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FOREWORD

“I applaud you! You have come to answer the call of your
country and your neighbors. We shall always remember that.
We will be victorious today and histories will be written,
showing that you brave men and women overcame evil and
saved those who are praying for us. I applaud you as heroes!
And I bow to the brave men and women who have assembled
on this battlefield.”
-- King Varian of Trist
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Prologue
KEYS TO DARKNESS

Ebon felt numb. He tried to concentrate, to fight his way
out of the darkness into consciousness, but his body felt so
weak, his arms and legs like impossibly heavy weights. The
darkness seemed to completely envelop him. He could not
even see the tip of his nose. How long had he been here or
how long would he remain in this state? Yet, somehow, it
felt familiar, like he had been here before, so he did not feel
threatened or afraid.
Slowly, he began to remember where he was…the noise
of the crowd…the tournament in the coliseum. Had he really
won? Or was that a figment of his imagination? Perhaps he
was just a dead body lying on the sandy floor of the arena…
But no, he was thinking… and feeling was slowly returning to
his body. His mind began to sift through his memories. He
did not want to be dead; there was a reason he had to be alive.
The last thing he had heard, before his final contest
in the arena, was that Caliel had been leading an army to
stay and defend Halgrain from the Vutran hordes! It was
unbelievable, but he believed in her and somehow he just
knew it had to be true.
Caliel McCree was from his home town, his best friend
since he was a child. She was as smart as she was beautiful
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and the love of his life. He would cherish her forever. She
filled his thoughts whenever he was not busy or alone.
Dazzling, strong, independent, a leader… Ebon could sit for
hours and list her extraordinarily incredible qualities, but it
was the image of her face that now burned into his mind and
made him smile.
Caliel was the reason why he had had to win the
tournament. The reward for winning was to be granted his
most prized wish by the king of Trist, King Varian. Only by
winning would he be able to escape General Havery’s ban on
travel from Corsivan. After he left Corsivan, he could get to
Halgrain to be by her side.
Halgrain was the fortified northern border city that
guarded the road through the mountains between Trist and
Vutra. The city was besieged by a huge Vutran army and
defended by a small, though toughened, cadre of Trist’s best
warriors. Ebon knew that there was little that any one warrior
alone could do to help with the battle at Halgrain, especially
someone as young and inexperienced as himself. However,
that did not faze him; he wanted to be with Caliel, no matter
what. But would the defenders be able to hold Halgrain long
enough for him to get there?
While thinking about her, everything around him seemed
to lighten up a little and the darkness began to fade. Ebon
did not have much time to ponder as the darkness ebbed
away and he rushed towards a bright light and the warmth of
full consciousness.
One last thought flitted across his mind as he escaped
from the deep darkness, ‘Hold the city until I arrive, Caliel!
Wait for me!’
***
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When he became fully conscious, Ebon admonished himself.
‘You’re thinking about the end, when you should be thinking
about how it all started.’ He began to remember everything
that had happened. It had all started so innocently, with a
rare opportunity, something he had never imagined could
even happen.
Ebon was enrolled in the Vulhallan Academy, training
to become a warrior in the Tristan army. The citizens of
Vulhalla were all involved one way or another, in supporting
the army. Upon graduation, at the age of twenty, he and his
fellow graduates would join the army. But until then, the
students were restricted in their travel. They had been given
opportunities to explore the nearby countryside, but they
were rarely allowed to go far beyond the outskirts of the city,
especially without their parents or chaperones.
However, he and his friends had been given permission
to watch the Tristan army depart from Corsivan, the capital
city of Trist. The army was marching north to engage the
hordes of Vutra in battle. Their opportunity had certainly
been most unusual and possibly the most exciting thing that
had happened to them in their very young lives.
After weeks of traveling, they had returned, weary but
excited to be home, ready to renew their training. What they
found, however, was beyond any horror that Ebon had ever
imagined. He had found the bloodied, murdered bodies of
his loving parents, Luc and Kaivan. His world had collapsed.
He had been thrown into a world of horror and intrigue for
which he was ill prepared.
