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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fifteen weeks before the Festival of the Satana

      

      

      Arimus Shore sat slumped in his chair, chin resting against his hand. His fingers tapped gently against the table as his advisors argued amongst themselves. He was only half-listening. They were droning on about provincial taxes and merchant turnover and the rate of crime in the south. Just as they did in every meeting.

      He stifled a sigh, allowing the monotonous voices to fade into the background. By the Emperor, he was spoiling for a proper fight. It had been almost two years now since he’d end his service with the Gurrian Legions after their victory against the rebellious armies of Ressi. He had even been the one to cut down the Ressian Prince and finally put an end to the decade-long conflict. If he’d known this dreary place would be his reward, Arimus might have stayed his hand!

      Instead, the snivelling brat had died, and Arimus had been made governor of Skarta. The last governor was growing old, ready for retirement, and a youthful face was needed to ensure order in the farthest province in the Gurrian Empire. Many would have given their firstborn child for such an opportunity.

      Unfortunately, the reward turned out to be a poisoned chalice. His predecessor had been an incompetent buffoon. The streets and canals of the river city were rife with crime, its alleys full of the poor and homeless. Arimus’s last two years had been spent trying to round up the riffraff. But the cancerous underbelly of Skarta was well established, and every attempt to snuff it out only saw fresh growth appear elsewhere. There was even a group who dared to call themselves the Skartan Resistance. They might have even provided Arimus with a bit of entertainment, if the bastards didn’t spend all their time skulking in the shadows. Instead, they were a constant thorn in his side, either stealing from the Gurrian aristocrats or making life for everyone unpleasant by disrupting supplies to the city.

      There had been another attack just last night—a grain store, owned by a Gurrian merchant, burned to the ground. The fools had even claimed responsibility in giant words painted on the neighbour’s shopfront. Well, maybe their popularity would finally end when the populace discovered the shop had been responsible for supplying a third of the city’s bread. With it in ashes, starvation would increase.

      His advisors were even now arguing over a tariff on the local farmers to cover the shortfall. The discussion had already stretched past half an hour. Taken by a rush of impatience, Arimus slapped a hand down on the table, cutting off the conversation.

      “I agree,” he growled. “Let the measure be set at ten percent. And make sure the people understand exactly who is responsible. Let’s see how many doors are left open to those bastards when a loaf of bread costs a silver penny.”

      His advisors hesitated at the outburst, before nodding their agreement and turning to the next subject on the agenda: meat imports. The Dean of the Skartan University was surprisingly vehement on the subject, his jowls practically bouncing with enthusiasm. It took all Arimus’s will not to groan out loud.

      Fate be damned. If only they’d had word about the situation in the north! He knew in his gut the Highlanders were up to something—that clansman, Jaxon Daniyal, in particular. The Darkstrider. Arimus snorted. The man was a traitor, no more, no less. He had come to Gurria and fought in their armies, learned their trade, and built himself a legend, only to return to his backwater clan and begin training an army of his own.

      The arrogance of the man, to think no one would notice. And maybe they wouldn’t have, if the old governor had remained. But Arimus had actually read his intelligence reports. He had put together the threads of the plot.

      First had been the gang of bandits raiding merchants in the north of Skarta—before their mysterious disappearance. A suspiciously similar group of Ressian men had then been noted by observers in a Malesie village, not far from the border. And who did they work for, but the fabled Darkstrider?

      Another report made mention of the growing number of Pathfinders in the retired soldier’s company. Men and women of extraordinary ability, with the power to shape the world to their liking.

      The final nail in the old man’s coffin had come when Lieutenant Ting had reported the presence of an Offworlder in the same village. An actual Offworlder. The kind women told tales of to their children to scare them after they had misbehaved. A gods’ honest Destroyer, come amongst them.

      And Jaxon Daniyal, the Darkstrider, had been secreting him away from the world.

      Arimus had immediately sent Lieutenant Ting with a Force of soldiers to deal with the situation. Eighty men—including four Pathfinders of their own—should have been more than enough…

      …only they had never returned. In fact, there had not been so much as a whisper from the north in the weeks since. Not a single soul had returned. Just…silence. It was as though Ting had marched his men off the face of the planet.

      It was concerning, to say the least. Though…there could be a silver lining, if it meant Arimus got to deal with the threat himself. He still had the better part of a Battalion in the city. Whatever force Jaxon had secreted away in the Highlands, it would not be enough to stop eight hundred battle-hardened soldiers of Gurria.

      He just needed permission first.

      “Excuse the interruption, Jon,” he said, interrupting the old windbag from the university, who was still lamenting the loss of quality beef from the north. As the man stammered to a halt, Arimus pressed on with his question: “Has there been any word yet from the Emperor?”

      “Ah, no, sir,” the dean said belatedly. “No word yet about your request.”

      Arimus grunted. “Then out with you, all of you. That’s enough bureaucracy for one day.”

      Most of the men and women rose immediately. The dean grumbled a few last words before following. Arimus remained in the council chambers, happy for them to clear out so he could steal some peace and solitude for himself. After this, he would have to spend the afternoon in the grand hall, listening to petitions from the public. He wasn’t sure which of the duties had taken more years from his life—though both were undoubtedly greater than any wound he had received in battle.

      Stretching his arms with a groan, Arimus rose and wandered over to one of the enormous stain-glass windows that adorned the chamber. The building had once been the cathedral of Skarta, and this window depicted some holy being in the sky swinging a mighty blade. Arimus knew the story from his childhood nanny, who had been Skartan herself. Arimus could not recall the name of the entity, but the story went that with a single swing of his blade, he had created the mountainous crags of the Desolate Alps to Skarta’s south.

      The window itself was probably considered a work of art, with its twisting swirls of coloured glass. All Arimus saw was a weak point that would immediately be exploited by an enemy army intent on taking the building.

