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OOnene

Chapter One

A frigid sting whipped across Aiden’s face as he soared above 
the trees on his red and gold-scaled commonlear dragon. He 
breathed in the sweet scent of  fallen leaves as the rising sun pierced 
through the fog below and onto the marvelous late-autumn colors 
strewn across his father’s kingdom.

In just a short time, Aiden spotted the clearing in the woods 
where he was to meet his two fellow squires, his best friends.

“It looks like Aeric beat us here, gal,” Aiden said as he patted 
Lucy on her neck. “If  my eyes are seeing through that fog all right, 
it looks like a brown and gold commonlear down there.”

Lucy snorted in affirmation and swooped down.

“Yes, that’s Aeric’s dragon all right.” Aiden peered around for 
other commonlears. “I wonder if  Samuel and Zachariah are here 
yet.”

Lucy burst through the covering of  fog and made a swift and 
steady landing next to her counterpart, Cameron.

Lucy snorted and nodded, and Cameron returned the greeting 
likewise.
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“Greetings, Aiden. Good to see you,” Aiden heard from behind 
as he took off  his riding gloves. He turned around. Walking from 
the center of  the field with a bright smile on his face was his 
father’s chief  advisor and the kingdom’s second in command, Sir 
Zachariah. “It looks like the fog will clear just in time,” he said.

Zachariah’s long gray cloak almost matched the color of  
his hair and beard. Beneath that beard, Aiden noticed a face that 
was showing signs of  age. More wrinkles had formed around his 
eyes, and his leathery skin was starting to sag a bit. But a rugged 
handsomeness hadn’t fully left Zachariah yet. The king’s chief  
advisor rubbed his hands together as his warm breath swirled in 
the chilly morning air.

“Good morning, Sir Zachariah,” Aiden said. “Good to see you, 
too.”

Before Aiden or Zachariah could get in another word, Aiden 
heard a voice to his side.

“Still up to the challenge, Aiden?” Aeric walked toward Aiden 
with his arms folded and head cocked.

“Of  course!” Aiden replied as he sprung off  Lucy.

“Good,” Aeric said. “You know, I’ve been thinking. We haven’t 
discussed what the loser will owe the winner. How about good old-
fashioned humiliation?”

Aiden lifted an eyebrow and smirked. “I’m up for that.”

“Good. The loser gets to squire for the winner for a day. Can 
you imagine? The son of  the king being my servant for a whole 
day?”

Aiden chuckled. “You know as well as I do—that’s not gonna 
happen. But what about the guy who comes in second?”

“Oh, you mean Samuel? Well, I say the middle guy gets 
nothing either way.”
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“Okay, fine with me, so long as Samuel goes for it.”

Just as Aiden uttered those words, a shimmering, black-scaled 
dragon swiftly broke through the fog and landed next to the brown 
and gold Cameron. They greeted each other with a few friendly 
snorts.

“Good day, Grandfather,” Samuel said to Zachariah. “I made 
it.”

“I see that.” Zachariah smiled. “I thought you were right 
behind me.”

“Well, I was,” Samuel said as he dismounted Savannah. “It 
helps when you bring your bows and arrows to the test. Had to go 
back and get them.”

Zachariah laughed, shook his head, and gave a firm clap. 
“Everyone ready now?”

“I’m ready,” Aiden replied with a chuckle.

“Yes, me too,” Aeric said, also laughing at Samuel’s gaffe.

“Then let’s start.” Zachariah turned toward Whiterock 
Mountain, shielded his eyes from the sun still burning through 
the fog, and pointed to the nearby forest between them and the 
mountain. “You have to fly through the forest, zooming through 
the trees as fast as you can, and then enter Whiterock Canyon and 
hit targets there, dotted all the way up to the top of  Whiterock 
Mountain. You have to fly and shoot. No slowing down. Did you 
remember to bring your colored quills?”

“Yes,” they all said.

“Good. That’s the only way I’ll know who shot what,” 
Zachariah said with a smile. “Aiden, Aeric, your fathers and I will 
meet you at the conclusion of  the test at the top of  the mountain. 
Before we start, let’s say a quick prayer.”
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Aiden squirmed. He didn’t like prayers; they were ridiculous 
and outdated. Didn’t anyone realize they never worked? But he 
didn’t want to make a fuss about it in front of  everyone. He bowed 
his head with his fellow squires, kept his mouth shut, and after 
enduring the brief  prayer, he was on his way with his young blood 
brothers toward their dragons.

This is it, Aiden thought as he placed his riding gloves back 
on. The moment I’ve been waiting for all my life. Knighthood. I couldn’t 
be more ready.

As the three squires mounted their dragons, Aiden nodded 
to Samuel, who returned the nod. Aiden smirked at Aeric, who 
smirked back. The three dragons extended their wings, rose to their 
feet, hovered over the ground, and turned to face Zachariah. Their 
trainer raised his hand and held it there. Aiden’s heart pounded 
as he involuntarily held his breath. Zachariah quickly lowered his 
hand, and the steeds were off.