He had discovered a strange black sword. Had his
father intended to give him this sword that he discovered
by accident? He also learned that his father wanted Ebon
to know that he had been born on a bloody battlefield,
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during the battle twenty years before which had defeated the
evil that had arisen in Vutra. He had also intended to give
Ebon the clue Anarat Vega and details about his origin, but
unfortunately had been murdered before he could share this
information with his adopted son.
Ebon regretted that he had not spent more time mourning
his parents. He had pushed their deaths to the back of his
mind, focusing on the future and finding revenge. He had
immersed himself in what needed to be done, knowing that
if he stopped for a moment, his grief would destroy him.
Sometimes, at night, the grief did threaten to cripple him,
but he knew he had to keep moving forward; the clues his
father had left him about his origin were too important.
He forced his body to begin to move, to prepare for the
adventure at hand.

xvi

Chapter 1
A JOURNEY TOWARDS DANGER

Ebon was seated on the magnificent black horse that Hektor
had provided for him. He and Hektor’s band were waiting
silently for his good friend Mendel. Mendel had insisted
that he wanted to travel with them to help in the defense of
Halgrain. Ebon did not complain; it would be nice to have
his friend along for the journey.
“He knew we were meeting here?” asked Hektor. He
looked very confident and comfortable seated on his huge
chestnut horse. He also seemed anxious to finally get on the
road.
“Yes, he knew we were meeting here at this time. He’ll
be here,” Ebon answered with assurance, even as he worried
about Mendel being late. ‘Has something detained him?’ his
mind queried.
Ebon passed the time by watching the merchants and
their customers. His time in Corsivan had proved interesting
and exciting, and had helped him to move forward in his
quest for his ‘birth’ identity. But Caliel had been waiting too
long for him and he had been waiting too long to be with
her; he needed to begin this journey now. Ebon fidgeted
nervously as his horse spent time pattering fretfully and
stepping from side to side.
1

Stephen M. Prange

Ebon was watching a merchant who was examining
a mound of overly ripe, dark red apples when a group of
teenagers rushed past and grabbed handfuls of the fruit. The
fat merchant scrambled to his feet waving a large wooden
rolling pin and yelling for guards to chase the thieves. Ebon
stared at the dirty youths as they made their getaway. One
of the girls looked Ebon’s way as she ducked into an alley
and Ebon leaned forward in his saddle. She had looked
familiar. He racked his brain to remember who she was,
when it suddenly hit him. She looked just like one of his
friend Gabriel’s sisters.
Ebon kicked his heels back to spur his horse into chasing
after the thieves when a horse stopped right in front of him
and Mendel blurted out, “Sorry for being late!”
Ebon could not stop his heels in time, causing his horse
to rear up, nearly knocking Mendel from his saddle. He
apologized as Mendel dismounted to calm his horse. It was
breathing heavily and sweating as if Mendel had galloped
hard for a long time. Ebon took one last look into the
alley where the youths had disappeared. Seeing no one,
he shrugged his shoulders in disappointment. Finding
Gabriel’s sisters in Corsivan was, after all, highly unlikely,
he thought.
Ebon smiled at Mendel. It was good to be with him again
and he was relieved that Mendel had arrived in time to begin
their journey.
Hektor took control quickly and led them out of
Corsivan. As they passed under the high arches of the gates,
Ebon took a deep breath to calm his excitement. Today was
the beginning of their ride to Halgrain. Not only was he was
eager to embrace this new adventure, but he was anxious to
be with Caliel.
2
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In addition to Mendel, Hektor and himself, Ebon
counted thirty-one men in their troupe. With their shaven
heads making them all look alike, it was difficult for Ebon to
tell them apart. All of them had stated that they were miners,
but they were wearing lightweight, black leather armor with
gold trimming that left their muscled arms bare and they
were armed with well maintained swords. A golden crest
adorned each armored chest plate. Hektor had explained
that the symbol, a swooping golden bird, was used to identify
the Raithes Valley Jewelers. Ebon did not recognize the bird,
but then he was not an enthusiastic bird watcher, one who,
at a great distance, could tell a hawk from an eagle.
