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A HISTORY OF THE MANY WORLDS



In the beginning there was only magic.

This magic was raw, unstable and full of potential. It existed entirely within the timeless dimension of the Netherplane – a nightmarish sea of ever-shifting chaos, ruled over by the God of Magic.

Until this god – who we now know as the Creator – decided to use raw magic to conjure the Many Worlds into existence.

First, he stabilised this material into what we call shadow, the base element of pure magic. He used shadow to forge the other elements, to build the land and the sea, the mountains and valleys, the forests and plains, the realms of the living and the realms of the ghosts.

Among all the creatures, the greatest were the old-Kind – colossal beasts who guarded the natural places of the worlds. The old-Kind carried elemental magic in their veins. They worked in alliance with chosen human warriors called the Masters of the Kind. Together the old-Kind and the Masters preserved peace and balance. Harmony reigned.

Until the humans’ desire for dominion saw them spread in increasing numbers.

The humans drove the old-Kind from their homes, imprisoned these mighty demigods, even slew them.

When it looked like the old-Kind were all but destroyed, the Creator intervened. Using the dying life force of the old-Kind, he spawned a new race. The new-Kind.

The new-Kind were smaller and less magical than the old-Kind, but far greater in number. They rose up and defeated the humans. Now it was the humans who were forced from their lands and threatened with extinction.

The balance once kept by the old-Kind and the human Masters was all but gone. Conflict reigned. The vision of the Creator was no more.

And if imbalance is not cleansed from the Many Worlds, then their very existence remains under threat.
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THE DEATH-SONG



Jonas spotted a broken twig, almost hidden among the reed stalks to the side of the path.

He crouched low for a closer look.

Fresh sap gleamed on the break, snapped by some-Kind in a tearing hurry. His quarry was getting careless. But which way had they gone? This mist-choked bog held many hiding places.

Jonas heard his mother’s voice telling him to look harder. She had taken him hunting before he could walk. She had patiently taught him to read a trail, to see carefully, to watch the wind and to hear the sky.

And now, as usually happened when he was hunting, Jonas was reminded that she was dead.

Two yards off the trail, he spotted a blurred pawprint in the mud. The rogue priest must be very close. As he watched, the sucking ooze closed over the mark, rubbing it out.

Jonas slid through the reeds, fast and silent as a blacksnake, following the broad cat-Kind tracks even as they vanished.

He tried not to think about his mother.

The priest had chosen a clever place to hide. Once, in a better time, this might have been a rice farm. There were a few signs of the old life here and there. A shattered wall around a swamped paddy. An overgrown orchard. Tall stones that might have stood over graves.

Now it was a maze of sticky bogs, reed thickets and leech-infested pools. A good place to hide.

But Jonas was good at hunting.

He felt her nearness before he saw her. Or rather, he sensed the terrible danger that she represented. It made his heart race and his blood flow quicker.

He saw: her sharp claws slashing his throat. Her iron staff breaking his head. Her strong arms driving him under the mud to drown.

A dozen visions of his own death flashed through Jonas’s mind. They made him careful. They made him stronger. He grinned a black grin and stepped out into the clearing.

Filthy moss covered the soft ground, broken only by a few stunted reed thickets. The cat-Kind priest was waiting for him, standing ankle-deep in a puddle.

Hunter and hunted stared at each other for a long moment. A month of dodging and dancing had come to this sharp point.

Jonas’s keen eyes were hungry for details. The priest’s robes were torn and mud-stained, but had once been very fine. Her leopard face looked lopsided. She’d lost some of her whiskers in the chase.

Jonas knew he didn’t look any better.

His sodden tunic tugged heavily at his body. His neck itched because the bristles of his fur collar rubbed at his neck, the fabric starched needle-dry from days of sun and wind, from his own rushed breath, from smatterings of mud, food, blood, smoke – remnants of the hurried trail.

The moment dragged into another, and another. Still, Jonas and the priest watched each other. There was usually not much to say when he caught his prey. Not much worth saying, anyway. Nothing that couldn’t be said with steel and blood.

Scents and memories came flashing back to him now, as the battle urge took him over.

