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This book is dedicated to those lovers of fantasy, those dreamers of dreams, who have always imagined there was more to the world than meets the eye. 
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​The Portals
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In these pages, readers will find the tales of the opening of portals between worlds. Not in the way popular fiction has depicted them. You’ll find no otherworldly technology here. No diminutive species bent on domination. In fact, there will be a few things between one world and the next that most readers will not recognize either from their own time or from time long past. It is through the reading of these passages that one may learn how the two worlds, which used to coexist in blissful harmony, were reunited in the face of grave danger. The question that remains, as it does in most such cases, is whether or not the active parties can truly come together in such a way as to recreate that harmony - even when the question of their combined existence is on the line if they do not. 

This tome will tell of the opening of the gates between the worlds, but more importantly, it will tell the stories of the first people to cross through them, the first Talamundans (or people of Earth to those for whom the tales have long since expired) to see Evonwind in the modern age.
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Ben

Fog hung heavy in the trees at the edge of the yard, the sound of the river rushing from somewhere within the wall of grey. Ben dropped another box onto the pile and stretched, popping his aching back. He hated being up so early, but it was the dry season in the mountains, and this was the safest time to burn.

He’d been in the old house for nearly a week now, and it still didn’t feel real. The letter had come as a surprise, of course. Ben's grandfather, whom he had barely seen in more than 10 years, had passed, leaving him with a house and a small patch of land in the Appalachian Mountains. A small fortune was set aside for him as well, which, after taxes and bills, made it possible for him to quit his dead-end job and move to the old house, looking for a fresh start. 

Memories of the many times he had visited the old place were positive, if a bit strange. Ben and his grandfather had been inseparable during his visits; the two of them had explored the land at all hours of the day and night for years. He had vague memories of celebrations in the yard beside a huge bonfire until he was about ten. The last summer he spent with his grandfather was very different. Ben remembered being given free rein of the huge fenced-in yard during the day, but being ushered inside before dark as if there was something unsafe about the nighttime hours. Ben knelt by the pile of broken furniture and boxes he’d dragged out to the wide, bare circle surrounded by stones, the site of those infamous bonfires. He pulled out his lighter, once more shaking it to make sure there was a little fuel left. He’d have to refill it before long, but it would do for now. He checked the perimeter of the circle, ensuring that nothing was too close to the boundary of stones his grandfather had set up unknown ages ago, and struck the lighter.

Sparks popped out onto the pile and guttered out fast with the first few flicks of his thumb against the striker before a bright orange flame gushed into life at last. Touching the fire to a layer of cardboard and paper near the bottom of the pile, he watched as the flame engulfed the dried matter, eagerly climbing over its ancient offering and devouring everything in its path. Warm air rose in waves as the dry, dusty husks caught fire.

Ben stepped back to watch the blaze, letting the crackle and whisper of the fire lull him into a peaceful state, memories of his happy times here beginning to flow back. The sounds of the mountains, which he had loved hearing since arriving on the old homestead, suddenly ceased. He chalked it up to the disturbing presence of fire and smoke so early in the morning. Animals have a natural fear of fire, he knew, so he didn’t think much of it. Crackling and popping with each new piece of broken, unusable wood, cardboard, and fabric it touched, the fire grew hotter and higher. 

A screeching, chittering sound emerged from nearby after a few moments. Ben looked around the yard, expecting to see a bird or squirrel coming to investigate his presence, but saw nothing. The sound grew louder and Ben finally realized the noise was coming from in front of him - in the heart of the flame. 

“Oh, man,” he said. “I hope nothing was living in there.”

He had carefully pulled apart, beaten, and shaken every piece of furniture to encourage any rodents who had made their home there to escape before adding it to the pile of material to be burned. Only one gnarly old rat had emerged from the heart of a busted chair cushion, however, so he assumed there was nothing else to be found. Reaching down to get a large stick at his feet, he plunged it into the fire, trying to dislodge the pile and give whatever it was a chance to escape.

