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        You didn’t think anyone heard you screaming. I did. My soul heard yours crying, and I am coming to wipe away the tears.
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      Shades of purple and red spread across the once-black sky.

      I stared at it with brows creased and heart racing as the very clouds seemed to form into symbols and shapes I’d only ever seen in my days as a boy.

      Night had fallen sometime ago, but the sky appeared to exhibit a beautiful sunset. When the screeching began, it became clear that there was nothing of beauty to come.

      Something dark had been set loose, and evil hung thick in the air, causing my skin to tighten and throat to itch with the sensation of it.

      “By the gods,” I whispered, narrowing my eyes. “What is this?”

      The stars shifted and created glyphs and sigils.

      It wasn’t something everyone could see, or decipher. It was a message meant just for me.

      Flying beasts ripped through the clouds and made their descent on the world below.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I leaped onto the railing, and outstretched my arms. Fire erupted from the mouths of the creatures.

      Firedrakes? Who set them loose?

      I knew the gravity of that concept. Firedrakes were headstrong, proud creatures. They did not allow themselves to be ruled by a master. But, as they raced down to the sleeping city that surrounded my palace, there was no shred of mercy within those roars.

      The wind blew at me, and fire raced within. The fire sustained me as I jumped. There was nothing below to catch me, no wings to lift me. But, as I made my hapless descent, my thumbs ran across the tips of my fingers, and ignited the ancient magic within.

      “Spirit of Air,” I said, and within seconds, a sharp, cool gust of wind came racing toward me. It slid beneath my feet, and coiled around me like ropes of air. I was carried across the sky, speeding faster than the dragons that ripped through my city.

      I approached a dragon, and though still dressed in my underpants and sleeping blouse, I stood before it with the posture and presence of a warrior. There was no sword at my side, no bow, or hammer.

      Just a man, tall, slim, with short wavy hair of bright blond, and eyes of ocean blue.

      The dragon shifted a golden eye my way. For a moment, I believed he recognized me—recognized my striking features, and what they meant. But, within that next moment, I was certain that something other than its own consciousness was present, for the natural gold of its eyes was replaced with red, and a snarl came to his rubbery reptilian lips.

      “Come and get me,” a voice said, and I nearly stumbled backward.

      That was not the voice of the dragon.

      It was someone else entirely.

      It took a moment to process what just occurred, as the dragon darted toward me. I floated out of its way with ease, allowing the Spirit of Air to guide me in a graceful manner that only it could.

      Fire came tumbling across the night, and toward my face. It’s heart and power crackled along the tiny hairs of my body, and I closed my eyes.

      “Spirit of Water,” I called, invoking a circular vortex of water that shot from my hands. The flames and water fought for superiority, splashing me and sizzling. But, no mere dragon-flame could truly counteract the divine power of the water spirit at my defense.

      Before long, the red flames were extinguished, and the water magic prevailed, surging toward the dragon and knocking it yards away and to the ground.

      It gave me no pleasure or victory to disarm a creature as majestic as a dragon, but I glared down at it nonetheless, fretting as I sought to decipher who was truly at the helm.

      “Come, find me, I’ll show you.”

      The voice had returned, and my rage only doubled.

      “You dare to tempt me, stranger?” I asked, spinning around in the dark to discover who spoke.

      “Oh, yes,” it said. “I dare.”

      A sinister cackle filled my eardrums. First, it began faint, and grew in volume and intensity until I had to cover my ears and force it away.

      “Enough,” I shouted, and steeled myself against the intensity of my own power. A wave of ice-magic shot outward from my body in a funnel that widened as it stretched around me. My voice carried so far and wide that it shook the very earth beneath and bounced off the mountains surrounding us.

      For a moment, there was silence.

      The dragons had ceased their assault on my city, and faded into the night sky where the clouds served as their shield.

      I waited, hovering in the sky.

      The voice didn’t return.

      But, I knew it would—it had just begun.
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      “What could be the cause of this, King Branton?” Grandmaster Nettle asked, his hoarse whisper faint within my ears and consciousness. “Seems entirely…unnatural.”

      As he spoke, I was already searching for answers, using my second-sight. He was right. It was unnatural. Someone was manipulating forces that should not be tampered with.

      Someone very powerful had attacked my domain, and as soon as I discovered the culprit, they’d regret the day they were born.

