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FOREWORD

Ebon unsheathed the sword and examined it more closely. The
blade was the darkest black he had ever seen. A series of symbols
were etched on it, but not in any language that Ebon recognized.
The long handle did not have any extravagant decoration, but
there was something far more intriguing at the base. A large black
gem that made Ebon squint and stare. Inside the gem appeared to
be tiny lights that seemed to flash intermittently, floating around
and emanating from a central point of dark light that was as dark
as the blade itself. It was the most amazing thing he had ever
seen, a blade of dark ebony.
- Ebon discovers the blade

PROLOGUE
A WARM FIRE; A BLUE DRESS;
A PORTEND OF EVIL

Luc felt a chill run down his spine. The weather had turned
icy, even though winter was still a couple of months away. He
watched the blustery wind blow the flags on the outer walls of
Vulhalla as he looked down the wall towards the small resting
room provided for protection from the weather.
He found it difficult to believe the guards were not on the
walls doing their duty; were they instead huddling in that tiny
room for warmth? This cold weather had come up so suddenly,
he could not blame them. He knew he should rush down there
as the Captain of the Guard. He should give those young men a
good scolding, but another blast of cold wind made him hurriedly
pull his cloak tighter and shake his head.
‘I will yell at them tomorrow,’ Luc thought and then quickly
descended the stairs towards his home where he would have a
warm fire and something to eat.
Thinking about food made his mouth water. His wife, Kaivan,
was a master at cooking and could make the most delicious
meals. Yet, he wondered how she put up with him because he
would always ruin her meals by dousing them with the thick and
tasty relish to which he had become slightly addicted.
Days like this reminded him of marching across plains and
through forests during the winter. When the armies were at
war and often traveling rapidly, it was not always possible to
catch enough fresh meat to feed the army. They carried a lot of
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preserved and salted meats with them. Unfortunately, preserved
meat never lasted. Eventually, it began to rot and be wasted. And
so, if any meat started to turn rotten, it would be the first thing
the cooks would use and was served with that spicy relish to
hide the beginning taste of decay.
With the armies gone and the weather having turned cold,
fresh meat was scarce. In the winter it meant nearly every meal
was served with the relish. Yet, Luc would not complain, for it
was quite tasty and covered the rancid taste well. Because of
all those days, traveling in the winters and eating that relish,
he began to eat it with every meal. But despite his selfishness,
Kaivan always had it waiting for him. It made him smile,
knowing she loved him so dearly.
Smiling, he hurried home, but every step reminded him of
those travels and his current plight. He became more frustrated
with every step as he felt he was being left behind. A few years
earlier, he had been with the armies fighting battles and killing
his enemies. Only twenty years ago, he had been a participant in
one of the greatest wars in their history and the greatest victory
for his people of all time, the Battle of Halgrain. But now, he had
been left in Vulhalla as Captain of the Guard, considered too old
to march with the army to war once again. It was humiliating
for him.
He knew he was getting old, much older than anyone could
have imagined, but he still wanted to march to war one last time.
Things had changed a lot in the last twenty years, and a new foe
had reared its head, a creature known as a ‘Nightcrawler’.
Luc thought about that malevolent phenomenon but had to
admit that, like most Tristans, he knew little about nightcrawlers.
The appearance of black armor and hide, almost a kind of thick
black skin, much tougher than any metal used for armor, was
disarming and frightening. Supposedly, the demons had an
extraordinary ability to sneak up on an adversary, as if hidden
by the night, to kill or maim. It seemed as if, when they wanted
to do so, they became merely shadows.
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In general, nightcrawlers looked somewhat human in form,
perhaps slightly larger. Each nightcrawler had weapons on its
arms, weapons that seemed natural because they were built into
the hide on both sides of each arm. These weapons were as sharp
as swords and covered in a paralytic poison.
Men could be incapacitated by that poison, even before
recognizing they were in danger. A small graze from a
nightcrawler’s weapon could leave a victim paralyzed for days.
The deeper the cut, the faster it worked. Even a large man would
be unable to move in just a few minutes. Luckily, Luc thought,
the poison was not deadly and would wear off in a matter of
days.
But very few had ever survived an encounter with those
creatures and lived through the poison. Those animals were
ruthless when it came to finishing off the wounded and it would
be a rare and lucky event for someone to survive long enough to
recover from its effects. Another shiver ran down Luc’s spine as
he contemplated that paralytic poison. He had experienced the
effects first hand.
With his mind pondering his last encounter with
nightcrawlers, he felt a menacing tingle of fear climb up his back.
Luc instinctively turned around, quickly extending his arms out
wide in a defensive position for hand to hand combat. He felt
like he was being watched. He surveyed the situation, looking
for something out of place or the movement of an enemy waiting
and hiding in the shadows. He had learned to trust his instincts
over the years and this feeling of being watched was very
difficult to shake as he looked for anything out of the ordinary.
The only movement he noted was a merchant scurrying along in
the distance.
Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, he felt the tingle slowly
begin to dissipate, finally fading like smoke into the darkness.
‘Of course,’ he thought, ‘there’s nothing to worry about. The
entire city is away at war so what would an enemy gain by
attacking an empty city?’ Vulhalla was a city of warriors, and
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the army had marched to war once again. This city was, for all
intents and purposes, empty. Still, that feeling had made him
uneasy and he could not shake a growing feeling of dread and
a sense of something unusual. He dropped his defensive pose
and wrapped his arms back up under his cloak. ‘I should really
get home and think more about things where it’s warm,’ he
reflected. Luc quickly made his way to the end of the street into
the glowing embrace of his warm, lighted home.
Hurriedly moving through the front door and shutting
it behind him, Luc leaned against the door. He removed his
cloak, feeling his body absorb the heat, and took off his boots.
Walking toward the kitchen to see Kaivan, he was drawn
by what was making that wonderfully delicious smell. ‘She
has made something masterful again,’ he thought. ‘Maybe I
shouldn’t put any of my relish on it.’ Then he laughed softly to
himself, knowing that no matter how good it tasted, he would
still use it.
Luc took a sharp left into the hallway and then a right. Kaivan
was there in the kitchen waiting for him. She looked perfect,
absolutely beautiful, dressed in an attractive but simple blue
dress. Vulhallan women rarely wore dresses because they were
also warriors. Vulhalla was the only city where men and women
fought together and gender meant nothing. Through long years
of training and the need to always be ready for action, women
hardly ever wore dresses because they were not designed for
fighting. So this had to be an exceptional occasion. Luc racked
his brain to try and think about what was special today. Was he
missing an anniversary or something?