Ebon was still surprised by Hektor and the rest of the
merchant miners he had been hired to escort back into Vutra.
He had envisioned fat, weak merchants, counting money
rather than strong men carrying swords. Perhaps, the hard
work in the mines had developed their muscles and as jewel
merchants, they simply wore swords and armor to discourage
bandits or robbers. Ebon was relatively confident that the
swords were simply for show and doubted that they had any
great skill. Yet, he had also learned never to underestimate a
man with a sword, or a woman either, for that matter.
They were accompanied by a string of spare horses and
several large wagons equipped with the biggest wheels he had
ever seen. Ebon moaned when he had seen them. He had
wanted to avoid bringing such heavy wagons because they
would slow down the whole company. He hoped the trip
would take five weeks or less, but now, perhaps it would take
a minimum of eight. Despite Ebon’s suggestion that they
leave the wagons in Corsivan, Hektor, denying his pleas,
emphasized that the wagons were necessary to carry their
goods back home. Hektor assured him the wagons would
3
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not slow them down, but Ebon still planned to push their
horses hard.
“How are you feeling, Ebon?” Mendel asked as he rode
up next to him.
Ebon smiled, “I’m feeling fine. It’s been three days since
I woke up. I can’t lounge about in bed anymore. We need to
get up to Halgrain as quickly as we can!”
“Of course,” Mendel said quietly. “But, you did sleep for
a while.”
“Even more reason to get moving quickly,” Ebon
reassured him. “I’m feeling fine and as I said before, there
was nothing in that sleep to worry about. I don’t even really
remember any of it, just some flashes of dreams and some
dark place. So, stop asking me if I’m alright and let’s just
ride quickly. Although, you still haven’t told me why you’re
coming with us… you could have stayed in Corsivan where
it’s safe, you know.”
Mendel laughed. “I have no intention of staying safe
when my friends are in the middle of a war. I’m glad you’re
feeling better Ebon, but just take it easy for at least a few
days. We still don’t know where that sleep came from. You
were out for days! That just isn’t normal, and there was…
something odd…”
Ebon grinned and shook his head. “It’s fine, Mendel.
We’re all alive and riding north to help Caliel. That’s all that
matters, right?”
Mendel grumbled for a moment but then left him
in silence as they rode through the towns surrounding
Corsivan. The towns held just as many people as Corsivan,
but the houses were smaller and the roads were definitely
dustier. The streets in Corsivan had been paved, but the
paving ended at the gate. Luckily, it had not rained and the
4
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ground outside the gates was dry and hard. Thinking of rain,
Ebon looked up into the sky where dark clouds hovered. He
hoped it would stay dry, at least until they were far away from
the congested towns; a wet dirt road would soon turn into an
impassable quagmire for the wagons.
The weather became more threatening as they rode. As
they neared the edge of the last town, the sky lit with flashes
of lightning and crashes of thunder rumbled through the
heavy air, but fortunately it did not start to rain.
It had taken several hours to slowly navigate the meander
of towns surrounding Corsivan and to reach the top of the
range of hills to the north-east. Ebon looked back at Corsivan,
situated in the middle of the river valley, with its high solid
walls dwarfing the smaller bustling towns. Somehow, the city
now seemed dark and ominous. Ebon felt relieved that they
were out in the damp, cool air again. He felt like a new man.
The troupe moved north. Ebon continued to sit at the
top of the hill and looked out over the beautiful countryside.
It was so breathtaking he felt a welling of pride in Trist, the
only home he had known for twenty years. The gently rolling
plains of Trist spread out before him, spotted with the
occasional dark green of a patch of forest or the glistening
blue of lakes and rivers, but the most noticeable feature was
the wide river just north of Corsivan that spread far to the
east and west. That was their first obstacle and Hektor led
them toward one of the bridges crossing the river.
