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THE CHRONICLES OF HAVANTHYA

Havanthya is falling. Balance is gone from the world. Civil war ravages the land. Though many have claimed to be Masters of the Kind in the fifty years since Thom’s death, these pretenders seek only power. As the Kind are driven from their lands and slain, the so-called Masters do nothing to save these mighty creatures.

So few remain.

The phoenix Aephos; Sephron the sea serpent; Caymer the hound – all slaughtered. The twin dragons Krimios and Vedrios were meant to usher in a new era of peace, but poor Krimios was butchered.

These creatures had devoted their lives to helping mankind keep peace and balance. They have been betrayed.

And yet hope remains.

I sense a change surging through the magic of this world. A great rebalance is coming. A path lies ahead where the life forces of the old-Kind will endure to spawn more of their kind.

I pray to the Creator that this will happen soon.

Extract from the final page of the
Chronicles of Havanthya
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THE REMAINS

The death-song still thrummed through Jonas’s veins.

Blood dripped from the colossal blade he held. This iron scimitar had once belonged to the Gaoler himself, but Grashkor would never hold it again. The Kind’s body lay at Jonas’s feet. His mottled green hide bulged under thick armour plates as the stump of his neck leaked gore. His head had rolled a few paces away and lay face-down on the bloodstained ground, still wearing his horned helmet.

As the blaze of the death-song slowly ebbed from his own blood, Jonas became aware of his surroundings: the light breeze tickling the feathergrass, the shattered remains of his tribe’s huts, the sound of a girl’s voice.

“You’re hurt,” she said.

Halima – once his prisoner, now his companion – stood at a safe distance. Her eyes darted between the sword in Jonas’s hand and Grashkor’s corpse, as if she were afraid to approach the brutal scene. Jonas couldn’t blame her. The fight with the skin-Kind Gaoler had been short, shocking and brutal. Long ago, Halima would have been in danger too: the frenzy for killing that dwelled in Jonas’s blood would have driven him to continue his spree. No one would have been safe. Not even someone he now called his friend. But the golden breastplate Jonas now wore helped quell the raging fire of his death-song.

“It’s over,” he told her. The danger, both of the battle and of his own unpredictable rage, had passed. “You’re safe now.”

Jonas tossed the ten-foot blade beside its former owner’s corpse and went to retrieve his own weapons from where he’d dropped them. They were the curved Swords of What Was and What Will Be.

“Your arm’s bleeding,” Halima said as she crept forwards.

Jonas had forgotten about the wound – a deep gash to his forearm. He marvelled instead at the pale marks on his wrists, where until a few minutes ago the Gaoler’s manacles had been fastened. For almost two years they had been a symbol of his bondage to the Pinnacles of the Damned, the prison Grashkor had ruled liked a vengeful tyrant. With just the power of his mind, the Gaoler had once been able to summon Jonas back to that terrible place. But no more. Grashkor’s days were over, and in their brief duel the Gaoler himself had accidentally severed the enchanted metal of the manacles. In a single stroke, Jonas’s thousand-year sentence had been scrubbed clean.

He was free.

“It’s my wing you should be asking about,” hissed Seth.

The ghost-Kind wyvern sat not far off, leaning against the felled hulk of the sacred sangwar tree where the shamans of Jonas’s tribe had once worshipped. Its roots jutted into the sky. Seth cradled his injured wing as he inspected the wound Grashkor had given him.

“You’ll heal,” said Jonas. Already his own blood had clotted. Thanks to his connection to the ghost-Kind, it would be half a day at most until the skin had knitted back together. Within three days even the scarring would have vanished.

The wyvern scowled back, his slitted eyes narrowing.

Seth had saved Jonas’s life many times. Without him, and the death-song channelled from the darkness of the Netherplane, Jonas would be but a fraction of the fearsome warrior he was. He was sure he would have perished long ago.

The two of them were bonded, their life force shared. When Seth had received the blow from Grashkor’s sword, the same cut had appeared on Jonas’s arm. Should one die, the other would perish too. Closer than brothers, their very spirits were one.

But much like brothers, they weren’t always friends.

