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			Prologue

			The Dragonking Awakens

			Deep within the cavernous reaches of the Obsidian Fortress, a dark presence stirred. 

			It was shaped like a man; yet upon closer look, it struck the perceptive observer as the precise negation of a man. The abominable shape was more like a void than sheer emptiness. If the evil being possessed a spirit, it was so vacuous that it was somehow less than nothing. 

			The manlike creature wore dark armor befitting an ominous knight. Its black pauldrons each bore three curvaceous blades that glinted faintly in the palest hint of moonlight. The dread shape’s massive cuirass was adorned in its center with a column of eight plates of descending size, eerily resembling a dragon’s thorax. A dark cape mounted upon its back flared at the shoulders in a menacing wing-like fashion. On the being’s head sat a dire steel-cast helmet molded into the mortifying likeness of a great serpent’s skull. 

			This was Dracus Imprimus. The Dread Commander. None other than the dragonking itself.

			The Dread Commander rested its blackened gauntlets upon the arms of the obsidian throne beneath him. The preternatural being sat alone in a gargantuan throne room that was carved from a single sheet of black rock. Its red eyes were searching.

			While it sat entranced in an altered state of consciousness, drops of water fell helplessly from the rooftop, almost less from the natural force of gravity than from the irresistible spell of the fearful creature. Jagged protrusions of the glasslike stone channeled water from somewhere above the dragonking, and it dripped in an incessant cadence upon the obsidian floor. It was ungodly dark. 

			Dracus Imprimus was wordlessly pondering, breathlessly waiting, and mindlessly calculating its next attack. 

			It had once been a man. But it was now in possession of an ancient evil that was beyond the capacity of mortals to fathom. It wielded a force somehow more ruinous than mere destruction: The Never-Was.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Curse

			Prince Sigismund sat glumly near an open window in his castle bedroom. As usual, the eighteen-year-old was hopelessly lost in a melancholy daydream. 

			It was not the kind of daydream that a child usually indulges in while wasting away another boring day; it was a rather disturbing daydream, the kind one usually shuns the very moment they are overcome by the spell. 

			The prince, nonetheless, remained deeply immersed in this daydream; one might say that he was entranced by it. Yet, even if he had been asked what the daydream was about, he most definitely could not say. Upon returning to full consciousness, he merely would have shrugged, managed a thin smile, and then gone back to daydreaming, without being able to render a vivid description of what had so captivated him. 

			All Sigismund knew about this daydream was that it was dark. It was dreary. And he was unsure if he would ever be able to escape its grip.

			The wintry wind blew ethereally through the open window and whirled up the burgundy draperies. Each sash bore the royal seal of House Waverly: three golden wavy lines wriggling like worms and undulating in the chilly air. But the young man hardly noticed the nip of the breeze, except that it gave him a slightly invigorating sensation that contrasted with his ponderous mood. The draperies’ incessant stirring made for a disconsolate effect that mirrored the turmoil within his mind.

			His pale, wispy frame reclined wearily upon a high-backed, oaken chair with a red velvet seat. He slowly began to realize that he had been sitting there for hours. The young man did not think in terms of time, and thus, he rarely kept track of it. 

			He suddenly realized it was his turn to move. 

			Spread out before him was an unfinished game of chess. Two armies of polished, marble game pieces stood in silent ranks before him, one black army and one white army. The pawns waited patiently for his unspoken command. Yet, despite the appearance of a highly contested game, it was clear to the young lad that he was utterly alone. The empty chair that was positioned opposite him was unmoved, bearing silent witness to this contemptible state of affairs. 

			Sigismund raised his left hand to his temple and began twirling straw-colored wisps of hair between his thumb and forefinger. His brow furrowed as if he were concentrating intensely, although—heaven help him—he did not know why. His high cheekbones were flushed and rosy in the cool air, making a stark contrast with his ivory-hued skin.

			“Gaunt and gallant.” That’s how his mother, the incomparably graceful Queen Galadria, had described him. It was a disputable fact whether Siggie, as his mother affectionately called him, was indeed “gallant.”

			The young prince sat in contemplation, replete in his royal attire of a silken jacket with gold fringe and a high collar.

			Meanwhile, in the extended fingers of his right hand, he gently caressed a sleek, black pawn. His thumb delicately traced a curve along its smooth, rounded surface while he unconsciously savored its fine texture. He digested its sumptuous curves with his eyes and sought a deeper meaning, even weighing the possibility that there was none. 

			While he pondered his next move, Sigismund stood up and walked over to the window overlooking the labyrinthine garden below. He looked out upon the myriad bushes lining the palace walkways, which stood with their crooked fingers upturned in the white glow of the winter sun. From the heights of the castle tower where he was perched, the bushes lining the walkways appeared as thorny crowns thirsting for the triumphant return of the carnelian flowers that signified spring’s arrival. 

			But the flowers would not come, just as they had not come for over a dozen springs prior. He had never seen a rose in full bloom, or a tree in full green splendor, or much of anything of nature as he sat locked in the tower during the day. It was all for his own safety, of course. Or so he was told. 

			The exasperated young man sighed as if the breath of life itself were a weight upon his weary lungs. 

			It was, rest assured, not easy to be the prince. The Waverly House had ruled the Kingdom of Hypernea for generations. While Sigismund was the youngest prince of this house, he was undoubtedly his mother’s favorite. But King Gerald, his imperious red-bearded father, had most decidedly blamed him for the disastrous plight of the kingdom. 

