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Chapter 1 

The flickering oil lamp cast a warm glow over the monastery’s stone walls, but Brother Elias couldn’t shake the chill creeping up his spine. He knelt before the altar, his prayer beads trembling in his calloused hands, as a voice whispered in the shadows—soft, insidious, like the rustle of dead leaves. “You deserve more,” it hissed. “The heavens ignore you. Take what’s yours.”

Elias’s breath hitched. He’d taken vows of abstinence, sworn off liquor, meat, and worldly desires, but the voice had been relentless for weeks. It knew his weaknesses, the resentment he buried deep—the way the other monks looked down on him, the way his stomach growled during long fasts. Tonight, the voice was louder, more commanding. His gaze drifted to the offering box, brimming with coins from the villagers’ donations. His fingers twitched. “Just a little,” the voice cooed. “No one will know.”

He lunged for the box, his vows crumbling like ash, and stuffed a handful of coins into his robe. The voice laughed, a sound that echoed through the empty hall, and Elias froze as a shadow detached itself from the wall—a formless mass of darkness, its edges writhing like smoke. “Good,” it purred, its voice now a deep growl. “Every sin makes me stronger.”

Far away, in the demon world, Zohrak felt the surge of power ripple through him. He stood at the edge of a black abyss, the heart of a lifeless planet where dark energy pulsed like a heartbeat. His form was a void, a silhouette of nothingness—no face, no features, just an endless expanse of darkness that seemed to swallow the light around him. He had cast a spell on Earth decades ago, a slow poison that fed on human evil, and now it was bearing fruit. Every corrupt act, every betrayal, every whisper of malice flowed into him, fueling his ambition. The demon world was his, its minions and ghosts bowing to his will, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted the universe—Earth, the demigods’ realm, the heavens themselves. And he was patient.

On Earth, in the small town of Vayom, four-year-old Arya slept soundly, his small hand curled around a wooden toy horse his father had carved. The house smelled of his mother’s evening stew, still simmering on the stove, a comforting warmth that wrapped around him like a blanket. His parents, Aran and Archi, sat by the hearth, their voices low as they spoke of the prophecy—a whispered warning from the temple priest about their son’s destiny. “He’s meant for something greater,” Aran said, his muscular arms crossed, his brow furrowed. “But it comes with a cost.”

Archi’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I just want him to be safe,” she whispered, glancing at Arya’s sleeping form. “The world is changing, Aran. The monks at the temple... they’re not themselves anymore. I saw Brother Elias today, sneaking away with coins from the offering box. It’s not like him.”

Aran’s jaw tightened. “It’s the darkness,” he said. “The demigods warned us years ago—evil is spreading, seeping into human hearts. We can’t let it touch Arya.”

Their conversation was cut short by a sharp crack that shattered the quiet. Arya jolted awake, his heart slamming against his ribs as glass sprayed across the wooden floor. Moonlight poured through the broken window, illuminating his parents’ faces—Archi, clutching the edge of the bed, her eyes wide with terror, and Aran, already on his feet, his broad shoulders tense.

“Stay down, Arya,” Aran whispered, his voice a low growl, but Arya could hear the tremor beneath it. He grabbed the iron poker from the fireplace, its tip glowing faintly from the dying embers, and crept toward the window. Archi pulled Arya close, her fingers digging into his arm, her breath hot and ragged against his ear. “It’s them,” she murmured, her voice breaking. “They’ve come for us.”

Before Arya could ask who, a second projectile smashed through the wall—a flaming torch that landed with a thud on the woven rug. Flames erupted, licking up the curtains with a hungry roar. Smoke stung Arya’s eyes, and he coughed, clinging to his mother as she dragged him toward the back door. Through the window, he glimpsed a sea of flickering torches—a mob, their faces twisted with rage, their chants a guttural snarl that sent shivers down his spine. They weren’t just villagers. Their eyes glowed an unnatural red, and their movements were jerky, as if something else was pulling their strings.

Across the street, Annika’s house was already surrounded. Her father’s screams pierced the night as the mob dragged him into the compound, his arms flailing. A man in the crowd raised a stick, and a sickly green beam shot out, engulfing Annika’s father in emerald flames. His screams turned to a horrible gurgle, then silence, as his body crumpled into ash. Annika’s mother wailed from the doorway, clutching her daughter, but the mob was already turning toward Arya’s house.

“Archi, take Arya and run!” Aran bellowed, his voice raw with desperation. He shoved the poker into the doorframe, barricading it as best he could, but the mob was closing in, their torches casting monstrous shadows on the walls. Archi sobbed, her hands trembling as she gripped Arya’s shoulders. “I can’t leave you, Aran,” she pleaded, tears streaming down her face.

“You have to!” he roared, but his eyes were soft, pleading, as he cupped her face for a fleeting moment. “Protect our son. Go to the forest—now!”

She hesitated, her gaze locked with his, a silent goodbye passing between them. Then she scooped Arya up, his small body pressed against her chest, and bolted for the back door. The heat of the fire chased them, singeing the hem of her dress as they stumbled into the cool night air. She didn’t stop, her bare feet pounding against the dirt, but she couldn’t help glancing back—just once.

Aran stood in the doorway, a lone silhouette against the inferno consuming their home. The mob reached him, their hands moving in unnatural unison, as if guided by an invisible force. One of them flicked a wrist, and Aran’s body lifted off the ground, his limbs flailing as he was hurled against the wall with a sickening crunch. Arya screamed, the sound muffled against his mother’s shoulder, as they slammed Aran into the opposite wall, his blood smearing the wood. The leader of the mob raised a stick, and a beam of green light erupted, wrapping Aran in a shroud of emerald fire. His agonized cry echoed through the night, then faded as his body disintegrated into ash, carried away by the wind.

Archi stifled a sob, her grip on Arya tightening as she turned and ran toward the forest, the mob’s shouts growing louder behind them. Arya twisted in her arms, his eyes fixed on the spot where his father had stood, now just a pile of ash glowing faintly in the moonlight. The world he’d known was gone, consumed by flames and an evil he couldn’t yet name.
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ARYA’S SMALL HAND TREMBLED as he clutched his mother’s skirt, the forest floor cold and damp beneath his bare feet. Archi’s breaths came in sharp gasps, her eyes darting
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