The shamans of Jonas’s tribe had viewed Seth as a gift from the gods, sent to aid them in fighting off the encroaching insect-Kind. And Seth’s fearsome companionship had indeed been a blessing in times of mortal need. But others viewed the wyvern as a terrible curse. Humans and new-Kind alike feared Jonas because of his connection with Seth. They called him “Slayer”.

“You saved my life,” said Halima. “Thank you.”

“And you saved mine,” said Jonas, sheathing the twin swords across his shoulders. The small human girl had pushed him out of the way a fraction before Grashkor would have crushed them both.

“Spare me the back-slapping,” said Seth. “We shouldn’t have come here in the first place. We should have taken this human rebel directly to Grashkor. Then none of this would have happened and my wing would still be properly attached to my body.”

“We didn’t choose to come here, remember?” said Jonas. “It was Gael’s magic.”

Yet it couldn’t be by chance alone that the crow-Kind wizard Gael had teleported them to this exact spot. Home. Or what remained of it.

Once a thriving settlement of tents and cooking fires, now the site of three bloody fights.

The first had happened when Jonas was thirteen, when his family and tribe had been massacred by an unknown force. Jonas himself, the sole survivor, had been blamed, imprisoned in the Pinnacles of the Damned. He was certain – almost certain – that he wasn’t responsible, but until he learned the truth of that fateful day, he couldn’t rest.

The second battle had been only a few days ago, when he and Seth had slaughtered a small army of insect-Kind, whose corpses still littered the ground among the wreckage of the huts. Among these also lay the remains of Rahziin, the cat-Kind sorcerer Jonas had spared from prison.

The just-concluded duel with Grashkor made it three fights. The Gaoler had tracked them here, determined to kill Jonas for disobeying his orders. And he would have succeeded if it weren’t for the golden breastplate gleaming across Jonas’s chest. It alone had given him the strength and focus to fight back.

But the breastplate was more than mere armour, Jonas knew. It was a symbol of what could be. He’d received it from the ghostly spirit of Thom, the long-dead Master of the Kind, in the catacombs beneath Skin-Grave. Thom had told Jonas that he was to take up the role of Master.

The Last Master, who could unite humans and Kind once more and for ever.

Jonas didn’t see how he could do such a thing. He was no hero, that much was certain. He was a killer. Death-touched, blood-stained, with the screams of the dying forever ringing in his ears. Humans didn’t trust him, especially not the rebels who wanted to overthrow the Kind. And they had good reason not to. He’d led the Emperor’s forces right to their camp in the forests outside Skin-Grave, and many of them had been slaughtered. More specifically, Seth was the one who’d revealed the location of their camp, but to the humans that distinction made no difference. And why should it? Seth was Jonas, and Jonas was Seth – they were two sides of the same coin.

Jonas turned to the ghost-wyvern now. His green scales shimmered in the sun as he fussed at his wing. When they were young, they’d been inseparable. Trusted confidants who’d shared everything. But that had changed. Now Seth often disappeared for hours or days at a time, though this suited Jonas fine. He needed space – they both did. On more than one occasion, Jonas had told Seth to leave him for good, but the wyvern always eventually returned. Seth had always claimed to be trying to protect Jonas, but how true was that, really? Jonas knew Seth wasn’t always honest with him. If their interests diverged, Jonas knew all too well whose agenda Seth would follow.

A gasp from Halima shook Jonas from his thoughts. He moved to her side to see what had startled her.

Something was happening to Grashkor’s body. It seemed to be collapsing in on itself: desiccating before their eyes, the flesh turning to dust as it fell from the bones. The thick armour plates hit the ground with dull clangs. Soon, all that remained of the Gaoler’s body was a skeleton with a tumorous black organ at its centre. To Jonas’s astonishment, it still pumped softly under his bulging ribcage.

“What is that thing?” whispered Halima.

“That,” said Seth, walking closer and peering with curiosity at the pulsating object, “is the heart of Equinias.”

“Who?” said the human girl.

Seth gave her a smug look. “Equinias was a ghost old-Kind, said to feed on the souls of his enemies. Thom defeated him with some help from his companion Helenya – so they say. Grashkor must have stolen it from somewhere.”