			It was his eighteenth birthday, yet no one had visited him. It seemed as if no one in the kingdom had noticed.

			Rather abruptly, Sigismund returned to his solitary chess game and placed the black pawn back on the board, taking care to ensure the game piece was in its proper place. 

			Restlessly, he strode over to a gilded mirror that stood upon a magnificent chest of drawers. Staring into this mirror, the cursed prince contemplated the mystery of what he saw.

			His eyes were two black pearls that glistened like darkened jewels lying deep in the fathomless depths of an ocean floor. Only the pale half-moons of sclera on the frontiers of his glossy eyeballs hinted that these were the searching eyes of a human being, and not, as some believed, the dreaded orbs of a demonic being. They seemed to him to be more appropriate to the hideous visage of a basilisk or even to the skulking stare of a gargoyle.

			These eyes did not seem like his own. It was as if the grayest storm clouds had been visited upon them, choking out the sunlight that shone upon the fantastic realms of his untamed mind. It was as if his very soul, the essence of his humanity, had been hidden behind unceasing black sheets of rain, without even a lightning flash to momentarily hint at their more spectacular regions.

			His pitch-black eyes had always been as impenetrable as the Obsidian Fortress. He was told that after the shrieks of the midwives had quieted following his inglorious birth, the queen had glanced upon the howling creature, immediately soothing and silencing his wails with a piteous and loving gaze. It was only his mother’s love that had convinced him that his life was not completely cursed. 

			But the mystery remained: What was the true source of the curse that had befallen the Kingdom of Hypernea?

			Siggie looked away from the mirror. Then he walked back toward his game of chess, which was sitting unmoved near the castle window, and he gazed outside.

			The sky was white, marred only by the spectral outlines of barren trees dotting the hills that rolled away from the castle. The leafless trees filled the land with the faint feeling of slow death. The fields were brown and cracked from thirst. It was oppressive and exhaustingly dreary.

			Nature herself seemed to no longer care about his homeland. It had all been turned to relentless gloom.

			The prince glanced at the wall of books on the other side of the room, beyond his royal bed. These had become his true life companions, and he counted the sagacious authors whose works lined his bedroom walls as his personal friends: The White Druid Prospero, Manfred the Magnificent, and Salustrius the Wise. 

			The Mighty Three were among the human scholars and storytellers whose wise words were his secret counsel. In their imponderable legends and wondrous histories, he sought to learn the truth about this intolerably cruel world.

			Sigismund returned to the chessboard. As he stood plotting his next move, he reached down and lifted the same black pawn that he had weighed in his hand earlier. 

			It struck him that there must be an inexplicable significance to his next move, an import that he could not put his finger on. It was as if he were being studied carefully by an otherworldly watcher whose judgment of him was hanging in the balance. It was an indescribably eerie feeling, although he had already made his decision.

			The tall, blond prince deftly placed the small game piece back on the board. 

			Instead, he reached his long arm toward the black king. And with a rapid flick of his finger, he knocked it down on the board with an abrupt clack.

			“Master Sigismund,” a trembling voice declared from the hallway. “You have an important message from the royal court.”

			What is it? he thought. 

			He bolted to unlatch the chamber door with a flash of curiosity.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Moondrakes

			Druix Coldshadow was dreaming a fantastically wicked dream. The moondrake lay in a dark mountain chasm, snoozing quite cozily as moondrakes were known to do. 

			Awakening from his daylong nap, it immediately seemed to him that tonight would be different. The dragon-like creature stretched his velvety wings and unrolled his long, sinuous, barbed tail. He crawled out of his daytime shelter, strode on four claws and perched on the ledge of a high cliff on Mount Kildrath. 

			All moondrakes lived on this active volcano far to the north. The lava in its mysterious depths boiled with hot liquid fury. The toxic fumes it emitted were a familiar scent he loved. It smelled like acid death. 

			During the daytime, the moondrakes slept silently on the mountain in anticipation of sovereign night. The creatures’ eyes were so well-suited to the darkness that their night vision could detect the flick of a field mouse’s tail a horizon away in a full lunar eclipse.

			Druix stood up straight, and his glossy black eyes drank in the ghost-white moon. The stars shimmered like tiny crystals. His head swam as he looked up at the midnight sky. He felt small thinking about the wonder of it all. 

			The moonlight presented an outline of the sleek face down the slinky curves of the midnight-blue beast. That’s right, this moondrake was midnight blue! Perhaps you have read the tales reported by sages such as Manfred the Magnificent that described quite clearly that all moondrakes were black, had silver-tipped scales, and lustrous teardrop-shaped eyes. 

			But not Druix. This young drake’s eyes were black and deeper than the Mirrhenian Lake itself. They had the effect on the viewer of reflecting the contents of one’s very soul. They were outrageously beautiful, albeit horrifying.

			“Evil morning,” his father, Seraphinus, greeted him.

			“Yes, of course it’s an evil morning,” Druix replied playfully. 

			While he had once delighted in burning the Laketown villagers and turning their lands to a smoldering crisp, it had become tiresome to terrorize humans. It was no longer any fun. The only thing Druix truly enjoyed doing nowadays was flying. 

			Well, that’s not quite true. There was another thing he enjoyed: griffin hunting. Now, that was sport!

