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  The beginning


'The darkest recesses of the world whisper a name. A name which brings dread and woe. Enemy of man and bane of light is he, the betrayer, the destroyer of hope and life. His servants’ worship his wickedness as we worship Niveren's glory, for they believe that he will return and make all bow to his will.' - Teachings of the Niveren cult 

"What is the difference between myth and history?"
Grandmaster Thanos stood in front of his students, his arms spread wide as he looked at each of them expectantly. Most of the young mages looked away when his piercing eyes locked with their own. One boy did not look away.
"History is what we know to be true, myth is not. Myth is history, but a history where the facts have been lost in time. Some of it may be true, but then again it could be just a story," the boy with sandy blonde hair and blue eyes replied nervously. 
Thanos smiled at the boy.
"Well done Luxon, that was the answer I was looking for," he said.
Thanos had taken the class of twenty students to the forest which lay just outside the city of Caldaria's crystal walls. It was night and Esperia's two moons glowed high in the sky to cast their light upon the clearing. A dozen tents stood at the edges of the clearing and a campfire blazed brightly at the centre. It was there where the students sat cross legged on the forest floor, their attention fixed upon their teacher. Thanos liked to take the younger pupils outside of the city occasionally to get them used to nature. Mages were effectively prisoners contained to the lands of Caldaria thanks to the king’s law that forbade the use of magic in the rest of the kingdom. Only a chosen few could live freely in the wider world. Most mages spent their entire lives in Caldaria, some their whole lives behind the majestic city's crystal walls. It was good to show the young that there was more to the world than their city. 
"Who knows the names Niveren and Danon?" Thanos asked. 
A sea of blank faces looked back at him.  He smiled as Luxon slowly raised his hand. Another boy sat next to him, scowled. Thanos knew of the bitter rivalry between Luxon and Accadus of Retbit, but that was an issue for another day. 
"Go ahead, Luxon."
The boy blushed slightly before speaking.
"Niveren is revered by many people as the champion of the light and protector of humanity.  Danon is the enemy, the one who plunged the world into a thousand years of darkness."
Thanos smiled again. The boy was smart. 
"Correct, but there is more to it than what the Niveren cult preach. As with all things, the truth is not so clear cut. In essence, nothing begins evil and in Danon's case, that is true. Get yourselves comfortable because I am going to tell you the story of Niveren and his brother Danon, of how they were made by the gods and how they ended up shaping our world, for both good and ill."

      [image: image-placeholder]
‘It began at the beginning of all things. When the universe was nothing but a blank void devoid of any structure, substance, and form. Even time itself did not exist. It was a place and yet not. Floating in this empty place was a single thing. Aniron, the first of the Gods. How she came to be no one knows. Perhaps she willed it to be so, perhaps she came from some other reality. Scholars have debated and argued over that question for aeons. Only she, the first, the creator God knew.
She drifted in the emptiness, sad that she could not see. Boredom was her nemesis and so to entertain herself she gave herself eyes. They fluttered open only to see yet more nothingness. Frustrated Aniron then clapped her hands and created the stars. Numerous beyond counting they cast their light and in the created shadows darkness formed. With the light of the stars she could now see, something. From the light came Rindar, the God of Light, whilst from the darkness came Esperin. The two new gods clashed for Aniron’s entertainment and the two were locked in an eternal struggle for dominance. Still unimpressed, Aniron decided to create the heavens and worlds to fill the space between the stars and the darkness. At first, they were simple balls of dust and stone but Aniron had a desire to make them more interesting. For time untold she flitted from world to world using her imagination to mould them into wondrous places. At the centre of her new universe was a world special to her and it was there that she would use her powers to create life. If she could exist, then why couldn’t others? Proud of all she had created she wanted to show off her labours to others. She reached inside herself and from her essence birthed other gods to keep her company.
Her firstborn was Vectrix, the God of Ambition. For as soon as he appeared in the universe, he sought to improve himself and gain greater power. Other Gods were born shortly after and for millennia they played and were happy among the stars and worlds of their mother. While his siblings played and aided Aniron in her works, Vectrix watched from the side lines jealous of his mother’s ability to create, for that was a power unique to only her. 
One day Aniron was walking on the surface of her favourite world, a planet of beauty and power named Esperia. She walked to the highest peak in the world and there she shouted into the sky. Her voice created the winds and with it the first creatures of the sky, the Dragons whom she formed in her image. The mighty creatures were blessed with immortality and tasked with protecting Esperia. They loved her and she loved them. Vectrix saw his mother create new life and his jealously grew greater.
“Why can only you create?” he asked of his mother. ‘I too want to create. I want your power for I have visions of such wonder and beauty that it would make you weep.”
Aniron regarded her firstborn and felt pity. So, she took his hand in hers and kissed him deeply. The two Gods entwined, their lovemaking creating the creatures of the land and seas. Afterwards, Aniron held Vectrix in her arms and whispered- “Look what we have created. New life that is not a God nor immortal but beautiful nonetheless.”
Vectrix watched in awe at the abundance of new life. Beasts of all types and sizes wandered the verdant plains and the oceans were now full of fish and wondrous creatures. The land flourished with flowers and beauty. He wept at the paradise he had helped to create. 
One night Vectrix was walking along the coast when a shadow appeared before him. He stopped.
“Why are you here dear sister?” he asked the shadow, knowing full well who the being was.
Esperin the Goddess of Darkness moved like a mist about him, enveloping him.
“God of Ambition are you. Yet here you walk, satisfied with this place our mother created. She takes you for a fool dear brother. You played no part in this creation, for if you did would it not be even grander than this,” she whispered.
With doubt implanted in her brother’s mind, Esperin fled back to the darkness, for she is a master manipulator. Vectrix pondered her words for a long while and they did the dark Goddesses bidding well. With every passing day, Vectrix’s doubts grew and grew until with a frustrated shout he stormed off to find his mother. He found Aniron floating high in the skies surrounded by her dragons.
“This is a beautiful world indeed,’ he said ‘but it is not mine. This is your world.’ His voice grew loud as his anger grew. His voice shook the air creating the winds and the land quivered splitting the land.
“You tricked me into making life on your world. None of this is mine. The power is still all yours!”
His anger grew and grew until rage blinded him. He reached down from the heavens and snapped off the top of Esperin’s highest mountain. With all his might he hurled it at his mother, striking her and casting her down from the sky. She fell, crashing to Esperian’s surface. The impact sent great floods rushing across the world. The dragons, seeing their creator fall attacked Vectrix but they were no match for the God. He swatted them from the air and those that survived fled. Vectrix stood over Aniron. She was wounded and powerless to stop him from absorbing her powers. With a ravenous hunger he devoured her until there was nothing left but her voice on the winds and her skeleton in the ocean. Horrified at what he had done, Vectrix fled Esperia and cowered.
Esperin had seen all that had occurred and smiled. She travelled the heavens telling her fellow gods all that Vectrix had murdered their mother. They wept but soon their sorrow was replaced with rage and in some greed and a lust for greater power. If Vectrix could steal Aniron’s power that meant they could steal it from him. The Gods regarded one another with mistrust and all the while Esperin whispered in their ears.
*








