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Chapter One

 


 


Screams echoed from the streets outside through the small
window embedded in the dungeon wall. Shivers ran through my body as
the sound of my people's anguished cries echoed against the stone
walls. Listening to their pleas for the last few hours had been
excruciating, and my heart ached at the thought of what the
monsters beyond the palace walls would do to the city I called
home.

What was only hours ago felt like a
lifetime. I had woken with the rise of the sun and the day had
proceeded with a rather normal routine, nothing to suggest that by
nightfall I would find myself sitting on the cold dungeon floor in
the darkness, alone and incapable of combating the siege on my
kingdom. At first, the dungeon corridor had reverberated with my
cries for help. I had hoped by some miracle one of the palace
guards would hear me and come to my rescue. But there had been no
response to my calls. I assumed no guards remained, all of them
likely having chased off or killed by a Vlenargan.

The image of the pale, grey-skinned
beast invaded my thoughts. The tall, hideous monsters had muscular
bodies thicker than any man, and curled horns like a ram. If their
intimidating form wasn’t enough to incite fear, their black
menacing eyes and razor sharp talons would do the trick. My hand
subconsciously moved to my arm. I’d come face to face with several
of them when the fight began and one had sunk its claws into my
skin as it dragged me through the palace corridors. I pulled up the
sleeve of my white shirt to check the damage. There was little left
to see of the deep cut—only a faint scar remained as evidence the
assault had ever taken place. That was the way it was with magic,
or so I’d come to understand after my first encounter with the evil
witch responsible for my kingdom’s current predicament.

The cut along my arm
wasn’t the only wound I’d received over the course of the evening.
The same Vlenargan had also hurled my body against the palace wall,
leaving me with a massive headache that throbbed like someone was
repeatedly beating me with a thick, wooden club. Besides that, the
evil witch herself had taken the time to inflict as much bodily
pain as she could: a cut across my face and a set of broken ribs,
both of which she had subsequently healed before instructing the
Vlenargan to throw me into the dungeon. After all, I can’t suffer for eternity if I die of flesh
wounds and broken bones. 

All the pain had completely subsided
with her spell. A few moments of blue light ended my physical pain.
Emotional pain, however, was a different story. I shook my head at
the memories attempting to force their way into my mind. Right now,
the last thing I wanted was to relive those moments leading up to
my imprisonment. I knew I couldn’t keep the memories at bay
indefinitely, but I was certain giving my focus to something else
would provide enough of a distraction for the time
being.

I forced myself to stand.
My lower half had gone a little numb from sitting on the cold
floor, but the tingling dulled once I started moving. I made a slow
lap around my small cell. My eyes darted over every detail of my
new confinement. White marble lined the walls, stacked like bricks
and mortared together. No chance of
breaking through that.

I turned to face the north
wall. My first instinct had been to escape through the square
window in the center, but my attempts to push my body through the
small opening had been a complete failure. A second try? It seemed worth the
effort, and I didn't have anything better to do.

I stopped just below the window and
listened for a moment, staring up through the hole and into the
starry sky above. I could still hear the screams. They rang through
the city like the toll of loud brass bells, echoing through the
window and sending another wave of chills across my skin. I cupped
my hands over my ears and drew in a deep breath. It was difficult
to push their cries from my mind. It was hard to
focus. 

I turned my attention back
to the stone wall. The window was about twelve feet from the
ground, and I would have to climb the wall to reach it. My fingers
gripped the small ledge between the bricks where some mortar had
fallen away. It was nearly impossible to pull my body off the
ground. My black boots slid along the walls. The tips dug against
it, searching for any spot I could use to secure my footing. With a
great deal of effort, I finally reached the base of the small
window. I used my arms and elbows to hold myself up and peer out
into the night air.

  I forced my body
forward to see how far I could go. Not far. I could barely fit my
head through the bars. Any effort to squeeze my whole body through
would be pointless. I tried to reposition myself, but my boots
slipped from their hold, almost sending me down to the dirt floor.
My fingers gripped so tightly on the edge they throbbed.

 I pulled myself back
up so I could peer out into the darkness. The moon hung just out of
my view, but its light still provided me with enough visibility to
see the shadowy figures moving across the street. Half a dozen
Vlenargans growled as they pushed people along the cobblestone
path, bearing sets of large incisors anytime someone refused to
cooperate. An occasional scream would sound when a beast became
more aggressive in response to disobedience.

A low growl rumbled from right beside
the window and made my heart jump. A Vlenargan walked along the
dungeon wall, tugging a screaming woman behind it. My nose
scrunched. The proximity to the beast had sent a wave of putrid
stench into my nostrils. Vlenargans were disgusting creatures and
carried the foulest of body odors. Right now the city reeked like
rotting animal corpses baking in a noonday heat.