He and Hektor had carefully studied the map the night
they planned the trip and plotted the route they would take
to Halgrain. They would travel across the northern plains of
Trist on the main road heading north. A commercial road
had been built north from the capital which was also used
by the military. There were only a few towns along the way
5
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so they would be able to replenish food supplies, but not
be delayed by the temptations of large cities. They hoped
to cross the wide open Tristan plains within a month of
traveling; then traverse the dark Forest of Nartoos which
dominated northern Trist.
Hektor said that the forest was dangerous. There were
no towns in the forest itself. A single road led through it to
Halgrain. If they followed the road, it would not be difficult
to get through, but it would take nearly two weeks. Hektor
believed the enemy would be stationed along the entire
length of the road, but would guard most heavily the end
of the forest road. If they were prevented from traveling on
the road, Ebon could not imagine what they would do. The
wagons would make travel through the forest itself very slow
and two weeks could easily become four or more.
Ebon smiled again as he looked down into the green
valley. Nature was beautiful. Ebon appreciated it more now,
after spending months looking at paved streets and brick
buildings. Feeling good as the stormy air blew across his face,
he spurred his horse forward to catch up with Hektor at the
front of the procession. His cheerfulness did not alter, even
when the sky finally opened up and rain began to fall. Even
rain felt nice out in this open air.
“You seem happy,” Hektor said as Ebon pulled his horse
up next to him. “You love it out in the open, don’t you?”
“I didn’t really think about it when I was in Corsivan,
but it’s nice to be back out in the open again. I had no idea
how much I missed the outdoors and the clean air. Let me
ask you something. Is it strange to be excited about riding
toward a battle?” Ebon’s thoughts had turned toward the
battle in Halgrain. His heart beat faster just thinking about
it. War was exactly what he had trained for his entire life.
6
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“Not at all! You’re a Vulhallan warrior. They have quite a
reputation, training for war since they were mere babies. So
it’s no surprise that you are happier out in the open, riding
towards a battle. I noticed that despite the stress, you seemed
very happy when you were fighting in that tournament. You
were in your element.”
Hektor paused for a moment and then asked, “I’ve been
wondering… what do you know about the people living in
Vutra? As you certainly will have guessed, we aren’t a part of
this war. Despite that, most people who find out that we live
in Vutra look at us with fear and trepidation, as if we were
the enemy. You’ve never looked at us differently, despite
knowing these things, and you’ve even agreed to take us back
into a country that’s at war with Trist.”
Ebon was a little surprised. It was a reminder of how
young and naïve he still was, for it was the first time the
concept that he might be aiding the enemy had crossed his
mind. He had been so focused on getting to Caliel that he
had never even considered the implications of what he was
actually doing. He also realized how much he trusted Lucious
to guide him and protect him. Ebon frowned as he thought
about Hektor’s words, only to be pulled back to reality by
Hektor’s gentle laugh.
“It never occurred to you, did it?” Hektor grinned. “That’s
good to know. We’re not your enemy and we’re not a part of
Vutra’s army. We’re just desperate to get home.
“What do you know about the war?”
Ebon told him what he had heard. “I know that the
Vutran army uses creatures to fight for them. I have no idea
why the war started and I know very little about Vutra itself.
I know my father fought against Vutra, although I don’t
really know why.” Ebon laughed; his education in Vulhalla
7
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had never taught him about the reasons for war, only how
to fight in them. His teachers had stressed that decisions
about war were made by the king, and they lived to serve
the king.
Hektor looked thoughtful. “I’m not sure how the war
started, either. We weren’t part of the last war, but I do
believe Trist and the other nations were fighting for their
lives. Your two neighboring countries, Baelavore and Rotin,
fought with Trist in the last war. There was something wrong,
something very evil that took control of Vutra. If the three
nations had not defended themselves, they would have been
destroyed. I don’t know the motivations for this war, either,
but it appears that again, there’s something wrong within
Vutra, some hidden evil. So far, Trist is acting alone while
Baelavore and Rotin have had their attention diverted from
the situation. It seems very strange. But as you can see, Ebon,
I don’t have the answers. You said they use creatures to fight
for them. What do you know about them?”
