating on those they perceived as a threat to their endeavors. So it came to be that a safe outpost was established where anyone of their ilk could stop to lick their wounds and make themselves whole before venturing back out into the cosmos.

Of course, the Council knew about Duntos. Everyone did. But the collective firepower and damage it could cause made any attack on the pirates’ safe port too costly an endeavor without a real, pressing reason. And if someone had riled up the Council to an extreme degree, they knew better than to bring that sort of heat to Duntos in their wake. That was the only time a ship would be turned away. The needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few in those rare situations.

And so it was Bawb and Usalla found themselves sitting at an outdoor café with every manner of unsavory sort one could imagine, some with ages-old grudges to bear. And incredibly, everyone there was at ease and on their best behavior.

“Lalaynia, eh?” Bawb mused. “More of her crew have settled down and started families, then?”

Henni shrugged. “Yes and no. The ones who wanted out got out, but some had no intention of giving up the life. But things happen, and little ones are an inevitable part of shipboard romances if you’re not careful.”

“But also if you are,” Bud added. “Though sometimes it’s an intentional choice.”

Henni rested her hand on his knee and gave a squeeze. It was a fascinating tale how these two had met, fought, butted heads, and eventually become one of the most unlikely but healthy relationships Bawb had ever witnessed.

“I am glad Milli has friends to play with. It does a child good to be with others their age. But your daughter is a special one, and the sooner she learns to focus and control her power the better.”

“We were working on that when some asshole shit all over that plan,” Henni grumbled.

Bawb nodded to Usalla.

“Then perhaps this will be of use,” she said, sliding the bundled pack over to them.

“Did you guys get us a present? You shouldn’t have,” Henni said with a grin as she unfastened the parcel.

Her expression changed in a flash from one of pleasant amusement to something not often seen. Emotion welled up in her eyes. Gratitude. She looked at Bud and showed him the Dinatzian rods wrapped up safe and sound.

“You found them?” he blurted, overwhelmed that so valuable a treasure had actually been recovered.

“We did,” Bawb replied. “Usalla, Elzina, and I felt it was too important that your daughter have them to allow their theft to go.”

“Elzina helped out too?”

“She did,” Usalla confirmed.

Henni quickly wrapped the rods up tight. Truces or not, this was too valuable a package to flaunt in public.

“I hope the bastard who took them suffered in the process,” she grumbled.

Usalla grinned wide. “Oh, that he did.”

“Did you kill him? Torture him? I want all the details!”

“Nothing like that. He remains unharmed. For now, anyway. But we did relieve him of a fortune’s worth of Ootaki slaves. And I have a feeling those he promised them to will not take that lightly.”

Bud’s shoulders shook as he laughed, tears forming in the corners of his eyes. “Oh man, you screwed him, and good! Losing our Dinatzian rods is one thing, but Ootaki? He might wind up on the run for the rest of his life if he was dealing with the wrong people. And considering the sort who trade in enslaved Ootaki, I’d wager that’s exactly what’s gonna happen. Oh, man, that’s better than any punishment I could have thought up. Utterly priceless!”

“We will keep tabs and see what eventually happens to him,” Usalla replied. “For now, the important thing is you have been made whole.”

Henni stood up and flagged down the nearest waiter. “Traveler’s meals all around,” she said, handing him a stack of coin.

“Henni, you do not need to—” Bawb began to protest.

“Nonsense! You’re family, ya know. And after what you just pulled off, the least we can do is feed you.”

Bawb knew better than to argue with her. She may have been small, but she was as determined as they came. “Very well. A good meal with the best of friends it shall be. We would be delighted to break bread with you.”

“Good call,” Bud said, wiping the amused tears from his eyes. “You know better than most to just go along when she’s got an idea in her head. Especially one that involves food.”

“Hey!” Henni chirped with a grin, smacking his arm playfully.

“Just the truth, babe.”

Bawb and Usalla looked at the pair, happily bonded for life, and each couldn’t help but wonder what sort of life it would be living in a world where it was a possibility for their kind. But they both knew better and vanquished the idea as quickly as it formed.

Bawb raised his glass in a toast as the first portion of what promised to be a sizable quantity of food arrived. “Well, then. To the dearest of friends. May your days be long and your nights be restful. Let’s eat!”

Bawb and Usalla parted ways after that, the latter being dropped off atop her mountainous retreat while Bawb set his course for his own tranquil happy place. It would be good to go home for a little bit. To sit and think and just be.

Of course, he would have his feelers out and wide open for any useful information that may be discovered and filtered his way. The network of eyes and ears he had put in place was nothing if not efficient in that regard, and though they didn’t know their employer’s identity or where their reports ultimately wound up going, they did know they would be well-paid for their services no matter how trivial a report might be.

Anything could hold more meaning than it appeared, and their employer had made it very clear that whatever might fall into the parameters of what they were keeping an eye out for was to be sent along, its importance, or lack thereof, to be determined by one far above their pay grade.

“Filos, you’re back! Sori and Zanx were just asking about you the other day,” a cheerful neighbor called out as he walked the road home.

“It’s great to be back, Nezmit, and I’ll be sure to swing by with some Mullen wine later this week. It’s been long enough, and I’ve been meaning to finally break out some of last year’s bottling for a tasting. I think you’ll really like it.”

“More of your amazing wine? If it’s even half as good as last year’s, you can count me in!”

“Then it’s a deal. I’ll bring some by. But right now, I’m going to go and get settled in.”

“Of course. Glad you’re back, Filos.”

“Thanks, Nezmit. See ya around.”

Bawb moved along having expertly extricated himself from his neighbor’s sometimes excessive chatter. There would be plenty of time to play the role he’d built for himself here, but for now he wanted nothing more than to settle in and get to his garden. He had some very unusual and novel ideas to play with thanks to their recent adventure, and he was looking forward to giving them a try in the real world.

The impetus was the Ootaki. Not their rescue, but the fact that the grateful slaves had gifted their trio of Ghalian saviors with a few strands of hair apiece. What Elzina and Usalla would do with theirs was their business. As for Bawb, he had an unheard-of experiment he was anxious to begin.

He was going to graft the strands into the living flesh of a few of his trees and vines.

He had never heard of it being done, but in theory it could work. The idea was to focus the sun’s nourishing rays and channel them with the Ootaki hair, and if all went right, enhance the production of the already healthy crop of delicious fruits. If that was a success, he would then move on to vegetables, which were a bit harder to work with as they didn’t typically grow on trees. The issue was twofold; one, he might overpower a single plant, and two, he didn’t want to break a strand into smaller pieces as that would greatly reduce its potency.

Whatever happened, it was a novel experiment, and one he would not have had the opportunity to attempt if not for Usalla’s unexpected discovery.

Yeah, it’s a pretty cool idea, his konus agreed.

“What have I said about reading my thoughts?”

You know by now how this dynamic of ours works.

“I suppose I do,” he admitted with a little laugh. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten how rough it was in the early days.”

I had to make sure you were worthy.

“Or you simply enjoyed being a pain in my rear.”

Maybe that too, a little. But hey, you excelled more than anyone expected. Well, anyone but your dad, I suppose. And look at you now!

The mention of Hozark stung, but only a little. He’d been dead a long time.

“Yes,” Bawb said, sliding into a moment of introspection. “Look at me, indeed.”

He spent several weeks settling into his civilian persona, relaxing in the predictable regularity of his crops and friendly neighbors. What they didn’t see was the grueling work he was partaking in within his rather expansive subterranean training chambers. Fighting, casting, acts of physical fitness and overall prowess, the Geist would not remain the best without effort, and that was something Bawb never shied away from.

The notification waiting for him when he returned to the surface via the hidden access door to his underground facilities was short and to the point. There was a message for him at one of his drop sites. Not on this world, but close enough. And from the very cryptic message, it seemed it might be something significant enough to warrant an immediate trip.

Bawb closed up his home and applied his usual wards and alarms. Nothing to harm anyone and nothing that would give away his true nature, but spells and tripwires that would alert him if anyone disturbed this place, no matter how unlikely its discovery might be. He then boarded his ship and flew off to retrieve his message from the inconspicuous drop site.

The parchment disintegrated as soon as he’d read it, as per usual. But the words were burned into his mind, his heart racing just a little in spite of himself. This was interesting. Very interesting indeed. It seemed he had another flight ahead of him. One he was quite eager to take.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The rumors had been cross-checked and confirmed by multiple independent sources before being relayed to Bawb via the secret messaging system’s channels. By the time he read the words on the self-destructing parchment, there was little doubt they were true.

Someone had been spotted with what was almost certainly a Vespus blade. Whether it was the one taken from Hozark upon his demise was in question—it could just as easily be one of the very few other intact specimens that still existed in the wild. Whomever had been its former owner, its magic would be securely hidden without a Ghalian touch. To anyone else it would just be another edged weapon, albeit one forged of an unusual blueish metal.

Still, for a Vespus to survive the demise of its owner meant whichever blade this was, it was one of the strongest of them, for if a Master Ghalian had fallen in battle, their Vespus would have been taxed to its limits, and most of the lost specimens had been destroyed in those fatal conflicts. Demelza possessed one of the stronger ones, a rather unique blade even by Vespus standards, but Master Hozark’s had been one of the most robust and powerful blades ever crafted.

Bawb’s determination grew like a mighty tree springing forth from a deeply buried seed. He had all but given up on ever recovering the weapon, but now maybe, just maybe.

You know it’s probably just a bullshit rumor, right?

“I am aware of the need to verify, Konus, but while I must acknowledge the possibility this is nothing more than, as you say, a bullshit rumor, you must also admit that the rumor could be true. You know full well how my informant network functions, as well as their success rate.

Yeah, yeah. The ones who aren’t spot-on tend to get fired. I mean, if they’re lucky.

“I do not terminate those who do not perform, and you know it.”

Okay, fine. But the ones who aren’t living up to your standards pretty often wind up not living at all. You have to admit it.

“I concede that fact, though that happens as a result of their own mistakes, not by my hand.”

Fair enough. So, I take it you’ll be heading out in search of this Vespus blade?

Bawb called up the konus’s display of the myriad skills and spells he had mastered over the years, all but two complete, one of them still blurred out and unclear. The other was simply the same as it had been since he first unlocked it all those years ago. Path to the Five. He was more than just a Master Ghalian. He was arguably the best of them. The other item was still blurry and illegible. Whatever it was, it looked like the last thing he had to unlock before achieving true completion.

Notably, the Vespus blade ability was already maxed out, his training with Demelza and her Vespus having allowed him to gain absolute mastery of the weapon even if he did not possess one of his own. So, this quest would not be leveling him up in any way. But that didn’t matter. Retrieving Hozark’s blade, if that was what this turned out to be, was the objective.

That it had been seen in a mercenary’s hands, dull and lifeless but nevertheless possessing that unusual blue coloring to the blade, had set thoughts in motion. Memories. Affection and rage, both buried deep in the many years since Hozark’s demise. If, after all his amazing feats, Hozark had received his killing blow from a common mercenary, well, it didn’t seem a fitting demise for one of the Five.

But then, death often came in a manner one did not expect. And it was just as likely he had suffered a fatal blow from one of the many ambushing casters on hand to ensure his end, the mercenary merely closer by and thus able to claim the pillage before anyone else. The one benefit of being the tip of the spear, or cannon fodder, as the case may be. Those seen as expendable and sent forward to get close enough to engage and distract the target while the powerful casters layered attack upon attack from afar.

Or perhaps the mercenary hadn’t even been present. It was entirely possible at this point that with no discernible power the blade had simply been traded, seen as just another sword to be sold or swapped. A priceless weapon wielded poorly by those who had no idea what they possessed.

Whatever the case, he would seek it out immediately. The location was clear, as was the owner’s description. But the man was part of a group of combatants for hire and could leave at any moment, so time was of the essence. Bawb would fly there at once and track him down. At least that part of the task was fairly straightforward. What happened after that was anyone’s guess.

The planet was only a handful of jumps away, and with a pair of robust Drookonuses regularly swapped out, Bawb was able to make the trip in extremely good time. When he set down in the main landing area, he was pleased to find this was a rather busy hub of commerce and transit. No one would pay him the slightest mind.

He set out into the city, following the flow of pedestrians as they maneuvered around the floating conveyances transporting the more well-to-do of the citizenry. The person he was seeking would not be among those sort. He was a thug for hire, and it was a given that he frequented the less savory parts of town.

It was a strange yet beautiful sort of place. A city, and for that matter, a planet that Bawb had never visited before, and one that had been built with an eye toward aesthetics as well as function. Most structures were no taller than five stories, their lines flowing almost as if grown rather than constructed. The loftier buildings were the towers of the elites, elegant and artful, without a right angle to be found, but rather, sweeping, curving lines flowing up to the sky.

Most had twenty or more levels to them, with large private parks, soaking pools, and even a series of vast garden terraces linking the estates via exclusive skyways. If the residents did not wish to descend to rub elbows with the commoners, they didn’t have to.

Down below, the majority of the city was quite clean, especially for a hub such as this. Whomever was overseeing and maintaining it was doing quite a good job of keeping a sense of order and civic pride in the city’s appearance. Not an easy task, but for one with the right amount of power properly applied, it could be accomplished.

Bawb took it all in but remained focused on his task, getting directions, confirming his destination, and casually extracting information from inebriated patrons of the handful of taverns he stopped in, all of them visited while employing one of his less-used disguises. He had to be sure this was the right place before breaking out his proverbial big guns.

It was a bit of a run-around trying to locate the whereabouts of the more unsavory sorts in the city. They were definitely present, and people knew they were there, but it wasn’t talked about openly. Adding to that difficulty was the nature of the red-light area. It was effectively walled off but not by actual walls, but rather by a long chain of common-walled buildings acting as a barrier of sorts.

One did not simply walk into the area. It required the following of a specific series of smaller roadways and footpaths to access. It was not impenetrable, or even hidden. It was simply difficult to reach for the uninitiated. A means for those who did their business there to transact freely while allowing the rest of the city to pretend they were not there. Ultimately, a win-win for everyone.

Finally, Bawb located the area and made his way inside the perimeter. Then, rather than move toward his objective directly, he instead walked a long loop around the periphery, noting every entrance and egress, mentally mapping the whole neighborhood as much out of habit as precaution. He wasn’t here to kill anyone. But that didn’t mean things might not get hairy.

That bit of recon accomplished, he rented a cheap room and swapped into his favorite persona once safely out of public view. When he exited the building, it was not a pale Wampeh tourist walking the streets, but a gregarious and somewhat inebriated fellow with what looked like permanently flushed cheeks and a slight reek of alcohol to him.

Binsala the trader laughed loudly and embraced everyone he met as if they were already friends. And the way he was loose with coin, buying drinks for his new acquaintances, most of them became just that in short order. He veered toward the nearest tavern and set his mind to the task at hand.

Game on, he thought to himself, then burst through the doors with a rumbling laugh and endless cheer.

It was going to be a long night, no doubt. Fortunately, compared to most of his outings, this was going to be a breeze, and one not requiring death and mayhem. At least he hoped so. Time, as always, would tell.
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Binsala the trader was a fairly well-known figure in both the legitimate as well as the less-savory sort of shipping, trade, and even smuggling community across the systems. He was happy to spend coin freely and was almost obnoxiously friendly to all he met. So much so that despite his apparent affluence, he had never been robbed that anyone had heard of.

Everyone assumed it was because to steal from a man who would gladly buy you a round of drinks and regale you with tales of travel and adventure was almost unsporting. Like, beating on a child instead of someone your own size. What they didn’t know was that plenty with less stringent scruples had made attempts on him on plenty of occasions. They simply hadn’t heard about them.

Usually, this was because the assailants either woke up bruised and in compromising positions, or because they had vanished entirely. Whatever the case, Binsala never drew one iota of suspicion. He was a harmless drunk and a gregarious lover of pleasure. He wasn’t the sort to harm a single hair on a person’s head.

If only they knew.

Bawb ran into several familiar trading partners as he moved from tavern to tavern, buying drinks for them as well as their associates as he launched into ridiculous tales, amusing them to no end while plying them with alcohol. And he drank quite a bit himself, matching the others’ capacities with vigor, though somehow staying upright, at least for the most part. What they didn’t see was the puddle of alcohol several blocks away where the relocation spell cast by the man they knew as Binsala deposited every drop, leaving him stone sober despite appearances.

It was in this manner that Bawb slowly gathered information, all of it extracted with the skill of a master spy, even though that was not his particular career path. He had learned well, and his practice had led to a degree of expertise that put him head and shoulders above any non-Ghalian spies, as well as a fair amount of the specialists within his own order.

Information was power, and Binsala the trader accumulated vast stores of it. By the wee hours of the night he had managed to ascertain and then confirm the description and location of the man he was looking for. A mercenary named Zarfin, it seemed. With that final detail in place, Binsala bought one final round, then excused himself for the night, staggering off quite drunk.

Bawb shed the disguise as soon as he returned to his room. Plenty had seen him enter the building. He was doing exactly the opposite of trying to avoid notice. The more people saw him, the less attention he drew when things went sideways in the area. No one suspected the man not even remotely attempting to be inconspicuous. It was what kept Binsala untouchable and made him Bawb’s preferred disguise persona, though one he only used on special occasions. Covers were blown, after all, and he intended for this one to last as long as possible.

Zarfin proved both easy and difficult to find. Easy in that he was sat with a large group of Andorvian mercs. Hard in that the broad-shouldered warriors with their spiked elbow nubs, thick, leathery orange skin, and jet-black stubble for hair all looked pretty much alike. Bawb wasn’t the only one who had a hard time telling them apart. Everyone had the same issue with Andorvians.

While normal members of their race were easy enough to recognize thanks to their civilian attire, mercenaries all wore the same armored vests and trousers over their muscular frames, leaving their naturally protected shoulders and arms free to move and fight. The bony elbow protrusions were sharp, but the shoulder growths served more as a means to protect the joints while allowing Andorvians to use them as offensive weapons as well, typically in the form of smashing implements as they charged into battle.

It was the exposed skin that told the tale. While their tough hide looked the same to anyone else, Andorvians possessed an additional set of cones in their eyes, a genetic trait that allowed them to see beyond the regular spectrum of light. While they looked uniformly orange to outsiders, Andorvians were actually wildly varying in coloration and patterns of their skin. It was just something anyone outside their race could not see.

It also made impersonating one near impossible. That trait was something even the most talented caster would have an incredibly hard time replicating. And to maintain it for any duration? The power drain would be massive.

Bawb had slipped back out of his lodging under his shimmer cloak, unseen by all as he silently made his way to the tavern in which his targets were located. Once he was able to find a shadowy spot down a dim alleyway, he shed his cloak in favor of a practical disguise, taking the form of a Tslavar mercenary. They were roughly the same build as Wampeh, so the bulk of his efforts went to changing his appearance to the deep-green skin and physical traits of the combative race.

The idea was that a fellow mercenary, even of a sometimes rival race, would be welcomed in their proximity. He might not make friends with the Andorvians, but he would at least be regarded as a peer of sorts. And that could get him close enough for his needs.

As expected, the Andorvians were gathered in a group, two dozen of them hanging out in the back part of a smoky tavern. It was loud and crowded, especially near the entertainment area which featured scantily clad dancers gyrating on stages, moving their hips, or tentacles, depending on which platform one chose to watch.

Bawb bought a tall mug of ale and wandered off through the crowd, taking his time, allowing everyone to notice him at their leisure. It was a calculated move, but he noted the more dangerous of patrons clocking him, sizing him up, then returning to their drinks. He was one of them, and not there looking for trouble, it seemed.

It took a little longer than he’d have preferred, but Bawb simply rolled with the needs of the situation. It would take however long it took, and there was nothing more to do about that.

He meandered closer to the Andorvians, his enhanced hearing spell cast before he even entered the establishment. He picked up on conversations of all sorts, but that wasn’t what he was after. Somewhere among all those Andorvians was the one he was after. He just had to be patient. Patient, and a little lucky. Fortunately, luck favored those who made it for themselves, and in just a few hours’ time he heard what he’d been waiting for.

“I tell ya, it’s a good job,” one of the mercs said.

“I don’t know,” another replied. “We’ve been getting paid less and less for these gigs lately.”

“Coin is coin. And we have a chance to wet our blades.”

“Not much good if we can barely afford to eat afterwards.”

“Come on, Zarfin. Don’t be such a downer. This’ll be fun.”

Bawb locked his peripheral gaze on the man. On his target. He moved toward him, not once looking directly at him but keeping him fixed in his sights all the same.

“I suppose. It’s just, we used to get more pay. And the plunder’s been shit lately too,” Zarfin lamented just as a Tslavar merc bumped into him, splashing some of his drink on his exposed skin and armored vest. “Hey! Watch it!”

The Tslavar glared at him, as was customary for their violent sort, but seemed to decide that among that many Andorvians, perhaps the path of peace would be the wiser choice in this instance.

“Apologies,” he said in a gruff tone. “Lemme buy ya a drink.” The disguised assassin pulled a coin from his pocket and pressed it into the damp mercenary’s hand. “Sorry ’bout that.” He then turned and wandered off through the crowd.

“Careless idiot,” Zarfin grumbled, but the coin in his hand would at least buy him another round. Two, actually. And given his lack of coin, that made being a little damp quite worth it.

Bawb drained his ale in a long draught, the liquid appearing in a drain he’d located on a nearby street, then stepped out into the night. He cast the reveal spell and waited. It took another two hours before Andorvians began filtering out and heading to their respective lodgings, all of them looking the same. All but one. The one he had splashed with the invisible marking agent he’d added to his ale. The one only visible to those who cast the right spell.

I’d level you up for that one, but you’re already maxed out, the konus noted.

“Appreciated. But this is an old trick I mastered quite some time ago.”

Yeah, I know. I was there, after all.

“Indeed, you were,” the assassin quietly replied as he followed his target.

Zarfin wasn’t heavily armed—none of the mercs were. Smaller blades were plenty for a simple night out, and especially in this part of town. No conflicts were expected, so a plain dagger was all he wore. The Vespus blade, if he truly possessed it, had to be somewhere else nearby. Bawb shifted disguises, opting for a lavender-skinned merchant with bright orange eyes and a slender build. Not a threat whatsoever, and that was what he’d need for this next part.

The goal was to retrieve the priceless weapon, and if this man was as impoverished as he seemed, a simple exchange of coin could save him a lot of time and effort. He’d thought of slaying him at first when he heard news of the Vespus, but it was clear in an instant that even gravely injured, Hozark would have made quick work of this man. Zarfin had come by the weapon through blind luck it seemed, and it was that luck that would spare his life this eve.

“Hey,” Bawb called out as he made his way to the slowly trudging man.

“Whaddya want?” Zarfin asked, turning with his hand resting on the pommel of his dagger. No one would be stupid enough to start a fight here, or at least so he hoped, but it was always smart to be ready.

“I heard one of you lot had a sword.”

“We all do, idiot.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. You didn’t let me finish. But allow me to introduce myself. Tixxil’s the name, and I represent a group of collectors.”

“Don’t care. Leave me alone.” Zarfin turned away.

“Wait! I have coin!”

Zarfin paused. Turned back. “Coin?”

“Yes.”

“What do you want, then?”

“I’ve heard that one of your group has a sword made with blue metal. Not all that special metallurgically⁠—”

“Meta-what?”

“Metallurgically. How it’s made. But still, the variation is unusual enough that one of my clients would gladly purchase it for her collection. It is you who has that particular sword, yes?”

“Had,” he said with a shrug. “Sold it for some coin just yesterday. Looks like you’re out of luck.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Bawb replied. “But if you can steer me to where you sold it, maybe I can still acquire it. My employer would be so pleased.”

“Why would I do that?” Zarfin asked, his intent painfully obvious.

“Ah, of course,” Bawb said, pulling some coin from his pocket. “The information would not be free, naturally. Would this suffice?” he asked, handing the mercenary the currency.

Zarfin jingled the coin in his palm, a little grin forming on his lips. It seemed his fortunes were finally turning around. “Yeah, I’ll tell ya where I sold it. They’re closed up now⁠—”

“As one would expect at this hour.”

“Yeah. But you can try them in the morning.”

Bawb listened carefully and committed the details to memory in an instant. “Thank you, friend. I will do just that. And now, I bid you a fine night.”

“Whatever,” the mercenary said, then staggered off into the night.

So, it is still here, the konus mused.

“It is. And at first light, we retrieve it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




The night passed with the speed of a meandering river. Lazy and slow by all appearances, but moving fast to any caught up in its hidden currents. Bawb was a patient man and used to waiting for days, even weeks, to complete a task, but this was different. It was personal.

Sleep was difficult, at least proper slumber, so he opted for meditation instead, slipping into a calm, trancelike state then allowing himself to finally drift into slumber in the safe and well-warded security of his rented room. Come morning he would rise early and make his way out before the sun crested the horizon, ready to stake out the trader’s storefront. It was perhaps a bit of overkill—no one expected him here, after all—but it was that sort of habitual caution that allowed a Ghalian to attain at least some degree of old age. One never could tell when things might go sideways.

This particular day, however, it seemed all was in order. There were groups of shadowy figures lurking around in the early hours, scavenging, raiding, and thieving if they could, but they were of little concern to the Ghalian. He was seeking something, not someone, and once he got close, even with hardly a drop of power in it, he would be able to feel the blade’s presence with its telltale visceral pull.

He had always been more sensitive to Vespus blades than most. Today that would come in handy.

“Excuse me, good sir. I was wondering if I could peruse your edged weapons,” he said to the young man unlocking the storefront.

“We’re not open yet,” he replied, his hand on the dagger on his hip, flashing the man a questioning look.

Was he a legit customer, or a thief? Bawb picked up on his unease and took a few steps back, his warmest smile spreading across his lips.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I must’ve been told the wrong hours. There was a fellow at the tavern last night who said he’d sold some blades here in the past and that this was where to come if I wanted to get a new one for the collection.”

“Yeah, you’re in the right place,” the young man replied, a bit more relaxed but his hand still on the dagger’s pommel. “The merchandise is all locked up in storage.”

“Oh?”

“Break-ins happen around here sometimes, so you can’t be too careful. Come back when we’re open and you’re welcome to have a look around.”

Bawb knew what he meant by that. He could smell the traces of magic in the air. When he returned in a little bit, all of the safety wards inside the store would be active, preventing any of the merchandise from being stolen or used against the vendor. A clever and logical use of power, and one he had to approve of. It also gave him a magical scent to work with.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll go grab some breakfast and swing back by after.”

“I’ll see you then,” the man said, entering the shop and closing the door behind him. He would take his time getting things up and open for the day, it seemed. And now that Bawb had gotten a whiff of the particular magic this proprietor used, he could make good use of that in the meantime.

You’ll have to move fast, his konus said.

“I know.”

And he did. While he was not running, nor was he wearing his shimmer cloak, Bawb nevertheless made surprisingly quick time through the nearby streets, the tracking spell he’d cast leading him unerringly to the only other location possessing the same sort of magic anywhere in this part of town. It had to be the storage depot. Anywhere farther away wouldn’t make sense.

He didn’t hesitate, quickly casting his ward-disabling spells and making his way through the first door, sealing it up behind himself just the way he found it. If someone did come while he was still inside, they’d have no idea he was there, allowing him ample time to either hide or escape. At least, he hoped so.

Bawb moved deeper, repeating the process on a series of wards and trap spells before finally entering the main storage area. It was larger than expected. A warehouse, actually. And the spread of weapons was impressive. There was just one problem.

“I do not feel it,” he said quietly.

It might just be out of power entirely. Look around.

“I am looking around. But even drained, I should be able to sense the Vespus metal, albeit faintly.”

Unless it’s in a shielded compartment. You think of that?

“You know I did. And it is those I will open first,” Bawb replied, hurrying to the several large storage lockers sealed with strong magic.

It took longer than he wanted and required a fair expenditure of power to manipulate the wards and locks without setting off any alarms, but one by one, Bawb opened them. And one by one he found them lacking. One item did catch his eye. Something familiar. A compact dagger with an unusual pommel. One that contained konus metal carefully worked into the design. It had not a trace of power in it at the moment, but it was undamaged and ready to be charged by one who recognized it for what it was.

He pocketed the item then did one more survey of the goods, hoping beyond hope he had just missed his intended item. Unfortunately, that was clearly not the case.

“It is not here,” he finally said with a frustrated sigh.

Maybe it’s in the store. If Zarfin only just sold it, it could still be there. New inventory, you know?

“I was thinking the same thing.”

I know you were. So? What are you waiting for?

Bawb didn’t dignify that with a response, heading for the secondary exit he’d located as he did his survey. It was a good thing. No sooner had he stepped out and begun resetting the back door wards than he felt the front doors opening. Timing was everything, and today it was on his side.

He walked casually to a little open-air café and ordered a light breakfast, even though he was not hungry. He forced himself to eat with a relaxed expression, even chatting with the owner and cracking jokes. If anyone asked, there would be nothing unusual about the man who came in to dine that morning, and the specifics would blend with all the other patrons.

Finally, enough time had passed. Bawb handed some coin to the server and headed back to the shop, where he was glad to find the doors open and ready for business.

“I am back!” he said with a warm grin as he stepped through the door.

An older man stood behind the counter. “You what, now?”

“I’m sorry, there was a young fellow here earlier.”

“My son, Bintoos. He opens and closes for me. What can I do for you?”

“A pleasure to meet you, sir. I don’t know if he told you, but when I came by earlier, I mentioned I was looking to perhaps acquire a blade or two. I was told you were the man to see.”

“And you were told right. Come, take a look at what I’ve got over on the display rack.”

Bawb recognized the weapons from the warehouse. They were, indeed, very nice pieces, but none possessed the tell-tale coloration and magical feel of the Vespus blade. Nevertheless, Bawb took his time looking at them, testing them for heft, balance, and sharpness.

“Nice selection you’ve got here.”

“I know it is.”

“But…”

“But? You don’t like these? You’re not gonna find any better in this city.”

“Perhaps. But I was hoping for something a bit more exotic. Something unusual. I was chatting with a fellow last night, and he mentioned he’d sold you a sword with a blue metal coloration. Is that right? I’d love to see it.”

“Oh, that sword. Yeah, it’s an interesting piece, but it needs a good cleaning and some serious sharpening work.”

“I don’t mind working up a bit of a sweat for a new showpiece.”

“Good attitude, but, unfortunately, that one’s been sold already. It was shipped off in a bulk order.”

“A bulk order? Who would buy such a thing?”

“Just some scrapper. I didn’t get his name, but he said he’s got a ton of customers along his route, so he always makes sure to have at least a few blades for trade wherever he goes. Sorry I can’t give you more information on that. But maybe you’d be interested in this.”

He pulled open a warded display case, and Bawb felt the familiar hum of an enchanted blade’s energy as soon as he did. The dagger he took out wasn’t anything particularly special, and Bawb certainly had enough similar weapons to last a lifetime, but he needed to maintain appearances, even if the Vespus was gone.

“Ooh, that’s beautiful. How much?”

The man quoted a price, and Bawb fired back with a reasonable haggle. After only a moment of back-and-forth, the men agreed on an amount and coin was exchanged for the weapon. Bawb tucked it into his satchel and slid it over his shoulder.

“Thank you. It’s going to be a lovely addition to the collection.”

“Glad you like it.”

“One thing.”

“Yes?”

“If you do happen to remember the scrapper’s name, could you send it to me?” Bawb asked, handing over a small piece of parchment with the address of one of his message drop locations.

“Sure, but I hadn’t seen him before, so odds are he won’t be back through.”

“Even so, it really did sound like an interesting blade.”

The proprietor folded the parchment and tucked it away in his pocket. “If it ever comes up, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you. And now I must bid you farewell. Places to go, people to see and all that.”

“Of course. A pleasure doing business with you.”

“Likewise,” Bawb said as he strode merrily out of the shop. Once clear, however, the smile faded from his lips.

It was a good lead. Not much else you could do.

“I know,” he replied, a feeling of disappointment churning in his gut.

Bawb hadn’t allowed himself to get too hopeful, at least so he’d thought. But now that the mission was a bust, he realized he had more invested in its outcome than he’d known.

“So it goes,” he sighed. “Time to leave this rock.”

With that he turned for the shortest path back to the landing area. Soon he would be in the air. Soon he would be going home.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Bawb walked slowly, mulling over the events that had brought him to this world, to this city, to this trader’s shop. He wasn’t exactly lost in thought—a Master assassin never was—but memories of Hozark were replaying in his mind. He’d been so close to recovering what may have been his Vespus blade, only to find he had missed it by a day, the weapon now lost to the winds, quite possibly forever.

It was frustrating, to say the least, but Bawb pushed that emotion down hard and fast. His was not a world where one could afford to let their feelings take charge.

A group of filthy shapes covered in foul rags and cobbled-together mismatched outfits charged him out of nowhere, nearly a dozen of them descending on him all at once, hoping to overcome their larger target by sheer overwhelming speed and numbers.

They were in for a rude awakening.

Bawb swatted them away with a speed that stunned them, and in so doing got a better look at his attackers. His blades returned to their sheaths. These were just kids. Yes, violent, aggressive kids, but children, nonetheless.

The largest three came at him again, swinging clubs and a crudely made edged weapon that looked hacked from a piece of a shipping container. He dodged them easily, landing a few somewhat gentle kicks on their rears as they passed, sending them sprawling. The youngsters were from a variety of races, but they all had one thing in common. They were persistent.

Again they came at him, and again he drove them off, holding back from unleashing any real force on them, not wishing them harm. The group seemed to realize at the same time that this lone stranger was tougher than he looked and not worth the effort. All of them but one, that is.

She was a skinny thing, perhaps thirteen years old, though it was hard to tell through the layers of filth. Matted pale orange hair contrasted her bright blue eyes that seemed almost glowing when the light hit them just right, the orbs offset by her yellow-orange skin, patterned with lines that looked almost like scales, but were actually just a genetic coloration trait of her kind. Morvaks, they were called. Bipedal and roughly the same build as Wampeh, Bawb had only seen a few of them in his travels.

This one stared at him with a scared, questioning look. She moved closer, timid in her motions, curious about the man who was so easily driving off her friends. The others charged again as if all of the same mind, bumping her into him in their eagerness. Bawb’s limbs moved in a flurry, sending them all tumbling to the ground. All but the girl. She had retreated while he dealt with the others.

You realize she⁠—

“I see,” he said, noting his coin pouch was now in the girl’s hand. He had to admit, it was some fairly impressive pickpocketing, especially from one so young. He held out his hand. “Give it back.”

The others scattered, but the girl, rather than running, showed a flare of something feral in her eyes. A rage that, for whatever reason, had just latched onto the pale man in front of her. Out of nowhere she pulled a pair of blades and charged.

“You do not want to—” Bawb began, but he found himself forced to block and defend himself far faster than he anticipated.

The girl had been sandbagging. This one had some skill. Not enough to take on even a lower level Ghalian, and certainly not a Master, but still, she must’ve been a force to be reckoned with among her peers.

The attacks came fast, her blades seeking contact in a flurry of swings, jabs, and slashes. It was a sloppy way to try landing a blow, but a lesser combatant would likely have been nicked at the very least by her ferocity, if nothing else. Bawb, however, was not a lesser combatant.

He deflected her attacks, not once drawing his own blades, but rather, slapping her hands and arms, forcing her blows to go wild until one of the knives made contact, but not with him. She gazed down at her leg where she’d managed to accidentally cut herself. A look of fear flashed over her face. A moment later she dropped to the ground.

Bawb crouched beside her, taking the blades from her limp hands. He sniffed the metal.

“Poisoned,” he spat. “Oh, you foolish child,” he said, rising to his feet, ready to leave her there to face the consequences.

It was her own fault for using poisoned blades, a distasteful trick even the Ghalian would not stoop to unless there was absolutely no alternative. He walked away. At least, he tried to. But he had only taken a few steps when he stopped in his tracks. Shaking his head to himself, Bawb turned and looked back upon the fallen child, lying unconscious on the hard ground.

Children were nearly entirely off limits for Ghalian. Innocents. And as he stared at her, he couldn’t help but recall that he wasn’t much younger than she was when he’d been taken from his comfortable, if boring, existence. Just a kid. An orphan taken in by the Wampeh Ghalian and given a chance for a better life. And he had excelled.

He also thought of Henni. Hozark had taken her under his wing as a young adult, a rather vicious, feral street urchin who had grown to become not only an enormously powerful woman in her own right, but also one of his most trusted allies, as well as a dear friend.

You aren’t going to⁠—

“Shut up,” he grumbled to his konus as he picked up the limp girl and carried her back to his ship.

He walked quickly, his failed quest for his father’s Vespus blade no longer at the front of his mind. The sword was gone, and he had no idea where it might be. Little did he know it would soon fall into the hands of a random foot soldier who would have no idea what she was wielding, and from there, who knew? It didn’t matter. He now had something else of importance to deal with, and he had to hurry.

The girl snapped awake in an unfamiliar place. Clean. Bright. Enclosed. She tried to jump to her feet but found her body did not want to cooperate. No, it was more than that. She was strapped down. And she was not wearing her own clothes, but rather a plain, but clean, tunic that covered her to her knees.

Panic flooded her body, spiking even more when she saw the man she’d stolen from standing calmly against the wall, staring at her. He watched her impassively a moment, then stepped closer. She thrashed hard but the restraints held firm.

“Do not fight. You will only harm yourself.”

A look of genuine fear flashed through her tearing eyes. Fear, hate, rage, all the emotions washing over her at once. Bawb couldn’t help but feel a little twinge of sympathy for her. She was not a Ghalian trainee. This was not the sort of thing she had been brought up to deal with, though she’d clearly faced demons of her own.

“Do not fear,” he said, stepping back, his hands raised and empty. “I have cleaned you and dressed your wound, but you have not been touched inappropriately, nor shall you be so long as you are under my care.”

She didn’t know why, but for some crazy reason, she actually found herself believing him. She tugged on the restraint straps just the same.

“Ah, those. I am sorry, but while your wound has been healed, it is going to require a longer process to draw the poison from your body. One that magic cannot accelerate, and that, unfortunately, requires you to remain still. And it will hurt, I am afraid. A lot.”

Quite a bedside manner you’ve got there, buddy, the konus snarked.

Bawb ignored it, his attention firmly on the girl now under his care.

“You know, you are very lucky I had the antidote aboard my ship. I could not find it anywhere hidden in your clothing.”

She looked at him, confused. “There’s an antidote?”

Bawb felt a flash of shock. This girl had used poisoned blades knowing full well they could spell her end just as easily as whoever she was defending herself against. Whatever sort of life she’d been living back there, this one had been pushed just as hard as any young Aspirant, it seemed, and she was just as familiar with the possibility of death lurking just around every corner.

He stared at her a long moment, taking her in with a new appreciation. She was scrawny, but she was fierce. Even more like someone his father had once taken in than he’d initially realized.

“You know, you should never use a poison you do not also possess the cure for. I am sure the logic behind that rule is now abundantly clear.”

She shrugged. That is, she shrugged as best she could, given her restraints. Her muscles clenched hard and out of control, her veins and tendons standing out tall as she thrashed against the straps.

“Ah. The antidote has begun to work. Your detoxification is beginning.”

She let out a scream as the pain washed over her again, her entire being feeling like it was ripping apart while being doused in acid. It was the worst pain she’d ever felt in her life. And this was just the beginning.

Bawb stepped closer when the thrashing stopped and looked down at the exhausted girl with sympathetic eyes. “I am truly sorry you must endure this. The pain is unbearable, and believe me, I know. But you will come out the other side stronger for it. Stronger and alive.”

The girl thrashed again as the pain hit once more.

“You are safe,” he said when she stopped bucking. “Keep that thought fixed in your mind. This is temporary. Overcome it, and you will have your whole life ahead of you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Bawb had experienced similar pain in his life. Worse, actually. But he had been aware of what was in store for him. It was all part of the life he had first been forced into but had eventually embraced as his true calling.

This girl, however, had no such choice. Hers was a life of survival and hardship of a different nature, but even so, what she was going through right now likely made death seem like a better option. Bawb remembered the sensations this treatment caused, and it brought a feeling to the surface, one he did not tend to experience in his usual daily interactions.

He felt sorry for her.

More than that, he found himself feeling protective in a strange way. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was how Hozark had felt when he rescued Henni from the streets. Were his similarities to his father really that ingrained?

Those questions swirled around in his head as the deadly assassin cared for the poor child with great tenderness and attention while the hours of agony stretched on and on, knowing she would lose track of time in the haze of pain until it all became a blur of physical torment.

He mopped the sweat from her brow, applied cooling spells when she was overheating, then heating spells when she got the chills. He fed her nutrient-rich broth in the short intervals between body-racking convulsions, keeping her energy up for the long fight ahead. For three days he patiently stayed by her side, his ship parked on a quiet moon away from any risk of interruption. He did not sleep the whole time, only taking meditative breaks to allow his mind to recharge while remaining mostly awake and ever-watchful.

On the morning of the fourth day the girl finally fell into a deep and restful sleep. Gone were the muscle spasms and pain. She had made it out the other side of the ordeal intact. Now she could rest quietly and rejuvenate. Bawb released her restraints and left her in her quarters to sleep. He headed to his own to do the same, allowing himself several hours of sound sleep before returning to the helm and setting a course.

“Where are we?” a quiet voice said from the door to the command chamber.

Bawb, of course, had heard her coming. In fact, he knew as soon as she had roused.

“Somewhere safe. My ship.”

“I want to go home.”

He slowly turned his seat around to face her. She was still scrawny, but she had been thoroughly cleaned and given fresh clothing, although all he had available still fit her like oversized hand-me-downs. More importantly, her coloring was better, the rest, nutrients, and healing compounds that forced the poison from her body restoring her beyond just that most recent of physical insults. Her eyes, he noted, also seemed even brighter than before.

“We are traveling,” he finally said, observing her reactions with his unusually observant gaze. “Far from your former world.”

“We’re in space?”

“Yes.”

The girl fought to keep her expression neutral, but he could see the awe in her expression as she shifted her focus to the outer viewing window. Bawb subtly reduced the interior illumination so she could see outside better.

“Your first time in space?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And what do you think?”

“It-it’s so, I don’t know. Big.”

“That is one way of putting it.”

“Who are you? Why did you help me? What do you want?”

Bawb made sure to move slowly, not making any sudden movements that might stress the traumatized girl any further.

“My name is Bawb. As for why I helped you, those blades were coated in a particularly nasty poison. Had I not assisted you, you would have perished in short order.”

“I know. But it was a risk worth taking. You don’t know what it’s like back there.”

“I think I can guess.”

She seemed unsure of him, unable to make out his motives. He was much larger and stronger, and he’d had her at his mercy. Despite all that, he’d not only done no harm, but he had saved her life. Why was the only question remaining.

“What do you want?”

“With you? Nothing. Nothing more than to see a young woman perhaps reach her true potential.”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw you fight. Sloppy, perhaps, but you have talent even without training. And your pickpocketing skills are impressive, especially given your age.”

“I knew I should have just run.”

“Yes. You might have even made a successful escape with a pouch of coin in your pocket. But you chose to fight. And while not the best of decisions, you did manage to put on an impressive showing.”

“You said I was sloppy.”

“Yes. But the underlying knack is there.”

She felt her shoulders relax slightly. Whatever he wanted from her, it didn’t feel like he intended harm. He watched her processing and gave her a moment to take it all in.

“Tell me, what is your name?”

She hesitated a moment. “Ziana.”

Bawb nodded. “Well, it is my distinct pleasure to properly make your acquaintance, Ziana. And now that we have been properly introduced, I wish to ask you a question. One that could change your life. You have skills, but they could be greatly improved. Tell me, Ziana, would you like to be trained?”

“No. I want to go home.”

Bawb let out a little chuckle. “I am sorry, but that was not really a question. I would no sooner dump you back into that life than use a prize Malooki for steak. You have potential, Ziana, and I would see you live up to it.” He rose to his feet, careful to move in a completely unthreatening manner. “We still have a few jumps to go. Let us have a meal, shall we? I am sure you are hungry for real food after your ordeal.”

Ziana was conflicted, he could see it in her face. She wanted to protest, to demand he return her home, but she was also famished, and the thought of food was almost overwhelming. And on top of that, a small part of her was intrigued. Intrigued and even a little excited at the prospect of a new, better life.

“Yeah, okay,” she finally said.

“Good. The galley is fully stocked. Follow me.”

The two ate, Bawb expertly extracting details about the girl’s life as they ate without her realizing it. She’d been through a lot. Orphaned, like he was, but raised on the rough streets where she learned her skills. How to protect herself.

Unfortunately, she was not always successful. Those parts he did not pry into, but an anger glowed low and steady in his belly at the thought of those who would do such a thing to a child. But with his help, that would never happen again.

A short while later, bellies sated, their meal digested, Bawb jumped them to a quiet, remote part of a planet he had come across in his many travels. Uninhabited by people, it was one of those smaller worlds with no real strategic or commercial value, and thus had remained unsettled. It was, however, a lovely place to collect one’s thoughts in a beautiful environment.

Or in this case, to fight.

He led her from the ship to a small clearing where the ground was even. Her eyes darted around, looking for the possibility of escape. Bawb ignored it. The reaction was only natural. She was still unsure of the whole situation. Scared and far from home. But so too had he once been, and it had taken time to overcome those feelings.

“Take whatever you want from those,” he said, directing her to an array of weapons spread out in the violet grass.

“And do what?” she asked, walking over to them and picking up a short sword that seemed to fit her hand quite well, just as he’d anticipated it would.

“Why, attack me, of course.”

“Attack?”

“Do not worry. The blade is not coated with any sort of poison. Any injuries you incur I will be able to heal without complication.”

A flare of fire and spunk gleamed in the girl’s eyes. Oh yes, this one was not the sort to be underestimated, and from what Bawb had already seen, she was far more skilled than her street friends, though driven by instinct alone. One had to wonder just what she might accomplish with even a modicum of guidance.

Ziana lunged at him without another thought.

Aggressive, the konus noted with what Bawb thought sounded like an approving tone.

“It would seem so,” he silently replied as he stepped aside, dodging her flurry of attacks, the gleaming metal missing him by a smaller distance than one would have expected for an untrained student.

“Not bad. But you⁠—”

She didn’t let him finish, instead charging right toward him, the sword whistling through the air with her ferocious swings. He moved his shoulder as if to step to his right, but when she reacted, a little smile of victory on her lips, he just pivoted the other way, light on his toes as she passed him by. He delivered a little kick to her rear, sending her tumbling into the weapons pile with a clang. Ziana rose slowly, unbloodied despite her impact.

“You see what you did there?” he asked. “Following what your opponent allows you to see, rather than⁠—”

She jumped up, hurtling the sword at him with surprising strength. Bawb leaned aside, the blade flying past him harmlessly. The two daggers snatched from the pile when she fell into it hurled immediately after it, however, were coming too fast, too accurately to dodge.

Bawb’s hands moved in a flash, snatching them from the air as if they were no more than slow-flying insects, not deadly implements of harm and death.

Ziana’s face paled. “I-I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Do not apologize. You were instructed to attack with whatever weapons you pleased, and you did precisely that,” Bawb replied, casually tossing the daggers into a nearby tree, the weapons embedding in the wood centimeters apart despite his not even looking when he threw them. Ziana’s eyes widened at the display, as he had intended. “You fight better with rest and a full belly. And your instincts are good. Against a lesser adversary, your ploy might very well have worked. Throwing away what is perceived as your primary weapon would distract most, and the speed with which you assessed your situation, made your decision, and committed to the new attack, was impressive.”

“But it didn’t work,” she grumbled, still unsure what to make of this new wrinkle in her situation.

“I have trained a long, long time, to be able to do what I did. And I feel with proper training, you could one day be quite accomplished yourself.”

She’s too stubborn. And she’s got some bad habits I’m sure you noticed, the konus pointed out.

“Stubborn can be good,” he silently replied to the device. “She has drive, and that counts for a lot in this life. As for her bad habits, those can be trained away. Remember, Konus, I too once had more than a few. And look where we are today.”

Playing knife games with a street urchin. Not exactly what I’d expect of one with your aspirations, the device noted, flashing up the invisible display for Bawb’s eyes. Path to the was Five larger than the other skills. It was also one of only two still incomplete.

“One of the Five ensured my entry into the order. And another of the Five also saw to Henni’s training, as well as the efforts Hozark put in. So, yes, this is what one of the Five might do. But even if it was not, I feel it a valid use of time and resources.”

Whatever. You’re the boss. I’m just the one keeping track of your progress. And I’ll remind you, it’s been stagnant a long time.

“With only two items remaining, however,” he replied.

Ziana was staring at him, then her eyes shifted to the daggers stuck in the tree, a curious look in her eyes. “Do you really think I can be as good as you?”

“I do not see why not.”

“And you’ll train me?” she asked, both reluctant but also showing a hint of interest. Maybe even a tiny glimmer of hope.

Bawb smiled warmly but shook his head. “I do not have the time to train you myself.” Ziana’s shoulders slumped. “But,” he continued, “I know just the person for the task. But you will have to work hard. This is not a free ride.”

“Someone like you?”

“Not like me, exactly, but a skillful master all the same.”

“Is that where we’re going?”

Bawb hadn’t been sure about their ultimate destination when he first took her in, but now it was becoming clear just what sort of woman this girl might grow to become. With luck, she would be highly competent and able to take care of herself, but with effort and a bit of gumption, she could become even more.

“Soon,” he replied, tossing the short sword back to her. “I have a few tasks remaining before we reach that destination. But for now, let me see what else you are capable of.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Bawb worked Ziana until she was sweaty and exhausted, revealing just enough novel combative techniques to pique her attention while also putting her through her paces. One thing he learned about her in that first sparring session was that whatever the girl lacked in skill and experience, she more than made up for with drive and force of will. Most would have quit long before her, drained and sore, but she pushed herself even harder, determined to score at least one hit on the man who had saved her life. Saved her, but also taken her prisoner.

She was confused, he could see it clearly in her gaze over the next few days as they flew at a leisurely pace to Bawb’s next destination. What sort of person was this man? Not exactly a friend, but not exactly a captor either. So, what, then? The determination was still in limbo. In the meantime, it seemed she would have to accompany him, wherever it was he had them going.

It was a world called Frampus, and it was there he was meeting with an old associate. One he knew would be discreet. The trail for the Vespus blade had grown white-hot, then not quite ice-cold, and while Bawb had every intention of continuing his search, he had other things to do. But a trusted asset could continue the quest even as he dealt with other more pressing matters.