			“On the watch for griffins tonight?” Druix asked in as casual a manner as he could muster. Of course, he knew that they were. This would be only the second night that his father had offered to take him along for the hunt. 

			Seraphinus strode up next to his eager son. The silver-tipped scales of the elder black moondrake gleamed faintly in the cold light. He stretched his massive black wings into the chilly air and flapped them twice in unspoken assent.

			Things had been quiet at Mount Kildrath for too long. Tonight, they would surely feast upon griffin bones.

			Griffins were the nemeses of all moondrakes. Nevertheless, although they were hated above all things, an undercurrent of mutual respect flowed between them. It was as if moondrakes and these lion-hawks existed for killing one another. 

			“Who are we to question nature?” Druix mused to himself. He relished the thought of facing one of the beasts that very night. His eight-chambered heart thumped faster with the hope of slaying one.

			The young moondrake looked up at his father, who was his only anchor in the cruel world. His mother had died on a battlefield—Rhapsodia was her name—heroically battling griffins. His mother had been the essence of terrifying grace. She had been larger than even his father was now, and she was a flying terror to any beast unlucky enough to get caught in her path. 

			It had been nearly twenty solar cycles since his mother and father had flown into war. Druix sighed and looked admiringly upon his father, who suddenly appeared to be lost in thought. 

			“Dad, tell me again about the Great Griffin Wars,” Druix asked in order to get his blood pumping. “This time, tell me the whole story.”

			Druix’s entire being had always been filled with heartache and anger when reliving the tale. It filled him with a quiet fury that fueled his steely resolve. But his father would always give him the main account and spare the details, since they panged him too much to recount. Thus, Druix had gone nearly his whole life dying to know the full story of the battle that claimed his mother’s life and led to his own birth.

			“All right, son,” Seraphinus gulped and slowly began. 

			“It was a glorious night. It was a cursed day. Dracus Imprimus had commanded his legions of shadow dragons to strike the settlements of mankind in the north. We, the moondrakes, being loyal to the cause of Dracus the Dread Commander, took flight and swept the night with our dark wings, blotting out the stars, and inflicting death upon the scourge of man.”

			The elder moondrake choked up for a moment. The glassy reflection of his teardrop eyes revealed the deep well of feelings underneath his cold exterior.

			“The Laketown men who had settled the Mirrhenian Lake and the miners of the Mountains of Mordrath had gathered their allies, the Griffin and the Equine Kingdoms, as well as the fierce sentries of Hypernea, to press ahead for a final reckoning with the serpents of the north,” Seraphinus said, his voice quivering with rising anger. “They meant to wipe us all off the face of the earth!”

			A shiver descended down the younger moondrake’s spine. It cascaded throughout his slender body.

			“As the army marched northward toward the Obsidian Fortress, it was betrayed by the night,” Seraphinus continued. “We had already torn their griffin scouts apart wing by wing. We then launched our merciless assault upon their pathetic army on the southern plains of the Onyx Wastes.”

			Druix imagined the entire fleet of dragons raining death from the skies upon an army struck by terror and confusion, as if they were blindly fighting back against the night itself. 

			“We first besieged the imperial guards,” Seraphinus continued. “They wielded sharp, bronze-tipped javelins. We were dismayed to find them mounted upon armored steeds of spiral-horned unicorn and even on white-winged pegasus! The Equine Kingdoms have long been known to meddle in the righteously evil affairs of the Serpent Kingdoms of the north,” Seraphinus said with chagrin. “Gratefully, we have not seen their blessed kind since war broke out among them in the southern land of Wysteria.”

			Druix became lost in wonder imagining these terrifyingly magnificent beasts. He suddenly desired revenge against these equine creatures, although he had never seen one himself. His father, Seraphinus, gazed profoundly upon the darkened wilderness and then continued his tale. 

			“Attacking from their flanks, we tumbled their mounts to the barren earth and grasped the most unfortunate ones in our claws in order to drop them from the soaring heights. This served not only to kill the fools, but to demoralize even the bravest warriors in their ranks.”

			The younger moondrake nodded. Studiously absorbing the lesson being related by his father, he hoped one day to use these vicious tactics in a grand battle.

			“And as their pegasus steeds struggled to fly, flapping their wings furiously, their courage led only to more death, as their kind are unsuited to such warfare,” Seraphinus said. “Without bronze spears to hurl upon our wings or to pierce our silvery eyes,” he continued, while instantly regretting his poor word choice, “the men were common prey. But that left the unicorns…”

			Druix shuddered mightily. Seraphinus’ voice trailed off after naming the enchanted beasts. While unicorns were not a warlike breed, their mystical nature was feared among the ranks of evil. Attacking unicorns invited calamity. It was a source of corruption to even the darkest hearts to inflict suffering upon these creatures. 

			“We steeled our hearts and set out upon our fated task—to kill all these…creatures,” Seraphinus spoke solemnly. “Yet their pathetic whinnies and miserable neighs spread a wave of panic throughout the moondrake and shadow dragon legions because it introduced them to the most hated of emotions: compassion.”

			Druix was always fascinated by this part. His was a life that had been lived without this “compassion.” The mysterious force had once penetrated the hearts of the moondrakes, he reasoned, but they nonetheless chose to slaughter the mystical unicorns once and for all. That must be because the Dread Commander had decided that all unicorns must never be allowed to return to their enchanted lands of Misericordia, he reasoned. 