Not being able to remember anything, Luc made his way
slowly, thoughtfully into the kitchen. He sat down, keeping his
eyes on Kaivan and thinking of every date he could remember,
trying to comprehend the reason behind the dress. Kaivan was
not a woman who did things without reason; there was a reason
behind the dress and the longer he stayed silent and did not
say anything, the more obvious it would become that he had
x
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forgotten. He was about to open his mouth and make a guess at
the occasion when Kaivan broke the silence, the sound of her
voice rattling him.
“How were the men, dear?”
Luc was shocked. Not because she had not reprimanded him
about the occasion that he had forgotten, but the fact that she
had asked him about his men. Every warrior of Vulhalla knew
that if something had gone wrong, the warning bells would
sound, informing everyone of trouble or misfortune. And even
if something had happened, he would have made a report before
taking a seat, a habit of war, but also a courtesy he had always
shared with his wife. Something was wrong and the feeling of
dread returned. Luc looked at his wife carefully but saw nothing
amiss; her face and her voice were as perfect as ever.
The only enemy Luc knew that could take a human form in
an attempt at deception was a shifter. Shifters had the ability to
change their body form into anything they desired, but for some
reason they were never able to duplicate or control a human’s face
or voice. When a shifter tried, and they certainly often tried, the
face would be shifting slightly, the eyes moving erratically, pieces
missing. It was extremely easy to see a shifter attempting to pass
as human, although the filthy animals never stopped trying.
Luc pondered the oddity of his wife’s question as he looked
down at his dinner. A lamb roast with carrots and potatoes lay on
his plate and emitted a wonderful aroma. Without thinking, he
automatically reached out for the jar of relish, even as he began
to feel guilty for thinking of ruining Kaivan’s special meal. She
always had it on the table because she loved him and knew how
he loved eating it.
Luc’s hand met a blank space. The jar was missing! Luc
looked up at his wife who was looking at him intently, with
a questioning look in her eyes. He had already been agitated
by that feeling of dread he had experienced on the way home,
but now his senses were acutely aroused. Somehow, he knew
for certain that this woman standing in front of him was not
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his wife. Who was she or what was she? He, as yet, had no clue
and his thoughts had no time to wonder where the real Kaivan
was or what had happened to her. Even as he concentrated on
hiding his mind, his thoughts were racing, consumed by that
question of how to handle the situation, what action to take. His
eyes focused on this imposter across the table from him. Years
of training and practice paid off as he quickly came up with a
plan of action. He decided to test the situation with some idle
small talk.
“This smells wonderful, dear. Thank you for this extraordinary
meal,” he said very carefully. This meal was not unusual at all,
due to the weather. The stores collected in the warmer weather
were now being used.
“Oh, you’re welcome, Luc, honey,” she purred. Luc could
not believe his ears for Kaivan was not the type of woman to
use pet names like ‘honey.’ “I found this exceptional piece of
meat in the back and thought I would make you something
special. Now, eat quickly before it gets cold,” she commanded
with a seemingly loving tone that shook Luc to his core. This
woman looked and sounded exactly like his wife but he was
now sure that the food in front of him was poisoned or drugged
in some way. The thing standing in front of him was staring at
him too intently, waiting too anxiously for him to eat. Absolutely
convinced she was an imposter, Luc knew it was time to put
his plan into action. He began to move slowly, hoping he was
successfully distracting her with his words.
“Ah, dear, do you remember…” he started as he leaned
over to pick up his knife and fork. Instead, acting clumsily, he
intentionally pushed the knife off the side of the table.
“Oops, let me get that for you, Luc,” the imposter said as
she made her way around the table. But instead of moving
directly towards the knife, the imposter went around the other
side of the table, taking the long way around behind him. When
the imposter was behind him, Luc was so alert and his muscles
so tense that when the knife came jutting towards his throat,
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his hand snaked out and grabbed her hand before the blade even
came close to sinking into his neck. The blade looked slippery
as if there was a wet substance on it, possibly poison. Twisting
his wrist and jarring his arm up into her elbow, Luc wrenched
the knife away from her. Throwing the knife quickly against the
wall, he wrapped his hand around her wrist and using both hands,
quickly stood up and threw her onto the table as hard as he could.
The imposter came down very hard, breaking and scattering the
dishes sitting on the table and rattling all the flatware and mugs.
Bending down quickly, he picked up the knife he had knocked
onto the floor and stood back up, forgetting that his back was now
to the hall entrance into the kitchen. As he held the knife to the
imposter’s neck, Luc’s mind started to shift to the whereabouts
of his actual wife.
“Now, I have some questions for you…” Luc started slowly.
“Where is…”
That was as far as Luc got as pain ripped through his right
shoulder, a searing pain as a deep cut was sliced across his back.
Another cut followed on the left side. Luc fell to his knees. The
movement of his limbs was starting to fade. Even before he
began to roll over, he knew that he had just been sliced across
the back by a nightcrawler. He had felt this poison before and
knew its effects. Luc had never met anyone else who had been
poisoned by a nightcrawler twice, but there was a common myth
that the poison’s effects weakened the second time. Contrary to
the myth, however, the intensity of the pain coursing through his
body at that moment felt just as severe as the first time he had
felt it.
Luc rolled over and saw what he had known would be there.
A nightcrawler stood over him, the blades on its arms edged
in his blood. As Luc came to rest on the floor of his home, the
nightcrawler looked at him intently. Luc was prepared to die. He
knew the fatal blow was coming, even if he did not understand
how or why this creature was here. But oddly, instead of killing
him, the creature stepped back. Luc was puzzled because
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nightcrawlers always killed, but then he understood when it was
no longer blocking his vision. Behind the nightcrawler stood at
least six more of its kind, but that was not what caught Luc’s eye.
The man standing in the middle of those nightcrawlers suddenly
had his complete and utmost attention.
“Father, how good it is to see you. I can’t wait to catch up
with you like I did with Mother. You know, she and I had such
fun reminiscing about the past. Although, she doesn’t really
know anything, does she? Still, she is my mother now and it has
been a long time now, hasn’t it?” the man said.
Luc was shocked. The man standing in front of him was
supposed to be dead. This was his son, a man who had betrayed
his own people, the one he thought he had executed so many
years ago.
“Not thinking of the past are we, Father? I think Mother
had the same problem trying to understand why I’m here,” he
said, before adding with sarcasm tinged in irony, “…you know,
alive… But I do assure you, Father, I am Relk, standing right
here, your own flesh and blood. I haven’t gone by the name
‘Relk’ for a very long time now, not since the day you left me
bleeding and dying in that alleyway.
“But then, a lot has changed, hasn’t it… Father? You are going
by a new name now, too. Luc, is it? Luc, Kaivan, so many new
names to remember! Mother would have been so disappointed
in you. But now I have… or should I say, had… a new mother.
She was a suitable replacement, if only for a short time.
