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      Dagon of the Elohim, Watcher of the Barrier, drifted through the void between worlds, the infinite of the cosmos stretching about him. Senses beyond the comprehension of mere mortals extended into the ether, listening to the silent whispers of infinity, strumming against the ripples in time, seeking the tiniest of changes. Anything that might hint at weakness, or that rarest of possibilities: a fracture in the Barrier behind which hid the Enemy.

      For time eternal he had served this role. Dagon the Watcher, he who hung amongst the stars, waiting for the inevitable betrayal, for the Enemy to break the ceasefire. All amongst the Elohim knew that day must come, that the horns of war would sound and their warriors would once more do battle with the demons of the abyss.

      But it would not be this day, it seemed. Nor any of the infinite days through which Dagon had stood his watch.

      How it vexed him, knowing the Enemy hid beyond their great barrier in space and time. That a thousand, thousand worlds suffered beneath their demonic rule. He caught whispers of their torment on occasion, screams snatched from the ether, cries of help whispered over eons. Like every Elohim before him, Dagon felt their suffering as if it were his own. He yearned to answer their calls, to free them from control of the Enemy.

      Instead, he kept his vigil, conserving his power for the glorious day when the Elohim would finally smite their demonic foe. For was that not why he had ascended from his own world? Why he had set aside his mortal name and sworn himself to a greater purpose? Let the Enemy play its games; the day would come when all the might of the Elohim fell upon them.

      Dagon’s energies churned with old, mortal emotions. It was a fickle foe they faced. The Enemy—or the Satana, as they liked to style themselves—had learned through the millennia, adapting to the superiority of the Elohim. They had become cunning, corrupting many of his brothers, even turning sisters with soft words and softer caresses.

      But not Dagon. Not the Watcher. He did his duty, the silent scout, observing the fabric of the cosmos—

      Suddenly in the abyss, Dagon felt a change. A pulse of energy, a surge of power as the Enemy’s shield rippled and swelled. He tensed, a burning blade shaped from his Will appearing in his hand. For a second, he thought the moment had come. His power gathered, ready to sound the alarm and summon the full power of the Elohim to battle.

      But no, this was something different. Already he could sense the barrier pulling back on itself, though not before his senses touched upon…

      A breach.

      Dagon’s mana pulsed, excitement drawing energy from the cosmos and sending it racing through his ethereal form. His mind reached out, caution lost to the thrill of discovery, and touched upon the tear in the Enemy protections—

      And was struck by the full agony of the souls trapped within!

      It was like a blade to his heart. Far worse, this collective pain, this suffering, than anything he could have imagined. A shudder swept through his soul. He felt a screeching within, as of something breaking. He was commanded to Watch. But he had also vowed to Protect. The command came up against his vow—and lost.

      The mighty blade in Dagon’s hands began to shine as mana burned along its length. His grip tightened upon the weapon as he gathered spiritual energy for his first working in a millennium. He might not match the power of the Elders, but he could still make the heavens tremble. Hopefully it would be enough to free at least one world from the torments of the Enemy.

      Dagon shifted. Or rather, the world shifted around him, and then he was galaxies away. Beneath unfamiliar stars now, he contemplated the Opening. It hung before him, a tear in the universe, pulling inwards. Almost as though the code of the Enemy had been corrupted by something within.

      Already it was closing.

      The dark magics of the Enemy were working upon the tear, shifting the barrier back into place, repairing the damage done by whatever force had been able rip open a barrier that had known no equal in a thousand years.

      There was no time now to alert the Elohim, to muster an army to enter the abyss. Time only for a single Elohim to fulfil his ancient vow— to guard the weak against evil, to free them from torment.

      With a final pulse of energy, Dagon of the Elohim, Watcher of the Barrier, vanished from the minds of the Elohim and entered the realm of the Enemy.
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      Darkness.

      Absolute black. A never-ending emptiness stretching out to eternity. It should have been terrifying. Horrifying, to know he was a part of it, that the infinite had swallowed him up, made him a part of the nothingness that was the universe.

      But there was no terror in this place. No fear, or anger, or love. Emotion had no place in the dark. At least, not at first.

      Not until something broke the perfect void. A light. A spark.

      With it came the fear. An unspoken, unknown terror for what it represented. Life. And more than that. An awareness. A consciousness that probed the dark, seeking, searching for something amidst the black. Something that did not belong.

      Him.

      He felt himself separate from the void. Expelled for his own conscious thought. For his fear. Suddenly he was exposed, adrift in the infinite, alone.

      Except…

      …he was not alone.

      Error. System failure. Breach imminent!

      Boom!

      Mikael Heaton’s first sense of awareness was of burning. A fiery heat and energy, sizzling, crackling, condensing, as though his own physical self were being dragged from some unexplainable ether and shoved back together piece by piece. It was the most unpleasant awakening he could have possibly imagined.

      The next thing he noticed was the warm stone beneath him, pressed against his cheek. Not hot enough to burn, but still hot enough to suggest it had just been licked by flame. Already it was beginning to cool.

      Then it was the cold. Icy air flowed over him, raising goosebumps across his naked body and leaving him trembling. Shivering. Cold. He did not like it. Blinking, he struggled to get his bearings, to find the source of the sensation.

      Instead, brilliant light pierced his eyes, drilling a pair of agonising circles deep into his skull. So bright, as though he had not used his eyes in a very long time. Instinctively, he scrunched them closed again, though that hardly helped with the pounding. He felt as though someone had struck him in the head.

      His ears were ringing as well, as though he’d just been playing Beethoven’s ninth symphony several notches of volume too high through his…

      He paused as the thought met…emptiness. There was a gap in his memory. What…what had been that image in his head? It was already gone, floating away like a child’s stream of bubbles in the noonday sunlight.

      His skin crawled as he lay back against the cooling stone. He drew in a breath and his nose twitched, tingling as he smelt burning ash. And beneath that, something less pleasant, like…the stench of a boys’ changing room.

      Confusion claimed Mikael. He drew in his next breath through clenched teeth. His stomach churned, as though something inside him yearned to escape. He forced it back down. Another breath. His heart slowed a fraction, panic retreating as his mind took hold.