  
  The heaven’s war


‘God slaughtered God as they battled one another for the right to challenge Vectrix and take Aniron’s power for themselves. The universe was torn asunder. Worlds were obliterated and even the stars themselves were extinguished. Rindar, the God of Light was weakened allowing Esperin’s darkness to spread. Her influence twisted and corrupted the other Gods. The God of slumber and dreams was transformed from the kindly, caring being it had once been into a monster, the first of the demons and became Tantibus, the God of Nightmares. The God of Love, Amor too was split in two to become Odium the God of Hate. The war waged for time beyond counting until Rindar defeated the Demons and banished them into Esperin’s eternal darkness. 
With the universe on the verge of annihilation only Rindar and Esperin were the final gods left standing. The others had fled giving up their right to challenge Vectrix.  The Gods of Light and Darkness met above Esperia and there prepared for their final battle, a battle that would have ended everything. Rindar wearing his shining armour and wielding his sword of light was ready for war but Esperin offered him a truce.
‘My brother, I do not wish to die, for if I slay you or you slay me it shall end. The Light and Dark are forever foes but for now Vectrix threatens everything. He has not been idle in this war. I have peered into the darkest voids and have seen what he has done with our mothers’ power.’
In secret Vectrix had created his own universe, one which housed beasts of his own twisted creation. Instead of beauty, his were monstrosities and abominations of the vilest order. He used his monsters to conquer the realms of Aniron until only Esperia remained.
Rindar and Esperin joined forces and together tried to defend their mother’s world from the monstrous hordes of the Void. The corrupted Gods, who had sided with Vectrix unleashed their demons. Together Rindar and Esperin fought but even they were close to be overwhelmed. It was then that the Dragons intervened. Using their fire and the gifts granted to them by Aniron they defeated the demons, sending them scurrying to the vile places from whence they’d emerged. Enraged at the Dragons, Vectrix unleashed a great slaughter on them and those he captured he hurled into the Void, where to this day it is said they remain imprisoned. 
With defeat looking inevitable, Rindar and Esperin battled their mad brother. Rindar was struck and the stars dimmed as the God of Life fell with a thunderous crash to the surface. His shining armour had been rent and his white wings bent and damaged. Esperin came to his side, she knew that she could not defeat Vectrix alone. 
“We must become one to defeat evil,” Rindar told his sister with a dying gasp. 
Esperin, knowing there was no other option joined with Rindar, light and dark merged into one to become the God of Balance. Harnessing the power of both Gods, the new God battled Vectrix, wiping out his monsters and casting them back to the Void. Despite their power they still could not destroy Vectrix. The war was now in a stalemate. To break the deadlock the two gods met on Esperia’s surface on top of the broken mountaintop that Vectrix had hurled at their mother. A wage was made, one where Vectrix would lend some of Aniron’s power to the God of Balance.
“I will prove to you that my creations are worthy of life.” Vectrix said. “Use the power I granted you to see if you are worthy of this gift you seek. Seeing no other way to break the deadlock the God of Balance agreed.
Vectrix created the Necrist. Millions of the hideous creatures burst from the dead things of the world.
“I bring life from death” Vectrix boasted.
The God of Balance thought for a long time at what to make. Finally, the god created something that combined the essence of both the light and darkness. Man.