			“Our wings soared upon the night breeze,” he continued, “and we circled above them ominously to hide our lines of attack. We swept upon them from the rear, avoiding their pearly horns, and sliced open their tender flanks with our razor-sharp talons.

			“They collapsed to the ground, blood gushing from their heavenly hides, as they moaned and gnashed their teeth,” Seraphinus said. “Even as they cried out in their incomprehensible tongue for help from their unicorn brethren, we rendered their flesh without mercy. Our blood ran cold as icy rivers, and we ignored their desperate pleas.”

			Druix looked up at his father, who was now hanging his bearded head in anguished remembrance. His horns pointed defiantly toward the sky like sharpened spears.

			“The battle had been won,” he spat mournfully. “The bronze-tipped javelins that had been showered upon our brethren, mangling their wings and downing them upon the cruel earth, had begun to fall uselessly to the ground. Their wails filled our ears with a symphony of death. Their shrieks of terror emboldened us to commit merciless atrocities with the aim of ending it all. Our mighty dragonlike claws then ripped their hopes of conquest to shreds.

			“But then, our Night of Victory turned to ashes,” said Seraphinus bitterly. “The hated light of Dawn peered over the distant Mountains of Mordrath…and that is when the griffins counter-attacked.” 

			At last came the moment Druix had been dwelling upon since that fateful day: What had been his mother’s true cause of death? It had always stuck in his side like a griffin’s claw. Who was truly to blame? It was a tale of woe that the moondrakes blamed on their fierce rivals, yet it was also one of treachery and betrayal.

			“As our eyes strained to see through the painful rays of light, the armies of men and griffin rallied. The emblazoned sigils of their armies inspired the warriors to push on through the bloody hellscape that had emerged after dawn. The sound of their trumpets blared; griffins screamed their eagle-cries into our ears; the clangs of polished metal rang out; and the war cries of men filled our ears. The battle turned, and our dream of a final victory was dashed.” 

			Seraphinus looked over at his son, Druix. He let out a weary sigh that hung in the cool night air. “That was when your mother, the wondrous beast, was killed on the battlefield,” he said. 

			“But…how?” Druix asked.

			The elder drake looked up from his gloomy posture with a stoic expression. 

			“She had been engaged with three griffins, who had been trying in vain to down her,” Seraphinus said. “Your mother battled fiercely and mangled the vicious creatures with her claws. She intimidated them with her fiery breath. Rhapsodia truly possessed the heart of a drake.

			“But at last, the unthinkable happened,” Seraphinus sorrowfully continued. “The Dread Commander issued an unimaginable curse on the battlefield that provoked all creatures within its purplish-blackish aura to clutch at their hearts in agony and instantly lose their senses and their spirit. While our beloved, fearsome Rhapsodia gasped and grasped at her thorax in pain, a bronze-tipped javelin sailed through the air and ripped through her wing. She shrieked in agony—the most heartbreaking shriek you could ever imagine! Your mother fell to the ground, wounded, but not defeated.”

			Druix remained fixed on his father’s every word and focused on his every expression. He absorbed the tale as if it were the somewhat smoky air around him. 

			“After I watched in horror as your mother fell to the earth,” he said, “I abandoned my own fight and sped with the greatest haste through the aerial warfare. Through thrown spears, past snarling griffins, and over the clashing soldiers, I flew, only to find that I was too late. But I was not too late to rescue you.

			“As she lay there dying on the battlefield,” he continued, “her pitiful wails were heard by all in her vicinity. She was approached by several white unicorns, whose powerful magical charm healed wounded animals and performed minor miracles. The equine beasts gathered around, their heads bowed, snorting furiously, and raising their forelegs in a kind of summoning dance.

			“While I hovered above them, watching with confusion at this sacred ritual, I realized at last what was taking place. Your mom was giving birth. I looked down through the excruciating glare and saw a bluish-gray egg leave your mother’s body. Her last breath then left her shattered form.

			“Not a creature on Solarius dared stir at the austere moment while witnessing this auspicious event. I swooped down among the stunned attackers, grasped the egg—your egg—and flew it to safety. That is what Rhapsodia would have wanted,” he said, looking with pride at his son.

			Druix felt a surge of conflicting emotions—sadness, honor, loss, and anger, all at once. Whoever did this to his family would have to pay dearly.

			“So, the unicorns…saved my life?” Druix asked with disbelief.

			“As much as it pains me to confess it,” Seraphinus begrudgingly admitted, “indeed, they did. But that is not the end of our story. As the sun’s warm rays began to fill the morning sky, the soldiers’ bright-colored banners of burgundy and green, adorned with their hated golden sigils, were now waving defiantly upon the ancient battlefield,” he continued. 

			Then he whispered a most dangerous phrase upon the softly blowing night wind.

			“That is when Dracus Imprimus chose to betray us.”

			Druix looked upon his father with stunned alarm. He could sense the pain in his voice, as well as the peril that arose as he spoke unfavorably of this blackest of names—even if it was the truth. Precisely, perhaps, because it was the truth.

			“Yes, it was on that terribly bright day,” Seraphinus pronounced, “that our Dread Commander opened a portal and retreated to the Obsidian Fortress, which lay far beyond the Onyx Wastes.”

			The moonlight had grown pale. It was thinly veiled by puffs of smoke emanating from Mount Kildrath.

			“But father,” Druix meekly asked. “Does that mean the Dread Commander is…” 

			The elder and younger moondrakes exchanged knowing glances. Silence was his answer. 