“Stay close,” the assassin instructed as they walked through the bustling town until they reached an open plaza area. Bawb steered them past a fountain toward a cluster of restaurants and taverns. “Garrio,” Bawb said in greeting as he and the wiry girl made their way to an outdoor table at a small café.

“Good to see you, my friend,” the man replied as his guest slid into a seat. “And who is this curious little one?”

Ziana realized she was staring hard, but she had never seen a Molakian before. The man possessed a long torso and stubby legs with enormous feet ending in toes spreading a full ninety degrees. It allowed his kind the sort of stability needed to compensate for their unusual proportions.

Below his surprisingly thin arms were what appeared to be two tentacles, but they seemed to be jointed in places rather than appendages of the traditional tentacle nature. He was something novel, and the girl was fascinated.

“Do not be rude, Ziana. Say hello to Garrio,” Bawb urged with a little nudge.

“Uh, hello,” she finally said.

“Ziana, eh? Nice to meet you, child.” He glanced back at Bawb. “So, where’d you find this one?”

“A story for another day. You received my message?”

“Yeah, I got it, and I’ve sent word to that group. If anyone can dig it up, they can.”

“Good.”

“Dig what up?” Ziana asked.

“It is not your concern,” Bawb replied as he handed over a hefty sack of coin to the Molakian. “Suffice it to say, I seek an item, and Garrio here possesses a particular set of skills. Ones that may prove most helpful in the endeavor.”

The man tucked the payment inside his large tunic pocket. “You know I’ll do all I can.”

“I do. Send word as soon as you hear anything.”

“Of course,” the man replied. “By the way, is she supposed to be doing that?”

Bawb turned and watched the girl sprinting away through the crowd, weaving with speed and agility one might expect of a pickpocket her age.

“No, she is not,” he sighed, well aware she had bolted. “But I have an obligation,” he said, rising to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me.”

“Happy hunting.”

“A hunt might be more enjoyable,” Bawb replied with a wry grin. “Thank you for your assistance. I hope I hear from you soon.”

With that he turned and trotted off at a casual jog, following the telltale shifts in the crowd where the pedestrian flow altered as a young girl darted across people’s paths. Tracking Ziana would be easy even if there wasn’t a living slalom course for her to run through. Bawb had anticipated she might make a run for it at some point, and while he was confident she could survive living on the streets as she had for years, he also felt a sense of responsibility for her now. That, and a desire to see her become more.

Also, despite its appearance, this happened to be a rather dangerous world, especially for a young girl on her own. It was part of the reason he had set a tracking spell on her before they even left the ship.

Ziana ran hard and fast, unaware of any of that. She had gotten free of the strange man, and she’d even managed to steal one of the daggers he kept on the ship. Foolish man, leaving weapons unsecured.

Of course, little that Bawb did was unintentional, including carefully leaving the blade in the open for her to notice and take. Having it would give her a sense of security, albeit a misplaced one. But that would, he hoped, put her a little more at ease. And now that she was racing through unfamiliar streets, the metal hidden under her clothing did precisely that. That is, until she ran right into a solid, meaty torso as a densely muscled Tslavar stepped in front of her out of nowhere.

“What do we have here?” he growled, looming over the girl.

She whipped out her blade and slashed at him without warning. The Tslavar, however, simply slapped her aside. Ziana hit the wall hard, but her grip on the weapon held firm. She assessed her situation and decided in an instant that running was, as it so often was, her best option. She turned to flee, but five more Tslavars had quietly surrounded her, and by the looks on their faces, none were coming to her aid.

“Looks like fresh meat,” the wiriest of the bunch said with a leer that made the long scar across his cheek crinkle in a disgusting way that almost looked like a second mouth snarling in her direction.

Ziana waved her blade in front of her, doing what she could to keep the men at bay. The hardened mercenaries just laughed at her display, truly amused and showing not so much as a hint of concern.

“Aww, she’s got a knife. How cute,” the one to her left said with a laugh. “Spirited ones fetch a higher price. I think we’ll be eating well tonight. Now come here, kid.”

He reached for her, but Ziana was fast. Faster than he expected, in fact, managing to make a small cut on his outstretched hand despite his normally quick reflexes. He drew his hand back in a flash.

“Ow! Little bitch!”

Ziana felt the impact from behind but didn’t see it coming. There was no way she could keep track of all six of them, and one had roughly knocked her to the ground. She looked up at them and felt her stomach sink. There was no way out.

“That one is mine,” an only recently familiar voice said calmly. “Please, step aside.”

The Tslavars turned toward the newcomer, cocky and confident in their skills and numbers.

“Yeah, that’s not happening,” the largest of the group said, stepping forward menacingly. “Move along and you won’t get hurt. Maybe.”

Ziana knew the pale man was a good fighter, but these were Tslavar mercenaries, and six of them, all armed and ready for a rumble. To her surprise, however, the Wampeh didn’t seem fazed at all. In fact, he appeared almost annoyed. Reluctant, but not afraid in the slightest. It was the strangest thing, trying to decipher his placid expression in the face of such danger.

“Gentlemen, this is not a fight worth having,” he said, pulling a pouch of coin from his pocket. “I have no desire for conflict. Please, allow me to pay you for the inconvenience, and we will be on our way.”

The Tslavars looked at one another then burst out laughing.

“Now you’ve gone and stepped in it,” the large one said. “We’re keeping the girl. And we’ll be having that coin too.”

“I am afraid you have misread the situation,” Bawb replied, his eyes locked on the girl’s rather than the Tslavars’. “Take note, Ziana. Underestimating your opponent is a dangerous thing to do, but foolish people often find courage in numbers, and with it, they get careless.”

“Who you calling fools?” the man shot back, drawing a wicked-looking long blade from his hip. “I’ll show you who’s a fool.”

A hint of a grin twitched the corners of Bawb’s lips. “You will, indeed.”

Ziana’s jaw nearly dropped to the ground as Bawb leapt into action. He had been quick in their sparring, but she now realized he had only been playing with her. Slowing his true speed for her benefit. But now, in actual combat, it was dazzling to behold. The Tslavar’s blade flew from his hand, his arm snapped in two places before he could even begin to react.

That didn’t matter, though. The brutal elbow to his temple dropped him in a heap before the pain could register. The others moved fast, reaching for their weapons and shifting from casual aggression to violence of action faster than most could. They were mercenaries, after all, and battle was in their blood.

It was of no consequence.

The pale warrior moved through the remaining five with such speed and force that it was clear they never stood even the remotest of chances. On top of that, even though they were all armed and trying to land life-ending blows, Bawb didn’t even so much as reach for his own weapons. In fact, all of the injuries the Tslavars received as they tumbled to the ground unconscious were non-fatal.

“Are you all right?” the Wampeh asked the stunned girl.

He wasn’t even breathing hard, barely a hair out of place and totally calm standing among the six men now slumbering very much against their own wishes.

“I-I⁠—”

“You appear unscathed. You were lucky. These men planned on selling you into slavery for coin. Others might have had other plans for you.”

“They-you… How did you⁠—”

“A regrettable incident, and one I hope illustrates clearly why you must be careful in new places. Why running off without proper planning and situational awareness can be dangerous. Deadly in many cases.”

“How did you find me?” she managed to say.

“You will learn,” was the reply. “That, and a great many more things. Now, come. We are done on this world and still have much travel ahead of us.”

With that he turned and began walking away. Ziana, still in a state of shock, fell into pace behind him, following without question, unsure what exactly had just happened.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Ziana was on better behavior the next few days as they flew to Bawb’s next stop. She was still reluctant, a bit quick with the snark, and dear lord was she messy, but at least she didn’t make a run for it when they landed for some fresh air and a night cooking in the great outdoors.

Having set down in a remote wilderness may have played a slight role in that as well. Survival in a city was one thing. Knowing how to do it in the middle of nowhere was an entirely different set of skills, a few of which Bawb taught by demonstration, though not letting the girl know that was what he was doing. He simply built a shelter, but did it slowly, allowing her to watch. Then he started a fire without magic by striking a stone against the edge of a blade. And he foraged, pointing out the poisonous plants but nothing more, letting her absorb the rest of the lesson by observation.

He did instruct her on a few things before dinner, though. Namely, some fighting notes and tips on dealing with multiple adversaries. Given her recent encounter, her actually paying attention to his words was understandable.

The following morning they trained a bit more, then broke down their campsite so there would be no trace of their presence. That task completed, they then loaded up and headed back into space and on to their next destination. For a week they did this, hopping from planet to planet, or the occasional moon, Bawb drip-feeding her tidbits of useful information without it feeling like actual studying. She was stubborn, grumpy, and still a bit untrusting. This was the best way to ease her into a learning mindset. And once she recognized progress in herself, he was confident her attitude would improve.

For now, however, it was a bit of a game to be played. She would push back in ways he hadn’t expected, working hard to show her independence despite being at the mercy of the man who had pulled her from the streets. But despite her outward appearance, he knew a shift was underway.

For starters, she had stopped with the constantly darting eyes of their early landings, always looking for any way out. She might have still been considering making a break for it, but that was no longer first and foremost on her mind. Bawb would not hurt her, she was now confident of that fact. And more than that, he would protect her if it came to that. And he fed her. Better than she’d eaten in a long time, and with no creepy allusions whatsoever. Her attitude shifted as a result.

She had also begun picking up after herself. Where the bunk space he had given her had started out as a near disaster area of messiness, littered with not only shed and soiled clothes, but also food remnants, Ziana was now keeping it cleaner, though the area was still a long way from the spotless state in which Bawb normally maintained it. But he knew the transition was difficult for her and gave her a lot of leeway as a result. After all, she was just a girl stuck in an unfamiliar situation, and despite her natural instincts, she was not in any way a Ghalian.

By the end of their fifteenth day together, Ziana had undergone a paradigm shift without even realizing it. Gradually, and with no pressure, she had transitioned from fearing him and seeing him as a captor of sorts, to trusting him and regarding him as a protector and provider of safety and sustenance, if not a mentor. It was somewhat akin to an abused animal that after a lifetime of paranoia and neglect was finally not being beaten or chased, but rather, given care, food, and a warm, clean place to sleep without fear of attack.

Though she didn’t realize it, once she had properly settled in and felt truly safe, Ziana was enjoying the best sleep she’d had in years, and everything began improving as the much-needed rest allowed her body and spirits to recover in ways she hadn’t realized she needed.

Bawb was good at being the stoic, quiet type when it was called for, just as he could play the chatty trader when on a mission. In this instance, he simply matched the girl’s pace, letting her talk as much or as little as she wanted. He didn’t pry, he didn’t pressure, he simply responded to her cues and went with them. Ziana was a complex one, he learned, and as a result, he decided to fly her a bit longer than originally planned. It would give him time to unwind the knots of her personality while also assessing her to best decide her final destination.

He had a few ideas in mind, but the more time he spent with her, the more he was settling on one in particular.

Are you sure that’s such a good idea? the konus asked. I thought you were smarter than that.

“You are in my mind, Konus. You know what I am considering.”

Sure. And it seems a bit foolish, don’t ya think? For that matter, just taking in a stray like this? What were you thinking?

“You have been with me a long time, and you know my thoughts. You know why I am doing this.”

Ugh. You can be such a sentimental fool at times.

“Perhaps. But the cause is just, and with no pressing matters at hand, I have the time and availability to engage in this undertaking.”

I just hope it doesn’t bite you in the ass.

“Fortunately, I do not believe that will be a problem. In fact, I have an idea of something that might help sway our guest.”

Oh no. I know what you’re thinking.

“As you always do,” Bawb replied to the voice in his head. “Changing course now.”

The detour was a short one, the destination conveniently close, all things considered on a galactic scale, and Bawb soon exited his jump just outside orbit of the seemingly chaotic moon of Rovalxius. Scavengers, smugglers, pirates and mercenaries all clogged the landing fields surrounding the main city of Traalx, a bustling hub for those dealing in the grayer areas of legality. It was there Bawb would find whom he was looking for.

“We’re going down there?” Ziana asked, eyes wide with churning emotion as she took in the view growing rapidly larger in the forward window.

“We are.”

“It looks, uh, rough.”

“It is. But you are with me. None would dare so much as harm a hair on your head, you may rest assured.”

“They know you down there?”

The Geist grinned. “Oh, not exactly. But they know my kind, and therefore, they know better.”

Ziana didn’t know exactly what to make of that, but it looked like she would be finding out soon enough as her host threaded the needle of flying craft and nestled into one of the few open landing areas in the crowded field. He then rose from his command seat and headed for the exit hatch.

“Are you coming?”

“I-yeah,” she said, falling in behind him, sticking close to his side. “Where are we going?”

Bawb stepped out into the fragrant air, the smell of spice, smoke, and sweat wafting in the breeze. The smell of rebellious freedom most sweet. It was refreshing, in the strangest, most visceral of ways. Comforting, even. He looked down at the girl beside him and nodded toward the thick of the churning crowds. “We are going to see an old friend. Come.”

Ziana stayed close, stuck to his hip as he wove through the masses. He may have looked at ease, and perhaps he was, but he was also acutely aware of exactly where Ziana was and who might be nearby. But nothing happened as they walked, and in short order they reached a raucous tavern with rows of tables both inside and out filled to capacity.

“We go in here,” he said, leading the way.

They pushed their way inside and headed straight to the back toward a private area roped off from the rest of the establishment. More than that, there was a muting spell lightly hanging around it, keeping the conversations within out of earshot of those they were not intended for. Bawb strode right in, the two large guards nodding slightly as he passed. Ziana followed close at his heels, the noise suddenly diminishing as soon as they crossed the invisible threshold.

“Bawb, you sonofabitch!” a jolly and quite loud woman’s voice shouted out.

Ziana looked for its owner and was shocked when a towering Valkyrie of a woman decked out in weapons, pirate garb, and a smattering of light armor pieces, pushed through the milling men and women to greet the newcomer.

“Lalaynia, it is good to see you,” he replied to the imposing pirate. “And I brought a guest. Ziana, this is Lalaynia, arguably one of the toughest pirate captains in the galaxy.”

“Arguably?” Lalaynia shot back with a chuckle.

“And Lalaynia, this is Ziana.”

“A child on your ship?” she asked.

“I have, shall we say, taken an interest in her well-being. In any case, she enjoys my protection. And if all goes to plan, I intend to set her up for proper training. Her instincts are impressive, even if her skills are crude.”

Lalaynia crouched down to eye-level and took the girl’s tiny hand in her own massive one. “Nice to meet ya, Ziana. If you’ve got this one looking out for you, life’s gonna get pretty interesting, I’d wager.”

“You’re a pirate?”

“Yep.”

“And you captain your own ship?”

“Well, technically, I run several ships under my command, but yeah, that’s the gist of it.”

“Wow. I never knew women were captains.”

“Seriously? What kind of planet you been hanging around on, kid? There’s tons of us out there. And maybe one day you’ll even be one of us, eh? What do you think, Bawb?”

“Perhaps. But she has other things to learn before piloting.”

Lalaynia laughed and shook her head. “Don’t listen to him. You can study flying and whatever else he’s got in mind at the same time. Be better than people expect of you, and you’ll be surprised where you may wind up.”

“Really?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“Lalaynia, there are plans⁠—”

“No! If she says I can do it, then I can do it!” the girl protested.

Lalaynia turned to the Ghalian, an amused grin on her face. “Oh, I like this one. She’s got spirit.”

“Yes. Reminds me of someone we both know, wouldn’t you agree?”

A light went on in the pirate’s mind. “You want to have them take her in?”

“I cannot think of a better fit. But I think perhaps not until she is a bit older and has some training under her belt. At that point I think they would be glad to help out.”

The pirate shrugged. “Yeah, probably. Those two always had a soft spot for kids. But that was before they had one of their own, you know.”

“Yes, true. But I did not come to debate Ziana’s pending tutelage. I did, however, bring you something.” He reached into his tunic and pulled out the dagger he had stolen from the trader’s warehouse. Lalaynia’s eyes lit up at once.

“My dagger! Oh my God, I lost this thing ages ago. You remember? That job out on Oomatzus Prime?”

“How could I forget?”

She took it from him and turned it over in her hands, the familiar heft bringing a broad smile to her face. “It’s drained bone-dry and needs a good charging, but other than that, it looks as good as new.”

“Yes, about that. I may have restored it a bit en route. Just buffed out a few nicks and dings. Nothing major.”

Lalaynia abruptly reached out and hugged the man who was arguably the deadliest assassin in the galaxy, wrapping him up tight with her powerful arms. And just this once, he let her.

“Thank you, Bawb! Thank you! This is amazing! I owe you one.”

“There is no owing among our group, you know this. We simply do for each other, nothing expected.”

“Yeah, sure. But even so, you know I’m there if you ever need me.”

“And I for you, as well as the others.”

“Others?” Ziana asked quietly, a bit unsure how to react to the whole situation. A deadly man she knew little about and an amazing pirate woman exchanging weapons and affection? It was confusing to say the least. And, apparently, there were more of their ilk.

Lalaynia turned to the girl, still giddy from her unexpected gift. “Yes, hon, there are others. We’re a tight-knit bunch, but don’t you worry about that. I have a feeling you’ll be meeting them real soon.”

“I just want my life back,” she said quietly, unsure how much she believed her own words. The opportunity presented her could be an amazing one. Or not. She simply had no way of knowing.

Lalaynia’s grin faltered, but only a fraction before snapping back into place. To turn down the opportunity for what Bawb was offering? She couldn’t believe her ears. But then, this girl didn’t seem to know who he really was, nor what he was truly offering. She rested her hand on Ziana’s shoulder and gave a little squeeze.

“Well, I tell ya what. If you do stick with it and get your act together, come look me up some day. I’ll be glad to see what you’ve become. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Great. Now, is it fair to assume you’ve got time to stick around for a proper feast?”

Bawb saw Ziana’s eyes light up at the words. “I believe our schedule will allow for it.”

“We get to stay?” the girl chirped, uncharacteristically enthused.

“We do,” Bawb replied. “Relax and enjoy. You are among friends. Eat well. We depart in the morning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Ziana ate her fill, soaking in the tales of adventure Lalaynia and her pirate cohorts took endless pleasure in regaling her with. They were a gregarious lot, and tightknit at that. It was clear this powerhouse of a woman was more than just a captain to them, and they’d fight by her side with everything they had, even in the face of near-certain death.

Fortunately, however, that particular necessity had not yet reared its ugly head, and with any luck, it never would.

At long last Bawb ushered her back to the ship, taking them up into orbit around a neighboring moon to safely enjoy a good night’s sleep without any worry about potential hostilities or interlopers. The following morning he piloted them to first get a better view of the system’s sun, then prepared them both a tasty but light meal. After the feast the night before, something easier on the stomach was very much in order.

Bawb watched the girl eat, glad she was putting some much-needed calories into her system. “I am pleased you enjoyed Lalaynia’s company.”

“She’s amazing.”

“She is at that.”

“And all those people, they look up to her.”

“She has saved more than a few from harm, and after that, if they so desired, they were allowed to join her crew. That, in part, is how she commands such fierce loyalty.”

Ziana took a large swig from her drink and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “I bet.”

“We have napkins for that, you know.”

“So? This works just fine.”

“Yes, but if you want to be treated as more than a street urchin, you must first present yourself as such. And part of that is keeping your attire clean.”

Ziana shrugged as if she didn’t really care, but Bawb noted that she did use the napkin from that moment on, though he would never dream of calling her out on it.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said between bites. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me, but I think maybe I’d be better off on my own. I’m not a little kid. I can look after myself.”

The Ghalian studied her a long moment, his gaze calm but steady. “No, you are not. But you should know, you have potential. Potential to do more with your life.”

“You keep saying that, but I’m just me. I always take care of myself, and that’s all I need.”

He shrugged. “Very well. If that is your wish, I will drop you off somewhere safe.”

She was a little surprised at his willingness to just let her go. “Really?”

“Yes. But I would ask you first help me with one little task.”

“You want me to help? But what can I do?”

“You would be surprised. Do this for me, and after that, if you still wish, I will drop you at a safe location to do with your life as you wish. Do we have a deal?”

She thought on it a moment. He had cleaned her up, fed her, had never been even remotely inappropriate with her, and then there was the whole saving her life thing. To be fair, she did kind of owe him one.

“Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Fantastic. I will plot the course.”

“Where are we going?”

“You shall see.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“The world? No more than most others. Our task, however, could be a bit on the perilous side. But do not worry about that. I have a plan, and your being with me will make the risk of danger far less. Your age will be a great help on this task.”

“My age? But I’m just a kid.”

“And one with an exceptionally developed survival instinct. But more than that, your age can be used to avoid suspicion. Youngsters are quite often taken for granted, their potential overlooked. It is that I am hoping for, and it is why I have asked you to join me on this endeavor. Now, let us prepare a pack for you. We will have a bit of a trek ahead of us when we land.”

True to his word, Bawb set down quite some distance from the lights of their destination. It was a city, and a fair-sized one at that. They flew past from a distance, allowing her to get a good look at it from afar before they dropped into a small clearing surrounded by tall trees some way away.

“Why so far?” she asked as they stepped out into the cool, fresh air.

“The location is protected. I possess a unique sort of camouflage for my ship, but in this particular location, its magic would be detected. You see, there is no one-size-fits-all solution for every problem. We must adapt, adjust, and overcome however we are able. And in this instance, that means landing far away and walking in. It is all part of the plan to gain access to our target without arousing any suspicion.”

“But it’s so far!”

“Yes, it is. However, that is for a good reason. And besides that, the outing will do us both some good. I know I could use a bit of nature time, and this is a perfect opportunity to get it. I think, perhaps, it would do you well too.”

Of course, Bawb had no such need, and if he was handling this alone, he would have landed not only closer, but would have also made his way to the city proper at an extreme rate of speed that very same day. But this was more than just a task he had to complete. This was his one opportunity to see what this girl’s potential really was. How she reacted in a difficult but not life-or-death situation. And most importantly, whether or not she was cut out for and worthy of the gift of knowledge he was considering giving her.

He would find all that out soon enough. But first things first. They would camp out for the night and begin in the morning. The girl was staring wide-eyed at all the open space around them. She’d made it known as they had traveled together that all of her life had been spent in the city. She’d never spent any time in a proper wilderness before. Bawb was pleased at the news. It meant there were even more things he could teach her, albeit without the trappings of formal instruction.

“If you could please gather dry wood, that would be very helpful.”

“Big pieces?”

“Whatever you can carry. I would use smaller ones to start, then larger ones to build it into a proper fire. But make sure to only get dry wood. Nothing green or wet.”

“Why not? Won’t it burn?”

“It will, but it will also give off smoke. When you do not know how safe an area you are in, it is typically wise to not attract attention if you can avoid it. And smoke does draw the eye, even from quite a distance.”

“Okay.”

She set off into the woods to gather firewood without any further questions. Good. She understood the task and reasoning behind it. Bawb felt she had the right temperament to absorb whatever lessons life placed before her.

Yeah, the kid’s got potential, the konus agreed.

“You really must stop reading my thoughts.”

And after this long you really must know that ain’t happening.

“No, I suppose it is not.”

Bawb kept one eye on Ziana as he gathered longer branches and began making the framework of a simple shelter. By the time she returned with an armload of wood, he’d already created a rough frame.

“What’s that?”

“It will be where we sleep tonight.”

“Why not on the ship?”

“Because, it is a beautiful night, and sleeping under the stars is something I find quite relaxing. Besides, we have been cooped up in the ship long enough, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose.”

“Come, let me show you how these pieces are bound together. That way you can gather additional materials as you collect firewood should you come across a piece that would serve our needs.”

He pointed out the way the larger pieces supported the smaller ones as well as the means by which he had lashed them to one another using strips of wet bark braided into cordage. Of course, he had rope if he wanted to use it, but this was a perfect opportunity to show the girl a few new tricks.

“Okay, got it,” she said, then headed out to continue her work. When she returned, she bore not only more dry wood for the fire, but also a few longer poles that could be added to the structure.

Bawb crouched down and started a fire, demonstrating how to bundle the kindling just so and blow the smoldering ember into a flame, then place it in the teepee of smaller pieces of wood he had placed in the small ring of stones arranged to contain their fire.

“We will let this burn a bit. Add a larger piece once it is properly burning, can you do that?”

“It’s a fire. Of course I can do that.”

He chuckled at her sass. A survivor, this one. He turned his attention to the long poles she had dragged back. “Very well, I shall leave the fire to your care. But these poles, they need to be lashed to the others. Do you think you can manage it without my help?” Bawb asked. “I will hunt for our dinner if you are comfortable here alone.”

“I saw how you do it. I’ll be fine.”

“Very well. Here, use this,” he said, handing her back the small knife she had previously taken. “I will return shortly.” With that, he vanished into the woods so quietly and fast that she couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she could learn to do that one day.

Bawb made quick work of some small game he tracked nearby. Just enough to feed them for the evening. There would be no need to hunt larger game. It would be time-consuming and the leftovers would be a waste given they would have to discard them before reaching their destination.

He strung the animals and hung them from his hip and headed back. To his consternation, a plume of smoke was wafting up into the sky. Nothing huge, but enough to be noticed by anyone nearby. And as he drew close, he saw that was precisely what had happened. Ziana had her back against a tree and was holding a stick out in front of her, keeping them back. Bawb was pleased to note the knife was hidden flat against her forearm, ready to be used if needed but otherwise hidden.

The girl has good instincts, I’ll give her that, the konus noted.

“Indeed. But she is outnumbered.”

There were three of them, two larger and one small, all of them bipedal, though their race was hard to tell under their filth. Dirty woods-people, or so they seemed at first glance, but the way they moved and the weapons in their hands made it clear they were something more. These were bandits, although not terribly intimidating ones, truth be told. Nevertheless, Bawb moved closer, ready to act but curious how this might play out.

“Leave now and there won’t be any trouble,” he said, stepping from the woods with uncharacteristic noise. Ziana knew he was capable of exceptional stealth and had stepped loudly on purpose to draw their attention.

“Give us your coin and you get to live,” the smallest of the trio said in a voice startlingly gruff for so small a frame.

“I am afraid that we do not have coin. But I will share our meal, if you are hungry.”

“I said give us your coin! I know you have some. That’s your ship over there. No one has a ship but no coin!”

“Again, I cannot do that.”

“Then we take the girl!”

The three rushed at Ziana, although they did so with a clumsiness of movement. These were not warriors, but mere thugs. And unfortunately for them, Ziana had grown up in much rougher places than this.

Bawb held back, making a show of moving closer but letting the girl do what she could before he would step in. And her proficiency with the hidden knife made it clear he didn’t have to do much at all. The first of them shrieked as his outstretched hand was sliced open, but he quickly recovered and tried to smash her head with his other hand. That made her react more than just defensively, and a moment later he was on the ground, blood gushing from his sliced throat.

Bawb approved of her technique, letting him bend to reach for her, forcing his vital area lower and within her limited range. But she was still just a child, and there were two more coming for her. Yes, she might prevail, but he didn’t want her harmed in the process. In a flash, the larger of the other two joined their friend in the afterlife, courtesy of the Geist, while Ziana fought with the smaller of the trio, the two of them slashing at one another but not making any contact.

Given her use of poisoned blades in the past, Bawb stayed back and let her handle this on her own, at least for now. That she’d never poisoned herself until she faced a Ghalian told him her knife skills were undoubtedly better than most, and after sandbagging and luring her adversary closer, she proved him right, driving the knife home, buried to the hilt in her enemy’s chest. The bandit dropped at her feet, quite dead.

Bawb nudged the body with his foot. “Impressive. You handled yourself well.”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“No, you did not. And you were quick and decisive in your movements. A well-executed defense. But tell me, how did they find you?”

A look of embarrassment colored her face. “I made a mistake.”

“Which was?”

“I wasn’t paying attention and put a green piece of wood on the fire. I pulled it off when I saw it smoking.”

“But it was too late.”

“Yeah. I’m really sorry.”

“Not to worry. You did well. And this is how we learn. We make mistakes, hopefully not fatal ones, and improve because of it. Now, help me with these bodies. We will strip them and bury them.”

“Strip them of valuables, got it.”

“Not just valuables. Their attire as well.”

“Why?”

“Because, your little incident has just provided us with a perfect disguise.”

She looked at the deceased lying at their feet. “Gross. They’re all bloody.”

“Yes, they are. And arriving in such a state, and especially as young as you are, will remove suspicion from us. Learn this well, Ziana, victims get sympathy, and that can be used to your advantage.”

“But it’s gross.”

“You will be wearing your own attire underneath. The blood will not touch your skin, though we will have to launder our things when we are done. But that is for later. Now, help me with these three.”

“And then?”

Bawb pulled the animals from his hip and tossed them beside the fire. “And then, after we wash up aboard the ship, we will eat and rest. There will be a long trek ahead of us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




The morning greeted Ziana with a wonderful aroma wafting to her nose as the sun crested the horizon.

“What smells so good?” she muttered, wiping sleep from her eyes.

Bawb placed a small plate of cooked, salted meat in front of her, along with some grilled local vegetables and a mound of fresh berries he had picked just that morning as she slept.

“Eat. It will be a long trek.”

The girl didn’t need any convincing, tucking in with gusto without hesitation.

The prior evening’s violent encounter was not forgotten, but it was also not at the forefront of her thoughts. She’d survived on rough streets a long time prior to this, and sometimes violence was just a part of life. Fresh, delicious breakfast, on the other hand, was a luxury she was not accustomed to, though she would gladly make it a part of her regular daily routine if she could. It was one aspect of her time with her captor/guardian that she rather enjoyed.

Today, however, the meal came with a price. Namely, a long trek through the wilderness, and wearing the bloodstained clothes of the bandits they’d killed the night before no less. It was not exactly pleasant by any stretch.

Still, as they made their way across varying sorts of terrain, Ziana couldn’t help but enjoy the novel experience. Yes, she’d survived on her own, but the little tidbits of knowledge her guide was dropping on her every so often were really interesting. Which sorts of plants were edible and which were poisonous, for instance. Or how to find water by reading the landscape and digging in the right spot when they seemed nowhere near a source. And most fascinating of all, how to read the tracks of animals, discerning their nature, size, and course of direction as well as numbers.

By the time they drew within visual range of the city proper she had stored quite a few new facts and techniques in her mental bag of tricks. She might never need them, but should she find herself out in the wilderness alone, she felt confident of her ability to more than just survive.

Bawb led the way, explaining the details of their task now that they were drawing near the city. The part about gaining access into a local magistrate’s offices and copying the details from a particular scroll. It seemed this independent planet was on the Council of Twenty’s list of potential worlds to add to those under their control, and if true, that meant the magistrate was complicit in their efforts.

Bawb’s services had been secured by an interested third party who wished to do all they could to prevent the Council from gaining a foothold on this world. Once they got their claws into a place, it was very hard to ever pry them loose. But to succeed in stopping the Council before they obtained their objective, proof would be required. Ziana was a little confused at that part of the plan.

“We can’t just steal it?”

“No, we cannot.”

“But that’s what they want, right?”

“It is. However, those involved cannot realize their plans have been uncovered. If they do, the efforts to counter them will be for naught as they will immediately shift their tactics and likely accelerate their schedule. For this reason, we must gain access and gather the intelligence without any being the wiser to our actions.”

“Okay, but you said this is a government building. Even I know not to mess with those. They’re crazy hard to break into.”

“And that is why we will not be doing anything of the sort.”

“We won’t?”

“No.”

“But how do we get in?”

A little smile creased Bawb’s lips. “Quite simple, actually. We will be captured.”

Ziana’s face paled. “We what? Are you high?”

“Perfectly sober.”

“You never said anything about being captured.”

“It did not seem relevant at the time. Regardless, this is how we gain access. Given your age, you will play the role of my niece by marriage as we are of different races. This is not the time for disguise magic.”

“You know how to do that?”

“Yes. And you may learn how as well someday. But for this task, we go in without magical alterations. We must appear completely normal.”

“But our clothes are…” she started to say when the true reason for their bloody attire suddenly became clear given the newly revealed plan. “You want us to appear wounded.”

“Yes.”

“And as family, they’ll keep us together.”

“Correct again. And now you understand why I needed you to help on this task.”

“I’m a kid, and they won’t see me as a threat. I’ve been taken in before and that’s usually what happened. So, your plan is that we’ll both be put in a low-risk holding area, right?”

“Exactly. And once inside, we effect our escape.”

“But they’ll take our knives.”

“We will stash all of our weapons before entering the city.”

“But we’ll be unarmed.”

“Exactly. We are not here to kill, and especially not innocents. On occasion it cannot be avoided, but as a rule, those not involved directly should be left out of it. Innocents deserve mercy.”

A little bloodthirsty look flashed across her face. “Why? It seems counterproductive when we could just take them out.”

Bawb gently rested his hand on her shoulder, locking his gaze with hers. “I would remind you, Ziana, you were an innocent as well not so long ago.”

He released his grip and continued on toward the city, the girl following quietly behind him, his words clearly making an impact, as he’d intended. And rather than mouthing off, she was considering what he said and taking it to heart. With each little unofficial test she was proving herself worthy, and this only furthered his positive opinion of her.

They walked in silence until they were just outside the city limits, where they stopped to stash their gear. Bawb showed her how to construct a safe hiding place for their things in such a way it would blend with nature but also have no chance of being discovered. He placed all of their weapons there, and even tucked his konus away as well. When they went into the city, they would be completely unarmed and devoid of anything that could be used as a weapon.

What their unsuspecting captors wouldn’t know was they had a Master Ghalian in their presence, and just about anything could be a weapon in his expert hands. But first things first. They needed to be taken inside the building, and that meant a carefully executed capture. Or, as the case would have it, just a bit of casual trespassing in their filthy attire.

“Remember, say little, allow them to fill in their own blanks and create a story themselves. Note what they surmise and use that to flesh out our story. Clear?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Then here we go.”

Bawb led the way, but stayed only a half-step ahead of the girl he would now call his niece. Close family wouldn’t stray far, and the proper body language was a must for this sort of infiltration. Ziana took in their surroundings with a curious gaze but none of the open gawking some children might have engaged in. She’d seen cities before, and while this was a new one, it wasn’t all that different from home.

They walked toward the magistrate’s building, snatching a few items to eat along the way, the girl’s deft hands going unnoticed as she pocketed the items. Bawb saw, of course, but no one else did. But then, this girl had successfully picked his pocket. When it came to the thieving aspect of their job, he already knew she was a natural.

The pair made their way to the entrance of the building and strode in right past the guards as if they had every right to be there. And as citizens, they would have, though technically they were only masquerading as such. In any case, rights aside, there was the matter of the smell, not to mention the distress the blood on their clothes raised among the well-heeled gentry walking the hallowed halls.

“You there! What are you doing in here? Plebs must use the rear entrance,” one of the security staff demanded as she hurried toward them from across the vast and echoing entry chamber.

Bawb put on his best oppressed masses face and raised his voice so all could hear. “It’s an unjust system! We have rights too!”

“Out! Before I lock you up!”

“You’d detain me? I’m my niece’s only guardian. She relies on me, and we rely on the magistrate! What kind of a system is this? I demand to see the magistrate!” he shouted, pulling the girl close to him.

The guard didn’t even wait for orders from above to react. She’d seen enough. The hoi polloi were making a scene, and that could simply not be allowed.

“That’s it. You’re coming with me!” she growled, grabbing Bawb by the arm and hauling him off toward a set of doors leading out of the pristine receiving hall.

Ziana stuck with him at his side the whole way as they were ushered into an unadorned corridor leading to a series of simple holding cells. The guard handed them off and instructed her underling to search them and lock them up. They’d be dealt with later.

“At once!” the man replied, quickly patting down the man and child.

They had little on them besides a few pieces of fruit and some half-eaten pastry likely stolen from the marketplace. Other than that, they were clean. He cast a quick magic detection spell and found nothing out of the ordinary.

“In there,” he commanded, pushing them into a cell.

“When will we see the magistrate?”

“Soon,” the man said with a sarcastic laugh as he locked the door and walked away. Moments later they were alone.

“No one else is in here,” Ziana marveled.

“Because few would be foolish enough to do what we did. The main cells are underground and accessed from the rear entry. This was the quickest holding area to reach. And with your presence at my side, the guard did not think it reasonable to march us all the way to the cells in which hardened criminals are held.”

Ziana actually looked impressed. “Just like you planned.”

“Indeed. Now, we must move quickly. Bundle your outer clothing but do not discard it. We take it with us. Leave no trace. When they come to gather us, whoever is given the task will simply think someone else dealt with the nuisance prisoners and leave it at that.”

Bawb stripped off the filthy outer layer and tied it in a tight wad then slung it over his shoulder. Ziana did the same. Bawb wiped a little grime from her cheek and straightened her hair. It would have to do.

“Walk as though we belong here. To have gained access into the heart of the building we would have had to pass a rigorous security check. Behave as though that was the case and none will question us.”

“So, that’s why we kept our regular clothes underneath.”

“Yes. Now, follow, and stay relaxed. If we are confronted, I will do the talking.”

“But we’re still locked in.”

“Are we?” he said, his fingers deftly manipulating the lock, a trickle of stored magic cast from the reserve he carried inside himself.

“You’re a caster?” she marveled.

“No, but I do possess a little magic today. But that will be a topic for another time. We must hurry.”

Ziana followed as he quickly made his way through the building, not rushing, but walking with purpose. She marveled how people didn’t look at them twice when he moved with such confidence. Attitude, it seemed, really was paramount in this sort of situation.

Bawb opened the door to the magistrate’s receiving chambers as if delivering a message. “No one is inside,” he said, stepping in quickly and shutting the door behind them. “We are looking for an ornate scroll. The casing should be green metal with golden accents. No longer than from your wrist to your elbow. It is not a large thing, and it could be hidden any⁠—”

“Is this it?” she chirped, holding up precisely what he was looking for.

“How did you⁠—”

“It was tucked inside a hollowed-out book.”

“And you saw that how, exactly?”

“It was put back on the shelf upside-down. Didn’t seem right, so I took a look. That was sloppy of them, wasn’t it?”

“Very,” he said, taking the scroll from her and unfurling it. He then pulled a blank piece of parchment from the magistrate’s desk and laid it over the scroll, uttering another minor spell. The words beneath the blank page began coloring the parchment in photonegative. “This will take but a moment.”

Sure enough, seconds later the task was complete. Bawb tucked the parchment in his pocket then re-rolled the scroll and handed it back to his assistant. “Put it back where you got it, just as you found it.”

“Okay.”

He watched as she did, placing it carefully as she’d discovered it. Her attention to detail on the fly was impressive, but by now he expected as much.

“Follow close. We make straight for the exit and out of the city to gather our things. Then we run to the ship. Do you think you can manage?”

“To run? Of course.”

“It will be a long distance.”

“Duh. I was there with you, you know,” she snarked, rolling her eyes much like Bawb assumed Henni had done when Hozark first took her under his wing. A hint of a smile creased his lips at the thought.

“Very well. Apologies for questioning you. Now, we go.”

Bawb peeked out the door. The coast was clear. Safely in the hallway the two made their way to the nearest exit, emerging casually onto the street, walking right past the guards on either side of the doorway, who didn’t look at them twice. They were protecting the building from intruders from the outside, not those escaping from within.

The walk to their hiding place went quickly, and with their possessions back on their persons, Bawb and Ziana started to run. It was a slow, steady pace, not a sprint, and once they got moving, Bawb was pleased to find the girl did indeed have impressive endurance for one her age. They did stop for water a few times, but other than that she kept up and didn’t complain once. Only when they’d safely arrived back at the ship did she allow herself to run at the mouth a bit.

“That was amazing!”

“Yes, you did well.”

“They actually took us in, just like you said! And the way you picked that lock? That was incredible.”

“Just a skill put to use, nothing more,” he said, then pulled a small pouch of coin from his pocket. “Here. This is yours.”

She accepted it and opened the pouch, counting the coin inside. It was more than she’d ever had at one time in her entire life.

“What’s this for?” she asked, almost expecting him to take it back. That it had all been a cruel joke. But Bawb made no such attempt. Instead, he leveled a steady, appreciative gaze on her.

“You earned it. This is your payment for a job well done. Now, if you’ll excuse me a moment, I must prepare the ship for launch.”

He turned his attention to the Drookonus and began powering up the spells for flight, but he kept a discreet eye on the girl as he did. Her expression said it all. Shock. Confusion. And most importantly, pride. This was quite likely the first time she had ever been paid for work, and the coin in her hand was, for once, not the result of stealing. Her bright blue eyes glittered as tears threatened to well up from the emotion of it all.

Bawb felt a warmth in his belly at the sight.

Okay, I’ll admit it, the konus said. She’s a good one.

“She is at that,” he replied silently. “And I think I know where she needs to go.”

If she accepts.

“Yes, if she accepts. But if she does, I think this is the perfect solution to help her reach her potential.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Ziana was a bundle of energy for the duration of their flight. The adventure, as well as being paid for her efforts, seemed to trigger something in her. A sense of purpose, perhaps, or maybe just the realization that there was more to life than stealing and scavenging. Whatever the case, at Bawb’s side, she had seen quite a different version of herself reflected in his eyes. It was something new, being a trusted member of a team. And it was a paradigm shift she felt she could get used to.

Bawb noted her reaction, naturally, and surreptitiously extended their flight by a few jumps, allowing himself a little more time to nudge the girl in the direction he had laid out for her. Once they landed it would be make or break. She would either embrace the opportunity or go her own way. He very much hoped she would choose the former.

When they did finally land, rather than gripe about being taken from her home and dragged around the galaxy, eyeing her new surroundings with endless suspicion, this time Ziana exited the ship with an almost cheerful spring in her step. She was still cautious, of course, observing all around her with an alert eye, but that sort of habit did not fade, nor should it, so far as Bawb was concerned. It had served her well up until now, and it would continue to do so in the future.

“What’s the plan?” she asked, seemingly looking forward to whatever endeavor Bawb had lined up next.

Bawb nodded ahead toward a walled group of buildings surrounded by a high wall. “We go there, to that compound.”

“Great. How do we break in this time? Are we tricking the guards? Or do we have to climb the walls?”

“Neither. We enter through the front gates.”

The girl looked a little crestfallen at the news. “But we have to fight sentries, right?”

“No. There will be no fighting. At least, not during our entry. But I would have you do one thing as we pass the threshold.”

“What should I do?”

“I wish for you to feel. Reach out with your gut—that instinct has served you well for many years. On this occasion, I would have you sense your surroundings. Not only what can be seen, but what cannot. Can you do that?”

“I’ll try my best. But why?”

“If you are successful, you will know. Now, stay close and follow.”

Ziana did as he asked, following with a degree of trust even her gang of ruffians back home did not elicit. Bawb simply walked ahead, calm and casual, until they reached the imposing gate. He uttered a quiet spell and opened it wide enough for them to pass then closed it firmly behind them as they entered the large courtyard. Ziana quickly scanned the area. They were all alone.

She looked at him with more than a little confusion. “You just put a protective spell on the gate.”

“I did.”

“And there are a lot of them already. Layers upon layers.”

“Ah, so you did feel them. Excellent. You are as sensitive as I hoped.”

“I’m not a natural caster, if that’s what you mean, but even I can feel that sort of power. Hell, it must’ve been layered up for what? Years? Decades?”

“Yes. And a great many at that. All who pass into these walls contribute to their defense. It is a sign of respect for the master of these grounds. A place you will, if you so desire, be calling home.”

A look of panic flashed across Ziana’s face. “Wait a minute! You’re abandoning me here? You said you’d drop me somewhere safe.”

“Oh, believe me, this is safe.”

“Then why does it need so many protection spells? That spells danger, not safety, where I’m from.”

Bawb chuckled. “Yes, I can understand that. However, I assure you, even without those spells, this is likely the safest residence on the planet, and none would be foolish enough to bring violence to its walls. At least, not an outsider. To do so would not only be foolish, but also an amusing exercise for the residents.”

“You keep talking all cryptic. Safe but violent. No fighting to enter, but there may be fighting.”

“Ah, you caught that bit.”

“How could I miss it?”

“Not all are as attentive as you,” he replied as an older Wampeh exited the building at the far end of the courtyard, walking calmly toward the new arrivals. “Now, be on your best behavior. Ser Baruud does not suffer fools.”

“What’s a Ser Baruud?”

“He is. One of the greatest gladiators to ever grace the arenas and master of one of the finest training houses in the galaxy. I trained here as a boy, and it helped shape me into the man I am today. If you work hard, the master can help you reach your true potential as well. Now, stand up straight. Your assessment has already begun.”

Ziana was confused. Should she just go along with whatever was happening? Or should she make a break for it and try her luck on the streets of wherever the hell they were? Of the two options, one was the easy choice. The one that provided a roof over her head and food in her belly. If things went weird, she could always make a break for it later.

The old gladiator walked to them with the casual physical prowess of a predator. A master fighter. A man utterly and absolutely self-assured in the control of his body and his skills. He was old, yes—if he had trained Bawb as a boy he had to be. But his shoulders were broad, his arms and chest strong and full. This man was in better shape as a supposed elder than most were in their youth.

“Ah, Drenn, so good to see you,” he said, not embracing his visitor with his arms, but his tone expressed a clear affection and deep friendship forged over many years.

Bawb’s face said the same. He thought the world of this man and was genuinely glad to see him.

Ser Baruud glanced at the spindly girl at his side. “I received your message. Is this the one you would have me train?”

“It is.”

“I have a name, you know.”

Bawb elbowed her lightly. “Ziana, do not be rude.”

“A spirited one, eh? It seems I will have my work cut out for me,” Ser Baruud said with a hint of a smile.

Bawb flashed a grin. “She has an abundance of that, no doubt.”

“Hang on. He called you Drenn. That’s not your name.”

Ser Baruud shrugged. “When we first met, that was the name he went by, and I have used it ever since.”

“But you know that’s not his name.”

“I do. But what matter is a name when you know the true character of a man? Call him what you will, he has earned my respect. More than that, he has my trust, and that is not given lightly. A name is of little matter in such instances.”

Bawb dug in his pocket and pulled out a hefty sack of coin. “Well put, my friend,” he said, handing it to the man, who tucked it away in his tunic without bothering to count it. “Though ours is a relationship forged by sweat and blood. Most of it shed at your behest.”

Ser Baruud nodded slightly. “And you proved yourself more than worthy. But this is not a visit to reminisce about the past. We are here to discuss training the next generation, are we not?”

“Indeed. Ziana here is fierce and has a natural gift I have not often seen. She is a bit brash, perhaps, and lacks refinement, but I have seen her in action by my side, and I have nothing but positive things to say of her performance.”

Baruud actually looked a bit surprised. His expressions were usually more guarded than that. Perhaps he was slipping in his old age. Or perhaps it was all for the girl’s benefit. One could never know with the likes of the master instructor. “You took her in the field with you already?”

“On an intelligence gathering task, nothing more. But she handled herself admirably, and with no training to speak of.”

“She takes instruction on the fly well, then?”

“She does. She will require quite a bit of work, naturally, but I think she will prove well worth the effort.”

Ziana bristled a bit. Being talked about while she was standing right there was rubbing her the wrong way. “You said I could go free if I wanted.”

Baruud raised an eyebrow and produced the pouch of coin from his tunic. Bawb raised his hand, stopping him. He looked at the girl at his side.

“Ziana, you are correct. If you so wish, you are free to go. But what I say about you is true. You have great potential, and if you agree to put in the work, Ser Baruud will help you achieve things you would not believe yourself capable of. Trust me, I speak from experience.”

The girl hesitated, looking back and forth between the two men. Both were imposing without the need for bluster or superficial shows. They were simply that good, and it radiated from them as naturally as breathing. Deep down she knew she wanted to be like them.

Ser Baruud read her like a book, tucking the coin back in his tunic and waving to a motionless teen Ziana hadn’t even noticed standing so still against the far wall. The boy jogged over and stood at attention.

“Grikkus, this is Ziana. She may be joining us. I want you to see what she is made of.”

The teen nodded and immediately swung at the newcomer, a flurry of fists and feet whipping at her in rapid succession. Ziana was already on-edge and reacted quickly, jumping out of the way and rather than retreating, launching an attack of her own, managing to land several blows before being tripped up and thrown aside.

She hit the dirt and rolled to her feet, charging immediately, fearless and fully engaged, reveling in the fight. Grikkus stepped back, her attack driving him to his heels. Or so she thought.

With a quick pivot he moved aside, sending her flying with a well-placed kick to her rear. Ziana sprawled out in the dirt but scrambled back to her feet in a flash, a dangerous look in her eye.

“Enough!” Baruud called out. “That will be all, Grikkus.”

The boy shifted to a relaxed stance and gave the girl a little bow, flashing her a hint of a smile. She had surprised him, and not many did. It seemed clear she would make a good classmate. Grikkus turned and jogged away, off to train with the others, leaving the three alone in the courtyard once more.

Baruud nodded appreciatively, sizing up the girl once more, assessing her physical size, strength, and nourishment level. “She is a bit skinny,” he noted.

“I have been gradually increasing her intake. She was taken from the streets.”

“Ah, yes. Too much too soon would lead to digestive issues, no doubt.” Baruud walked in a circle around her, nodding to himself. “Yes, I can work with this. It will take some time, though. Years, at the very minimum.”

“Years?” the girl blurted.

Bawb stepped forward, another pouch of coin already in his hand. “Reasonable, of course,” he said, handing over the additional payment. “I may, on occasion, take her for lessons outside of your tutelage. A few friends might prove very useful in that regard.”

“The pirates?”

“You know Henni is a force to be reckoned with.”

“I do. But how is she as a teacher?”

“She has her own child now, and that seems to have tempered her fire, at least a little. I believe the nurturing instinct she now possesses would serve the purpose well.”

Baruud thought about it a moment and nodded. “Reasonable. But tell me, why this stray? Why take in one not of your, shall we say, particular kind?”

Bawb glanced at the girl, a feeling of protectiveness warming his gut. “Orphans have a difficult go of it no matter where in the galaxy they hail from. But sometimes they only need to be pointed in a better direction. To be given a little push and a little help in order to ascend to something more. All it requires is for someone to recognize that potential in them.”

Ser Baruud had known the Ghalian for many years but had never learned his true history, nor had he ever asked. That was the man he knew as Drenn’s business. But with the way he spoke of orphans, a bit of his history seemed to be clearer. Ser Baruud knew this was as close as he would ever come to hearing his friend’s backstory.

“Very well,” he said with an approving nod. “I will train her. Not for life as a gladiator, though she will learn those as well as a variety of other fighting skills. She will also be taught the ways of commerce and trade. The trappings of what some might call a normal life. Once she is ready, I can introduce her to my contacts in those fields, should you wish.”

