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Chapter 1 - Hopelessness 
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      Avek’s eyes blazed from the relentless scorch of the air, unable to focus on anything 

other than his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He couldn’t remember the last time his 

parched lips had touched any type of moisture besides his own blood. The Dracul were not 

known for their mercy, and Avek was surprised they had let him live this long.  

      He tried wiping the sweat and blood from his sun-kissed skin. Pulling his legs close to his 

chest, he closed his eyes, trying to ignore the shouts from the cells next to him. It wasn’t the 

victims’ screams that seared into Avek’s mind like a hot branding iron, but that of the Draculs’. 

Neither sounding like man nor animal, their shrieking pulsated through his ears and down into 

his body, causing him to almost convulse each time they let out their blood curdling noise.  

      It was a constant resonance that echoed through the prison halls. The prisoners’ cries 

would begin as they were brutalized, only to be drowned out by the Draculs’ screeching. Avek 

didn’t know a single person who ever glimpsed a Dracul in their entirety and lived.  

      Shrouded in a long heavy black cloak at all times, he had only seen their ghostly 

shriveled claw-like hands, which deceived many into thinking they lacked quickness. The 

Draculs’ stealth, Avek believed, was not of this world. What haunted him more than anything 

was the glow of their large unusual round eyes that shimmered of black and gold. Their only 

promise was to consume you in an inescapable darkness. As a child, Avek remembered the 

elders of his town speaking about the Dracul dating back to the beginning of man, depicted as 

Satan’s first dark creation.      

      For the last decade, the Draculs’ numbers had grown as they ravaged the land and 

consumed all life around them. They tortured and killed, feeding off the souls of the innocent. 

Any that were willing to succumb voluntarily to them were killed with swiftness, their souls 

taken to sustain the life of the Dracul. Whole towns were set ablaze after the Dracul lost need of 
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it when every man, woman, and child had been devoured. Avek thought it was odd how the 

Dracul seemed to search for something in order to quench their thirst for eternity.  

      Only the strong were kept as prisoners, the ones that initially refused to give up their 

souls. But one by one, they lost their will, begging for anything to stop the mind-numbing pain. 

Avek knew, however, they would find no refuge in giving up. The pain they felt in the prisons 

was only temporary. To give into the shadows of the Dracul meant surrendering to a much 

longer inferno of agony.  

      Avek only knew he was in one of the prisons scattered throughout Alaceia; there was no 

way of knowing how many prisons there actually were. He had lost count of the days since the 

start of his imprisonment. They had become lost to him in his memory, like so many other 

things.   

      He pulled at his mud-matted beard, thinking of his mother. The softness in her eyes as the 

tears rolled down her cheeks that day, the last time he would see her. She had not cried because 

of sadness but of a hope for him. The tendrils of her graying hair blew over her face in the wind 

as she stood watching him ride off in search of another future.  

Her hair had once been dark the same as his, but after worry for her son and the grief of 

Avek’s father, it had lost its luster, along with the rest of her. Six long years ago, he had said 

goodbye to her, only to find himself here now, rotting away. He was thankful she couldn’t see 

him like this.  

      At one time, Avek had dreamed of a family, a chance to be a better husband and father 

than the one he had. A wife he could live the end of his days with and children that would play in 

the same wheat fields as he did as a boy, climb the same tall oaks that lined the road of his 
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parents’ home. But that had been stolen from Avek years past, making it nothing more than a lie 

he had told himself. He shook himself from the memory as he sighed, struggling to his feet.  

      His crumbling, diminutive cell was large, once holding ten other prisoners with him. 

Although none spoke, each silenced by their own terror, Avek found comfort in not being alone 

during his first few weeks there. One by one, they had all disappeared. The sounds of their bones 

breaking echoed through his ears even now. He had been helpless to save any of them.  