      “What do you think it can be attributed to? The dragons haven’t come out of their retreat in centuries,” he said, stroking his long beard as he contemplated the carnage at our feet. “What would make them attack without any provocation?”

      That was the question that had haunted me since I’d come face-to-face with the dragons the night prior.

      We walked the length of the city, while my guards and soldiers surveyed the damage and casualties.

      My hand gripped the hilt of my Evernight Sword, just waiting for the assailants to return.

      Whatever was to come, I’d be ready this time.

      “Someone was controlling them,” I said, with a sigh.

      He lifted a bushy brow. “Dangerous dealings,” he said. “Best to set us protective shields with haste. Who know when another attack can strike.”

      “I thought the same,” I said. “I’ll send messengers to bring the mages together. We can shield Leeds be nightfall.”

      He nodded. “We cannot afford to be caught off guard like this again. Many lost their lives and homes last night. While we rebuild, we must also quell any further threats. Any inkling who is responsible—who has enough power to manipulate a dragon?”

      “Already calling upon the Keepers,” I said.

      He nodded, clutching his staff as he placed it onto the ground before him and allowed it to hold his weight. “Very good,” he said. “They will know what to make of all of this. I fear we won’t be pleased with what they have to share.”

      I sighed, and left his side, prepared to face the worst.

      “Check on Abigail for me,” I said, over my shoulder.

      “Will do.”

      I walked away from the destruction at my feet, and slipped away to a quiet spot near the west wall. Once outside the main gates, I traveled up the dark path that led into the forest. The bubbling brook was a welcome melody as I began erasing thoughts and worries from my head.

      Within nature, I could be centered, and clear my mind to the elemental spirits who were eager for contact.

      I stopped at the collection of stones that had been stacked and designed by my ancestors long ago. Taking off my boots, I allowed the cool soil beneath my feet to balance my energy and prepare me for a connection to the elements that would bring answers Leeds greatly needed.

      I sat upon the stones, and sucked in a long cleansing breath. Releasing it, I turned my eyes toward the moon, and steadied myself as they became completely white, glowing like the brilliant orb in the sky.

      The air grew cold around me, despite the warmest summer we’d had in ages, and my heart and lungs filled with a gust of air that nearly sent me falling backward. I’d embodied the spirits of nature, and stood before them within my mind’s eye.

      Within the shimmering glow of white light, I stood before them, faded, and translucent, like an apparition.

      The Keepers of air, fire, water, and nature surrounded me, each with their banners held at their sides, and a series of eyes staring at me.

      “What is this?” I asked, careful not to loose my temper, or risk the connection being lost.

      “An attack,” Fire said, wavering before with with a slender frame of a female. Her hair was nothing more than red flames—the same red of her body, with a face of shining gold. Having her step closer to me brought heat, and warmed my face.

      “Dark magic, this,” Air said, dematerializing and reappearing before me like a soft breeze. His form was of a male, tall and slim like a pillar of white mist. He moved in languid, elegant sweeps of his body, and looked me in the eyes. “A direct threat to you, Brother.”

      Jaw tensing, I nodded. “I felt as much,” I said. “But who could do such a thing—who would dare to?”

      “It is merely a message,” Nature said, her voice soft and calm. Just having her speak lessened the edge my nerves had elicited within me. She didn’t move, but stood still, and beheld us with quiet reverence. With brown skin and vines growing up and down her body, she appeared to be nothing more than a wood nymph. But, as her eyes began to glow, it was apparent she was so much more. “I see the culprit, and he is but a boy,” she said, nodding. “A frightened boy. Wounded. Ah, but dangerous.”

      “Who is he?” I asked, hands balled into fists.

      Nature continued to seek for me, her vines growing lush red roses that bloomed and fed her more energy.

      I sighed, a bit impatient, and re-centered myself as the connection with the realm became a bit blurry.

      For a moment, I almost broke contact, worried that something had gone horribly wrong in the physical plane.

      Water placed a hand on my back. It was cool, but soothing, and eased my worries.

      “Easy,” he said. “Leeds is crying, but there isn’t much you can do as of yet.”

      Stiffening, I fought the urge to return and see what had happened.

      “This is important,” Water said. “Let Nature discover the cause. Only then can you prevent more chaos and destruction.”

      Prevent it?

      Water must not have known me well. I wasn’t prepared for prevention. Utter retaliation was on my mind.