Nothing emerged, but the pile moved in the large pit, settling on its burning base and sending a plume of sparks upward. A rush of heat shot out in a wave, pushing him back a few steps and nearly knocking him off his feet. He saw the leaves and grass around the pit blown back by the gust of air as he struggled to maintain his balance. The squeaking grew louder as he saw strange piles of dirt rise in a few places around the inside of the pit. 

Bright orange lizards climbed out of the piles, their small legs brushing dirt from their bodies as dark eyes watched the dancing flames. Ben hadn’t even considered the possibility of something living inside the pit.

“Oh no,” he said, rushing as close as he could to the fire, trying to get the attention of the weird lizards. “I’m sorry, little guys! Come here, come out of there.”

The largest of the creatures turned its head and looked at him, a pink forked tongue darting out and licking one of its black eyes before it rushed into the heart of the blaze.

“No!” Ben shouted as the other two animals followed the largest into the fire. 

He reached a hand out in vain, trying to convince himself he could grab the creatures and save them. The heat from the blaze, moments ago hot and forceful enough to push him backward, was now just a comforting warmth, making him hopeful the small animals could somehow make it to safety. Watching as the flames slowly ate at the old furniture, years of history crumbling away to ash, Ben saw one of the lizards dart over the surface of a broken bedpost. 

Blinking rapidly, Ben leaned forward again, staring into the heart of the blaze as another of the lizards crawled up out of the flames, looking violently orange, black eyes wide with life. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. He let his eyes follow the creature up the burning rubble, where it burrowed in a nest of ash - right beside a very human-looking face.

A scream pelting out of his throat. Ben tried to pull back from the fire, but he tripped over his own feet and pitched sideways, hitting the pile of unburnt rubble to his right. The impact knocked the breath out of him, making him wheeze and struggle to stand, but it did no good. His feet tangled in themselves and sent him falling face-first into the fire. 

Ben closed his eyes, waiting for the scorching flames to eat him alive, but instead of fire, he felt two firm hands catch him and set him on his feet. Opening his eyes slowly, Ben saw the face from the fire looking back at him. Dark brown, deeply lined skin covered the face of the man before him. Long, white hair and a full beard surrounded his head like a lion’s mane, and his shining bright green eyes shone through deep-set, squinted lids. The points of the old man’s ears were just visible through his thick hair. The mouth, at first open in shock, spread wide in a kind smile. 

“Much welcome, stranger,” he boomed in a deep, oaken voice.

“Um ... Hi?” Ben said, leaning back as he felt his side cramp again, the fresh air around him making it easy to catch his breath.

“Since the gate is open again, I expected to find Edward at the opening,” the man beamed, his smooth voice thunderous but strangely comforting. “Is he near?”

“Edward?” Ben asked. “Do you mean Grandpa Ed? Ed Ardis?”

“Yes, Edward. Tell me he is well. I would much love to see him.”

“I’m sorry,” Ben said, unsure why he wasn’t more worried in this strange situation. “Grandpa Ed, well, he passed.”

“Past? Past where? No one has passed me,” the man said, turning around and scanning the area around him.

“No,” Ben said, swallowing hard. “No, I mean Ed is, well, he’s dead.”

The man’s face fell deep into wrinkles and pain at this news. Ben felt his own heart break at the sadness he felt from this burly stranger.

“I am very sorry to hear this,” the man said softly. “Edward was a dear friend for much of my too-long life.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Ben said. “He was a good man.”

“A wonderful man,” the stranger said. “But if Edward was your grandfather, that must mean... Benjamin?”

“Yeah,” Ben said, cautiously. “That's me.  Do I know you?”

“Of course, though we have not met for several years,” the dark-skinned man said with a smile, the points of his ears jutting a little farther through the wild mane of bushy white hair. “My name is Calbert Mathayus,” he intoned with a bow.
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