      Shuffling across the floor, the muscles in his legs stretched in anguish. He balanced 

himself on the wall with one hand, making his way to the corner of his cell. He held his breath, 

listening for any noise from the Dracul. Satisfied he was alone, his hand shook as he placed his 

thumb on a small rock, pushing it from its resting place. 

      A solid stream of sunlight poured through it. Avek breathed in the light with his whole 

being, letting it shine upon his face. This was the one time of day he looked forward to. The one 

time of day he felt like he was still alive. An iron gate in the distance slammed shut. Avek 

shoved the stone back into the wall, drowning himself in darkness once more.  

      That was how the Dracul lived and how they kept their prisoners captive. One never 

knew when the evil was upon them until it was too late. The stench of the Dracul filled Avek’s 

nose. There was a clear metallic taste in his mouth followed by a nauseating foul smell of death. 

Hollowness swallowed the air around him. His eyes watered from it.  

      Avek’s skin tingled, and the hair on the nape of his neck stood on end each time a Dracul 

was near. His legs and arms trembled, sensing the danger, but his mind was too emotionally 

numb to give into the fear. In place of what should have been instinctive terror was simply a loss 

of will. His mind was numb of emotion. Avek thought back to his capture. He hadn’t even 

struggled when they pulled him from his bed that night.  
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   The clanking chains attached to the Dracul’s side ended his thoughts. He tried 

swallowing the thick spit in his mouth as the Dracul moved towards the door of his cell. Avek 

clenched his fists, gritting his teeth while he did. With the remaining strength he had left, he 

pushed himself from the wall and stood. His body swayed, fighting to keep himself upright. He 

was determined, even with his last breath, to show no weakness to his captors.  

      He knew all too well there were far worse things in life than the merciless danger that 

stood before him now. Death, loss, betrayal, and hopelessness had captured him long ago. They 

were his prison, attaching to his soul like a leech sucking the existence from its unsuspecting 

host. To Avek, death was freedom, an unending slumber that would finally release him from his 

parasitic nightmare.  

      Shadows danced on the wall from the light of the torch the Dracul held. Avek could see 

its piercing dark eyes boring into him under the hood of its cloak. He held his breath, waiting for 

what was to come next. With a quick wave of the Dracul’s hand, the latch of the gate clanked 

open. Avek’s eyes narrowed as his abductor glided towards him. The swishing of the Dracul’s 

heavy wool cloak ceased as it stood before Avek.  

      “My answer is still the same,” Avek said, spitting towards the bottom of the Dracul’s 

shroud, glaring. Dying by sword or age was one thing, but he would not die by giving up his 

soul. A small growl rippled from the Dracul. Extending its clawed finger toward him, a jolt 

ruptured through Avek’s body as his chest collapsed from an unknown heaviness.  

      “Kill me. I would gladly welcome it,” Avek whispered, grasping at the wall as he 

doubled over, attempting to keep himself upright. The Dracul twisted his head sideways, almost 

pulling Avek down to the dirt floor with its gaze. 
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      As Avek’s consciousness faded, the stone walls around him trembled. Rock and dust fell 

from the ceiling. Whipping his attention in the direction of the entrance, the Dracul in a fury 

released Avek from his grip. He fell back, holding himself up by one hand, gasping as he tried to 

fill his lungs again with air. The screams of the other prisoners echoed through tunnels.  

      There was no way to make out what they yelled, but whatever was happening had the 

Dracul’s interest even more. The rocks beneath and around him rumbled again in a furious 

earthquake. More portions of the prison fell onto the ground. Avek tried to avoid the crashing 

rock coming from above.  

      A flash of bright light erupted through the prison. Blinded, Avek shielded his eyes. 

Through the beam, the outline of masked men flooded through it, roaring with raised swords, 

spears, and bows as they attacked Avek’s unsuspecting captors.  

      He covered his eyes with his forearm, trying to see what was happening through the 

whirlwind of dirt. His eyes ached from the brilliant gleam that resonated throughout the prison. 