      He needed to open his eyes. To figure out where he was. And…and what else he was missing?

      Pull yourself together, Mikael.

      Light. Bright, though it cut less this time. It still felt like fists were crashing against his skull, but he could cope. Just. With a groan, he commanded his body to move. It took time, as though the connections in his mind had somehow forgotten how this went. His fingers twitched. Then an arm. Finally, with a groan, Mikael pushed himself to his knees.

      By now his head was truly pounding, his stomach churning. A thought came to him, along with the image of a hideous green beast.

      Better out than in…

      He needed no further encouragement. His stomach convulsed as he hurled acidic bile onto the smooth rock beneath him. He was crouched in a strange indentation in the stone, and a distant part of his mind found itself thinking how it had been formed. The way the rock dipped where he lay, crystal veins twisted into ripples, almost as though it had been heated to melting point and flowed together…

      Shaking himself, he dismissed the idle thoughts. The strange memory had provided sage advice and he found himself feeling slightly improved. Physically at least. His mental discomfort only increased as he tried to recall how he had come to be lying in a stone indentation in a…was he in a cave?  How…

      There was nothing.

      It was with rising panic that Mikael scanned his memories and found his mind completely, entirely blank. No memory. Not a single recollection of a life lived. There was only…knowledge? Like for some reason, he knew the layers of rock in the cave wall had been formed over millions of years of heat and pressure.

      But he could not remember a single face, not his mother or father, not even the goddamn barista at his local cafe. Which…okay, apparently, he only had some knowledge. For while he could remember the words, his mind pulled a blank as to what exactly a barista was.

      Letting out a long breath, he tried to calm himself. His head hurt, so he must have hit it on something. This was obviously some kind of amnesia—which his ever-so-helpful mind told him was a disease of the brain. He needed to be methodical about this. There must be some clues about how he’d arrived here. Now that his eyes had adjusted, he found that the cave was gloomy, though he could see the distant light of day around a bend in the stone.

      Mikael was just readying himself to look around, when he glanced down and was struck by a realisation.

      He was naked.

      Naked.

      That was wrong. Just as he knew his name, something instinctual inside him screamed that that was wrong. He needed clothes, though the little voice of intuition didn’t offer a reason. Because he was cold? That seemed logical. What other reason would there be to cover himself?

      Certainly his body did not seem anything to be ashamed of. Small, with a beige tint to his skin—which the helpful part of his mind informed meant he probably spent time outdoors. His arms were skinny, but his legs seemed to have plenty of spring in them, and the digit between his legs…

      Warmth flushed his cheeks and he felt a strange sensation of discomfort. Embarrassment. Ah, so it was about more than just warmth. Strange. Without the context of his own memories, it seemed a somewhat pointless convention.

      Though it was obviously not as bizarre as a naked man sitting alone in a cave, with no memory of how he had come to be there, who he was, or what manner of world might exist beyond the walls of this stone tomb.

      Solutions, not problems, Mikael.

      He focused on the first of his problems. Clothes. The last of the uneasiness in his body had left him now, though there was still a sense of clumsiness as he began moving about the cave, like his body didn’t quite fit with what his mind remembered.

      Thankfully, the cave didn’t appear to hold any immediate danger. His eyes struggled in the gloom, but it was clear from a cursory glance that someone had been living here until recently, because their belongings remained. Leather-wrapped bedrolls were scattered across the stone floor and several pieces of clothing had been draped on wooden stakes set in the ground around an empty firepit.

      Following instinct, he crossed to the circle of stones and tentatively pressed a finger into the ashes. Cold. So they’d been gone some time. Though not long enough for the stench of their unwashed bodies to dissipate.

      His bare foot nudged a discarded dagger as he stepped away from the pit. He paused to pick it up. The blade was tarnished and speckled with rust, the leather strapping on the hilt crumbling. He let it fall. It would probably break the second he used it as a weapon and he’d already spied several more promising items. Another dagger, several swords, a rusty hatchet…

      Mikael paused, already halfway across the cavern to the first of the swords. Why had his mind leapt to seeking out a weapon? What manner of man had death on his thoughts upon first waking in a strange cave?

      An intelligent one.

      He supposed it was not the worst reflex. Considering the strangeness of the situation, it wouldn’t hurt to be armed. Still, clothes first. Those on offer were plentiful, but whoever had been living here obviously had not believed in hygiene. Even the pieces staked out around the dead fire stunk something fierce.

      Do they not have soap in this place?

      Still, beggars could not be choosers, so he settled on a pair of black leggings with only one hole in the knee and a brown button up shirt he thought had probably been white once. Neither smelt particularly pleasant, but Mikael tried to keep his mind on other thoughts. He outright refused to even look at the undergarments. He had some standards, apparently.

      The coarse fabric chafed against his skin as he pulled on each item of clothing, but despite the unpleasantness of the situation, he felt better covered. Less vulnerable. And more prepared to face the world outside.

      He considered the weapons again, settling on the hatchet and the best of the knives. It had no sheath, but after spotting some rope in the corner, he cut a piece from the tangle and looped it around his waist. He was just tucking the knife into his makeshift belt, when he spied something that set the hairs on the back of his neck tingling.

      Beneath the rope and other discarded belongings in the pile he’d been rummaging through, the floor changed from stone to dirt. Dirt that appeared to have been disturbed recently. He knelt, his mind patiently putting the pieces together as to why he found this interesting.

      Hidden treasure.

      Hmm. The image of a chest overflowing with gold and silver and gemstones sprang into his mind—accompanied with a man wearing a sable fedora hat and holding a whip. Interesting. There was no spade to dig in the earth so he used the dagger instead. In the end there was no chest, but he did pull a cloth bag from the dirt that chimed when he tossed it in his hands.

      It was heavy, too. When he pulled open the drawstrings, he saw the gold coins inside and frowned. That was…wrong. And yet…a tingle of excitement raised the hairs on his arms. This was…money? Not like he was used too. But it was something that could be used to purchase things. Like better clothes, and underwear that had not been worn by another man.