A thousand clues had led him to this moment – and to what was coming next.

His fingers reached inevitably for the worn bone hilts of his twin scimitars.

The arced blades slid out willingly, singing, twinkling from their mirror-bright edges. Jonas might have looked a mess, but the Swords of What Was and What Will Be were always well kept. Smelling nice wouldn’t help you in a battle, but a polished blade, a dry handle, a dirt-free scabbard just might. Jonas knew better than anyone that death was detail, a force of chance that must be worshipped with each stroke of the sharpening stone, each buffing of the sword rag. He could feel its force gathering in every fingertip, in his roaring heart, in the prickling follicles of his scalp.

“Grand Protector Rahziin,” he said finally, giving the cat-Kind her full title. He bowed low – as any human should when addressing one of their betters, no matter how disgraced.

The cat-Kind snarled but said nothing.

As Jonas dipped, his dual scimitars crossed his chest, rising up from his back like wings. For the tiniest instant, his thoughts flashed somewhere else: somewhere high, somewhere across the skies, where skeletal wings beat and empty eye sockets watched on. Somewhere above, death was watching. Somewhere above, his twin was approaching.

Jonas heard the cat-Kind twitching, the scuff of a paw, a ruffle of robes. Jonas dared her, willed her to make a lunge for his vulnerable neck.

In his own time, Jonas straightened, the Swords of What Was and What Will Be dangling loosely by his sides. His voice was steady, blank, almost as if it were coming from somebody else. Almost as if it were coming from the sky. “You have been expelled from the Order of the True. You have been convicted of treason and sentenced to death. I have been sent by Grashkor, Gaoler of the Pinnacles, to bring you to your punishment. Resisting is unwise. Will you come with me?”

Suddenly the cat-Kind’s snarling mouth transformed into a wide grin. She laughed – a cackling sound that did not sound right in the hushed clearing. “Not a chance. ‘Unwise’! Who do you think you are speaking to?”

She gripped her long iron staff with furred fingers. The staff jangled with many bronze rings – a sign that she’d held high rank in the Order of the True. Each ring represented a human abomination that she had wiped out.

“Did they try to insult me by sending an Empty boy to fetch me back?” There was no laughter in her voice now. No smile in her eyes. No snarl either, or anger. Only determination, and a sureness in herself. A confidence in her own powers. “I am strong. Water-blessed. I have chosen this ground to fight on. The wet suits me well. Are you not afraid, weak one?”

“No,” said Jonas. “I left fear behind long ago.”

“Then you are as big a fool as my masters. I have killed many humans stronger than you, pitiful Empty child!”

Her muscles tensed as she gathered her long legs to pounce. She squelched her toes into the mud for better purchase. Her whiskers twitched as she drew in power from the dirty water with a deep breath. Jonas’s skin prickled with the static of magic in the air. The priest was indeed water-blessed, and powerful. This might be a harder fight than he had thought. But, like it always did, his own body reacted instantly to the threat of magic, his own blessing taking over.

His was a blessing of death.

His senses heightened. He closed his eyes for a split second, letting himself sink into the crispness of it. The flutter of leaves so clear to him, the tiniest shuffle of a snake in the undergrowth, the smell of rotting wood, of blossoming flowers. He savoured it all. Once more, he heard the cat-Kind fidget. Perhaps she could sense his magic too.

Attack me! Jonas thought. Killing never felt as bad when his opponent made the first move. He could tell himself he was fighting in self-defence. He could lie to himself that he did not enjoy it.

His fingers squeezed tighter around the grooves worn into the scimitars over decades. And with it came his father’s voice: Never touch a weapon unless you mean to use it. Jonas’s father had taught him to fight before he could talk. Fighting was a language that ran deep in Jonas’s blood.

The Swords of What Was and What Will Be had been his father’s before him. The fingers that made the grooves his father’s fingers.

He too was dead.

Death was everywhere. Jonas could feel it leaking from the yellowing reeds and singing in the brief lives of the bog flies. But he sensed his own death-song most strongly right now. It could come in so many ways: a blow, a slip, even a poisonous snake in an unlucky place. Each fight was an infinity of death. A maze of dead ends.