“I appreciate your efforts, my friend.”

“Of course. And who knows? Perhaps she will make a fine assistant one day. Or maybe a successful trader. Or maybe even a bodyguard. Where she eventually goes with her new skills, time will tell. But the road is a long one.”

“And it begins with this first step,” Bawb replied. “Ziana, you are home now. This is up to you. Train hard and the possibilities ahead of you are endless.” With that he turned and walked away.

“Will I see you again?” she asked, eyes glistening with a confused rush of emotions.

Bawb stopped and turned, a warm, genuine smile on his face. “Of that you may be certain.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Sitting in his ship, flying to meet with Corann at a comfortable, non-hurried pace, Bawb felt good. Better than good, in fact. The satisfying introduction between Ziana and Ser Baruud had been more or less all he had hoped for.

But despite what he wanted for her, had she wished, he would have kept his word and allowed her to go free to do whatever she desired. However, knowing the girl was now under the masterful watch of his former instructor put the assassin’s mind at ease. Ziana may not have been a Ghalian, but he had high hopes for her all the same. And truth be told, he’d grown a bit fond of the fiery young girl in their short time together.

Now, however, he had completed his goodwill task and was gloriously on his own. It was one of the benefits of reaching his high ranking within the Masters. When younger, he and the others would often be sent on all manner of busy work contracts, flying to the far reaches of the galaxy to complete their not-exactly-inspiring tasks. But now he was able to pick and choose the ones he found interesting. That is, so long as his particular set of skills were not explicitly required for something of a more pressing nature.

Bawb set down in the landing site on the edge of the quaint town Master Corann called home when she was not actively overseeing a training house or executing a contract. In that regard, she and Bawb had a similar life. Her cover persona was that of a sweet and cheerful matronly sort of woman, beloved by all her neighbors, much as Bawb’s own false identity was regarded by his many friends back at his own happy place.

“There he is!” the leader of the Five called out from her porch, rising to meet him with open arms as he casually walked up the path to her home. “My favorite nephew come to see me! What a delight! Come on inside, and let’s get you something nice to eat,” she said, ushering him into her home, pausing to wave at her neighbor with a cheerful grin.

Once inside, she allowed the grin to fall from her face, though she actually was happy to see Bawb. She had watched him grow into quite a fine Ghalian over the years, and his successes always brought her a feeling of satisfaction. This one had started out as an overly emotional boy—one his teachers doubted would even make it past the first year when he initially started out. But that soft boy had grown into the legendary Geist, arguably the most skilled among them, though those highest of rankings weren’t exactly quantified.

Whatever the case, the older woman was happy to see him. She even got him a snack and a drink, just as her alter ego had promised.

“Eat up, my friend. I just baked these this morning.”

He tucked in with vigor, always glad for some of Corann’s impressive pastries. “Marvelous, as always,” he said, washing the treat down with a refreshing glass of cold Zinnik milk.

“Come, let us sit. You have been gone a while. Longer than I would have anticipated, in fact. Did you encounter any problems?”

“Problems? I would not put it quite like that. But yes, it did take a bit longer than expected. My apologies. However, there is nothing to be concerned about. All was handled, and I acquired the information as requested.”

He pulled the sheet of parchment from his tunic and slid it across the table to Corann. She opened it, read the contents carefully, then tucked it in her pocket.

“It appears our concerns were warranted.”

“I agree. The Council has been busy buying off the magistrate.”

“And that seems to align with a much larger issue we have been assessing.”

Bawb raised a brow. He’d not heard of this yet. “Oh?”

“Something we have had our spies confirming and re-confirming across multiple systems. There have been multiple attempts to contract our services, Bawb, and some of those contracts have been placed by those within the Council ranks, albeit through intermediaries in hopes of concealing the true client.”

“Foolish. They should know better by now.”

“And perhaps they do. It is also possible they are aware that, on occasion, hiring one with our unique skills could create a power vacuum within the Council, if applied to the right pressure points.”

Bawb nodded, the plan becoming clear in an instant. “Ah, some with aspirations are seeking to create an opportunity for advancement.”

“By eliminating those in the way, yes.”

The Geist chuckled to himself. “Do those among the Council never tire of this subterfuge?”

Corann joined his mirth with an amused little laugh. “Oh, Bawb, you know as well as I that this is how the most scheming and ambitious rise to power. It is how it has always been. But in this chaos the Five see an opportunity. One that could serve our purposes to far greater benefit than the successful removal of these parties would be of help to those seeking a rise in power.”

“You hope to complete the contract but also hobble the organization as a whole in the process, I take it?”

“You would be correct,” she replied with a grin. “If we can disrupt enough of the right parts of their network, removing crucial players while utilizing the access the corrupt power-grabbers provide, we could put safeguards in place to guarantee systemic failures all along the leadership chain. It could push the Council’s overarching plans for expansion back by years.”

“Or at worst an evil visla might be replaced with a lesser one.”

“Precisely. We have received not just one, but multiple contracts for members of the Council’s organization. Some are at the highest levels, while others are lower, but aspiring to climb the ladder to power. There is a complex conflict brewing within their ranks, and many pieces are in play.”

“It sounds like a complicated endeavor.”

“It is at that. But if all goes to plan, those groomed for ascension will fall to our blades, as will their masters.”

“If all goes to plan. But when do things ever do that?” he mused.

“Truer words have never been uttered,” Corann replied with a little shrug. “But the benefits are too great to ignore, and for that reason, many of the most skilled among our order are being called into service to see to it the right pieces are taken off the board. I will be heading out shortly. Others have already begun their ingress.”

Bawb nodded solemnly but held his tongue. Corann was the head of the Five, and as such, it wasn’t every day she personally went out on contracts. But this sweet, matronly looking woman had slain more people than some lesser armies in her long years, and she, just as the rest of the Five, was not one to sit back and watch. The leaders of the Wampeh Ghalian lived up to that designation quite literally. Leading, to them, was as simple as two words: “Follow me.”

Of course, that was figurative as the Ghalian almost always worked alone, but the gist was the same, and the example set.

“Bawb, are you in good condition for a contract? I know your extracurricular activities can sometimes be draining.”

He flashed an amused little grin. “My latest endeavor was not taxing, and I am at full capacity. Whatever you require, I am at your service.”

“Good. This is a complex web of contracts, and they will all play out over an undetermined length of time. Not all of the targets will be readily accessible, and some will require a great deal of subterfuge to access. In addition to that, a few of those marked have unusual overlap. It seems several are working together while plotting against one another.”

“Again, the Council and their endless deceptions. It is not surprising it will come back to bite them.”

An amused gleam flickered in Corann’s eye. “True. But I feel it is we who will be doing the biting.”

Bawb chuckled. “Well said. I do wonder, though, if it might be prudent to feed on other power users before undertaking these tasks. I would assume access will be heavily restricted, and those with power-laden konuses and slaaps will possibly be turned away.”

Corann shook her head. “Not just konuses and slaaps. There is even talk of claithes being used.”

“Claithes? But that is madness. Only the most powerful of vislas can control them, and even then they are far too dangerous to wield in all but the most extreme circumstances.”

“As I said, this is an unusual situation, and now you see the stakes we are dealing with.”

Bawb marveled that destructive power of that magnitude could be used for anything but an all-out war. But then, these were Council members, and shying from violence, even extremes of it, when it wasn’t called for, was not exactly their strong suit. And, sometimes, the brutality and overkill was the entire point, and that was just one of the many reasons the Ghalian had fought so long and hard from the shadows to stymie the expansion of their reach.

“I am ready to serve, Corann. Whatever it takes.”

“You do more than just serve, Bawb. You lead by example, as the truest Masters of our order should. But you will not be going directly into this fray.”

“No?”

“No. First, you will travel to Quibborius to meet with Master Ibonek. He possesses an item you will need for your mission.”

“I will head there at once.”

“His location has already been transmitted to your ship’s skree. Good luck.”

Bawb nodded as he rose, heading for the door to begin what was sure to be a very challenging contract. “Thank you, Corann. But as you know, luck has little to do with it.”

With that he stepped out into the fresh air of this tranquil world and inhaled deeply. It would be the last breath of calm he would have for some time.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Master Ibonek was one of the Five. A stout and sturdy man, he had weathered many fierce battles in his day and always come out victorious. But for all of his skill in combat, it was his tactical abilities that had always served him best, allowing him to avoid physical conflict entirely much of the time. That is, with the exception of whomever was destined for the tip of his blade.

Bawb had met him a few times, but the two didn’t really interact much beyond simple greetings. Ibonek was still a relatively young man by Wampeh standards, though much older than Bawb, and he took a great many contracts, allowing him to travel far and wide in the exercise of his duties while also giving him the opportunity to experience new and interesting places in the process.

He may have been one of the fiercest killers in the galaxy, but he also had another side. One that enjoyed the nicer things in life. Good travel, good company, good food, and good drink. And if the acquisition of those things could be accomplished in the line of duty, all the better.

Today, however, he was waiting patiently on the boring world of Quibborius. Even the capital city was rather lackluster, but that was precisely why it had been selected. Bawb landed his craft and made his way to the rendezvous location he’d been given. It was a small lodging house rather than a public place. He ascended to the third level and knocked on the door.

“Enter,” a deep voice said from within.

Bawb opened the door and stepped inside, closing it behind him. Master Ibonek sealed them in with a muting spell before Bawb could even utter the one he had planned on placing behind him. Secrecy, it seemed, was at the forefront of the man’s mind today.

“The Geist, in the flesh,” Ibonek said, putting down his cup of what smelled like a very fine wine and rising from his seat with the fluid grace of a dancer despite his sturdy build. “It is good to see you, Bawb. I am glad you are the one handling this particular task. It requires great patience and greater skill. Two things you fortunately possess in abundance.”

“Thank you, Master Ibonek. Corann provided me the details, but she said I would require something from you before making my insertion into the visla’s forces.”

The older Ghalian opened his bag of holding. It was a larger and more robust version of what Bawb possessed, but the Geist had never found much need for one so big. Lighter and faster were more his preferred method of operation, though the size and weight of whatever was placed inside one of the rare bags was reduced greatly. A trick of arcane magic that very few had access to and even fewer would use in public.

Here, in the privacy of the muted lodging, however, there was no need for such caution.

“This was tucked away in one of the Ghalian vaults,” the man said as he pulled a jeweled pin from the bag and handed it to the new arrival. It was a relatively small piece, and it was unremarkable compared to some of the opulent displays of wealth the upper class wore, but it was clearly well crafted. More than that, it had a hint of power melded to its metal.

“A pin?” Bawb mused.

“This is the only one the Ghalian possess, and it came to us only by good fortune and hard work. It is an identifier for those friendly to Visla Zimmin and his objectives. The visla himself hands them out, and only to the most trusted of his people. The trick to infiltration of his forces is that while we can take the identity of others with ease, this piece of particular magic bonded to the pin allows the wearer to pass a series of hidden wards without hesitation. Wards we would otherwise have to identify and defeat on our own.”

“And that process would take too long, allowing them to discover our ruse.”

“Precisely. And no one knows who among his followers possesses them. Even trickier, they do not always wear them, making slaying one and taking their pin a game of chance. One that would alert the visla to an attempt to gain access to his inner ranks.”

“Which begs the question, how did we obtain this specimen?”

Ibonek cracked a tiny smile. “I wish I could say it was through great skill and subterfuge, but the truth is one of the visla’s trusted few suffered an unusual fate. One that did not raise suspicion, and therefore did not warrant the creation of a new variant.”

“What happened to them?”

“A wild Zomoki happened. Devoured the poor fool while enjoying a soak in a natural spring. You know how Zomoki enjoy the heat.”

“They do, especially when there is trace power from the planet’s core laced in the waters.”

“Precisely. And that is why this particular Zomoki was at the thermal springs. It wound up not only having a pleasant soak, but also a tasty meal, but not before our operative managed to recover their clothes.”

“Clothes on which the pin was fastened.”

“Now you see.”

“And their comrades heard the commotion and arrived just in time to see their friend being devoured. No one ever thought to look for clothing as there was none to be found. The assumption was the Zomoki had eaten it all along with its victim.”

“And that was one of the rarest of occasions. One where the death was witnessed by trusted eyes and as such there was truly no need to suspect foul play. And that, dear Bawb, is how we came to possess this highly unusual pin. Such a tiny thing, but it will grant you access where others dare not tread. It will serve as your bona fides, so long as you do not hesitate when passing the ward spells.”

“You know I will not.”

“In addition to your formidable infiltration skills, you have no fear, Bawb, as well as great resolve. It is why you were selected for this particular contract. We could only ask the best of us to undertake this task.”

“And why not you? Your exploits are legendary.”

Ibonek chuckled. “Oh, I will be earning my pay on this occasion as well. A task requiring much patience as I embed within my target’s entourage. A different sort of challenge than yours, but believe me when I tell you that none but the most skilled among us are engaging these targets, and all of them are interlinked.”

“Our spies have confirmed the details?”

“They have. But you know more than a little about spies and agents, do you not?”

“I am familiar with them, naturally.”

“Yes, but I also understand you have been searching for Hozark’s killer with agents outside of the Ghalian ranks. And this has been going on for many, many years.”

Bawb’s face and even pupils reflected no emotion or surprise, but deep inside, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge. He had been quiet. He had been careful. He had indeed gone outside the Ghalian network of spies. But somehow…

“How did you—” he started to say.

“You may not be using our network, Bawb, but we do still have eyes and ears everywhere, as you well know. You need not fear. Your operatives have been very careful. None outside our order would have ever detected their endeavor.”

“But our people heard something. Or saw something.”

“More or less,” the older Ghalian said, resting his hand on Bawb’s shoulder and looking him square in the eye. “What is important is the Five approve of your side quest, so long as it does not interfere with your work.”

“It will not.”

“I know it will not. But promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“Hozark was a friend. A dear one at that. If you do find the person responsible, I only ask that you reach out to me. I would gladly be of assistance in any way possible in seeing them brought to justice. Or in this particular instance, shall we say, dealt with. Will you do that?”

“You have my word.”

“And you have my sword. I would also mention I have set my own personal network of non-Ghalian spies on this task as well. Purely a quiet little side mission for them, of course, but they have been told to keep their eyes and ears open for any hint of information on this matter.”

“I wish them success in their endeavor.”

“Funny you should say that,” he replied with a gleam in his eye. “I happen to be waiting to hear from one of my deepest-cover operatives on precisely this matter. It seems they have uncovered something potentially quite important. The problem is they are so well embedded that it takes a great deal of time to arrange a meeting.”

Bawb’s heart sped in spite of his efforts to calm it. “They have? Can they not just send the details in a coded message?”

“They are in, let us call it a very sensitive situation, and their every action is scrutinized. It was risk enough getting me word they had uncovered something and were digging deeper. But for the relay of information they will only meet in person, and their circumstances do not lend themselves to their getting away very often. But we have another rendezvous arranged not long from now, and should they truly have actionable intelligence, as I believe they do, rest assured, you will be the first person outside of the Five I inform.”

Bawb felt a warm flicker of something in his gut for the first time in ages. Hope.

Someone else had taken up the cause. Someone with skill, power, and resources, who had a robust network of his own off-the-books spies working for him. Someone who had cared as much for Hozark as Bawb did, though he did not seem to know the fallen Ghalian was the younger fellow’s father.

“Thank you,” Bawb said, clasping the man’s hand tightly with the secret bonding grip only known to the highest Masters in the order.

“And thank you, Bawb,” he replied. “I wish you a speedy completion to your contract and look forward to speaking with you soon. Hopefully relaying some good news from my agent.”

“I would like that very much indeed.”

Master Ibonek walked to the door and released his muting spell. “It’s a fair deal you struck,” he said loudly as he stepped out into the hall, moving aside as a pair of travelers passed by. “Nice doin’ business with ya, lad. Take care out there.”

With that he simply walked away. Bawb exited a moment later, a casual look on his face as if he hadn’t a care in the world. But his reality was anything but. He had a task to perform, yes. But now there was something else. He had an ally in the Five, and if the stars aligned, possibly a real lead toward Hozark’s killer.

Eye on the prize, his konus reminded him. Don’t get distracted. This contract sounds like a doozy.

“I am prepared for it.”

The konus let out a little laugh in his head, which was quite a trick for a device that had no lungs or mouth. You better be.

Bawb walked to his ship, the deceptively small and unassuming pin in his possession, ready to begin his mission. The sooner it was completed, the sooner he could focus on his other quest. But for now the konus was correct, and he put that out of his head for the time being. All of his attention had to be fixed on the task at hand. There simply wasn’t any room for error.

He picked up a few supplies for the flight then climbed aboard his ship and lifted off, his destination plotted and his purpose clear.

“Well,” he mused as he exited the atmosphere and prepared to jump. “Here goes nothing.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




As it turned out, Bawb’s entry into the ranks of his target’s closest trusted underlings was both as easy and as dangerous as Master Ibonek had made it out to be. Perhaps even more so, he thought when he assessed the insanely powerful warding spells he had to pass by as if they were nothing. For someone who had made a life out of avoiding or disarming precisely this sort of protection, it was more than a little disconcerting. One thing was certain. This visla was taking no chances, and the excessive use of magic made that abundantly clear.

Visla Rommus was the man’s name, and while he was a part of the organization, he was not one of the Council of Twenty. That said, he was more than powerful enough to vie for such a position should the opportunity arise. Or, in his case, should he be able to create one for himself.

When Bawb arrived on Fralnix he had been forced to land a good distance from his actual destination, using one of the peripheral landing sites rather than the ones in the city proper. He could sense it from the air, the network of tracking, warding, and defensive spells in play. Something big was afoot, and he didn’t want his ship to be anywhere near it should all hell break loose before he finished his task. A long walk was well worth the trouble. It also afforded him the opportunity to get a firsthand look at the visla’s home, as well as to open his eyes and ears to gather whatever intel he might happen upon before making his entry.

As it turned out, luck was on his side today. The visla was off world for the next several days, traveling with his fiercest warriors to handle a delicate negotiation that could very well turn bloody. It seemed Corann’s information about the internal power struggle was accurate, if not actually a bit understated. A lot was in the works, and the heat was turning up a lot faster than expected. But having the visla off world dealing with issues afforded Bawb an unexpected gap in the meticulously layered defensive structure of the visla’s compound. Namely, he could start high and work lower rather than the other way around.

With the top ranks absent, there wasn’t anyone to question him when he strode in the highest of security entrances like he owned the place. If he wasn’t supposed to be there, the warding spells would sound the alarm, strike him down, or more than likely a combination of both. Bawb simply walked right in, his innocuous little pin allowing him full access.

Of course, there would be some staff who might question who this new face was, but the visla and his top aides were all absent, and that presented him an opportunity he was going to make the most of.

Bawb did a quick survey of the most secure areas, sensing the spells protecting the area as well as noting the layout, committing it all to memory. He then did the opposite of what one would expect an intruder to do. He didn’t try to hide and conceal his presence, waiting for the visla to return. A lesser assassin might have thought to do that, and they would have been discovered as soon as the visla’s core staff returned. Bawb did something quite different.

He shifted his disguise repeatedly, moving lower in the ranks until he was amidst the rank-and-file soldiers of the visla’s personal forces. He wasn’t hiding as a common trooper to be used as fodder, but he was still far enough from the visla’s bubble of safety that no one would give him a second look. All he had to do was blend in and fight among the others, working his way up in the ranks rapidly, as typically happened in actual combat situations.

He wouldn’t show his true skills, of course, but he would use every opportunity that he was presented thanks to the visla’s conflict to fight, survive, prove his worth, and gain increased access. It was the only way to get past the visla’s robust defensive net. Any other way would be suicide.

“This bunk taken?” he asked as he settled into the mid-ranking troopers’ bunkhouse, a gruff rasp added to his voice for effect.

“It was Porzalt’s bunk, but he won’t be needing it anymore,” a battle-scarred fellow with bulging muscles and deep-red skin replied from two bunks over. “Maybe you’ll have better luck than him.”

Bawb flopped down with an exaggerated sigh. “I hope so. They said this transfer would be a step up. Looks like it so far. I’m Tobix, by the way.”

“Mauritzius,” the man replied. “That’s Ving, Gormin, and Yukkin over there.”

The three men nodded by way of greeting. Bawb hadn’t earned actual friendship and camaraderie yet. For now he was just the new guy transferred in to replace the friends and comrades they had lost in the latest skirmish.

Bawb looked around, taking his time like a normal person would rather than the elite assassin who had already memorized every detail the moment he walked in. “So, I guess this is it, then. I hear the visla is out of town, so no fighting for now.”

“Yeah, off on some sort of negotiation or something. They don’t really tell us much besides where to fight and when.”

“And not to die,” Ving chimed in. “They love to tell us not to die.”

“Yeah,” Gormin agreed. “Don’t die. You can’t die unless you’ve been given an order to. At least, that’s what Emmik Worfin always says.”

Bawb laughed, pleased they were already talking to him. He’d been ready for it to take days, if not longer. This made things much easier than he’d initially anticipated.

“I’ll do my best, then,” he said with a grin. “To be fair, that’s pretty much always been at the top of my to-do list. Don’t die is kind of a big one, ya know?”

The others laughed, but it wasn’t an entirely merry sound, but rather one tinged with a bit of sadness and loss. Gallows humor keeping those still fighting in the best spirits it could.

“Hey, when do we eat around here?” Bawb added. “Eating is right after ‘Don’t Die’ on my priority list.”

Mauritzius let out a rumbling laugh that sounded like boulders were rubbing against each other in his chest. “A man after my own heart. It’s almost time. Come on, we’ll head down a few minutes early and show you around on the way.”

“I appreciate it,” Bawb replied, and he truly meant it, though not for the reasons the man might expect. He was getting a guided tour by a familiar face. At the rate he was going, by the time the visla returned he’d be well ensconced in the ranks and his presence accepted utterly without question.

As it turned out, that was exactly what happened, though not without a few hiccups at first. Namely, his unit found themselves shipped out to join the visla and his inner circle as they battled an insurgent questioning his status within the Council’s power structure. The visla had more than enough strength to handle it on his own, but it seemed he preferred to let others fight and die while he saved his precious magic. And, actually, Bawb couldn’t really fault him for it.

For weeks Bawb traveled with his new comrades, sweated with them, bled with them, though never anything serious. He actually applied his injuries himself, his careful touch giving a far more convincing wound than some haphazard incident in which he had to let a combatant hurt him but not too much. It was just easier this way.

In any case, he lived, fought, and bonded with the men and women around him, all while living the false identity, pretending to be a man named Tobix. With careful use of his skills, he fit right in with the others. He was talented enough to earn respect, but not so skilled that he stood out or made anyone feel inferior. And he allowed his comrades to “rescue” him a few times just so they would feel more attached to him.

It was a curious trick of psychology he’d learned many years ago. If you wanted someone to think highly of you, it was best to have them help you in some way. It was how they would feel invested in your life and your success, and they would wind up helping you further without even realizing it as a result.

It was in this manner that Bawb and his new friends battled from stronghold to stronghold, backing up the visla’s advances with muscle and force, all the while gaining a reputation as a particularly solid fighting unit. Of course, that had a lot to do with Bawb’s subtle actions on the battlefield, all while no one was looking, of course. He helped as best he could, ensuring his team received just the right amount of attention from those higher up. And as a result, they found themselves moved to a more important position soon thereafter.

With his careful subterfuge, Bawb and his team were positioned closer and closer to the visla’s actual position, a blocking force he could rely on to keep him safe from sneaky little attacks while he worked his powerful visla magic against their adversaries.

For weeks they fought in this manner, the visla now familiar with the sight of them so close by, satisfied they were doing a solid job and not letting him down. Bawb was not exactly thrilled it had taken this long, but there was really no other way to move closer, and his logic was confirmed the nearer they were to the man as he wielded his impressive power.

The visla was strong. Stronger than he’d expected, the feel of his power at this closer range letting the sensitive Ghalian gauge the man’s true abilities. He was not one to be taken lightly. And with his most trusted fighters close by his side, Bawb knew this was the only choice. Had he attempted to get close, even with a shimmer cloak and his mastery of stealth and trickery, he would have been detected. There was just too much power and skill in so small a group for him to overcome by himself.

But overcome he would. It was why he’d been selected for this contract. It would just require the right opportunity. And after one particularly brutal battle against a rival visla who was vying for the same slot in the Council’s rankings—one that left a great many dead and wounded on both sides—it was looking like that opportunity had arrived.

A great feast was laid out for the troops, and Visla Rommus himself stood at the head of the central table, toasting his loyal subjects.

“Eat well and enjoy the feast!” he shouted to the cheers of his people. “Savor these delights, for tomorrow we battle Visla Lingoo, and if you are to meet your fate, do so with joy in your hearts and a full belly!”

The group cheered as one, then dug into the massive spread.

Bawb noted the man had said they might meet their fate. Nothing about himself. But that was how it was with those in power. Always getting people to do the heavy lifting for them while claiming the benefits for themselves. Unlike some other worker groups, this lot didn’t seem to question their position. At least, not until Bawb voiced the question.

“Isn’t it kind of cold comfort?” he asked aloud.

“Isn’t what, Tobix?” a typically quieter fellow with deep blue skin and piercing red eyes by the name of Orman asked. He looked fierce, but by now Bawb had realized he was as close to a pacifist as you’d find in this lot. Perhaps the perfect one to sow discontent with.

“I don’t know. Just getting a bigger meal doesn’t feel like it really compensates for the whole ‘you may die tomorrow’ thing, you know?”

Mauritzius laughed as he shoveled another massive serving into his gaping maw. “Best chow we’ve had in ages,” he said through his full mouth. “I know I’d kill to eat like this more often.”

“Or be killed,” Orman noted, turning to their red compatriot. “You can’t enjoy food if you’re dead.”

The enormous man just shrugged and continued his quest to find the true limits of his stomach capacity. Orman looked at Bawb and sighed. “I’m not in it for food or glory.”

That was actually news to Bawb. “But you always volunteer for the more dangerous tasks. I thought you enjoyed it.”

“For the bonuses. I’m only here to earn as much coin as I can as quickly as possible.”

“Trying to get rich quick, eh?” Bawb shot back with a laugh.

Gormin leaned closer, pausing in his own overindulgence. “Nah, Orman here’s a big softy. Sends all his coin home to Mommy and Daddy, ain’t that right, Orman?”

Bawb toned down his mirth several notches. “Is that true?”

Orman’s eyes flashed defensively. “Look, I’m sick of this. You all know my parents have fallen ill and have come to live with my mate and my kids. I’m the only source of income, and here, I earn in a fraction of the time what it takes a year to make at my regular job.”

“If you don’t die,” Gormin noted with a laugh.

“Yes, if I don’t die.”

Bawb’s face remained amused, but inside, he actually felt for the poor man. To be meat for the grinder, and all in order to feed and house his family? It was admirable, if not more than a bit foolish. But many had gone down the path of quick money in the past. But you had to survive to collect it. That was the one thing they typically neglected to tell people when signing up, and heaven help family trying to claim wages in the stead of a deceased loved one.

“How many kids you got, anyway?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“Two little ones. We lost our third. Miscarriage,” Orman replied, the dependable warrior’s eyes fighting not to tear up.

Bawb swooped in to save him from the ribbing that would have brought.

“Well, drink up! We’re all gonna kick some ass tomorrow so much it’ll make your kids proud! Am I right?”

The table erupted with a cheer so loud it even drew Visla Rommus’s attention.

“To tomorrow! To victory!” Bawb shouted, standing up and holding his mug high, his energy contagious, riling up the others into a raucous cacophony of cheers.

Watching from his table, Visla Rommus nodded his approval, a slight smile creasing his lips. This one was good, and one could always use a loyal underling with a talent for inspiring the troops. He turned his attention back to his meal. If they all survived tomorrow’s carnage, perhaps he would promote the man.

Perhaps.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Morning brought with it carnage and death, a great many of the reveling troops of the prior eve learning the hard way they had been more than a little overconfident. Apparently, Visla Lingoo’s forces had reached the same painful realization at roughly the same time. It seemed both vislas had independently decided they’d had enough of this madness. It was time to put an end to their pesky adversary once and for all.

The result was destruction and death on a scale they’d not yet seen in all the fighting across all the worlds involved and their many battlefields. The breadth of the destruction was horrifying, even for a Ghalian.

Had it been any other combatants the Council of Twenty might even have stepped in to stop the squabbling, but as there was a power struggle afoot, those on the Council were being cautious, protecting themselves and their interests rather than stomping out the petty flareups of their underlings.

As for opportunists and mercenary raiders, they all stayed well clear of this particular conflict. While the opportunity for pillage and profit was great, these vislas were on the Council payroll, and those sorts could pull on vast resources of coin and power in the pursuit of their goals. When vislas of this level were jockeying for position, everyone stayed clear. At least those with even half a brain.

Interestingly, Vislas Rommus and Lingoo were both descendants of powerful families, each possessing more natural magic in them than even some of the Councilmembers themselves. Logically, both of them should have been elevated to leadership in any other system of governance. But that wasn’t how the Council worked.

Council seats were passed down through families, the power of a bloodline more important than individual achievements, no matter how impressive, and intrigue and subterfuge in the quest to unseat the less powerful and vulnerable were the result. And with the layered attacks on select members, the lesser underlings forming unlikely alliances in the pursuit of a shared goal, just about anything was possible.

Including an all-out war between two powerful vislas positioning themselves to swoop in and claim a vacancy should one happen to appear. Appear by chance, along with a healthy bit of plotting, planning, and dirty work.

Not one, but actually two members of the Council were the obvious choices for removal by force, having ascended to their positions among the most elite despite a clear and annoying lack of both power and skill. This was especially apparent to those below them who, despite possessing far greater magic and abilities, were nevertheless seen as inferiors. Their superiors had been consistently failing upward thanks to bloodlines.

Of course, some on the Council were very much qualified heirs to their seats, with some children of members possessing even more power, drive, and ambition than their parents. For them it was only a perfectly logical question of time before they took what they saw as their rightful place. And, on occasion they may have even played a quiet role in their elder’s removal.

But in this instance, the men at war were lesser cogs in the machine rather than the drivers. The outcome of this conflict, however, might change that.

Bawb had actually investigated his target’s adversary several years prior. Rumor was Visla Lingoo might have had a connection to Hozark’s targeting and demise. An application of his considerable power that might have helped him climb the ranks all those years ago, positioning himself for an eventual ascension to the Council itself.

But after much investigation, Bawb had found that while the visla was powerful enough and in the general vicinity at the time of his father’s slaying, Lingoo was not involved. It had only been a rumor. Speculation. Well-founded speculation, but ultimately disproven.

Funny, had it turned out to be true, he would have slain the man ages ago, and this whole war and its accompanying bloodshed would have been avoided entirely, though odds were some other aspiring tyrant would have just taken his place in the power struggle. People would die, and in great numbers, no matter what variant of the past had occurred. And the dead and dying now lay all around him on the vast battlefield in great numbers.

The battle had been raging from morning into the late afternoon, both vislas personally engaging in the fiercest of the combat, their pawns clashing bravely only to be wiped away by the magic-users’ vast power. And sometimes they would lose their own forces in the process, casualties of a conflict far greater than just a few individuals, expendable no matter how valiantly they fought.

Bawb found himself gradually positioned closer to the visla as the combat dragged on. It was something he was both glad for but also a bit horrified by for one simple reason. The visla was panicking, the sheer amount of magic being deployed by both him personally as well as his core team of casters far exceeding what anyone might have expected of this battle. And Visla Lingoo was doing the same, both of the men unwilling to take their licks, accept a temporary setback, and retreat to regroup.

It was a delicate balancing act for the assassin. He found himself forced to use far more of his skills than he wanted to on a few occasions as Lingoo’s forces broke through the lines and made a push. This left him no choice but to somehow overcome the odds and force them back, all while making it seem his comrades were doing the bulk of the work keeping the enemy at bay. And he did this all while also managing to stay alive and position himself ever closer to the visla on the off chance he might have an opportunity to strike him down. It was a Herculean effort, even for the Geist.

And then there were the massively powerful spells raining down all around him. He cast defensive spells, as all of the troops had been trained to do, careful not to expose his true nature but also adding a little something extra given the nature of the attacks. It was becoming a deadly quagmire for both sides, but their stubborn leaders persisted.

“Hold the line!” Mauritzius shouted, blood streaming from his face where, if he survived this war, he would have yet another new scar to add to his collection.

“Join shields!” Bawb yelled, sensing the oncoming attack before the others, his years of experience giving him a sizable advantage in that area of combat.

At this point, he’d been fighting with these men and women for weeks, and they knew he was a solid, if not particularly impressive, member of their team. One they could trust. Those within earshot reacted at once, doing as he said, linking their defenses, amplifying the defensive power, the joined might allowing them to overlap spellcasting and keep themselves protected while giving them each a moment to take a breath and cast again.

It was basic magical phalanx casting, or at least that was what Bawb knew it as. The use of many overlapped to achieve a greater outcome than any individual could. He’d trained in it extensively while under Ser Baruud’s tutelage as a young man, and it was as instinctual as breathing. But those around him hadn’t had the benefit of that sort of training, so he had to direct them, all while making it seem to just be improvising on the battlefield.

Maintaining this level of deception while also trying to stay alive in an incredibly deadly situation was insanely taxing, but he managed it, even if only just. And it was a good thing.

The incoming spell was a massive one. Visla Lingoo had apparently poured a huge amount of power into the attempt, and Visla Rommus’s forces nearly buckled under the barrage. The visla himself was even forced to cast harder than ever, deploying massive magic on top of his casters. Now it was clear why he’d been saving up his power, allowing others to cast most of the attacks in the prior skirmishes and battles. When the two men finally went head-to-head, it was a display of power the likes of which most would never see in their lifetimes.

And many of those who did witness it would find their lifetime about to end most horribly.

Bawb maintained his cool despite it all. If he died, he died. It was the nature of his journey. But he had no intention of going down that path if he could avoid it. And it seemed he was well on that road. Or at least he had been.

Do you feel that? his konus asked, a hint of panic in its voice.

Bawb had never heard that tone before, and it was unexpectedly unsettling. But not as much as what he felt a split-second later.

“Is that…” He trailed off in both wonder and horror as he glanced at the visla and realized the situation had just gone from bad but tenable to a complete clusterfuck.

It’s a claithe, the konus confirmed. The crazy bastard’s got a freaking claithe!

For the konus to actually panic was incredibly worrisome. It was a mostly inanimate object, after all, though it certainly had quite a personality for being one. But a claithe? The sheer destructive power of the insanely rare weapon made it a tool of last resort. One that even the most powerful of vislas would think twice about using. It was well known they killed their users on occasion as well as whoever they were being used against, so vast and unstable was their power.

And this fool was about to use one.

Bawb had to act at once or they would all perish in the horribly ill-advised act of desperation.

“Everyone, fall back and get low! One huddle, all power to shielding spells above us!” he shouted, jumping into a ditch and casting hard.

Orman didn’t think twice, joining him in a flash. The only way he could support his family back home was by surviving, and while he was not a coward on the battlefield, he would also do whatever he had to in order to see another sunrise.

He piled on top of Bawb and cast with all his might.

“Direct it behind us,” Bawb called out.

Orman was justifiably confused. “What? Why?”

“Just do it! The visla’s got a claithe!”

Orman felt the blood drain from his face. “Oh, shit!”

He cast hard, the others in their battle group seeing the pair and taking their lead, trusting their instincts, gathering close and casting with all their might.

The force of the destructive spell unleashed by the visla’s claithe was unfocused and vast, taking out huge swaths of his enemy’s troops along with his own. This was wild magic, and of the most dangerous kind.

“Aaagh!” a pained voice cried out as one of those unfortunate to have been at the top of the pile was torn free, their body shredded by the magic.

They would not be the only ones.

Half their number were gone when the visla finally managed to end the spell, the soldiers’ bodies torn to bits and scattered across the battlefield. But at the bottom of the pile, Bawb was intact. It had been an insane gamble, attempting to protect himself like that, but it had paid off, though at the cost of many lives of those who had been positioned above him.

He pushed the thought out of his mind in an instant.

Whatever it took to complete his contract, that was his priority. But even he was taken aback at what had just happened. To use a claithe, and in such a reckless manner no less, the visla must have been in even worse shape than he realized, and when he climbed free of the carnage, he turned and saw his assumption confirmed.

Visla Rommus was slumped over. Intact, but clearly hurt. The claithe was off his wrist now, quickly bundled up in its protective case, but the damage had been done. This was his chance.

Bawb hurried to the cluster of fallen casters, helping them to their feet. He couldn’t attack the visla head-on. There were still too many around him to allow a clear shot. But the man was weakened, and greatly at that, he could sense it. Rommus had drained not only the claithe but also his own natural powers, and to a dangerous level.

Yes, the crazy attack had surprised Lingoo’s forces and achieved the desired effect more or less, and the enemy was definitely reeling, on their heels and retreating. But Rommus was also hurt. Too hurt to pursue. To do so would be suicide.

Bawb and Orman hurried to the aid of those in the visla’s core team, helping them where they could, pulling them to the back of the tenuous defensive line the few still standing were managing to deploy. Seeing their troops helping their comrades, the casters let the two pass. In any other situation, Bawb might have made a try for the visla, but he read the situation with a glance and knew this was still not the moment. He would have to wait, frustrating as it might be.

“Where’s the healer?” he demanded of the nearest caster, scanning the area for the healer the visla always kept on hand in battle.

“There,” the man replied, pointing to a bloody pile of flesh and bones. The healer would be helping no one today.

Bawb saw the opportunity and moved fast, cutting himself in several places with a small blade hidden in his palm. None saw him harming himself, and to anyone looking he was just another hurt soldier. One who was helping the visla’s most trusted servants despite his own injuries.

Visla Rommus sized up the situation and reluctantly ordered a retreat. He would withdraw to his fortress on this world to regroup. He gave the order and hurried to the ship swooping in to gather him, another following close behind to collect his personal guard and core casters.

“You two!” a deep voice shouted out. It was Kroth, the visla’s right-hand and second-in-command.

“Sir?” Orman replied.

“Good hustle. Help load the wounded casters on the ship. We’re retreating to regroup.”

Orman nodded once, leaping into action. “On it. Come on, Tobix, we’ve got a lot to do.”

Bawb let his battle buddy take the lead, and with it the bulk of any scrutiny. “You’ve got it. Lead the way.”

The two set to work, helping, carrying, and even dragging the wounded to the ship. And then, when the last was aboard, Kroth stepped in front of them as they moved toward the exit.

“No. You two stay aboard. We’ll need help with offloading them when we get back.”

Orman swallowed hard at the honor. “Thank you, sir.”

“You earned it. Good work, you two.”

Bawb simply nodded but remained silent as Kroth stormed off to further assess the damage from this clusterfuck of a battle gone wrong.

The ship lurched into the air, the damper spells ignored in favor of speed, quickly darting across the landscape until it arrived in the security of the visla’s fortress, the powerful defensive spells parting and allowing it to land within the walls themselves. Bawb and his friend set to work carrying the injured off the ship to the waiting staff standing by to help. Amazingly, the visla was there as well, surveying the wounded with an actual look of concern, resting a hand on them as they passed, quietly thanking them for their efforts.

It was unusual for a visla. Gratitude was not typically a visla’s strong suit, nor something they were keen to give.

“You all fought bravely, and your efforts are not unnoted. You have excelled where few dare to tread, and your exploits will be long remembered. When we are victorious, my friends, we will feast in your honor.”

With that the visla strode off into the fortress. The effect of his words was clear, the spirits of the wounded and exhausted rising with renewed vigor.

“Smart man,” Bawb mused, knowing full well this visla’s true motivation. He was not a fool, and he was both injured and drained of most of his power. He may have been putting on a brave face, but he knew full well he needed his underlings, and a few simple words of encouragement could go a very long way.

He’s not a complete fool, I suppose, the konus agreed.

“Using a claithe like that, I am still withholding judgment. Tactically, that was incredibly reckless.”

And he’s dealing with the consequences now.

“Indeed. But I agree that on a basic leadership level, he does seem to understand what motivates his people. And that is a rarity among his kind.”

Agreed. Gotta give him credit for recognizing their needs and keeping the troops happy.

“Yes, he is, in that regard, a wise leader. One who must die nevertheless, but that does not change the fact.”

So, you’ve got a plan?

Bawb looked at the wounded all around and ran through his options. None were perfect, but some opportunities were beginning to present themselves.

“I think so,” he silently replied. “But for the moment, it is time to fit in. Only when I am accepted and their guard is down can I strike. Until then, I bide my time.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Bawb and Orman helped Kroth and the fortress staff get the most gravely injured of the casters to the healer’s large receiving area, but with the healer’s unexpected demise upon the battlefield, and as the visla hadn’t thought ahead to acquire multiples to backstop the position, their numbers soon overflowed into the adjacent recovery rooms and hallways. It was a mess, and one that no amount of triage could properly handle. Not until a new healer had been acquired.

It was normally a trivial thing for one of Visla Rommus’s standing, and he had many skilled healers working for him across his many estates. But his overconfidence in this particular instance had proven their undoing with no additional help being brought to the battle. As a result, it seemed likely many would perish before one of the other healers could be reached and relocated from wherever they might be serving.

Or at least so Bawb assumed to be the case as he helped Orman tend to the others, earning admiration for his dedication to his superiors even in the face of his own injuries, though none knew his own wounds appeared far worse than they actually were. Just one more skill of a Ghalian put to interesting work on himself.

He looked over the wounded and couldn’t help but marvel at all the death and suffering this conflict between the two vislas had caused. If they had just battled it out between themselves as was done in the old days, none of these people would be here, and the dead left behind on the battlefield would still be drawing breath.

“My loyal friend,” Bawb heard the visla’s familiar voice say quietly behind him. He turned to look.

The visla, dressed in clean clothes, his superficial injuries mended, was quietly walking among his people, stopping at those he seemed to feel were key players in his organization. Bawb felt a twinge of panic in his gut, unsure of its origin at first. That is, until he saw the visla move on to the next underling who he thought worthy of his attention, the person he’d just been with suddenly looking right as rain, their injuries healed.

Shit. The konus realized what was happening just as he did.

The visla possessed a vial of Balamar waters. And he was applying a drop of the powerful healing liquid to those he found most valuable. Most loyal. A reward in lieu of an actual healer, and one that would only serve to increase their loyalty to him. To use such a valuable resource on the likes of even his top casters was unheard of. The Balamar waters were priceless, and so little remained in the entire galaxy that it made the gesture all the more meaningful. It also spelled out how bad his situation really was to resort to such a thing, though he was playing it off like a grand and noble gesture to his loyal team.

It was no wonder he felt confident enough to try to usurp power and grab it for himself. With an ace-in-the-hole like this, he could get away with far more than any normal man could. It was like a cheat code to reset his clock, and that was what he was doing not only for himself but also for several others.

Bawb quickly righted himself, forcing the fear welling up down in a flash. Yes, the waters could heal in an instant, as was clear by those now spryly on their feet where they’d been flat on their backs moments before, but they could also spell instant death for a Ghalian. Death by immediate and total immolation, burned to ashes by a brutal magical firestorm.

He watched the visla and carefully reached out with his senses. The man appeared healed, and he was, physically. But the Balamar waters affected each race differently, and while the visla’s wounds were mended, his magic was another thing entirely. He’d pulled too much, too fast, and no matter how his body had recovered, his magic would take time, and no amount of the waters could change that.

The others had started taking note of the visla’s actions as well, a buzz of excitement rising as they began to realize they were witnessing something incredible. The visla was actually putting a drop of Balamar water on the hands of a chosen few, healing them back to health in a flash. It was amazing. Exciting. And for Bawb, a sudden source of very real concern for his survival.

He risked casting a minor healing spell on himself, minimizing his wounds so as not to draw any unwanted attention. The last thing he wanted was to be seen as in need of immediate healing. Despite that precaution, he also went so far as to prepare his most powerful bubble spell, getting it ready to cast, the very unusual intent he had come up with locked in firmly. What he had in mind had never been heard of to his knowledge, but that was what made him the Geist. Always thinking outside the box in a way that made everyone else’s wild ideas actually seem tame by comparison.

As it turned out, he would have the opportunity to test fate sooner than later, it seemed.

“You there, you are hurt,” the visla said, walking over to him with a kind smile on his face.

“It’s nothing serious, Visla. I’ll be fine.”

“I would hope so. I saw you on the battlefield today. You fought well. Bravely. And your actions have helped save many of my most valued casters.”

“I was just doing my job, Visla,” Bawb replied with a little bow. He knew what was coming next and cast his spell hard, hoping the diminished visla wouldn’t feel it. He would find out immediately if he did, likely at the end of a dozen swords.

But nothing happened. At least, not like that.

“Hold out your hand,” the visla instructed. “You shall be rewarded for your efforts and restored to full health.”

“You are too generous, Visla,” Bawb said as he complied, holding his hand out, steady and without tremor.

This was it. The moment of truth. Live or die, it all came down to this moment. The next few seconds.

Visla Rommus tilted the vial, releasing a single drop of Balamar water. That alone was worth more than some entire cities would see in a lifetime, and it was falling toward the Ghalian’s outstretched palm.

The drop landed, the recipient closing his hand immediately, shuddering as his body seemed to heal. He stood up straight and rolled his shoulders, a newfound energy in his gaze. Bawb gave the man a deep bow.

“Thank you, Visla.”

“Valiant service shall be rewarded,” the man replied in a loud, clear voice, then moved on to the next recipient on his list.

It was obvious to Bawb what the visla was doing. Bolstering his ranks and boosting morale, but not just his closest casters. If things got really ugly, he needed the lower minions to also feel like they had a chance at greatness, and Bawb was going to be the poster boy for precisely that.

If he survived, that is.

Bawb set back to work, carefully helping the nearest of the fortress staff called in to assist, patting her on the shoulder then helping her lift an injured man with a firm grip, wiping the water off his palm and into her clothing to the fullest of his ability. She was a non-combatant, and if by some luck the water should absorb through the cloth and into her skin, well, he reasoned she was likely worthy of a bit of good fortune for a change.

Bawb then excused himself and hurried to the nearest bathroom facility. Luck was with him as he found it empty. Perfect. He rushed to the wash basin and activated the water flow, rinsing his hand for as long as he could hold the bubble spell. The absolutely unheard-of spell he had used to encapsulate his entire hand rather than his head, sealing it from the outside world. That, and the Balamar water, it seemed. He could encapsulate his appendage, but that meant fine motor use was out of the question. He’d gotten lucky no such thing had been asked of him before he could make his exit for the restroom.

He also had no idea if the spell could even withstand the magical water’s touch when he cast it, but as he hadn’t been immolated on the spot, it seemed to have worked. But now was the moment of truth. He was going to finally have to release his fading hold on the protective spell.

Bawb kept his hand under the flowing stream of water and held his breath as the last traces of magic failed. If he’d missed any of the Balamar water he was a dead man, not that he’d be around long enough to contemplate his error.

The spell finally popped out of existence, the wash basin’s stream hitting his bare flesh.

Nothing.

Bawb breathed a sigh of relief.

I’d level you up if I could, the konus said as he forced his heart to slow and adrenaline to lessen. Now that was some impressive casting.

“Necessity inspires one to act,” he muttered, drying his hands as he finished composing himself.

It was that talent, that stoic and unflappable nature, that had kept him from being detected and killed on many occasions, and never more so than today. “And now, there is still a job to do,” he said, walking for the restroom exit to get back in the mix. “I fear if I do not complete the task soon, another opportunity may not present itself.”

You and me both, buddy, the konus agreed. You and me both.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




“Torbinx, isn’t it?” Kroth asked, the visla’s loyal right-hand walking right up to the disguised assassin. His attitude wasn’t threatening, however. In fact, despite the lingering sense of tension pretty much always clinging to the overworked man, he actually seemed a bit at ease now that they were back in the relative safety of his master’s fortress.

“Tobix, actually,” Bawb replied.

“Right. So many faces and names to remember. Apologies, Tobix.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to know mine. I’m just another one of those faces in the crowd.”

Kroth laughed, slapping him merrily on the shoulder. “Not like the others, though, I’d say.”

“Oh?”

“Definitely not. The visla was impressed with your quick thinking and how well you handled yourself out there. Very impressed, which, let me tell you, is not easy to do.”

“I-I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything. Just come with me. He’s waiting for you in his receiving chambers. I think he’s going to promote you.”

“Promote me? For what?”

“I’ll let the visla tell you all about that. Well? Do you want that promotion or not?”

“Of course.”

“Then let’s go. I’ve still got a hell of a lot of cleanup to do after today’s mess.”

“I do not envy you,” Bawb said with a little grin.

“Keep up the good work and you might wind up with my job one day,” Kroth replied, leading the way down a winding set of corridors.

Bawb hadn’t been in this fortress yet. Their forces had been redeployed from another location to this one and sent straight to the battlefield from their ships. But the layout, so far as he could tell, was pretty standard for this sort of stronghold. Of course, there would be variations, but the general flow was roughly what he expected.

“He’s waiting for you in there,” Kroth said, stopping at an ornate door and knocking three times.

“Ah, Tobix. I have been expecting you,” Rommus said as he opened the door. “Please, join me. And Kroth, do wait a moment outside. I have a task for you when I am done with our new friend.”

The visla disappeared back into the room, leaving the door ajar.

“Well? What’re you waiting for? Best not to keep him waiting.”

Bawb gave the man a little bow. “Thank you, Kroth.”

“Don’t mention it. Now, get going.”

Bawb didn’t wait to be told twice. He opened the door and stepped inside, closing it gently behind himself. Turning to properly look at his surroundings, he realized immediately that this was a far less decorated chamber than he’d expected. In fact, it was downright Spartan. More than that, he could feel the weight of the powerful wards almost pressing down on him.

This wasn’t a comfortable receiving chamber. This was a strongroom, and one reinforced against outside attack as well as soundproofed. A secure spot for the visla’s use. But it didn’t feel like a safe place. Not one bit.

The smug look on the visla’s face confirmed his concern. This was most certainly a trap.

“Nice job,” Rommus said, casually pacing well out of reach at the other side of the room. “You almost fooled me, and not many can do that. Clearly, you’ve had training, and not the run-of-the-mill sort.”

Bawb could have argued, plead his case, but he could see in the man’s eyes that would just be wasting time. Time he could use to complete his mission. He relaxed his shoulders, his demeanor shifting from uncertain underling to his usual casual confidence.