“I go by the name Alicave now. It was a name given to me by
my revered master. He has now given me the mission of finding
my ‘dear’ brother… Ebon, I believe is his name. So, Father, while
you lie there dumbfounded, maybe you could think of where my
brother is stationed tonight and I could go and fetch him. We
could make this a family affair!” Alicave smiled maliciously as
he stared at Luc.
Luc felt the first quiver of relief since his fears near the
bathhouse. It was not an attack on the city. They were after Ebon,
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his son. Although secretly adopted at birth, Ebon was more of a
son to him than Relk could have ever been. But Ebon had followed
the army all the way to the assembling encampment in the capital
city of Corsivan and planned to stay long enough to see all the
armies leave the capital and march to war. He was not due back
until tomorrow at the very earliest, even if he and his companions
were to needlessly rush home. He should be far away from here,
taking his leisurely time to get back to training. Luc was careful
not to let a smile creep across his face. Despite knowing that Ebon
was safe, he did not want to give Alicave any clues.
“Unfortunately for you, ‘Alicave’,” Luc stressed the name
with as much scorn and pity in his voice as he could, “and for
your master, Ebon was a fast learner and is already marching
with the army. You’re weeks too late to find my son,” Luc said
with a bright smile. His thoughts were now solely on protecting
the last thing he had in this life, Ebon. He was sure his wife was
already dead and while he would mourn for her, he was sure he
would join her shortly.
Luc’s train of thought was broken by the sound of dishes
hitting the floor as his wife’s imposter pulled itself off the table
and meandered over to Alicave’s side.
“You look surprised, Father. You didn’t think Mother would
betray you, did you? But you see, I have a secret for you,”
Alicave said, a mischievously evil smile spreading slowly
across his face. Alicave put his left arm over the shoulder of the
imposter. “As much as I had hoped that Mother would have the
decency to help me, she resisted until the end. So you’re down
there wondering what this is. I’ve experimented with shifters
for years now, trying to get them to learn how to take a human
face and keep it, but to no avail; that is, until I stumbled across
an amazing ability. If a shifter actually eats the face of a human,
it can take it and keep the face forever. Watching one actually
chew the face off of a human is quite disgusting, but I’ve found it
a most advantageous weapon. As you can see, it has no problems
maintaining a perfect copy of Mother’s facial features.”
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Alicave reached down to his belt with his right hand and
pulled out a knife. Keeping the shifter restrained with his left
arm that he had draped over its shoulder, he quickly and brutally
used the knife to slit its throat. Quietly, the shifter fell to the floor,
holding its throat tightly, trying to preserve its life by stopping
the bleeding, only to choke to death on its own blood.
“But, there’s one problem, you see,” said Alicave. “Once it
eats a human’s face, it can never shift again. The face is on for
life and even though it can change its body, that face will remain
constant; honestly, I don’t want to see Mother walking around
like that.” Alicave kicked the dead corpse of the shifter and spat
on the body. “Now Father, I have answered some questions I
know were tumbling around in that empty head of yours. But I
have yet another secret for you. This poison I’ve used on you is
not full strength and you should already be starting to feel your
arms and legs again. Although they may still feel a bit numb,
shortly you will have full feeling in them, though you will be
unable to move.” Alicave lifted his left arm and snapped his
fingers. Two of the nightcrawlers came in from outside carrying
a chest. They placed the chest down at the feet of Alicave.
Alicave began talking as he slowly bent down and started to
open the clasps holding the chest tightly closed. “You see, Father,
being able to feel what is about to happen is very important. I
know Ebon is not old enough to be with the army, so he’s here
in this city. I know the disgusting traditions and habits of this
place. You know I’m not stupid enough to come here without
researching everything fully, to see if any changes have been
made since I left. But then you know all about my tendencies,
don’t you? And that’s why you gave me this lovely scar, isn’t
it?” Alicave traced his finger across his chest as he spoke about
his scar before going back to undoing the clasps. He unclasped
the last restraint on the chest and opened the lid slowly.
Luc held his breath as he strained to see what awaited him…
flesh eating bugs, small hungry animals to eat his insides while
he was still alive, weapons of torture from tiny cutting blades,
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ropes and ties? His mind quailed with the possibilities of the
torture he was sure he would be facing.
Alicave smiled as he looked into his father’s face. “I can
see the fear in your eyes, Father, but for you, I’m going to keep
it very simple.” Alicave reached into the chest and pulled out a
chunk of wood, a large spike most commonly used as a peg to
help keep tents upright, although these had a sharper and more
dangerous look to them. Alicave pointed into the next room, the
front room of Luc’s house and two nightcrawlers walked over
and grabbed him roughly by the arms, dragging him into the
front room and propping him up against the wall.
Alicave pulled a hammer out of the chest and walked up
to Luc slowly with the hammer in one hand and the wooden
peg in the other. Kneeling down so his face was level with
Luc’s face, he reached out and cupped Luc’s face in his hands,
almost lovingly, as he shook his head slightly and smiled. He
sounded amazed as he said, “Age has been very good to you,
Father. You look even younger than when I last saw you, over
twenty years ago. But, now, I have some questions for you and
the quicker you answer the questions, the faster I can use this
little knife here and you can go and rest with your beloved
wife. Kaivan is waiting for you, Luc. Be a good husband for
once in your life and go join her. All I ask is that you answer a
simple question before you go. Where is Ebon, Father? Where
is he stationed?”
Luc smiled as broadly as he could as he stared into the face
of the son he thought he had killed in what seemed a lifetime
ago. He brushed the thoughts of his past aside and raised his
head upright to look directly into Alicave’s face. Gathering his
strength, he spat into Alicave’s face. “I have already told you
where he is. He’s off with the army marching to war. Do your
worst to me because I have no other answer to give.”
Alicave took a cloth from his coat pocket and wiped off the
spit. “You know, Father, we could have made this simple. But
you’re going to tell me what I want to know, one way or another.”
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Alicave reached down and grabbed Luc’s left arm, pulling
him to his feet to stand upright against the wall. He stretched out
the arm and placed the wooden spike on his left wrist. Using the
spike to hold his arm there, he tested the weight of the hammer
with his right hand. “You might feel a slight prick here,”
Alicave said with a hint of laughter in his voice and hammered
the wooden spike with all of his strength. The wooden spike
drove through Luc’s wrist and began to penetrate the wall. Luc
screamed as the pain ripped through his hand. What Alicave had
said was not a lie. He had full feeling in his body again, but no
strength or control to move his arms.
Alicave drew back his arm and wielded the hammer once
again, driving the spike further through Luc’s wrist and deeper
into the wall. Luc could do nothing but scream as the pain ripped
through his body. A few more blows of the hammer and the spike
was wedged firmly into the wall, Luc’s hand hanging limply off
the end of his wrist. Luc cursed and muttered under his breath as
he writhed with pain.