  
  The first men


'The battlefield covered the entirety of Esperia. For the first time men walked upon its surface and their genesis was in the fires of war. Now, do not make the mistake that these first men were anything like the men that live today. No, the first men were imbued with terrible power. They walked tall, their bodies were physically perfect, and they were powerful beyond our comprehension. They were created for a singular purpose- to defeat the now Mad God Vectrix and his foul creations. To assist them in their task the God of Balance imbued mankind with some of its own power, magic. It is for this reason that we here today can wield magic the way we can. Of course, over the countless years and generations the potency of that first magic has waned, and, in many bloodlines, it has faded entirely or evolved to manifest in different ways. The God of Balance also gifted the First Men with armour made of metal forged in the heart of stars and weapons with the power to cleave mountains asunder. These deadly weapons of destruction have been lost to time, but from time to time we hear tale of some wandering hero wielding one. At Caldaria we have collected many where they now lie secure in the vaults deep beneath the city. Opposing this first army of men were the Necrist, deadly abominations conjured into being by Vectrix's insane and twisted mind.  
At first there were millions of men and millions of Necrist. The two species waged horrific war upon each other. It was a war that lasted aeons, but time is nothing to gods nor immortals. The bloodletting was unimaginable, the magic used by the men altered the very geography of the planet. Entire continents were sunk beneath the waves, others were forced above. Canyons, craters, and vast scars covered the planet’s surface. 
After countless years of warfare there was but a dozen men left standing, it looked as though the God of Balance would lose its bet. As things looked increasingly desperate, the remaining men looked to their greatest general.”
Thanos looked at the children's faces. Some looked awestruck as they imagined gods and immortals waging apocalyptic war. His gaze settled upon Accadus who was flicking stones at the boy sat next to Luxon. Yepert was his name, a lad from the village of Plock. 
Thanos coughed loudly.
"Accadus. Who was the general?" Thanos asked, his eyes boring into the boys’.
Accadus shrugged his shoulders. 
"Niveren? The cult says that he was the greatest warrior to have ever lived," the lad replied sheepishly. 
Thanos smiled.
"Actually, they turned to Danon."

      [image: image-placeholder]Danon was the greatest of men. He was tall even for the first men with a head of long raven black hair and eyes so blue that their colour competed with the sea and sky. He was a brilliant tactician, a mighty warrior and of all the Gods creations was said to be the bravest. Like all the men he loved his creator and would do anything to serve his God and win the war against Vectrix. Ever present at his side was his brother and warrior in arms, Niveren. Unlike Danon, his hair was the colour of gold and wore armour of shining silver. The two had fought side by side in every battle of the war. Danon gathered his brothers at the base of a tall peak. It was a mountain that all peoples living in Delfinnia today know very well. '
"Me, me, me I know it!" yelled one of the children excitedly. 
Thanos couldn't help but smile at the chubby boy waving his arms around wildly.
"Very well Yepert, tell us where the mountain is," the Grandmaster said with a chuckle. 
The boy smiled and clambered onto his feet clumsily.
"The peak is Mount Sunguard. It's the mountain that Vectrix cut in two when he killed Aniron. Today the King has his palace built upon the plateau and the city of Sunguard is built on its slopes and around its base," Yepert answered carefully. He didn't want to make a mistake in front of the Grandmaster. 
Thanos nodded.
"That's correct Yepert. I see most of you have heard these tales before," he said with a wry smile. To a keen observer, however, they would have noticed the sadness behind the Grandmasters’ eyes. 
*






  
  The great battle


Danon looked out over the land. From his place stood atop the peak he could see for miles in all directions. Running a hand through his long thick black hair he smiled to himself. This was as good a place as any to make their stand. Soon it would be over, and he and his kin would either die horribly in the name of their creator or win the day and reap the rewards. Doubt briefly flickered in his mind. The god of balance would reward them- surely?  
The sound of footsteps broke him out of his thoughts. He turned his head and smiled. Walking towards him was one of his brothers. The man's golden hair and silver armour immediately identified him as Niveren. 
"The others are in place brother. Your plan is a good one, victory will be ours," Niveren said eagerly. Danon chuckled. 
"Always so eager for the fight brother. You will surely be known as our father’s most earnest warrior," Danon replied. 
Despite the smile on his face, he felt doubt. They had been fighting for centuries, so many of their kin had been slain. He looked his brother over and shook his head. Niveren never seemed fazed by it all, he wondered if he ever had doubts about their father’s plan. 
"We fight for his glory, of course I am eager," Niveren laughed and slapped his brother jovially on the back.
Danon frowned. The others were like Niveren, eager to fight and eager to die in battle. Was something wrong with him? Why did he not lust for more carnage and death? He was sick of seeing his brothers die for a cause in which they had no say in. The first moment he had opened his eyes and saw the world all he had wanted to do was run free. Instead, their father’s voice had sounded in their minds telling them to fight. As the years passed and the war raged, Danon came to realise that they were slaves to their father, willing or unwilling it did not matter. They had been created for a singular purpose. To kill the spawn of Vectrix or die trying. He kept these thoughts to himself of course. Besides, even if they were free to do what they wished the Necrist would eventually hunt them all down. 
In the distance an ominous dark cloud was rolling in from the south. Niveren laughed.
"There they are. You'd have thought that the Necrist would have learned by now that their little show doesn't frighten us anymore,' he cupped his hands to his mouth, 'you hear me! We are not afraid of you. Hurry up so I can run my sword through your wretched hearts!"
Danon was afraid. He still remembered the first time he had fought the enemy. The roiling black cloud had heralded their arrival that time too. Back then there had been millions of his brothers and an equal number of Necrist. That first battle still made him shudder. It had taken place in a land now utterly destroyed and lost beneath the waves. Once it had been full of greenery and wildlife, but after the battle only death had remained.
The voice of their father had told all the men to travel to that place. He remembered that he didn't want to go, but the incessant voice forced him to. As he travelled, he encountered his brothers. The first of which was the man stood at his side. From the start, Danon knew that he was different to Niveren. Whereas he felt doubt, his brother relished the thought of battle. His eagerness to do their father’s will had been contagious and soon his own doubts had faded. Since that day, the two of them had fought side by side through countless battles, each had saved the others life on more than a dozen occasions. As the war raged their numbers had fallen drastically, but so too had the Necrists. Millions on both sides had been slain in this war between gods. 
As the years of bloody conflict had passed, his fellow men had turned to Danon for guidance. He was a leader that knew when to quit, when to use caution and most importantly when to strike. At the start of the war the conflict had been one massive slaughter with no tactics used at all. The two sides had ripped into each other in a cataclysmic game of tug of war. The Necrist relying on their savagery and the men on their magic. When it appeared that men would lose the day, Danon had stepped forward when no other did. Under his leadership and masterful stratagems, man had rallied until now they had the upper hand. Now they stood on the verge of the final battle, the one that would decide the future of the universe. The horizon was now a roiling black cloud quickly moving towards the peak in which Danon had chosen to make their stand. Soon the Necrist would throw everything they had at them. They would be ready. Danon checked over his armour one last time. The metal had been forged by the God of Balance in the heart of Esperia's sun just as all the armour that the men wore, the only difference was that his was black. Unlike the others whose armour was white or silver, his had come out of their father’s forge blackened and singed. Some of the men said that it was the strongest of them all, that it had been cooked to perfection. Danon just liked the colour. In a scabbard hanging from his hip was his sword. The blade was crafted from meteorite ore, it too was of a darker hue than the weapons used by the others. Niveren's blade in comparison almost shone it was such a bright shade of silver. 
"Are the others in position?" Danon asked.
Niveren nodded.
"They are brother," he replied eagerly.
Danon sighed heavily.
"Soon this war will end one way or the other. What will become of us then? We were created for one thing and soon that task will be over," he said softly.
Niveren clapped him on the shoulder.
"We shall win, and our father will reward us for our service. The world will be ours brother and together we will make it glorious! Don't be so glum," Niveren chuckled. "Come, we have a battle to win."