      Art. He snorted. What use was art in this violent world? It could not shield him from his enemy’s blows, nor steady his hand in battle. Give him a sword to swing or a stone wall to stand on any day.

      “I’ll admit, I did not expect to find Skarta so…decadent,” came an unexpected voice from behind him.

      Caught off-guard, Arimus spun to find a young woman standing in the doorway. His heart dropped into his stomach as he recognised the speaker. Alyina Sorulus, princess of Gurria. The woman was an enigma, stunningly beautiful, cunning, and one of the most powerful Pathfinders in the Empire. Some even claimed she might have eclipsed her father, though that was only spoken in whispers.

      What was not debated was her rank of General over the Legions of Gurria. If she was here…

      “I suppose they were our rich neighbours, a long, long time ago,” Alyina continued, wandering around the council table towards him. “That probably explains why it’s all so old. Not like Gurria and our modern civilisation.”

      “Princess,” Arimus rasped, his mouth parched. “What…what are you doing here?”

      He had seen her once or twice during his time in Ressi. But he had never been this close. Just her presence set his heart racing. Piercing emerald eyes studied him as she approached, auburn hair tumbling down around her shoulders. Today she wore a dress of flowing black silk, but he had seen her just as comfortable in leather armour, when she had fought at the head of the Gurrian Legions. Small she might be, but no one would ever describe Alyina Sorulus as fragile.

      A smile flitted across Alyina’s lips as she came to a stop before him. “Why, Governor, was it not you who sent for me?”

      “I…I only asked for permission…to deal with a minor bit of unrest in the Highlands.”

      The princess laughed. “If my dear Jaxon Daniyal is involved, then there can be nothing minor about the situation.”

      Arimus swallowed, searching for the right words. Her relationship with Jaxon had been an open secret during the Ressi campaign—but that did not mean people actually spoke about it. A Gurrian princess bedding with an uncivilised clansman? No, it wasn’t worth a man’s life to have those words on their tongue if it ever got back to her father.

      “With respect, Princess,” Arimus said carefully, “he is but one man.”

      At that, Alyina Sorulus threw back her head and truly laughed. “Ah, but you are cute with your words, Arimus.” Raising a hand, she rested it against his chest. Her fingers were adorned with a dozen golden rings inset with gemstones. Arimus swallowed as the scent of wildflowers overwhelmed his senses. The skin beneath his tunic was hot where her hand rested, and he could feel the pulsing of heat against her hand, the rushing of blood in his ears…

      Rising onto her tiptoes, she brushed her lips over his ear. “You can relax, Governor,” she whispered. “My father does not care whose company I enjoy.” She stepped suddenly back from him. “He cares that I see his enemies crushed.”

      “That’s…that’s good,” Arimus said, regathering some of his lost wits from where he had spilt them on the floor. Licking his lips, he eyed the woman. “Does that mean my covert mission to deal with Jaxon Daniyal and his friends has been authorised?”

      His thoughts were already rushing ahead to the confrontation. To meet Jaxon Daniyal himself, blade to blade…the Darkstrider was said to have been a swordsman without peer in his youth. He had been a Silver ranked Pathfinder when he’d left Gurria. Arimus wondered if the old soldier had found the spirit to reach Gold in his retirement. Otherwise the matchup could only prove to be a disappointment against his own Gold tier abilities.

      “No, quite the opposite, in fact.”

      “What?”

      Alyina’s eyebrow arched. “Are you questioning me, Governor?”

      “I…no…I mean…” His heart lurched in his chest. Quickly he bowed his head. “My apologies, Princess, I did not mean—”

      Laughter rang in his ears, rich and full of mirth. “So formal! Aren’t you just the perfect little soldier.” She wore a mischievous smile on her lips when he looked back at her. “Not like Jaxon. There is nothing polite about that man.”

      “What are your plans for him then, Princess?”

      “First of all, there will be no more underestimating our Highland enemies,” she said, her voice growing serious. “It seems that army you sent north was defeated by a group of clansmen half their number.”

      “What? That’s impossible—they’re savages. It would take twice their number to defeat our soldiers.”

      “My father believes the Offworlder had a hand in it.” She was watching him again. “The Offworlder you were meant to deliver to us.”

      Arimus swallowed at the sudden coldness in her eyes. “Ting failed…”

      Alyina waved a hand, dismissing his words. “What’s done is done. His survival may ultimately be to our benefit, if he does indeed possess the knowledge of another world.”

      “If he is working for our enemies, I do not see how that could be to our advantage.”

      “Then you do not see half as much as you think, my dear,” Alyina said, reaching up to pat his cheek. “No matter though, I’m here! And I have a plan.”

      “Which is...”

      “You are to send the Offworlder an invitation to join us in Skarta for the Festival of the Satana.”

      “What possible reason could he have to accept such an invitation?”

      “Peace,” she replied easily, “and the chance to learn more about his own kind.” She grinned. “I hear the Skartan University has a great selection of works on Offworlders.”

      “And what then, if he accepts?”

      “Then he will join our cause.” The princess smiled. “Or he will have a little accident and never return to his friends in the Highlands.”

      Arimus frowned. Her plan made little sense to him. He couldn’t see a few books convincing anyone to risk venturing into the territory of an enemy with only their word as a shield. Especially one under the tutelage of someone like Jaxon Daniyal.

      “With respect,” he said carefully, “I think your vision is clouded.”

      “Oh?” she asked, eyebrow arching dangerously once more.

      He swallowed, but he was still the governor of this province. His father would look on him with scorn if he shirked his duty because he was afraid.

      And so he asked: “Are you sure this has nothing to do with Jaxon Daniyal? He was your lover, after all.”

      The slightest hint of a smile touched Alyina’s lips at that. “Jaxon Daniyal means nothing to me now.”

      Arimus licked his lips. A nervous tick he had never quite shaken. “I don’t believe you.”