“Well, one down and many more to come, Father. Tell me
where Ebon is and all this pain can go away,” Alicave whispered
into Luc’s ear.
“The problem, boy,” said Luc disdainfully, “is that I’ve
already told you where he is. I’m beginning to think you
either have trouble hearing or are too challenged to understand
the words coming out of my mouth. I guess that much hasn’t
changed in the last twenty years,” Luc added, breathing heavily
and beginning to cough.
Alicave laughed at Luc’s words. “Father, Father, Father. You
always were a stubborn man. But, you see, I’m prepared for that.
These spikes I’m pounding in are going to limit the amount of
blood you’re losing, so while you’re hoping for a quick death,
this will last for hours unless you tell me what I want to hear.”
Alicave then leaned up closely to his father’s ear and whispered
in a soft appealing voice, “Just tell me what I want to hear and
you can be pain free.”
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Luc coughed again, but he still managed to smile into
Alicave’s face. “I have nothing more to say to you. I cannot
change the truth. Ebon is not here.”
Alicave snapped his fingers for another spike. “This could
become a very long night for you, Father; it might even get a
little painful,” he added with a sneer.
A little over an hour later, Alicave stood by the unmoving
body. He kicked Luc in the groin, waiting for a groan of pain
or any sign of movement. He looked over his shoulder towards
the chest to see how many spikes he had left but saw that it
was empty. Looking back at the unmoving body of his father, he
counted the spikes he had used. The first one was in Luc’s left
wrist. From there he had put a spike into his right wrist and then
his right elbow; then, two spikes in each of his legs, first above
his ankles and then his thighs. “Only seven spikes before this old
man died. How pathetic. I really wanted to get another one into
that left arm of yours, Father, but it looks like I’ve used them all
up, anyway.”
Alicave stood up and turned around to the nightcrawlers
standing behind him. “We have no choice. That old man was
stubborn until the end. I know this city and it would never break
its traditions. Ebon is one year away from joining the army, so
he’s inside this city. Go and find him. Kill everyone you see.
Leave no survivors until we find him.”
Alicave took one last look at his father’s body as the
nightcrawlers rushed out into the night. Shaking his head
slightly, he reached down and picked up the empty chest and
walked out of the front door into the frigid darkness. The door
closed with a loud bang as, in frustration, Alicave slammed the
door shut behind him.
***
Slowly, Luc lifted an eyelid. He could barely see the room.
He opened his eyes further to make sure he was alone.
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‘They thought I was dead and so left me alone,’ he reasoned to
himself. ‘This is the one chance I was waiting for, the reason I
have struggled through so much pain to survive. I must somehow
leave a message for Ebon.’
Luc had put all of his effort into staying alive but his strength
was gone. He was so exhausted and in such shock that he just
wanted to close his eyes and rest. He judged where he was and
realized he was entirely too far from where he had wanted to
leave that message. It would require luck for Ebon to discover the
gift he had left for him. Fighting the urge to sleep, he surveyed
the situation and thought about what to do. Yet, as both his arms
and his legs were pinned to the wall, he could not move. Luc had
a chance with only one spike holding his left arm, one chance to
get his arm free.
Gathering all of his remaining strength and willing with all his
might to stay quiet in case there were any guards waiting outside,
Luc began to pull his left wrist off the spike. He was so thankful that
no peg had been hammered into his left elbow. At least he had some
leverage. Screaming inside and breathing heavily, he jerked his left
arm, over and over as hard as he could. Little by little, he worked the
wrist away from the wall; yet, even as the hole in his wrist opened
more, his loss of blood increased. Nearly out of strength, he pulled
his arm for the last time, praying that it would be enough.
With a sickening sucking sound his wrist slipped over the
end of the bloody spike. What a blessing Relk has been so angry
when he drove the first spike so deeply into the wall. If he had
not, Luc knew he could not have freed his arm, although now
it fell uselessly to his side. Breathing heavily, Luc tried to get
motion back into his arm. He could move his arm a bit, as the
poison had faded considerably, but the spike going through his
wrist had caused him to lose all feeling in his hand and he had
almost no control. His entire hand was bloody.
Suddenly, he had a thought. The blood! He used every ounce
of strength left in his body to raise his left arm above his head
as high as he could to use the blood on his hand to hastily draw
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a bloody arrow on the wall. He wanted to draw Ebon’s attention
to the corner of the room. Instead of the arrow he intended to
make, he ended up with a big mushy circle that was nothing like
what he had wanted to draw. But with his last moments of life,
he knew it would be enough. His arm fell slowly back towards
his body, dragging across the wall and leaving a long smear of
blood as it slid down slowly until it came to rest on the spike
from which he had pulled it.
Luc’s head tilted slightly to the side as his eyes felt inevitably
heavier and heavier. Ebon would find what was needed. Ebon
would revenge his death because Luc knew that Ebon could
be the key to saving the world. If only he would discover the
meaning of the message…
The warning horns of Vulhalla sounded loudly, reverberating
through the house as Luc’s eyes closed slowly. The nightcrawlers
had been seen and the residents of the city were retreating, but
it was too late for him as his thoughts drifted into the coming
darkness. His last thoughts focused solely on Kaivan, his wife
and partner for the last twenty years. Did he see her now? Was
she waiting for him?

xxi

CHAPTER 1
APPREHENSION

The thick and menacing darkness surrounded him, hiding
everything in shadow so that he could not see anything. A shiver
ran down Ebon’s spine. He had no idea where he was. His last
memory was of warmth and security, of being surrounded by
friends in the middle of a dinner party, of dancing with a close
friend. Now, everything had disappeared and he felt terrified,
threatened, as if he was being watched from the darkness.
‘Where am I?’ he wondered. ‘What happened to the guests? Did
they disappear or were they magically taken away by something?’
Yet, even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew it was crazy.
‘Everyone knows that magic doesn’t exist!’ he told himself.
He was startled as a noise interrupted his thoughts. He heard
it again and tried to pinpoint its location in the darkness, but it
seemed too far away. He waited. Perhaps he was just imagining it,
a sound like deep breathing… Ebon listened carefully, straining
to hear it. Then, it came again, and this time the noise was louder
and closer, much closer.
When he heard the deep chuckle, he tried to scream out,
‘Who’s there? Show yourself!’ but his voice was just a whisper
and his only answer was silence.
Then it was right in front of him, only a few paces away.
Still, Ebon could see nothing. Fear gripped his heart as his own
breathing quickened. ‘The darkness is not that deep,’ he thought,
as he reached out in front of him to find its source. He could
almost feel it. ‘Surely, I’d see something right in front of me.’