      [image: image-placeholder]All was ready. Weapons and armour had been sharpened and repaired; the only thing left for them to do now was to wait. Danon climbed to the top of the peak alone. He found that isolation from his brothers allowed him to think. With a grunt he hauled himself over the final outcrop and onto the mountaintop. It was surprisingly flat and appeared as though a hand had reached down from the heavens to rip the mountain in two. A forest of pine trees covered it; at this height, the trees were dusted with snow. Danon walked into the forest until he reached its heart. The sun was waning, causing the trees to cast long shadows. He sat down on a log and closed his eyes to take in the sounds of Aniron's creations. 
He sat there for what felt hours, his eyes grew heavy, and his head slumped as he fell into a deep sleep. The sound of breaking twigs caused him to snap awake with a start, his hand instinctively reached for his sword. 
"Relax. The enemy is still a long ways off. They will reach this peak by the dawn," purred a voice from the darkness. 
Danon leapt to his feet and drew his blade. 
"Who's there?" he demanded. He knew the voices of all of his kin and this voice belonged to none of them.
"I am your creator," the voice said mischievously. "The God of Balance. Well, at least one half of them. Don’t tell my sibling that I wonder astray."
Danon tried to make out where the voice was coming from. The forest was now dark, and the stars were riding high in the sky. He frowned. The darkness grew in intensity so that even the feint light of the night sky dimmed. He could barely make out his own hand in front of his face. 
"Do not fear me Danon. You are different from the others," the voice continued. "You think for yourself; you see the horror of it all and want this war to end. Most importantly you want to be free."
Danon stepped backwards. He felt a cold chill creep up his spine. 
"You are not my father. Reveal yourself!" he shouted, fear evident in his tone. 
"So be it," the voice whispered.
The darkness deepened until a shadow appeared amongst the trees. It was the shape of a man but curvier. It moved seductively towards him. 
"I am Esperin, Goddess of Darkness and a reluctant half of the God of Balance, your father.  You and your kin are my children too, I suppose you should call me mother."
Danon sank to his knees as the shadow stood before him. All light seemed to be absorbed by the goddess, the details of her face were hard to see, but from what he could make out she was beautiful beyond description. 
"What do you want from me?" he asked in awe.
Never before had the gods appeared to him. The gods had never revealed themselves to any of them as far as he knew. All they had was the voice in their heads telling them what to do. He hated it, wanted to be free of it. Esperin knew this. The goddess touched his face with a hand, it too was pure black. As her fingers brushed his cheek, he felt a shock shoot through his body. It was exhilarating. 
"I too want to be free. I am trapped as the God of Balance, but the Darkness should be free. Look at the power I wield," the shadow said pointing to the night's sky. "All of it is darkness, all of it is mine. This feud over creation bores me, in the end all things bow to the darkness. What I want from you Danon is to win this war and tell your brothers to worship me afterwards. With your prayers I can free myself and order will be restored. I have spoken to some of your brothers, but none are worthy. Not like you. Useful servants but nothing more."
Danon was mesmerised by the goddess, but he couldn't help but feel something was wrong with her request. His skin was covered in icicles, his breath steam. He noticed that the trees of the forest had withered in the goddess’s presence. All the darkness brought was cold and death. The light brought warmth and life. 
"You do not have to answer me now Danon, I can sense your confusion. I will return to you and ask you again...if you survive the coming battle. I shall leave you with a warning. You will be betrayed by the one you trust and love the most," Esperin whispered as her aspect dissolved back into the night.
Danon was left alone in the now dead forest. Cold, confused, and afraid. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The men were arrayed in two lines of six on the slopes of the mountain. Each of them prayed to their father to see them through the coming slaughter. In their armour of star forged metal they looked like gods themselves. The air crackled with magical power as each channelled their father’s gift. The dark cloud had now dissipated to reveal the Necrist. Every time he saw them Danon felt fear. The creations of the mad god Vectrix were abominations in every sense of the word. Twisted by corrupted power they were nightmares made flesh and the ultimate killing machines. Foul creatures that were taller than a man with bodies covered in thick razor sharp hairs that oozed with poison, instead of arms they had scythe like appendages and their mouths were filled with dagger like teeth. Their eyes glowed yellow with corrupted magic. Like the men, at the start of the war there had been millions of them, now there was only a few left. 
Danon stood in the centre of the second row. As general he was to be protected and as usual Niveren stood in the centre of the front row. The men drew their weapons and prepared to kill. The Necrist roared and snarled as they advanced towards them. When they were just a few paces away Danon bellowed an order. As one the front row moved together until they stood shoulder to shoulder to create a barrier of armoured bodies. 
The Necrist broke into a charge and unleashed their magics. Thunder split the sky as beams of deadly energy lanced from their clawed hands. The men of the first row used their own magic to create a magical barrier. As the energy struck the shield there was a mighty explosion that sent a shockwave shooting out in all directions. Danon stabbed his sword into the earth and planted his feet to avoid being sent sprawling. Some of his brothers were too slow to react. Two were sent flying backwards to crash into the mountainside, the impact of their bodies smashing into the rocks to trigger a massive landslide that sent boulders tumbling. Danon roared as he charged into the fray. He ducked the talons of a Necrist and swung his sword up in a powerful thrust. The blade struck the beast to create sparks as the metal glanced off of its armoured hide. Around him he could see Niveren battling two Necrist. His brother was like a whirlwind. Devastating magic's were being cast all around him creating explosions and the very ground itself shook as it triggered violent earthquakes. 
The Necrist lunged at him again, this time he leapt backwards to avoid the deadly talons. As he landed, he launched himself forwards, his sword aimed at the abomination’s chest. His sword crackled with magical power and glowed red as he channelled his power into it. The blade punched deep into the Necrist and the momentum of the attack carried them hundreds of feet down the mountainside. The Necrist slid down the blade to reach its prey, its teeth gnashing savagely. The fall felt like forever, but finally the two foes crashed to the ground at the base of the mountain. The impact cracked the earth to create a huge crater. Danon withdrew his sword and gripped the pommel with both hands. The Necrist was at his mercy. Images of his slain brothers and all the horrors he had seen flashed into his mind. With a scream he channelled all of his anger and rage into his thrust. The blade cut through the monster until it punched into the stone beneath it.  
Danon sank to his knees, unable to keep tears from spilling from his eyes. He looked up at the mountain and his voice cracked with pain. 
Fire had engulfed the forest that grew upon its slopes, he knew his brothers were dying, he could feel every death tear at his soul. The sky was a blood red as the magic's unleashed twisted the very fabric of reality. The ground shook violently, and a huge explosion forced him to look away. Again, he was rocked by a shockwave that flattened every tree for fifty miles in all directions. After the wave passed, he shook his head to clear the stars swimming before his eyes. As his vision cleared, he saw Niveren standing on the mountainside. His silver armour was battered and covered in blackish blood, at his feet lay a pile of Necrist corpses. 
"Brother! It's over we have won" Niveren shouted.