“So, how did you know?” Bawb asked, taking in every inch of the chamber and gauging it for threats, simultaneously probing the many spells lingering in the walls. To his relief, they were quite alone, and the spells were to defend from the outside. It seemed the visla was indeed overconfident in his strength, and on most days, it would be warranted.

But this was not most days.

A little grin creased the visla’s lips as he watched his prey’s eyes dart, surveying his surroundings. By now he had gathered just how much trouble he was in. How hopeless his situation was.

“It was actually your actions on the battlefield today,” he finally replied, watching the man before him, waiting to see his reactions. Impressively, he remained seemingly unflappable.

“On the battlefield?”

“Yes. You displayed a quickness of thinking far beyond a mere grunt’s skills. But anything is possible in the heat of battle, and I have seen some perform well above their means in times of duress.”

“But something felt off to you?”

“Oh, quite. You see, while your actions were unexpected, they could be explained away, as I have said. But you did something none in my ranks would ever be so brash as to do. You rushed to the aid of my casters. My closest companions on the battlefield. Though I must admit, you did tend to them expertly.”

“Thank you, I did my best. And that made you suspicious?”

“Skill should be admired, even in one’s enemy.”

“Well said.”

“But none who had served any amount of time under me would be so foolish. The only reason you were not struck down immediately was the extent of damage being dealt with.”

“By your hand, I would add. Using a claithe was quite foolish,” Bawb noted, seeing if he could perhaps push the man’s buttons a little and make him slip.

The visla chuckled. “Ill-advised, I suppose. But the situation warranted its use.”

“Or you realized you were outmatched and panicked,” Bawb shot back. The visla was good, only the slightest flush rising to his cheeks, quickly extinguished.

“That is your take.”

Bawb had to admire the man’s unflappable demeanor. “We will just have to agree to disagree.”

“That we will.” The visla continued pacing, sizing up the man now standing before him. Most would have been cowering by now, but this one? This one had something extra about him. “Spy, or assassin?” he asked.

“Do you really need to ask?”

“I suppose not. I must say, your skills are admirable. I do not suppose you can be hired away from your employer?”

“I am afraid not.”

“I would hope you might reconsider. I’ve seen you on the battlefield, and you would make a valuable member of my most highly regarded warriors. Skills like yours are well rewarded.”

“I do appreciate the offer, but I must respectfully decline.”

The visla sighed. “It was worth asking. But now you leave me no option but to kill you.”

“If you can,” Bawb said as he flashed an amused and confident grin. One that almost unsettled the visla.

Almost.

“I am Visla Rommus, and though you may be skilled, Assassin, you are no match for me.”

“Normally? I would be inclined to agree. But today is different. You are still weak, and despite your Balamar waters healing your body, your magic has not yet returned.”

The visla gave a slight nod. “Well played. But an assassin, even one as talented as yourself, is still no match for me. Not even in a diminished state.”

“Your overconfidence will be your demise.”

“Oh, such bravado. Such certainty. You know, you speak like a Ghalian, but you can drop the act. I know you are not of that sort.”

“Oh?”

“Do not try to bluff,” the visla said, slowly moving closer, sizing up his prey for the kill. “I placed a drop of the Balamar waters on your hand myself, and you did not burst into flames.”

“So, you know that aspect of the waters’ power.”

“I do. I know much about the Balamar waters.”

“They would be quite useful right about now,” Bawb bluffed. “I do not suppose you keep them handy.”

“They are safely locked away.”

“Then I will just have to find them after you’ve been dealt with.”

Bawb cast his own muting spell on top of the one already in place, silencing the chamber even if the visla dropped his own.

“Oh? A muting spell? My, you are a confident one, Assassin.”

“As are you, Visla. Overconfident, as I have said.” With that, Bawb dropped his disguise, his fangs sliding into place for added effect.

The visla’s self-control slipped away in an instant, his face paling in shock as he abruptly realized who was really the cat and who was the mouse in this situation. “But how? I saw the waters on your hand. I placed them there myself. This is impossible. I must know!”

Bawb’s eyes crinkled slightly with amusement. “Get used to disappointment.”

The visla cast hard and fast, not waiting for even a second to try to call for help. He was facing a Wampeh Ghalian alone due to his own foolish miscalculation, and there was only one way out of this mess, and that was through his opponent. Bawb, however, was more than ready. And unlike the visla, he did not rely on magic to defeat his opponents.

Bawb deflected the visla’s spells with ease, the man’s drained power still running so low he was barely as strong as the weakest of emmiks. Bawb, on the other hand, had a fully charged konus, as well as many, many years of practical experience in situations like this. He bobbed and dodged, blocking spells and casting his own, moving close at an almost impossible speed, at least to the visla’s horrified eyes.

And then, just as quickly as it had started, it was over. Bawb’s fangs had buried themselves deep in the man’s neck, the last of his magic drained in a flash, filling his killer with newfound power. Rather than disguise the kill, he just dropped the body on the floor. He did, however, seal the wound on the man’s neck. None would know for certain it had been a Ghalian who had done this. They might suspect, but given the delicate nature of the intertwined assassinations in the shifting balance of power, all had to be carried out with the greatest of discretion.

Even for you, that was pretty badass, the konus mused. I mean, “Get used to disappointment?” You really should use more catchphrases like that.

“I am an assassin, not an entertainer,” Bawb replied as he cast a new spell, putting on the visla’s appearance. It wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny, but he only needed it for a minute.

He opened the door and leaned out. “Kroth, it is done. Come take this mess away.”

The man pushed off the wall he’d been leaning against and stepped in to do his master’s bidding. It was the last thing he would remember until he woke the next day, and by then the man he knew as Tobix would be long gone.

Bawb spent close to an hour disguised as Kroth, gaining access to all areas of the fortress with ease while not drawing curiosity or added attention as being disguised as the visla might. He searched high and low until, at long last, he came across the faintest hint of magic on an otherwise plain-looking wall.

“Cleverly done,” he admired as he began working to undo the warding spells.

Twenty minutes later he stood before an open wall vault of significant size, filled with riches as well as a familiar little vial. Bawb cast multiple protective spells around the Balamar waters then sealed them in a small box, which he then sealed with wax from a nearby candle along the edges. Where the waters were concerned, he was not taking any chances. He then began scooping out as much coin as he could fit into his bag of holding, as well as the man’s claithe. No one should have that sort of power, and it would be well-hidden in the Ghalian vaults.

The magical container had quite a large capacity, and he managed to squeeze in many pouches of coin along with other valuable items. He was no common thief, and normally he wouldn’t stoop to theft. But this was no common visla, and whoever took his place would do just fine without these riches. And the Ghalian coffers could always use a healthy and sizable boost such as this.

Bawb compressed the bag to its normal size and set out through the hallways, walking with quiet confidence. He was nearly at the front door when he bumped into Orman as he struggled to apply a dressing to a bleeding man’s leg.

“Allow me,” Bawb said, crouching down to apply pressure to the artery with his thumb, slowing the pulsing flow enough for Orman to get a proper tourniquet in place and wrap the wound until a healer could see the injured man. He looked quizzically at the disguised killer.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

Orman jumped to his feet and drew his sword, pointing it square at the man who looked like Kroth’s chest.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Soldier?” Bawb growled.

“This isn’t right. What did you do with Kroth?”

Bawb sighed to himself. He liked Orman. He was one of the good ones, and it would be a shame to have to harm him.

“I am Kroth,” he replied, hoping a little bluster would make the man fold.

But Orman was braver than most would have thought, though it didn’t surprise Bawb. He was living in harm’s way every day to take care of his family, despite it being against his nature. That required the sort of bravery your average bloodthirsty goon lacked.

“You aren’t. Kroth would never stoop so low as to bloody his hands helping a wounded underling.”

“Are you saying I wouldn’t help my own men?” Bawb hissed, fully in character.

“No. You might, whoever you really are. But Kroth would not.”

Bawb sighed, then moved faster than Orman could even react to, slapping his sword from his hands and pinning him against the wall. Bawb held him there a moment, helpless, then loosened his grip.

“You are a good man, friend. You should find another line of work. Perhaps one that keeps you closer to your family.”

Orman’s look of confusion lasted only a second before Bawb rendered him unconscious with a simple, harmless spell. He gently lowered the man to the ground but rather than continue for the exit, he paused. Paused and reached into his bag of holding, removing several small pouches of coin and tucking them securely inside the man’s clothing where only he would find them. He then stood up and circled back, dropping several others in rapid succession.

Orman falling alone would be suspicious. But multiple victims would shift questioning eyes away from him. And if he was smart, he would make a quiet exit and return to his old life with a small fortune to support him and his loved ones.

Bawb walked out the front door just as the alarm was being raised. He spun on the additional guards not actively protecting the doorway.

“Something’s going on. What the hell are you standing there for? Get inside and help!”

No one would argue with Kroth when he was calm, and right now he looked quite agitated. The guards rushed inside without a word, the door sentries now rigid at attention.

“Do not let anyone through these doors until I return. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

Bawb spun on his heel and stormed off without another word. He maintained his disguise for several streets until he found a blind alley. The man who emerged from it was not the one who had ducked into it moments earlier. A totally different sort of man quickly strode to the landing field and paid for a first-class seat on the next ship out.

He flew a little distance in the wrong direction, but it was the first ship departing, and he had no desire to stick around when the visla’s death was discovered. Bawb swapped disguises and ships a few more times until he finally made his way back to where this had all started. Where his ship was safely parked, waiting for his return.

Bawb unsealed the protective spells locking its hatch and climbed aboard, shedding his disguise the second the door was sealed. He then took his booty and tucked it safely in a storage bin for the duration of the flight. He had been carrying the deadly Balamar waters on his person, just millimeters from his flesh for far too long. Having it locked up tight somewhere else was a great relief. Soon it would be added to the secret Ghalian vaults, safely hidden away where it could not be used against them.

He sensed his konus buzzing with something but not speaking. It was a bit unsettling.

“What is it, Konus?”

What is what?

“You seem uneasy.”

I—well, it’s just that you showed mercy.

“It is not the first time.”

Not like that. You let the man live, but you also gave him coin. Coin that was destined for the Ghalian.

“And we have plenty enough as it is. A few pouches mean nothing to us, but they are life-changing for Orman.”

Very unusual.

“Perhaps. But not outright forbidden.”

I didn’t say it was. You’re not leveling up, nor are you leveling down. I was just observing.

“Observe as much as you like. I feel today was a success.”

Oh, it was, don’t get me wrong. You just never cease to surprise me, Bawb. Not even after all these years.

“I am glad to amuse you, Konus. In fact, I⁠—”

Hey, did you notice your long-range skree has a message?

Bawb actually had, but he was waiting until they made space before addressing it.

“Let’s see what we have here,” he said, checking the message. A moment later he input a new course.

Change of plans?

“It seems we have been requested at a new destination. Master Corann would like my presence, and not at her usual rendezvous point, but rather a Ghalian safe facility I have not yet visited.”

Corann? That’s odd. Why?

He shifted in his seat and engaged the first of many jumps. “We will find out shortly.”
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Bawb made quick time to his destination. Unlike following a normal mission where he could take his time, when the head of the Five unexpectedly requested your immediate presence, one did not dilly-dally. However, when he reached the Ghalian safehouse, it took him a little bit to navigate the protective wards, puzzle doors, and false entrances that kept the place secure and virtually impenetrable to all but those possessing a very particular set of skills and knowledge. But when he finally stepped inside the inner sanctum, another surprise was waiting for him.

“Master Balustos? I received a message from Master Corann to this location. I was not expecting to see you here. In fact, I have never been to this particular world before. I was unaware we had a foothold here.”

Balustos walked to him and grasped his shoulder in greeting. “This is not just a foothold, Bawb. This is the location of one of the secure Ghalian vaults scattered across the galaxy. One of our storehouses of all manner of things, from weapons to coin and more.”

“Typically, I would hand off the items retrieved in the course of my contract without it ever being revealed where they were to be taken.”

“Yes, it is a shift from your normal protocol, I realize,” he said, pulling a slender cord dangling from the nearby wall.

No sound was made, but Bawb was certain someone, somewhere had just been told he had arrived. Very strange indeed. Balustos caught the brief glint of curiosity in his eye.

“Do not fret, Bawb. All will be made clear soon. But first, come, sit with me and tell me of your recent endeavor.”

Bawb did as he was asked and took a seat across from Balustos, handing over the contents of his bag of holding, the deadliest of the items removed with the greatest of care. Balustos was more impressed by the water than the rest of the wealth combined.

“Quite an acquisition,” he said, adding his own protective spells on top of those already in place.

“Quite,” Bawb agreed as he also pulled out the stolen claithe and handed it over. Balustos almost showed surprise. Almost. He was a Master Ghalian, after all.

“A claithe as well?”

“It was, shall we say, an eventful experience,” Bawb replied with a little grin, then began his debrief, clearly recounting the events of his infiltration, the mayhem of the battlefield, Rommus’s ill-advised use of a claithe, and, of course, the successful completion of his contract, as well as the unusual method he had survived and eventually acquired the Balamar waters. What he neglected to include was the mercy he had shown and coin he had given so freely, reasoning that as it didn’t affect the outcome of the mission, it was thus not an important detail.

The door to the chamber opened just as he finished his story, a familiar face sealing it behind her as soon as she entered.

“Ah, Bawb. I am glad you made it here safely.”

“Master Corann, it is a pleasure to see you, though I am a bit confused. Two of the Five in the same location?”

“Yes, it is most unusual,” she agreed. “However, this particular vault requires more than just one of the Five to access it. A failsafe system employed for the safekeeping of items of the utmost power. Such as the Balamar waters you acquired.”

She was listening in, the konus noted.

Bawb didn’t bother answering the device, instead keeping his attention focused on Corann. “You are going to store the waters here, then?” he asked.

“We are. It is a little-known fact, Bawb, but the Wampeh Ghalian control nearly all of the remaining Balamar waters known to exist, all of it held tightly under lock and key where it cannot be used against us. You know what a single drop can do to a Ghalian.”

“I do.”

“Then you understand the importance of our acquiring any we discover. Of course, we all swear an oath to die before revealing that we have even so much as seen it in person, let alone gathered such a sizable amount for safekeeping. It is worth a fortune many times over. Priceless, really.”

“But you are telling me this why?”

“Because we know you too will abide by this oath. That you will never, ever admit to so much as seeing the waters in person. That you will die first if that is what is required to keep the order safe.”

“Naturally,” was his immediate reply.

There was no hesitation. No doubt. Whatever it took to protect his Ghalian brothers and sisters, he would do so, even if that meant taking this particular secret to his grave, and the two Masters knew it.

Corann nodded to Balustos, and the two gathered up the new additions to their vaults and headed to a hidden door, each casting a series of spells and reciting arcane incantations to deactivate the protective wards. When they finished, a slab of wall Bawb thought was thick enough to survive even the most powerful of impacts pulled free and pivoted aside, revealing a long staircase.

Corann turned back to the quietly attentive Ghalian she had watched grow from a mere boy and gave the faintest of smiles.

“Well done, Bawb. We thank you for your exemplary service. Now, this task is complete. A suite has been arranged for you at the Organian Spa and Lodging House. Go there and replenish yourself. Have a massage or a soak. Or both. And eat well. You have earned it.”

With that, she and Balustos entered the secret stairwell and vanished from sight, the heavy door sealing behind them, leaving a somewhat confused Geist in their wake.

Well, that was different, the konus said with a laugh. I was not expecting that.

“You and me both, my friend,” Bawb agreed, then headed out to see just what sort of lodgings had been arranged for him.

Normally, he would not have accepted a room arranged by a third party. It was simple Ghalian survival instinct at its most basic. But two of the Five had set this up for him. If ever there was a time to trust, this was it. And the accommodations, he soon learned, were luxurious indeed.

It was not that the Ghalian lived Spartan lives; in fact, they often stayed in quite comfortable places and did not skimp on the pleasures in life. But they were also tough and rugged and more than capable of sleeping in the cold mud of some desolate marsh for days, or even weeks if that was what a job required.

But this? This was a welcome change after weeks of hard combat within Visla Rommus’s ranks.

Bawb took full advantage of the amenities on hand, from the steamy salt room to the six-armed Franooki masseuse on staff, her iron-strong grip kneading out the kinks and aches in his muscles in a way few had ever been able. And the mineral soaking baths that followed were an absolute joy, the magic infused into their waters not only drawing out any lingering toxins and lactic acid from his body, but also boosting his lymphatic system while he bathed.

At the end of his relaxing session, Bawb had built up quite an appetite, and the food on hand was exceptional. He did not gorge himself, though. A trained killer never weighed his body down with unneeded bulk in his belly, though he’d made it appear he had when in disguise on many occasions. Instead, he simply partook of a delightful sampler of the chef’s specialties, taking his time to savor each of them over a long and relaxing meal.

When he woke the following morning, after a sound sleep, though with his own protective spells placed on the door and windows, he headed down to see if the breakfast offerings were on par with dinner. He was not disappointed.

But despite all of the pleasant trappings of his luxurious lodgings, Bawb couldn’t help but feel unsettled. Uneasy. Something was off. Both Balustos and Corann had visited with him, and that was decidedly not normal. And they’d let him see the secret entrance to the Ghalian vault. Again, most unusual.

Of course, to those dining around him, he seemed as carefree and jovial as the rest of them, his ease at sliding into disguise second nature and as simple as breathing. But that nagging something in his belly kept him on-edge. A feeling that spiked when two disguised visitors casually entered the dining area and joined him at his table.

The disguise spells were more than enough to mask their identities from the other patrons, but they had only done the bare minimum in that regard. They didn’t look like themselves, but they’d allowed Bawb to sense who they truly were. And when he did, his concern only grew.

The two women were Master Totzka and Master Fintos. And they were both also members of the Five.

“Hey, great to see you!” Fintos said, her voice bright and cheerful as she greeted him as if he were a longtime friend.

“Yeah, it’s good seeing you too,” he played along, a broad grin plastered on his very confused face.

“Binga came with. She wanted to see you.”

“Hiya!” Master Totzka chirped in a tone not at all like her usual deeper and more stoic timbre. “I’m so glad you’re still here.”

“Yeah, we have something for you,” Fintos chimed in, sliding a long, narrow box across the table. She leaned in close as he reached for it. “Read this on your ship when you are alone. It will then self-destruct,” she said in a whisper, her lips not moving whatsoever. “You’re going to love it, I know!” she exclaimed loudly for any who might be observing to hear. “But don’t open it now, okay? I don’t want to embarrass Binga.”

“Stop it!” the deadly assassin masquerading as a ditzy debutante chuckled, smacking her friend playfully on the arm.

The two women then launched into raucous chatter about all manner of things, but none of a serious nature. If any had been listening in, their eyes would have glazed over in the first two minutes.

Then, as quickly as they had arrived, the two lurched to their feet and gave Bawb a big hug. Totzka, aka Binga, even kissed him on the cheek.

“We’ll see you later, okay?”

“You know you will,” he said with a wry grin, playing his part to perfection.

The Masters erupted in giggles as they headed for the door, leaving Bawb on his own, a large meal in front of him but his appetite very much gone. But there were appearances to maintain, so he kept right on eating as if it was the best meal he’d had in years. And underneath it all, he knew he needed to eat, and possibly heartily. Four of the Five had visited him, and that meant something very odd was afoot. He could very well need all the energy he could muster.
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Bawb opened the box he’d been handed by the two unlikeliest of assassins as soon as he made his way to the command chair aboard his ship. While he was lackadaisical in his demeanor while in character out in the city, in private he moved with quick efficiency. The Five had given him a directive, and that was not something one dragged one’s feet on.

The scroll held snugly within the box was actually a bit ornate, to his surprise. Likely a decoy design just in case it fell into the wrong hands. Something to also explain away the little self-destruct spell that would turn it to dust as soon as it had been read, an event most would not be prepared for.

Bawb, however, was not only forewarned, he was also trained, and whatever message and instructions it contained, he would commit it all to memory as soon as he laid his eyes on the information.

As it turned out, it was a monumentally complex cipher, but one familiar to most who studied them. Bawb smiled to himself as the parchment disintegrated in his hands.

“How elegant.”

It was a challenging cipher, but there was one more subtle detail any non-Ghalian would miss. What appeared to be a simple ink smudge on the material. A tiny marking that told him this was not at all what it appeared. The cipher was entirely a decoy designed to force any who might happen to copy it down to spend days or longer puzzling over its meaning.

With the Ghalian trick, however, it made clear that this was a far simpler message to understand than that. In fact, Bawb discerned the true contents in seconds. All he had to do was pull a few key points from the first and last line of the message. In those were coordinates. A location for him to fly to.

He lifted off at once, plotting the course and jumping as soon as he was clear of the atmosphere.

Krullgus was the name of the place. A hellish volcanic world with few remotely habitable areas. Lava flowed freely on much of its surface, making it an inhospitable location for anything but emergency repair stops. As such, there were no permanent settlements there, only a ramshackle distress beacon floating in orbit.

If any were forced to land here, they could call for assistance with it, though the wait could be quite a long one. But while Krullgus may have been a horrible place, in a section of space with few locations with breathable atmosphere, it was, nevertheless, the occasional stop of last resort for those in desperate need.

That meant it was truly remote. It also meant it was free of prying eyes.

Bawb activated his shimmer cloak as soon as he arrived in the solar system just in case, using more magic than he’d have liked as he made his way to the volatile planet and began his descent to the treacherous surface below. It was the smallest of pockets of safe land he was to proceed to, landing on the rocky but relatively flat terrain and leaving his ship to proceed on foot.

He did just that, locking in his shimmer cloak on his ship and stepping out into the hot air. The blast of its sulfur intensity hit him like an enraged lover’s slap. The walk to the hidden tunnel entrance he recognized thanks to the few innocuous Ghalian cairns seemingly casually laid about was a short one, fortunately, and after only a moment’s work he disabled the primary locking spell and made his way inside the camouflaged door.

Inside the temperature was much cooler and the air relatively fresh, though a lingering tinge of rotten eggs still lingered. That wasn’t his real concern, however. The series of hidden spells and mechanisms he needed to bypass to gain true entry into whatever this place actually contained was.

Being the Geist, he made quick work of them, and in short order Bawb found himself presented with another door. This one unwarded, unguarded, and unlocked. He opened it and stepped through into the cool, fresh air inside.

“Master Bawb,” Corann greeted him from her large, cushioned chair. One chair of five, he noted. “We are glad you made it here untroubled.”

Three of the four remaining seats were occupied. Occupied by Masters Balustos, Totzka, and Fintos. He had never seen this many of the Five together in one place before. Perhaps two, or maybe three on an incredibly rare occasion, but never four of them. Something serious was afoot.

“Master Corann,” he replied. “Master Balustos. Master Totzka. Master Fintos. I am pleased to see you all again so soon.”

“But confused, I take it?” Balustos added.

“Admittedly, yes. This is highly unusual.”

“That it is,” the man agreed somberly, glancing to the head of the group. “Corann?”

She stood, fixing her eyes firmly on Bawb’s. “There has been a death. Master Ibonek has fallen.”

Bawb took the news as well as one could expect to, managing to keep his surprise in check, though his face did flush ever so slightly. Corann and the others let the momentary lapse slide. It was a shock, no doubt, but not unheard of. Ghalian perished in their work, though rarely, and even the Five were not immune to death’s undeniable grasp. And as Bawb had just interacted with Master Ibonek not long ago at all, his loss would be felt more acutely. It was only natural.

But this death hit Bawb harder than even they would have guessed, though not for the reason they might think.

It was a gut punch. Master Ibonek had died, and with him the identities of his personal network of operatives outside of the Ghalian. It was how they all operated, of course, each of their own personal teams known only to the one who hired them. A logical solution to the problem of potentially having one’s plans undermined upon one’s demise.

There was no perfect solution to keeping secrets, but this was as close as it came. Unfortunately, the agent who had been searching for information on Hozark’s true killer for Master Ibonek was now lost to him, along with all his other secrets. What had been a ray of hope had just been shattered before his eyes.

“How did it happen?” Bawb managed to say, putting his welling emotions aside, tamping them down hard and locking them away. There would be time to process those later. For now he needed to remain calm and in control. “Who was skilled enough to strike him down?”

This time it was Master Fintos who spoke, a hint of sadness in her eyes at the loss of her friend. Her comrade. “Master Ibonek was killed not in glorious battle, but by poison,” she said, a look of distaste curling her lips in spite of herself. “A cowardly act and an unfitting end for such a fine master of our arts.”

Bawb couldn’t believe his ears. Death in battle was an accepted risk in their line of work, expected, even. But to be poisoned?

“How?” he wondered aloud, confused. “We all cast to detect poison out of habit. And Master Ibonek was one of the Five. He would not have simply forgotten.”

Corann shook her head and raised her hand in an exaggerated shrug. “We simply do not yet know, Bawb. But rest assured, our people are seeking answers. And you will know as soon as we do.”

That sounded a bit unusual. “I will?”

“Yes,” she replied, a hint of a smile creeping onto her lips. “The Five share in all information, after all.”

Holy shi— the konus began.

“Did you say the Five?” Bawb blurted.

Her smile grew wider despite the sad aspect of the circumstances. “Yes, Master Bawb. You are ascending. Though you are quite young for the honor, you are already quite legendary in your accomplishments and were the clear choice. Welcome to the Five.”

Oh, hell yeah! the konus all but shouted inside his head as the second-to-last item on his skills display snapped brightly into sharp focus. Level up: The Five!

Bawb’s already churning emotions ramped up their intensity to the point of his nearly being unable to contain them. This was what he had worked for, for so long. What he had set out to do all those years ago. His father had been one of the Five, and now, so was he. He just wished Hozark could have been there to see it.

And there was the rub. He had always known that you only became one of the Five when another perished, and that was a sad but accepted part of the way of things. But the person who had been lost was more than just another Ghalian. Master Ibonek was his best hope at getting closer to finding his father’s killer. And now he was gone.

Bawb composed himself as best he could as Corann continued with more details of what was to come next. Today there would be a small ceremony for the fallen Master here at the most secure of all Ghalian meeting spaces. It was a location known only to the Five, and only to be utilized under the most dire of circumstances. Losing Ibonek was clearly such an occasion.

After the ceremony, Bawb would then take his place among the Five and be given access to the last bits of arcane knowledge they possessed. He would learn the spells only the Five knew. The fighting styles never shared with anyone outside their group. He would have it all revealed to him as he embarked in what every new member had to do. A journey of the newly initiated.

As the newest member, he would travel for months, spending time with each of them individually as they imparted all of their secrets to him, and, on occasion, with two of them as they keyed in his identity to the protection spells at certain vital locations.

Of those, one of the most precious were the locations of all the Ghalian vaults, safehouses, and secret facilities. Many of them were, as he’d been previously told, so vital and well-protected that they could not be accessed by one of the Five alone. For those, two would be required to simultaneously deactivate the monumental and deadly wards and traps protecting them. Failure to do so correctly would not just lock someone out. It would destroy all of the contents within, as well as a good portion of the area surrounding the location with them.

The trick to their safeguard was that the disarming spells were keyed to each individual member, and only two of them working in tandem could add a new member to the sequence.

It was why members of the Five were so rarely in the same place at once. If one, two, or even three perished, the remaining two could still carry on, replacing them and instructing the newcomers of their secrets. But if four of them were to be lost, the lone survivor would be unable to access their most prized and protected of secrets. Blocked from adding a new member to the complex protection system.

But it was better that than allowing the Ghalian’s many enemies from ever gaining access.

But first things first. Bawb had to be sworn in, and he had no idea what that might entail.

As it turned out, it was almost anticlimactic.

“We are the Five, but we are one,” Corann said as she and the others simply gathered around him, resting their hands on him in a huddle.

He didn’t feel any flow of magic. No spells or arcane chants. Just a group of Ghalian standing close, quietly breathing in the same air, their heartrates and respirations slowly falling into sync without their having to think about it. A few minutes later they stepped back, and that was that.

Bawb was one of the Five.


CHAPTER FORTY




Bawb glanced at his konus display as he settled into his seat aboard Master Totzka’s shimmer ship. He’d been doing that a lot in the hours since he had been made one of the Five. In fact, pretty much his entire flight to the quiet system where he stashed his own shimmer ship before joining Totzka aboard hers was spent in a quiet sort of awe. The konus, normally a sarcastic little shit, at least much of the time, was actually cheerleading him now.

It was, all told, quite overwhelming.

Seriously. You’re one of the Five! the device said, making the display item that was invisible to everyone else sparkle even brighter in Bawb’s mind’s eye.

“I have asked you already, please do not do that. It is distracting, and I must pay attention,” he replied to his internal companion.

Yeah, but this is cause for celebration!

“Or perhaps it is cause for paying close attention to the intricacies of my new position’s obligations.”

You’re no fun.

“I merely wish to fulfill my duties to the utmost of my ability.”

We already know you’ll do that. And in case you were wondering, since you’ve actually made it to the Five, I can finally tell you for certain that there are no more hidden levels to unlock.

“Just that final one,” Bawb mused, calling up the lone blurred-out item.

Yeah, there’s that. But it really is the last one.

“And yet, you will not tell me what it is, despite my joining the Five.”

Hey, where’s the fun in that? And besides, that one’s for you to find out on your own.

“Or you could just tell me. It seems that⁠—”

The konus cut him off. Hey, don’t you need to be paying attention?

Clearly, he was not going to be getting so much as a hint. But with a great amount of time to now be spent shadowing each of the other members of the Five, he already had plenty on his mind to deal with. Figuring out the final item could wait.

Master Totzka was to be the first to show him the proverbial ropes. She would fly him to a great many of the secret Ghalian vaults, safehouses, and storage depots, instructing him in the complex and arcane manner in which they were accessed. While traveling together was something the Five never did, this was the one exception to that rule, and a great deal of learning took place as they voyaged from one location to the next.

Another of the Five would be waiting for them at each location, arriving separately and under heavy disguise. Having three of the Five together in a relatively public, albeit hidden location, was something to be avoided whenever possible, though there were certain occasions it was warranted.

Such as now, when the two existing members would cast their own personal identifier spells and add their newest member to the most secret of access systems. Bawb was allowed to choose his own modifier so it would be something he would never forget, not that a man with a memory like his would. Once the vault had accepted him as one of the Five, whichever of the remaining three who had come to join them for the visit departed immediately, leaving Master Totzka to take him through the inventories and point out the most arcane and most deadly of their possessions.

When they came to the location of the largest stash of Balamar waters, however, Bawb was already familiar with a few of the heavily warded vessels containing them. After all, he was the one who had acquired them for the order in the first place. This was among their most secure vaults, and a great many other ridiculously dangerous weapons far too deadly to ever see the light of day were stored there, including not one but two claithes. Neither was the one he had given Master Balustos. That was, apparently, in a vault he was yet to visit.

Bawb had seen firsthand just how much damage a mishandled weapon of that immense power could cause. In fact, after Visla Rommus’s foolish and nearly self-destructive attempt to wield one, Bawb couldn’t help but wonder what fool had ever conceived the infernal weapons.

Of course, the answer was almost certainly someone with more thirst for power than sense. It seemed to be a trend, especially among those clawing to reach the most rarified air of the upper echelons of the ruling class. In any case, there was one less claithe in the hands of those who could cause harm with it.

It was a whirlwind tour of the Ghalian facilities, and Master Totzka was a detail-oriented guide, making certain he had taken in all the relevant information at each stop until, at long last and after months of travel, that aspect of his indoctrination was complete. They would no longer have a third joining him as he spent time with each of the Five. This was a new part of the process. The part where he would learn each of their secret fighting styles.

Yes, all Ghalian had to develop their own technique to become a full-fledged member of the order, but the Five possessed certain special, arcane spells and fighting styles known only to them and them alone. It was part of what made the Five the hardest to kill of the order, though, clearly, they were not invincible by any means.

Bawb was already a very skilled master of an incredibly wide array of fighting styles and spellcasting methods. As such, he picked up on the new knowledge with the ease of someone who had been specially molded for precisely this sort of learning. In short order he was up to speed, and, if the other masters were honest with themselves, their newest member was likely a better fighter than all four of them.

But then, that was why they had selected him. The Geist. The best of their kind and the logical choice to ascend.

Bawb then paired up with each of the others for what would appear to anyone out of the know to be a simple visit to the few secure Ghalian training houses located across the galaxy. He traveled with all four of them, but for this task he spent most of his time in Master Corann’s company. As she was the head of the Five, her visits were simply a part of daily life. No one knew when or where she might show up, but they were certain she had her finger on the pulse of every Ghalian facility, no matter how big or small.

Traveling at her side, Bawb was greeted warmly by many familiar faces, including several of his former classmates. Elzina, of course, as she had been teaching more of late, but he also ran into Albinius and even Zota as he and Corann journeyed. The two Masters even stayed over and dined with Demelza when they reached the training house she now oversaw. It was a promotion of the highest order, and she had more than earned it, setting up shop with the ease any would have expected of her.

On and on he traveled, looping back, overlapping his prior tracks as more and more was revealed to him, greeting his friends and comrades but without revealing the news. That was yet to come. For now he was akin to a spy within his own order. But soon, very soon, this task would be complete, and then he would finally be inducted in the eyes of all Ghalian, and when he did, all of his dearest and most valued friends would be there to share the day as his ascension was at last announced among the ranks. At that point, he could publicly admit that he was indeed the newest member of the Five.

It would be one of the most important days of his life to date. One he wished his father was alive to see.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




The day for his induction to be made public had finally arrived, and it was Master Corann herself who would be performing the ceremony. Of course, this was just a formality, and one most Ghalian never witnessed. But a modicum of public recognition on this one day was something even the most stoic of their order would appreciate.

The location Corann had selected was familiar ground. In fact, it was a place Bawb had spent his most formative years. His former training house.

He walked the halls and chambers quietly, allowing himself the luxury of fondly recalling even the most difficult of occasions on these very premises, the cushion of time and experience softening the pain he had felt so often. This was where he was forged into the rough shape of the man he had become, and it was the most logical place for him to accept the mantle of his new position.

Teacher Demelza had come back for the occasion, though she’d not been told why her presence was requested. She did, however, have an inkling. You didn’t make it to her level within the order without impressive instincts.

Other close friends were there as well. Usalla, naturally, as well as Elzina. Albinius, Finnia, and Zota had managed to come as well, and their presence, along with several other classmates and teachers, made for a most wonderful reunion indeed. Bawb couldn’t remember the last time they had all been under the same roof.

Well, he could remember, to the day, even, but that wasn’t the point. The point was, those who had been there through so many formative moments were now here to witness their friend reach the pinnacle of their kind’s ascension.

Corann spoke before the assembled crowd, stepping out of her usual arm’s length posturing as the head of the order for the occasion to tell a few memorable stories from Bawb’s more epic adventures. Then she made the announcement, had Bawb step forward to accept the honor, and that was that.

As far as ceremonies for the rare occasion of someone reaching the highest rank of the elite was concerned, it was decidedly anticlimactic.

But these were Ghalian, and pomp did not suit them. And besides, the casual festivities afterward were what they were all truly looking forward to.

Elzina was the first to pull him aside, giving him a firm hug, something diametrically opposed to the girl he had fought with so often growing up.

“One of the Five. I have to admit, I had a feeling, of all of us, it was you who’d probably make it one day.”

Bawb smiled, his emotions flowing perhaps a bit more freely just on this one occasion, and within such secure walls. “Thank you, Elzina. It has long been a goal.”

“Yes, I am well aware. We all are. But unlike so many with aspirations, you actually managed to achieve it.”

“Fortune smiled upon me in that regard.”

“Do not be so modest. You put in more than your share of hard work, not to mention your unshakeable persistence.”

“Well, there is that,” he agreed with a chuckle. “You know, you are a good part of the reason I am where I am today.”

“How so?”

“Our rivalry. The way you treated me when we were young.”

“Perhaps not my finest moments.”

“No, you misunderstand. You pushed me. You forced me to adapt. To improve. To be perfectly honest, if not for what may have perhaps been seen as abuse at the time, I do not know that I would have embraced this life. This destiny. I am here now because of you.”

Elzina’s eyes twitched, and perhaps they looked just a little bit more shiny, but beyond that she remained steady as always. Of course, Ghalian did not lack emotions. In fact, they felt more than most. It was just that they learned to control them better than most as well, and that was what gave them the advantage.

“I appreciate your words, Bawb. And I am glad to have been able to help, even if unintentionally at the time,” she said, fighting down the lump in her throat. “But you have others to talk to. Don’t let me hold you up.”

He took the hint and took his leave before her emotions got the better of her, glad and perhaps a little amazed that his biggest nemesis had eventually become one of his most trusted friends.

Demelza grabbed his arm and pulled him in tight, hugging him with warmth reserved for only her dearest friends. And he was at that, as well as the son of one.

“I am so proud of you, Bawb.”

“Demelza, you know you were a huge part of all this.”

“Of course I do. But it was you who did the hard work.”

“There was no other choice.”

She nodded, a flicker of sadness flashing across her face then vanishing in an instant. “He would have been so proud.”

Bawb knew exactly who she meant.

“I only hope to live up to the example he set.”

“Oh, of that I have little doubt.”

The two sat and talked for a bit, catching up on both of their lives. Demelza’s advances within the order were significant, and with them came a great many new responsibilities, not the least of which was overseeing the new Ghalian Nulls as they began their journey. Bawb was not surprised to find it was a task she found most rewarding.

Given her position, she had to take her leave soon after, leaving her friend and former student to his celebration. Bawb spent the next several hours visiting with all the others until, at long last, the festivities wound down and everyone headed their separate ways. Usalla was the last remaining.

“The old spot?” she asked, stepping close.

“That would be lovely,” he replied, taking her hand in his as they set out together, casually walking through the familiar halls, descending to one of their favorite chambers. A place they had enjoyed many interesting times together.

They moved with a comfortable closeness, their clear affection a rarity among their kind. They were no longer intimately involved, nor had they been since their youth, but were simply good friends utterly at ease with one another, as they had remained all of their adult lives.

Usalla sat and patted the ground beside her. Bawb took a seat, enjoying the silence and warmth of the cavern with his dear friend. They remained that way a short while, just basking in the moment before Bawb finally broke the silence.

“Usalla, do you ever wonder how our lives might have been different?”

“I suppose. But that is natural for anyone to ponder, not just Ghalian.”

“True. I just cannot help but think, what if we had found ourselves on a different path? What might have been?”

“One cannot say. Perhaps life would have been rewarding. But then, it might also have been a terrible bore. And one thing I cannot abide is boredom.”

The two laughed, bumping shoulders in amused affection.

“Yes, boredom would be a fate worse than death,” Bawb joked. “But in all seriousness, do you ever think about our ways? Ghalian live a difficult life.”

“Perhaps an understatement.”

“Perhaps. But along with hardships of body and spirit, we also suffer in other ways. Things we lose because of our path. We never bond, Usalla, and I have asked myself on more than one occasion, is it worth it?”

“Bawb!” she blurted, smacking him hard. “You cannot ask that on your biggest day!”

“I know, and I am not regretting my path, nor my ascension. But I still wonder.”

“Put such things out of your head. It will only serve to detract from this joyous occasion. And I, for one, would not see you sully the memory.”

“Nor I,” he said quietly, leaning his head against hers. “Thank you, Usalla. Thank you for always being there. For always being my friend.”

“Now and forever, Bawb. Now and forever.”

They sat quietly once more, then resumed their catching up, sticking to far less intense topics of conversation, until they finally rose and made their way out of the caverns and said their farewells. Usalla had things to attend to off-world. Bawb, however, had one more stop to make before he departed.

“Bawb? I wasn’t expecting to see you,” Alara said, opening her door at once after Bawb triggered their secret announcement chime. The warm, inviting smell of her boudoir wafted to his nose, a familiar and comforting scent that never failed to make him feel right at home. “Well? Don’t just stand there. Come in. I’ll put on a pot of tea.”

Bawb stepped inside and sealed the door behind him, layering the locks, wards, and muting spell out of habit, as he’d done for so many years. The Ootaki woman was one of his closest confidantes, one whose protection was paramount. His father had first seen to her safety and well-being, and Bawb had taken up that mantle when he was gone.

He followed her into her receiving chamber. Not much had changed over the years. Yes, furnishings had come and gone, but the general warm and welcoming feel of the place was as homey as ever.

Alara was older now, but she still possessed the inherent radiance of her kind. In fact, he thought she might be even more beautiful now, the years adding a certain different kind of glow to her countenance.

Yes, perhaps it was his long friendship with her that was coloring his feelings, just as his interesting history with the woman who had introduced him to manhood might have. He’d always had a soft spot for Ootaki, and he couldn’t say for certain if it was his early experience with Alara that had shaped it.

Whatever the case, she was his closest friend outside the order, and he would do anything to ensure her continued happiness and safety.

He could not, however, tell her about becoming one of the Five. Not for fear of her spilling the information willy-nilly out in the streets, but because she was simply safer not knowing. What she didn’t know could not be used against her. And, ultimately, could not be used against him or the order.

The tea was ready in a flash, her expert application of magic from her very specialized konus speeding the process with much-practiced skill. She set the pot between them and sat on the small couch, her leg pressed comfortably against his.

“Something is troubling you, Bawb. You seem uneasy.”

He chuckled. “You always say that.”

“Yes, because I worry about you. But this time you really do. Is everything all right?”

“Everything is fine,” he replied, his fingers casually ruffling her unusually short hair, still as bright and golden as ever. “I see you cut it shorter.”

“I’ve never been one to follow tradition,” she said with a bright and pure laugh. “But don’t you worry, I donated it to a worthy cause.”

“I wouldn’t worry. Nor would I care if you simply threw it in the trash. Your hair is yours, Alara, to do with as you please.”

She grinned and squeezed his knee. “You always know the right thing to say.”

It was, of course, very unusual to come across an Ootaki with anything but their kind’s exceptionally long hair, but Alara had taken to cutting hers many years prior. She was living in disguise, after all, and she had no intention of allowing anyone to ever claim her hair for their own. So she cut it, making her disguise even more convincing, and putting her mind at ease in the process. Less hair was less value, and if anyone did ever find out what she truly was, she would be of little use to them minus those lengthy locks.

She looked deep into his eyes, her concern welling up once more. “Something is on your mind, Bawb. What’s the matter?”

He sighed and chuckled at the same time. It was Alara, how could he not?

“It has been an interesting time of late, is all.”

“And?”

“And I have been pondering some the Ghalian ways.”

She raised a lone brow. “Such as?”

“Such as not bonding. It is… I suppose lonely is not the correct word. But it makes me wonder.”

“Oh, my sweet Bawb. Just because something is a tradition, even a longstanding one in an admittedly somewhat frightening organization, does not make it law. You are your own man, and what is inside you is good.”

“But—”

“No buts. Trust your gut. I’ve known you far too long to accept that cool and collected Ghalian façade. You are who you are, and you are being who you must be, for now, at least. But one day, I have the greatest hope that you will find love.”

“I don’t know about that. It is not our way to bond,” he said, a hint of doubt deep in his gut despite his apparent convictions.

“Perhaps not,” she replied with a smile so warm and loving it could melt the coldest of hearts. “But if it does come your way, I hope you recognize and embrace it when it does.” She gave his leg a happy squeeze then poured their tea, pleased to have addressed what was bothering him and helped put his mind at least a little at ease. “Well? Drink up. What else have you been up to? I want to hear everything going on in your life.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Just because Bawb was officially one of the Five in no way meant he would now be sitting idle. Quite the opposite, in fact. There were many difficult contracts that needed to be handled, and he was the Geist, after all. There was no rest for any, let alone the most talented of the order.

Word would spread throughout the Ghalian ranks of his ascension, but that was all. No further ceremonies or special treatment. He would carry on as always, just as his predecessors had. His new position would, however, afford him one new little perk. He could—subtly, of course—re-task some of the spy network to follow up on leads potentially directing him to Hozark’s killer. Nothing overt, naturally, but it was amazing what having a few hundred extra ears listening for mention of a thing might uncover.

For now, however, he had other, more pressing, matters at hand. Matters that involved the slaying of a different member of the Five.

The spy network had been working overtime, the importance of the task, along with many sizable bonuses should actionable intelligence be uncovered, providing ample inspiration for speed and accuracy of information. As a result, by the time Bawb had completed his lengthy indoctrination and been brought up to speed on all matters of importance pertaining to his new life in the Five, the network had managed to ascertain the identity of Master Ibonek’s killer. A man whose days drawing breath were now numbered.

The undertaking of this task was no trivial matter, and the Ghalian had first had the man’s identity confirmed by multiple sources independent of one another before setting the death warrant on his head. Though assassins, the Ghalian were not indiscriminate killers, nor were they in the revenge business. This, however, was a score that required settling. Not because a Ghalian had perished, but because Master Ibonek was taken by a cowardly act of poisoning, not the glory of falling in battle.

The worst part of it was, it seemed it was not even related to the contract Ibonek was on when he was slain. Rather, it was a terribly careless poisoning by a thief. One clueless fool who had no idea who they were killing. Had he just been robbed it would have been one thing, but the Ghalian had a code, and among the topmost of their rules of honor was innocents were not to be harmed whenever possible.

A thief could steal, even harming their victims in the process, and be left to their devices. But killing randomly for mere coin was the antithesis of their belief. And to have somehow slain one of their own? It would not go unpunished. The only lingering question was how did a thief, even a talented and vicious one, manage to kill a Master Ghalian?

Bawb would find out soon enough. The spy network had tracked the man to his home planet. A smallish world called Forkkal. It was rather unexceptional, with a fairly temperate climate and a surface made up of roughly eighty percent water, the land mass consisting of a series of extensive island chains. The sun warming the system was also nothing special. A lone orange orb of middling power.

All in all, the destination was about as average as a world could be but for one thing. Forkkal was known to be a safe haven for those running afoul of authorities, be it the Council or others. And though the killer did not realize who, exactly, he had killed, he had somehow gotten wind of people looking into the man’s demise. As such, he’d flown home and gone to ground, but not without being noticed.

Bawb would, however, need to arrive in a manner that allowed him a bit more freedom walking the streets than mere stealth. He needed something to up his bona fides. And he had just the ticket.

“You’re one of the Five now? And we weren’t invited?” Henni whined as they flew to their destination.

Showing up at Forkkal with the rather legendary pirate couple would be more than enough to give Bawb street cred as he began his undertaking.

“As I already said, the ceremony was limited at best, and only a small selection of Ghalian were allowed to be present.”

The fiery woman laughed and smacked him playfully. “I’m just busting your chops, Bawb. There’s no way outsiders would be invited to that sort of thing, right, babe?”

“Oh, totally,” Bud agreed. “Though it would have been really cool to see. I mean, Bawb all grown up and now one of the Five? Hozark would be so damn proud of you.”

Bawb felt the love these two had for him stronger than ever, and their pride was palpable. He was their dear friend’s kid, and they’d watched him grow from a scared and confused boy to a formidable and thoughtful man.

“What’s the Five?” Milli asked, holding up her outstretched hand. “Is Uncle Bawb good at maths? I have five fingers!”

Bawb ruffled the girl’s hair affectionately. “Not math, honey. It is just something grown-ups sometimes do. Sort of like taking a test after a whole lot of studying.”

“I don’t like studying.”

Bawb’s eyes crinkled with amusement. “As many your age do not. But one day you may find it to your liking.”

“No! I hate it!”

The adults laughed, which, naturally, made the girl even more resolute in her declaration. In fact, she went so far as to stomp her feet before storming off to her room. But not before a tiny sparkle of power flickered in her eyes.

Bawb chuckled at her display. “She is going to be a powerful woman one day, I believe. And a handful.”

“Like mother, like daughter,” Bud added with a laugh, wrapping Henni up in a hug.

Henni fake fought back, but truth be told, she was enjoying every minute of it. “Yeah, yeah. You know you love it.”

“Never said I didn’t,” he replied, kissing the top of her head.

Bawb watched with an amused look and a full heart. It was good being around these two, and he hadn’t seen them in far too long. But one thing did linger in his mind.

“Tell me, how did you hear I was in the Five? That information has only just begun circulating among the Ghalian, and yet, somehow, you are privy to it.”

Bud shrugged. “You know how it is with us. We’re not Ghalian, but we have a lot of friends who are. And friends talk.”

“They should not.”

“To anyone else, no. And they wouldn’t, I’d like to add. But this is us you’re talking about. At this point, I think we’ve earned it.”

Bawb had to admit, they were as trusted as any Ghalian. Perhaps more than some. For decades, they had proven themselves loyal and friendly to the order, and they had never wavered, even after Hozark’s demise. He may have vouched for them in the beginning, but with years of effort and occasional bloodshed for their friends, the rest was all their own doing.

Bawb nodded. “Fair point.”

“Gee, thanks. No kidding!” Bud said with a laugh. “So, you planning on telling us why you’re hitching a ride to Forkkal? I mean, we’re happy to take you, and I know Milli will enjoy running around the marketplace, but it doesn’t seem like the sort of thing you normally need us for.”

“There is someone I need to find. A thief.”

“Plenty of those on Forkkal.”

“Yes. But this one has caught wind someone is looking for him.”

“Ah, now I get it. You want to make an impression when you land, and we’re your ticket to some street cred, right?”

“More or less. But I assure you, nothing will be done that might in any way lead back to you. I merely require the freedom to navigate without spooking the man before I reach him.”

“Fair enough. What’d this fella do, anyway, to have one of the Five after him?”

Bawb only hesitated a moment, but it was enough to make Bud and Henni realize this was more serious than just some recon and interrogation trip.

“He killed my predecessor. He killed Master Ibonek.”

Henni’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit. This dude’s a dead man walking.”

“That is the intention, yes,” Bawb replied. “But, again, I must stress that this will in no way connect to your bringing me to Forkkal. It will be handled with the utmost tact and stealth.”

Bud shrugged. He was concerned a bit, sure, but not overly. “This is you we’re talking about. We trust you.”

“And your trust is appreciated.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Henni asked.

“We land and I make my way through the islands of this particular chain one by one if I must. My target’s location has been narrowed down that far. Beyond that, it is up to me.”

“We can help, you know. We’ve got friends here, and⁠—”

“I would not put you at risk. Especially not with Millariana present. No, I will handle this myself, though your offer is, as always, appreciated.”

Bud seemed satisfied with his answer. “Fair enough. We’ll get you there safe and sound. From there, we’re just a skree call away if you need us.”

“I would not risk your reputation, my friend.”

“Reputation be damned. If things go sideways, you know you can always count on us. Right, hon?”

“Right,” Henni agreed, a little flare of excitement in her eyes. “And I’ve got a new pair of Altarian daggers I’ve been itching to try out.”