      Mikael collected a worn-out pack from amongst the discarded belongings and tossed the coin purse inside, followed by a spare set of clothes and a leather skin he thought could be filled with water. He also added whatever scraps of food he found, though that was little more than a few stale biscuits and some type of dried meat.

      Finally satisfied with his work, Mikael set his hands on his hips and cast a final glance over the cave. All in all, it was a fortunate place for him to have ended up, given his situation. It had supplied everything he might need in the unknown world beyond the stone walls. Or so he hoped.

      He wondered what had become of its original occupants, why they had left. They had certainly lived a rough existence, judging by what remained here. There was a remoteness about this place, a sense of living off scraps, far from the comforts of society.

      Well, everything but the gold pointed to that at least. The gold coins…did suggest some sort of connection to society. He’d only paused to examine one quickly, but they seemed to be stamped with the face of some lord or king. Given the way they’d been hidden, they were obviously valuable. So why had the occupants not spent their money on better clothing or tools or even weapons…

      Outlaws.

      Mikael’s hackles stood on end as the answer came to him. That was it, wasn’t it? He was standing in the hideout of some kind of criminal outfit. A pressure rose in his chest, a sudden sense of urgency. He needed to leave. Because what if the thieves hadn’t abandoned this place? What if they were just out on a raid, and were returning even now? He doubted that men prepared to exist off scraps and live in a cave would be particularly charitable to his situation. Especially not when they found out he had robbed them.

      He considered replacing the gold, but no, that was just his panicked brain ticking into overdrive. The ashes of the fire were cold. No one had been here for some time. In all probability, these men had been caught by the authorities and locked away. Though…that still left the question around why Mikael was here. Was he one of them? No, that didn’t seem right either.

      Closing his eyes, Mikael focused on the pounding of his heart, the whisper of breath in his lungs, on that chill breeze blowing through the cave. Slowly, he calmed, and his mind began to work again. Nothing had changed. He had his supplies. All he had to do was leave out the front door. The thugs might return at some point, but by then he would be long gone.

      A smile came to his lips, and opening his eyes, Mikael made for the cave exit. Despite his newfound calm, he was eager to be away. The chances of the bandits returning at this moment might be low, but it wouldn’t hurt to be gone anyway. No point pressing his luck.

      Hefting the pack on one shoulder and leaning the hatchet against the other, Mikael wandered out into warm sunlight. His eyes took a moment to adjust, but when his vision cleared he found himself at the top of a small rise leading down to a forest of pine and beech. He could not say how he knew those names, only that the spikey needles and purpled leaves and rich scents on the air matched with what was in his mind.

      Turning, he appraised the mouth of the cave. It emerged from a massive cliff-face and was little wider than a crevice. From farther down the slope it would probably appear as no more than a shadow on the granite rock. Its disguise, however, was somewhat ruined by the trail of flattened grass leading up the slope to the opening. The outlaw group hadn’t been particularly cautious about concealing their hideout.

      A grievous error, Mikael thought, given the location of the cave. Sheer cliffs rose behind it and curved away on either side to create a half-circle formation. A good place for a last stand. Theoretically. Of course, if you were really being hunted by the law, it would surely be better to pick a camp with an escape route. As it was, if the cops ever found this place, they could have set up in the trees below and starved the bandits out. There was a small stream tumbling down the cliffs nearby, so they would have water, but eventually the outlaws would be forced to either surrender or launch a suicidal charge across the open ground.

      A frown came to Mikael’s face as he considered all this. Strange, that those ideas came so readily. But he could consider his unknown origins at a later date. For now, it was time to leave this place, before—

      He froze as the whisper of voices came from the trees.

      A moment later, a group of shaggy looking men stalked from the trees below.
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      Bjorn Creswell, leader of the mighty Cursed Sons, was feeling exceedingly pleased with himself as he strode the narrow path through the forest. Many of his men had doubted him when he’d led them into the Highlands and away from the rich trade routes and gilded cities of the Gurrian Empire. Sure, people liked to gossip about the hidden riches in these lands, but no one actually believed it. The uncultured clans hardly knew the value of gold over a clod of dirt, after all.

      But Bjorn’s foresight was far beyond the simple minds of most men. Sure, the roads of the Empire might flow with riches. For a time, the merchant caravans around Skarta had kept his company’s bellies full and their purses heavy. But those riches had come with an infamy that could catch up with an incautious man. The local governor might be the snot-nosed brat of some noble back in the capital, but even the most incompetent of leaders would eventually be forced to do something about a gang of thieves wreaking havoc on his trade routes. The last merchant they’d robbed had even had Pathfinders as guards. Only a few Copper rankers, enough to deter ordinary thieves. Bjorn had laughed as he cut them down. The fear on their faces as they realised their own mortality had been a joy to behold.

      But Bjorn was no fool. It had been time to quit while he was ahead. The Highlands might lack physical wealth, but an innovative thinker like himself could find treasure anywhere. Demand from the flesh markets of Skarta for slaves was practically insatiable, and there just happened to be a ready source of bodies nearby—if one had the strength to take them. Some amongst his men had grumbled when they’d learned of their new occupation, but their complaints would soon quiet when they reaped the rewards of Bjorn’s brilliance. And if not…

      …well, given the pitiful fight put up by the village they had raided, he could afford to shed some deadweight. The place hadn’t even had a palisade wall! With most of the villagers out in the fields, the Cursed Sons had strolled into town in full daylight and taken what they wished. Most of those remaining in the town had hidden rather than fight.

      And the few who had chosen to fight, well, they were fortunate that Bjorn wanted prisoners instead of bodies. Their first captive had been a middle aged man who’d come at one of them with a dagger. He’d been easily disarmed and knocked unconscious by a few of Bjorn’s men. While that had been happening, a red-headed boy tried to intervene. Unfortunately for the kid, he was so scrawny it had only taken a backhanded slap from Bjorn to knock him on his ass. But the cry as he fell had drawn yet more attention.

      The next to attack had actually surprised Bjorn. A woman—the village blacksmith he guessed by her ash-streaked clothing—had stepped from a building with a hammer in each hand. All rippling muscle and with a face that could have been chiselled from stone, she had demanded they release her son without so much as a hint of fear.