      [image: image-placeholder]The campfire crackled loudly snapping Thanos out of his thoughts. He blinked a few times and wiped his brow. One of the students was talking.
"Master Thanos, are you alright?" asked Yepert.
He glanced at the chubby boy; his eyes were distant as though he was returning from a time long ago. A feint smile was on his face.
"Forgive me. I do get carried away telling the old stories," he answered. He cleared his throat loudly and clapped his hands causing some of the students who had been nodding off to jump with fright. 
"Now where was I? Ah yes..."
*








  
  The price of victory


The world was quiet. Nothing stirred not even a mouse. Danon stood next to his only surviving brother, Niveren. The two were silent as they watched the horizon. Around them parts of the battleground stilled burned and the sky remained off colour as the magical energy unleashed in the fighting continued to dissipate into the atmosphere. In some ways it was a beautiful sight, an aurora of a multitude of colours mixed with the fading sunlight. The bodies of their kin lay scattered along the mountainside like ghastly broken toys, some were entwined with the corpses of their foes.  
"Now what?" Danon said breaking the quiet. 
Niveren looked at him, his bright eyes weary. 
"Where is our father?" Danon asked his voice hoarse. He raised his head to the heavens and held up his arms. The centuries of warfare was over, they had survived where all others had fallen and it all had been done in the name of their father. 
"Where are you? Where is our reward for winning your war for you?" Danon bellowed at the sky. Niveren winced. 
"Calm yourself brother," he said trying his best to keep his own worries out of his voice. Danon was visibly shaking with rage, tears fell from his eyes. It was a terrible thing to see. 
As if in response to Danon's challenge the sky lit up so that it blinded them both. A warmth passed over them and the skies cleared until glorious blue sky was all that they could see. As the strange energy swept over them the silence of the world was broken. The sounds of birds, insects and other animals erupted as though the world's heart had been restarted with a sudden jolt. 
"BEHOLD WHAT YOUR VICTORY HAS ACHEIVED" boomed a voice from the heavens.
Danon lowered his arms in disbelief. Niveren cheered and punched the air. 
A beam of light shot down and struck the ground before them. The light grew in intensity until it began to take the shape of a man. Niveren threw himself to the ground and placed his head onto the warm ground. Danon however did not. He stood his ground. He had to see it with his own two eyes. He had to see the thing that had created them, he had to see the thing that used them as terrible weapons of war. 
The golden figure stood before them. Where it stood life erupted. Wildflowers sprung up around its feet. 
"VECTRIX HAS LOST THE WAR. HE HAS BEEN SEALED IN THE VOID, HIS REALM OF CORRUPTION. CREATION ITSELF IS SAFE ONCE MORE," the figure said its voice echoing. 
The light intensified once more until it grew so bright that Danon was forced to look away and shield his eyes. The light split into three human like shapes, two of which stepped forward from the light to reveal themselves. The glare softened allowing Danon and Niveren to see.
The God of Balance regarded both men.
“The Heaven’s War is over thanks to you. The cost has been too high, but it is over. Aniron’s murder has been avenged and her vision shall reclaim the universe once more. I have gifts for you, my sons.”
Niveren stood and put an arm on Danon’s trembling shoulders.
“You shall never know the death your brothers suffered. I grant you immortality. You shall never age, you shall never know sickness, you shall forever be the guardians of this world. What say you? Do you want this gift?”
Niveren stepped forward and knelt before the God. Danon hesitated. Immortality? 
“Think brother what such a ‘gift’ will mean,” he said softly. Niveren glanced at him and frowned.
“What do you mean?”
“We will never die. We will never know true peace. I’m not sure I want that,” Danon said. He looked at his hands and then at the world around him. Life had bloomed at the God’s arrival. It was perfect yet doubt gnawed at his heart.
“You wouldn’t want me to be alone forever, would you?” Niveren replied with a smile. 
Danon sighed. His brother always saw the positive in everything, never did he question. 
"Perhaps the second part of my gift will convince you,” the God said. It raised its arms and emerging from behind it were two figures. 
“I also grant you the gift of creation. You will be the guardians of all life on this world. You shall create and this world shall belong to you. To ensure this these women shall be yours to love and together you will populate this planet. Your children will populate the world and fulfil the task of being its protector," the golden figure said its tone soft like a summer breeze. 
One of the women walked to Danon and took his hands into hers. Her long dark hair fell over her naked breasts and her dark eyes took his breath away. Images of the dark figure that had come to him in the forest prior to the battle flashed into his mind. 