Bawb laughed and shook his head. “The offer is appreciated, but I do not feel it will be required.”

The rest of the flight went smoothly, and they arrived at Forkkal in good time. Getting there relatively quickly was imperative, as there was no telling if his target would move on. Bawb wanted this done fast and clean, and the sooner he was on the ground, the sooner the man would be brought to justice.

Word came in via skree that his location had been narrowed down to a specific pair of islands. They were fairly large, connected by a short bridge, though the unsuspecting man could easily swim between them if needed. He was, it turned out, of an amphibious race. One Bawb had never dealt with before, though that wasn’t really uncommon as the galaxy was an enormous place with billions of solar systems, many with their own unique life-forms.

It was also of no matter. He would find the man and deal with him, and that would be that.

“Almost there,” Bud called out as they entered the atmosphere and began their descent. “Hey, I was wondering. Does this guy have a name? Maybe we’ve heard of him.”

The assassin knew it well. He knew every detail the Ghalian network had managed to uncover about him, though that was still relatively little. But his name? That he possessed.

“Dronax,” he replied calmly.

“Nope, doesn’t ring a bell,” Bud said as he pushed through the clouds and guided them toward the island’s largest landing field. “I suppose that doesn’t matter much, though. We’re here and will be on the ground in just a minute, and it looks like today is not Dronax’s lucky day.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Bawb exited the ship with the pirate family, disguising his race by altering his skin to the characteristic ruddy, brown-red of the Loompah males. It was a good one for this world, as they were a relatively common sort who tended to be merchants, pirates, and traders, not mercenaries or killers. And with so many around, he wouldn’t raise so much as a single eyebrow with his presence.

Loompah also happened to be a bipedal and were roughly the same size as Wampeh, though their physiology under their clothing was quite different. But Bawb had no intention of undressing, which further reduced the amount of magic spent holding his ersatz look in place.

“Gallumpus, go see if you can find us a few crates of Forxian ale, would ya?” Bud said loud enough for anyone near them to hear but not so much so as to bring suspicion. To any scoping out the newest arrivals, it was just a familiar pirate crew plus one, and that new addition was sent to do the more menial tasks required of the captains.

“On it, Captain Uzabud,” Bawb replied, spinning and heading off into the throngs, a spring in his step as if he wanted to impress his new employer.

Bud and Henni watched him go, Millariana walking between them, holding each of their hands.

“Okay, then. Allow me to take my gals out for a proper traveler’s meal. Does that sound good?”

“Yeah! I’m hungry!” his daughter chirped. “And then can we go see the animals? I think I heard a Zomoki. Maybe it’ll eat someone!”

Bud laughed, his heart warmed by damn near everything his kid said. A chip off the old block who took after her mama in a lot of ways, though signs of Henni’s truly violent proclivities hadn’t surfaced in her. At least not yet. Whatever the case, for now, he would just enjoy her while she was young and sweet. One day, she would be grown and out on her own. This time was precious, and he was going to make the most of every second of it.

“All right, kiddo. But first, we eat.”

By the time the family had reached their destination tavern, their new crewmember had already acquired the first of three crates of ale, purchasing with a bit of haggling, then tipping a local kid to help carry it back to the ship. He repeated this a few times, spreading out in different directions and striking up conversations with all manner of people in the process, from shopkeepers to drunks to the kids acting as porters for his purchases.

It was a somewhat tedious process, gathering intel this way, but he was able to gather details about the recent goings on in the city without raising any suspicion. He was just a guy talking casually as he went about his tasks. And soon enough he had heard a few interesting tidbits. Information he then mentioned with the next people he spoke to. There was news of a recent killing in town, but not by fighting or ambush, but rather, an unusual sort of poison.

Unusual to them, perhaps. To Bawb’s ears the effects of it sounded quite familiar. More importantly, a particularly chatty shopkeeper had dealt with this unusual race before, and she had some very interesting details the spies hadn’t uncovered before he set out on his task.

“Googins,” she said. “Nice enough kind, I s’pose, but they can be a handful if’n ya run ’cross a bad ’un.”

“Really? How? Are they good fighters?” the disguised assassin asked.

“Dunno ’bout that. Besides, fightin’s kinda an individual thing. Y’er good or not, ’n that’s nothin’ ta do with what race y’are.”

“Gee, I never really thought of it like that,” he replied. “But you said they’re a handful?”

“Oh, that, yeah. Them’s got weird skin. Live on land or in water, ya know?”

“Amphibians, yeah, I heard.”

“Sure. But did ya also hear they can ooze poison if they want?”

He most certainly had not. “Really? Wow, I’ve never seen anyone like that.”

“Thass’ why ya gotta be careful with’em. Not usually a problem, but if one gets upset…”

“They could poison you with a touch. I’ll keep it in mind, but I don’t plan on bumping into anyone like that, let alone pissing them off.”

“Smart lad,” the woman said. “Now, lemme ring ya up. Yer cap’n’s gonna love this ale, I’m sure of it. Best in the whole marketplace.”

“Thank you so much. I’m new to the ship and really do need to make a good impression.”

The woman laughed and gave him a playful whack on the arm. “You’ll do fine. Just keep yer chin up and yer head down.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Bawb mulled over what he had learned as he carried the crate of ale back to the ship. This would be the last one. He had what he needed. A description, the last location someone fitting that description was seen, and this new and very interesting bit of information. The one that explained how Master Ibonek had been taken by surprise.

“Poison-excreting skin,” he mused as he stowed the final crate aboard the ship. “Ibonek would have cast to detect poisons out of habit, and his food would have been clean. But it could have then been poisoned after the fact with a simple touch, and the poison would not have shown up anywhere in the vicinity with his detection spell since it hadn’t been excreted yet when it was cast.”

He was going to be dealing with a most unusual sort of target, it seemed. One with a particularly dangerous skill. One that Bawb would have to be very careful not to allow to take him unawares.

He headed out into the streets, his standard weapons concealed on his person as always, along with a few additions given the new information, including throwing darts that would allow him to incapacitate from a distance if need be. He hoped to take the man down quickly and easily, but when it came to specialized tools for potential threats, he had long ago learned it was always better to have them and not need them than need them and not have them.

Tracking Dronax was turning out to be a very informative task, and one that would add valuable knowledge about his kind’s abilities to the Ghalian records. Master Ibonek may have fallen, but his loss would hopefully keep others of their order from meeting the same fate.

Bawb had managed to narrow down the last sighting of the man meeting Dronax’s description to an older part of the city. It was actually a rather beautiful area in its way. The architecture was a bit old for some tastes, but the structures had been there for centuries, and there were many original features in the public squares and little courtyards that dated to the city’s original construction.

The winding nature of the streets and walkways made it a perfect hiding spot for anyone who felt they might wind up in a scrape. Places to duck into and hide abounded, and the whole quarter was akin to a labyrinth in its own sort of way. Not in a literal sense, but the twists and turns were dizzying at points, and it was easy to get turned around if one wasn’t familiar with the area.

Bawb realized this at once and forced himself to slow his roll. He wanted to take down Dronax, but he also needed to gauge the lay of the land. If this came down to a chase, he needed to know the area, perhaps not like the back of his hand, but well enough to be able to pursue and even cut off his quarry. That in mind, Bawb did what he had to do. He simply walked for a few hours, learning every street and alleyway, his eyes peeled in case he bumped into his prey.

It wasn’t until quite some time later that he spotted the man. That was fortuitous. What was not was that, unfortunately, the target was already moving at a dead run, fleeing a group of angry men wielding swords.

It seemed Dronax had angered someone else. Judging by the pursuers’ intentions, he had quite possibly killed again. A dangerous skill he possessed, and one he seemed to wield without care or caution. That was going to get him killed. The question now, it seemed, was if it would be at Bawb’s hands or the mob’s.

Bawb hurried along with the others in the street, rushing to see what all the commotion was about. Dronax was running toward one of the oldest squares in the area, he realized. An open space where he could defend himself against a small number, but very dangerous if more joined in. It was not exactly a sound tactical choice.

“We’ve got you now, you bastard!” one of the pursuers shouted after him as they burst into the open plaza. “You killed my father!”

Dronax didn’t try to talk his way out of it. He simply spun and flung a handful of goo at the man. Most of it missed, but a little grazed his arm. The man slowed and staggered. Apparently, the poison didn’t even need to be ingested. Another interesting and deadly turn of events. But to throw it like that? From what Bawb had gathered, that meant Dronax had to excrete quite a lot in a short time, and, if he was lucky, that would leave him mostly tapped out.

Regardless, he would have to be very careful with this one.

The other pursuers didn’t seem so concerned, and they fanned out, quickly blocking egress from the square. They rushed as a group, driving Dronax toward the center of the area. Dronax drew a sword and began fighting them off with a surprising show of skill. He may have been a careless killer, but he did possess some talent. Here, however, he was outnumbered, and in short order, he found himself forced back onto the uneven ground surrounding one of the historic fountains and a decrepit old well.

A well he tumbled into when his foot appeared to slip on the damp stones around it as he avoided an attack. He fell silently, hitting the water deep below with a loud splash. The mob cast illumination spells down the well, then after a long while, finally stepped back, satisfied.

“Not a sign of him. Looks like he didn’t survive the fall,” one said.

“Serves him right,” another said, using their knife to scrape the poisonous slime from their friend and fling it aside. “Come on, we need to get Dorin to the healer.”

And that was that. As quickly as the commotion had started, it ended, the locals already heading back from whence they came, apparently quite accustomed to this sort of thing, it seemed. Bawb ducked into an alley, concealed himself within his shimmer cloak, then moved back to the edge of the square, waiting until it was relatively empty once again. He then headed to the well and looked down into its depths. He had seen what really happened, and he knew what he had to do. He just wasn’t looking forward to it.

Dronax hadn’t slipped. Oh, he made it look like he had, but it was a calculated move that allowed him to tumble into the well. The locals thought him dead, but Bawb knew better. The man was amphibious, and this well was his escape route.

“Clever,” he mused, admitting to himself that while he had committed to memory all the streets and alleyways his prey might use in an attempt to flee, he had not considered this particular means of escape. And now he was going to have to go after him.

Hidden by his shimmer cloak, Bawb carefully gathered up some of the slime into a small vial, which he sealed with several robust spells, then climbed over the edge of the well and cast a bubble spell. He then stepped off into the open air, falling to the chilly water below. He hit with a small splash, his feet tight together, allowing him to dive deep upon impact. He had already cast the night-sight spell allowing him to see around him without giving away his presence, and what he saw was not exactly a surprise.

The well was fed by a tunnel, the gentle current steadily replenishing its water. Fortunately, that was the only way out. Bawb slid into the somewhat narrow opening and began to swim, hoping it would not be too far until he reached an air pocket. He could hold his breath a very long time, and the bubble spell kept additional air close for him to breathe and cast with, but not knowing how far he had to swim meant conserving every bit he could. If he was lucky, he’d find an air source before his lungs started to burn.

He swam for several minutes before emerging into a large underground cistern. It was fed by several flowing inlets, far too small for a man to fit through, however. There had to be another way out, and it would be above surface. He floated motionless, allowing the air bubble to gently pull him up, determined to give his prey no warning as to his presence. His head cleared the water and he looked around. There was no sign of Dronax.

Bawb silently swam to the edge and climbed out, releasing the bubble spell and taking in a deep breath of the cold, fresh air. He looked at his surroundings and spotted a lone tunnel almost hidden by the underground plant life growing thick and lush. And leading into it, a set of wet footprints. Up above, in the light of day, they’d have begun drying out, but down here they remained much longer, and with them, Bawb had a path to track.

He followed them into the tunnel, walking softly, sensing for hidden traps, wards, or hazards. None lay ahead, at least not yet. Fifty meters later he exited into an elevated position overlooking a large cavern. He sighed to himself. This had just gotten difficult, for this was not just a natural system of caves, it seemed. This was a long-forgotten dungeon, and it was likely Dronax’s hideout on this world.

Or his lair, to be more accurate. Hideouts were often used by heroes as well, whereas in his experience, only villains had lairs.

And now he was in the heart of one, and all his years of training were about to come into play. With the tunnels, caverns, water… all that misery he had endured as a boy had prepared him for this complex task as a man. If he survived it, he would have to remember to thank his teachers for pushing him so hard.

With that he headed on without hesitation, senses on high alert, following the damp footprints of his prey. Into what danger he had no idea, but he would find out soon enough.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Bawb cast muting spells on his feet as well as an unusual variation. He encased them, as well as his lower body, with a thin bubble spell. The idea was not only to keep his footfall silenced, but also to not make the same error his prey had. Namely, he would not leave an easily trackable trail of wet footprints.

Of course, Dronax had no reason to conceal his path. This was his domain, after all, and he had every good reason to believe no one could have followed him down here. Further, if anyone did, they’d be utterly lost and vulnerable.

That is, unless they happened to be a Master Ghalian.

Bawb’s night-sight spell replenished, he set out to follow the man’s tracks but, conveniently, he found that a bioluminescent slime mold grew on many of the walls and ceilings throughout the network of caverns and tunnels, providing ambient light even without the spell guiding the way. He stalked his target silently, ears straining for any sound of him up ahead. All he heard, however, was the burbling of water.

Bawb exited the tunnel network to a strong whiff of briny water rather than fresh. It seemed that while traveling over land rather than underwater, he had come to a cordoned-off section of chambers that were not linked to the freshwater sources feeding the well and its network of cisterns and access points. This was likely seawater, or seepage from the ocean around the island gathering to form the same equivalent.

He crouched down and dipped his finger then pressed it to his tongue. It was highly saline, lending credence to the latter assessment. Condensed sea water, the salt content somehow making its way into the chamber over millennia. And with the salt came a new problem, he realized, as he saw a large, dark shape moving through the water. The salt water supported life, it seemed. And judging by the size, it was likely carnivorous. Unfortunately, the salt had rendered this section of the dungeon and its surrounding labyrinth of chambers utterly devoid of plant life remotely useful for his needs.

Bawb would have liked to have fashioned a raft to safely traverse the water. But that was simply not an option, it seemed.

The amphibious man had likely not even thought about his decision to take this path. He was as at home in water as on land, and it was probably not even a consideration that this course could stymie a pursuer. But whatever the reason, that was the ultimate effect, and Bawb was now left without a safe means to traverse the large pool.

There were no other tunnels visible on the surface, but a steady ripple of water at the far end told of an underwater opening of some sort. It was almost certain that was where Dronax had gone. And now Bawb would have to find the means to do the same, all while not being eaten by whatever it was that lived in this place.

“Nothing that floats whatsoever,” he mused, assessing his options. They were few, and none were good. One, however, did warrant a bit more thought. “Hmm. I wonder.”

A nascent idea suddenly bloomed into a full-fledged plan. It was risky, and there were many unknown variables, but given the circumstances, it seemed as good an idea as any, and he needed to get moving as soon as possible lest he lose Dronax’s trail.

Bawb took off his belt and began unweaving the strong cordage that made up the seemingly simple and ornamentally knotted piece of clothing. Little did anyone know, the cord was capable of supporting many times his weight with ease, and once unwoven, he possessed a considerable length of it. A Ghalian survival trick coming in quite handy in this instance.

Bawb cut his hand, dripping blood into the water, trailing it to the rocks at his feet. He then stepped back, healed the small incision, and waited, a powerful spell ready on his lips. It didn’t take long. Whatever was lurking in the water caught the scent almost immediately, the massive shape barreling toward the shore.

The thing that lunged up out of the water was a hideous beast. Part fish, part lizard, with gills as well as fins and legs, this thing seemed to be a predator capable of hunting both in and out of the water. And given its aggression and lack of fear, it also seemed it was an apex predator in this place.

Little did it realize who it was dealing with.

Bawb hit it with a hard stun spell, dropping it unconscious while it was still in the shallows. Careful of any other beasts that might be lurking in the waters, Bawb waded in and made quick work fashioning reins of a sort from his cordage and fitting them to the creature’s head. He then stepped atop the animal’s back and took a deep breath.

You sure you want to try this? the konus asked.

“Do I have much of a choice?” was the reply.

Bawb wrapped his hands tight, cast a strong bubble spell over his head, then woke the beast with a powerful pain spell normally used to torture information out of the more difficult of captives. The creature roused and bucked, reacting to the pain on instinct alone before realizing there was someone on its back. Someone it could not shake off no matter how hard it tried. And the harder it fought, the worse the pain grew.

Bawb abhorred the use of senseless violence, and he went out of his way to avoid it on all occasions. But in this case, he could console himself with the knowledge that while the creature felt pain, he was causing no actual harm with the spells. He regretted the necessity, but there was no better option, and he had little time to spare.

The animal still fought hard despite the pain, but Bawb dug in his heels and rode its back, holding tight, forcing it to remain on the surface as best he could as he did what farmhands had done with other types of beasts for as long as any could remember. He rode it until it broke to his will—a process that would leave him with more than a few bruises before he’d finally reined in the creature to heed his wishes.

“There, my friend. That’s better,” he said, loosening the cordage that had been digging into his hands. “Now, what do you say we get on with this?”

He lay flat atop the beast and squeezed with his legs and feet while pulling the reins to direct it where he wanted. It wasn’t a perfect system; this sort of thing usually required a fair bit more time. But this was the best he could manage on short notice, and the clock was ticking. Fortunately, this animal was a very good swimmer, and they reached the other side of the water in no time.

Bawb refreshed his bubble spell with clean air and willed his ride to submerge. Only then did he see where his quarry had gone.

There was a very large opening leading out of the chamber, and it seemed to be the only one exiting this one. He urged his ride ahead, the animal seeming to relax a little now that the pain had subsided. Swimming was what it did naturally anyway, so this wasn’t so bad after all.

They reached another chamber in short order, but Bawb could see that there were no tunnels leading out of it above water. That meant they had to continue with an underwater path. A few smaller openings fed into this one, but only one was large enough to easily swim through. That would be their route.

Bawb and his ride carried on like this through several more chambers, some filled with other animals, and even a few like the one he was riding atop. Fortunately, all of them steered clear of him. The smaller ones not wanting to be eaten, the larger ones not in the mood for a fight, at least not today.

It seemed he’d gotten fortunate catching an apex predator. Any other beast and this might have been a far more difficult ride indeed.

They’d passed through a dozen caverns and cisterns before the beast abruptly pulled up short. Not even the pain spells could urge it ahead. Bawb squinted at the odd phenomenon in the water. A thermocline? No, it was something different. Then he realized what it was. This wasn’t a thermocline. It was a sort of estuary. A location where salt and fresh water collided. But unlike those he had encountered on the surface over the years, this was a more pronounced separation with only a fine layer of brackish mixed water separating the two.

No wonder the creature would not swim on. It lived and breathed in salt water. To swim in fresh could very possibly kill it, and that survival instinct outweighed any pain spell he might apply.

Bawb willed it to hold position at the transition as he carefully untied the reins. The animal simply floated lazily, glad for the respite. Bawb pulled the cordage free and bundled it up for possible later use then pushed off into the fresh water, swimming fast, making sure he was well within the fresh water before the creature realized it was free of him. He didn’t think it would be foolish enough to cross over and try to eat him, but one could never be too cautious.

Fortunately, as soon as it realized it was no longer burdened with the strange man atop its back, the beast darted away like a bat out of hell, likely hoping it would never run across another mistaken meal of this sort again.

Bawb swam close to the bottom, careful to assess all the fish and smaller life forms in this clear, fresh pool. None were large, and none seemed threatening. He knew that looks could be very deceiving, but the tunnel he spotted above the surface up ahead told him he would likely not need to worry about that much longer.

He surfaced quietly and climbed ashore then quickly cast his spells once more, keeping his wet feet from leaving a trail, unlike the one Dronax had very clearly left just ahead of him.

“Well then,” he mused. “Off we go once more.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Bawb smelled the shift in the tunnel network’s air after a short walk. It seemed to be dry here, or at least it was a dry section of the seemingly endless expanse of caverns. This was good. It allowed him a chance to work on an idea he’d been mulling over while dealing with the wide variety of water hazards he encountered. His hands busy at work, a few key spells added to the mix as he walked, Bawb carried on, his eyes, ears, and nose sharp and attentive, seeking out any hint of the man he was pursuing.

Naturally, there would almost surely be no scent given the multiple watery passageways they had both been forced to pass through. But he was paying attention, nonetheless. Perhaps he would stop for a snack. Something that smelled out of the ordinary. That would be a clue as to his whereabouts now that his footprints had finally gone dry.

Sound was an obvious tool in his arsenal, and even the slightest of movement would reverberate off the hard stone walls. It was why his foot-dampening spell was so vital. One wrong step on an innocuous bit of gravel and his presence could be known, all the stealth leading up to this point for naught. But that was a double-edged blade that cut both ways, and he seriously doubted the thief would be using a similar spell this deep within the comfort of his subterranean lair.

Of course, there were always animals to be accounted for, but so far he had been fortunate and the only ones he’d encountered had remained in the water, though the predator he had ridden seemed to be able to traverse a fair bit of land, if it needed to. Fortunately, it was highly unlikely its kind would ever venture this far from water.

Visually, he was looking for not only signs of footfall, but also any heat changes the amphibious man’s passage might have made to the surrounding rock. Unfortunately, his was a race with low body temperature, and the odds of him altering his environment enough for detection were slim to none. Again, Bawb searched regardless. He knew better than most that oftentimes the utterly unexpected might pop up and make one’s life either a lot easier or a lot more difficult. Which it might be was a crapshoot. He hoped in this case it would be the former rather than the latter.

Luck was on his side, at least for the moment. The pathway had been plain enough even without thermal or moisture signs on the ground. While there were offshoot tunnels, they had clearly not been traveled for some time, the undisturbed dust on the ground proving adequate enough to confirm Bawb’s initial assessment.

That meant that Dronax, while a formidable opponent with his amphibious evasion skills, was nevertheless a creature of habit, as so many were, and that would very likely be his downfall. He had patterns. Preferred routes. Familiar ways of reaching his destination, all of which made him vulnerable. It was why Ghalian never took the same route twice, at least not in anything resembling rapid succession. They knew that irregularity was key.

The ground shifted slightly in a subtle upward direction. He was moving closer to the surface, it seemed, though he was still well underground. But as he moved higher the air seemed to warm slightly as well. Perhaps a draft from an external vent of some sort. He wasn’t entirely sure, but he hoped so. Once he had finally ended this pest of a man, he would need to make an egress from his subterranean realm, and ideally in a more direct manner than by backtracking all the way to where he had started.

Bawb was pondering likely routes out when he abruptly froze in place, his foot hovering in midair.

“Ah, not so careless after all,” he noted as he stepped back, admiring the barely noticeable tripwire spell at his feet.

It seemed that Dronax did take some precautions after all. Most likely, this meant Bawb was close to his actual hideout. He had traveled so far without encountering a single trap, ward, or snare that it was likely most would become careless and overconfident by this point. But most were not Bawb.

A short distance later he came upon another tripwire, this time a physical one rather than magical. He felt his spirits rise at the discovery. For there to be multiple traps in such close succession meant he was close. Dronax would do what most people did when they wanted to feel safe. He placed defenses.

There was just one problem with that. In so doing, he had all but pinpointed the location of his actual hiding place.

Decoys and diversions were the order of the day for the more advanced and experienced. But no matter how hard to reach this one’s location may have been, he was still nothing more than a common thief. One who happened to possess a deadly physiological trait wielded with a degree of carelessness.

Bawb moved ahead on silent feet with his heightened senses even more on point. He was close, most definitely, and the scent of the man’s carelessly cooked meal and noisy clattering of utensils only served to confirm the supposition. He felt utterly safe here in the depths of his lair. Comfortable, even. That was something Bawb was about to put an end to.

The sounds and smells grew stronger as he drew near an illuminated curve in the tunnel. This was it. Up ahead, his prey awaited him, unaware his death was near, but not entirely helpless by any means. Bawb would have to be careful no matter how unawares he took the man. Someone who could secrete poison from their skin at will was not one to be trifled with.

Bawb pulled open the small vial he had been toying with and poured the contents onto his hand. A familiar substance. One he had saved from Dronax’s rushed escape into the well.

His poison slime.

But there was something different about it now. For one, it did not cause any ill effect on the Ghalian. Beyond that, only time would tell.

“You know, you really should think twice before so carelessly using your gift,” the assassin said, silently appearing as if out of nowhere.

Dronax dropped his food and leapt to his feet but did not draw a weapon. He studied the man standing in his formerly secret lair and laughed. “Well done. It’s been a long time since someone has managed to follow me down here. So much for a mindless mob, I suppose. I really thought I’d lost you all back at the well.”

So, it seemed he believed Bawb was just another angry townsperson. That could work to his advantage.

“You put on quite an exhibition back there,” the disguised Ghalian said. “One that could be quite profitable in the right circumstances.”

“Oh? So, you’ve not come to kill me in retaliation?”

“That remains to be seen and is still very much on the table. But I wonder if we might parlay first.”

Dronax shrugged and walked over to his unexpected guest, no weapons in sight, just his empty, outstretched hand.

“Okay then. Let’s talk. Dronax’s the name.”

“You may call me Zimm,” Bawb replied, shaking the man’s hand with a firm grip.

“Well, Zimm. You just screwed up. Really, I would have expected more from someone who managed to find me down here,” Dronax said, pulling his hand back to reveal the deadly slime he had secreted.

Only there was something wrong. One thing was very wrong, indeed. This man was not falling. In fact, rather than double over in poison-induced pain, his guest was actually smiling.

“You wonder why your poison is not working on me, I assume?” Bawb quipped, watching as a fine sweat broke out on his adversary’s forehead. He held his slime-covered hand aloft and grinned. “You see that? It’s your own poison already on my palm. And what’s more, it has been altered.”

“Altered? How?” the amphibian killer asked.

“Quite simple, really. A little tweak of your poison, a modification rendering it harmless to me, along with any more you might add to it. But there is one trait you will find quite interesting. Not only am I safe from your poison. You are not.”

Dronax faltered, his legs going weak, though he somehow managed to stay on his feet, for now at least.

“Impossible.”

“Oh, quite the opposite, as you can feel by now, I am quite certain. You see, I altered your poison to attack its own source. It was safe to touch until given a new channel to its point of origin. Namely, the poison you just secreted in your hand. You have just been killed by your own weapon. Had you not attempted to use it against me, who knows? Perhaps you might have even survived this encounter. But that is not your style, is it?”

“That’s impossible. No one can do—” Dronax began, but his eyes grew glassy and his words ceased. A moment later he dropped to the ground, quite dead.

Bawb looked down at the body. As far as killings went, this had been quite anticlimactic. He did not feel much in the way of emotions. No sense of satisfaction. No joy of revenge. Just another task completed, the dead Master avenged. There would be no leveling up, no unlocking of new skills. Just death.

He crouched down and wiped his hand on the fallen man’s clothing then rose and turned for the exit. His task was complete, and his life could now move forward, the newest of the Five avenging the fallen. It seemed a fitting end for the man, and on this world no one would miss Dronax, his disappearance likely going entirely unnoted by just about everyone. Life would carry on just as before, and this man’s body would be lost to time.

Time, and perhaps the hungry creatures who might roam the tunnels beneath the world’s surface.
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Bawb took his time heading back to the surface, enjoying the unusual stillness found in the depths of the tunnels and caverns now that he was clear of the hazards contained therein. The path upward in the opposite direction from which he’d come was long, but it was an easy one, and no water crossings were required. This way appeared to be the route normally used by people in the long-forgotten dungeon’s former life.

By the time he stepped out into the fresh air above, night had fallen. Or perhaps it already had once before and had simply circled around another time. It could be hard to tell underground, and despite his natural body clock, Bawb had been rather busy and had not yet acclimated to this world’s daylight cycle. It was shorter than many others, and the passing of a full solar day while underground was entirely possible.

Whatever the case, it mattered not. Bud and Henni would be waiting for him, unconcerned and enjoying their stay, no doubt. It was one thing ,visiting a world on their own, but now they had their daughter in tow, and Henni in particular was taking immense pleasure in teaching her everything about everywhere, and this world in particular had an abundance of interesting traits.

It was a good thing, because Bawb had built up an appetite with his little adventure, and judging by the smells wafting to his nose as he walked the small town nearest the hidden egress from the subterranean tunnel, the seafood on this world was likely quite exquisite. He walked to the quaint collection of modest huts and homes, getting his bearings as he moved.

This was the adjacent island to where he had started his pursuit, it seemed. The chase had gone deeper than he realized. This also explained the substantial amounts of salt water he had traversed, likely around the point when he was traveling beneath the sea rather than the island.

The locals here were humble fishermen and workers. The crackling commerce vibe of the bustling trade hubs that dotted the islands were nowhere to be found, and the lone assassin found the change of pace refreshing. Relaxing even. These people survived in the old ways, harnessing the power of the system’s sun to fuel their magic, that power in turn providing them the tools to build up their enclave and go about their daily lives.

It felt almost like his safe world home, albeit more damp. But this felt right. Comfortable. Bawb felt at home here, as if he was meant to be in this place. Perhaps, he mused, he would come back and establish a new getaway here one day. But for now, food.

He made his way through the streets, greeted by friendly smiles and nods of the locals who were rather unaccustomed to visitors and pleased for a new face with whom to chat. A little bit of small talk later, Bawb had been directed to the best seafood establishment in town. Of course, with a town this small, that was a limited choice, but he felt confident any of the choices would have been delightful.

Bawb sat in a quiet booth by himself and ordered a sampler platter on the recommendation of several of his impromptu guides. And when it arrived, he saw why. The selection of novel foods was fantastic, as were the many wonderful smells wafting to his nose.

He cast to check for poison, of course. Not only out of habit, but also as Master Ibonek’s fate was so fresh in mind. As expected, all was clear. So it was the Geist sat tranquilly by himself in a little tavern on a little island on a distant world, undisguised, just a pale visitor to this place, a weary man dining alone. At least, until a woman dressed in a muted but formerly colorful patchwork cloak slid into the booth beside him.

Bawb remained calm. He sensed no ill intent wafting off her. No deadly spells, nor poisons or weapons ready to strike. She simply extended her hand, palm up.

Without a second thought, he pulled coin from his pocket and stacked it in the woman’s hand. It wasn’t an enormous amount, that would have drawn attention, but it was nevertheless substantial enough for the woman to dine on for weeks, if that was her desire. She smiled and tucked the coin into the depths of her cloak, a warm, crooked smile on her lips. Bawb nodded kindly.

“May you have a good night, Madame.”

“Thank you, kind sir,” she said, resting her hand atop his. She froze at once as if struck by a spell, her pupils quivering and her body tense for a moment before returning to normal. Normal but for the curious look on her face.

“Are you ill?” he asked. “I will fetch you a healer if you⁠—”

Her grip tightened. “I-I see greatness ahead of you.”

You just made the Five. There’s not really anywhere greater to go, if you ask me, the konus chimed in.

“Thank you. You are too kind,” Bawb replied with a kind smile. The woman, however, did not release his hand. Nor did she stop talking.

“A greatness never seen by your kind or kin awaits you,” she continued. “A journey. And… and a battle. A battle like none ever seen in this galaxy before. Like none you have ever experienced. Like none could ever prepare for.”

I’ve got a weird feeling about this one, the konus said, its silent voice oddly uneasy.

Bawb pushed that concern aside. “I assure you, Madame, I am quite⁠—”

“And it will be a group effort. Such an enormous one with the expenditure a great power. Oh so much power. And when it is over, so much blood will have been spilled and so many lost into the sands of time. The mighty will fall, and an innocent will begin a journey. No. Not just a journey. A transformation.”

“I assure you, I am no innocent,” Bawb said, a hint of amusement on his lips, but also a respectful tone. There was no honor mocking the mad.

I don’t think she’s crazy, the konus noted.

“Oh? You place credence in these ramblings?” he silently replied. “I, for one, do not believe in fortune telling.”

You don’t have to. It believes in you, and that’s all that matters. I can’t say exactly what it is, but things are in motion beyond the comprehension of you and I. Something is shifting. Magic flows through everything in the galaxy, including both of us. And it knows things.

The woman cocked her head, almost as if she heard the konus. Or maybe not exactly heard its words, but she seemed to sense something out of the ordinary about this man and the band around his wrist.

“Your life is about to change. You approach a crossroads unlike any in your many travels. There will be conflict, and violence, and death. So much death and violence awaits. An amazing display of power. And that will be the last time you will see your friends, though they will live in your memories. A new path, a new life. One free of any trappings of this one.”

Despite his familiarity with death and violence, Bawb felt a lurch in his stomach. What if this woman truly was a seer? What if she was telling the truth? What if?

“How will they perish?” he asked, determined to save his friends if at all possible. That is, if this woman’s foretelling was to come to pass.

The woman shuddered and slumped to the side, her grip on his hand releasing. A moment later her eyes cleared, refocusing on the man beside her. She looked at his food.

“May I?”

“Of course,” he replied without hesitation.

“Thank you. It can be draining when that happens.”

Bawb mulled over her words. If those closest to him truly were in peril, he needed to know how and when so he could do whatever it took to protect them. “What did you mean about my friends? How will they perish?”

He was surprised to see a sadness well up in her eyes. “Can’t say, dear. I just see their abrupt and complete absence from your life. When the sight takes me, I have no control over it. Nor memory, I’m afraid.” Her mouth fell silent as she shoveled food in as if she’d just run a long race and needed the nourishment even more than the weary Ghalian.

Bawb’s disquiet settled in even more, though he forced it down deep inside. Odds were this woman was just a scammer. A clever fraud in search of coin and a meal. But for all his doubts, he didn’t detect deception on her part.

And that was the most disconcerting part of all.
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Bawb’s state of confusion and concern remained well hidden for the duration of his flight back with Bud and Henni. In fact, he showed no signs of discomfiture whatsoever, rather putting on a cheerful face for his friends and their child. It wasn’t an act. He truly did enjoy their company, and the warmth and love he felt when in their company was shared among them all.

But he also now contained something new which they did not. Something lurking deep inside. A sense of foreboding and dread. He didn’t want anything bad to befall this perfect little family unit, or any of his friends, for that matter, but the seer, as he had reluctantly allowed himself to regard her, had been quite clear. After his greatest battle yet, the likes of which none had seen before in this galaxy, it would all change. He would never see his dearest friends again.

That was something he would do whatever it took to ensure never happened. He would protect those dearest to him to his dying breath.

None of this was apparent to his friends, of course. When they dropped him off to retrieve his own ship for the remainder of his journey, they didn’t sense anything amiss at all. They simply bade him their usual fond farewells and headed off to whatever adventure awaited them next. Bawb, on the other hand, was going to take it easy for a little bit. A rest back in the warm comfort of home to ponder what the seer had said and weigh his options seemed the best course, and the quiet familiarity and friendly air would do his unsettled nerves good.

Or so he had intended.

The long-range skree sounding could only have come from a select few people. And if it was chiming, that meant he would almost certainly have to put off his respite just a little bit longer.

“I am here,” he answered.

“Is the task complete?” Corann’s disembodied voice asked.

“Master Ibonek’s killer is no more.”

“And you are unscathed?”

“I am perfectly sound of body, though a few moments were a little challenging, as well as interesting. But I will relay all of this when I see you next. I assume this call is not social.”

“It is not. Something has come up. Something that requires a Ghalian of exceptional skill.”

“And it just so happens to be in my general area?”

“You are the closest Master, as well as the most skilled within many systems. There are some Council affairs unexpectedly come into play, and there is no time to waste. One of their emmiks is embroiled in a nasty bit of illicit arms dealing. Normally not our concern, but this appears to be a build-up to bolster the ranks of a certain Visla Doorus.”

“Ah, now I see the problem. Doorus is making moves that run counter to our goals.”

“Precisely. We need you to eliminate the emmik. When he falls, his network of arms dealers will fall silent, at least for a while. And in that time, we can better adjust strategy to keep the Council’s expansion in check.”

Bawb rolled his shoulders as he mentally prepared for what was sure to be a challenging task. “Send the details. I will depart at once.”

The system possessed a relatively powerful blue sun, and the target planet was a large one orbiting the radiant orb. Upon its surface, the main marketplace in the capital city was the sort of place that brought not only traders of merchandise, slaves, and all manner of unsavory contraband, but it also attracted all manner of scum and villainy one could imagine. Part of the draw was the substantial gladiatorial arena, a means to amuse the locals while also earning significant coin in the process.

Another was that, on this world, just about anything could be had for a price. You just had to talk to the right person. In this case, the person Bawb sought was a powerful emmik known for the talented warriors he not only kept in his employ, but also sent to the arena. At least, that was what the locals knew him as. The Ghalian, however, had a few key details the rest were lacking. Such as his pending meeting with the Council of Twenty. Their envoy was scheduled to arrive shortly, and with them enough Council protection to make any attempts on his life far more difficult, if not outright impossible. Bawb would have to eliminate him before that occurred.

Bawb set his ship down in one of the many sizable landing areas dotting the city and set out for the emmik’s compound. It was going to be a tough entry, no doubt, and he was going to encounter a great deal of resistance. Worse, there was no time for a long and slow infiltration. He would have to use his wits, but also a good deal of violence, to reach the man in a timely manner. That meant hiding bodies on the way, which could often prove quite problematic.

But then, this was the Geist.

That seer was pretty vague, but she said you’d be at a crossroads. Do you think that was literal? the konus asked as they approached the intersection of two main thoroughfares at the edge of the shop stalls and vendors where a group of children played in a small fountain.

Bawb pressed on without hesitation, quickly crossing into the large marketplace that abutted the emmik’s residence. All the better for his illicit trade, no doubt.

“Whatever she meant by that, it would do us both well to not dwell on it. There is a task to be done, and focus is paramount. I only have two days before the emmik is joined by the Council representatives in his home. That will complicate things vastly. Time is of the essence, and this will be no easy infiltration.”

So you said. More outright killing and less sneaking on this one, right?

“Unfortunately, that is correct. I have little in the way of options, it seems. Fortunately, there should be many casters in this emmik’s employ upon whom to replenish my power, as well as the man himself when I finally reach him. Once I take the emmik’s power for myself, all wounds acquired in the effort will be healed, and I will be quite ready to make my escape.”

But first, there’s the whole getting inside part.

“Yes. And then making it past the guards and casters patrolling the halls. And then I must still make my way to the emmik’s chambers. Fortunately, this compound was formed by combining many smaller structures over the years, and in one such expansion, a void was left between the new kitchen wall and the original structure abutting it. A gap that, if intelligence is correct, should run all the way up to the emmik’s quarters.”

So, you just have to kill who knows how many people to even get to the kitchen, then somehow make it through a solid wall and into a hollow space, without being seen, I might add, climb up several floors, exit without raising alarm, and kill a powerful emmik?

“That is the gist, more or less.”

Oh, so is that all? the konus snarked.

“Essentially.”

And then let’s not forget there’s the whole escape bit.

“Which I have already explained. The emmik’s power is more than enough to replace whatever I expend on this task. And from there it is a relatively simple thing to make my exit from this place, and long before the Council arrives.”

I don’t like it.

“You never do. But if you do not mind, time is not something I have an excess of.”

With that Bawb hurried into action, switching back and forth between disguises, some practical, some magical, depending on the sort of people he was up against. Unfortunately, he was forced to kill a pair of low-level guards and a caster early on, and that meant he would have precious little time before their annoying absence escalated into an outright concern.

The important thing was he had stolen both the caster’s limited power as well as one of the guards’ identities, and that gained him access into the outermost areas of the compound. Now he would just have to make his way deeper, though that meant a lot of bloodshed along the way. It was going to be exhausting. Draining, in fact. But he would do just that, draining any magic user he came across, healing himself as he went.

Bawb managed to make it to the kitchen and into the concealed gap in the wall without the alarm being raised, and he even went so far as the emmik’s quarters upstairs. But it was there he would have a terrible surprise.

He exited the wall silently, his magic creating the opening without a sound, his feet muted before they touched the floor tiles. Motion caught his eye and he leapt, grabbing his prey hard and fast. But something was very wrong. This was decidedly not his target. He cast a muting spell on the room immediately before the startled woman in the androgynous robes could cry out.

“Where is the emmik?” he asked, staring hard into her eyes.

“H-he is not here,” she managed to say.

“I can see that. Explain,” he demanded, hoping she would not require him to employ any of his more intense interrogation skills. There simply wasn’t enough time for it. That, and she was a non-combatant.

Fortunately, the poor woman was so terrified at the sight of the dagger in his hand that she briefly lost control of her bladder, judging by the smell. Extracting information would not require any unsavory tactics.

“He left a little while ago,” she blurted. “To the marketplace.”

“Why is he at the marketplace? That is not his routine.”

“He wanted to bring something special to his meeting today. It is a big day for him. The Council of Twenty is coming. They invited him to join them at the Council retreat.”

This was bad. Worse than bad. All prior intel had pointed to them visiting the emmik at his own compound. At least he would be slightly vulnerable there. But at the Council property? While the Council’s estate could still be breached—anywhere could, given long enough—Bawb simply did not have the time to begin that sort of endeavor from scratch. Once the emmik’s fallen guards were discovered, security would be massively fortified, and things would get much, much more difficult.

“How long?” he asked. “How long until he returns?”

“He’s going straight there,” she replied. “I was told to prepare his chambers for when he returns tomorrow.”

There it was. Confirmation. Confirmation that all of the blood spilled, all of the pain and effort to get this far had been for naught. Bawb chuckled, though it was decidedly not a happy sound. But even he could appreciate the trick fate had played on him. Had he just waited out in the marketplace in the first place, this could have all been accomplished so much easier. If only he had known.

It was there he would now have to go.

“Please, don’t kill me,” the woman blubbered, tears streaking her face.

Bawb sheathed his blade. “You are an innocent,” he replied. “You will be unharmed. Boto pa,” he said. The spell dropped her to the ground, unconscious. She would remain that way until the following morning.

“But, since I cannot have you warning anyone,” he said quietly, gently sliding her slumbering form under the bed. “Sleep well.”

He then turned and headed back to the unused shaft, descending to the kitchen in a flash, changing his disguise to that of a young message courier as he climbed.

Messengers were the lowest of the low. Unskilled labor. As such, they were ignored by all. No one said so much as a single word to him the entire walk to the exit. He stepped out of the compound and turned for the marketplace.

He preferred doing his work in private, but if it had to be done this way, so be it. What was paramount was that the emmik died today. And a public display by a Ghalian, while not the original plan, would certainly garner some attention to others who might be considering pushing back against the Council of Twenty in this region.

But he would have to move quickly, for once the Council arrived, even his shimmer-cloaked ship might not evade notice if a powerful enough visla was present. The clock was ticking, and loudly at that.

Clear of the compound, Bawb ducked into a doorway and shed his disguise in a flash, reverting to his normal Wampeh visage. It wouldn’t draw attention as only a tiny fraction of a fraction of his race possessed the natural gift needed to become Ghalian assassins. Most were just normal people, living their normal lives. And no one in the compound had seen a Wampeh killer in their midst. At least, not anyone who was still alive.

Bawb stepped back out into the throng of people and began his walk to the marketplace. This was about to get ugly, and unpleasantly so at that. If the emmik was out in public, that meant a large retinue of guards would be close at hand. He would have to deal with them before the man himself fell. It was going to be quite the battle, but he couldn’t waste any magic on underlings. He had to save every last bit for the right moment. As he caught sight of a group of burly guards as he approached the marketplace, he just hoped it came sooner than later.
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Bawb had hurried out of the compound as quickly as he could without drawing attention to himself, but he knew this was going to be a problem. He had killed several in his stealthy ingress, not planning on their bodies having to remain hidden much longer. But now he had to exit the premises and pursue his target out in the marketplace. This was a whole new sort of problem.

For starters, the emmik always traveled with quite a few large guards and casters at his beck and call. It was why Bawb had planned on taking him within his own walls in the first place. There would be an expenditure of effort and power, but at least he could control the environment to a degree. Out in the marketplace, however, there were just too many variables to count. But the die had been cast, and there was no time for deliberation. He had a job to do, and there was no other option.

He steeled himself for what was to come. He would have to fight as many as he had to, all while concealing his true nature and hopefully luring the emmik close enough to engage directly. If he could manage that, he could hopefully steal his power as he completed his contract, setting himself right and healing his wounds in a flash.

But first, he would have to make the man confident enough to step into the fray himself. And that would take some clever misdirection. There was a reason he surrounded himself with so many guards. The emmik almost never fought his own battles. Today would have to be different. If only he could figure out how to ensure things played out as he desired.

There was no time for a lengthy plan. Bawb had hurried toward the marketplace, the blue sun adding a modicum of power to his stores, allowing him a tiny bit of healing potential. But he couldn’t waste so much as a drop on that. His wounds would have to wait. There was a job to be done.

A flicker on his invisible skill display caught his attention. The final blurred-out item had shifted slightly, he just knew it. What that meant, however, he had no idea. He’d done nothing special, nothing that he hadn’t done on a hundred other missions before this one. But something, it seemed, was different.

No time to worry about that. You need to get moving, the konus chided.

His pace increased at once, heeding the silent urgings of his magical device. He would be in the open bazaar soon, and from then, who knew what might happen? There would be time to puzzle over the unexpected anomaly later. First, there was a job to do.

It was a particularly busy day, and a large throng filled the marketplace, spilling out into the surrounding streets. If only there were a good fight going on at the arena, perhaps then he might be able to track his prey without so many innocents in the mix. But it was, as they say, what it was, and while he rather disliked the expression, it was, in this case, most fitting.

A ripple in the flow of pedestrians caught his eye. A parting of bodies as if a predatory creature was swimming among them. In this case, the true predator was in hot pursuit, but the emmik and his band of ruffians were, as of this point, blissfully unaware. So long as he reached them before someone found the bodies back in the compound and sent warning, Bawb still had the element of surprise.

That vanished as soon as he tried to casually weave through the dozen-plus guards as if he was just part of the crowd. Apparently, with the Council on their way, these men and women were on high alert. That, and they’d been given the all-clear to use whatever means necessary to ensure the emmik didn’t have to deal with the rabble on this important occasion.

“Wrong place, wrong time,” the thick-necked Tslavar guard at the rear said as soon as Bawb had only barely bumped him.

So much for a stealthy insertion.

The guard pulled his sword and swung, coming up with nothing but air. He never even felt the dagger pierce his skull, stabbed and withdrawn so fast his comrade did a double-take as his associate fell to the ground. He didn’t have time to shout a warning, his throat sliced in a flash, leaving him to gurgle his bloody last.

Bawb didn’t stop to finish him. He was a dead man anyway, and any second the others would⁠—

“Hostile!” a deep-yellow-orange woman in thick plate armor yelled, charging him without hesitation.

Bawb parried her attack, batting her sword with his much smaller blade, letting it fly as she passed. The dagger buried itself in her side, dropping her to her knees. Again, not immediately fatal, but she was out of the fight.

Unfortunately, that still left over a dozen, and they were now well aware of his presence. Bawb dropped two more in rapid succession, his thrown daggers forcing the attacking guards to stagger their attacks lest they, too, fall victim to more hidden blades.

Bawb drew his sword and set to work, seriously outnumbered. Worse yet, there were casters in the mix. Not powerful ones, but strong enough to pose a significant threat. The only saving grace was his proximity to the others. If he had been standing alone in the open, he doubted they would have hesitated, and it was that hesitation that let him position his other opponents between himself and the magic-users. If they cast, they would hit their own people full-on, and he would avoid the brunt of the spells.

Bawb fought on, searching for sight of his target nestled in the group. The emmik wasn’t typically one to engage, but he could very well be watching from the safety of the sidelines. Bawb couldn’t slow to properly look for him. The attackers were too skilled and moving fast. This was no simple eradication of inferior forces. These guards actually knew how to fight, and he found himself forced to engage with far more effort than he’d anticipated.

Bawb parried and blocked, slashed and stabbed, and he was making progress when his sword was abruptly ripped from his hand, the metal lodged in his victim’s bone and armor as he fell. The assassin let it go at once, his last remaining daggers flying out of his hands faster than anyone could see. More guards fell, both to the blades as well as the impossibly quick man’s violent elbows, knees, and fists. A dozen lay on the ground, dead, dying, unconscious, but there were still several more fresh and ready for the fight.

The pale man’s sweat-soaked hair was plastered to his head, his empty hands moving with incredible accuracy and skill. He had no more weapons. It was his flesh against their metal and wood.

A pair of attackers rushed at the Wampeh. One bore a club with sharp spikes jutting from the end, the other a pair of blades. They attacked in unison. The one-at-a-time bullshit of martial arts movies was nowhere to be seen in this fight, and Bawb moved at a frantic clip to avoid the flashing weapons.

With a fast snap of his hands, he broke the smaller attacker’s wrist, sending one of his knives flying. The man’s other hand still bore a weapon, however, and the already-bloody Wampeh took a new slice to his arm as the injured assailant spun away.

No sooner had he done so than the spiked club swung through the space he’d just been standing in. Any normal man would have been dead, impaled by the weighty instrument, but Bawb managed to twist in an almost impossible way, the spikes only grazing him as they passed.

From the parting crowd, a young, violet-hued man with bulging muscles raced toward the Wampeh’s back, a large spear preceding him in a deadly thrust. And luck was on his side. His intended target was oblivious to his attack, too busy fending off the other two attackers to see him. Overextended and overtaxed, Bawb was as good as dead.

If you asked the bystander later why he had done it, the shipwrecked slave would say he didn’t know what possessed him, and that was the truth. But in the heat of the moment, the lost and confused human watching the uneven fight, along with the rest of his enslaved caravan, saw what he considered a dirty trick, and in spite of himself, his sense of fairness kicked in.

“Look out! Behind you!” he shouted, hurling his metal flask at the running spear-bearer on sheer instinct.

The metal clanged off the violet-skinned attacker’s head, distracting him just enough to alter his attack a vital fraction. Bawb spun at once, registering the threat and bending as he turned, the spear narrowly missing his torso, only just grazing him as it passed. He kicked hard, sending the attacker flying.

The pale man’s eyes flashed brightly and locked on the strange, pinkish-skinned man. A slave judging by his control collar and the company he was with, though of a race he hadn’t seen before.

A tiny flicker of a grin tugged the corner of the Wampeh’s mouth just as his invisible display flashed into view, the final item clear in the corner of his field of vision for several seconds.

Mid-battle was not the time to worry about leveling up, so he ignored it as best he could, quickly launching back into the fray, parrying the guards’ overlapping attacks with blinding speed, knocking them all away from himself. He then pivoted and rushed backward a dozen steps, creating space. Some might have thought the pale man was looking for an escape. A path with which to run away.