			But alas, in the darkest shadows of a distant fortress, an otherworldly presence was listening. It was always listening.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Aenyx’s Pride

			Aenyx lay cozily with a bright golden sunbeam shining down on his glorious feathery mane. The griffin was sound asleep with his tan wings spread wide in his well-feathered nest. Yet in the midst of his ostensibly comfy nap, his lion-like legs were twitching as if he were chasing fresh prey. Inside his eagle’s breast, his heart thumped rapidly. 

			Despite what one might think from outward appearances, the sleeping griffin was imagining that he was being chased. Another nightmare. And yet the night, as he was coming to realize, was long over. 

			The griffin opened his eyes slowly and looked up through the bright blue skies to behold the glaring rays of the morning sun. It had all been simply a dream, he concluded with satisfaction. 

			Relieved, the snoozy griffin blinked his beady black eyes twice, then tucked his hooked beak under his wing. He was returning to his mid-morning nap when he suddenly realized the meaning behind the portentous dream. 

			“The Griffin Trials!” he recalled with great alarm.

			Aenyx sprang to his claws and paws. Then he burst from his feathery nest on his mighty lion-like legs and gave a fearsome war screech that echoed throughout the valley below. He took immediate flight into the limitless skies to hasten toward the griffin proving grounds. 

			All young griffins had to pass the Griffin Trials in order to become full members of a Pride. Their Pride assigned them their roles in Aeris’s society. He was going to be a Stormguard. That meant the soldier’s life for him. He had known this his entire life, as he had been assigned his destiny shortly after he was hatched, based on his tawny gold feathers and strong body.

			But there was a “flaw” in his makeup: Piercing black eyes. This is what made him a “Redmark.” That was the derogatory name given to any griffin with a “flaw” in his physical makeup, such as spotted feathers, five claws, and so on.

			If a griffin passed the Trials, however, they became fully initiated as a member of a Pride. That meant rank and privileges. He would finally be somebody, and nobody could hold his Redmark against him. Aenyx ascended higher and higher into the big, blue sky. He flew with maximum speed toward the summit of Mount Rhaemor. The lion-hawk soared over the alpine forests and burbling brooks. As he sped above the rocky terrain, herds of mule deer looked up at him nervously. He spotted the ominous Mountains of Mordrath in the northern distance. While he gazed upon their dread gray peaks, they reminded him that this was all about fighting the serpents. 

			As the griffin swiftly glided, his eagle mane and feathery wingtips began fluttering in the chilly mountainous air. Flight was one thing that made Aenyx feel like he could be himself. Only the skies felt like home to him. 

			At last, on the eastern horizon, Mount Rhaemor appeared! The tri-peaked mountain radiated majesty. As seen from above, her slopes were carpeted with dark green forestry, leading up to snowy caps. The crystal blue ocean of surrounding air smelled as fresh as the purest scent imaginable. Mount Rhaemor truly was the crowned jewel of the Republic of Aeris.

			Normally, Aenyx would marvel at the magnificent view, but this was not the time for sightseeing. No, Aenyx was relishing something quite different: the guilt the Pridemasters would feel when he finally won! Thinking about it sent a thrill through his muscular body—all the way from his white eagle mane to the tip of his lion’s tail. 

			The pageantry coming into view below took his breath away. The griffins’ full regalia could be seen from great heights: The towering flags of white and blue were for the Whitecrest Pride, those wise stewards, lined in rows along the ancient terrace. The yellow-and-green flags of the Pridewatchers flew for the caregivers of the griffin young and watchers of the Golden Hatchery. The silver-and-blue flags of the Bluetip Pride signified the clannish foot soldiers and scrappy working-class griffins. The black-and-gold flags stood for the Goldeneyrie, a secretive class of counselors and diplomats. And last, heralded by an emblazoned red-and-white sigil, there was his future pride: the Stormguards. These were the elite sentries of the Republic of Aeris. 

			Aenyx descended to join the throng that had gathered upon Mount Rhaemor. He flew to the farthest extent of a burgundy-and-gold-fringed carpet that led to five marble-carved thrones resting upon a raised open-air terrace. The thrones were like pedestals that curved forward for the griffins of appropriate stature to rest their claws.

			The Five Guardians watched from the thrones. And their expressions were not ones of approval.

			The Guardians were the respective leaders of each Pride and the exclusive members of the Lofty Council. They watched over Aeris as enlightened rulers. They did not own property, and like all griffins upon Aeris, any of their griffin eggs were mixed in with the rest at the Golden Hatchery, so they would never truly know their offspring. 

			Their life was demanding, but noble. They lived only to promote justice. Or so went the griffin legend. 

			Now, Aenyx was especially interested in being a Guardian, given that Redmarks like himself weren’t wildly popular with the Pridemasters. He had always been treated as an outcast in a society where status meant everything. He would show them.

			Aenyx’s late arrival to the Trials was thus met with extreme derision, but what was considered to be most outrageous was his audacity to approach the Five Guardians. 

			Aenyx lifted his wings, fluttering them to slow his descent, before lowering himself beneath the thrones of the Guardians. The audience members perched in the forum, consisting of the very young and the elderly, gawked in amazement at the recruit’s hubris. Standing at attention, the members of the various prides stared at him in dismay. The eager recruits standing on the outskirts of the arena expected swift retribution. 