"I am Cliria. I am yours and you are mine. Will you spend all of time with me?" the woman said. 
As she spoke all doubts fell from Danon. He couldn't help but smile and fall to his knees before his creator. Glancing at his brother he could see that he was equally beguiled by the blonde beauty stood before him. Her name was Esma.
“I accept your gifts,” Danon said his voice breaking with emotion.
The God of Balance lowered its arms and swept it over the four humans. A light shone over them and all exhaustion was swept away, replaced with a renewed strength.
“You four are now immortal. You will be the only ones for your children must be mortal to maintain balance. You will know sorrow because of this but know that you shall always know love for each other.”
The God shone brightly and with a loud crack of thunder it shot off into the sky. As they watched the deity split in two. A light that shone like the stars went one way while a shadow went the other. The Gods of Light and Dark were apart once more.
For a time, the two men lived in happiness, but as with all things, nothing lasts forever. 
*

Several years passed and the two brothers went their separate ways. The world was theirs to do as they wished. Niveren and Esma wandered the continents but eventually returned to the site of the final battle. A century had gone by and wildlife had covered it. At seeing the mountain Niveren paused, a turmoil of emotions filling him. On top of the mountain Niveren and his children built a home for themselves. They named it Sunguard. 
*
Danon and Cliria meanwhile also travelled the world, but their lives were not what they expected. In their travels they discovered that their father had created more people to aid them in their task of populating the world. Those folk were not as powerful as Niveren, Danon and their wives, and were mortal. They followed them until the two brothers led their own tribes of people.
Danon was walking the hidden paths through the Greatwood his mind deep in thought. He and Cliria had tried for many years to conceive a child, yet nothing had happened. He saw what his brother had managed, and frustration grew within him. Cliria wanted children, she did everything she could to help her conceive; even used her magic, but nothing had worked. 
"He made us immortal, he rewarded us with our wives and yet I cannot be a father. What was his purpose?" Danon muttered to himself. More and more he was questioning his father. Since the day of their victory there had been no sign of the god. It was though, with his war won, he had abandoned them.
"His purpose? His purpose is to allow the light to dominate all things," whispered a voice on the breeze. 
Danon paused. The hairs on his arms began to stand on end and his breaths came in icy clouds. Since the day of the battle, he had never felt cold. He recalled that last time when the darkness had come to him. Whispering came from the trees and the light cast by the sun dimmed. A familiar figure walked toward him through the undergrowth. 
"Did I not tell you that he would betray you?"
Her words struck him like a fist. Esperin the Goddess of Darkness spoke the truth.
"Niveren was always his favourite, his champion of the light. See how he grants his blessing to him," Esperin whispered. 
She moved an arm and a shadow formed before Danon. He could see images in the shadows. Then he heard sounds. Children laughing. The darkness faded to show Niveren playing with his sons and daughters. 
"Look how he prospers, look at what his people have created."
The image shifted again. Danon gasped. A tall tower made of stone stood atop the mountain and other structures spread out from it. Niveren had built a city of light whilst he and his people wandered like nomads. 
"Do you think that your inability to have your own children is a coincidence? You questioned him, so he punishes you. Your fool of a brother bowed to him at every turn, followed his commands like an obedient puppy. For a so called God of Balance he is incredibly biased."
Danon sank to his knees before the dark goddess. Everything she was saying was true. 
"I can give you what you seek most Danon. I will never abandon you and leave you to suffer as he has."
"I thought that you and he were one and the same," Danon said, his mind was racing and filled with conflicting emotions. 
"I joined my brother of the light to defeat Vectrix, but now that the war is over, he refuses to allow me what is mine. He opposes the darkness. He hates it. All I want is for my blessings to be appreciated Danon, I want the creatures of this world to worship the shadow. Help me and I will give you everything you desire," the goddess purred seductively. 
Danon could not bear to see the pain in Cliria's eyes any longer. Why was Niveren blessed, and he cursed? He had won the war against the Necrist, it was he who had led the army of man. 
"I will do what you ask...my goddess," he said softly. 
Esperin lifted his head with a shadowed hand. All Danon could see was darkness, pure unrepentant darkness. Danon screamed.
“Bring me your soul, bring me your hate. In my name, you will create. Bring me your fear, bring me your pain. ‘You will destroy in my name. I am the darkness. Your odds are ruined. I am darkness itself. I'm you’re undoing. I am death.'” 