“But how did it get inside him?” asked Jonas.

Then Grashkor’s skeleton crumbled too. The monstrous heart twitched and bulged as if something within was trying to escape. Shreds of black smoke flowed from it, quickly taking the shape of wraithlike humans and Kind. Their faces were contorted in anguish, their limbs desperately reaching out as they escaped. With them came deathly whispers, similar to those Jonas had heard in the catacombs under Skin-Grave. Jonas felt the death-song rise within him, but the golden breastplate kept his murderous urges in check.

“What are they?” whispered Halima.

Jonas was about to say he thought he recognised one of the figures – an ox-Kind named Bovirix he’d once dragged to the Pinnacles at Grashkor’s behest – but the wraiths answered as one, their voices wrapping around one another in a hissing chorus:

“We are those who died in Grashkor’s custody, those he consumed to prolong his wretched life. Now that we are free, we will have our revenge! Revenge on the Slayer who took us to our tormentor!”

The ghostly spectres whipped through the air towards Jonas, extending claws and baring their teeth. Jonas flailed his arms as he felt scratches tear across his face. Shadowy claws sought his neck and his legs were seized. Black wisps of evil found his ears and nostrils, forcing themselves inside. Whatever these shades of the dead were, he couldn’t fight them. Even if he could, there were far too many. He felt them pull at his eyelids as he was lifted off the ground. They were trying to carry him away.

“Help me!” he cried. “Seth! Do something!”

Suddenly the spirits were gone, evaporating to nothing. Jonas hit the ground hard. Winded, he looked up to see the black clouds dispersing like smoky soot blown from a cold campfire. Seth hadn’t moved, but Halima was standing beside the black heart, her dagger buried up to the hilt in Equinias’s soul-prison. The foul organ was finally completely still.

“They certainly didn’t like you much,” said Seth. He was grinning.

“Glad you think it’s funny,” said Jonas. He glanced about nervously. “Are they gone for good?”

“To the Land of What Was, where the dead belong,” replied Seth. “Even old-Kind aren’t immortal, and Grashkor was using their life force as well as the heart of Equinias to live unnaturally long.”

He flapped his wings once, experimentally, and hissed. Jonas felt the sting too: a twang of pain sang through his body in sympathy.

“Why didn’t you ever mention this before?” he asked.

“Was it important?” challenged Seth.

That’s not the point, thought Jonas. Once again, Seth was keeping things from him. How many more secrets did the wyvern have?

“So they’re spirits of the dead, like the ghost of Thom, the Last Master?” said Halima. “Is he in the Land of What Was as well?”

Seth rolled his eyes. “The living have such a limited understanding of ghosts,” he said. “Ghost is an element in and of itself. The only element that isn’t physical matter. Ghost-Kind can be many things and they can be tethered to the living world for many reasons. In some cases, by unnatural dark magic, as you have just seen. Or they might be connected to a particular person simply to haunt them for their crimes.” He looked down his scaled nose at Halima. “It’s hard for a human mind to fathom.”

She hiked her chin. “And what is the case with you, ghost-wyvern? Why do you stick around?”

Jonas caught a flinch of distaste in Seth’s features. “Some of us are yoked by destiny,” he said. As he turned away, his solid physical form shimmered to a translucent green ghost that only Jonas could see.

Halima huffed, as though only partially satisfied by the cryptic answer, then turned north. “We should get going,” she said. “We need to reach the rebel stronghold in Anoros.”

“You don’t need to follow this little human girl,” muttered Seth. When he was in ghost-form, only Jonas could hear his voice. “You can still change your mind, and you should. Your destiny lies elsewhere.”

Jonas didn’t reply. He didn’t want to give the wyvern the satisfaction of an argument and he knew full well that Seth disapproved of his new human friend. Besides, he’d already made his decision. For so long, he’d been driven by his desire to escape the Pinnacles at any cost, hunting down fugitives for the Gaoler.

Not any more. Now he was free and his choices were his own to make.