			The Guardians’ expressions were truly priceless. 

			“Dear Guardians,” Aenyx declared with a bow, “I have come to state my loyalty to the Republic of Aeris and to humbly introduce myself, since I plan to win these Griffin Trials and someday join your ranks!”

			Sophia Pridewatcher, the pious, bronze-maned matriarch, appeared ready to faint. She held her brass scepter aloft as if to ward off the fowl intruder. Savagiras Bluetip looked ready to beat him bloody. Tyrex Goldeneyrie sneered contemptuously. And Captius Whitecrest, well, he puffed up like a frightened peacock. 

			“Will you wipe that smirk off your beak?” Sophia Pridewatcher blared at Aenyx.

			Phoenix Stormguard spoke to put an end to the uncomfortable scene. “If you will now join the Stormguard recruits, young Aenyx,” he announced, “we would be greatly indebted to you.” 

			There was a sarcastic edge in his voice, but his eyes betrayed a slight twinkle of amusement. Now would be a graceful time to make an exit.

			“At your service, Master Phoenix,” he replied. He briskly made his way to the red-banner section of recruits standing at ease behind the rows of Stormguards. 

			The Stormguards painted the picture of fierce warriors. Their red-feathered bronze helmets were attached by a strap buckled tightly below their beaks. Their gauntlets were fixed above their forearms and extended to their sharpened eagle talons. Their pointed beaks were capped with shiny steel. And steeliest of all was the glare they shot at Aenyx as he filed in behind them. 

			“That was quite an entrance,” his friend Ronax whispered and laughed.

			Aenyx found his spot and stood straight, straining hard not to laugh.

			“Today, we commence with the Griffin Trials,” a white-painted griffin herald bellowed from the edge of the burgundy carpet near the watchful eyes of the Guardians. 

			“Let’s get it onnnn!” a Bluetip recruit shouted. 

			The entire Bluetip Pride began hooting like a parliament of barn owls, and the recruits flapped their wings in approval. 

			The Pridewatchers looked on in disdain, and the Stormguards simply rolled their eyes. Typical Bluetips. No discipline.

			“All right, all right, settle down, Bluetips,” Savagiras implored his pride with a chuckle. Sophia Pridewatcher shot him an electric look of furious offense.

			Phoenix Stormguard arose from the central throne and held his gilded staff aloft. At its head was the kingdom’s emblem, a red shield bearing a lion, which was flanked by two eagle wings. 

			“Let the Trials begin!” his voice boomed, and the clarion call echoed throughout the mountain air.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A Message from the Queen

			Sigismund surged forward with anticipation to unlock the door. His heart jumped in his chest, and a lump welled in his throat as he imagined what it could be.

			“Prince Sigismund, I say, do open up!” an out-of-breath voice bellowed between huffs and puffs.

			He knew that voice. It was his old tutor, Sir Reginald.

			Sigismund stumbled over his slippers and tripped toward the door. The young man gathered himself, briskly unlocked the door, and swung it half-open. 

			Reginald burst in with his typical blustery style, nearly knocking the young man over.

			“Sigismund, I say, what took you so long?” Reginald demanded. 

			His face was uncharacteristically red and flustered. The tall, elderly fellow stroked his long, flowing, white beard while he examined the young man. And then, with a brisk rustle of his long blue robe, he slammed the door behind him. With his bulbous eyes wide open, he studied the room. Sigismund shrugged.

			“No matter. Urgent business, boy, urgent business,” the scholarly old gentleman said as he removed his soft cap and made his way to sit on the edge of the royal bed. 

			“Sit down,” he intoned with urgency. “There is a matter that requires your utmost attention.”

			After Sigismund sat down, the elderly man took a deep breath and looked sympathetically at the young man.

			“Son, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way,” Reginald began with pain in his bloodshot eyes. “But your father is quite mad.”

			Sigismund nodded with full understanding. This was one of the unfortunate truths he had to learn early on in life.

			“Your father has gotten it into his head that you are the source of all the evil in this godforsaken land,” Reginald said. “He long ago promised your mother that he would take no rash action against you until your eighteenth birthday. But if on that day, the kingdom of Hypernea was still afflicted by this interminable plague, then he would consider taking a more…extreme course of action.”

			“Extreme?” Sigismund choked out.

			“My boy,” the old man replied nervously. “You know that we have prepared for this, and that the queen and I—we have taken precautions against the worst…”

			“The worst, meaning…” the young prince prodded.

			“You know what that means, Sigismund!” the old man said with a tone of finality. “Damn it, don’t make me say it! The king feels he is out of options. His royal treasury is exhausted, and the clans are clamoring for someone’s head. The MacCallisters have been particularly insistent—” 

			“The king, I mean, my father,” the prince stammered in disbelief. “He wants to murder me?”

			“Well, one wouldn’t call it a murder,” Reginald said meekly, a defeated look in his eye. “Since he’s the king, he would make it official. It would actually be called an execution.”

			“An execution?” Prince Sigismund cried. Fear rose in his voice. “Has he decided on this for certain?”

			“Well, that is why I am here, good lad,” Reginald replied. “He is expected to make his determination at the feast tomorrow. Oh, and that quite reminds me…” The elderly man sat on the edge of the bed and fumbled through his pocket. “I have something for you. It is from your mother, the queen.”

			Reginald handed him an off-white envelope sealed with red wax and bearing an imprinted stamp of a rose.