They would have been wrong.

A fourth man entered the fight, a hush falling over the crowd as he stepped forward. A man Bawb had been hoping would feel overconfident enough to handle this situation himself. Three of his guards were still standing, and while the assailant had made a truly impressive showing against the rest, he was sweaty, bloody, and clearly exhausted. Whatever threat he might have been when this all started, this Wampeh was a shell of that man.

Or so the emmik believed.

Just as Bawb intended.

“I’ll handle this,” the emmik said, stepping forward from the safety of the rear where he’d been watching the fight unfold. A faint purple glow formed in his hands as he joined the armed assailants to make the final kill, a look of amused malice in his eye.

This, it seemed, was what the Wampeh was waiting for.

Bawb stomped his right foot and smiled wide, his gleaming fangs sliding into place. The men hesitated, fear suddenly shining bright in their eyes. Even the emmik. They had just realized what kind of Wampeh they were dealing with.

Bawb wasn’t about to give them time to come up with a plan. He clapped his hands and barked a single guttural word. One that just happened to be one of the deadliest killing spells. “Azkokta!” he growled, and for a brief instant, an invisible, yet strangely almost tangible dark blast of power flew from his outstretched hands.

The four men fell at once as if pummeled by a giant hammer, their bodies broken and twisted. Only the man with the purple glow had survived, but only just. Exhausted and having used far too much of his stored power, Bawb reached down and hauled him to his feet, pulling his head to the side, exposing his neck as he leaned closer. He didn’t hesitate, drinking deep, taking the man’s power. But there was a problem.

To his surprise, there was hardly any power at all. This man was no emmik. He was a weak mester at most. But this was definitely the target. Bawb dropped him to the ground and pulled up his long sleeves.

Son of a bitch. He’s wearing a slaap, the konus said. A really, really strong one. Dangerously strong, if you ask me.

“I feel it,” Bawb agreed, stripping the device from the dead man’s hand and wrist.

All this time the sneaky bastard was using an overpowered slaap to make people think he was an emmik.

“Quite a ruse, indeed, and undoubtedly supported by the Council.”

And it’s the Council who is on their way here as we speak.

Bawb knew what the konus was getting at and was already running. “One step ahead of you, my friend.”

He raced through the streets and alleyways, ducking this way and that, but not before first trying to catch another glimpse of the strange man who had called out. The man who had saved his life. But for all his searching, he was nowhere to be found, and after such a very public display, Bawb needed to get off this world, and fast. He could inquire about the slave later. Now, he had to run.

He ducked into a tavern and through the kitchen. The man who came out the back door looked nothing like the Wampeh who had just slayed the emmik and his guards. It was a good disguise, but Bawb had used nearly the last of his flicker of remaining power to cast it. He had to hurry to reach his ship before he lost his grasp of it.

I have power. Do you want⁠—

“Save it. You are low as well, and who knows what we may encounter before we clear atmosphere.”

The konus didn’t argue with that logic. They’d both been drained dangerously low, and while the konus could be recharged once they were back at a safehouse, Bawb would require a different sort of replenishment, given his lack of power. One that involved a healer.

Luck was on his side today, and he made it to his ship unnoted, walking slowly and casually, cracking jokes with vendors and seeming very much at ease even as he felt his last dwindling traces of magic fading. His disguise slipped away barely moments after he was safely aboard his ship.

Bawb wasted no time launching and in short order was in space and clear of the perilous world. He jumped three times before he allowed himself to even begin to relax. This had been a dangerous and unexpected contract, and things had gone so wrong that despite being newly indoctrinated to the Five, it had very nearly cost him his life. It was that strange man who had unexpectedly saved him. An unknown and a slave, yes, but one he owed a debt of gratitude.

But there was more to the man, of that he was certain. What, he had no idea, but there was something, and he hoped to find out straightaway.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




“What was that?”

What was what?

Bawb had set a course for the nearest Ghalian healer, his ship flying at a casual, unremarkable pace as it approached the rather boring world. Boring was good for those looking to avoid prying eyes.

“You know what. The final skill.”

No such thing.

“Yes, such a thing. I saw it. The words became clear for just a moment during the fight. Unless I read it wrong, it said the Dragon Mage.”

You didn’t read it wrong, but I’m telling you, it’s not a skill.

“Konus, it has been quite a day. Do not trifle with⁠—”

It’s not a skill you saw. Oh yeah, it was there all right. Almost unlocked, but not quite. Not yet. This is not the time.

“Not a skill?”

Nope. It’s something else. Something very, very important. Something that will change your life forever.

“You sound like that old seer.”

A little, maybe, but I don’t know specifics. All I know is that each of my owners has had one final life-changing item to achieve, and each was not anything they could have expected.

“Then this is not rote leveling up.”

It isn’t.

“So, you are telling me you can actually see into the future?”

No. Well, yes. But not really. Maybe a little.

“You speak in riddles, Konus.”

Not riddles. It’s just never the same, and it’s never clear until only the last item remains. Even then it’s as much a surprise for me as my wearer.

“But the future. The seeing.”

Yeah, I’m getting to that. You know I’ve been around a long, long time, right?

“I have assumed as much in our time together.”

And you also know my makers were very powerful.

“Clearly. You are unlike any other konus I have ever encountered.”

Why, thank you, Bawb of the Ghalian. I wasn’t always worn by your kind, as you also know. I was created for a far more peaceful race. But between you and me⁠—

“Only I can hear you. Everything is between you and me.”

Fair point. But as I was saying, between you and me, nothing could compare to working with a Ghalian. Really, you guys are so complicated. Yeah, it’s a whole lot more work with all the levels and skills, but man is it fun.

“You were saying? About the future?”

Ah, right. My makers imbued me with something akin to the Sight. Only, I’m not in control of it. But I do at least know that you’ve started down that final path.

“So, you know what the last item is,” the Ghalian stated confidently. “Tell me, though. What is a dragon?”

Yep, I do know what it is. And boy, this is a good one. It always is, mind you, but in all my years, and with all my wearers, I’ve never seen one like this. And to answer your question, I don’t exactly know what a dragon is, but my instincts tell me it’s another name for Zomoki.”

“Zomoki? This has something to do with those beasts? Tell me, then. What must I do? What is my final goal?”

Sorry, my dear Ghalian, I’m afraid that’s for you to find out on your own. But knowing you like I do, I’m confident you’ll make it. And boy, are you going to be surprised.

Bawb reclined in his seat and took a deep breath as he relaxed his muscles and channeled a tiny bit of magic to quench the blossoming headache this conversation was creating. He sipped a nutrition drink as well, the concentrated components of it nursing his aching body as the ship drew closer to the destination world. The place he would have his hurt mended properly by a healer.

Unlike most destinations, this one was located deep in a black sun’s solar system. The type of system his race had first sprung from before setting out to see the stars. A system of great power, though the ultraviolet rays made magic use unstable for nearly all races. For the Wampeh, however, it was like a healing balm.

“So, I am in for a bit of mystery, is what you are telling me?”

Yep.

“And though I believe this final objective is in some way linked to that odd man in the marketplace, you are not going to provide me with any assistance in that matter?”

Now you’re getting it. But think of it like this: It’s just like always, in a way. You work hard, and when you least expect it, you level up. My job is to track it and tell you. And once that final item is achieved, this part of my existence is complete. It’s my end, in a way. A little sad, really, but also so very satisfying. It’s my purpose, after all.

Bawb felt a flash of not exactly alarm, but definitely concern. The konus, odd and annoying as it could be, had been with him so long and through so many challenges that it had become as much a friend as a technically inanimate magical device could be.

“Are you saying you die when I unlock this final item?”

Die? I can’t die. But when you unlock that final item, my task will be finished. You and I will not speak again.

Bawb felt a twinge hidden deep in his gut. The odd device had become like a friend, but in order to ascend to whatever his higher purpose was, that friend would have to be lost.

I’ll miss you too.

“Stop reading my thoughts.”

As if that’ll ever happen.

“I merely do not wish for you to fall silent. You deserve more.”

Sure, it’s all about me, the konus joked. But let me clue you in to a little something. I may fall silent for you, but your offspring? Well, that’s another thing entirely.

“Ghalian do not bond, Konus. You know this. Nor do we have children.”

Oh, is that so, Bawb, son of not one, but two Ghalian Masters?

At that moment, despite all of his logic and retorts, Bawb’s argument actually faltered. Yes, that was his origin, and yes, both of his parents had been Ghalian Masters, but they were a rarity. An anomaly, and one that had not ended well for his mother. There was a reason Ghalian did not bond.

“It is not in my cards,” he finally said, trying to sound calm and sure, but feeling neither.

Like I said, time will tell. Time will, but I will not. That’s for you to figure out. But I’ve watched you grow up, and I know the sort of man you are. Personally, I’ve got high hopes.

Bawb was at a rare loss for words. The konus had thrown him for a loop, that was for certain. So instead of trying to pry details out of the stubborn little device, he resigned himself to just one more mystery in his life. One that seemed to hinge on a strange man, unpowered from what he had sensed in the middle of his battle. An ordinary man, and one enslaved by Tslavars, no less. He would be out there, somewhere, and whatever it took, Bawb would track him down. A man who may very well be the key to his final level.

It was an unusual use of Ghalian resources, but he was one of the Five now. Adding a tiny little directive to the spy network’s workload wouldn’t be a big deal. They just had to keep their eyes open. And if he was lucky, they would find the Tslavars who possessed the man, and then he would make his acquaintance in person in no time. A Tslavar ship would follow a relatively simple trading route for their wares, and this one should be easy enough to locate.

Little did he know, that poor man was about to have his already upside-down life altered even more drastically. By the time the Ghalian network located the Tslavar craft and its cargo, the human would be gone. Swept up by pirates and embedded with their crew, flying off to who knows where, their voyage entirely off the spy network’s radar.

Bawb would keep searching, but it was not going to be a quick fix as he’d hoped. Not by a long shot.


CHAPTER FIFTY




Three years.

That was how much time had passed since he tried to track down the unusual man who had saved him in the marketplace. The one who had begun to unlock the final piece to his konus’s puzzle. Bawb’s investigation had been swift even by Ghalian standards, and it had initially led him to the Tslavar captain named Tür. That part went according to plan. His spy network had managed to find the man and, with a bit of effort, even surreptitiously extracted quite a bit of information about his captive. But there was one very inconvenient wrinkle.

The slave was gone before his agent infiltrated the ship. And his absence was not by Captain Tür’s hand.

It seemed the pink-skinned man had come into the Tslavar’s possession as the survivor of the crash of a very unusual sort of ship. Tür was tight-lipped as to where the crash had been, though some crew let slip they’d visited the Balamar wastelands. Whatever the case, the Tslavar captain did mention the vessel was of a design he had never seen before. Made of many sharp angles and clunky metal, it was inelegant and possessed no magic, and thus there was little worth salvage.

The man who had flown aboard it, however, was worth something, as a slave, at least. He had been captured without incident and added to the captain’s slave crew. He had apparently said he was something called human, from a place called Earth. It was a race and a world no one on Tür’s ship had ever heard of, but that wasn’t entirely uncommon in the vastness of the galaxy. All that mattered was he was strong enough for labor, and that was how Captain Tür had put him to use.

His name was Charlie, an unusual moniker to go along with his unusual provenance. That much of the man Bawb now knew for certain, but that was where his knowledge ended. It seemed this human had been snatched up by pirates only days prior to the spy’s infiltration, a new slave stolen right from under his master’s nose. Understandably, Captain Tür was far more than just incensed.

Beyond the captain’s rage, this abduction would prove quite problematic for Bawb’s fastidious team of eyes and ears, to say the least, for unlike the Tslavars, who at least followed something of a route when trading in lives and goods rather than partaking in mercenary actions, roving pirates were another story all together, flying where the solar winds might take them, without a discernible path.

It made tracking them incredibly annoying, though not entirely impossible.

One issue Bawb found most frustrating was the simple fact the Tslavars apparently didn’t know which pirates had taken their slave laborer. That meant a bit of legwork for the Geist and his network. There were many pirates and smugglers at work in the general vicinity, and he’d need to pinpoint who was where, and when, if he was to track down the curiously mysterious man.

He did have an advantage, however. Bawb knew a lot of those who lived in the grayer areas of society at this point in his long career. Beyond Bud and Henni, he was well-acquainted with Lalaynia and her forces, as well as many others. He’d dealt with pirates most of his life, truth be told. All the way back to his early run-ins with Nixxa and her people, though in the long run all of her scheming ultimately did not turn out well for her. Not at all.

It was a process, but with a lot of legwork, he finally managed to track his quarry to a rather successful pirate he’d only briefly crossed paths with in the past. A man named Saramin. Skilled and cautious, he would have been a challenging target, if not for the fact that the human had been recaptured by Captain Tür and his men in what was apparently quite a bloodbath.

Bawb’s agent got the message and quickly infiltrated Tür’s ranks once again, but no sooner had the spy located the slave trading crew and made contact, they learned their target’s unfortunate fate, the frustrating details of which were promptly relayed to their Ghalian employer.

Charlie, the man he’d been seeking, was gone. It seemed the fool had angered the captain and been sold off for Zomoki food. The human was dead.

It was a proverbial punch to the gut, and Bawb’s quest, it appeared, had come to a most unsatisfying and abrupt end. With this new development, it was clear that he would never achieve completion. And while he was glad this meant he would enjoy the konus’s continued presence in his life, he nevertheless felt the loss of his target acutely. No matter how he tried to reframe the situation, this was an enormous letdown after so many years of buildup.

Bawb then did what he always did when things didn’t go quite his way. He set back to work with even greater focus, immersing himself in his Ghalian duties. And as one of the Five, he had many more than ever before.

And so it came to pass that he instead spent the next three years focusing on his two other side quests when not actively on Ghalian business.

Hozark’s true killer still remained at large, their identity a mystery despite his best efforts. Whoever was pulling the strings, they had done an exceptional job of cutting them, leaving a trail of literal dead ends where Bawb searched for answers.

As for Hozark’s Vespus blade, despite years of searching for any of the blue metal swords, not just his father’s, Bawb had come up empty on that front as well. It was a lingering frustration, how so many things had gone sideways in recent years. One that he had become most fond of, however, had not, and he flew out several times a year to visit his young project.

Ser Baruud was always given ample notice of his visits, and the aged gladiator made a point to quietly pull Ziana from her training on those occasions so she might best greet her mentor and benefactor without alerting the other trainees to his presence. Bawb had left her alone for the first year, allowing her to fully immerse in her teacher’s process, but now that she was a little older and a lot more disciplined, Bawb was able to interact with her without worry about being a distraction.

The thing was, once she started to get the hang of the whole fighting thing with a truly talented teacher, and one with quite a legendary reputation no less, Ziana had started to thrive. And with Ser Baruud adding more practical and specialized instruction in regard to the aspects of not just getting by, but fitting in and thriving in civilized life on top of that, she had found herself not only not actively hating the work, but actually looking forward to it.

She was good at this. Arguably not only as good as she’d ever been at pickpocketing and general thievery, but better. It was a source of pride. Pride and confidence, and with good reason. After only her first few months, she quickly learned that she was something of a wunderkind in her ability to pick up new martial skills as well as social ones.

It was because of her excellent work, along with Ser Baruud’s glowing reports about her efforts and successes, that Bawb was inspired to take her with him on small missions and tasks from time to time, giving her a real-world opportunity to test her mettle.

Though she was often alone to any who might be observing, he was always close by, making sure she was safe. But if someone was foolish enough to try to mug the seemingly innocent young girl walking by herself (her shimmer-cloaked guardian always nearby), they invariably found themselves either on the ground or up against the wall in a most painful way, and at her hands, not her camouflaged protector’s. And adding insult to injury, she wound up robbing them many times in the process, emptying their pockets of all valuables before sending them on their way with their tails between their legs.

It was all good fun for both of them, and Bawb’s almost fatherly fondness of the girl only grew over time. He could now understand how Hozark had taken young Henni under his wing in much the same manner, though she was already quite a handful before he did so. The reasons were obvious to Bawb and resonated more with each passing year. Having another to focus on. To watch grow. To take pride in their advances and successes. It was now clear to him on a visceral level what the Ghalian way of life was costing him.

But if he could not bond and have a family of his own, he could at least enjoy the next best thing, he supposed. And though he didn’t teach her any Ghalian secrets, especially not at her young age, Bawb did train her personally on many occasions, helping her in ways even the masterful Ser Baruud could not for days or even weeks at a time before returning her to the comfortable torment of the ex-gladiator’s training house.

It warmed his heart hearing the cheerful yells and playful insults showered upon her when she walked back into the ranks. She was young, no doubt, but she was accepted, and this rag-tag group of dangerous people would one day be the most wonderful and reliable extended family she could ever hope for.

She had arrived a reticent and reluctant child, but one day she would leave a powerful and fiercely competent woman.

Until that day arrived, however, Bawb would leave her in Ser Baruud’s expert care. Whenever he brought her back to the old gladiator’s compound, he passed the man a hefty pouch of coin, always far more than he owed, and thanked him for his service, then took his leave until the next visit. Perhaps in a few weeks, perhaps a few months. He never knew for certain. But however long it might be, he left her without a hint of concern upon his departure. Ziana was in good hands, and that was all that mattered, and he was very much looking forward to seeing the sort of woman she grew to become.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




To say the Geist had slowly fallen into a routine would be misspeaking.

While there were certain tasks he was now required to perform thanks to his elevated rank, such as overseeing the general upkeep and inventory of several of the Ghalian vaults, directing the actions of and collecting reports from a portion of the spy network, and ensuring the hidden safe lodgings and training houses were all in proper order, he did so in the same way he did all things. Namely, without any means for an adversary to track him and prepare for an expected arrival.

But arrive at all of them he did, eventually, and it was at one of the smaller training houses located on a rather volcanic moon orbiting a vivid blue gas giant that his fortunes would change yet again.

It was one of three dozen moons floating lazily around the massive ball of swirling mist, more than half of them supporting life and quite a few serving as robust farming or trading hubs. This moon, however, was more of a scrapper’s outpost. A place for repairs and re-crewing of ships. There were a smattering of farms growing a modest selection of produce in the rich volcanic soil, but this was by no means an agricultural planet.

For one, it was still very volcanically active, with rumblings and even the occasional eruption taking place across its surface. But more than that, and in spite of the fecund dark ground, there was limited water flowing on this particular moon, and that meant any farming was extremely constrained to specific areas. Building a complex network of spells to redirect the water simply wouldn’t be worth the expenditure.

There had been one attempt in the early days of its settling, the massive networks of lava tubes beneath the surface serving as a sort of underground pipe system. But there were too many offshoots for the water to unintentionally divert into, and many of the tube walls were too thin to support the pressure of so much water constrained to so small a place.

But those very same geologic formations that proved so troublesome for those attempting to settle this land proved a most attractive feature for another group looking to expand their reach.

The Ghalian had long preferred establishing training houses and safe caches of weapons, supplies, and lodging in precisely this sort of location, letting nature provide a robust barrier to detection and attack. They had ample power to build whatever they wanted wherever struck their fancy, but that would require a somewhat excessive use of their magic stockpiles, and would also create a telltale sign of their work no matter how hard they tried to conceal their labors. Unless they built long before anyone else settled at that location, there would be no way to construct so vast a complex unnoted.

So, it was at locations with natural formations the Ghalian wound up favoring for obvious reasons. And it was one such training house that he was visiting, checking in on the overall running of things as well as visiting a familiar face from his youth. A former teacher, now in charge of the entire training house.

Teacher Pallik was already an older woman when she had instructed him as a boy, though she was still quite spry and very formidable despite her age. In the years since, she had aged comfortably into the deceptive appearance of a truly old woman, but heaven help any who attempted to take advantage of the seemingly easy target, for she had amassed more kills than entire bands of mercenaries in her day.

She had been quite glad for Bawb’s visit, and her pleasure at the ascension of one of her former students to the Five pleased her to no end. He had always shown great potential—they had all seen it—but this was proof-positive he truly had been out of the ordinary. A once-in-a-lifetime kind of student. One who was now among the most elite of their order. It was a bragging right she used on more than one occasion when motivating her current batch of students. She had trained the Geist, Master Ghalian and one of the Five. They would do well to heed her and the teachers working under her.

Bawb even partook in some of the training sessions personally, lending his reputation as well as his skills in the furtherance of the young Ghalian students’ advancement. Though he was not really a teacher at heart, he nevertheless did enjoy the occasional change of pace, and Teacher Pallik’s training house was a welcome location to do so.

He was relaxing in his private chambers there when a quiet hand knocked on his door.

“Dohria, I was not expecting to see you,” he said, opening the door for their most skilled of spies.

She smiled and nodded, stepping silently into his room. “Most do not.”

He chuckled and closed the door, impressed, as always, with her utterly natural use of stealth in all she did without even having to think about it.

“You know, typically I am the one who says that.”

The Master spy grinned. “Though those who hear you say those words likely do not hear any more.”

“True. Please, come, sit with me. It is good to see you, though I assume this is not a social call. I have not sent you on any task of late.”

“You have not, but I come with news. Actually, it was your classmate, Finnia, who proved most helpful in this matter.”

“She was always a very skilled spy.”

“Better than most, and I do not say that lightly.”

“I know you do not,” he replied, his curiosity piqued. “But tell me, what news?”

“Finnia happened upon an interesting lead. I say happened, but in truth she worked quite hard to unearth this little nugget of information. The finest of threads, which she relayed to me. I then pulled upon it and unraveled the mystery, albeit slowly. I would have worked faster, but I had other tasks to perform.”

“You are never lax in your duties, Dohria. None would ever question your use of time or resources, rest assured.”

“Kind words, Master Bawb. Regardless, you have my apologies for any delay. I know how personally important this matter is to you. Had I realized the implication at the time I would have reprioritized my agenda.”

Bawb felt a twinge. A flicker in his gut. Others had brought him interesting but insignificant information in the past. But Dohria? Her demeanor suggested she had come across something far more important.

“What have you learned?”

Bawb noted her posture was one of calm confidence, as always. Even the slightest of subconscious doubts that might color her movement or voice were not present.

“I preface this by saying that I have personally confirmed this information myself through a very difficult infiltration and intelligence gathering operation, and I have absolute certainty as to its validity.”

“The point, Dohria?”

“A point indeed. Namely, the point of the enchanted dagger you wear,” she replied, nodding to the ornate-handled weapon. “Master Hozark’s former blade, lost at the time of his demise and recovered by you personally.”

“Taken from Visla Kormin.”

“And most violently, if I recall correctly.”

“Deservedly so.”

“Indeed. You said it had been given to him by Visla Maktan.”

“A trophy from Master Hozark’s slaying.”

“And apparently presented to Maktan after Master Hozark’s demise by a very powerful caster named Forlazzia. An agent of the Council of Twenty, loyal to Visla Maktan’s deceased father.”

Bawb felt his pulse try to race of its own accord, a rare event for the Ghalian Master, but his self-control was stronger than the impulse, the welling emotion tamped down, but only just. He would hear this report with a clear head and calm heart. He had no other choice if he hoped for revenge.

“So, Forlazzia was Master Hozark’s killer,” he said, mulling over what this meant as the words left is lips. “He was one of many, but if you are here, that means you know Forlazzia was the person to land the fatal blow. The mind behind the whole ordeal, seeking revenge for his slain master. But why give a trophy to young Maktan? He may be among the strongest of the Council today, but he was still just a young man at the time.”

“No, you misunderstand, Master Bawb, and this is the crucial part. The amazing part. Yes, it was Forlazzia who delivered the final blow, but this killing was not his endeavor. He was just following orders. It was the young Visla Maktan, the deceased man’s son, who masterminded the entire affair.”

“But—” Bawb blurted, truly shocked by the revelation.

Dohria knew this was quite the revelation. It was incredibly rare to see the Geist at a loss for words.

“It was Master Hozark who killed his father, the former Visla Maktan, when he was just a boy,” she continued. “And while the man’s slaying had been accomplished without a trace, as one would expect of one of the Five, it seems the deceased Visla Maktan had left instructions for his son, locked away and only to be revealed upon his demise. Do you see where I am going with this?”

“Go on.”

“Among the many instructions left to the boy, one in particular stood out above all others, even amidst the detailed accounting of how to run the estate, as well as the dead man’s notes as to the internal workings, and conflicts, within the Council and how to manipulate them. He was a prescient man, it seems, and he left a note stating quite clearly that if he was to die in any manner out of the ordinary, it would have been done at the hand of a Ghalian named Hozark. He was then directed to destroy the parchment and plan for revenge, using his father’s wealth and resources.”

“That seems so unlikely. How could he have known?”

“That I do not know. But while the Visla Maktan we know of today is a fierce, cold, and ruthless man, the young boy at the time was sentimental. And that is his undoing. The tangible proof of the plot.”

Bawb realized where she was going with this. “He did not destroy it. He kept the parchment.”

“He did. And after much searching through the visla’s various estates while he was away at other locations, I eventually managed to track it down. And with that one error in this entire web of intrigue, we finally have what you have sought for so long.”

“Where is the parchment now?”

“It had to be left where it was found, I am afraid. To take it from that location would have alerted its owner. But the contents were confirmed by my very own eyes, and I vouch for what I saw with my life.”

“Nothing of the sort is required, Dohria. You have never failed, and are the most trusted among your ranks,” Bawb said, his mind reeling with this incredible, impossible news. “So, he was on a revenge mission all those years.”

“He was.”

Bawb’s own quest now seemed an eerie parallel. He had been seeking his father’s killer for longer than he cared to admit. Revenge begetting revenge, it seemed.

But while Bawb had no offspring, the visla had a daughter. Malalia was her name, and while she seemed harmless enough to the outside world, the Ghalian network had learned that she possessed power. Likely nowhere near as much as her father, but perhaps she would grow to wield even more. Time would tell. But if he succeeded in exacting his toll on her namesake, would the daughter then continue the vicious cycle?

It had the potential to become an endless loop of violence and reprisal. But if he did this right, if he was patient, calm, and careful, he could have his revenge without any knowing he had done so. After all, while the elder Maktan apparently knew Hozark personally, and betrayed him in a most spectacular manner as Bud and Henni had recounted on several occasions, the younger Maktan had never interacted with Bawb, nor did he even know his relation to Hozark.

If the Geist lived up to his reputation, Visla Maktan’s daughter would never know what happened, and that chain would finally be broken.

It was all coming into focus now. The setups and targeted attacks that had claimed many Ghalian in the process. Maktan had been after one of the Five, and reaching him directly was near impossible. So he had been patient, paying off traitors and setting trap after trap, spending a great deal of his fortune, no doubt, until one day, he finally succeeded. And that success, secret as it had been, set the young man’s course and eventually cemented his place on the Council of Twenty.

Bawb reflected on how many Ghalian had perished in Maktan’s attempts to kill Hozark. Those he had called brother and sister. Even if not for Hozark’s sake, Maktan had to pay.

“I will kill him,” he said quietly.

“If you can reach him,” the spy replied. “But know this. I saw the parchment only because it was stored in a rarely used estate. For that reason alone was security lax. You know my skills, but even I would be hard pressed to gain access when the visla is present. Not only because of his own significant power, but also because he clearly learned from his father’s mistakes. His residences are warded, and he possesses shimmer-cloaked security in great numbers, and they travel secretly wherever he goes.”

“They are not the only ones who know how to use a shimmer cloak.”

“True. But heed my words, Master Bawb. It would serve you well to target him while away from the robust defenses of his usual residences. While some are more accessible than others, all will be a great challenge, even for you.”

He stroked his chin a moment considering her words carefully. Of all their spies, Dohria was the most skilled by far, and her warnings were not without merit.

“Thank you, Dohria.”

“It is my pleasure to serve.”

“Good. Then I would ask you do one more thing for me.”

“Yes? What would you have?”

“A detailed list. A list of his estates that seem, in your estimation, the most likely to be breached. I feel that you know what I am looking for. Not the easiest to gain access, but the ones that provide the most unexpected of opportunities. I will heed your advice and proceed accordingly, but a backup plan is always advisable, and I would know all I can about where he rests his head, so that I may best separate it from his body.”

“It will be done.”

“Thank you, my friend. I cannot tell you enough how much this means to me.”

“I know, Master Bawb,” she said, turning for the door, knowing full well it was time to leave him to his thoughts and planning. “And I wish you the best of luck.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




Even the most average of Ghalian had a few favors they could call in. Given their line of work, they came across all types, and often in the most trying of circumstances. Assistance without charge or even outright contract was sometimes just the way things played out. As a result, an informal debt would arise, almost a barter of sorts. Perhaps one day the favor would be called in, perhaps not. The point was, the help was there if needed.

When it came to the Geist, however, both the number and magnitude of favors owed were something altogether different.

Bawb had a network of people he could call upon like no other, and when, many months after Dohria’s revelation, he heard an intelligence update that Visla Maktan was scheduled to personally visit one of the Council’s off-books weapons distribution hubs, it seemed this was finally the time to call them in. If he did things just right, this was his opportunity. He could actually reach the man.

He had spent nearly all of his free time since the meeting with Dohria traveling to her short list of Maktan’s potentially vulnerable properties when he was away, accessing the ones he could and laying the foundations for infiltration of the man’s more difficult-to-protect estates. But this? This would be even better.

It would be difficult, however, and it would require an enormous diversion, but with the right help he could quietly weave through the chaos he intended to stir up and reach his target amidst all the confusion. Fortunately, he had been amassing power in both his weapons and himself in preparation for this day. He sent word to his key players and set out to wait for them on a quiet moon in a quiet system far from the eyes of the Council.

Lalaynia and her pirate fleet arrived first at the designated meeting location, jumping there as soon as he called. Shortly thereafter, so did Bud and Henni, as well as several other groups of what others might consider unsavory sorts. Bawb, however, saw them as far more. They were his own personal assault force, albeit one comprised of a very hodge-podge mix of all sorts of pirates and soldiers of fortune.

The leaders all congregated in the clearing where the Ghalian was calmly awaiting their arrival. An impressive spread of food had been laid out in advance, a feast worthy of those about to put their lives on the line. Bawb knew that second to coin, food was the quickest and most appreciated way to this lot’s hearts.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said when the group had all settled in, comfortably stuffed after enjoying their hearty meal. “I know this was short notice, but I have assistance to ask of you all, which I will now make clear. There will be fighting, and a lot of it. And the adversary will be none other than the Council of Twenty. Many of you already have longstanding quarrels with them, but for those who do not, should you wish to not be a party to this task, no hard feelings will be had.

“We’re with you, Bawb. Whatever it is, you can count on us,” Lalaynia said, unfurling to her full, impressive height as she surveyed the many familiar faces around her. “I know I, for one, am glad to ruin the Council’s day.”

“Aren’t we all?” Henni chimed in with a laugh.

The others all joined the affirmations with gusto. This was not a group to shy from a conflict. Nevertheless, Bawb felt the option to sit this one out was one he was obligated to offer. It would not be just any mission, after all.

“Then allow me to tell you what we are after,” he began. “The target is a world called Lommix. One I have discovered is home to a massive Council-backed illicit weapons distribution network. A hub that it appears is of some importance to their efforts to overthrow nearby governments and gain control of even more systems.”

“Power hungry bastards!” someone yelled, meeting the cheers of the others.

“Yes,” Bawb agreed. “They are, at that. But if we are successful in our efforts the Council will find themselves not only many thousands of weapons poorer, but they will also see their plans for expansion defeated before they can get a foothold in the target systems. Naturally, there is an added benefit to disrupting their plans. Namely, a significant haul in not only weapons, but also coin, vessels, and all other manner of pillage to be had. And all of it will be yours to divvy up amongst yourselves.”

“You’re not taking any?” a woman with an impressive scar across her cheek all the way to her shoulder asked.

“I am not. This effort sets the Council’s plans back significantly, and that is all I require.”

The group nodded approvingly as they muttered amongst themselves. It would be a major haul for all of them. The sort of target none would ever think of taking down on their own. And none would join forces like this. Not without Bawb’s efforts. And now they were looking at a very lucrative prospect before them. It was a plan that would cost lives, as did so many of their adventures, but this was one that would also bring the survivors great wealth. Some might even be able to retire after this.

Of course, Bawb didn’t mention his true reason for the assault. He trusted these people, but loose lips existed even on the tightest of ships, and he couldn’t risk word leaking out. Not if he wanted to catch Maktan unaware. It would be a battle, and the man would be on guard, naturally, but only for regular combat, not a targeted killing. It was a lapse in defense that Bawb would exploit to its fullest.

Bawb relayed the details to the assembled captains then sent them back to their ships to prepare their crews for the mission and await his order to begin. It was going to be epic in scale and violence. He pulled aside Bud and Henni before they departed.

“I would have you running more of a support aspect in this task.”

Bud shook his head. “We’re good to go, Bawb. You know that.”

“Yes, I do, and I do not doubt your willingness to do whatever it takes, even if it puts you both in great danger. But you have a child aboard, and I cannot in good conscience place her in harm’s way.”

Bud and Henni both looked like they were about to protest, but they stopped short. They knew he was right. It was just this was the sort of thing they would have normally jumped head-first into back in the old days. But he had a point. The most valid of points at that. They would do as he asked for their daughter’s sake.

“We’ll do it,” Henni said. “But if you need us to step in, you don’t hesitate to ask, okay?”

“You have my word.”

“Good.”

Bawb watched the departing captains with a keen eye. Most were there, but a few had not made the rendezvous.

“Where is Olo?” he asked. “I would have thought him most anxious to prove his piloting prowess in a situation like this.”

Bud shook his head and sighed. “That fool finally did it. Went and screwed up his stasis spell, like we all told him he would if he kept messing with it.”

“He is frozen in time, then?”

“Yep. Just not as he’d planned. Quite the screwup. Hell, it might be decades before the spell releases. Maybe longer, even. We just don’t know. He was fiddling with magic he should have left alone.”

Bawb nodded his understanding. “His skills will be missed.”

“Yeah, but not his mouth,” Henni added with a little smirk. “So, Bawb, how long you thinking before we start the festivities? This is going to be one for the books.”

“It will, though I do not think the Council will ever admit to such a loss. As for when we begin, it will be soon. Very soon indeed.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




Bawb had been quite serious in his estimate. When he said soon, he meant it, and time would not be wasted. The endeavor was simply too important. In fact, it was only later that very day that he confirmed the arrival of a Council warship at Lommix and immediately gave the order to commence. The Council ship’s presence meant one thing: the visla had arrived.

If all went to plan, Lommix would be the last world he ever set foot on.

To all involved and any observing this would be an unusual and quite massive cooperative effort by a very diverse group of ruffians, thieves, and pirates of all stripe and color. Word would be leaked after the fact as weapons were sold off just what sort of outpost this world truly had been, and with that, Bawb’s cover story would be locked in solid.

The citizens of the neighboring systems, and more importantly, the Council of Twenty, would all swallow the tale hook, line, and sinker, for there would be no reason not to. The assault was quite real, after all, as were the spoils of war. The only thing they wouldn’t know was the true reason Visla Maktan had fallen in the conflict.

It was a perfectly crafted assassination, one surrounded by war and utter chaos, and it wouldn’t raise so much as an eyebrow of suspicion. And above all else, Bawb would finally avenge his father’s death.

But first, he had to get inside the enemy perimeter without being detected, and in the midst of an all-out battle against what were certain to be robust, albeit concealed, defenses.

When the first wave of the attack began, he realized just how prescient his assessment had been.

Bawb had flown to the surface in advance, landing his shimmer ship well clear of the massive complex of buildings making up the ersatz city nestled between the many towering rocky crags of the surrounding terrain. A natural bit of protection in addition to the magical ones. It was an impressive setup, he had to admit. An entire city, all of it dedicated to the Council’s illicit arms trade.

From the air it would appear as just another settlement on an otherwise average world, but there were no civilians here, and the lack of available landing space for unwitting visitors was intentional. Only those trusted within their ranks set foot within its walls. And that meant no one was innocent.

It made at least that aspect of the plan easy. They didn’t have to tread lightly for fear of harming locals who were not party to the thriving trade. It was to be a free-fire mission where anyone who moved was to be considered a hostile.

Bawb tested the air gingerly, making sure his shimmer cloak would not trigger any alarms as he drew near. Ingress would be difficult, but not impossible. A wall surrounded the entire city, but that wasn’t unusual. There were also undoubtedly many hidden warding spells embedded within. Again, to be expected.

With the entry and exitways guarded, he had determined that scaling the walls would be his best bet. He’d always been a strong climber, and the wards were intended to keep out rapid, violent attacks, not the slow and steady movements of a man showing no outward hostile intent. He just needed to wait for the diversion to begin with the first ship’s bombardment. Once the forces were on the ground, no one would think to look up.

If only things had gone according to plan.

The assault began with no warning, dozens of craft, large and small, blazing into the atmosphere in a rapid descent. The first ship to dive in and unleash a flurry of stun spells triggered the hidden defenses, but they turned out to be far more robust than even Bawb’s spy network had believed. Perhaps it was because of the visla’s arrival, perhaps not. It didn’t matter why. What did was the ferocity with which the craft was slammed from the sky, sent tumbling into the rocky terrain with a mighty explosion.

In a flash, hundreds of heavily armed troops streamed out of the few gates in the massive wall, the doors slamming shut behind them. A powerful blocking spell then burst from the stone itself, surrounding the wall with an invisible barrier of deadly magic at the defenders’ backs. To touch it was to die, and it was only because of the ship’s unexpected destruction that Bawb had shifted course and scrambled back up the rocks to a safe height to get a better view of just how sideways the plan had already gone.

The answer was very, very much so.

He nestled behind a small copse of native trees and shrubs springing from the rocky ground, using the natural cover rather than his shimmer cloak for the moment. The thrumming defenses were insanely powerful, and it was very likely a shimmer detection spell would have been cast along with them. Gingerly, he cast his probing spells.

You were right, the konus noted. All sorts of detection spells coming out of that thing. Along with poison, acid, and overall death.

The device was very correct in that assessment. Whoever had designed this defensive layering of magic had gone quite overboard. The troops who were not on the outside of it likely had no idea they couldn’t retreat even if they wanted. They were fodder and nothing more. Bodies to meet an opposing force and do what they could. Move forward or die. It was a simple choice, if not a pleasant one.

That’s a lot of magic.

“It is. And there is something odd to it. Can you feel it?”

Yeah. I’ve never felt that before. It’s weird.

“I must warn the others.”

Bawb pulled his small skree from his pouch and sent word to Lalaynia. There was a robust defensive perimeter. They would need to either find a way in from above or figure out how to punch through it from the ground.

“There’s plenty of room to land on the other side of the wall, but I can see that there are a lot of troops scrambling and setting up defensive positions,” the pirate replied as she surveyed the situation from above. “And since this is a weapons manufacturing and distribution hub, they’re ridiculously well-armed. Landing’s gonna be impossible until that threat’s neutralized.”

Bawb hadn’t planned on this. He could take out a good amount of the defenses if only he could get inside the walls. But without the pirate ground assault leading the way, there was simply no way he could slip past so many enemy troops. At least, not quickly enough. And the barrier behind them was another matter entirely.

“You will need to relay to the others about the nature of the defensive wall spell behind the Council troops,” he added. “I am trying to devise some means to defeat it, but it may take time.”

Lalaynia’s massive ship dove straight down toward the city, the force of her offensive spells building so much he could feel them all the way up on his rocky hiding place. “Don’t sweat it. I’ve got this,” she transmitted, then unleashed an enormous blast of magic.

She must’ve had her main casters damn near drain themselves from the effort, but then, Lalaynia wasn’t one to do anything by half measures. This needed to be done, and she was going to do it fast and hard, just like she did most everything. Unfortunately, the odd trait Bawb and the konus had felt was ready, and when the spells hit, they realized exactly what they were for.

Oh, shit, the konus gasped as the entire magical barrier erupted in bright flames, then extinguished itself into a churning cloud of deadly magical smoke.

The nearest defensive forces dropped dead in a flash as the edge of the smoke contacted their exposed skin. What had been a robust defensive spell to begin with was now something far worse. A wall of magical smoke that had only amplified the killing power of the spells whose destruction had formed it. A bird flew into a rising wisp and fell from the sky, landing atop the dense smoke, the magical power of the condensed destructive spells holding it aloft as if it was floating on water for several moments before its body began to slowly sink into the churning fumes.

“This is a problem.”

Ya think? There’s no way anyone’s getting through that. Not in or out.

“I have never seen its like before. A clever use of power, I must admit.”

Stop admiring it. We’re screwed.

Bawb watched as the deceased bird slowly sank and finally vanished from sight, an idea blossoming in his head. “Oh. Oh, yes. That just might work.”

You know I read your thoughts, right? And this one? It’s crazy.

“But it could work.”

Operative word being could. If it doesn’t, you’re dead. Like dead-dead.

Bawb pulled his sword and began slicing lengths of bark from one of the trees in long strips, gathering them up in a pile. “Death is possible, yes. But oh, what a glorious way to go if so.”

You’re nuts. You know that, right?

“We shall see, my friend. We shall see.”

Bawb worked fast, his hands rapidly weaving thin braided strands of bark through small holes he made in the strips until they had taken on a solid shape. He then cut off several thin branches and bent them into elongated ovals, to which he firmly affixed the bark. Next, he took cordage from his kit and fashioned a sturdy set of straps on each of the two contraptions.

That done, he took off at a jog, moving carefully and smoothly so as not to draw attention to himself, heading to the point where the towering smoke brushed up against a rocky outcropping high above the raging battle below.

He watched the fighting as he tied one of the makeshift devices to each foot, securing them in place tightly before stepping to the edge. “This should be interesting,” he said as he cast the most powerful bubble spells he could, one for each foot running all the way up to his knees, encasing the snowshoe-looking things with strong magic. Magic that was not violent in nature. Magic he hoped would not be noticed by the defensive smoke as a threat.

If you die, well, it’s been⁠—

“I do not plan on dying,” he said, stepping off into the empty air, landing atop the thick smoke, his feet moving at once into a careful run as they found purchase atop the squishy but relatively solid surface. “Not today, I do not believe.”

Bawb had watched the bird sink into the smoke, the idea forming in an instant. Not just a way to survive the smoke. A way inside the walls themselves. All he had to do was move fast enough to not sink in. That, and his bubble spell needed to shield him from any rising wisps of smoke. If he could manage those two things, this seemingly impenetrable defense would in fact allow him a means of access its creators had never considered. It would carry him right into the city, and in a way and location that no one would even dream of looking.

Bawb ran and ran, traversing the uneven, churning smoke with a fleetness of foot that surprised even him. But then, with a horrible death on the line, his focus and reflexes were both operating at maximum efficiency. He had found a flaw in the visla’s defenses and exploited it, using the barrier’s own traits against it.

He didn’t dare glance down at the battle far below. The pirates and mercenaries would do what they always did. Namely, get the job done or die trying. Bawb had his own fight to focus on, and to his great relief, a few minutes later he jumped clear of the deadly smoke, his feet touching down atop the solid stone of the wall with a most satisfying impact.

You actually did it, the konus marveled.

“You do not have to sound so surprised.”

You don’t understand. No one has ever done that.

“Smoke running? I can certainly see why not.”

But you did, Bawb. You did it, so you name it, the konus said, a brand-new skill crackling and flashing into existence on his display. Level up: Smokerunner.

“I thought you said there was only the one item left. Dragon Mage.”

And there was. Frankly, this is highly, highly unusual. But I don’t think this is the time to ruminate on that, do you?

“Definitely not,” Bawb replied, scanning for shimmer-detection spells and finding none. Not here within the walls. Someone had gotten careless, and he was going to take full advantage of it.

He slipped into his shimmer cloak and vanished from sight then began the careful infiltration down to the large clearing below. It was full of hundreds of Council troops now, and not just grunts but actual skilled fighters. He would have to be careful. Extremely careful. But with Visla Maktan finally within his grasp, he almost didn’t notice them. Maktan was the target. Everyone else was just an obstacle to be removed from his path.

Down and down he climbed until his boots touched the stone pavers at the base of the wall. He was in. Now it was time for Maktan to die.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




Bawb may have been shimmer cloaked, but that didn’t mean this would be an easy entry to the heart of the city where Visla Maktan would surely be directing the conflict from the comfort of the Council’s luxury facilities. In fact, after several minutes dodging and weaving around scurrying troops, Bawb came to the conclusion that a shimmer cloak, though not being scanned for, was decidedly not the way to go about this.

The man he killed had just stepped out of a storehouse building, smacking right into the invisible man. He didn’t know what hit him. The cloaked assassin kept him upright for two steps around the corner then dumped his body behind a stack of large crates. Crates that appeared to contain fully charged konuses ready for distribution.

He put thoughts of the discovery aside for the moment and quickly stripped the man of his coat and hat. Bawb kept his own trousers and boots. In all the commotion, no one would look down, and all he really needed was enough of a disguise from the waist up to allow him to push through the crowds without anyone wondering about who was doing it.

The shimmer cloak was typically useful in most situations, but when it was this densely packed with enemy combatants, it could actually be more of a hindrance than a help.

Bawb moved through the throngs with speed yet also calm. He wore an expression that said he was on a mission, but not one of concern or fear. Just another soldier doing his job. Or so it appeared. When he finally reached the Council’s lodging and meeting house, he pulled up short. The place wasn’t anything special, but the amount of guards around it and milling about inside from what he could see through the open doors was daunting.

Worst of all, he had no time to research the subtle sigils and markings worn by those manning this location, and thus was unable to steal or copy the correct uniform to gain entry. He was going to have to do this the hard way. And it looked like keeping himself intact and ready to face Maktan was going to cost him a lot of power in the process.

Bawb reached into his bag of holding and withdrew the ridiculously powerful slaap he had poured magic into over the preceding months. It was a very, very dangerous weapon, though not as unstable as a claithe. Regardless, he would have to be careful in deploying its force. That, and his konus would have to power down to essentially a no-power standby mode. To wield two such powerful magic devices at the same time typically spelled disaster for whomever was foolish enough to try.

Be careful, and kick his ass.

“That is my intention.”

I know. I’ll be keeping watch, the konus said, then powered down and fell silent on his wrist.

Bawb was on his own.

He covered the slaap with his sleeve and put on a pair of gloves to hide the portion now riding over his fingers like a pair of brass knuckles connected to the powerful device on his wrist and hand. He then pushed ahead to the main gate, hauling the bloody form of one of the troops he had just wounded in preparation of his plan.

“No one passes!” the guard closest yelled.

“He’s hurt. I need to get him inside!” Bawb shouted back, not slowing his pace, the dying man in his arms pouring out his lifeblood onto the ground in a crimson trail.

“Turn back! I’m warning you!”

Bawb had already cast his shielding spells. There was no telling what these guards might do, but he had to be prepared for anything. Hopefully he could make it inside, blustering past the outermost guards to at least get out of sight of the additional forces clustered around the exterior. If he managed that he would have fewer adversaries in his way, though the path to Maktan would undoubtedly be both difficult and bloody.

“He needs help!” the disguised assassin persisted, shouldering right into the men blocking his path, allowing his forward momentum, along with a tiny force spell, to propel him through their hasty attempt to stop him and tumbling right into the building proper.

The guards hurried in after him, but that didn’t matter. What did was that he was out of sight of the dozens still on the outside. And once he closed the door, that was where they would remain. Bawb allowed the nearest guard to grab him, dumping the bleeding man into the arms of the other two attempting to detain him. They reacted on instinct, as he’d hoped they would, catching their wounded comrade as he fell.

It was an error that would cost them dearly.

His muting spell sealed the door immediately, hidden blades flashing out and slaying the guards around him before they could even realize that despite having strength in numbers, they were terribly outclassed. In just seconds all of them lay dead on the floor. Bawb pushed the door shut the rest of the way and applied a barring spell to keep it that way, at least for now. How long he had before the alarm was raised was anyone’s guess.

He turned and took off at a jog, following the sensation of powerful magic being cast, allowing his gut to steer him down the winding corridors and hallways. The visla was casting, and in doing so was leading him right to his target.

“Hey, you!” a startled guard managed to blurt before taking a dagger to the eye. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Unfortunately, the two dozen others Bawb met on the way were not so careless.

He leapt into the fray without hesitation, blades, spells, elbows, and knees flying in all directions, laying waste to those who would slow his progress. Counter spells slammed into him, flinging him hard into the walls, but Bawb pushed through, combating those close as well as those still out of reach.

It was absolute carnage pitting a Master Ghalian against a crack team of Council commandos in a blindingly fast display of combat skills running the gamut across myriad styles. Bawb took hit after hit of weapons and magic as he tore through their ranks, meting out far more hurt than he was receiving. Still, at this rate he would be operating at a deficit by the time he reached the visla. He just hoped what he held in reserve would be enough.

A stout trio of thick-necked Oraki warriors charged him in a modified phalanx formation, their defensive spells overlapping as they took turns on the offense. Bawb found himself driven backward, his feet slipping in the blood of the fallen.

This would not do. Not at all.

Their casting was masterful, and despite his setback and the danger it entailed, Bawb nevertheless admired the skill with which these elite guards were layering their magic and practical weapons. Against anyone else they would have almost certainly proven victorious. But Bawb had other plans, along with a few tricks of his own.

He cast a powerful force spell, pushing back against their shield spells, but the clash of power resulted in a stalemate. Bawb winced as a spear jutted out and managed to slice into his side. It wasn’t a deep cut, but the injury was compounding the others he’d already sustained. Blood loss would eventually become an issue even for him unless he got clear and healed the worst of his wounds.

Bawb cast a trio of spells in quick succession, two of them violent attacks, but one utterly benign. A chilling spell, and aimed at the ground rather than the enemy in front of him. They had forced him back quite a way with their onslaught, but in so doing had created an interesting opportunity for the Ghalian. His spell hit the ground and froze the blood immediately. The guards reacted quickly, yanking their feet free. The intruder was clever, but not clever enough.

Or so they thought.

Bawb’s follow-up spell wasn’t a killing one. Not even your usual combative. It was, rather, one used by workers to move material from one point to another. A robust pushing spell. And it was something the enemy hadn’t cast defenses against.

Their feet, freed of the icy entrapment, were now standing atop that very same ice, exactly as Bawb had intended. They had perhaps a moment of clarity when they realized their error, but by then it was too late. They were sliding backward far too fast, and with their proximity to one another for their defensive and offensive posturing, they were unable to turn to stop themselves in time to stop from hitting the wall behind them. And hit it they did.

Hard.

They were dazed but not dead. At least for a few seconds. Bawb quickly rectified that situation, a trio of thrown daggers putting an end to them in rapid succession. He winced again, his fingers showing blood as he probed the wound on his side.