      Alyina’s smile grew as she stepped towards him. “Is that so?” Her hand rested against his chest again; her fingers toying with the buttons of his shirt. Pupils dilated to slits, she looked up at him with hunger in her eyes. “Well then, let me prove it, Governor.”
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      Mikael Heaton staggered to a stop in the middle of the road and just stared. He couldn’t help it. Half a year had passed since he’d torn open a portal between dimensions and entered a strange new world the locals referred to as the Seventh Realm. A place filled with magic and gods and demons. Six months in which he had grown accustomed to its eccentricities—or so he’d thought.

      Apparently not.

      An enormous creature lay on the banks of the river, its long, long neck stretching from its partially submerged body up onto the sandy shore. Its appearance was reminiscent of a Plesiosaurus back on Earth—or at least, an artist’s reimagining. He could just make out the enormous flippers beneath the muddy currents, and that long neck had dinosaur written all over it.

      However, instead of scaly skin, this creature was covered in a pelt of short, thick fur, like that of a seal. And when it opened that enormous mouth, row upon row of herbivorous molars were revealed, instead of the jagged blades of a carnivore.

      Not that this made the behemoth any less intimidating.

      “What is that thing?” Mikael whispered.

      “A leviathan,” Jaxon Daniyal grunted.

      The man was unruffled, as per usual. Jaxon Daniyal, the Darkstrider, was a legend amongst his people, a warrior of unmatched skill and a Pathfinder of significant power. He stood at ease beside Mikael, hands on his hips as he studied the beast.

      “Don’t usually see them this far north. Don’t worry, it won’t bother us.”

      The sun was high in the sky behind them. They were just leaving the Highlands on their journey south to the city of Skarta. A journey they were only taking because of an invitation sent by a man who just a few months ago had tried to have them both killed. Mikael tended to take that kind of thing personally; but Jaxon had insisted they accept. And given it was the lives of his people at stake, Mikael had relented.

      Though he still had his doubts. It was not that he thought Jaxon naïve. The man possess more experience than Mikael could hope to gain in a lifetime. But he was also desperate to avoid a war between the Highlands and Gurria. Too desperate: he would do anything to avoid that fate, and their enemies knew it.

      It was likely a trap. This Arimus Shore had guaranteed their safety—something Jaxon claimed the Gurrians took seriously—but his word had already proven treacherous once, when his lieutenant tried to poison Jaxon under a banner of truce.

      Truthfully, this entire endeavour was probably a fool’s game. But Mikael had his own reasons for the journey, not the least of which was curiosity. He needed to learn more about the enemies he would face in this world. The Gurrian Empire had opposed his very existence from the beginning, sending first their hunters, and then an army, to eliminate him. He had expected a full-scale invasion to be next. So to instead receive an invitation from the very man responsible for those acts of violence…

      Yes, he was curious.

      “Come on,” Jaxon grunted, already halfway across the ford. “You can gawk while you walk. I want to reach Skarta sometime this week.”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at the gruff words, but Jaxon had already turned his back. His powerful legs carried him confidently through the swirling currents to the other side. There were the beginnings of grey in the man’s dark hair and wrinkles on his forehead, but Mikael had yet to meet anyone who could match him with a blade.

      There was a power about the man, a sense of indomitability that lifted Jaxon’s abilities above the good to the exceptional. On Mikael’s first day in this world, he had watched Jaxon walk through a circle of armed men, all intent on murder and mayhem. Not one had dared to challenge him—not even when Jaxon removed their leader’s head.

      A natural-born killer indeed.

      Letting out a long breath, Mikael followed the man into the river—and immediately began to curse as the icy water filled his boots. This river ran directly from the ice-capped mountains looming behind them. He had to admit, he was looking forward to the milder climate of the lowlands.

      His attention returned to the behemoth as he crossed. Its sheer size still had him on edge; such a creature, even a herbivore, could be dangerous if it became territorial. At least in his universe.

      His power stirred instinctively. On his first day here, Mikael had inadvertently tapped into the foundational power of the Seventh Realm by manifesting an Essence—what the locals considered to be gifts from their gods. By absorbing its power, Mikael had become a Pathfinder himself, able to draw on the foundational forces of this world.

      He used those forces now. Some would call it the soul, others his spirit. He didn’t like to think about the implications of those terms. He simply thought of it as Aura. An energy stored within him that he could use to influence the external world. Or allow him to see it in a new light.

      Aura Sense activated.

      The creature on the beach flickered and changed, so that it seemed that Mikael viewed it through a kaleidoscope of overlapping colours. It took a moment to make sense of what he saw, so overpowering were the interlocking hues, as though he was not looking at one creature, but many…

      He saw it then. The colours clicked into place. A soft turquoise surrounded the beast, indicating calm and tranquillity. Reassuring, to say the least. Overlapping it, though, were other colours—the scarlet of frenzied activity, the emerald of life, the pink of passion. These were smaller creatures, he realised. Insects and larvae and grubs. An untold wealth of life teemed within the pelt of the leviathan.

      Satisfied that the creature was unlikely to come charging in his direction, Mikael let the vision fade. Emerging from the river, he paused long enough to remove his boots and shake out the water, then set off quickly after Jaxon. They were officially in enemy territory now, and they both needed to be alert for tricks.

      Fortunately, they would be arriving...unfashionably early. The invitation had been for the Festival of the Satana, which marked the summer solstice and the return of the fiery heat of the hells—at least in Skarta. They would reach the city a full week before the festival. Hopefully that would put a torch to any plans the governor had brewing around their visit.

      Mikael also had contingency plans of his own back in the Highlands. While they were in Skarta, his friends would be journeying to the other clans to enlist their help. If war was brewing, the Malesie would need allies. Not even all the forbidden knowledge he had brought from Earth would allow them to stand alone against the Gurrian Empire.