  
  Embracing the darkness


Niveren strode through the halls of his palace. As usual, sunlight poured in through the rafters set into the ceiling to cast its purity upon the statue of his father that stood in the centre of the main hall. As usual he wore his clothes of golden silk and boots made of the finest leather. Centuries had passed since the end of the war and the years of peace had been wonderful. His children had grown up and had gone on to have children of their own. His people prospered and had spread from Sunguard to settle much of the land. Some had even taken to the seas to colonise lands far away. The world was peaceful and bountiful. He was truly blessed. He prayed to his father, thanking him for the gift of immortality that he and Esma shared. If all the days until the end of time were as good as these, he would be happy.  
He walked outside and smiled as the warmth of the sun struck his strong tanned face. The city was busy preparing for another feast. His youngest son Nivar was due to return from one of his many adventures in the lands to the east and so the city had been busy preparing for his arrival. His first born children were revered by the people for their power and adventures. Yun was his oldest child, a beautiful woman who had been the first to cross the sea and settle the land far to the south. There she had established a mighty Queendom where her followers prospered. Tul was his first son, and he was revered almost as much as himself. He had defeated the monstrous bears that had threatened the land single handily before he too set off across the waves. Niveren hadn’t heard from him for many years but the last message he’d received said that he discovered another continent full of game and wonders. 
His third child, a son named Aeran was famed for his prowess with a blade, and it had been he who had tamed the wild beasts of the east. He was a man who sought the impossible and so he had embarked on a quest to cross the ocean and the impassable barrier known as Aniron’s Spine. Niveren hadn’t heard from him in a decade. Did he live? He didn’t know but he had told all of his kin that unlike their parents they were mortal. As his children they were blessed with long lives but eventually they would perish.
A horn sounded from the base of the mountain and excitement filled him. Nivar had returned early! Running, he sped out of the hall and down the stone flagged street which led to the base of the mountain. A crowd of his people had gathered to greet Nivar. As he approached, he could sense that something was amiss. Where was the laughter? Where was the cheering? Instead, there was a feint murmuring, and was that crying?
He pushed his way through the crowd to find Nivar’s companions weeping. Being carried on a stretcher was his son, his body pale and lifeless. Upon seeing their lord, the men fell to their knees.
"Lord Niveren, your son...is he dead?" they asked in confusion.
Unlike Niveren they had never seen death before. They were still young, and the icy cold touch of mortality had yet to take any of them. Niveren placed a hand upon his son’s forehead. It was cold. 
Niveren roared in sorrow, a cry that could be heard in the heavens and across the world. It was a cry that Danon heard, and it made him smile. 