      Bjorn might have laughed in her face, but his infallible instincts had screamed a warning instead. Just in time, as she launched herself at him with an impossible burst of speed. Had he reacted a second slower, she would have caved in his skull, Bronze rank or not. Instead, he ignited his Movement Surge ability to match her own and turned to grab her by the wrist, at which point his superior strength was enough to disarm her. Even so, she’d continued to struggle until Bjorn knocked her out cold with a blow to the back of the head.

      Only then had he activated his Aura Sense to confirm his suspicions. The woman was a Steel ranker. Incredible. Almost as good as uncovering a chest of gold in the basement of a whorehouse. Steel-ranked slaves—especially women—were practically unheard of in the Empire. She would fetch a fine price in Skarta.

      The rest of the raid almost went off without a hiccup. Two more young men who made an inconvenience of themselves were added to their prisoners, thankfully larger than the first. They’d been just wrapping up when Bjorn caught the whiff of smoke. Enraged that someone had disobeyed his order to start no fires, he was just starting towards the source of the smell when one of his men came stumbling from a doorway—completely wreathed in flames.

      Bjorn stood there, gaping, as the man fell, still burning. A moment later, a woman emerged from the same doorway, a fistful of flame in one hand. There was no need to use his Aura Sense to confirm this one was a Pathfinder. She was younger than the last, and prettier too with that dark hair and honey-coloured skin—or at least, she would have been, if not for the burn scar that marked her chin.

      Before anyone could react, the young woman flung out her fist and sent a column of flame swirling into another of his Cursed Sons. A terrible scream tore from the man’s throat as the fire swallowed him. He thrashed about for a second, but there was no escaping mana-fuelled flame. Not unless the caster herself ran short of power.

      Which happened just a few seconds later, as the Pathfinder threw out her hand for another attack. The flames burst from her like before, but this time they guttered out before reaching their intended victim.

      There was a pause, as the Cursed Sons and the woman stood there in the middle of the street watching each other. She was bathed in sweat and swaying on her feet. Bjorn hesitated before activating his Movement Surge ability again. It would drain him, but while the woman looked to be a spent force, there was no point taking risks. He had smashed her from her feet before she had a chance to raise a hand in her defence.

      So it was that Bjorn Cresswell and his Cursed Sons had found themselves leaving the Highland village in possession of not just one, but two Steel ranked Pathfinders. He was going to make a fortune in Skarta. Truly, the Elohim had smiled upon his latest venture.

      Not that his prisoners agreed.

      “Stinking b—”

      The curse broke off with a muffled thud as somebody hit the ground. Bjorn sighed and turned. He’d had the Pathfinders bound and set two of his men to guard each. That should have been plenty. So why did he now find one of his men on the ground nursing a swelling cheek, while the other struggled to hold the older woman still?

      “By the Elohim, you’ll pay for that!” His man snarled as he surged to his feet. A knife appeared in his hands.

      “Enough!” Bjorn bellowed.

      Allowing his anger to show, Bjorn strode to where his guards stood with the older woman. The one who’d been struck was amongst his inner circle, Edrin something-or-rather. A coldhearted killer that Skarta’s watch had been hunting before Bjorn invited him into the Cursed Sons. The other was Lunden Marcs. The man was a former soldier who had escaped from his recently conquered nation, Ressi. Cowardly, without question, but when Bjorn gave him a command, he could usually trust it to be followed.

      “What’s going on here?” he demanded of the pair.

      “Boss!” Seeing Bjorn towering over him snapped Edrin from his murderous rage. Fumbling with the knife, he struggled to place it back in its sheath. “Sorry, wasn’t really gonna hurt her, I swear, just trying to frighten her!”

      Bjorn said nothing, allowing the man to squirm beneath his gaze, before turning to Lunden.

      “Marcs?”

      “Edrin was getting handsy,” Lunden said with a shrug. He offered nothing more.

      Bjorn’s frown deepened. He didn’t like the glint he saw in the man’s eyes. But he could deal with that later. For now, he needed to make sure his precious cargo reached their hideout in one piece.

      He turned to the woman standing between the two men. She was no beauty, that was for sure. Her features were plain and wrinkles were beginning to show at the edges of her eyes. Well past forty, he guessed, and a mother at that. It would detract from her price on the stands. Still, her fiery eyes did not dip as he glowered down at her.

      “Are you not afraid, woman?”

      She lifted her chin to meet his gaze. “What do I have to fear from a dead man?”

      That surprised him. Here she was, surrounded by powerful men, confronted by a Pathfinder more powerful than she could even imagine, and she dared to threaten him? He was beginning to see why Edrin had lost his temper.

      “You had your shot, woman,” he chuckled. “Did you not learn your lesson from our earlier exchange?”

      “I saw the fear in your eyes when Isabel was burning your men alive.” Then she laughed in his face.

      There was a shrill edge to the laughter, as she was unable to conceal her terror, but still she laughed, mocking him with that wild grin. He clenched his fists, towering over the woman. Despite her muscular bulk, he could crush her in an instant. Wrap his mighty hands around that tiny throat and squeezed until the laughter stopped.

      Instead, he drew a breath and turned to Edrin. “Bring me the child.”

      The man smiled. It was a chilling sight. “Yes, sir!” he said, turning on his heel and retreating down the line of stopped men in search of the other prisoners—even as the woman cried out in panic. Clasping his hands behind his back, Bjorn ignored the woman’s wailing.

      “Sir,” Lunden Marcs interrupted his contemplation, “are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      He turned his terrible eyes on the Ressian man and watched him shrink. “If I wanted your opinion, Marcs, I would ask for it,” he said coldly. He stared at the man, then turned his back. “Go fetch the other one. If I’m giving lessons, they should both get to watch.”

      There was a moment’s silence as Lunden lingered, followed by the sullen trudged of footsteps as he went in search of the other Pathfinder. Bjorn grimaced. The man was becoming a problem. If a coward like Lunden could find the guts to speak out against this new venture, others might as well. He snorted. Weaklings, all of them. They could not see the wood for the trees. That was why the strong ruled and men like Lunden followed.