      His stomach clenched as he thought of those he had left behind. Young Fiachson and his curious mind. He would go to the Izolu, his father’s people, who lived apart from the other clans, high in the rocky crags of the Highlands. They were said to be an eccentric people. Mikael hoped that Fiachson could bring them to their cause.

      Then there was Conner. He had been Mikael’s rival before the Gurrian army had come. It seemed foolish now, their bickering, like a stick fight between children when exposed to the cold reality of war. They had fought side by side against the enemy, the day the attack had come. There was a respect between them now, if not friendship. Conner he had sent to the Fushore on the northern coast. They would need their ships, if the worst came to pass.

      And finally there was Lunden Marcs. The man from Ressi who had lost his home and his people, even his honour. Lunden had been amongst the bandits that had attacked Mikael on his arrival in this world. Mikael was not generally a forgiving person, and if it had been up to him, the lot of them would have hung for their crimes. Instead, Jaxon had offered them a chance for redemption. And when the Gurrians had come, Lunden Marcs and the other former bandits had stood with the Malesie against the invaders.

      Since then, Mikael had come to see Lunden in a new light. The man had a way about him, a sense of steadiness that inspired faith. Men followed Lunden out of respect, not fear. So it was to Lunden that Mikael had entrusted the training of the new Highland army. The man might not be a clansman, but he thought perhaps an outsider was needed if the clans were to learn his new way of waging war.

      There were others, of course. Roalin and Maria, even Scott Sobotta, the boisterous twin that had fought with Conner. The man hadn’t been the same since losing his brother. Steven, and so many others, had fallen in that final battle. It hurt, thinking of them. They had stood with Mikael, defended him when it would have been so easy to give him up instead. Mikael owed them a debt for that, one he would do everything in his power to repay.

      There was another, of course. A name that was never far from his thoughts. Isabel. The young woman with whom he’d grown close to over his months in Sarton. Jaxon’s first apprentice, she was a powerful warrior and Pathfinder, capable of extraordinary things. There had been something between them once, or so he had thought. But that was before Isabel learned he was an Offworlder and not just an eccentric foreigner from a faraway land. Given his kind were considered this universe’s version of the Bogeyman, their relationship had soured after that.

      He'd hoped their relationship had been mended after the battle for Sarton, but while things were at least civil between them now, she had refused to join them on this journey. Mikael didn’t blame her, but that did little to numb the pain of the rejection.

      Still, at least he knew she was safe. She would be far from any battle in Sarton. Or at least, he hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Standing on the rise, Isabel watched with twisted lips as Jaxon and Mikael entered the river. She waited until they had crossed and set off along the road to Skarta before starting down the slope herself.

      If someone had asked, she could not have said why she was avoiding them. Not really. On the battlefield outside Sarton, Isabel had realised that she cared deeply for both men. Jaxon had been like a father to her in the years since his return from Gurria, and Mikael…

      A night beneath the stars, the heat of the bonfires against her skin, and Mikael close, spinning, dancing in the square of Sarton, his hands firm around her waist, his head tilting, their lips pressed against one another’s…

      In a flash of anger, she shoved the image away. Her cheeks were hot from the memory. But that had been before she had discovered his lie. Both their lies. Both had spun tales to deceive her, to hide the truth that Mikael was from another world, that he might carry the seeds of their destruction within.

      The knowledge was still a burning pain within, a betrayal so vast, she had hated them both for a time. And now…well, now, she still needed space. Time to resolve the conflict in her own heart.

      But that didn’t mean she would allow the idiots to go marching into enemy territory without her. This was Mikael Heaton and Jaxon Daniyal they were talking about. The pair were like dirty dogs to fleas when it came to attracting trouble.

      So here she was, shadowing carefully along behind them, employing all of her skills to avoid their notice. It helped that Jaxon had taught her everything she knew about tracking—she understood him, when he would pause to check his back trail, where he would look to camp…

      Isabel felt a pang in the pit of her stomach, as though she had eaten something foul. She stood on the banks of the river now. Its waters bubbled, the pebbles rumbling as they shifted beneath the currents. This would be the farthest she had ever been from home. Another land awaited, an unknown city, filled with hidden dangers and enemies.

      And she was alone.

      She glanced back at the mountains of the Highlands. The peaks soared into the sky, jagged and broken stone, with ice glistening high above in the spring sunlight. They had shadowed Isabel her whole life. Beyond the river, she saw no mountains, just an endless plain of rolling grass, with only the occasional hill to break the open ground.

      Had Jaxon felt this dread when he had first ventured south to explore the world beyond their mountains? She could not imagine the stoic Jaxon Daniyal fearing the unknown.

      Isabel straightened her shoulders. So neither would she. She was powerful, armed with steel and her bracers, which she unravelled to become a whip. And she was a Pathfinder with Bronze rank abilities. What did she have to fear from the uncultured people of the south?

      “Your mother never told you where your father came from, did she, child?”

      A shudder ran down Isabel’s spine as she recalled the seer woman’s words. Vinnie. For years, no one had paid the woman any heed. Her prophecies always spoke of doom and destruction, and none had ever come to pass.

      Then she had called Mikael a “Destroyer” and named him the Voidlight. Blind as she was, she had seen through the lies and the deceit when no one else had.

      Just yesterday, before Isabel had set off for Skarta, the old woman had come to her and spoken of her father—her true father. She had never known the man, for he had not bothered to stick around for her birth. Gladly, others in the clan had stepped in to fulfil the role. First, the kind baker, Dario, and later Jaxon…

      …but that did not remove the hurt of his rejection. All she had of the man was an image in her mind—not even of her father himself, but from a painting. Her mother had painted it herself, long ago on a warm summer evening, and kept it all those years.

      Until the fire.

      Clenching her fists, Isabel felt the Mana gathering in her palms, the flickering of heat. The flames—her ever-present companion since the day she had lost everything.