Ebon sighed with relief. Now he could discuss a topic
which was familiar to him. “I once talked about the creatures
with Arthur Pandell. As you know, he was my commander
while I traveled with the mercenary army known as the
Black Knights. From what I remember, they use a number
of inhuman creatures in their army: roku, a type of lizard;
skeetel, small creatures with large teeth and claws; and
shifters, which apparently can change form to look human,
although poorly. And, of course, the only creature I have
personally seen is a nightcrawler.”
Hektor looked surprised. “You’ve seen a nightcrawler?”
Ebon’s mood suddenly changed; he frowned deeply as he
clearly remembered the situation. “Yes. Vicious and deadly
demons! They laughed as they easily slaughtered some of my
8
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friends. We would have all died if the Black Knights had not
arrived to save us. I was on the ground with a nightcrawler
standing over me to deliver the death blow when the Black
Knights suddenly rode into camp.”
The skin on Hektor’s face blanched white as he listened in
silence. Instead of responding, he patiently waited for Ebon
to continue. “We had just left home and were so full of pride.
Though still too young to join the army, we had successfully
completed our academy training and studies. We were
considered the best class ever and great things were expected
of us, but that fight with the nightcrawlers broke us. It showed
us how immature we really were, how inexperienced, how
little we were prepared for the horrors of real war. I will never
forget those demon faces, how they toyed with us and killed
my friends.” A creeping anger spread across Ebon’s face. “I
will never forgive them and I will have revenge. That day has
driven me to get better, to develop my swordsmanship and
to never stop striving to improve. The next time I see those
demons on the battlefield, it will be their last.”
Hektor, obviously stressed by the conversation, continued
to frown deeply as Ebon spoke. After a few minutes of silent
riding he opined, “It’s hard to imagine that a nightcrawler
would hate you that much, Ebon. When the armies lined
up against each other in the last war, do you think the
men from Vutra looked across the battlefield with hatred
in their hearts? Did the men of Trist stare at Vutran men
with malice and hatred? I guess I’ve never had to march to
war, so I wouldn’t understand. Perhaps, I simply see things
differently. But I doubt the men hated each other; they were
just doing what they had to do.”
“Maybe so, Hektor,” Ebon shrugged. “The men from
Vutra might be being used by an evil being and so they don’t
9
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hate us. I don’t hate them. I wouldn’t stand on a battlefield
and hate the men I see. They would have their reasons for
being there, just as I would, and the better men on that day
would walk away. But nightcrawlers? You speak of them as if
they’re human. They’re not men... they’re demons!”
“Ah, maybe so, Ebon...” Hektor sighed; then looked up
into the sky. Droplets of rain ran down his face and, for
a moment, they looked like tears. Looking back down he
said, “It looks like the rain is about to get heavier. I think we
should stop and set up camp until the weather settles down
a bit.” Ebon looked out ahead and the rain did look much
heavier as it came their way.
Hektor called out for his men to set up camp and they
hurried to a nearby rise on the side of the road, dismounted
and began hastily erecting tents for cover. Ebon noticed
how well trained they were, and how they carefully chose
ground for the tents that would drain water away from them
rather than toward them. He also noticed that their tents
had large openings protected by a type of awning that would
allow those inside to observe whatever was happening in
every direction. Even as they completed their tasks, the
intensity of the rain greatly increased. He was glad Hektor
had paused to set up camp. It was nice to have some cover
from the deluge.
Ebon sat under one of the tents, still dripping wet
from the rain, watching Hektor. Hektor reminded him of
Lucious. He looked like a military leader, the way he calmly
did things. His men listened and obeyed like soldiers,
reminding Ebon of the way he had been taught in Vulhalla.
Maybe their home was similar to Vulhalla, not as soldiers,
but organized to follow orders and follow clear chains of
command.
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Ebon looked around for Mendel, to ask him what he
thought. He was surprised to find Mendel sitting behind him
on the other side of the tent. He was staring into the distance
as he nibbled on a piece of bread. A small blue bird sat on his
shoulder, tweeting quietly as Mendel broke off small pieces of
bread and fed them to his tiny friend. Ebon could not believe
the bird had flown so close to a large group of men, much
less enter a tent. It might have just been searching for cover
from the rain. Ebon approached Mendel slowly, tiptoeing
across the tent, but as he got closer, the little bird saw him.