      It wasn’t long before Edrin and Lunden returned, the first dragging the redheaded boy they’d found with the blacksmith. The boy was small and gangly and clearly their least valuable captive. But he meant something to the woman. Lunden lead the darkhaired woman with a gentle hand.

      “Fiachson!” the first woman shouted as she saw the boy. She tried to go to him, but Bjorn caught her by the arm and dragged her back.

      The boy’s head jerked up at the name. “Mom, help—” His cry was cut off as Edrin cuffed him in the back of the head. He tumbled to the turf in front of Bjorn.

      Bjorn stood there, silent as the boy struggled to his hands and knees. It was somewhat surprising that he did not begin to snivel and cry. He really was a scrawny little runt, making his age impossible to determine. Somewhere between thirteen and twenty. Honestly, Bjorn would have left him in the village but for his mother.

      “I am Bjorn Cresswell, famed outlaw of Gurrian Empire.” He paused, looking from one woman to the other, offering them a chance to react. If either had heard the name, their faces did not show it. Pursing his lips, he went on. “From this day forth you are my slaves. The property of Bjorn Cresswell.”

      When Bjorn spoke this time, he stepped closer, until he stood face-to-face with the blacksmith. Close enough to see the whites of her eyes. Then reaching down, he grasped her son by the arm and hauled him to his feet. The kid struggled, of course, but he was like a dove in Bjorn’s powerful Bronze rank grip.

      “Now, Bjorn Creswell would never wish any harm to his property,” he continued. “You have great value in your present condition.” Calmly, he drew the dagger from his belt. The boy froze in his struggles when he saw the steel. Bjorn could feel him trembling, but his eyes never left those of the women. “But Bjorn Cresswell will not tolerate disobedience from his property.”

      He lowered the blade until the point pressed against the boy’s chest.

      “Do we have an understanding?”

      Silence. Bjorn allowed not a hint of emotion to cross his face. Not anger. Not doubt. Not even amusement. There was a fine balance to these threats. He didn’t actually want to kill the boy. That would remove his bargaining piece and enrage his mother to the point of hysterics. But he also couldn’t back down. So he needed the woman to break. Already the other Pathfinder was trembling, though it was difficult to tell with her whether from fear or anger. She could be trouble too. Best to crack down on that behaviour here and now.

      “Or…”

      The kid cried out as the point of Bjorn’s knife bit through the thick cloth of his shirt. Just a cut, but it was enough.

      “Stop!”

      Bjorn grinned as the first woman’s shoulders slumped and her head fell. Victory.

      “Bjorn Cresswell prefers his property on their knees when they speak.”

      This time there was no resistance. Tears shone in the woman’s eyes as she slumped to the ground. The dark haired one followed, reluctantly. “Please…” she rasped. “Don’t hurt him. Fiachson never hurt a soul.”

      Bjorn let the tension build a few moments longer, making sure the pair knew their place. The fate of the two women belonged to him now. Satisfied, he tossed the boy to Edrin.

      “Take him back to the others,” he grunted.

      Tears had spilt down the cheeks of the mother and her short hair was a tangled mess. The plain clothes were of fine enough quality, but they were basically rags beside the riches that could be found in the Empire. He would dress her in scarlet silks to match her eyes when they presented her to the auctioneers. Hopefully that would hide the plainness of her looks.

      “Lunden, take the mother back as well. I’m done looking at her.”

      The man obeyed reluctantly and Daniyal turned his attention to the second Pathfinder. The caster with the fire mana powers. Her hands were bound but that would not be enough to stop her magic. Thankfully, while her abilities were clearly powerful, at Steel rank she could only draw enough mana to use them a couple of times without exhausting herself. It would take another day before she recovered enough to use them again, judging by how close she’d come to collapsing back in the village. By then they would be in Skarta and up for bid in the flesh markets. This one he would put in armour and give a sword. The gladiator pits were always in search of decent fighters.

      “He’ll come for us, you know.”

      His thoughts were interrupted by the softly spoken words. Probably too soft for mortal ears to catch. But…he stepped forward, his presence towering over her.

      “What did you say?”

      The dark-haired young woman glared at him but did not speak. There was still defiance in her eyes. That would change. His hand snapped out, catching her by the chin with rough fingers. She tried to flinch away, but he would not release her. He forced her to meet his gaze.

      “I asked what you said.”

      Snarling, the woman tore herself loose from him. “The Darkstrider will come for you,” she spat. “I hope he guts you like the pig you are.”

      Silence fell amongst the trees. Bjorn cursed silently. He couldn’t let an insult like that stand. The eyes of his men were all around, watching him, waiting for a response. Blood would have to be shed now, or others might question whether he had the strength to lead, whether someone else deserved the mantle. He was not afraid of the challenge, of course. He could crush any man in single combat. But a dagger in the night? No, better they understood the consequences of defiance.

      He was just about to call Edrin back with the boy, when something tugged at his senses. Not his physical ones, but those deeper, connected with his abilities as a Pathfinder. He had just opened his Aura Sense when the wave of power swept over him.

      A gasp hissed from his throat, a rare loss of composure for the legendary outlaw. He would have cursed himself for the slip, if his heart hadn’t been pounding like it had his first time with a whore. That power…there was someone else in the forest, though his senses were not fine enough to figure out who or what it might be.

      All he could tell was the direction.

      The surge of power had come from their hideout.

      The same hideout where he had stashed his hard-earned gold from the last five years of banditry.

      “Men!” he cried, rage igniting within him. Nostrils flaring, eyes wild, he swung on his followers, the rebellious prisoner and her empty threats forgotten. “Men, to arms! The enemy is at our camp!”
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      Jaxon Daniyal was angry. Actually, furious would be more appropriate. Furious that he had not sensed the raiders until it was too late. That he had allowed himself to be lulled by the long peace. That he had neglected to watch over his people, and now they suffered.

      His long legs ate up the miles as he strode across the broken hills, scanning the way ahead. There was a boot print. There, a gouge in the dirt where a man had slipped. If the raiders were attempting to hide their trail, they were doing a poor job of it. For that he was thankful.

      It had been a lightning raid, the hooded men thundering down from the hills while most of the clan were in the fields harvesting the last crops of the season. Those who’d been in the village had fled into the nearby forests or gone for help, leaving the rogues to plunder what they could.