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Suddenly, he felt a hand on his shoulder from behind! Jerking
in fear, his eyes shot wide open. Breathing heavily and sweating
profusely, it took him a moment to realize that he had been
dreaming. ‘Just a bad dream,’ he consoled himself. As he calmed
down, he realized he was shivering and soaked with sweat. The
cold winter air felt like it was cutting through his blankets, as
if they were non-existent, trying to turn him into a block of ice.
The blankets never kept the cold out like he wanted, especially
not when he was camping out in the open.
Taking a few deep breaths, he tried to remember where he
was. Along with his friends, he had just traveled to Corsivan,
the capital of Trist, to watch the armies march to war. Now, they
were on their way home. Floating between consciousness and
sleep, Ebon reminisced about the coziness of his own home.
He could be basking in the warmth of the large fireplace and
enjoying the aroma of his mother’s special sweets or some fresh,
hot buttery bread. The peaceful thoughts made him miss his
home even more.
Moaning slightly, Ebon rolled over, deciding he would try to
grab another blanket from his saddlebags near his camp bed. He
was going to have to reach out in complete darkness and rely on
his memory to find his bags. Refusing to poke his head out of the
blankets and expose his face to the cold, he gritted his teeth and
readied himself to thrust his arm out from underneath his blanket.
He took a deep breath and reached out as far as he could.
Luckily, as he groped for his bags, his hand landed on what
felt like heavy wool, a blanket. He moved his hand down the
cloth, feeling for the edge of the blanket to yank it back towards
him. His hand kept moving until it came to a rise in the cloth.
Ebon felt the rise, but with his hand numbed by the cold, he was
unsure what it was. He felt that if he could get his hand around
the object, he would be able to decipher more. It was definitely
soft. Perhaps, he had left some bread in his bag.
His thoughts were interrupted as he was gripped roughly
at the wrist. He felt the very cold and unnerving sensation of
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steel pressed against the inside of his elbow. Thinking that the
camp was under attack, he quickly poked his head out from
beneath his blankets and looked to see who was holding his arm
so aggressively. But what he saw was a hundred times worse
than an enemy trying to kill him. A woman, his best friend in
this world, the person he had spent much of his childhood with,
was holding his wrist with a wicked little smirk on her face, her
eyebrows raised.
“Why, Ebon, if you had wanted to fondle my breast so badly,
you could have chosen a more opportune time for both of us.”
Her bright green eyes seemed to pierce his very soul. “What are
you doing awake so early this morning?”
Her words caused the blood to rush to Ebon’s face. At that
point, he was sure his face was as red as a ripe tomato. His face
certainly felt like it was burning. Of all the people with whom
this could happen, why did it have to be Caliel? Ebon’s mind
drifted back over what had just happened; the memory of that
softness burned into his mind. Only recently had he become
increasingly interested in Caliel’s feminine attributes.
His blushing must have given his train of thought away as
Caliel spoke again. “Ebon, tell us about what you’re thinking;
you certainly look like you’re thinking about some dangerous
things! You really should have asked first, though… you can’t
just go and grab a Vulhallan woman like that. We have a lot
of knives.” Caliel’s eyes shone even more mischievously as her
fingers played with the knife she held to his elbow.
Despite the mischievous tone in her voice, she kept her face
quite still and stern. She was playing with him, for sure, but she
was doing a very good job of looking and acting serious and that
was increasing his embarrassment. Ebon considered her words
a little more. ‘Tell us what you’re thinking...’ ‘Us’? He looked
over her shoulder and saw three of his friends standing there
smirking and giggling at him. Caliel’s grip on his wrist held him
in place while her blade pressed into his elbow, almost to the
point of drawing blood.
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“I was cold and I was searching for my extra blanket,” Ebon
coughed. The words were not coming easily as he struggled to
speak, the embarrassment overcoming him. He took a deep breath.
“I could have sworn I left my extra blanket in my saddlebag. It
was right here beside me last night. I wasn’t trying to…”
Ebon’s attempt to explain was cut short by his friends’
laughter. One of them, a young man by the name of Draven,
sputtered loudly, “Sure, Ebon, we all saw what you just did.
Were you just trying to see if she was one of the boys?” Their
laughter increased dramatically at his words. “You reached out
there and grabbed a hold of her….”
Just then Draven was cut off in mid sentence by a look from
Caliel.
Draven coughed. “Anyway, you should really be more
careful...” Draven turned to the other two friends and said,
“Let’s leave these two lovebirds alone. It seems they both want
something, but perhaps they don’t want the same thing.” That
brought out another round of laughter and Ebon’s face went an
even darker shade of red, as if it was not already as red as the
burning embers of a hot fire. “…although, with these two you
never know, they might actually be thinking about the same
thing…” All three of the onlookers burst into raucous laughter,
slapping their knees and wiping the tears from their eyes.
Ebon felt the blade removed from his elbow and Caliel
nonchalantly, but very deliberately, threw the knife at Draven’s
feet, abruptly stilling the laughter. The blade landed so close to
his foot that Ebon thought the knife might even have cut the
outside leather of Draven’s boot. Draven glanced sheepishly at
his two companions and they all took off running.
Ebon looked back at Caliel who was now staring at him; her
tight grip on his wrist had not been loosened, and he was sure
if she twisted anymore, it was going to break. “Ummm, Cali,
could you let go of my arm please? It’s starting to hurt!” But
Caliel just kept looking into his eyes, her own eyes now deep
and mysterious.
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Ebon swallowed hard, knowing that he was in a difficult
situation. Deep down, though, he did not completely regret it.
As he was thinking, Caliel let go of his wrist, got out of her bed
and began walking over to retrieve her knife.
“Next time, Ebon,” she said as she picked up her knife and
wiped the dirt off the blade, “you might pay more attention to
what’s around you! You might actually look for what you’re
trying to find by using your eyes, not your hands. You wouldn’t
want to give everyone in the camp the wrong idea now, would
you?”
Caliel rammed the knife back into the sheath at her waist.
The blade was one of many that she carried on her body. Ebon
could count at least six and he knew there were others she always
kept hidden. He was getting lost in his thoughts again, thinking
about where she might keep her knives when Caliel stepped over
to his bed and kicked the blankets off. The cold air rushed over
his sweat dampened body.
“Why did you do that, Cali?” Ebon shivered. His teeth rattled
as he gathered up his blankets to cover himself, trying to capture
the last of the warmth. But it was too late.
“It’s morning, Ebon. It’s time to get going! We can’t lie
around like lazy lumps. The sun is already climbing in the sky.
We must arrive home today before the elders send a search party
out to find us, so move it.”
Ebon grumbled. He did not want to get up; he did not want
this vacation to end. As much as he wanted to get home for his
mother’s cooking, he loved his freedom as well. The weeks they
had off were a rare experience, and they had basically begged the
city elders for that. They had enjoyed every minute of being able
to explore the capital city and riding through the countryside.
Even sweeter was the freedom he had to make his own choices.