It didn’t matter. Those were the last of the guards before he reached the central chamber, and they’d been the toughest. But this was it. His goal. The command room where Visla Maktan would be. Where he would finally face the man responsible for his father’s death.

Bawb pulled a little of his remaining power to stanch the bleeding as best he could but held back the rest. Maktan was incredibly powerful, and he was going to need every bit of magic he had if he was to stand a chance.

Without further hesitation, he charged through the doors, deadly spells flying the instant he entered. The two attendants dropped immediately, stone dead. The man in the center of the room, however, merely batted them aside, his defensive spells easily stopping the attack. He stared at the bloody man who dared attack him, a malicious grin spreading across his lips. Bawb saw it all with perfect clarity, but there was just one problem.

“You are not Visla Maktan.”

“My master had other things arise and sent me in his stead,” the man replied, sizing up the sweaty, bloody, pale warrior before him. “A Ghalian, I assume?”

Bawb didn’t reply.

The man chuckled with an ease that would have frightened other men. “You know, I’ve dealt with your kind before. And quite successfully, I might add. You’re not as hard to kill as they make you out to be, though one of you did pose more of a challenge than the others. But at the end of the day, he fell just like the rest of them. And I see you have his dagger on your belt. I would recognize that handle anywhere. A quality prize. My master should never have given that away.”

Bawb’s anger flared hot in his belly as the realization hit as hard as the impact of a meaty fist. “You are Visla Forlazzia,” he growled.

“My reputation precedes me, I see,” the visla replied, crackling magic glowing around his body as he channeled his substantial power. “And you really should have known better.”

He let loose a blast of deadly magic. Bawb’s multiple defenses met it head-on and held, but only barely. The man was far more powerful than any he’d ever faced before. Though not seated on the Council, it was immediately clear that this man was a full visla, and a strong one at that. Regardless, Bawb counterattacked, firing off spells and throwing weapons as he tried to get closer to land a killing blow. He’d amassed as much power as he could for precisely this moment, and though this was not the man he sought, he would nevertheless fight with all his ability, his only options to be victorious or to die trying.

Visla Forlazzia blocked most of the spells and stepped aside of the others, expending power to avoid the impacts, but not seeming terribly perturbed by the effort. He was stronger than this attacker, and he knew it. The slaap on the Ghalian’s wrist may have been concealed, but Forlazzia had felt its magic and assessed its limits, and while it contained a great deal of magic, it did not have enough.

The outcome of this fight was as good as sealed. All it would take was a bit of wearing down and the Ghalian assassin would fall.

Bawb was of a different opinion on that matter, and his relentless attacks and counters showed his deep resolve. Visla Forlazzia had to give him credit, the man was losing, and he had to know it, but he nevertheless continued to fight on, and with great effort and skill despite his mounting injuries and draining power.

Forlazzia was also weakening, using much more magic to deal with this man than he’d originally expected. Measured power to power he was stronger by far, but the Ghalian’s skill was a compounding force that threatened to even the tables. He could not let that happen. Forlazzia shifted some of his magic away from the perimeter defenses, hurling a massive spread of violent spells at Bawb.

Bawb’s defensive spells were no match, falling one after another as the attacks continued, pounding him hard and driving him to his knees. Blood flowed freely from his reopened wounds, and his slaap was becoming dangerously low on power. As for the reserves he had stored within himself, taking power from an assortment of casters over months of preparation, those too were faltering. He was nearing the end of his rope.

But, incredibly, he had managed to force the visla to use far more of his own power in the process, weakening the man’s casting greatly.

“You are quite a pest,” Forlazzia admitted as he dug deep inside himself, pulling upon his most hidden reserves of power. “But now it is time to end this.”

Bawb cast a counter but could feel the slaap struggling to provide the needed magic. But it had to. If it faltered now, he was as good as dead.

Not on my watch, the unexpected voice of the konus chimed in, its magic dangerously roaring back to life on his wrist in spite of the slaap riding on the other.

Bawb felt an incredible surge of power flow through him. More than ever before. The konus had opened itself to him, giving him every single drop it had available. Bawb didn’t hesitate. He cast hard and fast in a blistering attack that sucked magic from the konus, the dwindling slaap, and his own exhausted body. It was the sort of thing young casters were taught never to do lest they almost certainly perish. In this instance, Bawb figured he might be a dead man, but he could at least take the visla with him.

Forlazzia’s eyes widened with shock as the impossible wave of magic slammed into him, throwing him hard across the room, pinning him to the wall in a barrage of deadly magic, breaking his bones along with his will. And then, as strong and fast as it had started, the magic vanished, dropping the man’s limp body to the ground with a wet thud.

Bawb fell to his knees, teetering on the verge of unconsciousness.

You have to get to him, the konus urged, and Bawb knew it was right. The question was if his body would do his bidding.

Slowly, he managed to climb to his feet. Shuffling like a drunk, he staggered across the room, collapsing beside the dying visla. With his last ounce of strength, Bawb forced his fangs into the man’s neck and drank what little power he had left. He drank hard, the tantalizing trickle of power vanishing in a flash as the visla’s life ended without so much as a word.

Bawb pulled back and wiped his lips, using the little power he’d managed to steal before Forlazzia died to at least stop the worst of his bleeding, even if it couldn’t stop it all, let alone heal him.

Pull it together. You need to get out of here. With him dead, the defensive spells will fall any minute, and you’re in no shape to be stuck in the middle of an all-out battle.

Bawb knew the konus was right. He forced himself upright and started for the door, hoping reinforcements hadn’t arrived in the hallway. If they had, he would be a dead man. Fortunately, only the recently deceased populated that corridor, leaving him a straight shot out if he just followed the trail of the dead.

But trekking all the way to his ship? It couldn’t be done. Not in this state. He would need to get clear and find a ride. Or just call one, he reluctantly decided.

“Henni, Bud, I could use a ride, if you are available,” he skreed to his friends hanging back out of the fray.

Henni’s voice blared out in reply. “What’s wrong? You sound weird.”

“I am fine,” he lied. “I simply need a bit of help getting clear of the impending assault.”

“You’re hurt, aren’t you?”

He sighed. She was not only perceptive, but also a reader. And now that she had learned to control her power, even from this distance, she could sense he was keeping his true condition from her.

“I am. But do not worry about me. I will make it out of the walls to the open. I have to. The shield spell should fall at any time. All I need is to get past the guards.”

An uneasy silence hung in the air. “Which exit are you heading to?” she finally asked.

“The one near the towering rock outcropping.”

“The one you have to pass through all the defenses to get to?”

“The very same.”

Another silence.

“You’re not there yet, are you?”

“No. I am steeling myself for what comes next. I must pass through a few hundred troops to reach the gates and get clear.”

“Hurt as you are, you could die,” she replied, her concern clear in her voice.

Bawb felt a glow of affection in his heart. Whatever happened, it was good having those who cared about him so close.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But then, death is the only certainty in life, is it not?”

“None of that talk. No dying allowed on our watch!” Bud chimed in.

“Damn right,” Henni agreed, a firm resolve in her voice squashing her fear down flat. “How long until you’re outside?”

“Twenty seconds, perhaps.”

“Got it. See you then. And you do not have permission to die, you clear?”

“Crystal,” the exhausted assassin replied with an amused chuckle as the line went silent.

He pushed ahead, the exit close. Once there, it would be quite a feat making his way to and out the gates. He didn’t think he even had enough power for his shimmer cloak, but he’d damn well try. Bawb pushed the door open just in time to see Bud and Henni’s massive ship appear out of nowhere above the defensive positions, setting down hard and instantly crushing hundreds of enemy forces in an explosion of red mist.

Bawb, who had seen all manner of incredible things in his life, was flabbergasted. Henni had just jumped the entire ship not only from orbit into atmosphere, which was never supposed to be done, but she’d managed to do so right into the heart of the defensive forces with pinpoint accuracy.

The carnage was of an almost inconceivable magnitude, and most who had been outside had either been squashed flat or violently thrown by the force of the ship’s arrival. But a group of the stronger casters had managed to escape harm, their overlapped defensive spells providing protection, though they were not intended for use against this sort of thing.

They turned and saw the bloody Ghalian emerge from the building and shifted their focus to him, preparing deadly spells to dispatch the intruder, but their magical attacks hit a barrier, and not one cast by their target. They spun toward the ship and realized there was another threat here. One they could only begin to comprehend before their bodies exploded from the sheer force of his magical attack.

“Hap?” Bawb gasped as he saw the powerful young man he’d befriended in his youth now striding onto the battlefield, a grown man wielding the incredible power of the Palmarian line. Happizano Palmarian had become strong. Incredibly so. Perhaps even more than his quite formidable father. And he had joined the fray.

“Hey, Bawb,” the man said with a nod as he dispatched another group of terribly outmatched casters with ease. “Get him, will ya, Bud?”

Uzabud was already on the move, running to his friend and putting his arm around him to better help him back to the ship. But despite the carnage, the path was not clear by any stretch of the imagination. Rousing Council forces were climbing back to their feet, and they were not going to stand idly by. Despite the utterly unheard-of event they’d just witnessed—no one was supposed to be able to jump a ship like that—they were going to put that aside for now and take out the enemy with extreme prejudice. Or so they intended.

One by one the troopers regaining their senses suddenly began to drop, blood spraying from wounds that seemed to appear out of nowhere. Even in his dazed state, Bawb realized shimmer cloaks were in play. There were other Ghalian here.

Bawb pondered what he’d just seen as Bud hurried him aboard the ship and immediately settled him down onto a quiet bunk. Hap followed close and hopped aboard, sealing the hatch behind him. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the ship jumped away just as the last of the defensive spells fell, and with them the swarm of waiting pirates descended upon the survivors.

It was not going to be a pretty thing, but safely aboard his friends’ ship and now a fair distance from the fighting, Bawb was perfectly fine with that. The day hadn’t quite gone as he’d planned, but it would do.
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The pirate ship sat tranquilly in the black, safely floating far from any planets, systems, or even asteroid belts. They were in the middle of nowhere, and there wasn’t a better place to pause and take a breath.

Figuratively, of course. There was the whole void of space thing, after all.

The worst of his bleeding stanched, Bawb had moved to the command chamber to better debrief the others on what had happened back there. Even as he staggered out of his bunk, his injuries were still being slowly mended by the careful ministrations of Happizano, the powerful spells he had applied to his friend gently stitching blood vessels and muscle back together again with painful yet precise magic. Bawb was quite familiar with the sensation.

He’d been hurt countless times over the years and had spent untold hours under a healer’s touch. Notable in this instance, though not a healer, Hap was doing an admirable job of it, unlike most regular casters who attempted to heal. It was soon made clear why.

“After I finished my training with Ser Baruud when I was younger, my father insisted I learn the healing arts as well as the fighting ones,” the Palmarian heir confided. “Not the most exciting of things to study, but he always said any fool can break something. The true test of a man is in what he can build.”

Bawb nodded at the words. “That sounds familiar.”

“Yeah, well, Hozark used to say the same thing. In fact, I’m not sure if my dad got it from him or the other way around. Regardless, they both had a point.”

“And now you are here, helping mend a rather beaten-up assassin. A healer, after all these years training to fight.”

“To be fair, I did kill a fair number of Council goons back there too. Not to brag, of course.”

“Of course not,” Bawb replied with a laugh. One that, thankfully, did not hurt too much as his mended bones and muscles contracted. “But how did you come to join us on Lommix? You are not a pirate.”

Henni flashed a shit-eating grin.

“Ah, of course,” he realized, opting not to chastise his feisty friend. She had just saved his life, after all, and in quite possibly the most spectacular manner he’d ever seen.

“I flew as fast as I could when I got Henni’s skree. I’m glad I managed to get here in time.”

“And it is very much appreciated, Hap. That was a hell of a mess down there, and I don’t think I could’ve handled it all on my own.”

“You were not alone,” a familiar woman’s voice said out of thin air.

“Ah, so you are here.”

“Of course we are,” Usalla said, shedding her shimmer cloak. Elzina doffed hers a moment later.

“I didn’t hear you arrive,” the pilot noted.

Elzina chuckled. “Naturally. You know, the shielding spells are weak at the rear aft of your ship.”

Bud laughed. “Well, obviously. I didn’t want to make it too hard for you.”

“Told ya we should’ve left the auxiliary wards up, just to at least make it a challenge,” Henni added with a grin.

Bawb looked at his dear friends, grateful for their presence, but more than a little curious how they’d gotten there. “Bud, you do not have the means to contact Usalla or Elzina. How did you manage⁠—”

“Demelza,” Henni cut him off. “We go waaaay back with her. She passed the message along to Usalla.”

“Yes,” the Ghalian replied. “And I, in turn summoned Elzina.”

“Summoned?” the assassin replied with a joking glare.

“Fine. I asked nicely. In any case, it was clear from the message that you were getting into a situation that warranted assistance. And I am glad we were notified. In this instance, this task was too much for even you to handle on your own.”

“I was not on my own,” Bawb shot back. “I had a fleet of pirates and ruffians at my back. And, unless you’ve forgotten, I am one of the Five.”

Elzina let out a gruff laugh. “Yes, you are. And there was very nearly a new opening on the Five, had things gotten any worse.”

“I—”

“Just say thank you, Bawb.”

He hesitated a moment. “You are right. This did not go exactly as planned. Your help, all of it, was vital to my survival. Thank you. Thank you all.” He shifted his gaze specifically to Henni, a look of gratitude clear in his eyes. “And especially you, Henni. I have no idea how you managed to jump a ship of this size and mass so precisely. And into the atmosphere, no less. It is the stuff of legend, and I know for a fact a lot of your peers will be talking about this for years to come.”

“Not publicly, they won’t,” she shot back. “With no survivors, the only way the Council can come after anyone involved to even up the score is if someone talks. And let me tell you, no one wants to draw the Council’s attention. At least, not any more than we have by robbing them blind and taking down their arms trade in this sector.”

“And what of your other task?” Usalla asked.

Bud and Henni looked at one another, asking in unison, “What other task?”

Bawb gave a tired shrug. “Visla Maktan was not present. It was Visla Forlazzia with whom I battled.”

“Wait, did you say Maktan?” Bud asked, his face growing a few shades redder. “What does that family have to do with this?”

Bawb took a slow, deep breath. These were arguably the only people he could share his revelation with. People who had cared for Hozark as much as he had, in their own way.

“It turns out Visla Maktan was the one behind Hozark’s targeting.”

Bud shook his head. “No way. Hozark killed him.”

“Not the senior Maktan. It was his son, the current Visla Maktan, following a plan set out for him by his father before his demise so long ago.”

Henni gasped. “He had a dead-man system in place? That sneaky son of a bitch. Man, I hated him before, but now I hate him even more! The bastard killed Hozark from beyond the grave.”

“Technically, it was Visla Forlazzia who committed the actual deed, landing the final blow after a lengthy attack by Maktan’s lackeys. And he is now quite dead. I came here to avenge Hozark by slaying the man responsible for his death. That did not occur, but I do find some solace in the knowledge the hand that struck him down is now growing cold.”

“But Maktan, he is still out there,” Usalla said quietly, knowing Bawb would not stop now that he had the information he’d been searching for all these years. “The one who carried out his father’s plan.”

“Yes, he is. And I will reach him. I just do not know how. Yet.”

“Anything you need, just ask,” she said. “We all feel Hozark’s loss.”

“You know we’re in,” Bud and Henni agreed. “Lalaynia’s sure to help as well.”

“Me too. And my dad,” Hap added. “Whatever it takes.”

“And you know I’ve got your back,” Elzina chimed in.

Bawb felt a flutter of warmth in his chest. His dearest friends were banding together to back him on his quest. It was a heady feeling, this flow of care and affection. A cold wave washed the cheerful sensation away a moment later as he recalled the seer’s promise. He would be in an endeavor the likes of which he’d never seen before, and that had terrible implications.

Bawb shook his head to himself. No, he would not let that happen. Forewarned was forearmed, and he would do whatever it took to protect his friends. To keep them safe. And all while ending Visla Maktan’s treacherous life.

Henni sat up straight as she mulled over the day’s madness. “So, his henchman is dead, but Maktan’s not gonna know this was an attempt on his life. Not with the shit-show of an attack you organized. Man, that’s gonna mess with his head, no doubt. But now what?”

“Now? Now I shall endeavor to find a time. A place. A moment of weakness in which I may end this once and for all. Visla Maktan still draws breath, and so long as he does, I must continue my quest.”

The others nodded their agreement, ready to do whatever it took in support of that mission. And if all went well, they’d come out the other side victorious. It would be a feat to talk about for years to come.
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Bawb had recovered from his encounter with Visla Forlazzia more or less immediately once he’d reached the Order’s healers. Of course, the healing magic Hap had provided not only kept him from succumbing to the worst of his injuries, but also allowed the professionals the luxury of working on a non-critical patient, making their job that much easier. It also helped Bawb keep most of the attention from the other members of the Five from being focused on his endeavor.

Yes, they knew what had happened, and they also learned that Bawb had taken down one of Maktan’s most powerful and loyal servants in the process. All of that was aboveboard and to be expected when dealing with members of the Council. And though it was not on the Order’s books, all were pleased Bawb had seized the initiative and arranged such a brazen attack. And to do so without requiring Ghalian to risk their lives was icing on the very bloody cake.

Stymieing the Council of Twenty was always on the agenda, if possible, but this? Bawb had discovered and eliminated a massive illicit arms hub, taking thousands of weapons out of circulation and setting the Council back possibly years. It was just one more feather in his already very full cap.

After that he had taken a step back and settled once more into normal Ghalian life, doing pretty much as he had been before Dohria’s intel reached his ears. He carried on in that manner for several months, taking the contracts that would afford him the opportunity to not only complete a task, but to also steal power in the course of his duties, rebuilding his internal stockpile in preparation for the eventual day he would make his next attempt on Visla Maktan’s life. And this time, he did not intend to fail.

He also traveled far to have a renowned master konus maker carefully replenish his drained konus’s power. It was a tricky thing; the device had given him nearly every drop of magic it contained coming to his aid in the fight against Forlazzia. It had saved Bawb’s life, but very nearly at the cost of its own existence. But with the right hands on the job, as well as a hefty amount of coin for their services, he soon had the konus back and riding on his wrist, full of power and good as new.

Actually, it was better than new, technically. While the craftsman was not aware of the konus’s unusual properties, he had noticed it had partitions for power storage and release. It was a far more robust unit than it appeared, and its provenance was undoubtedly one of the old cultures from long ago. An heirloom, but one quite ready for use for a long time to come yet.

So he fiddled with it, adjusting a few things here and there, and updating some of its internal protocols. Nothing that changed who it was and what it did, but he devised a way to put quite a bit more power into its stores. As a result, the konus now worn by the Geist was more powerful than ever before. And, to Bawb’s relief, had not lost its peculiar self in the process.

“Hello, Filos,” a familiar voice greeted in the quiet air of Bawb’s tranquil home world.

He was working the land around his house, turning the crops, and breaking a nice sweat doing so. Labor that strengthened the body while relaxing the mind. He had seen the woman coming at a distance, though that was only because she chose to let him. His childhood friend could have gotten much closer before he noticed her if she had employed all of her spy skills.

“Good to see you,” he called back, refraining from using her name, as he was unsure which of her many personas she was wearing on this visit. “I was just about to freshen up. Would you come join me for some tea?”

“That sounds delightful.”

“Excellent,” the man the locals knew as Filos said. “Follow me.”

Once in the safety of his walls, Bawb cast a muting spell, ensuring none who might innocently come knocking would hear anything they weren’t supposed to.

“Finnia, I am happy to see you are well.”

“And you, Bawb. I heard how your attempt at Visla Maktan fared.”

“You spoke with Usalla, I take it?”

“Of course. She would not share such information with anyone else.”

“But you are a spy, and therefore…”

“Yes. I am rather good at keeping one’s secrets. But I am not here about those today. Instead, I have come to bring word of quite the opposite. A very public event to be attended by several members of the Council of Twenty, as well as a great many elites from across the systems.”

“Those sorts of things always have ridiculous levels of security, Finnia, as well as having their true location changed at the last minute as often as not.”

“Yes, a clever habit they have developed, and troublesome for those in our line of work. But this is something different. This is a tournament. And not just any. Regent Kormish is to be wed, and the union is a strategic one, joining the ruling houses of two very powerful systems with entertainment the likes of which we rarely see, to be held on his home world of Gilea.”

“Wait. Gilea? They are to hold this tournament in the Buru Arena?”

“The very same. The largest, most resplendent arena in the galaxy, some say.”

“Some would be exaggerating. But this is a stroke of good luck, Finnia. The bazaar around the arena is vast, and as a bustling commerce hub there is no way the Council would dream of shutting it down, even for this event.”

“No, they would not. And as so many there are residents, this is a celebration for all of Kormish’s subjects to revel in.”

“And pay tribute.”

“Naturally. But most importantly, the nature of an event of this magnitude means you have weeks of advance notice to prepare. Gladiators are being called from all across the galaxy, and I hear the main event will be a battle royale to the death, and one including full use of magic by the gladiator teams, as well as the use of a great many deadly beasts.”

“Unusual and costly.”

“Very.”

“And a perfect opportunity to strike.”

Finnia grinned. “Precisely my thoughts as well. And with so many official guards to be present for the Regent and his bride, Maktan will bring fewer of his own. And as there will also be other members of the Council present, undoubtedly casting as needed, mingling, and, of course, placing wagers on the bouts, this will not be a security team of all familiar faces.”

“No, they will be mixing forces,” Bawb agreed. “And while one cannot get close posing as a common spectator, with enough time it might just be possible to gain access as staff, or perhaps even an arena guard.”

She smiled brightly. “It is as if you read my mind.”

“One does not need to be psychic to see the opportunity. It will take quite a bit of effort, time, and patience to infiltrate the ranks, and all without raising suspicion. Any who go missing in the process will have to have a good reason for it lest their absence be questioned.”

“You are correct. It will not be easy. But then, you are the Geist. If anyone can manage this, it would be you.”

She was right. If anyone could, it was him, and he’d put in whatever amount of work required to do so. The effort would be Herculean, but Visla Maktan killed his father, and he had to die.

“Tell me every last detail you know.”

As it turned out, the ridiculous level of preparation for so important a ceremony had required a vast number of servants to be employed for this massive celebration of the Regent’s union, and as a result, there were plenty of people for Bawb to drug or stun with magic, taking their place while they slept it off. When they awoke, they would be a bit confused, perhaps, but he would have already moved on from that disguise, possibly several times by then. And as no one wanted to lose their jobs, excuses would be made for any tardiness or missed shifts.

He would take advantage of people’s natural tendencies for self-preservation and use them to his advantage.

Bawb called in many favors for this challenge, all of his friends lending a hand in any way they could. It was highly un-Ghalian, but for this, he knew there was no way he could truly work alone. The final stroke would be his, but leading up to it he would require many carefully timed diversions and bits of aid. And, importantly, this was not an epic battle. The seer’s words would not come to fruition.

Bawb worked his way through the staff until he finally managed to quietly take out a guard. Usalla had spent a full week infiltrating the serving staff that operated near the guards’ quarters and had been able to learn the many passphrases and other security checks they were putting in place. Things a disguised face would not know. A fake guard might get close, but without that information they would be caught long before they could enter the arena, let alone get near anyone of value. This information she passed along to the Geist.

Finnia and Elzina worked in tandem, mapping out security checkpoints and emergency egress locations as the staff prepared the arena for the tens of thousands of excited guests. Bud, Henni, and a team of Lalaynia’s people worked the bazaar, ensuring lightly enchanted coin found its way into the money stream. It was something everyone carried in their pockets, and on his command the currency would begin to smoke. Nothing painful or dangerous, but multiply that times a few thousand people carrying it and you’ve got yourself quite a diversion.

More importantly, that diversion would naturally be among the plebes, but currency also changed hands among those working beneath the vislas and emmiks. Staff still had time off, and in that time, they would eat, drink, and spend like anyone else.

Others joined in to take up positions among the crowds. Happizano would be there, though his father was too known a face to make an appearance without drawing attention. Even young Ziana would be among the crowd, her age keeping her from suspicion. But with a small skree in her pocket, she would be another vital set of eyes and ears.

But ultimately, when the time came, the final stroke would come down to Bawb. There were more security teams and powerful casters in one place than any had seen in a very long time, and they would have spells cast covering the entire arena, not only to defend the audience from any misfired magic or projectiles from the combat taking place in the arena, but also ready to securely enclose the honored guests, separating them from any outside hazards.

This meant that on the day, Bawb would need to operate entirely without magic. His disguise had to be practical and his weapons unenchanted. In fact, it would have to be a plain and entirely unmagical blade that finally took Visla Maktan’s life. If the attack was carried out smoothly as the diversion drew everyone’s attention, the man would be dead before he even felt something was wrong. Just the way his father had been killed, as the case happened to be.

Bawb double– and triple-checked everything, looking for any flaws they might have overlooked. He found none. The plan was in place, and the day grew close. Soon all the players would be in motion, the plan moving ahead at full speed. After so many years, Master Hozark would be avenged.

It was arguably the most brazen attempt on one of the most powerful vislas in the Council any had ever seen, but Bawb was already a legend. And if he could pull this off, it would only cement his deeds in the history books forever.
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Infiltration into the innermost layers of the visla’s entourage was impossible in the time allowed. Even with months of advance notice it would have been incredibly difficult. Bawb had to hand it to the man, his layers of defenses were expertly interwoven with countless spoken and unspoken passphrases and signals. To miss one was to immediately fall under very, very intense scrutiny. He would be able to handle the visla’s guards if it came down to it under normal circumstances, but here, surrounded by the private security of multiple other vislas on hand, the Council’s general guardian staff, and, of course, the Regent’s heavy security, even the most skilled Ghalian couldn’t handle that many adversaries at once.

There were some odds even the best could not overcome. Master Hozark’s exceptional final battle and the bodies scattered as a result was testament to that. While the exact details were still obfuscated, one bit of information had managed to leak out before the loose lips and loose ends were silenced permanently. Namely, that while Master Hozark may have finally succumbed to the sheer number and skill of his ambushers in the end, he nevertheless took so many with him for his last stand to become an unspoken feat of legend among the Order. A demise worthy a Ghalian of his level.

But Bawb had already cheated death once in recent history, at least more than his usual daring entailed, and he had no intention of getting this close to Visla Maktan only to fail in his objective. He would succeed. There was no other option.

So it was he powered his way through the ranks of workers rather than guards, leveraging the weakest point in the organization to his fullest advantage. It was the most ambitious infiltration he had ever attempted, taking the identities of literally dozens of people of a multitude of races and genders in so few weeks, all in the furtherance of his goal, until finally, on the day of the Regent’s celebration tournament, he had managed to embed himself within the most trusted of the serving staff.

To do so had required every last bit of intel from his friends, as well as an ever-changing array of disguises, nearly all of them practical rather than magical lest he be detected, until he had finally leveled up, so to speak, in the ranks of the arena’s workers. This still required many passphrase checks, as well as surprise checks of secondary and even tertiary codes.

But while the security measures had been brilliantly conceived, there was always a weak link, if only one was given the time to uncover it. And with several of the more brilliant minds in the Ghalian spy network helping one another in the process, those secrets were extracted without the loose-lipped marks even knowing it.

The spies then passed along the information via dead-drops, leaving word for Bawb on unmagical parchment simply tucked away in a hidden, but easily accessed, location. The most old-school of methods of transfer, but one the guards preparing for far more magical and violent measures would never expect.

But even with all the many ways Bawb had prepared, the endeavor was going to be incredibly iffy. The day finally arrived, and with it an amount of power he had never felt in one place before was deployed. And this was in addition to the natural magic the many vislas and other Council casters possessed. The Regent had employed a very powerful team of emmiks and vislas to provide a different sort of security as well. One even the spies had underestimated, though it shouldn’t affect his mission.

They were placed around the arena in key areas with a clear view of the final bout in the tournament set to take place later that day. A gladiatorial extravaganza featuring some of the most skilled gladiators fighting in teams. And unlike the opening bouts, the final event would be to the death, the winners being the first to claim a golden ring high above the arena floor.

To make it more interesting, the color-coded teams were also each provided an ally, of sorts. Fully mature Zomoki were to be added to the mix, their control collars preventing them from attacking their own team, but leaving them quite free to devour the others. It was absolutely unheard of. To source a single Zomoki of this age and size was a feat, and to arrange for several to be part of the same event was the sort of thing that would make the Regent’s celebration the talk of the galaxy for years to come.

And now Bawb understood why there were so many additional casters. He had thought it was for the protection of the Council members and the Regent, which they were, but also the crowd as a whole. With this many Zomoki, as well as gladiators wielding fully powered konuses and slaaps, the risk of magic flying astray was very real, even with the powerful control collars the beasts and combatants all wore.

If spells went astray, the defensive casters would slap down any errant magic quickly and efficiently. If done correctly, the patrons wouldn’t even notice. The best magic was that which one wasn’t even aware of, more often than not.

Bawb was now even more glad of his plan’s distinct lack of any magic use. If he had thought magic would possibly be detected before, he was certain of it now. But using a plain and utterly magic-free blade, Visla Maktan and the myriad casters present wouldn’t sense it coming.

He carried on as planned once the events began, serving the elites in his stolen identity. The disguise was practical and required no spells, simply requiring him to alter his look to match that of a servant of a similar size and morphology to his own. Coloration and basic facial structuring was achieved with prosthetics his friends had painstakingly crafted for him in the weeks since they’d identified the best person to replace.

Magic had been used in their creation, but enough time had passed that any traces were long gone, and all that remained now were the facial appliances he glued in place and blended with his own skin, over which he then spread the right coloring onto his exposed flesh. Fortunately, the staff knew better than to talk amongst themselves while on duty during their shifts. Otherwise, he’d have had to utilize the knowledge his people had obtained about this person and their private life in the weeks leading up to the day.

He would make the most of it, but it was that sort of personal detail that could trip up even the most prepared. It was simply impossible to know everything. The relative silence in which the staff functioned was a blessing.

Bawb passed close to Visla Maktan several times in the course of his duties, the hidden blade itching to be used, but he refrained. These were low-level bouts, and the visla, as well as his guards, were still all far too attentive to allow for him to strike. He had to wait until the main bout. That would be such a novel event that even the mighty Visla Maktan could not help but be caught up in the action.

And then he would perish.

Bawb felt the little skree in his pocket vibrate. It was a common enough device, as well as being utterly harmless, that his possessing one didn’t raise any suspicion. In fact, most of the staff members were carrying one to better expedite their services. In his case, it was for quite a different purpose. He tucked himself into a quiet spot and pressed it close to his ear, keeping the conversation from any who might happen by at an inopportune moment.

“There’s a bunch of extra casters here. More armed guards too.”

It was Ziana. She had been picked up by Hap from Ser Baruud’s compound and brought straight to the event, given an entry chit, and sent in to mingle with the crowd closest to the cordoned-off elite viewing area. As anticipated, no one gave a young and unpowered girl a second look.

“Yes, I am aware,” Bawb quietly replied. “The main event is to be quite a thing. Something you will likely not witness again.”

“What do you mean?”

“You will see. But thank you for the warning. I am taking it into account. Once the final bout begins, all attention will definitely be on the combatants on the fighting grounds. It is for that the additional casters are present. All will be clear quite soon.”

“Oh.”

“You did good, Ziana, and your attention to detail is appreciated. Be safe. When I complete my objective, things will get a bit crazed in the arena. Make your way free and meet up with Hap. He will get you back safely to Ser Baruud’s.”

“Will do. Good luck.”

“Thank you. And thank you for your help.”

He pocketed the skree and set back to work. Soon enough, as he expected, the crowd began to get quite loud. The main event was about to begin, and with it, Visla Maktan would finally meet his fate. Bawb made his way to the waiting area with the other staff, quietly observing the bout while also standing at the ready to serve the guests. The beasts were now present, massive, powerful creatures with golden control collars firmly around their necks. One in particular seemed quite impressive. An enormous, red Zomoki that looked as though it had seen its fair share of combat in its day.

The others were formidable as well, but none had the same feel as the red one. Whatever was different about that one he couldn’t say, but he knew in his gut that it was something special.

The gladiators, on the other hand, seemed to be your run-of-the-mill sort. Impressive specimens of fighting prowess, sure, but nothing more. At least, so he’d thought at first glance. When the bout began and the teams of fighters engaged, the crowd went wild at the sight of bloodshed and action. It was time. Time to move closer to Maktan and have his revenge.

But then he saw something that made him falter for a moment. The last item on his konus display flickering in the corner of his vision.

“What is that?” he asked the device as he moved as casually as possible toward Visla Maktan.

You know what it is.

He did, but it was so unlikely. Impossible, even. But it had to be. Here, somewhere, the strange man he’d lost track of years ago had to be present. Present, and very much alive, it would seem. Would he recognize him? Of course he would. The slave’s face was burned into his mind. A powerless man with pinkish skin and a soft body. But he had saved his life, and Bawb owed him a debt of gratitude. More than that, this man had something to do with the final item on his konus. What it was, he still had no idea, but⁠—

Collective gasps of shock flowed through the arena, and even Bawb’s jaw nearly dropped.

“This cannot be.”

But it is.

The konus was right, and his own eyes were not deceiving him. But it was so impossible. So incredibly impossible. Yet there, for all to see, a man fighting for the green team was approaching the red Zomoki. And the Zomoki was letting him. Bawb recognized him at once. The man who had unexpectedly saved his life. The slave his spies said was called Charlie. But something was different about him, he could feel it. Some sort of power was flowing through him, a type of magic he’d never felt before, yet now could detect traces of even at a distance as the man cast spells with surprising power.

It was no wonder he’d been unable to find him prior to the false reports of his demise. He had been searching for an unpowered human. This man was only one of those two things. Somehow, he had become a power user, though only moderately strong from what he could sense.

Bawb’s head swiveled, scanning the stands for Maktan. The visla was watching the human approach the Zomoki with rapt fascination, his attention locked on the events unfolding on the arena below, as were the eyes of all guards present. It was so unusual, what was happening, that all were distracted. This was his chance.

Bawb began climbing the stairs, moving with the same smooth and slow pace he’d maintained all day. He couldn’t seem in a hurry. He was just a servant doing his job. Anything out of the ordinary would draw attention, and right now, the main bout was providing him even more cover than he had anticipated.

But when screams erupted from the crowd, even the seasoned assassin had to turn and look. Self-preservation instinct as well as curiosity spurred the act, and what he saw made even the great Geist hesitate.

The human had somehow mounted the Zomoki’s back. Not only had he not been devoured by the beast supposedly fighting for another group of fighters, but it seemed he had been invited to do so. In fact, the man and beast were now fighting together, the pair mingling power as they cast violent spells in unison.

The Zomoki attempted to fly, but the control collar the human was hanging onto forced it back to the ground. The crowd was going wild. How this was even possible, no one knew. What was for certain was this bout would be talked about across the galaxy. But then the impossible happened.

“Konus Magusi!” Bawb heard the man cast even from this distance, the defensive spell blasting out to deflect the incoming attacks of the gladiators who had joined forces against the new threat.

But the spell did something more than just stop the attack. It weakened the beast’s control collar, and the mighty red Zomoki lifted up into the air with a few powerful flaps of its massive wings.

That’s not possible, the konus marveled as the final item on its hidden display flashed quite clear, and for several seconds this time. The Dragon Mage.

Dragon, Zomoki, call it what you would, Bawb suddenly knew why that human’s presence had begun to trigger that item, but only just, last time he encountered him several years ago. He wasn’t yet joined with the beast. But now? Now he had become whatever it was he was destined to. Or at least he’d begun to.

Riding a Zomoki was unheard of. Not in his lifetime. Not in many lifetimes. Not since the great Visla Balamar’s days had anyone done such a thing. It was utterly incredible. It also released such a quantity of magic into the stands that pandemonium erupted. It was chaos.

Bawb spun, but it was too late. Visla Maktan had gone from rapt fascination to a very alert defensive footing. The security casters had also released their overlapping magic, blasting the beast and its rider from the sky as every combatant’s control collar activated to its fullest extent.

The fighters and beasts dropped as one, the battle ended in an instant. But the audience would have a lot to talk about regardless. This was a bout for the ages, just not as any had anticipated.

Bawb assessed his new situation in less than a second. There was no way he could reach Maktan now. And even if he did, the man, as well as his security detail, were all on high alert. If he tried and failed, Maktan would engage even more reinforcements, adding protective spells and additional guards to his detail. But if he simply walked away, the man would be no wiser to the plot that had so very nearly taken his life this day.

It was an easy choice, though also painful. Bawb turned and left the stands, shedding his disguise and blending in with the crowd as he departed, hurrying right to his hidden shimmer ship and departing at low altitude across the ground for some time, avoiding any maneuvers that might draw attention before finally changing course for space.

He sat quietly for some time, floating in the void, pondering what the hell had just happened. What he, and so many others, had witnessed. It was impossible, but he’d seen it with his own eyes. And after the event, according to his agents, it seemed Visla Maktan, of all people, had arranged to purchase the human slave. The human, as well as the red Zomoki he had ridden. It was an unexpected wrinkle, this overlap.

You’ll have to do it at one of his estates, the konus suggested. And you know which one. If he bought the Zomoki, there’s only one place he’d take it.

“You are right. I will have to adjust my plans. But this opportunity was the best one I could have asked for.”

But what went down wasn’t your doing. He doesn’t know you were there.

“He does not. And I will now have to make an attempt on him at his estate. And yes, I know the one. The property his daughter favors for its many pens of exotic animals as well as its expansive grounds.”

One of the properties you’ve been visiting for a while now, quite conveniently.

“The very same. It seems my preparatory trips to his least guarded facilities may pay off.”

Let’s hope so. It’ll still be tough. Near impossible, even.

“But near impossible is not the same as impossible. While he was absent, the security was lax, and though his forces will reinforce the location when he arrives with his new prize, if I did my work right, the gaps I forged in his warding spells and defensive arrays will remain undetected.”

And the new wrinkle?

“You mean this Dragon Mage?”

The same.

“It seems we now know what it means, as well as why that man was the initial trigger. This slave and the Zomoki have a connection, somehow.”

And that’s tied to you.

“Though I have no idea how, nor why a Zomoki would be called a dragon. What place is this word from? I have not heard of it on any of the many worlds I have visited.”

I told ya, it’s your final level. The one that’s going to change your life. How, however, is for you to figure out.

“And figure it out I shall. Both were purchased by Visla Maktan, and as I will be at that property to deal with the man once and for all, perhaps I will learn how they are involved as well. But Maktan first. And this time I must succeed. Maktan must pay the price.”

You were really close at the arena.

“And next time I will not fail.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT




Bawb’s complex plan had been foiled, but not by Visla Maktan, nor by any other member of the Council of Twenty. A simple man, a human, as he knew the gladiator slave had called himself when first captured, had sent the entire operation tumbling down. But it had not been through overt action, at least not against Bawb and his many cohorts. This Charlie fellow had simply been doing what any might be expected to when in the middle of a fight-to-the-death gladiatorial match. Namely, whatever it took to survive.

Even so, no one had expected him to ride atop a Zomoki.

But he’d done just that, and even managed to claim the golden ring from on high, winning the event for his team just before he, the Zomoki, and everyone else on the arena floor, had been stunned to unconsciousness by their control collars. The many casters overseeing crowd protection jumped into action as soon as they realized the beast and its rider might actually harm the audience, or even worse, escape.

The Ghalian were a patient sort, however, and while losing this window of opportunity so carefully woven into the event’s complex defenses over the many weeks leading up to the tournament was frustrating, a new sort of opportunity presented itself. But Bawb would need more power to make his attempt on Maktan in that case. A lot more.

“I came as soon as I received your skree,” Master Balustos said in a low voice from the comfortable spot in the shade near an old fountain against which he appeared to be sleeping, sheltering from the planet’s scorching dual suns.

“It is appreciated. I am glad you are well,” Bawb replied quietly, followed by a louder invitation to come join him for a refreshing beverage. The man rose to his feet, gave the newcomer a welcoming hug, and followed him deeper into the town’s winding streets.

It was noon, or thereabouts, and the footpaths were largely empty for that reason, the residents of the sleepy agricultural world taking a several-hour siesta at the hottest part of the day. A man napping in the shade was no unusual sight, nor was a friend inviting him inside for a cool drink. In this case, the two disguised individuals just happened to be far more than they appeared.

The pair walked casually, making small talk about matters of interest to the farming folk of this place, blending in as easily as breathing should anyone be listening, though both had exercised the utmost caution in even arriving at this place, let alone walking its streets, for this innocuous planet was something special. It was the location of one of the Ghalian’s most secure vaults, holding many of their most powerful items. And it was a few of those that Bawb had come to collect.

The two men made their way into a little shop, closed for siesta but easily accessible for these two. Even if it had been open, they would have had no trouble passing patrons and staff if they needed, but in this case, they simply walked right in, using their deep-rooted access spells woven into the very fabric of the building long before its current tenants.

They moved to the back storage area and cast powerful muting spells, along with multiple tripwire spells linked to stun magic that would drop even the strongest of caster if they stumbled in at an inopportune moment. And this was, again, on top of the centuries of defensive magic already quietly layered in place.

The access spells and protocols for this particular vault were myriad, and it took the two Masters nearly a minute to properly disarm all of them, both magical and physical, before they dared open the hidden access door. The entire wall pivoted from its corner as if weightless, not even the dust on the floor being disturbed by its movement. Large items could be carried down the long stairs revealed behind the opening, but today, Bawb would be making a withdrawal rather than a deposit.

The two men stepped inside and closed the door behind them, descending into the thick stone vault. This world had another unusual trait besides its binary stars. The volcanic creation of it had captured much of the nascent twin suns’ energy as it cooled from magma into rock, and it was that confusing mix of magic that effectively shielded the vault’s contents from any who might seek it. Even a skilled tracker would not sense what was hidden beneath the surface. And given what was held in this vault, that was a very good thing.

Bawb knew what he needed, walking right past all manner of weapons of great power to a surprisingly small crate. Nothing fancy, no warnings, proclamations, or artistic designs. Just a box. A box holding a pair of seemingly normal armlets. But these were anything but.

Put ’em on, the konus urged.

“They are very powerful,” he replied to the voice in his head.

Yeah, but I know these. Hozark used ’em a couple of times, so don’t worry about mixing power. I know how they react, and I’ll drop myself to minimum power the moment you draw magic from them.

“That is fortuitous.”

Fortuitous, yeah, that’s one word for it. Interesting you chose these. The same ones your father used back in the day. But you’ll need more.

“I know.”

Bawb held the twin armlets aloft, admiring the fine craftsmanship and decorative metalwork disguising their true purpose, as well as the extensive stores of power they contained. As a linked pair, they acted as one konus rather than two, an exceptionally rare item allowing doubled magic storage while their very nature redirected any thoughts about them being a weapon. People simply didn’t wield more than one konus at a time; everyone knew that.

“Those are quite a pair,” Balustos said with a nod of agreement. “A good choice dealing with the likes of Maktan.”

“Indeed. I was close to him, Balustos. Close enough to feel his power. It is very significant, more than I had expected, even from a visla of his rank.”

“You know, there has been word of a sighting. A Vespus blade. Some mercenary was seen clumsily wielding it like an ordinary sword.”

Bawb felt the slight urge to divert his course to perhaps retrieve the blade well up within him, but he quickly squashed the instinct with extreme prejudice. The others were just as capable as he of retrieving whoever’s blade it happened to be—if the intel turned out to be accurate, of course. Any other recovered Vespus would simply go back into the Ghalian arsenal for the Masters to use. Hozark’s, on the other hand, well, that particular blade he would have first dibs on.

But much as he wanted the Vespus, that thought quickly left his mind. He desired revenge far more.

Bawb slid the armlets onto his forearms. The metal reacted at once, gently adjusting to fit him perfectly, though to any watching it would seem as if they had always been made specifically for his physique. But this would not be enough. He couldn’t very well carry a whole arsenal with him, and he didn’t dare risk the overlapping power of a slaap or more konuses layered on top of the armlets’ power. But there was one item in particular stored here that would not react negatively with the armlets. It was just one that he was very loathe to utilize.

“I know that look,” Balustos said. “You are considering using the undershirt, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“It is rare that you show an outward look of disgust, my brother. But know this. For this particular situation, I feel the Ootaki shorn to fashion its threads would approve of its use. Taking down one such as Maktan would do honor to their sacrifice.”

That was all Bawb needed to hear. One voice besides his own who understood the situation. One who supported his donning an item no Ghalian wanted to use. He and Balustos strode to the quintuple-locked and warded chest and began disarming it. This was the sort of thing requiring two of the Five to access, even within the secure walls of the vault.

He opened the lid and reached inside, removing a very ordinary-looking undershirt. It was supple and smooth, a dark material much finer than most commoners would wear. But Bawb knew better. This was made entirely of Ootaki hair, the powerful locks woven into an item of clothing of vast magical potential. One the Ghalian had taken from a slain visla and locked up safely in their vaults. It had been a stroke of pure luck they’d come to possess it. None realized the visla even owned such a thing, and had he been wearing it at the time of their conflict the assassin who had taken his life and claimed it for the order would have certainly been killed.

But fate had other ideas, and with a little natural pigment added to the magical material, the radiant golden coloring was transformed to a far duller and less suspicious shade. Once used, the pigment would melt away, but for now, at least, it resembled just another item of clothing.

Bawb tucked it carefully away in his pouch.

“Not going to wear it now?”

“No. When the time comes, I will don the shirt, but not before. And as soon as the task is complete, I will return it to the safety of the vaults.”

“After recharging it with a powerful sun’s rays, of course.”

“Naturally. It shall return as I found it, though the dye may be a slightly different shade.”

Balustos nodded his approval. “I wish you luck on this journey, my brother. Visla Yoral Maktan is no simple magic user. He is one of the most powerful of the Council of Twenty. It will take some effort to reach him.”

Bawb smiled as they began sealing up the vault, heading back to the exit. “Yes, it will,” he agreed. “Fortunately, I have already begun the process.”

He soon took leave of his fellow Master and headed to the small ship he’d acquired for what he had in mind. A shimmer ship would only risk drawing attention, but a little beater craft would hardly raise an eyebrow. Or so he hoped. Time would tell.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE




As it turned out, Visla Maktan had arranged for the final payment for and transfer of his new pet immediately after the crazed uproar of the Regent’s very unusual tournament. It was a double coup for him in a way. The Zomoki and its rider were the talk of, well, everyone, and he, Visla Yoral Maktan, had acquired them both. Yes, he had paid a premium, but both his influential position as well as his coin had convinced the owners to relinquish their Zomoki and slave gladiator, respectively.

And now both were safely residing in what looked like any other lush, rural estate. Only these grounds, vast as they were, possessed a few very different traits. Things no one from the outside would see, but the visla and his top staff knew. Robust warding, alarm, and tripwire spells covered the landscape, and only those in the visla’s employ were granted access, though that was dictated by a pass spell placed on each of them, each permitting varied degrees of access depending on the individual.

As he had a great many slaves working for him, the spell was bound to their slender control collars. If they crossed the lines expanding out from the central residence and surrounding gardens, they would be shocked most painfully, the collars slamming them into the ground with a massive jolt, ensuring they would not be so foolish as to try again.

Outsiders, on the other hand, would encounter something far more deadly. To cross the hidden boundaries toward the main estate house would be excruciating at the outer edges and outright deadly closer in.

Fortune had been with Bawb when he visited the visla’s estates over the prior months in hopes one day his preparation would bear fruit. The visla had many homes across many systems, but only one had a menagerie of wild beasts. And that would be where he would take his newest prize. The animal keeper was a pale-green woman who possessed quite a way with animals, just as her father, the groundskeeper, had with plants.

Bawb had observed them at length as he infiltrated that particular estate. They wore the control collars of their master, as did all the servants, but they were given far more freedom of movement, as their duties covered a much greater expanse of the sprawling estate. It meant Bawb relied on his shimmer cloak extensively as he gingerly crept through the grounds, clearing the low walls separating access points for the visla’s slaves, sensing and altering the defensive spells in his way as he moved until he had finally cleared a narrow path all the way to the main house.

It had been a tedious process. One that required far more time than he would have wanted to spend on just one location, but he had noted the visla’s daughter visiting the grounds, and his intel revealed that she had actually been raised there. At least, as a youngster. Now in her twenties, she could travel with her father, and often did. But he had hopes that this home would call her back, and with her, the man he intended to kill.

As it turned out, the visla had returned, though for entirely different reasons. The enormous red Zomoki first and foremost. It was the visla’s new favorite. An obsession, really. He’d seen the power the beast possessed and seemed quite set on finding a way to tap into it for his own uses.

As for the gladiator, he was made a part of the household staff, and with that position he enjoyed a bit of comfort and freedom. The visla treated him differently. Almost friendly, though he was but a slave. But a slave who had somehow ridden atop the Zomoki. He was quite possibly the living key to utilizing its power, and the visla was set on figuring out how. It was simply a matter of using the carrot first, though he had no problem with the stick later if needed.

Bawb wanted to strike fast and hard, but, as he had feared, with his arrival back home the visla’s grounds were now crawling with shimmer-cloaked guards near him wherever he went, hidden in plain sight. And unlike many hired thugs he encountered in the employ of lesser men, these were quite skilled with the art. He would have to bide his time and wait for the perfect opportunity; there was no way around that.

Knowing, however, that perfect did not exist, Bawb set to work laying a few traps of his own, drawing immense power from his konus to craft them, then disguising them with layer upon layer of obfuscation spells to distract and mislead any who might sense a whiff of them. More importantly, they were designed to allow passage of any wearing a shimmer cloak, letting the visla’s hidden protectors pass without incident, further making the path seem clear and safe for him to walk.

The plan was to lead the visla into triggering one of these traps. They were designed to only activate against natural power users, and the only ones who might be in the visla’s company would be cloaked. It was a rather elegant setup, and one that would only stun the visla, leaving his guards confused and at a loss. And while they fanned out to seek out hostiles and protect their employer, Bawb would drain him dry before they realized he was even there.

Or so he had intended. The stupid gladiator had other plans, it seemed. And as the man was now possessing power of some odd sort, he, too, could set it off. An unaware fly about to land in the ointment, so to speak.

Oh no, not that one, the konus grumbled as the human wandered through the property one day. The rest of the staff were out searching for some escaped Bundabist that were now roaming the estate, but this fellow was apparently still restricted from passing farther out into the visla’s property. Normally, that wouldn’t have been a problem, but today he had gone exploring, and in so doing had wandered to what appeared to be a disused storage building, but one that nevertheless showed many signs of recent use. Bawb had felt that it would be near this location that he had the highest likelihood of ensnaring the visla in his trap.