It swiveled its head around and stared straight at him before
tweeting; then it quickly fluttered its wings and flew away.
Mendel did not turn his head to see who was there. He
simply asked, “How’s it going, Ebon?”
Ebon sat down next to Mendel, accepting the chunk of
bread that Mendel handed to him. It was about lunch time
and he was feeling hungry. “You know, I thought I saw one
of Gabriel’s sisters in Corsivan right before we left,” Ebon
began.
Mendel laughed. “Yeah, I thought I saw Caliel the other
day, too. But, when I reached out and put my hand on
her shoulder, it turned out I was wrong and it was a little
embarrassing. I think it’s because we haven’t seen them for
so long that we begin to see them everywhere, even in people
who have only general similarities.”
Ebon nodded, the girl he had seen must have just looked
like Gabriel’s sister.
Mendel shrugged. “I did meet a lot of people from home
in Corsivan, though. Most of them left Vulhalla and went to
Corsivan just after we left. It was nice to catch up with some
of them, although I did hear something horrible. Do you
remember Mrs. Standils?”
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Ebon remembered Mrs. Standils. She had been one of
their teachers when they were young, one they had all disliked.
But he knew her better for a different reason; she was the
one who had caused so many problems for Gabriel. Ebon
remembered a bitter old woman, fat and cantankerous. He
would have forgotten her if that was all that had happened,
but her name stayed with him because of how much she had
hurt Gabriel.
“Yes, one of our old teachers…” Ebon could not say
anymore because Gabriel had confided only in him. No one
else knew what had happened between those two.
Mendel nodded, “Yes. Apparently, she was found
murdered a little while ago. I was told that it looked like she
had been very badly tortured.”
Ebon was shocked. She was a mean old woman who
had treated his friend poorly, but no one deserved to go
through torture and die to pay for it. Despite the pain she
had caused, Ebon had never wished anything like that on
her and was sure that even Gabriel would have felt sorry for
her. Ebon tried to recall an image of her, but all he could
see was an overweight woman with a scowl on her face. As
he thought about it, he could not remember ever seeing her
smile.
While they sat there, the rain slowed to a drizzle. As soon
as the men had eaten, Hektor started organizing his men
again, giving orders to break camp. Everything was carefully
stored away in short order; soon they were traveling north
once again.
A large rainbow spread out across the sky as they began
to ride. ‘That’s a good sign,’ thought Ebon… a rainbow on
his first day of travel, not only towards his beloved Caliel,
but also towards uncovering the mysteries of his past. ‘One
12
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step at a time,’ he told himself. The day would come when
he would discover his heritage.
***
The trip north passed by faster than Ebon had anticipated,
even with those solidly built wagons. Ebon had noticed
that the extremely large wheels allowed them to move much
more smoothly over rough places in the road. During the
day they only needed to stop a few times to change a wheel
or deal with some other small problem. In the evening, the
wheelwrights would make repairs. They moved as quickly, if
not faster, than the Tristan military would have been able to
move with their wagons.
Ebon owed Hektor and his men an apology. He had
assumed they would complain about riding quickly and
would want to stop every five minutes for a break, but
Hektor’s men traveled well.
Halfway to Dalea, Ebon suggested that they by-pass the city
and take a minor road that ran northwest toward a number
of smaller towns and villages. From the last of the villages,
the road then turned north by northeast to rejoin the main
military road at the entrance to the Forest of Nartoos. Ebon
knew from the briefings by General Havery that the army was
likely to be already camped near Dalea and preparing for battle
there. He did not want to reveal a military secret, so he simply
suggested that they should not risk contact with retreating
forces of Trist or a Vutran army that might be chasing them
if Halgrain had fallen. Hektor readily agreed that any contact
with the military would impede their progress.