Once they got home, it would be back to the highly disciplined
lifestyle of training.
Gritting his teeth against the icy air, Ebon hurriedly pulled
a shirt out of his bag, drawing it on as quickly as he could.
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He picked up a thick cloak from his bags and wrapped it around
his body, an action that was as much to protect him from Caliel’s
gaze as it was to keep him warm. He deliberately avoided looking
in Caliel’s direction, but still felt her eyes on him. His mind kept
drifting back to that feeling of softness, even while he continued
to feel guilty.
Ebon rolled up his blankets quickly and jammed them into
his saddlebags. It was late and the rest of the camp was already
up and moving. Most had eaten breakfast and loaded their horses.
Some stood around talking while others doused the campfire.
Finishing packing as quickly as he could, he went to get his large
black horse. Soon they were on the road. Ebon was riding in the
middle, alone, trying to avoid looking at the knowing grins on
the faces of all his friends. It appeared those three had been very
busy as he packed and the whole camp knew about his exchange
with Caliel this morning. Thankfully, the camp was small; there
were only eleven companions in total. After experiencing the
rare treat of actually being able to leave Vulhalla before their
graduation from the Academy, they were now headed home.
They were all nearing the age of twenty, ready to graduate
from the Academy. They had trained since they were very young
to become Vulhallan warriors. And they were all very aware that
Vulhallans were considered to be the best warriors in the world.
They were proud of their unique warrior city. No city he
had ever heard of was anything like theirs. Everyone in Vulhalla
trained to be a warrior and men and women were treated as
equals, both in society and on the battlefield. He and his friends
dreamed of the day when they, too, would march to war and
perhaps even participate in one of the greatest wars in the history
of Trist. Ebon had heard it might even be happening in the very
near future.
Yet, despite their eagerness for that life to begin, Ebon was
excited about going home. He wanted to see his parents and
once again sleep in his comfortable, warm bed. He was looking
forward to his mother’s delicious meals. However, his greatest
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feeling of excitement came from remembering that his father
had told them he had something important to tell him when he
got home. He could hardly wait to hear what it was.
Seeing Caliel riding in front of him, with her friend Sahadra,
Ebon spurred his horse forward to ride up next to him. Both of
the girls were beautiful, although he did not think of Sahadra
that way. She was Caliel’s best friend and so he treated her as
one of his friends, like he would any of his other male friends.
While they differed in hair and eye color, the most glaring
difference was their height. Caliel was almost as tall as he was,
while Sahadra felt nearly half that size. Still, what she lacked in
size, she more than made up for in ferocity.
He had a smile on his face while riding up next to them,
excited to be getting home and seeing his parents for the first
time in months. Although, he was more excited about that secret
his parents were going to reveal to him than anything else.
“What are you smiling about?” Caliel asked as she rode
up next to him. “Hopefully, you’re not still thinking about this
morning,” she added with a warning tone. Sahadra laughed at
Caliel’s insinuation, giving Ebon a cheeky look that seemed to
imply a lot more than had happened.
Ebon shook his head quickly. “No, Caliel, I’m sorry about
what happened this morning. I didn’t mean to… you know…
I was just looking for my extra blanket and I thought I could
remember where I had put my bags. Anyway, I was just thinking
about my parents. My dad told me that he had something
important to tell me. Makes me want to get back quickly to find
out what it is.”
“Something important? Like a secret?” Caliel asked with
an excited voice. Ebon could only smile. Caliel loved puzzles,
secrets, things she had to work out.
“Is it something about your darkness?” Sahadra asked,
making Caliel’s eyes glitter even more.
Ebon knew that she was referring to the ritual that all
Vulhallan babies underwent before birth. At seven months
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into their pregnancy, Vulhallan women were summoned by the
healers to undergo this ritual reading. The healers believed that
parents would receive clues about the future of their child that
would enable them to choose their child’s future profession,
hopefully warrior, and the correct weapon with which he or she
would excel in battle.
Hardly ever was a child born who would become a healer,
although it did happen. If a child was shown to be a future healer,
it was a rare honor, but most parents feared that revelation. It
seemed that regardless of the honor, there was a stigma attached,
especially since Vulhalla prided itself on being a warrior city.
It had happened to Mendel, his close friend, and his father had
not accepted the healer’s vision. But no parent had ever before
disregarded the healer’s words, until Mendel’s father ignored
the revelation that his son would be a healer. He actually defied
the healers and pronounced that his son would be a warrior and
would carry the spear as he had. No father since had repeated
that particular act of defiance.
After the ritual reading was finished, the parents would
choose the name of their child.
The healers’ visions had always seemed accurate and were
always treated as truth. That is, until Ebon’s birth when many…
‘errors’… took place. And his was not the only reading that
seemed to be in error. The reading of the woman riding next to
him, Caliel, was another of those ‘errors.’ The healers had seen
images of a great warrior, a warrior who wielded a monstrous
double moon-blade axe. Only the largest and most powerful
men could use such a weapon, so they had chosen the name,
Caliel, accepted as a boy’s name. When the baby girl was born,
many thought the healers had made an error, but her name,
profession and weapon were not changed. Recently, her name
became acceptable as one for both genders.
Caliel was a very beautiful woman. She had long, dark brown
hair that fell freely halfway down her back. Her eyes were bright
green and Ebon often found himself staring into them. Due to
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her peculiar reading, she had trained to use axes at the Vulhallan
Academy. She could not yet use the larger axes, the moon blades
and halberds as she had to develop the muscles necessary to
wield those weapons, but she was very proficient and dangerous
as an opponent, wielding hatchets and other small axes, as well
as knives, with great skill. In fact, her nickname at the Academy
was “Hatchet.”
The most glaring of the ‘errors’ at that time concerned Ebon’s
reading. When the healers had looked into his future, they saw
nothing but a black emptiness that none of them could explain.
The name Ebon was short for Ebony, meaning black. It was a
running joke among many in Vulhalla as he grew up. Did his
name mean that Ebon had no future? Would he most likely die
young and accomplish nothing? Yet, here he was, still alive and
about to graduate with all his friends.
At the time of Ebon’s reading, his father was a famous
swordsman. He had chosen Ebon’s profession to be a warrior
and the sword as his weapon. Although the adults in Vulhalla
knew of Luc’s illustrious reputation, he had rarely shared stories
of his past with his son; the few stories Ebon had heard about his
father had been told to him by other people.
“I don’t know what it’s about,” Ebon answered. “But he had
seemed excited about it, or at least more than usual. You know
my dad. He doesn’t know how to show any real type of emotion
unless I’ve messed up badly.”
Caliel chuckled. “You never give your father enough credit.
He’s not that bad. Your parents have always been very loving
and kind. They have welcomed me with open arms.”