      Unfortunately, Sarton was a poor village with little wealth to speak of. They were a long way from the eastern mines or the greater Highland cities like Furness or Pine Harbour. What did have came from what they could grow. Cattle and grain were not exactly something raiders could carry away on their backs.

      People, however…

      The leather of Jaxon’s bracers squinched as he clenched his fists. Had the bandits planned to take prisoners from the beginning, or was it an afterthought when they discovered how meagre the loot from the village would be?

      At least the raid had been bloodless. Taldar the stonemason had confronted the men when they first arrived and taken a blow to the head, but given they’d bothered to carry him away, Jaxon hoped he was fine. Maisiwan, the village blacksmith, had also put up a fight, along with several of the younger villagers who had rushed in to help. In the end though, only Jaxon’s own apprentice, Isabel, had made a mark on the raiders. Two burnt corpses lay on the street where the bandits had abandoned them. Ultimately her resistance had been futile though, as she too had been taken.

      Blood pounded in Jaxon’s skull as he struggled to contain his rage. He had mentored Isabel since returning to the Highlands five years ago, when he’d found the then teenager sneaking in his backdoor, allegedly on a dare. If anything had happened to her…

      He started to pick up the pace, before allowing caution to reign him in. Anger would blind him to the danger presented by these men. It did not take a scholar to guess what the outlaws planned to do with their captives. Slaves. The practice had been outlawed in the Highlands for generations, but there were no such prohibitions in the Gurrian Empire, and the border was only ten leagues to the south. The raiders would likely try to dispose of their new “wares” in the frontier city of Skarta.

      Traveling on foot meant they still had another day’s journey to reach the city. Plenty of time for Jaxon Daniyal to catch up with them.

      Releasing a breath he had not realised he’d been holding, Jaxon focused his mind to the pursuit. He could see no sign of his quarry ahead.

      Pathfinder Ability Aura Sense Activated.

      Colours overlaid his vision, but even with his Aura Sense ability, the way ahead remained empty. But it was only a matter of time. The bandits were likely trying to put as much distance between themselves and any pursuers as possible before resting, but they would slow when night approached. Unless…

      Unless they had a Pathfinder amongst them.

      Jaxon’s fingers twitched. Pathfinders were humans who could draw mana from the land and use their own aura to influence the world around them. Humans like himself. In the Highlands, the title was considered a sacred responsibility. Those beginning their journey started at Copper rank and advanced through training and dedication to their chosen path. Jaxon had become a warrior, using his talents to protect all the clans of the Highlands. In his years of service, fighting off Detian raiders and hunting down murderers, the people had come to know him as the Darkstrider.

      But those were the days of his youth, before he’d travelled to the lands in the south and fought beneath the banner of the Gurrian Empire, learning their ways. Before he had sullied his name and returned in shame to his homeland.

      His stomach twisted and he strained his Aura Sense, seeking his quarry. A Copper ranker or two were unlikely to bother him. Their numbers might—the villagers claimed there were at least thirty—but only if he met them on open ground. Jaxon was no fool. He would find their camp and wait until they slept before freeing the prisoners.

      Another hour passed in pursuit before the tracks left by the bandits abruptly changed direction. Until now, they had kept to the low valleys, where the trail made their passage easy. That was logical. It would not matter if they were spotted by the occasional farmer. Denether, highking of the Highlands, tried to keep the roads patrolled, but without a formal army or any pressing threats, it was difficult to maintain them. Days might pass before a force could be mustered. The outlaws would reach the safety of Skarta long before then.

      Now, however, the bandits had changed tact, leaving the valley and heading into the heavily forested hills. It was suspicious, to say the least, and he carefully extended his senses towards the trees some hundred feet away. These were young trees at the edge of the forest, tiny in comparison to the mighty oaks and firs that towered over remote parts of the Highlands. The lush soils and warmer climate here in the valley provided for a dense undergrowth of ferns and saplings, making it difficult to see anything beyond the wall of vegetation.

      But they made no difference for a Pathfinder with the Aura Sense ability.

      The world shifted as Jaxon focused fully on the shimmering auras cast by every living thing. At first, all he could see was the verdant green of the forest. But slowly the image resolved, different shades of emerald and olive and lime emerging from the mix. Little pinpricks of reds and oranges and yellows followed—wild animals burrowing in the ground or asleep at their perches. These too he allowed to fade, until…

      …there, at last, a large blue and a second purple aura. Two men in the trees. Their energies swirled as he watched them. They were excited. No doubt they had noticed him standing on the trail. Unfortunately for the pair, neither aura had the tell-tale markings of an Essence that would mark them as Pathfinders.

      Letting his Aura Sense drop, it took Jaxon another few seconds to spot the men now that he knew where they were. His eyes were sharpened by the first ability he’d gained as a Pathfinder—Enforced Body. The ability improved every aspect of his body, from his senses to agility to his strength. It was a significant advantage over any mortal who faced him—and at his rank, he had five other abilities to fall back on.

      A flash of movement revealed a leather clad man, perched halfway up a tree in the fork between two branches. A second was crouched nearby. An archer and a swordsman to finish him off. He could sense no others.

      He strained further and caught a flickering of…something. Too faint and distant to be sure, but he thought it might be Isabel or Maisiwan. Both were Pathfinders themselves, Steel-ranked with powerful auras, and respectable warriors in their own right. Their powers were probably why the raiders had targeted them—Pathfinders went for a premium in the flesh markets of Skarta.

      His anger building again, Jaxon’s attention turned to the bandits in his path. Their auras were flickering, growing nervous. They were waiting to see what he would do. A grim smile touched his lips as he loosened the greatsword strapped across his shoulder. It was the favoured weapon of his people—the Malesie—and while unwieldy in the hands of some, amidst the warriors of the Highlands it was a powerful asset. Few enemies could withstand the charge of a hundred Malesie wielding the enormous blades.

      Certain the greatsword would not catch in its scabbard, Jaxon started towards the trees. There was no movement now, but the spike in the pair’s auras was immediate. The shimmering blues and purples shifted suddenly to the orange of excitement.

