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Twenty-one years ago, the eastern continent, forty miles northeast of Avaloria...

‘So, Thamir tell me my friend. How exactly were these plans hijacked again’? Virgil asked, beside him.

‘We have intelligence that indicates the reactor plans were sold by an unknown, internal source within the empire. We are still investigating the individual, but as King Gorak here stated, retrieving the plans and shutting down whatever they’ve built are our first and foremost priorities.’

‘Sir, we are about ten minutes away from touchdown, according to the co-ordinates we were given.’

‘Thankyou pilot,’ the King said. 

He was sat in the rear of a royal imperial shuttle craft, as it roared its way over to a tip off location, just outside of the eastern capital of Avaloria. Flanking him were several soldiers from his personal royal guard. Opposite him, was the KingsGuard member Thamir. He was dressed in his usual attire. His bright red armour glistening in the sun’s rays, coming through the window. A determined look on his face and his sheathed sword by his side. He sat perfectly still, with his hands placed on his thighs, as though meditating in a zone of utter calmness. Thamir would usually be in this state prior to a mission. And next to him, was another trusted lieutenant of the King’s, Virgil Starheart. Thamir had taken Virgil under his wing from a young cadet. He had shown much promise from an exceedingly early age, but what made him even more endearing, was his eagerness to learn, his loyalty, his infectious personality and his will to protect his Kingdom. It was fair to say he was a popular and well-respected man within the empire.

‘I must say, having the two of you on this mission, certainly makes a King feel safe,’ Gorak said softly chuckling. 

‘I hear your son is quite the little fighter himself now Virgil, how old must he be?’

‘Yes, yes, he is sire. He’s eight, almost nine now. I just hope this mission goes smoothly, so I can get back to see him and Martha,’ Virgil said looking at a picture of them, that he pulled softly from his pocket.

‘You should see him my King, he is certainly as you say, ‘a chip off the old block.’ And he completely idolises his father,’ Thamir said in support of his friend, with a grin.

‘Haha, is that so? Well maybe if he follows in your footsteps Virgil, he will be a great commander in the empire one day,’ Gorak said with a smile.

‘And I’m sure, we will be back to the capital before you know it.’

‘Indeed, sir. Thank you, you honour me with your kindness.’

Virgil was a rugged looking, handsome man. He was around forty years of age and carried himself in a noticeably confident yet skilled manner. He had short, brown, scruffy hair that came down just above his shoulders and sported a goatee. He wore fairly simple armour, it was navy blue in colour and made with fine, soft feeling cloth. On the shoulders and chest, sat a padded, steel plate for protection which was adorned with imperial symbols and emblems. He wore a soft, brown leather belt which carried various pouches. These were often used by mages in the empire, to carry medical supplies and rations. He wore matching, soft looking trousers with exquisite boots made of leather and soft steel, which finished at the knee. Along his arms, he wore gauntlets with similar patterns as on his chest plate. Though he preferred to have his hands wrapped in support tape, instead of wearing gloves like many others did in the military. 

Just a short ride further in the shuttle, and they began to touchdown in a fairly secluded, though lush & green, jungle like area. It may have seemed mostly out of the way, but the makeshift reactor the imperials found, lay just a few miles away from a small fishing village. As the King and his party exited their lavish royal shuttle, they surveyed the poor looking and amateurly made camp that stood a few metres from them. Thamir & Virgil led the way up an offbeat, gravelly track towards the reactor as the King and four more men followed from the rear. Crouching behind some nearby rocks, they were able to survey the patrols around the area. They knew there were likely going to be some resistance, maybe even casualties. The area seemed lightly guarded but they carried guns and looked ready for action. 

‘My King, I would advise you stay here. Virgil and I, will proceed with caution.’

‘Nonsense Thamir, I may not be King of these lands, but I am King of my people in Kavlos. And since this technology was stolen from under my watch, I feel a personal responsibility to play my part here,’ Gorak said sternly with a serious look upon his frowned face.

‘Sigh.........if you insist my lord, but please......pay heed to stay clear of the initial conflict. We will signal for you to come over once it is safe.’

Virgil nodded in agreement, as they crouched and began to sneak over to the flimsy, gated entrance. They were unsure exactly what this reactor was built for, though they surmised between them, that it was crudely made to generate power, into the poorly supported area. Virgil spotted three masked figures patrolling the upper left walkway, they didn’t look to have any armour of sorts, just civilian clothing with masks to conceal their faces. Though their guns still posed a problem. 

The two nodded at one another whilst still crouched at the gate, as though they knew what each other’s moves would be before they made them. They had worked together on many occasions before, and so this came naturally to them. Their attack would be two pronged. Thamir veered off to the right, running along to some stairs. He visually located the control terminal on the upper floor and so this was his target. Virgil took the left side, keeping to the lower ground level where he aimed to manually override the main pipeline, which directed power to the reactor. 

Thamir snuck up the stairs, moving silently behind a guard posted there. He was pre-occupied with a noise that came from a nearby tree, in the surrounding jungle like area. This gave Thamir an easy slip by the first patrol as he made his way around a huge circular platform, which encased the main reactor shaft. 