			“Well, well, well,” Sigismund muttered to himself while studying the letter intently. “This is quite the birthday.”

			The prince strolled to the dressing table and withdrew a silver letter opener from a little wooden drawer. The envelope was sealed with red wax, which he sliced open and slid the letter out. He unfolded it carefully. It bore a welcome message lovingly written in a familiar, cursive hand. He read it aloud:

			“Dear Prince Sigismund: Happiest of birthdays! You have been formally invited to the Waverly winter feast, which is to be held in anticipation of the coming spring. It will begin at the ninth hour tomorrow. I will give you a wonderful present there. Come and be merry!”

			It was such a grand handwriting style—both graceful and affectionate. There was no need for him to see the signature of his mother, the Queen Galadria, but he adored its sweet imprint. The letter’s fragrance was her favorite scent—lilacs. The perfume filled his nostrils with a reminder of her presence. Siggie sighed with an ache and set the letter down on the chest of drawers.

			“Of course, your mother could not express her worry and alarm in this invitation,” Reginald said as Sigismund stared out the window. “You see, she is already making plans for your escape. Tomorrow, at the Winter Feast, you shall be watched carefully and contacted by a trusted member of the queen’s secret service. Many refer to him quite derisively as the ‘Kindly Knight.’ That is all the information I have for you now. I urge you to start implementing those lessons we have been teaching you for nearly eighteen years. Start preparing now.” 

			And with that, Sir Reginald stood, and with a rustling of his robe, he strode over to the prince, who was looking out the window. The long-time tutor placed a wrinkled hand upon the young man’s shoulder. After a brief moment, he walked away, slowly closed the door behind him, and departed. Sigismund didn’t turn around. He merely stood, gathering all of the courage that he could muster. 

			The night deepened. Slowly, it seemed like the prince’s unblinking black eyes were absorbing the darkness of his room. His body felt stiff with apprehension. His breathing became shallow and rapid. He struggled to comprehend what he was experiencing. He had to believe everything would be all right in the end. It had to be!

			Sigismund’s eyelids grew heavier and heavier before sheer exhaustion pulled them shut. 

			He found himself abandoned in a desolate, faraway land, as a grim sense of foreboding overwhelmed his senses. He was suddenly in the company of all manner of strange, mystical beasts, and they were depending on him to lead them. But at the moment of truth, he lost courage, and he was too afraid to act. Perhaps he would die after all, and hundreds and thousands of living creatures with him…

			Then a real night terror woke him.

			Sigismund’s black eyes opened. He could not believe what he saw—it hardly seemed real to him. He flinched and rubbed his eyes but remembered reading somewhere that it was best not to make a move in such a situation because predatory beasts responded to sudden movement. 

			Instead, he blinked. What he beheld was not any manner of sleepy-headed illusion, the kind one might see through groggy eyes. No, he was face-to-face with a mortifying, stupefying, blood-chilling vision of a dragon. 

			Its monstrous outline was suspended in mid-air above him. It hovered there—an unspeakable, ethereal presence that appeared to be formed of smoke. Two devilish horns protruded from its hideous skull. Sigismund wondered if the dragon might actually be an illusion composed of shadows. Certainly, a real dragon had not actually come into his bedroom. 

			He gulped hard and blinked his black eyes twice. It was still there. 

			The dragon’s hollow eyes flickered with internal fire that licked the rims of its oval orbits. Its gaze caressed him menacingly and seared his very soul. He felt its hot breath burn upon his brow, which was  now covered with beaded sweat. Worst of all was the inexpressible hatred he sensed while staring back into the void of its relentless gaze. Sigismund stared into a force that was beyond evil. 

			The dreadful serpent slowly opened its gaping maw as if to emit a soundless scream and it lunged forward to engulf him within its blackened form.

			Sigismund could not imagine this being the last thing he would ever see. The prince closed his eyes, and he heard a gasping sound that he thought would be the last one he’d ever hear before becoming a dragon’s dinner.

			Then, suddenly, it was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Griffin Grappling

			Aenyx made his way to the Stormguard recruits with nervous anticipation. He had been waiting for this moment for years. Eighteen to be precise.

			“Hey, you black-eyed freak!” a voice shot out from the Goldeneyrie recruits as he walked by. It was Gabriel. “You scared yet?” 

			“Not as scared as the Pridewatcher was in the moment you hatched,” Aenyx retorted. 

			The crack drew a few cackles from the Stormguard candidates who were within earshot.

			“Form a circle around the grappling pit, you mangy recruits!” a Pridewatcher shouted. 

			The first event was called the Griffin Grapple and was as straightforward as it sounded: Griffins engaged in single combat in recessed grappling pits until one emerged victorious. 

			There were multiple ways to win a point in the grappling match. One was a clawed pin for three seconds. Another was outright submission, done by a triple wing-tap. If a griffin fled beyond the boundaries, their opponent gained a point. 

			But there was another way: the feather-pull. If a griffin was able to pull a feather off their opponent, they won the round. The first griffin to gain three points won. 

			The Stormguard and Bluetip recruits gathered around the easternmost grappling pit. In the center was the Pridemaster Jasper Stormguard, who would referee the matches between the recruits.

			“Listen up, you wannabes!” Jasper Stormguard belted out in an overly dramatic military voice. 

			“You are going to enter this grappling pit as a bunch of snot-nosed fledglings,” Jasper Stormguard shouted with utmost urgency, “and you are going to leave here as griffin warriors!” 