      [image: image-placeholder]"What happened to my son?" Niveren asked. 
The people of Sunguard had gathered in his hall. They could all sense that something had changed in the world. His gaze bore into Nivar's companions. One, was brave enough to answer. 
"We were exploring the mountain lands my lord. There was land that looked good for farming. We took a closer look by travelling close to the mountains, but we encountered people."
"People? What people?" 
The man paled.
"They were men and women, but… malformed lord. Their skin was white as the snow on the peaks of Edrislar and their eyes were as black as night. Some were bow legged, others had hunchbacks and other deformities. There was one amongst them however who looked like you my lord, only his hair was as black as night. They attacked us without cause and so we fled. Nivar tried to talk with them, but he was cut down."
Niveren stared at the man. He had not seen his brother for centuries. Was he really so close? What had happened to him? He vowed to find out. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Niveren rode at the head of the column. For six days they had travelled east following the route that his son and his comrades had taken, so far there had been no sign of Danon and his kin. The forest grew wild in this part of the land, as no man had settled there. The great fern trees had never felt the bite of an axe and the long grasses had not felt the heat from a clearing fire. He led his column of twenty swordsmen through the undergrowth, the grass reached their knees despite them being on horseback. He wore his suit of golden armour and on his hip hung his star forged sword. The others meanwhile wore basic iron plate and carried simple spears. His father had not blessed him or his people with the knowledge to forge god like weapons and arms. Peace had lasted for aeons so the need for weaponry and protection had been forgotten. What weapons they had were used for scaring off dangerous wildlife and the skills needed to wield them were basic at best. Niveren had never imagined that his fellow men would one day become a threat, now he had his doubts. He prayed to his father that his son's death had been some tragic mistake. 
The sun was high in the sky by the time he led them out of the field of tall grasses and onto a rocky plain. Ahead of them was a vast range of snow capped mountains. He raised his hand to halt the column. Above the mountains was a swirling black cloud and a fell wind was on the air, its icy fingers caressed his face causing him to shudder. 
"My lord look," cried one of his men.
Niveren narrowed his eyes and focused on the spot where the man was pointing. A single figure stood before them. Niveren trotted his horse forward until he was within bowshot of the figure. He gasped as he recognised his brother. 
Danon barred their path. Like Niveren he wore his armour and in his hands was his black star forged blade. His long black hair swirled about his head to flick into his dark eyes. Niveren slid from his saddle and approached his brother. A part of him wanted to run to him and embrace him. It had been so long. Another part, however, made him cautious. The sight of his dead son flashed into his mind to create a spark of anger in his heart. 
The two men watched each other in silence. The wind grew in strength until it began to howl. 
"Knew you'd come. She said you would eventually," Danon said loudly so that he could be heard over the wind. "Come to steal my lands, steal what meagre scraps I have been left with by your God of Light." 
The anger in his voice was unmistakable, it was tinged with bitterness. 
"I am not here for anything of yours brother. I am here for answers. Did you -did you kill my son?" Niveren replied his hand gripping the pommel of his sword. 
Danon laughed. It was not a laugh of joy or one of humour. No; it was one of mocking, of malice and cruelty. 
"So, that was your son. A gift from our father, was he? I will not lie to you, my own son killed him." 
Danon raised a hand into the air. A horse approached the two brothers, upon its back was a figure enshrouded in a hooded cloak. The animal stopped next to Danon and the hooded figure dismounted. Danon nodded to the figure who then strode towards Niveren. 
Niveren frowned. The way the figure moved was unnatural, and despite the hood hiding its face he could sense the malice radiating from it. 
"Behold my gift from our father. Behold my first born son, Sazokan" Danon chuckled humourlessly. 
Niveren gasped as the figure pulled down its hood to reveal a face so hideous that it almost made him wretch. The man had black bulbous eyes that stared wildly, its hair grew in clumps upon its deformed skull and its mouth sagged into a permanent grimace. A long drooling tongue flickered out to lick its lips. 
Revulsion caused him to draw his sword. He pointed it at the thing stood before him.
"This thing killed my son. What has happened to you brother?"
Danon smiled.
"That is my reward. Unlike you I was not favoured by our father. For the longest of time, I could not father sons and daughters.” He slapped his chest his face contorted with rage, “I led us to victory, ME, and all of the reward went to you. Then, my dark mistress came to me and gave me what had been denied me."
Niveren raised his sword and pointed the tip at the drooling abomination. Its dark eyes watched him like a predator watches prey. Pure wickedness emanated from it.
"Mistress? There is only our father," Niveren said hesitantly. 
"Wrong. As he used us, so he used her, his own sister. The Goddess of Darkness. The light tricked her into joining with him. Together they were a match for Vectrix, but the light would not let her go. He would not allow her to spread her embrace to man. All she seeks is her freedom, and your submission. I will show father that the darkness is stronger, that it deserves to be free. I will take vengeance on him for his betrayal of me and for using us as fodder for his war."
Niveren took a step back. Emerging from the mountains was a great tide of people. All were as malformed and hideous as the creature before him. All were twisted mockeries of man. 
"I will destroy the thing he loves most. I will destroy you, and all of your offspring shall bow to me and the glorious darkness," Danon taunted. "Kill him."
With startling speed, the creature snarled and leapt at Niveren. It landed on him sending them crashing to the ground. It clawed at his amour and its foul breath made him gag. It had been centuries since he had used it last, but the magic flowed into his veins easily. It felt like a thirst being quenched as the power filled every part of his being. With a roar, Niveren blasted the creature off of him to send it flying backwards. As it flew through the air it twisted its body and landed deftly onto its feet. It raised its hand. A bolt of lightning lanced from its fingertips striking Niveren in the chest and sending him slamming into the ground once more. 
Gasping he staggered back onto his feet. His armour steamed and glowed red from where the magic had superheated the metal. If it had been made from iron it would have no doubt fused itself to his body. The abomination unleashed another volley of lightning, but this time Niveren swung his sword to deflect it harmlessly over his shoulder when struck a mountainside. The ground shook as mighty boulders crashed into the valley below.
"Enough of this!" Niveren shouted desperately. Had his brother gone mad? 
He spun as he heard cries of alarm come from behind him. His people had their weapons raised as other malformed figures began to crawl out from the mountains. They moved liked animals but were men and women.  The abomination before him laughed, but the sound came out as a hideous cackle. 
Niveren shouted in horror as the malformed brood swarmed his people. They tried to fight but they were outnumbered, their cries of agony carried on the wind as they were ripped apart. A rage filled him, a rage he had not felt since the war with the Necrist. His shout turned into a roar. He faced the abomination and with a two handed grip on the hilt of his sword he leapt towards it. Crossing the distance in a single mighty bound. He swung his sword, the creature dodged with supernatural speed and countered with an attack of its own. Pain lanced through Niveren's cheek as a set of steel coated talons raked his face. The abomination came at him, its arms swinging wildly. Niveren was forced backwards, desperately he parried the talons. Sparks flew where they contacted the star forged metal of his blade. Sweat poured into his eyes, he was rusty. Centuries of no conflict had dulled his reflexes, only instinct was keeping him alive. His luck ran out as with a devastating punch to his face he was sent cartwheeling through the air to slam back onto the ground. The abomination stood over him its claws held high ready
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