Virgil, meanwhile, only had a couple of patrols to contend with on the ground floor. Although these were both stood talking to one another, right next to his destination. Virgil raised his hand and with little effort, used his magic essence to move a rock from the floor, and launched it behind them as a distraction. The two guards looked towards the noise immediately, raising their guns and walking away to investigate. Virgil smiled, as he continued to crouch and softly step his way over to the pipeline. 

Thamir now lay hidden behind a box, three men stood ahead guarding the control panel he needed to reach. He knew he could’ve easily disposed of the men, but he took care not to let any magic or stray bullets hit anything and cause an explosion. He decided to wait, he looked below for Virgil to see how he was getting on.

As Virgil started to quickly pace along to the pipeline, he drew his blade. It was a razor-sharp, katana blade. He favoured this over other conventional swords for its weight, swiftness and because he had a natural knack for wielding it. As he looked to position his blade over the optimal power point, he slowly raised the blade above his head as he prepared to bring down a silent, swift cutting blow and effectively disarm the reactors power. The blade reached its highest point, but as it did, a shout rang out aloud in the air.

‘INTRUDERS! SEIZE THE INTRUDERS!,’ came the alarm from above him.

Virgil and Thamir both turned in shock, to see the King and his escorts had tried to follow, against the better advice that was given to him. The two investigating guards, immediately turned to see Virgil, blade raised. They raised their guns to take aim. Virgil, like a flash of lightning, moved to disarm the men. Before they had even realised he’d moved, Virgil had cut through their guns, rendering them useless. All that was left was an aura, like nothing they had seen before. Their brief time spent looking at one another puzzled & frightened, gave Virgil all the time he needed to knock the two unconscious, with the hilt of his katana. 

Thamir shouted;

‘PROTECT THE KING, AT ALL COSTS!’

His personal royal guards flanked him, as they shuffled him to safety, over behind some cover. The three guards upstairs shouted in their foreign tongue, and all took aim at Thamir with haste. Thamir held out his hands and stopped the bullets, in a red vortex which cleverly re-directed them into an opening portal behind them. They fell to the floor dead, as Thamir ran to the controls. Virgil now joined him upstairs at this point.

‘Thamir, are you able to shut this down from here? I only fear others nearby may have heard the disturbance and call for reinforcements.’

‘Indeed, leave this to me Virgil. I think I can have this deactivated in a matter of moments. Go and see to the King, get him back to the shuttle.’

Virgil nodded and ran to be at the side of his King. As he made it to the top of the stairs, he looked to see one of the guards next to Thamir, slowly raising his gun at him. Virgil shouted to his friend, to warn him of the impending danger, but it was too late.....the gun had already fired.

Thamir with his lightning fast, ancient reflexes, was able to deflect the bullet with one hand, whilst crushing his neck with a flick of his other. Unfortunately, the stray bullet hit a crucial part of the fuel pipeline, just next to where Virgil was stood at the top of the stairs. Virgil glanced across to the point where it made contact, which now was quickly emitting thick green smoke and making a screeching sound. It was about to blow, and Virgil knew it. His options were limited, and he had only a split second to act. Over his left shoulder, he saw his King boarding back into the shuttle, and waving his guards to come back and help the two. Straight ahead, he saw his longtime friend Thamir, racing to shut down the power from the main power terminal. Virgil knew as fast as he was, that Thamir would never be able to shut it down in time, and so made his choice. He closed his eyes as though in a calm state of meditation, turned, and held his hands out shoulder width apart, in front of the imminent explosion.

‘KAAAABBBOOOOMMMMMMMM!!!!’

The exposed leak soon turned into a huge rupture of green, unstable magical essence and flame erupting. Thamir looked up and gasped, he saw his friend somehow managing to contain the explosion in a gigantic, green ball of energy.

‘GO!....I.......DON’T......KNOW.......HOW....MUCCHHHHH.......LONGER......I .........CAN.........HOLLLLDDDDD.....ITTTT!’

Virgil shouted, as it was visibly taking everything he had, to hold the carnage at bay. Thamir knew at this point, that even though he was only seconds away from shutting down the power, it would be too late. Therefore, he quickly decided to use the next available option at his disposal. He ran across to his friend, lighting his hands with his powers in an attempt to join in containing the explosion.

And then, with a last gasp from Virgil......the explosion erupted. Virgil was instantly vaporised before Thamir’s very eyes, as he was left to contain the explosion. With his greater powers and ability to withstand enormous amounts of pressure, he was soon able to suck in the explosion into a small vortex in his hands. Smaller and smaller the explosion shrunk, as Thamir grunted trying to force down the pressure of it, until at last, he had managed to dissipate the energy into nothingness.

Thamir took some deep breaths, as he looked around he saw that he’d managed to keep the worst of the damage at bay. Though his long-time friend and student Virgil, was nowhere to be found. Thamir dropped to one knee, distraught that he’d failed. He had succeeded in defusing the situation, and also the shutdown of the reactor. However the cost, came too gravely.