“Because my mother…” Ebon started to say but then
coughed and looked away. Caliel pressed him to keep talking
but he shook his head. He had been about to say, ‘…thinks of
you like her daughter, or is hoping you will be,’ but that touched
on the issue he was not yet ready to face. He loved Caliel; he just
did not know how to express it. Every time he tried, something
seemed to get in the way or go wrong. He knew she had some
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feelings for him, too, although he did not know how deep they
were. He wanted to take it further, but was unsure when would
be the right time, and he did not want to risk rejection. They
were about to graduate from the Vulhallan Academy and join
the Tristan army, so perhaps after that happened? But that, too,
seemed a long time away.
“I guess everyone’s excited to get home,” Ebon said,
changing the subject.
“I know I am,” Caliel said with a smile. “Sahadra’s eager to
get back to Vulhalla, too, right Sahadra?”
Sahadra nodded, “We all are, aren’t we? Riding these boring
roads… I would much rather get back home and go to some
dances or go explore some of the abandoned buildings.”
Ebon smiled at Sahadra. She was perhaps Caliel’s best friend,
the only other woman in the company. She had fiery red hair, the
color of summer honey. It matched her temper, a favorite topic
of conversation in Vulhalla. She had dark brown eyes and full
lips that always seemed to curve up into a knowing smile, that
he knew many of the boys in Vulhalla found very attractive. But
he always just thought of her as a friend.
She was most unique because of the weapon she carried, the
skrith. It was a triangular blade about as long as a hand and was
attached to a long silken rope. It looked extremely difficult to use
and Ebon had only ever seen her use it a few times in the most
basic of ways. The weapon required flexibility and freedom of
movement to be able to fling the blade. The warrior always had
to know where the blade was and be able to control its movement
in the air with hand and finger control of the rope. The rope was
wrapped around her body as if she was wearing a sash. Ebon
looked over his shoulder, at those riding right behind them,
Mendel and Percival.
Those two were following Sahadra around like two lost
puppies. Mendel was one of his close friends, part of a group
of four who always seemed to be together in some way...Ebon,
Caliel, Mendel and Gabriel.
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Everyone knew Mendel for two reasons: first, because of the
controversy involving his father who had defied the healer at
his reading and second, because of his white hair. His hair was
starkly white, unusual for a person his age. No one knew why
it was white; only that it had suddenly turned white when he
was six years old. He was a free spirit and considered to be very
‘pretty’ by women, strikingly handsome, which he used to his
great advantage, and which had earned him the reputation of
being somewhat of a ‘ladies man’.
Percival never received the attention from women that
Mendel did because of his legs. He was handsome and well
muscled above his waist. His weapons, spike-covered maces,
were very heavy and training with them had developed rippling
arm, neck and upper body muscles. But no matter how much
he worked on his legs, they never seemed to develop the same
way. They looked entirely out of proportion when compared to
the upper half of his body. Still, he was an excellent fighter and
Ebon would not want to defend against those heavy maces that
crushed and destroyed bodies as if they were made of straw.
Draven rode behind Mendel and Percival. He was the only
archer in their group and was an excellent hunter. On their way
home from Corsivan, he had provided the camp with plenty of
fresh meat. He was actually a good friend, but he had a very
mischievous nature. As the jokester from this morning, he was
still smiling about the nuisance he had created. The rumors of
the scandalous things Ebon and Caliel were doing in the early
morning hours had spread quickly through the camp. When
Ebon scowled at him, he only smiled wider. However, his dark
hair, sunken cheeks and hooded eyes contributed to him looking
sly and devious. He loved to stir up trouble at any chance he
could get.
Riding further back, covering the rear position, was Variel.
He was perhaps the least known in their group, maybe even
in all of Vulhalla. Not much was known about the land far to
the north, Crealste, which was where Variel had been born.
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Vulhallan maps did not even show that cities existed beyond the
endless cold deserts that encompassed the land. Variel’s looks
were very distinctive. His eyes were his most shocking feature,
dark red, like pools of blood. His hair was as black as a raven,
thick and wavy. He always wore a scarf, pulled up over his face
so all you could see were those unnerving red eyes. Ebon had
no idea why his people wore those scarves, but as a cold blast of
wind blew which made him shiver, he wondered if it might not
be a good idea on days like today to include a scarf in his own
winter wardrobe.
Even more surprising than his appearance, however, were
the weapons he carried from his homeland. He wore what
looked like simple leather gloves with steel guards over his
fists, but blades extended from them making his hands deadly
weapons. He carried wooden sticks held together by a short
chain and weird round throwing blades, four blades pointing
in different directions. They made a distinctive sound as they
whirled through the air, before striking the target with deadly
effect. Variel was an excellent fighter.
“What are your plans tonight?” Caliel’s voice roused Ebon
from his thoughts of their companions.
Ebon smiled and shrugged, “Probably just spending time
with my parents. I’m just anxious to hear what my father is going
to tell me.” His father was someone who never seemed anxious
or unsure, but when he had sent Ebon off to watch the armies
of Trist march north, he had seemed uncertain before telling his
son they would need to talk when he got home. “Do you want to
come over tonight for dinner?” Ebon added with a smile.
“Our first night home?” Caliel looked at him doubtfully, her
eyes darting from him to Sahadra, probably reacting to Sahadra’s
whistle at Ebon’s words. “I doubt that my mother would be
happy about that tonight.”
“Hmphh,” Ebon coughed. “That’s never stopped you before.
But, fine. I’ll go and talk to someone who does enjoy my
company.”
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He urged his horse forward towards his friend Gabriel near
the front of the procession. Chuckling at the stunned look on
Caliel’s face, he turned around in his saddle and waved at her
with a smile to let her know he was only joking. But she was
already whispering with Sahadra as he rode forward.
He was disappointed that she would be staying with her
family tonight. He loved spending time with her and wanted
to spend the rest of his life with her. They had planned their
whole lives together, epic plans and dreams of joining the army
and fighting in the same battalion as she worked her way up to
become the General of Trist’s armies, with him as her faithful
lead warrior as his father had been for his commanders.
Riding forward, he passed two huge men, Karoos and Karoot.
They were identical twins, largest of the men in the company,
by far. Tall, with thick bodies, they sported rippling muscles on
their backs, arms and necks. Their strength in fighting would be
daunting to the enemy. For all their strength in body, however,
they were perhaps the weakest in mind, not because they were
simple or slow, but because of their jealousy towards each other.
Praise one of them without praising the other and a round of
boasting would lead to physical violence. Give one more food
than the other and it would cause the same. Besides fighting
each other, the twins seemed to turn the sharpening of their long,
deadly scythes, at every opportunity, into an art.