			Aenyx happened to be standing right behind the Pridemaster. 

			Jasper Stormguard’s eyes wandered up toward the Guardians and then scanned the crowd around him.

			“Aenyx!” the Pridemaster yelled as he whirled around and pointed a singular claw at him. “Since you have an obvious surplus of enthusiasm, you just volunteered to go first!”

			Aenyx scoffed. This was one way to get the full attention of the Guardians.

			“Now, now, let me see…” Jasper continued, stammering. “If we really want a fair match for a griffin of your boundless energy, we need an opponent with formidable physical skills. Let’s say, for example…Bartholomew of the Bluetip recruits!”

			“Big Blue!” the opposing team’s recruits yelled in unison. 

			Aenyx knew the oaf well. He bowed to the Pridemaster with well-faked regard, then prepared to enter the center stage. 

			Bart was an overstuffed griffin who stood nearly a head taller than Aenyx when on his hind legs. He made his way into the arena looking like a fat brown rooster crossed with an obese alley cat. Aenyx looked up at the Guardians. His black eyes met Sophia Pridewatcher. He gave her a knowing wink, and she gasped so dramatically that it seemed she would faint.

			“All right, take to your sides!” Jasper shouted. 

			“Slashing time, punk!” Big Blue shouted at him from across the pit.

			“Ahh, yes, it is!” Aenyx shouted back. “For you!”

			The Bluetip recruits opened their yellow maws wide and began howling with laughter. The raucous griffins bounced up and down on their gray-painted legs while flapping their wings in hysterical excitement. The ruffled ruffians fully expected to see this mouthy upstart skinned alive. Aenyx looked up in mild bemusement at the bird-brained fools.

			While Aenyx wasn’t the biggest griffin, he was certainly one of the fastest. And what he lacked in brute strength, he made up for in cleverness, fearlessness, and fighting fundamentals. 

			“Watch this,” Ronax said, turning to another Stormguard recruit named Brandon who was also standing in the front row at the edge of the arena. 

			Jasper Stormguard held up his left talon to silence the crowd. The mountain breeze stirred the feathers on his tan chest. The stodgy veteran soldier looked over to the far side of the grappling pit at the screw-eyed Bartholomew. The large, mangy, menacing lion-hawk threatened them in the late morning sun. 

			The Pridemaster then looked directly into Aenyx’s black eyes with an odd, smug expression. He held up his right talon to signal that the start of the match would be coming soon. 

			Aenyx paced along the hard mountain rock and felt its smooth surface, weighing its characteristics for advantage. He peered at Big Blue’s demented supporters, who were jumping up and down like a bunch of uncouth chicken hawks. 

			Then he glimpsed the Guardians, whose makeshift thrones were brought to the edge of the arena. He savored their eagerness to see how the impudent griffin who had interrupted their Trials was stomped into submission. This was precisely the kind of audience he wanted. One that would be disappointed. 

			“Ready?” the referee said, while still holding up his talon. The audience members seemed to hold their breath. All eyes were on him. 

			“Begin!”

			Big Blue, who had been seething in mindless fury, sprang immediately into a hard charge as if his tail had been lit on fire. The sound of thumping lion paws grew louder in Aenyx’s eagle ears. 

			The spectacle of a brutal clash seemed imminent to all, but Aenyx thus far had refused to budge. The crowd was unsure if he was exceedingly brave or simply too petrified to move. Nonetheless, Aenyx surprised all when he suddenly dropped and fell into a heap like a coward. Even Jasper, a seasoned referee, was confused. 

			The seemingly desperate maneuver only emboldened Bart. In a mindless rage, he careened across the pit with the sole aim of obliterating his challenger. 

			“Aaaawwwrrreee!” Bart screeched as he prepared to ram Aenyx into the dirt, but at the last moment, Aenyx leapt straight into the air. He flapped his great wings for a few moments, and Big Blue went barreling out of bounds, up into the Stormguard recruits. The tremendous crash sent griffin feathers flying into the air. It caused such an immense screeching commotion that recruits were sent tumbling in all directions, like pins in a game of dragon-egg bowling.

			Jasper Stormguard looked over at the ridiculous spectacle and shook his head in frustration. 

			“Point, Aenyx of the Stormguard recruits,” he reluctantly declared.

			Aenyx’s friends gave out a smattering of cheers, but the majority of the crowd rolled their eyes in disgust. Meanwhile, Big Blue was rolling back and forth on the ground, futilely trying to get his rotund frame upright.

			“Get your claws off me!” he shouted angrily at the Stormguard recruits, who then shoved him back into the arena.

			Aenyx watched in complete amusement while he cooked up his next stunt.

			The humiliation of the big bully’s pride had proven to be a powerful provocation. Bart was filled with outrage as he fumed in the cold mountain air. It was bad enough that he lost one round to the smaller Stormguard recruit. What if he lost the match and lost out on his dream of becoming a Guardian? This, indeed, meant war. 

			“Ready?” the referee asked loudly again, checking on Bart. A stream of blood trickled out of his golden beak and dripped onto the slab of gray rock. He gave an infuriated nod. Jasper glanced over at Aenyx, then gave the signal.

			“Begin!”

			Big Blue now marched at his enemy from across the ring. The overstuffed griffin’s lion paws struck the ground. Thump-thump, thump-thump. 
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