Samuel and Savannah dashed off  before Lucy and Cameron 
could get a good start.

“What the…?” Aiden dug his heels into Lucy’s sides. She sped 
ahead of  Aeric well enough, and it didn’t take long for Aiden to 
catch up to Samuel.

“I can’t let you win!” Aiden yelled.

“What?” Samuel said. “Oh, wait! I forgot about the race!” 
Samuel smiled and dug his heels harder into Savannah. They sped 
off  even faster.

“Why you little…” And Lucy knew what to do. Aiden and 
Lucy flew faster, with Aeric and Cameron trailing not far behind.

The three young lads had practiced their maneuvers through 
the forest hundreds of  times―and so had their commonlears. It 
didn’t matter which path they took; the boys and their commonlears 
were in sync, zooming through the trees, weaving in and out, as if  
they had every branch memorized.
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Aiden felt an exhilaration well up inside him, and he knew 
Lucy felt it too. She was flying faster than she ever had before, with 
the precision and skill she had perfected.

Aiden looked about. Samuel was quite a distance to his left, 
but only ahead by the length of  a commonlear, if  that. Aeric, on 
the other hand…

“Where is Aeric?” Aiden asked Lucy. She snorted as if  she 
didn’t care, and Aiden shrugged his shoulders. Within a moment, 
Aiden saw Aeric catch up on his right.

“It’s about time you showed up!” Aiden yelled.

Aeric yelled back something incoherent, probably derogatory. 
Aiden ignored it.

It wasn’t long before they shot out of  the forest like darts. 
They passed through another clearing that led to the creek. They 
followed Spring Creek to a magnificent waterfall that flowed within 
a crescent break of  the rocky mountainside. The dragons arched 
over the top of  the falls, gained momentum, and zoomed along the 
running stream straight into the gorge.

In the distance, an enormous red blur caught their attention.

“Did you see that?” Samuel shouted. “What was that thing? A 
dragon? I’ve never seen anything like that.”

As soon as Samuel let those words out, a swift sound and 
chilling breeze sent shivers up Aiden’s spine. His back straightened. 
His stomach tightened.

“Something’s coming.”

All three squires turned around just in time to see what it 
was—a giant, red man-wolf  with wings. Its hairy, bulging arms 
lunged out for them.

“Split up!” Aiden yelled.
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The commonlears flew in opposite directions as the worgraith 
lunged. Its claw-like feet found footing along the canyon wall just 
ahead, and the worgraith sprung itself  off  for another attack.

Lucy dove behind a rock in the thick of  the forest above the 
gorge, and Savannah flew behind a boulder along the creek. But 
Cameron was soaring madly, still spooked by the hideous creature. 
The red worgraith easily eyed the frantic commonlear and his 
rider, who was anxiously trying to calm his dragon to gain control.

“Cameron, Cameron, come on!” Aeric screamed. “Cameron…
dear God!”

Aeric let go of  Cameron’s reigns to draw an arrow. Cameron’s 
panicky flight nearly threw Aeric off. Before Aeric could fire his 
bow, the dragon rushed in. It thrust out its mighty hand and 
snatched Cameron and Aeric.

Aiden sat frozen in his hiding place. He felt the earth spin. 
Tears welled in his eyes. But it didn’t take long for his mourning 
to turn into rage. Aiden dug his heels into Lucy’s sides, and she 
charged.

“Over here!” Aiden waved, bow and arrow still in hand. He 
whistled. “Over here, you mangy, no-good mutt! Come and get 
me!” Aiden pulled his bow and watched the worgraith quickly turn 
around. “Come on, right between his eyes,” he said softly as Lucy 
charged the beast like a jouster. …that’s it… never mind your fear, 
never mind what you see in its hand…

The worgraith bowed its head low as it kept its beady eyes 
fixed on Aiden. It rolled back its mouth, bearing its sharp yellow 
teeth and dark gums. Saliva dripped from the sides of  its mouth. As 
it slowly let out a deep growl, a billowy cloud of  dark smoke wafted 
out of  the cracks between its teeth.

Lucy screeched and took off, nearly throwing Aiden from his 
saddle.

“Lucy!” Aiden yelled, “Wait! NO!”
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Lucy flew back toward the waterfalls. Aiden looked back. The 
worgraith spread its wings, picked itself  up, and charged. But a 
buzzing movement making its way toward the beast caught Aiden’s 
eye. It was Savannah and Samuel.

Savannah flew above the worgraith as Samuel pelted the 
dragon with arrows as fast as he could. The brute turned upwards 
to Samuel. In one hand it still clenched the limp forms of  Aeric 
and Cameron, while the other hand tried to ward off  Samuel, but 
Savannah flew high enough and out of  its way.

“Lucy, arch back. We need to help Samuel and Savannah!”