Farmers used scythes to harvest their crops, but the battle
scythes were different in the shape of the blade. Still attached
to a wooden pole, the blade was very long and curved down the
staff until just beyond half its length and then back towards the
wood, narrowing until it ended with a pointed edge, a unique
shape.
Their wolf whistling behind him made him blush. It appeared
Draven had spoken to them this morning, too, filling their minds
with wicked thoughts.
Pushing ahead without making a rude gesture, of which he
was quite proud, Ebon rode up beside his close friend Gabriel.
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Gabriel had brown hair that was long enough to reach down
to his shoulders and he let his hair fall naturally. As a result,
he often appeared rushed or untidy. He was not ugly, but Ebon
thought that ‘ordinary’ would be the best word to describe him.
Gabriel asked as Ebon rode up beside him, “Getting over all
that teasing you got this morning?”
Ebon smiled, “Sort of. I just came to talk to you to help me
forget it. Are you ready to get home?”
“Been ready for weeks now,” Gabriel said with a wide smile.
“I can’t wait to get home and see my sisters. I bet they missed me
and who knows what impish things they’ve been up to without
their brother to watch over them.”
Gabriel’s two sisters were Dawn and Hope and he loved
them deeply. Dawn was eleven and Hope, thirteen. Gabriel and
his sisters had been born into the farming community and lived
outside the walls of the city. The farmers provided Vulhalla with
food and supplies and yet, were never accorded the full rights
and status of those living in the city itself. Vulhallans could be
unfairly cruel and biased toward those who did not ‘belong’ in
their society.
It was rare for a member of a farming family to leave the life
of farming and join the Vulhallan Academy. Gabriel had made
that leap to become a warrior but his sisters had not. Yet, they
often came into the city to meet him or explore its unknown
secrets and both had experienced trouble from some overzealous
or rude individuals. Gabriel would always show up and set things
straight and people learned very quickly to leave them alone or
deal with Gabriel’s wrath.
Gabriel, Variel and Percival had all put up with the same
bias against them for not being full-blooded Vulhallans. Variel
moved from Crealste as a child and Percival had been born in
Corsivan, moving to Vulhalla at the age of four.
Despite his rural upbringing, Gabriel was one of the top
fighters at the Academy. His parents had chosen the quarterstaff
for him, a weapon not many parents would choose because of
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its lack of ferocity. With no blades and no visual appeal, the
quarterstaff seemed like a weak weapon to most. But Ebon knew
better. He had sparred with Gabriel on many occasions and he
dreaded receiving the heavy raps from the staff on his arms, legs
and head which left him bruised, sore, disheveled and sometimes
disoriented.
Gabriel’s farmer roots fit in well with the rest of the very
close knit group of friends. Gabriel, Ebon, Caliel and Mendel
were the closest of friends; they had banded together and had
become almost inseparable at times. They could have all been
outcasts, except that they were all brilliantly talented and had
been accepted and looked up to because of their unique abilities.
“I’m sure they’re fine,” Ebon reassured him.
“It’s not them I’m worried about,” Gabriel said. “It’s
everyone they come into contact with,” he added with an almost
horrified tone in his voice.
Ebon laughed. Gabriel’s sisters were becoming teenagers and
were beginning to garner some attention. Both were very pretty
girls who would grow into beautiful women. Unfortunately,
they were learning to use their feminine wiles effectively. As
a matter of protection, Gabriel had taught them everything he
learned with his staff and each of his sisters could more than
handle herself. Hopefully, they would also learn out to stay out
of trouble.
“It looks like we’re getting close,” Gabriel said and pointed
to the south. Ebon looked up and saw the grey stone walls of
Vulhalla rising up in the distance. They were close!
Excited, he kicked his horse forward, exclaiming, “I’m going
to go talk to Warin!”
Warin was at the front of the procession, as always, riding
on his chestnut stallion. He liked to be in the lead, taking charge
while they were marching. Like Caliel, he wanted to be a leader
in the army, so he took every opportunity he could to take
charge. As he got close, Ebon called out, “Ready to be beaten
again, Warin? The tournament’s coming up and you know how
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much I love beating you.” Both Warin and Ebon were in the
swordsmen class and had been vying for top honors since the
day they joined the Academy.
Warin just smiled. “I always let you win, Ebon. Knowing
how much it means to you, you’d have been devastated if I
became master first.” They both burst out laughing.
To graduate from the Academy, every student had to attain
the level of master in their discipline. Some achieved it faster
than others, but most finished by the time they turned twenty
and were old enough to graduate. Ebon and Warin and been
among the youngest swordsmen to ever become masters. They
had achieved the feat two years ago, at the age of seventeen, and
only a true master of the sword, Lucious, had done it faster, at
the age of fifteen.
Lucious was a legend among the swordsmen of Vulhalla.
He was a true genius and the whole city had been in awe of
his abilities. Yet, the Elders of Vulhalla never wavered in
their requirements for graduation and he had to wait until his
twentieth birthday to graduate. Just after his eighteenth birthday,
however, he disappeared. No one had heard any news about
him since; no stories of a legendary swordsman by the name of
Lucious had been circulated. By now he would be thirty-four
years old as Ebon had been three when he had disappeared. He
wondered what happened to him, where he was and if he was
still alive.
“I will win the graduation tournament,” Ebon told Warin
confidently. The graduation tournament was nothing more than
a celebration for those leaving the Academy to join the army and
really was worth hardly more than bragging rights.
“We’ll see about that,” Warin challenged, with a smile.
They advanced towards the walls of Vulhalla, verbally
sparring the entire time. They were good friends, but were
very competitive. Trading verbal jabs was only part of their
competitiveness and had pushed them to great heights in the
estimation of their fellow students. Putting themselves in the
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limelight, however, also served to have greater expectations
conferred upon them by their elders.
Ebon was still thinking of something particularly clever to
say when he noticed a frown on Warin’s face.
“Look up at the walls, Ebon,” Warin said suddenly. “Tell me
if you see something odd.”
Puzzled about what Warin meant, Ebon looked up at the
walls which were now very close. It would only be a few more
minutes before they were at the gates. Ebon looked to the left
and then looked to the right but saw nothing. He was thinking
that Warin had lost his mind, and was about to tell him that,
when it hit him. He saw nothing! Where were the guards? Where
were the patrols on the walls? They were always there. That was
part of being in Vulhalla. They had all taken guard duty on the
walls; it was one of the jobs taken most seriously. Even in this
cold weather, the guards would not be hiding inside, especially
not now during the warmest part of the day.
“I see what you mean, Warin. Something’s wrong. I’m
starting to feel uneasy.” Ebon looked behind him and noticed
that all his companions had also stopped and were looking up at
the walls. Many of them already had their weapons ready, Caliel
included. One of her hatchets was held tightly in one hand, while
the other grasped her reins. Ebon wondered how he could have
failed to notice the unusual circumstance.
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