Halima was cleaning her dagger of gore from Equinias’s heart. She glanced over at Jonas and smiled shyly. Perhaps she was still a little afraid of him, even now. But when she looked at him, Jonas thought she saw something else too: hope for what he could be, if Thom’s prophecy proved true. A saviour, a healer, a deliverer from the terrible oppression humans suffered under the new-Kind.

Not for the first time, Jonas thought to himself how much she resembled his cousin Fran, in mannerisms as well as her delicate looks. At first, Halima had just been another bounty for Jonas: a thief working for the human rebels, sent to steal the powerful Tablets of the Creator from beneath Skin-Grave.

At the time, Jonas had cared little for the war between Kind and the human rebels who fought against their oppression – all he’d wanted was to reduce his sentence and continue his quest to find out who’d actually killed his tribe.

But those straightforward times were behind him.

Jonas had fallen in with the human rebels and their witch mentor, the Reader. She had called for a war unlike any other, when the new-Kind would wield dangerous ancient magic drawn from the Tablets of the Creator. This was pure magic from the Netherplane. If she was right, Jonas was the only one who could stand against the annihilation of all humans.

He knew as well as anyone that there were those in power in the capital of Whitestone who’d happily see the extinction of humanity – people like the Arch Protector Malachai, the zealot leader of the murderous Order of the True.

And when Thom had given him the breastplate beneath Skin-Grave, he’d shown Jonas another path. One not guided by vengeance and the lure of the death-song, but something better. The promise of a different future, when the mysterious Cleansing would bring about a great rebalancing. The humans hoped this would mean an age of peace, and called it New Havanthya, named after the golden age when Thom had lived – a kingdom in which old-Kind and humans had lived in harmony.

Everyone seemed to have a slightly different idea about Jonas’s destiny, including Seth, of course.

Gael had told Jonas that he’d have to choose among them.

The old-Kind had come to their rescue in the catacombs under Skin-Grave in the form of a giant white crow. If it weren’t for him, they’d surely have been imprisoned and tortured by Malachai. Jonas would have liked to talk to Gael again, but the ancient crow-Kind had vanished as quickly as he’d appeared.

Jonas had never had allies before. This was partly because he’d never known who to trust, but also because of the terrible peril he knew faced anyone who might stand beside him. The death-song always waited within him. Before he’d been given the golden breastplate, berserker violence could seize him at any moment. Caught in its song, he’d kill friend and enemy alike.

He stared northwards. A long journey was what he needed to clear his thoughts. It would be dangerous crossing the mountains where new-Kind roamed, but he had faith in the blades across his back. Seth might not approve of their new mission, but he was an invaluable travelling companion, alert to threats that Jonas couldn’t see.

A movement behind one of the torn tents snagged his gaze.

“Fran?”

The name escaped his lips, because she was standing right there, not thirty paces away, wearing her sable fur hat. His cousin. Though he understood it couldn’t be – Fran was dead, along with all his family – his feet still carried him in that direction. By the time he reached the spot, she was gone. Peering into the tent, though, he saw the hat lying on the ground, half buried in dirt blackened by dried blood. The very spot where she must have died.

Halima came jogging after him. “What’s up?”

“I saw my cousin,” he said quietly.

Halima frowned, then put a hand on his arm. “You’ve had a hard day.”

Jonas tore his eyes from the hat and allowed her to usher him away.

Seth stood not far away, watching him carefully. The wyvern looked uncharacteristically troubled.

“You saw her too, didn’t you?” said Jonas.

Instead of replying, Seth flapped his wings and soared away in a stiff, unsteady flight.

Jonas recalled the wyvern’s words about ghosts and about haunting. If Fran was real, if his mind wasn’t playing tricks, perhaps his dead cousin was trying to tell him something. Maybe it was about what really happened here, in his village – about what really killed his tribe. But then why had she run away?

Maybe all ghosts were as unpredictable as Seth …

Halima began to pick through a neighbouring tent, but Jonas lingered. Not for the first time he felt paralysed, tethered by the mysteries of the past but pulled to the uncertainties of the future.

Trapped between the worlds of What Was and What Will Be.
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