      “Why should I care a damn about him?” she had said to the woman. “He never cared about me or my mother.”

      “Because you have questions, my sweet Dawnbloom.”

      “I don’t.”

      The old woman had not responded for a moment. “You wish to know where you came from,” she had said at last. “Your story. The blood that runs in your veins. The Paths that came before you.”

      Isabel could not renounce the words, for with them, she had felt again the void, the emptiness of her past. The piece that had been missing all her life.

      “You could tell me.” She had said instead.

      “I could,” the woman had replied with sadness in her eyes, “but then you would not be where you need to be.”

      “And where is that?”

      “Skarta.”

      “Jaxon and Mikael are going to Skarta.”

      “And so must you.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can seek out the place called Silvercrest.”

      “What will I find there?”

      “Your Path, child. Your Path.”

      The woman had walked away at that, leaving Isabel standing in the field of Jaxon’s farm, a dozen questions spinning in her head that she had no idea what to do with.

      And so here she was, following her friends, determined to protect them in the big city…

      …and afraid of what she might find when she got there.

      “No,” she said softly, looking beyond the river at the distant plains. Jaxon and Mikael had already disappeared over a rise. “I won’t be afraid.”

      Stepping into the river, Isabel set off after her friends. She did not look back this time—and so she did not see the old woman standing at the top of the rise. There was a sad look on her aged face, and while her eyes were a milky white, they tracked the young woman as she set off after the two men.

      “I am sorry, my dear Dawnbloom,” Vinnie whispered to the winds, “but you are the only one who can hold him to the light.”

      With a final sigh, she turned and set off on the long path back to Sarton. She would play no further role with those who ventured beyond her lands. Perhaps her sister would care for them. Perhaps not. Their fate was no longer Vinnie’s concern. But there were others in the Highlands she could help. Others who might yet change the fate of her children.
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      Damp cobblestones glistened beneath Kat’s worn boots as she darted through the streets and intricate bridgeways of Skarta, her breath misting in the darkness. The street urchin clutched a burlap sack to her side, heart pounding in time with the thud of footsteps from behind. Moonlight shimmered off water as she leapt across a narrow gap in the canal.

      Shoulders hunched, her eyes darted from shadow to shadow. When she came to an intersection, she barely paused, her path guided by a childhood spent on these harsh streets. It was her greatest advantage against the Gurrians who had subjugated her city. Kat had been born in these alleyways, knew every bridge, every elaborate bend in the canals better than the scars left by her Gurrian schoolteachers on the backs of her hands.

      The darkness seemed to whisper its encouragement, the gloom speeding the little thief on her way. She’d glimpsed three guards outside the warehouse. Hired brutes whose strength lay in their muscle. She hadn’t checked their Aura, but none of them had been built for speed. There was little chance of them catching her now.

      Her confidence growing, she allowed herself a smile as she slid through the gap between two poorly constructed buildings. The occasional thud and grunt of her pursuers still whispered from behind, where the fiery light of the burning warehouse lit the sky, but it was clear the men could not keep pace with their wily prey. A few more scaled walls and vaulted waterways, and she would be clear.

      Kat pressed on. Silence descended over the sleeping city, the humid air covering the world like a blanket. Finally she slowed to a brisk walk, sweat beading her brow. Speed would only draw further attention now. Her breath came easier, the burning in her lungs fading. The weight of the sack seemed lighter, despite its contents. Her smile broadened as she crossed another bridge. The gold and silver she’d taken from the safe would fund a whole cache of weapons for the resistance.

      That, and the message she’d left with the burning warehouse, would make Jon proud. This was meant to have been a hit-and-run job. And the others had been in and out. Probably why they’d gotten away without being noticed. But after spotting the safe, Kat couldn’t resist.  She almost laughed, imagining the resistance leader’s face when she showed him the contents of her sack.

      But that was why he valued her, wasn’t it? She was no ordinary thief. The Elohim themselves had blessed her with an Essence! She was only a Copper ranker, but still! Her ability to spy Gurrian traps and pick out their hidden places—even avoid their most dangerous servants—was invaluable to the resistance. The safe hadn’t even been locked, they thought it was hidden so well!

      The joke was on them. Now she had evaded the last of the guards—

      The faint scrape of a boot was Kat’s only warning before the figure struck, detaching itself from the shadows to slam into her side, driving her to the ground.

      “I got her!” a woman’s voice shrieked in the darkness. “Help, before she gets away!”

      A shout answered her call, followed by the crash of bodies barrelling through the debris-strewn alleyways. For the first time that night, fear touched Kat. She snarled as the older woman clasped at her wrists, trying to pin her to the cobbles. Colours flashed in her vision as her Aura Sense ability activated, revealing her attacker’s swirling Aura.

      Another Copper! Probably with an Aura Sense ability like herself, to have found her in the maze of canals. She’d been so busy concentrating on the brutes, Kat hadn’t considered who else might be in pursuit. Thankfully, Coppers only got one ability—otherwise she’d be as good as dead.

      Unfortunately, the woman didn’t have to beat Kat. She just had to hold her until the others arrived.

      “Stay…still,” the woman growled as Kat thrashed, trying to break her grasp.

      Ignoring the command, Kat slammed her elbow back and felt a satisfying crunch as it connected with something soft. The woman cried out and her grasp loosened.

      “Godsdamnit, get off!” Kat snarled.

      Twisting, she managed to get her leg between them and kicked with all her strength. The woman hurtled backwards into the wall of the alley. Gasping with exhaustion, Kat stumbled to her feet. The pounding of boots were close now, closing in from all directions.

      No time to think.

      Kat chose a direction at random and darted for the shadows. Or at least, she tried to—before a desperate hand caught her by the ankle and sent her crashing back to the ground. The impact drove the breath from her lungs. Choking, she kicked herself free of the blasted woman and scrambled to her knees—

      “I don’t think so,” a cruel voice spoke as a hand as thick as iron shackles closed around Kat’s arm.