It brought everything into focus.

He could see a vein in the cat-Kind’s throat throbbing with life. She sprang forward, howling. The water gave her strength and speed. She moved fast.

Jonas stood still.

Her staff hummed through the air towards his temple.

Still Jonas didn’t twitch.

Now.

At the last possible moment, he brought up his scimitar to block the blow.

The crash and screech of steel on steel sent a marsh heron screaming into the sky. The curved sword stopped the blow stone dead and held it, quivering.

This should not have happened. The cat-Kind knew it. Ordinarily, the staff would have smashed through the sword’s weak parry and taken Jonas’s head with it.

But Jonas was not ordinary.

The cat-Kind’s eyes went wide with shock. She snarled and sprang away – flipping upside down like a dancer. Her water-strength gifted her balance and poise and also a terrible cunning. The tumbling was just a distraction. As she flew backwards, she gracefully flicked a knife straight at Jonas’s heart.

This time it was Jonas’s turn to be surprised. He hardly saw the blade until it was upon him.

His own gifts took over once again. An ordinary human would have been dead in an instant – but Jonas felt the moment stretch out like a lazy afternoon by a swimming hole. The way it made sense to him was that the closer he got to death, the slower time passed. Now, he felt he had time enough to admire the way the dagger – which was speeding towards his heart – had been crafted, the gold thread that wove up the steel of the blade like a spider’s web. It was a beautiful weapon. Fit to kill any man – or any Kind, for that matter.

But Jonas was not about to die. He felt the familiar heady rush surge inside him – an overwhelming, glorious sunglow feeling. Nearly dying always felt so good.

He twisted whip-quick to the side, impossibly fast, and the murderous knife merely glanced off his shoulder. Its edge was sharp. It sliced his skin. He felt the hot blood flow, and with it his power grew. This felt even better.

Time sped up as Jonas sprang forward. The cat-Kind stumbled. Her yellow eyes danced with disbelief, black slits still focused on where Jonas should have been. She could not believe that he was not dead, but she was even more surprised when she felt how hard he hit. His first blow shattered her iron staff. Brass rings flew in every direction.

“What are you?” she screamed as she threw her useless weapon to the ground.

In truth, Jonas could not have answered her rightly, because he did not know the answer himself. But he did not speak when the death-song was in him.

He was afraid of what he would say.

He came forward, smiling, exultant, and saw the fear in her snarling, spotted face. Though she did not understand what he was, she knew her water-strength was no match for the terrifying joy inside Jonas. The fight was over then, though she tried to keep him off for as long as she could. Jonas, with the death-song in him, was as unstoppable as the tide.

He knocked her down with the bone pommel of the Sword of What Was. He slapped the side of the Sword of What Will Be across the cat-Kind’s head. It took all his will not to swivel the sword and cut the Kind’s head from her body. While she lay gasping in the mud, stunned by the blow, he slapped the Gaoler’s manacles on her wrists.

There would be no killing today. The disappointment sank through his body like a dull weight.

The manacles clicked home with a twist of the slim gold key that he kept wedged down his boot. The manacles matched those fastened around his own wrists – although those he could not control. And the only one who had a key was the Gaoler.

The cat priest saw the glint of metal under Jonas’s sleeve. “You are a prisoner too. Let me go. We can both flee. There is no one to stop us.”

If only it was that easy, thought Jonas.

“Up,” he said. Her manacles rose into the air, lifting the cat-Kind with them by her shackled wrists. She was standing now, but her head hung heavy.

“You will come with me to the Pinnacles,” he said.

Jonas recognised her panic, and her confusion. This was not the way things were meant to work. He had seen it many times before when he’d defeated a new-Kind in battle.

Humans were weak, and the new-Kind were strong. That’s the way it was. How it had always been.

“Who are you?” she said again. “What are you?”

“You don’t want to know,” he said.

He felt a great emptiness as the death-song left his body. And with it, Jonas could no longer feel the watchful eye of death somewhere in the skies above.

He was alone once again.
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