I focused on everything
happening just outside of my reach. It pained me to see how much my
people were already suffering at the hands of the evil witch and
her army of monsters. As the realization of how little I could do
to stop the destruction sunk in, an overwhelming sense of
hopelessness filled my mind. A prince in
the dungeon does no good for his people.

The loud squeak of my cell door echoed
through the dungeon. I didn’t even have time to look over my
shoulder before a beast grasped the back of my overcoat and yanked
my body from the wall. Its sharp claws poked into my arm, and I
groaned. The Vlenargan slammed me against the wall below the
window, its other hand wrapping loosely around my throat. Both of
my hands gripped tightly onto its claws, and I attempted to pry
them from my neck to no avail, gasping as its fingers squeezed
against my skin.

The beast leaned in close
to me, its hot breath on my skin as it snarled, warning me with its
low growls. My gasps only increased my exposure to the stench that
now filled my cell and my stomach roiled with each breath I
attempted. After a few moments, the Vlenargan threw me to the floor
and my body rolled across the dirt, kicking up a cloud of
dust.

It had moved out of my
cell by the time I propped my body up with my arms. Its beady black
eyes stared at me as it slammed the metal door closed and clicked
the lock in place. For a moment, our eyes locked on each
other.

I bunched my eyebrows,
muttering through my gasps. “You know, a simple ‘get off the wall’
would have sufficed.” The beast took orders from the witch, but I
had no idea if it could understand me.

The Vlenargan answered with a
grumbling growl as it bore its teeth. The sound made me shudder. I
knew it would like nothing more than to rip the limbs from my body,
or perhaps even eat me, but it was under strict orders to let me
live.

It turned and left the
dungeon corridor, taking its wretched smell along with it as it
stomped out of sight. Once again, I was alone in my prison cell. I
held my arm out in front of me, turning it so I could examine the
fresh, bloody puncture wounds. Could be
worse. A lot worse. Compared to the way
the rest of my night had gone, this seemed like nothing.

I stood and walked towards the metal
bars of the cell door. My hand gripped the long, flat pieces as I
pushed my forehead against them to peer down the long walkway. I’d
only been in the palace dungeon a handful of times, unbeknownst to
my father, who insisted I had no reason to come down here. He had
been right, of course, but that had never stopped me as a child.
There was something adventurous about the place, or at least, there
had been. Actually being locked away and pretending to be were two
very different things.

I tried to make out the
unfamiliar details in the darkness. There was a row of cells on
each side of the prison, mine being at the very end of the
corridor. A marble wall divided each cell, making it impossible for
me to see into the one adjacent to me.

I pushed my hands between
the bars and played with the lock for several minutes. I didn’t
know why I bothered. Without a key, there was no way for me to open
the lock responsible for my confinement. Sorrow swept over
me. There’s no way for me to get out of
this…no way to help my people. For a
moment, I rested my forehead against the cold metal and closed my
eyes. It was our duty to protect them. It
was our responsibility, and we failed.

As much as I hated myself for what had
befallen my people, I knew there was nothing more I could have
done. The evil witch, Eradoma, had taken Selvenor over. Darkness
pulsed from her with so much intensity it was almost tangible. She
and the Vlenargans had slaughtered countless innocent lives today,
and I was certain her crusade was only just beginning.

Magic—I’d never imagined it was real.
I never would have believed the stories I’d heard since I was a
young boy would turn into reality. I had thought magic was
something from myths and legends—a figment of a storyteller’s
imagination—but I now knew that wasn’t true. Everything Captain
Torilus had said about the witch who desired to exact her vengeance
on mankind was true. She was here, and my people were subject to
her lust for power.

Eradoma had eradicated a
large portion of our army with practically no resistance. No one
could stand against the magical energy she wielded, at least no one
I knew. I couldn't help but wonder what had become of the people I
cared about. Were General Corvis and Captain Torilus still fighting
against her? Would they stand any chance when faced with not only
magic but also an army of monsters?

The questions haunted me,
but that's exactly what Eradoma wanted. She'd chosen to not kill me
when the Vlenargan dragged me into the Great Hall. She'd chosen to
use her magic to inflict pain, only to heal me minutes later. And
for what reason? She wanted me to suffer. She relished in the
anguish of mankind. And so, she cursed me with an endless life of
knowing my people would be subjugated to her power. I would forever
remain the same as I was now, forced to live with the fact that I
had failed to protect my people from her wrath.

I moved to the back of my
cell and leaned against the marble wall below the window. I slid
down the rough stone until I hit the dirt floor. The screams
outside the window brought stinging tears to my eyes and my body
trembled in the trickle of moonlight from above. The last of my
hope waned. I could feel it leave my body like the air left my
lungs.

Eternity.
Immortality.

Eradoma's words haunted me and there
was nothing I could do to stop them.
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