      She screamed as the thug of a man loomed over her. A second appeared, followed by a third. Colour flickered as she checked their Auras. They were all scarlet with rage, deeper than ordinary, like a pool in one of the fast bends of the Skartan river. Dangerous—and Copper rank. All of them.  From there size and the power in her assailant’s grasp, they probably all had abilities that enhanced their physical bodies.

      “Where do you think you’re going, missy?” the brute holding her sneered. At some point in his life, someone had made a decent attempt at slicing off his nose. His fingers dug into her bicep.

      “By the Emperor, about time you lot arrived,” the woman muttered, picking herself up from the ground. “The little bitch almost got away.”

      “We’re stumbling around in the dark out here, Sophie,” Noseless replied.

      The woman called Sophie snorted. “She shouldn’t have got by you in the first place.” She gestured in the direction of the warehouse, where the light of the fire only seemed to have grown brighter. “Believe me, it’s not going to be me explaining that to the boss.”

      Kat glared daggers at the woman but held her silence. Everyone knew not to antagonise a Pathfinder. It was rare for people to advance beyond Copper, which meant only one ability, but that was more than enough to cause problems. Piss off someone with Might or an Enforced Body, and you were sure to end up in pieces. Worse still were those with Elemental Manipulation, who could turn the very forces of nature against you.

      “Not a talker, ay?” the woman grunted. “Well, you can tell us who sent you now, or after the boss is done with you. Either way, you’ll talk.” She gestured to the three brutes. “Come on, let’s take her in. Casoway is gonna have questions.”

      Snarling, Kat struggled in the grip of her captor. These people, they acted like Gurrians, talking about the Emperor and all that, but they couldn’t hide the harshness of their accents. They were Skartan like herself, clear as day. People got like that, thinking they were better than the rest of them, just because they got to work for the Imperialists.

      “Ain’t no one sent me,” she said, “please, was just a prank. Just…please, let me go…”

      Pinching her thigh, she got her eyes watering, and blinking, she felt a hot tear streak her cheek. She even managed a pretty convincing sob—even as her free hand felt for the dagger in her waistband.

      Unfortunately, these bastards didn’t care one bit for her act. The hand around her arm remained like iron. But even an Enforced Body could bleed. If she took down the man holding her, she might be able to slip away before anyone else got a hand on her. Unless one of these bastards had the Movement Surge ability…

      “Excuse me,” a voice spoke suddenly from behind them, “sorry to interrupt, but I was hoping you might be able to offer me some directions to the library.”

      The men spun to find a young man leaning against the wall of the alleyway. He wore a leather jerkin and dark pants of homespun cotton, along with a thick woollen cloak checkered in red, green and blue. A sheathed sword hung from his belt, shorter than the longsword popular with the Gurrian nobility—who were the only people allowed to wear a blade in Skarta.

      A long second passed before anyone spoke.

      “It’s the middle of the night…” Noseless muttered.

      “Obviously,” Sophie snapped, pushing past the three men. “I think you’d best be on your way, stranger.” Her gaze slid to the weapon. “Unless you’d like the City Watch to join us.”

      To Kat’s surprise, the man chuckled. Pushing himself off the wall, he cast his gaze over Kat’s assailants. She shivered as the golden eyes settled on her. There was an intensity there that set the hairs on the back of her neck to tingling.

      “Sure,” he said easily, “but why don’t I take the girl with me?”

      Kat felt a chill at his words. The men stilled while she silently opened her Aura Sense. Her heart began to palpitate. The stranger’s face revealed nothing, but the swirling of his Aura was an open book. Its colours changed almost faster than Kat could track. Red to white to black. Dense. Powerful. Angry. The Aura of the other men were like shallow puddles compared to the depth of this man’s soul.

      Steel rank.

      Momentarily forgetting the hand that held her, Kat tried to back away, only for a tug from her captor to pull her up short.

      “Who do you think you are?” Noseless snarled.

      “He’s a Steel ranker,” the woman murmured. She had the same vision as Kat.

      The others stilled.

      “Someone who doesn’t take kindly to bullies,” the stranger answered, his eyes unblinking.

      The men hesitated. Kat could see them calculating the odds. Steel rank outclassed any one of them—even the most ignorant commoner knew that. But there were four of the Coppers and just one of him. The difference was not insurmountable. In fact, given their size…

      “Or what?” Noseless challenged, apparently deciding to call the man’s bluff.

      “Or you will not live to see the sunrise.”

      Silence fell over the alley. The threat was spoken with such confidence that it even seemed to penetrate the thick skulls of Kat’s captors. They exchanged uncertain glances, clearly unnerved. Kat dared to hope they might release her and retreat.

      But four against one?

      It was poor odds, even for a Steel ranker.

      “You know what I think, stranger?” Sophie shot back. “I think you’re her accomplice, trying to bluff us into letting her go. Why don’t you show him who rules this town, boys?”

      Kat’s heart thundered like her father’s old wagon across the cobblestones of the marketplace. The two men not holding her hefted their clubs and started towards the man. Being servants to the Gurrian nobility didn’t give them an exception to bear blades of their own.

      “Last chance,” the stranger warned, hand resting on the hilt of his blade. “Drop your weapons and release the girl, and I’ll let you live.”

      The pair laughed, convinced now that the man was bluffing, and continued their advance. Noseless lingered with Sophie, still holding Kat. Her hand drifted to the dagger, ready should a chance present itself.

      It didn’t take long.

      Thump. Crack. Thwang.