      An arrow flashed from the trees, but Jaxon was already moving and the shaft slammed into the earth where he had stood a moment before. Still racing towards the treeline, he drew the greatsword, sunlight rippling from the polished steel. The first bandit rose from his hiding place. Wielding a longsword typically favoured by the soldiers of the Empire, he bellowed a war cry and leapt to meet Jaxon.

      Watchful for another arrow from the bowman, the Pathfinder wasted no time. The swordsman had the high ground, but Jaxon planted his feet as the man closed on him and swung his greatsword in a deadly arc. His assailant was ready for this and slowed his charge, evading the blow, before leaping forward to make a strike of his own.

      Just as Jaxon had expected. Teeth clenched, muscles wrenching, he put all the power of his Enforced Body into reversing the swing of the enormous weapon. An impossible feat for most humans. Jaxon Daniyal made it look easy.

      His opponent never saw the blow that killed him. One second, his blade was raised to strike at Jaxon’s unprotected chest. The next, the greatsword was carving through his skull. Blood and brains sprayed across the grassy hill. The body made an audible thud as it hit the ground.

      Jaxon never broke his stride as he continued past the dead man. His eyes were fixed on the spot where the archer had been, his muscles still tensed, waiting for the next arrow to slash from the shadows. He was fast—faster than these men, certainly—but a shaft fired from a longbow could still strike down a Pathfinder if they were caught unawares. He was not immortal.

      He was a few yards from the treeline when the attack came. There was a hiss as the arrow flashed for his face, but Jaxon twisted at the last moment and it missed—just. Apparently expecting this, the bandit followed, exploding from the bushes with a sabre now in hand, the blade already raised to strike. With anyone else, the speed of his attack might have succeeded.

      As it was, Jaxon was caught in a poor position, unable to bring his sword around in time to deflect the blow. Instead, he surged forward, hand snapping out to catch the bandit by his sword arm. Shock registered in the man’s eyes, a second before Jaxon delivered a crunching headbutt to his face. The blow staggered him and the sabre slipped from his fingers. In one fluid movement, Jaxon swept the blade from the air, reversed it, and drove it through his enemy’s throat.

      The man dropped without a sound. Jaxon let the sabre fall alongside him. A quick sweep of his Aura Sense into the forest confirmed there were no others. These two had clearly been left to ambush anyone that followed, while the rest of the raiders made their escape. Sheathing his sword, Jaxon entered the trees.

      Shadows swallowed him up, though the senses of his Enforced Body had little trouble piercing the gloom. Not that tracking this quarry was a particularly odious task. A blind man could have picked up the trail of torn earth and broken branches they’d left behind.

      Still, aware that he’d lost ground in the ambush, Jaxon settled into an easy jog. The pursuit continued, as he occasionally extended his Aura Sense to check for his prey. Each time he did, he felt more of his enemy, and more of their prisoners. Slowly he built a picture of his quarry. Until finally, he knew without doubt the power he was sensing was not Maisiwan or Isabel.

      The raiders had a Pathfinder of their own. And this was no Copper or Iron ranker. They weren’t even Steel. A Bronze rank aura pulsed through the forest, twisted and broken, reflecting a soul as dark as any Jaxon had crossed in his fifty three years.

      Grimacing, he decided it was time for haste. He would need to take the Bronze ranker unawares, cutting him down before the other raiders could join the fight.

      Jaxon had just started to run when a fresh surge of energy crackled through the forest. He froze, his gaze sweeping the undergrowth. It was a moment before he realised the source of the disturbance was not even close.

      What in the name of the Satana was that? Every nerve in his body was tingling like he’d been struck by an electrical mana attack.

      Hesitantly, he reached out again with his Aura Sense. There was a disturbance in the land. That much was clear. The little creatures of the forest were gone, fleeing the source of the awakened power. Even the trees seemed to have quieted, their aura becoming flat and muted. The land was silent.

      For the first time since setting off from the village, fear touched Jaxon Daniyal.
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      Bjorn’s good mood evaporated entirely as he approached the hideout. He was panting only slightly despite the three-mile dash through the forest, but even that was surprising for someone as strong as him. It was this cursed land. Unseen roots tripped him as he ran and thorny branches had lashed and torn at his flesh. His fine silk tunic was entirely ruined. He didn’t remember the trail being so harsh on the way down. Why had he chosen a cave so far from the damn village?

      Over-vigilance. It was his greatest flaw. He had not wanted them to be discovered by the savages that roamed these mountains. He was regretting it now. Gods, he hated this forest. And those looming peaks above. First thing he would do after the slave markets would be to move the camp.

      He paused before the treeline, waiting for the rest of his men to catch up. Even though he’d moved at a slower pace for his own Enforced Body, some had fallen behind. He eyed the stragglers. Weakness. How he loathed it. Long ago, on the day his father died, Bjorn had sworn himself a vow. That he would never bow to the weak.

      Not like his father.

      How he’d loathed the man! John Tally. Even his name had been weak. Built like a bull, he’d spent his days labouring in the mud of his farm, struggling to etch a living from the barren soils. And for what? So the merchant guilds could swindle him out of half his earnings, while the taxmen took the rest. By the Elohim, the man lacked a spine! He could have picked up those snivelling tax collectors and snapped them like twigs. Instead, he’d begged them for time, pleaded for leniency.

      He hadn’t even fought when Bjorn’s mother up and vanished one cold spring night, taking all the man’s savings with her. No, instead the weak bastard had sobbed for a week, then went back to work tilling the soils. As though she had not ruined them!

      Bjorn cared little about the woman herself. She had been cold and distant his entire life. He just wished he’d had the idea himself, instead of enduring with his father in the endless slog of the farm.

      Thankfully, fate had intervened to free Bjorn from his own stupidity. He should have walked away long before then, of course, but for some reason he had faltered whenever he thought to leave. That had been so long ago now, he hardly remembered why. Fear? Nah. Even as a youth, Bjorn had feared nothing!

      He certainly had not feared the Wargwolf that found them in the field that day. Ah, the memory of his father’s terror still brought a smile to Bjorn’s face. Monstrous entities like Wargwolves were not uncommon in the Empire. Commoners were told to report them to the local sergeant, who would then send out a regiment to deal with the threat.