Hearing their names and their need for help was all it took 
for Lucy to find her courage again. She circled as fast as she could. 
Soon, the two fighters pelted the worgraith with arrows as their 
dragons buzzed like hornets around the beast. The immense 
dragon tried to swat against the stinging arrows while it picked 
itself  up and chased them abruptly through the curving, narrow 
gorge. Savannah found the opportunity to dig her sharp talons into 
the top of  the worgraith’s head. The worgraith roared as it tried 
to shake Savannah off. This forced her to dig her claws deeper into 
its skull as she tried her best to hang on.

“Savannah!” Samuel yelled. “Let go! I can’t hang on…” Just 
above the waterfalls, the beast smacked Savannah off, which flung 
Samuel into the air, and he tumbled downward in front of  the 
waterfall and into the rocky pool below.

“No! Samuel!” Horrified, Aiden watched the fate of  his second 
blood brother. Aiden choked back the tears swelling in his eyes. His 
mind spun again. His eyes searched to the pool for Samuel. Aiden’s 
concentration broke when he heard the worgraith crash into the 
wall of  the gorge above the waterfall. He spun around just in time 
to witness the beast, slightly shaken by the hit, snag Savannah in 
midair.

Aiden couldn’t move. He and Lucy just hovered there, 
watching, without a thought to even move out of  sight.
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But the still-dazed worgraith didn’t even notice Aiden. It 
lifted itself  up and took off.

“We’ll come back for vengeance,” he said to Lucy. “He will not 
get away with this!”

It was suddenly eerily silent. No birds. No wind. Nothing. It 
seemed as if  even the clouds gave up their movement.

I can’t believe it. Aiden thought. So suddenly. First Aeric, then 
Samuel. What…just…happened?

Lucy squawked and beat her wings faster. “Lucy! What are 
you…?” She flew a few paces down the creek. “SAMUEL! He’s 
alive!”

As they flew in closer, Aiden saw his best friend pull himself  
onto the shore in great pain. He could barely maneuver himself  
just a few feet to sit up against a large standing rock.

Before Lucy had both feet down on the pebbly shore, Aiden 
had jumped off  her back and ran to Samuel. By that time, Samuel’s 
head slumped against his chest.

Aiden grabbed his friend’s shoulders and tried not to shake 
too hard. “Samuel, Samuel, can you hear me?” Battered, bruised, 
and bloodied, Samuel didn’t reply. Aiden hadn’t noticed any broken 
bones, but he feared there might be internal damage.

He whistled for Lucy and nodded for her to come close. “We’re 
going to get these worgraiths,” Aiden said to Samuel. “I don’t know 
if  you can hear me, but we are going to get these things. If  it’s the 
last thing we do, I swear. It’s not over. For what they did to you, to 
…Aeric––”

Aiden pushed Samuel’s torso forward, squeezed himself  
between Samuel and the rock, and lifted him up. Aiden dragged 
Samuel a few feet, hoping he wasn’t adding to any internal damage, 
and with care, he slowly heaved Samuel face-down across Lucy’s 
back, just in front of  her saddle.
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“I’ve got nothing to keep Samuel secure, so we’ll have to fly 
carefully. Are you ready?”

Lucy snorted, and Aiden mounted. He gave her a cluck, and 
she unfurled her wings for takeoff. But Lucy stopped just short and 
cocked her head skyward.

“Lucy, what…” Aiden began, fearing an oncoming worgraith. 
He heard flapping commonlear wings and voices. They were men, 
and they were frantically calling the names of  Samuel, Aeric, and 
Aiden.

“Over here!” Aiden yelled with a mix of  urgency and relief. 
His voice was shaky.

Aiden caught sight of  his father, King Jared; Samuel’s 
grandfather, Zachariah; and Aeric’s father, Sir Franklin. The 
moment was a mixture of  elation and wretched horror. Aiden’s 
head spun, and his heart sank. He suddenly felt nausea mixed with 
a tightened anxiety. How was he going to tell Aeric’s father the 
news of  his only son’s horrific death?

“Aiden!” his father shouted.

Aeric’s father cried out, “Aeric! Aiden, is Aeric here?”

 Aiden just looked down and waited for them to land. Without 
hesitation, Zachariah jumped off  his dragon and ran for Samuel.

“He’s all right,” Aiden confirmed, seeing the look on 
Zachariah’s face.

“Aeric. Where is Aeric?” Sir Franklin asked, his face a mask 
of  shock and confusion. Sir Franklin’s eyes displayed his struggle 
to find hope.

Turning to Zachariah, Aiden said, “I was about to take 
Samuel—”

“I’ll take him from here,” Zachariah interrupted.

Lucy lay down and allowed Zachariah to take Samuel.
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“Where is Aeric?”

Aiden again ignored Sir Franklin as he watched Zachariah 
lift Samuel, offering no help to the elder. Aiden couldn’t think; he 
couldn’t move.

“Aiden,” King Jared gently asked, “Where is Aeric?”

Aiden forced himself  to look at his father, but he could not 
bear to look at Sir Franklin. “He died, father; I’m sorry…” Aiden 
could no longer hold back the tears.
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