      The sounds of combat reverberated through the alley as the men met with the Steel ranked stranger. In the flurry of movement, it was impossible to follow the flickering silhouettes, but Kat sensed her captor’s grip loosen as he took an instinctive step in the direction of his comrades.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      Twisting, Kat drew her dagger in one fluid motion and slammed it into the man’s thigh. He howled, releasing her and clutching at his leg while Kat tore the blade loose.

      “Damn you!” he cursed, swinging his club at her head.

      But Kat was already gone, tearing off down the alley in the opposite direction of the fight. She burst into a moonlit street. Speed was everything now and the broad avenue beckoned. Time to put as much distance between herself and her assailants as possible…

      Instead, she hesitated, glancing back at the dark mouth of the alley. Suddenly, the night was silent. A tremor ran down her spine. She’d left her nameless rescuer for dead.

      Well, it wasn’t her fault he’d bitten off more than he could chew. Not like she’d asked him to intervene! More fool on him if he thought she’d go back…

      It was so quiet though. Surely there should be some noise. Kat cursed beneath her breath. Typical, letting curiosity get the better of her. She slipped back through the shadows and peered into the alley. It took her eyes a moment to adjust from the moonlight…

      An involuntary gasp escaped her.

      Three bodies lay on the ground. The thugs. Only the woman remained. The stranger stalked towards her, sword in hand.

      Sophie held a dagger towards the golden-eyed stranger. It didn’t seem to faze him. No kidding—he’d just taken out three Coppers in as many heartbeats. Her hand trembled, before releasing the dagger with a jerk. It clattered to the cobblestones. The man paused, his head inclining to the side.

      “I surrender,” she said. To her credit, Sophie’s voice was steady. “You said if we surrender, we live.”

      “I did say that,” the man murmured, his gaze on the fallen dagger.

      Sophie’s shoulders slumped with relief. In that moment, the stranger’s hand snapped up. Through Kat’s Aura Sense, she saw the energy drain from the world. Mana. The fabric of creation. In a matter of heartbeats, it gathered in her benefactor’s outstretched palm. A crackling light appeared, burning away the shadows of the alley.

      There was a moment as realisation dawned in the woman’s eyes, a split second where she knew…

      …followed by the deafening boom of thunder.

      Kat staggered back with a scream, tripping on a brick as lightning seared across her eyes. Terrified, ears ringing, she struggled back to her feet. Over the roar, she heard the whisper of approaching footsteps. Panic. Still half-blind, she stumbled and spun…

      …and came face to face with the golden-eyed stranger.

      The pair stared at one another in stunned silence, then…

      “You killed her!”

      The words burst from Kat’s lips before she could contain them. Her heart was pounding and blood thundered in her ears.

      The slightest of frowns crossed the man’s lips. “I am a man of my word.”

      “You said you’d spare her!”

      What was she doing, arguing with a madman? She needed to run.

      “If they released you.” He smiled. “You released yourself.”

      She swallowed at the matter-of-fact way he spoke about killing four people. “Right.” Her mouth was parched. At least her heart was slowing…marginally. She didn’t dare look away from those golden eyes. “And, ah, who…who are you?”

      “Your world has many names for me,” he replied, a smile twitching at his lips. “I seem to get a new one every week. But I quite like the one given to me by a Malesie Seer. She called me the Voidlight.”

      “The Voidlight?” Kat blinked. “What kind of name is that?”

      “The kind you give a man destined to tear your world in two, I guess.”

      “Ah…ha…”

      “I mean, she wasn’t entirely wrong,” the man continued, looking sheepish as he scratched the back of his head. “My arrival did inadvertently lead to the Gurrian Empire invading the Highlands.” He paused. “And your world being infiltrated by one of your so-called-gods.”

      Kat stared at the man. “Ah…” She glanced around, feeling the strange need to check that the world did indeed remain whole. “Right…” She subtly began to back away.

      The man, whose face had taken on a distant look, blinked and flicked a glance in her direction. He grimaced.

      “You think I’m completely insane, don’t you?”

      Her heart was racing again. She held up her hands. “Ain’t my place to say, Mr. Voidlight.”

      The man chuckled. “I like you, kid. Glad I rescued you.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that.” She hesitated, searching for the right words to extract herself, before coming up empty. “I’m, ah, gonna go now.”

      “Wait.”

      She paused. The golden eyes studied her, seeming to look deeper than just her appearance. “What was your name?”

      Frowning, she opened her mouth to lie, before deciding better of it. You never knew what strange abilities an unknown Pathfinder might possess. “Kat.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kat.”

      She started to turn away, but lingered. The cloak the man wore was strange, but those were Highland colours, from the three clans. “What you said about the Empire…invading the Highlands…is that true?”

      He shrugged. “As true as everything else I’ve said.”

      A frown touched Kat’s lips. “Then why are you here?”

      The man blinked at the question. His forehead creased, his face darkening. When he looked at Kat, she saw the darkness there, saw the man who could casually cut down four strangers in a dark alley.

      “The Gurrians tried to kill me and my friends,” he said quietly, his voice filled with rage. “So I’ve come to teach them a lesson.” He smiled, but there was no mirth in his eyes this time. He looked around, surveying the dark streets. “I’ve come to burn their Empire to the ground.”
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      Mikael watched the girl bolt away into the night. She was filthy, her face streaked with dirt and dark hair slick with oil. Her clothing was little better than rags and her shoes looked about two sizes too small. She was obviously used to living rough and in desperate need of a good meal. The sound of her broken shoes slapping against the cobbled streets faded as she disappeared around a bend, but words were still whispering in the back of his mind.

      User: Katherine Delinghy. Rank: Copper. Body: 5. Aura: 21 Mana: 2. Abilities: Aura Sense.

      Interesting. What twist of fate had made a Pathfinder out of a street rat? And what had she done to attract the attention of those men?

      He’d almost bit off more than he could chew back there. None of them had shown anywhere near the skill as those who’d trained him, but the narrow alley had limited his room to manoeuvre. He rubbed his shoulder where the stray swing of a club had clocked him.