      Of course, that assumed the commoner first survived the encounter. And that day, well, there had been little time to think as the creature stalked from the trees.

      A terrible beast it had been. On all fours it was taller than most men. Talons pawed at the earth, making light work of the tilling the pair had taken hours to complete. Huge jaws stretched wide as it let out a roar. To this day, Bjorn could recall the tremor that had ran down his spine at the sight. Not of fear, of course. Just, something else.

      Then his father had spoken. “Stay calm, son. Withdraw slowly. Do not turn your back.”

      The words cut through Bjorn’s thoughts like a sickle. How they had enraged him! Here they were, facing certain death, and rather than stand like men and fight, John Tally wanted to run.

      Bjorn had known then what he must do.

      “It has already seen us, Father,” he said calmly, even as the beast took another padding step towards them.

      “It’s okay, son. We’re going to get out of this.”

      “I know, Father,” he had replied. “I have a plan.”

      Fearful eyes had turned to him then, and Bjorn had seen the spark of hope in their crystal depths. “What is it, son?”

      “I’m going to run.”

      “We’ll never outrun it—”

      Steel flashed as Bjorn swung the plough he had been using to turn the dirt. His father did not move, though Bjorn thought he saw the understanding dawn in the man’s eyes. There was a sharp crack of breaking bone, followed by a thump as his father collapsed. The Wargwolf’s head snapped around as a scream tore from his father’s throat.

      “I don’t have to outrun the beast,” Bjorn sneered, even as the beast stalked towards them, drawn by his father’s screams and the scent of fresh blood. “I just have to outrun you.”

      Then he had retreated, leaving his father writhing in pain on the hard, unyielding ground as the nightmarish creature stalked towards him.

      Ah, what a day that had been.

      That was the day Bjorn Cresswell had been born, when he had learned that strong men took what they wanted and cared not for what the weak desired. The weak were dispensable.

      Speaking of which, he scowled as the last of his men stumbled into view, the prisoners shepherded between them. The two women had handled the journey better than half his men, who were red-faced as they drew up around Bjorn. The other prisoners brought up the rear, bruised and puffing from struggle through the forest with their hands bound.

      Unwilling to delay any longer, Bjorn turned and marched through the trees. He could still sense the trembling of energies from ahead, though he was no closer to identifying their source. Another Pathfinder kicking around his lair was the most likely explanation. But this power felt different. And it was already fading, though it still seemed to originate inside his cave.

      Ahead, the trees gave way to the broken ground leading up to their hideout. Bjorn grimaced. It was no palace, though that would come. It was said that a man with a pound of gold could live like a king on some of the recently acquired land in Ressi. Only a year had passed since the war with the rogue kingdom had officially ended, and fresh capital was required to invest in the new province.

      Bjorn chuckled. Maybe he would ask Marcs for tips. A mansion on the coast of Ressi, far from the Gurrian capital and those who might recognise him, a man couldn’t hope for much better. Perhaps after a few more raids like today…

      …but those dreams were for the future. Today, there was the small problem of the rat who dared tread in his territory.

      A slope dotted by boulders led up to the mouth of the cave. The perfect killing ground should their lair ever come under attack. A cold breeze blew across the clearing, setting the knee-high grass to swaying. A faint trail led up to a shadow in the cliffs that was their secret hideout.

      And there, seated calm as day on a boulder outside, was a man.

      Bjorn cast out his Aura Sense to take a measure of the intruder. The last pulses of the earlier power had subsided and when his senses brushed against the man, he felt…nothing. No aura of a Pathfinder. No sharp force pushing back. Not even a flicker. As far as Bjorn could tell, the man was entirely normal.

      And yet there he sat, alone with a smile on his face, looking down at them as a king would his subjects. His only weapon was a simple hatchet, which, as Bjorn and his men watched, he calmly began to sharpen with a whetstone.

      “So the bandits return.” His voice carried down to them, absent of fear. There was a strange twang to his accent, one Bjorn did not recognise. With his bronzed complexion, he was no clansman. Putting aside the whetstone, the stranger tested his thumb against the edge. Apparently satisfied, he hefted the axe and rose. Golden eyes picked out Bjorn from amongst the Cursed Sons and their prisoners. “I take it you have come to surrender?”

      There was a moment’s silence.

      Bjorn should have laughed at the man’s arrogance, should have marched up the hill and cut his head from his shoulders. But something in the stranger’s tone caused him to hesitate. Something in those golden eyes. What in the blazes was he hiding?

      The quiet in the clearing broke as men began to murmur and cast glances in his direction. Bjorn ground his teeth, acutely aware he tred on dangerous ground. He could not afford to show weakness. But neither could he go recklessly charging at this unknown man on the hillside. He cast his gaze over the intruder anew, seeking some hint of his true power.

      Nothing about his appearance suggested a threat. His arms were thin, his shoulders wiry and narrow, as though unused to physical toil. Even the way he gripped the axe seemed slightly off, his hands positioned too wide to deliver any power behind a blow. Bjorn would have guessed him a bookkeeper or merchant if he’d glimpsed the man in the street.

      But no bookkeeper would dare to stand there and threaten the mighty Bjorn Cresswell.

      His mind raced. There were Pathfinders who dedicated years of their life to mastery of the soul. It was said they could conceal their aura from even the most powerful of Aura Senses. This must be such an adept. Caution was warranted.

      “I am Bjorn Cresswell, Scrouge of the Empire, King of the Crossroads. Women tremble in fear when they hear my name—”

      “I bet, a face like that?” On the hillside, the man chuckled as he swung his axe back and forth like a club. “Did your mother drop you on your head when you were a baby? Or was she just as ugly as you?”

      “Why, you little sh—” Bjorn snarled as he drew his sword.

      “Ah, ah, ah!”

      Bjorn froze as the stranger’s axe suddenly swung in his direction. Despite the distance, he tensed, expecting some manner of mana-based attack. Instead, his foe only flashed that same maddening smile.

      “Atta boy.” He gestured with the axe at the trees. “Now, as you
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