Meanwhile, in a domain between space & time itself...

Virgil awoke to a bright light.

‘Have...have I died?’ he wondered. ‘Where am I?’

He squinted his eyes, adjusting to the light. In front of him, an image began to appear clearer. A shadow, it appeared humanoid in shape but wreathed in darkness. And then an eery, dark voice crept its way into his ears.

‘STAR...HEART........WELCOME TO YOUR NEW HOME’

‘What, who is that? Where am I? Am I dead?’

‘NOOOO, NOT YET AT LEAST. I SAVED YOUR LIFE, OR RATHER, YOUR LIFE ESSENCE. YOUR POWER NOW RESIDES IN A PLACE SOMEWHERE BETWEEN THE LIVING AND THE DEAD. AS FOR MY NAME, I HAVE BEEN KNOWN AS MANY THINGS. THE DARKNESS OF ETERNITY, THE HERALD OF DESPAIR, THE BRINGER OF SHADOW.

YOU MAY CALL ME....... GRYNVORE

AND WELCOME, TO MY LAIR OF DARKNESS.......’
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Chapter 1: Dawning of a New Era
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Six months had passed since the attack on Avaloria, by the former mad emperor, Malvik. 

Max Starheart, walked through the streets of Kavlos on a bright and sunny Tuesday morning. Since his involvement in the events of Avaloria, he had begun to find a confidence that he never previously had. His characteristics had developed amongst his peers, to somewhat of a more confident, headstrong young leader than he ever was before. Not only that, but he realised that with his newfound confidence, came a surge in his newfound powers. He started to realise he was becoming capable of feats; he never previously was. 

‘Dad, dad look! It’s lieutenant mage Starheart! Can we get an autograph?!’

Max smiled, as a young teenage boy walked past with his dad, clearly recognizing the now famous lieutenant mage.

‘Matthew, shhhhh! He’s probably busy on patrol!’

‘Hey there little buddy, it’s always nice to meet a fan,’ said Max smiling at the young boy and his father. He stood with his hands on his hips, in a confident pose.

‘Oh I’m sorry sir, he’s always talking about wanting to join the empire when he’s older and how you’re his hero,’ said the older father, scratching his head rather embarrassingly.

‘Oh no need to apologise, it would be my pleasure young man! Now, where should I sign?’

The young boy handed over a pen and notebook from his backpack, with a smile on his face so wide anyone would think he was about to sign up that very day! 

‘Matthew, wasn’t it?’

‘Yessir!’ the boy gleefully nodded.

‘To.....my.......number......one......fan.....Matthew. Keep.......practicing....your......military drills.......and.......always.....listen....to.....your.......dad,’ Max slowly read aloud as he wrote on the boy’s notepad.

‘Wow! Thanks Mr Starheart sir! I will, and...and.....I won’t let you down! For the kingdom of Kavlosssssssss!’

The boy unsheathed a toy, practice sword and held it high up in the sun. He ran off into the crowd, as his father dashed after him.

‘MATTHEW! WAIT! Thank...thank you, lieutenant Starheart sir!,’ the man blurted out, as he gave chase.

Max smiled and continued on his way.

‘Just another day, in the service of the empire,’ he mused to himself.

Just at the end of the street, lay the marketplace. And above that, the iconic backdrop of the imperial residence, beyond the great wall that cut across the city.

Even though Max had seen it a thousand times and often spent a great deal of time up there, it never failed to fill him with a great sense of pride. It took him back in his mind, to when his dad would pick him up on his shoulders, as they walked through the marketplace. They would be looking for ingredients for supplies that Max’s mum Martha, had sent them into the city for. Max smiled, fondly remembering the time he enjoyed with his dad. Remembering how the royal castle high above, almost seemed as big as a whole new city to him.

Then, suddenly, Max gripped his head.... holding it as though a sudden shooting pain blasted through his mind.

‘Ahhhh, damn! What.....what is.....this?’

‘MAXXXXXX........MAXXXXXX........COME.......TO........ME......MAX.......COME............SEEK ME OUT.........COME SEEK OUT YOUR FATHER........’

A dark, voice flashed briefly into his head. And then as though it were a fleeting echo, it stopped. The pain had gone, and Max slowly lowered his hand looking puzzled.

‘What the hell was that about? That’s never happened before,’ he thought to himself.

His smile had turned into a look of confusion and bewilderment. 

‘Maybe I’m working too many late shifts,’ he thought.

He gazed up at the castle above the hustle & bustle of the marketplace, remembering that he hadn’t paid the new grand ruler, Lady Sariah a visit in sometime. He decided to put the disturbing occurrence to the back of his mind for now and thought it prudent to perhaps get back on duty, to help take his mind off of things. 

‘Ah, if it isn’t my favourite new lieutenant mage, Max Starheart! It is so good to see you!,’ said Lady Sariah from her throne.

Max smiled, though somewhat nervously. He had always very much enjoyed the company of Lady Sariah in the past. She was less formal than others in the empire but always showed great kindness, along with great skill in her professionalism. That and the
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