And this oblivious man was about to walk right into it.

Or run, as the case may be. He was moving at a pretty good clip from the seemingly derelict building he’d wandered near. The very same one Bawb had discovered contained something far more nefarious, thus making it a likely area for the visla to appear. Given the lone sentry visible was wearing a slaap, carrying another on his hip along with a thick konus and what looked like an enchanted sword, it seemed a pretty solid guess.

But for now, there was another issue at hand.

“Admittedly, I am curious about his unusual power,” Bawb silently replied, observing the man’s rapid advance. “And he is heading right for it.”

You’re not worried?

“Normally, it would not be a concern. But I have to wonder if his strange form of magic might not trigger the⁠—”

The man jumped a low wall at a run, leaping right into the trap. There was no sound. No ripple of magic or anything tangible. At least he had confirmation that aspect had worked as planned. Unfortunately, it was not against the right person.

“Ah,” Bawb said, shaking his head as he watched him hit the ground quite unconscious. “I suppose we have our answer.”

He hurried to the fallen man’s side, the last item on his display flashing and flickering once more as he lifted him up and hid him within his shimmer cloak. But he would have to ponder that later. For the moment, he needed to get this man safely away from the area and out of sight of any guards, lest his trap be discovered and the entire estate be placed on lockdown.

It was the first time he’d entered the visla’s house proper, but this wasn’t the regular residence. The servants’ quarters were unguarded, so he simply carried the slumbering human under his shimmer cloak, hidden to all the servants’ eyes, then placed him gently on his bed in the room he’d determined to belong to the newcomer. Bawb took a good look at the man. Nothing special on this assessment, but the konus did not lie. There was something. What that something happened to be was yet to be determined.

He then cloaked himself and fled at once. It was risky being in the house, even if only in the servants’ area. If his shimmer were to be detected, all of his work would be for naught. As it turned out, his departure was well timed. While the building was removed from the main bulk of the structure for the most part, it did still connect, and he felt Visla Maktan’s power approaching. If he hadn’t moved at once, he might very well have been detected.

Of course, Bawb didn’t know if the visla habitually cast shimmer detection spells when already under so much protection on his own grounds, but he was not going to risk finding out the hard way. He hurried off back into the outer areas of the estate, making his way to the site of the incident to further investigate the unusual goings-on in the seemingly derelict outbuilding near which his trap had been inadvertently tripped. The visla was up to no good, that was for certain, and he needed a fuller accounting of the situation before progressing with his plan.

As the saying Bud had drilled into his head when he was teaching him the basics of piracy as a boy went, “Proper planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance.” While he was not a huge fan of alliteration, Bawb had to agree it was sound logic. And that logic would be applied before things took another turn for the unexpected.


CHAPTER SIXTY




Bawb prowled the grounds, looking for the right moment to strike, but despite the additional carefully placed trap spells, the visla’s wanderings were unpredictable. At least most of them were. And the ones that could be counted on, such as periodic visits to the Zomoki now held in his pens, were complicated by throngs of hidden guards, making the visla far too protected.

He would have to wait patiently. And wait he did, for days at that. But then, one night, something strange happened. The groundskeeper’s daughter seemed to have stirred up some trouble, eliciting a response by the guards. That was different.

Then the human, who had been visiting the Zomoki himself quite regularly, though usually observing it in silence when he did, had headed across the property grounds to its pens. The item on the konus display flickered a bit brighter once more on this occasion. Wondering why, Bawb followed from a distance.

When they arrived, however, the pen was empty, though signs of a struggle were plain to see in the dirt. The human reacted in near panic, though he hid it fairly well, hurrying to the house and approaching a pair of sentries he had apparently become friendly with.

Bawb listened closely. The Zomoki had been moved, and it had put up quite a fight. The human acted normal to their eyes, but Bawb could see he had a plan already forming in his mind. And so it was the Geist stalked him as he took a wide loop away from the house then headed out into the grounds. Bawb soon realized where the man was heading. Back to the area he’d been taken down by the hidden trap. Only this time he stopped before reaching the low wall and grabbed his collar, muttering something under his breath as the metal glowed faintly from proximity to the wall’s barrier spell.

Ha! Looks like his collar’s restricted his access again, the konus observed. Must’ve pissed off his master somehow.

“That is of no matter. What he does next, however, is.”

Bawb wouldn’t have to wait long at all to find out what this fellow’s plan was. Without waiting any longer, the slave ran at the wall, his collar glowing from the protective spell but somehow not slowing him. In fact, despite what had to be an enormous amount of pain, the human managed to jump high and far, clearing the wall’s barrier spell entirely, though the magical force of it slammed him hard into the ground.

The ground on the other side.

Incredibly, he had somehow made it across. Bawb could smell the burned flesh where the collar had damaged his skin, but it was far less than one would have expected. With the power of the boundary spell, he should have been nearly cooked alive. This was an interesting twist, but before Bawb could ponder it further, the roar of a nearby Zomoki rang out. It was close, and it was loud, and the sound both surprised Bawb and motivated the human, the latter regaining his senses and forcing himself to his feet at the sound. He took off running, not away from the sound, but toward its origin.

“Aren’t you full of surprises?” the assassin mused. “He possesses impressive drive, I will give him that.”

He shouldn’t have been able to do that, the konus marveled. That barrier should have kept him out entirely.

Bawb had thought the same thing. He also noticed that the remaining icon was again a little brighter on his invisible display.

He followed as the slave named Charlie made his way to the weapons structure, watching from a safe distance as he actually crawled inside through a window, the Zomoki distracting the guards outside. This was not a talented spy sneaking into a protected facility, but rather an average man. Yet somehow the slave had managed to gain access. Bawb decided to wait outside. Wait, and watch.

It wasn’t long before the calm was broken by another massive roar of the Zomoki. Bawb shifted position, moving through the treeline in his shimmer cloak. He carefully cast a detection spell but sensed no cloaked guards anywhere near. It was just a group of standard sentries, though these were well-armed Tslavars.

He saw that the Zomoki was chained and bound in place by a strong tether spell, unable to spit magical fire, its movements limited while the guards tormented it with spells from a safe distance out of its reach. Bawb was just beginning to wonder why the Dragon Mage icon was glowing brighter in his mind’s eye when the gladiator slave burst out of the structure, but instead of running away, he was heading right toward the guards, a large wooden club in his hands. The first two guards to fall didn’t know what hit them.

The answer was a large, heavy piece of wood.

But there was more.

That’s not right, the konus marveled. His arms. Look! He’s wearing a dozen konuses between them. And a slaap! The fool’s gonna kill himself!

But rather than perish, they watched as he cast fighting spells, pulling the tiny amount of magic each konus contained to do his bidding. Bawb realized at once that these were not charged konuses but rather newly forged ones, and as such, they had only been charged with enough power to determine if they would function before being properly filled up with magic. Normally, such a device would not be enough to cause any degree of harm. But this man? He had done something so unthinkable that one had to wonder if he even realized the amount of danger he’d put himself in.

It was only the limited power contained in each konus that saved him. Saved him and gave him a brief moment holding the upper hand. At least until the guards realized what was happening and fought back.

It wasn’t a remotely fair fight. Fifteen to one, Bawb counted at a glance, but the human was used to fighting uneven battles, his years of gladiator training coming into play as he lay into them with highly unusual tactics, combining several styles in a manner Bawb could not help but admire. He had even managed to position his adversaries in such a way they could not safely use their slaaps without risking the spells hitting their comrades, nor could they attack en masse physically as he shifted around, causing them to bunch up.

Charlie was under no such physical restraint, however, and he cast at the enemy as best he could, discarding the slaap and used-up konuses, along with their now dead weight, as their power drained. But despite his apparent skill, these odds were clearly just a little too great for this lone man.

Bawb had a decision to make, and he had to make it fast.

The man fought hard, disarming and disabling his opponents in quick succession, trying his best to keep them from surrounding him and taking him from a blind spot. It was precisely that which nearly happened as a guard rushed him from his rear flank. Charlie saw the attack out of the corner of his eye but turned just a little too slowly. The attacker, however, dropped to the ground, a dagger embedded in the side of his head.

The human watched in shock as a cloaked figure moved effortlessly between the remaining guards, slaying them with speed and efficiency. Then he turned his attention to Charlie.

Are you really going to kill him?

“Of course not. But I do wish to test his mettle,” Bawb replied, the final item in the konus’s display nearly locking into place. “Whatever this man is made of, I would learn firsthand.”

Bawb sheathed his blades and set to work, cloaked but not shimmered. He doubted the man knew how to fight that sort of adversary. It was not the sort of thing they taught gladiators. But regular combatives? Oh yes, he would be put to the test indeed.

The Geist’s moves were fluid and fast, but the human managed to block and counter a great many of them even as Bawb easily blended his many martial styles. In fact, a few of the moves he used were familiar to the assassin. “He has trained with Ser Baruud,” Bawb realized, a new respect for the man growing, but only just. Nevertheless, if he trained with Baruud and was considered ready for the tournaments, he had to be quite talented indeed.

So, naturally, Bawb decided to push him even harder.

The fighting sped up faster and faster, the two men jockeying for position, the blows flying from both of them, though it was Bawb’s that landed most frequently. Still, the human fought back with great effort, even driving his cloaked adversary back on several occasions. Then, out of the blue, Charlie did the unexpected. Whether out of frustration or as part of some wild plan Bawb did not know. What he did know was that the unexpected headbutt hurt.

It was time to end this fight, he decided, drawing a long dagger, then pulling back his hood, revealing himself for what he was and intending to make it quite clear this man had lost and surrender was the only option. Amazingly, Charlie didn’t falter. Not one bit. In fact, incredibly, the man actually flashed a little grin. Bawb learned why a second later.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a booming voice said, the pale man’s hair blowing from the force of the hot wind coming from behind him. “Drop it.”

In the course of fighting, despite clearly losing the encounter, Charlie had managed to drive his opponent backward, right into the boundary of the beast’s holding space. Only barely, but it was enough. The Zomoki now loomed directly over him. Bawb felt a flash of primal fear the likes of which even the greatest of warrior could not deny in the presence of such an apex predator. He did, however, manage to push the feeling down faster than any normal man might.

“I said, drop it,” the Zomoki repeated firmly.

The Wampeh looked up at the enormous head––and the sharp teeth her massive jaws sported––and complied, dropping the weapon to the dirt. He looked back at Charlie and grinned, his pointed canines somehow bright, even in the dim light.

“You know, I could have killed you a dozen times,” he said. “But overall, not a bad showing. You have some degree of skill.”

A chuckle of hot air washed over him from the beast. “You’re a cocky one, aren’t you? And it was nine times you could have landed a killing stroke, by my count,” the Zomoki corrected him. “And I can’t help but wonder why you didn’t.”

The Wampeh turned his gaze to the golden-eyed dragon. “You actually speak,” he marveled. “I had heard tales that a very few of your kind still possessed this ability but had long doubted them.”

“You’ll find my kind can be quite surprising,” she replied.

“Uh, Ara? What’s going on?” Charlie asked.

Bawb grew even paler. “Ara?” he said, a look of actual shock flashing across his face. “Your name is Ara?”

Charlie chuckled at the fierce warrior’s look of surprise. “I only call her that. Her real name’s kind of a bitch to pronounce.”

Realization dawned on the Ghalian Master, and with it his shock only grew.

“You’re Aranzgrgghmunatharrgle?” the pale man said, his eyes wide with awe.

Now it was Charlie’s turn to be surprised. “Wait. How did you––?”

“Legend said you perished hundreds of years ago,” Bawb continued. “All believed you long dead.”

“A belief I wish to have continue,” Ara replied.

“Of course, Wise One,” the Wampeh replied, bowing his head slightly.

“So, you do not wish to test your mettle against me, then?”

“My fangs would never pierce your scales,” he said, looking up and meeting her gaze. “And even if they could, I would never try.”

Something in the way he spoke to her, that strange reverence in his tone, made both Ara and Charlie believe the man was telling the truth. He held her in high regard, for some reason.

Ara sniffed the air, studying the Wampeh, cloaked in deep gray, a slight shifting pattern to the material of his shimmer. Charlie did the same, and as he looked at the man’s face, a realization dawned on him.

“I-I know you,” he said, clearly surprised. “You probably don’t remember. It was, like, three years ago, back in the bazaar marketplace of some world with a blue sun I don’t remember the name of. You were fighting a group of armed men, and it looked like you were losing. But when a visla, appeared you suddenly cast a killing spell out of the blue, taking down him and all the others, leaving him broken.”

He remembers, the konus marveled. After all he’s been through, he recognized your face. And after only seeing you at a glance.

Bawb shared the konus’s surprise. “The man was a mester, actually, though one possessing a slaap to maintain the illusion of power. A visla would have been far more work,” the Wampeh corrected.

“Y-you drank his blood. I saw it,” the human continued.

“Yes, I did. And you, Charlie, saved my life that day when you shouted a warning and distracted the miscreant attempting to skewer me from behind. I owed you my life.” He retrieved his dagger from the head of the fallen guard with a firm yank, wiping the blade and tucking it back into its sheath beneath his cloak. “And now we are even.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I know many things.”

“Wait a minute. Was that you racing toward the estate the other day when the Bundabist escaped?”

“You saw me?”

“Only a glimpse.”

“I was preparing to take the visla if opportunity presented itself. Sadly, you triggered my trap before I could lure him to it.”

“Trap?”

“Yes. Just the other side of the low wall you so valiantly vaulted just now.”

“You crossed the visla’s perimeter?” Ara asked, leaning in to see the burns on Charlie’s neck better. “That shouldn’t have been possible.”

“It was rather impressive, I must admit,” the pale man said. “He misused a defensive spell and somehow drained much of the power from his collar. Quite clever. Unfortunately, it was a far different spell he ran into while heading the other direction the other day.”

“That’s why my neck was untouched. It wasn’t the perimeter spell that shocked me during the hunt at all.”

“Correct. It was a very specialized spell. My spell. One designed to disable Yoral Maktan long enough for me to dispose of him while his guards were preoccupied. But then you stumbled into it. An unpowered man in a trap meant for a most dangerous visla. And yet, somehow, you not only triggered it, but you also survived. It is most curious.”

Charlie’s look said it all. He hadn’t realized just how close he had apparently come to dying. Prior to the most recent near-death experience, that is.

“You said you were here to dispose of him. You’re an assassin,” he stated plainly.

“Among other things.”

“Was it you who brought me to my room, then?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“But if subterfuge is so important, why admit all of this to me?”

“Because you are aligned with the Wise One, which says much for your character. And also because we have overlapping interests, as I think you’ve discovered.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Charlie muttered.

“A wise saying. Did you come up with it?”

“Uh, yes. Yes, I did. Just now, in fact.”

“Very catchy. I shall appropriate it––with your permission, of course.”

“Knock yourself out.”

“Why would I do such a thing?”

Charlie sighed, his adrenaline finally settling back to normal levels. “It’s just a figure of speech.”

“Ah, I see.”

The human seemed amused. He also looked a little perplexed. “Hang on. Why all the subterfuge and trap spells? Maktan’s, like, almost always walking around by himself. Just the other day he took me for a stroll out on the grounds, and we were totally alone. Why didn’t you just strike then?”

Bawb laughed. “Oh, Charlie. He was most certainly not alone.”

“I was there. He was.”

“No, he was not. Allow me to demonstrate.”

The Geist then showed one of the reasons he had earned his reputation when he slid his hood over his head and vanished without a word.

“Where’d he go?”

“I am still here, Charlie,” he said, removing the hood. For a moment he looked like a disembodied head floating six feet above the ground, then Charlie made out the slightest hint of his shape, blending with the background almost seamlessly.

“Holy shit, that’s active camouflage! Our government was working on something like that, but they never got it functional, from what I heard. But this? This is amazing.”

“It is called a shimmer. The spell, in conjunction with some form of enchanted covering, makes the wearer nearly invisible to those not specifically looking for it. And rest assured, I am always looking for it. The visla has at least a dozen guards with him at nearly all times when he is outside the estate’s walls. Often more when off-world.”

“And I had no idea.”

“There was no reason for you to have. But rest assured, I was watching.”

“You know, you’re not what I expected of an assassin,” Charlie said. “But I think I’m glad to know you, um…?”

“I am called Bawb,” the Wampeh replied.

“Bob?”

“Yes, Bawb.”

The Earth man grinned. “You’re a deadly vampire space assassin, and your name is Bob?”

“Is there a problem?” Bawb asked, a curious look in his eye.

“No, no problem. It’s just, I expected something more, I don’t know…more badass, I guess.”

“You can call him Geist, if you prefer,” Ara said.

The Wampeh’s eyes flashed at the name.

“Oh yes, my Ghalian friend, I know who you are,” the mighty Zomoki said. “Your reputation precedes you. The deadliest assassin in thirty systems. In, out, and never seen.”

“An exaggeration, of course,” Bawb replied. “And only thirty systems?” he added with a sly grin and a faintly arched brow.

Ara let out a rumbling laugh. “Oh, I like this one. But more talk later. At the moment, I need your help, Charlie.”

“That’s what I’m here for. But what can I do? It looks like the visla has you pretty well pinned down.”

“Yes, the incantation is a strong one, but I believe you can break it. The way you drained its bond before.”

“But I don’t even have a functional konus.”

The Zomoki turned her gaze to the Ghalian. “Bawb, would you be so kind as to lend Charlie your konus?”

The pale man pulled up his sleeves without hesitation, revealing ornate, armored armlets running from his wrists to just below his elbows. He pulled one of the unusual armlet konuses from his forearm and handed it to Charlie.

“Fully charged,” he noted.

“Thanks,” Charlie said, slipping it onto his arm.

Ara leaned her massive head low, allowing Charlie to wrap his hands around the glowing band on her neck. Bawb watched with fascination.

“I noted you doing something similar during the bout on Gilea. But what spell is this?”

“It’s a konus magusi spell,” Charlie said, the collar flickering as he said the words before he even began to focus on his casting.

“A simple defensive spell? It should not have any effect on that collar. Fascinating.”

Charlie turned his attention back to his task at hand. Or in his hands, as the case may be. Slowly, he began the spell, channeling it from within, his lips moving silently.

The collar’s glow began to fade, the magic restraint lessening more and more, until the collar finally returned to the dull illumination of its normal resting state.

“That’s enough, Charlie,” Ara informed him.

Charlie removed the armlet and handed it back to Bawb. Notably, the final icon on his display was now solidly locked in place, only the slightest of flickers remaining.

“It is nearly done,” Bawb mused silently.

Nearly. But you’re not there yet, the konus replied. But it seems pretty clear, you’re linked to these two somehow.

“It would appear that way, though I rather lack the free time to discern exactly how at the moment.”

Then get to work. Finish your job and get off this stupid planet.

“That is the intention, my friend,” he replied to the voice in his head, a trace of sadness in his heart at the realization his time with the konus was near completion. He put that out of his thoughts and fixed his full attention back to the business at hand. He was the Geist, and he had a job to do.

“I must now return to my task. Be safe, my new friends. I will see you again,” he said, walking away.

“He’s gone, you know,” Ara called after him. “Left the planet.”

“What?” Bawb blurted.

“Maktan. He’s gone. He was trying to force me to power his weapons––to no avail, I’m proud to say. He even had a pair of claithes among them, but it seems I was no use to him, so he had to start the process himself. Something big is afoot, and he couldn’t wait. He departed aboard one of the larger of the transport ships, focusing his own energy into the weapons within, personally delivering them to the other vislas and emmiks involved in whatever covert action they have planned.”

The Wampeh’s shoulders sagged slightly. “Then it is too late. I have missed him.”

Ara sized up the man and made a choice. “Help us, Bawb. Help us escape. If you do, you may rest assured, Visla Maktan will come to you. He wants my power more than anything in this world.”

Bawb considered her words a long moment. If the visla was actually powering the new weapons personally, that meant he would likely be at least somewhat depleted, at least for a short while. And if he did pursue his Zomoki prize? It would be that haste that would make him vulnerable, expecting the Zomoki and its rider, but not the Geist.

He looked at the man and beast and nodded. “I will help.”

“That’s great,” Charlie blurted. “But, hey, before we bug outta here, we also need to go rescue our friend. She’s being held in the main house.”

Bawb sighed to himself. Of course there was a catch. There always was. But then, how hard could it be freeing a prisoner if the visla was gone?

“Very well,” he agreed. “Let us not delay. Time will be of the essence once the Wise One’s absence is reported.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE




The friend in need of rescuing turned out to be Leila, the pale-green groundskeeper’s daughter. Bawb had noted her kind interactions with the animals under her care and had wondered if she might perhaps be an empath to a degree. With her skill handling the myriad creatures in Visla Maktan’s pens and corrals, it seemed highly likely.

But she had fallen afoul of the visla’s security staff, wandering where she should not have been, and as a result was now bound and confined in a holding area beneath the main house. Bawb would have said to leave her had the visla been home, but with the unfortunate news of his departure, a window of opportunity to enter the normally robustly protected area presented itself. One they had taken quick advantage of.

It took the woman a moment to acclimate to the idea of traveling with an assassin, but when fleeing for one’s life, strange alliances are sometimes forged. And with Charlie vouching for the man, Leila put aside her doubts and threw in her lot with the unlikely team wholeheartedly. They would make a break for it and regroup away from the visla’s estate. It would provide Bawb an opportunity to take the man out once and for all if they did it right, drawing him away from his home-field advantage.

There was just one problem.

“My ship was recently noted and placed on lockdown,” the assassin informed them as he, Charlie, and Leila rushed back to their Zomoki counterpart. “Normally not an issue, this has happened on other occasions and can be handled relatively easily. In this case, I was planning on using the visla’s demise as a distraction to buy me the time to disarm the grounding spells they placed on it, but I fear there is not time.”

Charlie caught the gist at once. “Right, we’ve gotta get the hell outta here, and pronto at that. Once Maktan gets back, we’re all in seriously hot water.”

“So, we flee,” Ara said, decisively. “And Charlie knows the perfect location to run to.”

“He’ll catch us,” Leila groused. “Wherever we go, he’ll just trigger our control collars as soon as he’s near.”

Charlie’s grin spread wide. “A-ha! And that, my friend, is why we need to get to my ship.”

“Your tech-magic vessel? But why?”

“Because, while I may be from another galaxy that doesn’t use magic, we do have some goodies that should be able to pop these collars off, no problem. The ship may be trashed, but a lot of our gear was sealed up safe and sound last I saw. And since all you magic-using types seem to abhor technology, I’d wager it’s all just sitting there, waiting to be reclaimed.”

Bawb stroked his chin as he pondered the man’s claims. “You say you can remove your collars?”

“Yep.”

“Even the Wise One’s?”

“It’s bigger, but yeah, it should work. We’ve just got to get there.”

You know you can call Bud and Henni, the konus noted. Or Lalaynia, or Usalla, or any number of people who will be happy to help.

Bawb did know that. But with the seer’s warning swirling in his head, he had no intention of doing so. “No, we will stick with the plan,” he replied to his silent companion. He looked up at Ara’s massive form. “You are certain you can jump us from this planet’s atmosphere into another?”

“I am,” the Zomoki replied. “It will be cold, yes, but you will not suffocate in the void of space, I promise.”

She was the last of her kind, and a legend at that. Bawb would trust her, and if things went awry and he perished, at least it would be a death worthy of the Geist, flying atop the back of a mighty Zomoki of legend as she jumped across the stars.

But honorable and fitting a demise as that might be, he very much preferred living.

The three bundled up to stay warm and climbed atop the Zomoki, ready as they would ever be for what was to come next. As it turned out, the jump really wasn’t so bad, but getting to Charlie’s crashed ship would require many of them, as they had to leapfrog from planet to planet rather than pushing hard into the depths of space as a ship might do.

Fortunately, Ara was very old and very well-traveled and had a massive knowledge of habitable worlds upon which to rest and recharge, all within her jump range.

As they acquired food, replenishing their strength on several planets along the way, it was becoming clear to Bawb just why the visla wanted this Zomoki so badly. Why he had taken the human gladiator as well as the powerful beast. She possessed even greater magic than the legends spoke of, and the power-hungry visla wanted it for his own. But she was bonded with the human, and it seemed no one else could tap into her power but him.

Unfortunately for the Earth man, he still seemed quite at a loss as to what that actually meant, let alone how to control what was happening to him. But none of that mattered to Bawb. He wanted to reach the desert wasteland, where he would finally face and eliminate the visla once and for all. But along the way, something interesting happened. A few things, actually.

For one, Charlie and Ara’s connection seemed to be strengthening. That was a fascinating occurrence Bawb very much wished to study in greater detail if they survived this ordeal. For another, Leila had acquired a small, furry creature that resembled a baby dire wolf of sorts, taking it under her care with the ferocity of a protective mother. For whatever reason, she had fixated on it. Bonded, even, as it had to her. And now they were four flying atop the Zomoki’s back.

And lastly, there were the pirates they encountered. Amazingly, they did not attack, at least not for long. And that was a good thing, for it would have been a massively outnumbered fight, and even Bawb would have been hard pressed to take them all. He could not call off the attack, as this was not a band Bawb was familiar with, but Charlie, it turned out, seemed to know them quite well, and what had begun as a fight had abruptly morphed into a joyful reunion, and a cheerful feast was the result. This human, it seemed, had some more tricks up his sleeve after all, the Ghalian mused with growing appreciation.

They rose early and flew hard the next day, and soon enough reached their destination. Preparations for the inevitable fight were made as hastily as possible, but when Visla Maktan finally tracked them down, and far sooner than expected, he brought with him a fleet of Council ships set on the recapture of his prize Zomoki and human, along with the brutal demise of anyone helping them.

Worse, when the visla had learned of the Zomoki’s escape, he had acted in a rage and taken the Council’s most powerful vessels, those containing what was rumored to be enough power to possibly end a world. Whatever he was going to do, it seemed his plan was going to be an exceptionally violent one.

Once the Zomoki was recaptured, he would steamroll any enemies still standing in his path as if they were no more than leaves on the wind. And with these ships at his disposal? It was sure to be a quick and decisive victory.

Or so he thought.

To say the visla was shocked when one of his prized craft was unexpectedly taken down, crashing hard into the red soil and losing him a fortune’s worth of power in the process, would be an understatement. Somehow, impossibly, these scrappy runaways had found a way to overcome what he had believed to be insurmountable odds. It seemed, however impossible as it should have been, that the enemy had some powerful tricks of their own. And he’d just learned that in the hardest of ways.

Down on the surface, Bawb didn’t spend so much as a second gloating as the Council craft fell out of the sky. In fact, he was on the move before it even hit the ground, closing the distance and climbing into the ruined ship as soon as it stopped moving before any surviving troopers could possibly recover.

He slayed many as he raced through the buckled corridors and chambers, his senses on high alert seeking the source of the ship’s power, ready to end this at long last. But to his disappointment, Visla Maktan was not present. That particular source of power was still flying high above, observing from a safe distance aboard his command ship rather than dirtying his hands personally. But Bawb felt something else. There was still significant power here, and whatever it was, he would find and destroy it, keeping it from the Council’s hands at the very least.

Bawb charged through the wreckage, amazed that any had survived this crash. But the Council’s forces were nothing if not motivated, and despite their injuries, the few he encountered at least attempted to put up a defense.

They failed miserably.

He hurried ahead, sensing power, but not like he expected. This wasn’t a visla, or even an emmik, but it was familiar in a different sort of way. When he pushed his way into a crumpled holding compartment it seemed to be coming from, he realized why.

There were Ootaki. Many of them, and all of them dead, killed in the crash. This was the power the visla was planning to harvest to fuel his assault. In all likelihood, he’d been forced to use them to charge his weapons as he couldn’t tap into the Zomoki’s magic. But that endeavor had been cut short with Ara’s escape, and now⁠—

His enchanted blade flew into his hand at the sound of metal scraping behind him. Bawb dove on instinct, rebounding from a crumpled wall, lunging blade-first toward his adversary.

Only the reflexes of one of the greatest assassins alive kept his knife from sinking home into the chest of the Ootaki who had miraculously survived, her bloodshot, concussed eyes trying desperately to focus as she attempted to free herself from the debris fallen atop her.

She was the lone survivor. A freak bit of luck had collapsed a portion of hull around her in just the right way to deflect the bulk of the barrage. She was still obviously knocked senseless by the crash, but she was alive. Bawb quickly assessed the young woman.

Mid-twenties, by his guess, with arm-thick braids of golden hair wrapped in loops around her body. He wondered if its magical power, combined with such a density of golden locks, had protected her as well, forming a sort of magical shell around her body. It was possible, but unlikely. The others hadn’t survived, after all. No, she was just lucky. The lone lucky one among them all.

He moved the large piece of metal from atop her, then began working at the enchanted straps holding her in her seat. The young woman’s senses started to return, and at the sight of the battle-dirty Wampeh, she started to scream, thrashing violently in her restraints as panic set in.

Bawb quickly silenced her with a firm hand over her mouth. The look of pure terror in her eyes triggered something in him. An unusual sensation for a man of his profession. But odd as it was, he felt empathy for her.

Perhaps it had been all that time spent with Charlie and his friends. Maybe their do-good ways were starting to rub off on him. Whatever the reason, Bawb did something unexpected. He released his grip.

“Do not scream. I am not going to hurt you,” he said as soothingly as he could, locking his gaze with hers with as kind a look as he could manage. “I am not with the Council. I am going to set you free.”

He removed his hand entirely and waited.

For a moment it appeared the panicked woman would begin shrieking again, and that would bring the surviving Council guards he had not slain in no time, but to his pleasant surprise, she seemed to calm down as she stared into his eyes. A little twist of something in his chest almost made Bawb wince, but he maintained his stoic expression.

“I am Bawb,” he said, slowly moving his blade so as not to alarm her. “I am going to cut you free now. What is your name?” he asked as he began slicing her restraints.

“Hunze,” she replied in a weak voice.

“Did you say Hunze?”

The young woman nodded.

“Okay, Hunze, here is what is going to happen. I am going to get you out of here and back to my friends. Now, come with me.”

She sat motionless, paralyzed with fear.

“Hunze, I want you to listen to me,” he said, gently taking her hands in his. “I swear to you on my honor, no harm will befall you so long as I am by your side. But if we do not move quickly, I fear this will be for naught.”

For whatever reason, she trusted this man. This deadliest of killers. Slowly, she rose to her feet, and Bawb could see the full extent of the hair wrapped around her body. The braids were simply massive, and at her age, the amount of power the great lengths held was enormous. She caught him examining her hair and flinched.

“No, you do not have to fear me. I have no interest in your locks. I will not take them from you, nor will I allow any of my brethren to touch a single hair on your head.”

It was odd, but for some reason, the assassin known as the Geist knew what he was saying was true. He would defend this unknown innocent to his last breath.

“They really must be rubbing off on me,” he muttered as he took her hand and led her from the chamber, knowing that wasn’t the case, but wondering what was.

There was some sort of connection here. A visceral need to keep this one person safe. He had saved people before, Ootaki and others, but this was different. He had wanted nothing more than to push onward and find a way to reach Maktan himself, but suddenly, this new wrinkle in that plan was shifting his priorities, much to his surprise. Death-dealer or protector? He could just point her in the right direction and carry on, that would make the most sense, but he knew that wasn’t the right choice. And after so many years focused solely on avenging Hozark’s death, he made a decision.

“Life over death,” he said quietly. “I must get you to safety.”

Odd as it was, the decision now made, he felt good. Really good, actually.

Even this late in the game you surprise me, Bawb, the konus said. I can’t level you up, I mean, there isn’t even a category for this, but congratulations.

“On what?” he replied in his head as he carried the Ootaki woman from the wreckage.

On evolving into something more than just a Ghalian. Sure, you’re still a Master of the order, and one of the Five, with all that entails. But this goes beyond all that. Beyond the killing and subterfuge. You are growing into something new entirely.

Bawb shuddered involuntarily but grit his teeth and hurried the woman outside. From there he would get her back to his friends and what would be at least temporary safety. He would do that, but then, no matter what the konus said, he would get back to the task at hand. Maktan was still out there, and he had a job to finish.

How would he reach him? Well, that was another matter entirely. But the dazed Ootaki was soon nestled in relative safety with his unlikely comrades. Was it truly safe? Of course not. But if he could just take out the visla, they would have a fighting chance. But they had to appear weak first. Weak enough to draw the man in closer.

It was a risk, playing to his ego, but Visla Maktan was the sort of man who wanted to be seen as the boss. The leader. And when it came time to land the final coup de grace, there was only one person who should be the clear bringer of death.

And so it was, cocky and self-assured now that he was certain he knew what his prey was capable of and having subsequently beaten them down from afar, that Visla Maktan altered his attack plans to engage the enemy himself. The glory was to be his, and his reputation would be bolstered as a result. As he swooped in low, it looked like it was all going to work as he anticipated. That is until, much to his surprise, his command ship fell under a violent and direct attack he wasn’t entirely prepared for.

The ferocity was stunning, and his ship sustained serious damage in an instant, the Drooks powering it losing control as it plummeted from the sky.

Maktan was shocked. He had been so sure of himself, so absolutely certain that this time he would end his enemies once and for all. But things did not always go the way they were planned, and his overconfidence in his forces’ numbers and power, along with his tremendous pride, ultimately led to his foolish charge into the fray, driving his ship right into a most unexpected barrage.

The hunter had become the hunted in an instant, and as a result he was, unthinkable as it was, going down. His craft crashed into the desert terrain hard, the formerly strong magic sealing its windows and hatches failing, the hull breaking open in many places from the sheer force of the impact.

Without so much as a word, Bawb set off at once, shimmer cloaked and hidden as he raced to the ruined ship. Maktan was aboard, he knew it. Charlie and the others would have to hold their own without him for now. It was time. Time for Hozark’s killer to at long last pay the ultimate price.

Bawb reached the downed craft quickly, entering a breach in the hull unseen by the surviving guards, maneuvering masterfully through the corridors as the survivors staggered around, well-armed and by no means out of the fight. It was tenuous, these guards were still quite active as this ship had not been so destroyed as the others, its powerful protective spells absorbing much of the impact. That meant caution. It meant risk.

Bawb didn’t care. Maktan was here. He could smell his power.

He had to move fast. The window in which the visla would be disoriented was small, and once he regained his composure and started casting defensive spells it would be near impossible to reach him. But for a moment at least he would be weak. And if he truly did pour much of his magic into powering those new weapons, his natural recovery time would be hampered.

He heard voices ahead as he hopped over a gaping hole in the deck, the hot wind from outside blowing in through the breach in the hull high above the sands. Shimmer cloak engaged, he moved fast, hugging the walls as a small squad of bloodied troops passed.

Bawb scanned for shimmer-cloaked defenses, but as this was aboard Maktan’s personal command ship, the visla did not have a team on standby around his quarters. Only on the ground would that be necessary. It was to be his greatest mistake.

“Visla, a transport ship is coming for you.”

Bawb heard the voice clearly just ahead. He recognized it at once. It was Dinuk, the visla’s right-hand man.

“What?” Maktan replied. “What transport?”

“You must flee, Visla. The ship is beyond repair, and your safety is compromised. We do not have long before the enemy could reach us.”

The visla hesitated, looking at his ruined quarters, a mess of personal items tossed this way and that, just as his plans had likewise become a jumbled ruin. But despite his pride, he knew Dinuk was right. Self-preservation was paramount. He would regroup and strike again, and when he did, there would be no survivors. Visla Maktan turned to his aide.

“You are right, Dinuk. We⁠—”

His eyes widened at the sight of the man bleeding out on the deck, his neck sliced so forcefully he was nearly decapitated. Maktan intoned the first word of his most powerful defensive spell, but the cold metal of the assassin’s dagger had already driven home, piercing his side cleanly, puncturing his lung and making him falter in speaking, the spell dropping from his lips.

More than that, this blade was enchanted, and while it would have likely done nothing to a man of Maktan’s power even at the closest of proximity, embedded in his body as it was, its effects were quite pronounced. The visla was immobilized, unable to speak the words needed to cast even the simplest of spells, let alone his dangerous ones.

The Geist slid back his shimmer cloak, leaning in closer to his target. “It has taken a lot of effort to reach you, Visla Maktan. Many have died trying to stop your plans, but somehow you persisted. And yet you then carelessly waste all of that power? For what? To die without a whimper.”

He gently pulled the knife free, wiped it on the visla’s clothes, and placed it back in its sheath. “Magic is but a tool to do the job,” he said, eyes sparkling with anticipation. “But not the best way for someone like you to meet their end. No, you deserve something else, worthy of the man who killed Master Hozark,” Bawb said, watching the visla’s eyes closely. “The man who killed my father.”

The visla saw his assassin’s pointed smile and knew in his heart this was not a lie, and for the first time in longer than he could remember, Yoral Maktan experienced another sensation. Today, he knew fear.

Bawb took his time, his fangs lingering over the man’s neck before finally sinking them in deep. He pulled Visla Maktan’s power, tasting the magic flowing into him along with the visla’s blood, forcing himself to go slow. To make this last. To allow the man to ponder his fate as the light passed from his eyes.

A blast of powerful magic from the chamber’s entryway ripped him free, the force of it throwing Bawb clear out of the compartment’s window, the opening now unsealed by any trace of magic. He cast a cushioning spell as he plummeted, the impact on the ground below softened greatly as he hit. But it still hurt.

“Bob, we have to go!” Charlie said, reaching his friend’s side in a rush.

“No! I must finish my task!” the slightly dazed assassin protested.

“You can’t finish it if you’re dead. They’re regrouping and coming back. We need to go. Now!”

“I must⁠—”

Let it go, Bawb, the konus said. You’ve done what you set out to accomplish. The man was mortally wounded even before your bite. There are no healers anywhere near. He may die a few minutes later this way, but either way, he’s done for.

“But—”

No buts. Feel his power, Bawb. It’s in you now, so reach out with it. Sense the man you stole it from. What do you feel?

Bawb did so, the visla’s incredible power, even in his diminished state, was almost intoxicating now that it had been absorbed into his body. But more than that, he could feel it connect with the visla himself, sensing his heartbeat as it seemed to strengthen a moment, then abruptly slowed then stopped forever.

“You are right,” he said quietly. “We must go.”

With that, he and Charlie hurried away from the wreck across the red sands, back to their friends.

Though if anyone asked, he would say it was the sandy wind that caused the tears in his eyes, one thing was beyond argument. Visla Maktan was dead. After so many years, his father had been avenged.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO




Bawb and his new friends had once more climbed upon the mighty Zomoki’s back, ready to head away from this place as quickly as possible. It was incredible and unexpected, but even with the demise of Visla Maktan, the driving force behind the entire operation, it seemed that whoever had taken up the mantle of control immediately upon his death was just as driven as he was.

Perhaps, even more.

As a result, they fled with great haste, but with a new passenger aboard. The Ootaki woman was quiet for the most part, as Council slaves so often tended to be, but her body language spoke of a degree of comfort with her new companions, and none more so than her Wampeh savior. The man responsible for so many deaths, yet the bringer of her new life of freedom.

Charlie had managed to rustle up some spacesuits that had remained sealed up within his ruined ship, ignored by any scavengers who might have stumbled upon the craft, as he’d anticipated. Useless tech-magic garbage to these magical people, Charlie, on the other hand, extolled the virtues of what he likened to space armor that allowed the wearer to combat the void of space without suffocating or freezing to death.

Not dying was high on everyone’s list, so they donned the suits quickly, then Ara flexed her magic and jumped away in a hurry before whoever was directing the regrouping Council ships could act, arriving far away in another system in low orbit above a beautiful planet in an instant.

The world was gorgeous, illuminated by its powerful blue sun, its incredible magical flow washing over the entire system. Ara entered the atmosphere effortlessly, her magic protecting those riding on her back, then circled lower, casually gliding over a densely populated city and its surrounding industrial and farming areas. The planet, it seemed, was teeming with a rather modern group of inhabitants. This was not some backwater place in an undeveloped system. This was a hub world.

After making her passes across the region, Ara finally settled down atop a hill outside a massive city. Bawb and his new friends climbed down from her back and took in the view. Despite the powerful sun’s rays casting the world in that azure light, the view was breathtaking.

“What is this place?” Leila gasped. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Bawb knew the world at a glance, though it had been a long time since his last visit, and a feeling of warm relief slowly crept into the tight knots of his gut. Perhaps things would be okay after all.

“Tolemac,” he said almost reverently. “A planet of art and power. One of the few independent worlds in the Conglomerate, as well. They trade freely, though they do partner with the Council on most things. They did, however, retain their autonomy.”

“Is it too valuable a society to subjugate?” Charlie asked.

“That, and they are beloved by those they deal with. I have not been here for many, many years. That my talents would not once be required on a world with such riches speaks volumes, wouldn’t you agree, Wise One?”

Ara gazed over the sprawling society tranquilly. “It does speak to its riches beyond mere coin value.” She sighed contentedly. “It has been far too long since I visited this place, though this was an entirely impromptu jump. In the heat of our escape, I latched on to the feeling of somewhere comfortable. Not home, per se, but close enough.”

“So that’s how it works,” Charlie said. “I wondered how you were so accurate in your jumps.”

“Yes, it is easiest to jump to those places I am familiar with. A visceral connection by prior contact makes longer jumps possible using less magic.”

They all considered her words as they took in the scenery, safe, at least for the moment, but the memory of the horrific battle still fresh in all of their minds. They had escaped, but it had been at great cost.

Level up, the konus said softly, the final icon glowing bright.

“No. This cannot be the end,” Bawb quietly objected. “Not yet.”

It’s all right, Bawb. We’ve had one hell of a run. But you know as well as I do that for whatever reasons the universe has in mind, you were destined to join this group. The man and the beast? The dragon and the mage are your future, it would seem. And now, with this, your ranking is complete.

“Wait. What will happen to you now?”

Now? Well, I’ll just be here, as I was for your father. We won’t speak again, you and I, but perhaps one day there will be another of your line. I sincerely hope so. I would be honored to make their acquaintance.

With that, the konus fell silent. No more pithy remarks, no more sarcastic ribbing. It had done its job, guiding Bawb, albeit in a really annoying way at times, to become the man he had to be. And now that era had passed.

Bawb sat quietly, feeling the fully unlocked power of the konus now available to him. He took the device off and slid it into his bag of holding where it would be safe. His armlets would do the job for now, and it just felt wrong using the konus without its constant interaction.

His guts hurt as if he’d lost a close friend. And in a way, he had. But then, observing the unlikely group he was now a part of, he had to wonder what might come next.

He would have an answer sooner than later.

“What’s that?” Leila shouted to the others as a dozen bright lights burned into the atmosphere.

As they looked up at the disturbance at the edge of space, it seemed apparent their respite was to come to an abrupt end. There was no rest for the weary. Their new nemesis was already hot on their trail.

“Council ships,” Bawb replied, locking his emotions down hard and scanning the sky with keen eyes. “It has to be.”

“But what are they doing?”

Her question was answered by the barrage of spells suddenly blasting into the surface from great height. The accuracy was terrible, but whoever was in command of the attack didn’t seem to care about pinpoint precision. They were carpet bombing the surface, willing to wipe out anything in the way in their pursuit of the escapees. Ara was appalled. This peaceful world was paying the price for their arrival, and that could not be allowed to happen.

“Quickly, we must depart,” she said. “Climb back on!”

“But you just jumped. Can you do another so soon?” Charlie asked while climbing atop her back.

“I have the strength for a jump, yes. Though my accuracy may be a bit off,” the Zomoki responded, watching in horror as the Council ships bombarded vast swaths of land without rhyme or reason. The attack that had been tearing up the outlying areas was now centered on populated areas, toppling the shining towers of Tolemac in its indiscriminate destruction.

“They are killing innocents by the thousands,” Ara said, horrified. “I cannot stand by and allow this. Hold tight.”

With a powerful flap of her wings, she took to the air, flying up toward the Council ships, casting defensive spells to protect the planet below as best she could while bellowing fire at the smaller craft now attempting to target them.

Swarming up from the ground, citizens were fleeing in their own ships, a stream of frantically escaping vessels darting toward outer space, their passengers and crew watching the mighty Zomoki defend their world as the Council ships lay waste to their home for seemingly no reason.

But much of the attack was being stymied. Ara’s magic was strong, and she was doing her best to protect the city below. And while she was perhaps still a bit weak for a proper jump, her power was nevertheless more than adequate to cast defensive spells. In addition, although their spells were far less powerful, Bawb, Charlie, and even Leila were casting right alongside her, doing all they could to protect the innocent civilians.

Ara and her passengers switched between offensive and defensive spells, combatting the much larger fleet as best they could, hoping to distract them, perhaps lure them away from their violent bombardment. Amazingly, it seemed to work. All but a small ship surrounded by defensive craft powered ahead toward them while the rest of the fleet retreated.

“They’re leaving!” Charlie exclaimed.

“No, they are changing tactics,” Bawb corrected. “But what this new vessel is intended for I⁠—”

He felt the power. Felt the destructive force contained within the craft, building to its climax. Ara did as well, her senses picking up on it even more acutely than the Ghalian. This was bad. Worse than bad. It was genocidal to a level she wouldn’t expect even from the Council of Twenty.

And they were right in its path.

“We must jump. Now!” she blurted,

She felt it. A doomsday-level device, and there was no way to stop it. The power was massive, and while it would not destroy an entire system, a single world would be turned to dust. Killed for no other reason than being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

And as it detonated, that was exactly what befell the hundreds of millions of citizens of Tolemac, the Council weapon’s horrible magic blasting out and amplifying its intensity even further, fed by the blue sun’s powerful rays. Bawb, who had seen more death in a day of his life than some would in a lifetime, was at a loss. This wasn’t battle. This was slaughter. Murder most foul, and all for what?

The magic blast was spreading wide, coming right for them.

“What do we do?” Charlie blurted.

Ara didn’t have time to prepare, nor did she pause to respond. She was in full-on panic mode, latching on to the first habitable planet’s signature that fixed in her senses before the deadly spell swallowed them as well. It was an odd and unfamiliar world, but she also felt drawn to it for some reason, and she didn’t have the luxury of even seconds to select another. Adrenaline-fueled and awash in the powerful rays of the mighty blue star system, Ara jumped, her spell engaging just as the insanely powerful magic hit.

There was a massive flash and a swirl of light, then a gut-wrenching pull as the Zomoki and her passengers were thrown violently through a disorienting void, before falling through the atmosphere of the lush planet they had miraculously arrived above.

Somehow, against all odds, they managed to arrest their descent and make it to the ground below in one piece, though the landing was rough.

Bawb was on his feet at once, surveying the area, weapons ready, his senses reaching out for any sign of danger. But to his surprise, there was no trace of Council magic. Or of any magic, for that matter. Not even an inkling. He looked up at the sky in awe. Awe and shock.

“The stars,” he managed to say.

Leila glanced up. “What about them?”

“I do not recognize any of them,” he realized.

Somehow, the clashing magic and Ara’s panicked jump must have thrown them through an unintentional portal of some sort, landing them in a realm far, far from home in an unknown part of the universe. He was in a new land, and, if his gut spoke true, he might never get back home ever again.

The Master Ghalian took a deep breath, inhaling the healthy, verdant air of this new world, and looked at his new companions. They were an unusual lot, but good people. Friends, perhaps. And as the rescued Ootaki woman stared back at him, he couldn’t help but wonder if here, in this place, maybe, just maybe, he could be more than just an assassin. More than the Geist. He had the distinct sensation he would have plenty of time to find out.

Bawb laughed abruptly, cutting the sound short.

“What’s so funny?” Charlie asked, brushing dirt and leaves from his hair.

“Nothing,” the Ghalian replied.

“Oh?”

“Yes. It is just that I was given a message not so long ago. An omen, I thought. But it turns out I misunderstood it, and quite impressively at that.”

Charlie looked at the deadliest man he’d ever met and decided to let it go, at least for now. Bawb, it seemed, had some processing to do. And process he would.

The seer had said he would never see his friends again, and given his life of violence and death, he had naturally assumed she meant they would be slain in battle. But that wasn’t the case at all. His friends were alive and well, and so was he, though far, far away.

Bawb looked up at the sky and pictured the faces of those he held closest. Those who would carry on their lives without him. His heart full of affection, and even love, he quietly wished them many long days and happy nights with lives full of excitement and joy.

And as for his own story? It seemed in Bawb’s case, a whole new adventure was just beginning.


BAWB’S ADVENTURES HAVE ONLY JUST BEGUN!


Dear reader,

Thank you so much for coming on this adventure as we followed Bawb from his earliest days right until he joins forces with Charlie, which, as many of you know, is something that changes his life forever. It was a whole lot of fun digging into our favorite assassin’s back story, and I hope you enjoyed the journey as much as I did. It’s been a wild ride.

I want to take a moment to mention why this book ended the way it did. With a two series overlap, there is a LOT more detail of the goings-on in the final chapters that I chose not to include simply because to have included it would have been major spoiler material for the Bad Luck Charlie books for those who haven’t yet read them. As Bawb is a very central figure in the Charlie series, it was a delicate balancing act between giving Bawb’s own series a satisfying and logical ending while also not giving away important details in Charlie’s books (the Dragon Mage series).

If you’ve read the Charlie books, you know of what I speak. If not, and if you enjoyed Bawb’s story so far, be happy to know that there are twelve more books in which to enjoy more of Bawb’s ongoing adventures as he travels far and wide with Charlie and his bonded dragon.

Of course, with spoilers in mind, I should also note that if you plan on reading the Charlie series, there is yet another crossover series as well, so if you wish to avoid some spoilers for the Charlie books, you may wish to read about Daisy in the Clockwork Chimera series first before diving into Charlie. That said, those spoilers don’t ruin Daisy’s books, in my opinion, but I felt I had to at least give a heads-up so you know about them going in.

So, here we are. The end of Bawb’s solo journey and the beginning of his new life. I’m so glad readers love this character as much as I do. This has been an absolute joy to write, and I thank you so much for joining me on these adventures. It’s been a hell of a lot of fun, and I am thrilled that out of the mountains of books available out there you chose to read these. It truly warms my heart.

And as always, the one favor to ask. If you can spare twenty seconds to leave a rating/review, it would be incredibly appreciated. It not only helps with visibility of the series, but beyond that this author life can be pretty isolated at times, and every little bit of support really does help keep the creative fires burning bright rather than burning out.

Happy Adventuring!

Scott ~
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