The walls stopped trembling. Avek could still feel the vibrations in his head. The prisoners who 

could stand shook the iron bars that held them, begging for freedom.  

      Avek stayed frozen in place; the Dracul within his cell crouched down, baring its jagged 

blood stained teeth. It jerked its hooded face back and forth towards Avek and the cell door 

where the other Dracul and soldiers fought. He realized with great surprise there were fewer men 

than he had first thought. With the speed and accuracy they held, it made them appear as a 

multitude of unstoppable gladiators. One rather large one even wielded two swords at once.  

      It was unlike anything Avek had ever seen before. There had been recent tales in Bardone 

before Avek had been abducted of warriors who could cut the Dracul down with ease. He never 
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believed until seeing it in front of his own eyes. Like insects, the Dracul began to flood each 

broken hallway, paying no attention to their captives’ screams.  

      Avek couldn’t imagine any of these men getting out alive, no matter how impressive they 

might be. The Dracul didn’t fight by normal means. They had no need to touch a person to inflict 

pain. Still that didn’t seem to stop the masked men from taking them down one by one.  

      The Dracul in front of Avek crouched down, dropping its torch to the ground. Rolling 

close to his feet, Avek steadied his hand to pick up the flaming wooden rod. Before he could, the 

Dracul turned back to him shrieking. Avek grabbed his head with both hands trying to muffle the 

deafening sound. He felt his knees buckle, hitting the ground hard with both. To the left of him, a 

glimmer of silver caught his eye.  

      Through a cloud of dust, one of the warriors crept through his cell, the Dracul still 

focused on Avek. With all the strength he could muster, Avek pulled his hands from his ears and 

tried to stand. Perhaps, if he could keep the Dracul’s attention, the warrior would have just 

enough time to make his move. He grimaced, trying to focus on anything other than the brutal 

nauseating sound. 

       He sucked in a breath and stood as straight and tall as he could. The Dracul’s wails 

stopped as it watched Avek for a long moment. It raised its hand towards Avek’s chest. He felt 

his throat tighten, gurgling rose from it. His eyes widened as he watched the warrior make his 

move, taking a swift stance between the Dracul and Avek. Relief came to him at once. Avek 

gasped for air, trying to regain his control. 

      Sword drawn and held high, Avek could see the warrior was smaller in stature than the 

others he had seen. Nonetheless, he was brave to attack a Dracul head on. With a slight nod of 

the warrior’s head to the Dracul, it almost seemed to Avek that he beckoned it closer. There was 
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no doubt that boldness radiated from the man. He didn’t seem to be wearing a mask like the 

others, but he was careful to remain hidden under his grey cloak.  

      Neither the Dracul nor the warrior seemed to notice Avek as they began encircling one 

another. It was odd the immediate concern that flooded Avek for the daring stranger. There was 

driving need to help him. The warrior flipped the hilt of his sword in his hand, the blade still 

pointed at the Dracul. Without warning, the screech of the Dracul boomed, announcing its attack.  

      Claws extended, it lunged forward. Without hesitation, the warrior threw himself forward 

also. To Avek’s horror, the Dracul caught the man by his throat, raising him to the sky. His feet 

dangled above the ground. Becoming still, the warrior’s sword clanked to the ground.      

He didn’t have long to be concerned before the warrior raised his knee to the Dracul’s 

head with such force it hurled both of them in the opposite direction against the wall. Avek was 

unable to move, his feet feeling like boulders caught in quicksand. Standing, the warrior wiped 

the blood from his cloaked face with his hand.  

      Running full force towards the Dracul, the warrior slid, grabbing his sword and with one 

perfect motion of grace and swiftness, and he sliced through the neck of the Dracul; his head 

rolled towards Avek’s feet. Disarrayed, Avek’s mouth dropped open. He had never seen one of 

the Dracul die. Killing one was unheard of. 