      Muttering a curse, he set off in the direction of the inn, remaining on alert as he went. The girl and her assailants were not the only dwellers of the night in Skarta. He spied one man asleep in the lee of an old bridge, and a woman and her children tucked into the corner of an alley. Yet another man was passed out with a bottle on the edge of a fountain.

      Strange. There was poverty in his own world, of course, but this was the first time he’d seen it in the Seventh Realm. True poverty, at least, where people were so obviously going without. After his time in Sarton, he’d begun to think it didn’t exist.

      It made him wonder. Was it because the Empire had conquered this city, consigning its citizens to a life of hardship beneath the yoke of their new masters? Or was it something more intrinsic than that, the natural outcome of human nature, of a species that lived as a community but which also strove for individual excellence over the collective?

      Something to think about. He wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow. Those questions had never bothered him before he’d come to this place. Before the construct, before the portal, before…

      The body of a woman lay on the floor, eyes open, staring, empty, accusing.

      Mikael staggered to a stop on the arch of a bridge, a sudden pain in his chest. With the image came a sense of loss, of being cast into an ocean of pain. Slumping against the railings, he dragged in breath after breath of humid air, seeking to regain his equilibrium, to…to escape the pain of what he had done.

      The woman was his mother. She had helped him, worked alongside him to create the construct that would tear apart space and time and bring him to this world. Why they had sought such a miracle…strangely, that knowledge still eluded him, like there was a block in his mind.

      But he knew at the end his mother had turned against him. Betrayed him.

      And in return, he had killed her.

      Your own mother.

      Why? The question lingered in his mind. The decision had seemed so logical at the time. He had known with certainty she would do it—and had planned out the consequences to the smallest detail. There had been no regret then, no sadness or uncertainty. Just a cold, calculating will to succeed no matter the cost.

      It was strange, thinking back to the time before. Those memories were a part of him, but something in the journey, or perhaps it was his time in this world before he recovered his past, had changed him. The memory might have returned, but the person he was now felt strangely decoupled from the person he had been.

      Though…there had been something else, at the end. It hung with perfect clarity in his mind.  That he would return to Earth and save her…somehow.

      Shuddering, he pushed the thought away. Dark water swirled past beneath the bridge. It had taken a week to reach the city, and the climate had changed markedly since crossing the icy mountain river. Away from the Highland crags, the sun beat down on their backs, baking the earth beneath their boots. The journey had been a dusty, sweaty haul, even once the rolling hills gave way to open plains. Golden crops of maize and wheat had appeared, swaying in the humid breeze blowing in from the west.

      But finally they had arrived and looked upon the walls of the Skartan capital. The city sat in the centre of a broad river on a collection of tiny islands, each joined together by canals and bridges and artificial waterways to make up a single city.

      Very reminiscent of Venice, he couldn’t help but think, leaning against the stone railings. Hopefully it offered a similar level of civilisation. He had felt a strange sort of relief on their arrival. This would be the first true city he had visited since arriving in the Seventh Realm. Sarton, the town where Jaxon had trained him, was quaint and peaceful, its people welcoming, but it was little more than a waystation on the road to greater places. And while the clans apparently had a few cities deeper inside their territory, Mikael had not been able to visit them.

      After all this time, he was very much looking forward to a few luxuries of civilisation.

      Although knowing this world and the enemies he faced, Mikael would have little time to enjoy them. Even the dark waters probably concealed fresh dangers. Imagining a leviathan concealed below, he decided to move on.

      There was a third option for all the misery in the multiverse, Mikael considered as he stepped onto the street leading to his inn. All the poverty, all the suffering on Earth and the Seventh Realm and however many other worlds there were out there, it could all be by design. All because someone, or something, wanted things this way.

      He knew better than anyone that larger forces were at play in this world. Forces with their own agendas, that may not have the best interests of humanity at heart. They could be shaping events even now, manipulating chance encounters…

      Mikael came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the road. The girl…could she have been placed in his path? To set him against the Empire, perhaps? Or to put Mikael in their sights, now he was in their territory? His heart began to race. If that was the case—

      “No,” he muttered out loud, cutting off the thought.

      That rabbit hole could only lead to madness. Divine forces, demons and angels and fate, whatever you wanted to call them, Mikael Heaton would not be played like a fiddle. He was his own man and would make his own decisions. The girl had been in trouble, so he had helped her. Nothing more than that.

      Though…a smile touched his lips as he started off again. Jaxon would not be pleased. They had not even been in Skarta for a single day and Mikael was already stirring up trouble. But it wasn’t like he’d gone looking for it. Unable to sleep in the soft beds of the inn, he’d decided to take a midnight walk to centre himself a little. Not his fault he’d stumbled into some thugs looking to rough up a girl.

      Hell, it had been Jaxon’s own code that had spurred Mikael into action:

      I swear to guard the weak against those who would do them harm and fight evil wherever I find it. To never use my powers for personal gain, nor allow temptation to lead me down the path of evil.

      Mikael hadn’t spoken the words himself. There was too much on the line. The Malesie, his friends, they were relying on him to win the coming confrontation with the Gurrian Empire. He couldn’t afford to bind himself with scruples like the vague concepts of good and evil.

      Especially after the glimpse he’d had beyond the veil.

      His footsteps grew lighter as he reached the busier end of the street, where music and laughter spilled from nearby taverns and lanterns cast back the shadow of midnight. He drew the folds of his cloak about himself, covering the hilt of his sword. His invitation had included an exception that allowed him to carry a blade, but on a dark night like this the authorities were more likely to shoot first and ask questions later—so to speak.

      Thankfully, no one bothered him, and within a few minutes he was slipping through the front door of the Dancing Donkey, one of the few inns they’d found with rooms available. Just about every other place in the city was apparently packed to the rafters and beds
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