Even with their side trip, it only took about four weeks to
reach Nartoos. Mendel often seemed distracted and did not
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talk much, so Ebon passed the time by debating with Hektor
and sparring with his men. He talked about everything
with Hektor, from his family life to military strategy, even
comparing moral values. The two men, growing in trust,
were becoming fast friends.
They often argued, though, about the creatures being
used by Vutra, whether they were evil demons or just abused
beings. Despite their arguments, they agreed that skeetels were
simply stupid creatures that were always hungry and desired
only to kill and eat. Hektor contended that the nightcrawlers
and roku were being used by Vutra; they were not evil, but
simply being used. Many times in those weeks, they broke
off a conversation while arguing about nightcrawlers or
roku, but inevitably, they went back to arguing the very next
day. ‘Perhaps,’ thought Ebon, ‘Hektor knows something I
don’t.’ But he always remembered his encounter with the
nightcrawlers which reinforced the horror stories he had
heard in training. ‘How can I argue with my own experience?’
Ebon repeatedly asked himself.
Ebon spent his spare time training with his sword,
continuing to use Lucious’ weights to build his muscles and
trying to train Hektor’s men. He sparred with them to gauge
their abilities and to teach them basic fighting techniques.
If they were attacked on their way to Halgrain, at least they
would be able to defend themselves. Hektor’s men had
decent but not overwhelming skills with their swords. They
knew how to block and attack but Ebon hoped that sparring
with him would help prepare them for potential fights. They
reminded Ebon of how, after leaving Vulhalla, he knew how
to use his sword, but had never actually been in a battle.
Nothing unusual happened on their way to the immense
Nartoos forest, although one thing still bothered him. The
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company had stopped for lunch early one day, next to a
small stream, and Ebon had just finished training when he
searched for Mendel. He found Mendel next to the stream
with a small doe sitting in his lap. He spoke quietly as he
approached Mendel, “Animals really love you, don’t they?”
“That’s quite common where we live…” Ebon was
surprised to hear Hektor say. He was sitting behind a tree
and Ebon had not seen him. Hektor put down the book he
had been reading and looked at them. “…although the ability
to speak with animals is nearly unheard of, even among us.
It’s rumored that only the most powerful users of The Flow
in the world have the ability to communicate with animals.
However, the most powerful seer in our clan doesn’t even
have that ability. In our history, the last person to do so lived
hundreds of years ago.”
Ebon frowned and muttered skeptically, “Flow? What’s
that? Talking to animals? Ha! Tell him how silly that sounds,
Mendel.”
Mendel’s response shocked Ebon. “What’s silly about it,
Ebon?” He continued calmly, seriously. “Haven’t you ever seen
something happen that made you wonder how it happened?
Or seen some mystery you couldn’t explain? Something isn’t
silly or stupid just because we don’t understand it. If we look
at things with closed minds, we may see what we expect to
see, rather than the truth.”
Ebon thought about Mendel’s words and realized how
he was being unfair. Strange things did indeed happen.
Ebon pondered his own ability to see so well in the dark.
His unique night vision might be something his parents
had passed down to him, but he had never noticed it until
recently. Speaking of an ability to talk to animals, though,
made Ebon think of fairy tales and magic. Those stories
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were fun, conjuring up images like throwing lightning across
the sky or shooting fireballs from your hands, and they had
always amused him, but they were just a fantasy.
Ebon chuckled. “I see, so where can I learn this magic? I
could shoot lightning out of my eyes and rain down fireballs.
Maybe I could single-handedly beat an entire army if I had
such magic.” Ebon knew he was being difficult, but the idea
of magic being real struck him as ridiculous.
Mendel and Hektor chuckled, too, but Ebon missed the
knowing looks that passed between them.
Despite being so skeptical, Ebon had to admit he had
noticed small animals around Mendel every time he was
alone. Perhaps it was because he was feeding them, but it
was still strange to see wild birds perch on his shoulder.
Small furry creatures would sit next to him or in his lap.
Ebon found it hard to believe that Mendel could talk to the
animals. However, he had also noticed Hektor talking with
Mendel a lot more since that day.
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