      “Ah,” Nature said, the glow from her eyes fading as she slowly returned her attention to us. “He is a sun elf. About your age.”

      So she thinks I’m a boy as well.

      “He seeks something,” she said, and then paused. When she spoke once again, her voice took on a edge I’d never heard used by the gentle goddess of all that lived and grew in the wild wilderness. “He seeks—war.”

      Somehow, the word didn’t vex or worry me. Quite the opposite. The moon elves had enslaved half of the race of humans. I gladly welcome a rematch.

      This was an attack, and I was not one to stand by and watch my people suffer.

      I wasn’t passed the crown to lead with fear and weakness in my blood.

      I was a pure-born, steel-bred Royal of Leeds.

      I was an Evernight.

      Besides that, I was so much more, and whoever sent that message would meet me soon.
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      There were things I never thought I’d do. But, avenging the humans against the pitiful scum known as sun elves was not one of them.

      It was my birthright to right the wrongs done to my race. It was my duty as a king and Evernight.

      When I returned to my conscious awareness, the sun was still high in the sky. There was still time to prepare before nightfall, when the moon’s energy would assist in my plans.

      I crossed the forest, eager to reach the Tiger’s Eye, where an old ally slept. As I walked, and breathed in the sweet air all around me, I couldn’t help but feel excitement for a reunion that had taken nearly thirty years to come to fruition.

      Malach would remember me.

      He’d awaken, and give me the power I needed to execute my task.

      Or, he’d kill me and my quest would be at an early end.

      “Nonsense, Branton,” I said to myself, thumbing the hilt of my sword as I began to approach the slate-gray stones that composed the mountain. “It’ll be as smooth as butter.”

      Smooth as butter.

      I gazed upward, marveling at the swirl of gold and brown that created a unique pattern in the stone. Around my neck was one of the crystals made from that very stone.

      Mother always said it brought great luck to the wearer. Father always said it was a protection stone. Either way, I rarely took it off.

      I ran my thumb across the slick surface and exhaled.

      “No point doubting yourself now, old boy,” I said, and gazed at the sun as it hid behind a cloud.

      Rubbing my hands together, I noticed a little flicker of light in the trees. I paused, senses heightened, and shot a gaze toward the source of the light.

      When I looked, it was gone.

      For a moment, I wondered if I’d imagined it. Then, I sighed. Pixies were notorious for frolicking in this part of the forest. I’m sure one of them simply wanted to play, or chat, or pull my hair and try to tug me along to one of their hidden villages.

      “Not today, little ones,” I said into the quiet.

      I then closed my eyes, placed my hand on the mountain and felt the vibrations. Malach was in there. His snores were what made the mountain give off the faint rumbling that now made my teeth chatter.

      Once I confirmed my old friend was indeed still sleeping in his favorite spot, I climbed the mountain toward where I knew the entrance to be. By the time I arrived to the narrow opening, I was slick with sweat, and a bit raw from the sun which decided to make a reappearance during my climb.

      Evernights were never fond of the sun, but we all knew it served its purpose in the great balance of energies.

      Once I was back on level ground, I entered the dark cavern that held the cold and dampness that reminded me of the palace cellar. Drips of water made a melodic plop as water from the falls leaked all around me.

      I knew why Malach loved it there. Tiger’s Eye was a special place, riddled with magic, and healing.

      I navigated the narrow paths and crisscrossing tunnels, careful not to take too many steps into the darkness. Without any light to guide me, I used my heightened senses and intuitive abilities to pull me along.

      A little pressing of energy to my right, and a cool airiness to my left, and I knew not to make too many steps lest I fall into a pit. I paused, and waved my hand over what I could feel was a large opening in the ground, and released a sigh of relief.

      It would not do to be stuck in the bottom of the mountain for the greater part of the day.

      As I began to turn, I stiffened at the heat on the back of my neck.

      Heat, and a denseness alerted me to the presence of another. The feel of soft fur, a bit matted and wet, assured me that I had indeed found my old friend.

      “Branton?” a soothing voice asked. “Is that you?”

      I turned, and smiled as the cavern was lit with the glow of Malach’s golden eyes.

      There stood a giant tiger, who towered over me with his absolute majestic presence.

      I placed a hand

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/grimoire_0034_ornament.jpg







OEBPS/images/grimoire_0020_ornament.jpg