      The clang of cell doors opening caught Avek’s attention.  The battle was over, it seemed, 

with only a few masked men finishing off the last of the Dracul. Prisoners were being released 

from their cages. The ones that could still move scattered like ants, screaming as they made their 

way to any route of escape available.  

      The eerie sound of torn flesh moved Avek’s attention back to his savior. Kneeling down, 

still hidden under his cloak, the warrior sliced open the Dracul’s chest, ripping the heart from its 
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torso. Avek sucked in a breath as he watched him drive a dagger into the center of the black 

shriveled organ. He couldn’t believe they possessed a heart at all.  

      He opened his mouth to express gratitude to his savior, but before he could, another 

Dracul became visible from part of the crumbled wall of Avek’s cell. It slammed itself into the 

crouched warrior, sending him to the corner of the room atop a pile of broken stone. The Dracul 

flicked its forked tongue as it squatted down, ready for another attack on the warrior.  

      With the last of his remaining strength, Avek dove towards the Dracul. With ease, the 

Dracul leapt away from him, squeezing its fist into the air. Sudden paralysis gripped Avek. He 

hit the ground with a loud thud. The warrior rolled over, still struggling to push himself up from 

the ground. The Dracul continued to glide past Avek towards the warrior.  

      An arrow whistled through the air, piercing the side of the Dracul. A masked archer, with 

his grey-blue eyes being all Avek could see, stood with a radiant silver bow. He whisked out 

another arrow, striking the Dracul again. Shrieking, the Dracul thrashed about, trying to remove 

the arrows from its body.  

      Unconcerned, the archer dropped his bow onto the ground, running past Avek and the 

Dracul. He gripped the warrior’s arm and tried to help him up. As he did, the Dracul ripped the 

razor tip from its flesh, gnashing its teeth. Black liquid dripped from the arrow tip. The archer’s 

attention whipped back to the Dracul. He closed his eyes for one brief moment, a tremendous 

inferno lit through his tiny cell. Trapped, Avek crawled backwards towards the wall. The heat 

felt as if his skin would melt from his body at any moment.  

      Avek had seen mild sorcery, but nothing like what surround him at that moment. The 

archer, with only a blink, conjured it into existence. The Dracul was unfazed by the fire. With 

lightning speed, it ran towards the archer, wrapping its cloaked arm around his throat and 
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plunging the tip of the arrow deep into his neck. The flames dissipated, leaving as fast as it had 

come. The Dracul stumbled, grabbing the wound at its side. It fell to the ground, motionless.  

      A woman’s piercing scream radiated from the cloaked warrior as her fallen comrade hit 

the ground, crumpling. Avek’s savior was not a man but a woman. She tore her hood from her 

face and stooped down to the archer. Time stood still for Avek as he blinked furiously, trying to 

believe what he was seeing. He knew her. She could only be a ghost, but, nevertheless, he knew 

her face like his own. The woman cradled the archer’s head in her hands.  

      “Flasick. Oh my God, Flasick,” she whispered, trying to stop the blood pouring down the 

side of his neck into a pool on the ground.  

“Do it.” He strained for the words to come out of his mouth.  

She shook her head, tears in her eyes.  

“You know it must be done. Let it be your blade and not the enemy’s. I go to a better 

place.” Blood sputtered from his lips. “Tell Rebecca, that I… I love her…”  

      In a single instant, a glowing halo radiated across the woman’s forehead and around to 

the back of her head. Speaking ancient words that Avek had not heard in many years, she shoved 

her dagger into the archer’s chest. His eyes fluttered for a brief moment before closing one last 

time.  

      Her halo disappeared as the archer took his last breath and was still. A whooshing sound 

filled Avek’s ears. His body felt heavy under the few tattered clothes he had. Collapsing onto the 

dirt, he crawled closer to the woman. Her eyes met his for one breathtaking moment.  

“Callan?” It was all Avek managed to get out before everything went instantaneously 

black.    
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