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Chapter One


Rising Suspicion





A creeping darkness clouded the edges of her perception. Lysander stood before her, his hands outstretched. Anastasia tried to step back, but her legs felt like lead.  

“Wait—” she began, but her protest was cut off by the surge of energy that emanated from Lysander’s core. The dark magic he summoned latched onto her like a living force which thrummed with a will of its own.

The ground beneath her now felt neither hard nor soft. Her body felt suspended, untethered by gravity. She blinked, trying to make sense of this place that seemed to defy existence itself. Amidst this sea of noise and shadow, a silhouette began to coalesce. 

Lysander stood before her. The long clothing he now wore billowed around him, its whiteness stark against the surrounding gloom. It was like the first snowfall, pure and untouched. 

Around them stretched an expanse of nothingness, the air heavy as though it carried the weight of countless unseen souls. The silence was so profound it pressed against her ears, a void that devoured even the faintest of sounds. Not a single object marred its surface; no echoes of life or death. It was as if they were floating in the vacuum of space.

“Is this…” The words slipped from her lips.

“The Dead Grounds,” he responded. 

This place bore no resemblance to any Dead Grounds she knew of. As she remembered it, the area was an unsettling place. Before the air was thick with the silent screams of the long departed. She remembered being tormented by those she knew long dead. Yet now, tranquility reigned where chaos should have ruled.

She trailed behind him as the darkness began to quiver like the surface of a still pond disturbed by a single drop. Gradually, the emptiness morphed as if painted by an unseen hand. Greens unfurled beneath their feet, sprawling across the expanse in wild abandon, while above them, a sky draped itself in the most serene shade of blue.

The transformation was silent, seamless. A forest emerged, dense and rich with foliage. 

The light here was warm, gentle on her skin, reminiscent of a sun she could no longer bask in without risking death. “Is this real?” She looked at the false sun hanging in what she now believed to be a false sky. It was hard to believe anything in this place was without its dangers.

“No, not as you know it. This light, it’s a fabrication—crafted to illuminate but not to burn. It can’t harm you.”

She narrowed her eyes, absorbing the strangeness of it all, the way the light kissed her skin without searing flesh from bone. She knew the threat of sunlight well, the way it promised destruction for her kind. Yet here, in the Dead Grounds, she felt none of the usual dread that accompanied the day’s glare.

Ahead, a colossal mountain loomed, its surface carved with the faces of five gods long forgotten by mortals. The mountain seemed alive, as if breathing with the rhythm of ancient prayers. Each face watched over the Dead Grounds, their stony gazes a mixture of wisdom, sorrow, and an intense glare.

“Are they…” she trailed off.

Lysander’s steps slowed. “Our gods. Our protectors, watchers.” He pointed to each one, from left to right. “Xadia. Our goddess of nature and sorrow. She grieves for every leaf that falls and rejoices at every bud that blossoms. Both are intertwined. One cannot cherish the bloom without recognizing the decay that feeds it. Xadia knows this well.”

There was something hauntingly familiar in Xadia’s eyes, a reflection of the grief Anastasia had seen mirrored in her own on countless nights. The goddess’s expression held a depth of understanding that resonated with her. 

“And her?” Anastasia asked, drawn to the gentle curves and serene posture of the next deity etched into the mountain’s face.

“Naaris, our goddess of love and healing. She has ears far and wide and hears the pleas of the broken hearted. She cradles the earth in her arms, weeping for the wounds we inflict upon it.”

Anastasia studied Naaris, her heart swelling with an unspoken kinship. She knew the paradox of caring deeply while the world demanded indifference. In Naaris’s tender expression, she saw the dual mantle of growth and grief

“Such is the burden of caretakers,” Lysander acknowledged as they moved onto the next. “Eborh. The god of writing and wisdom. He cherishes the tales woven by earnest tongues, the truths that time would otherwise erode. He listens not for the grandeur of the tale, but for the honesty within. He believes wisdom is born from the raw heart of reality, unadorned and unaltered.”

The next deity looked like it demanded attention, his face bold and unwavering among the pantheon of quiet watchers. The carving radiated a sense of security, his eyes set firm and determined.

“Misbah, the guardian deity. He shields us from harm and stands as a bulwark against the chaos that seeks to engulf order. His shield casts a shadow over those who seek refuge, defending the balance that governs all life. His resolve is absolute. To stand between harm and home, Misbah endures, an unbreakable bastion against the darkness.”

Her own life had been one of conflict and survival, where protection was a luxury seldom afforded. Yet here, in the watchful gaze of Misbah, she felt a fleeting moment of reprieve.

Anastasia followed Lysander’s gesture until her eyes rested upon the last of the figures, the one furthest to the right. This  face seemed to hold a different weight, eyes like dark wells pulling her in. “And him?” she asked, though something within her already knew the answer. The carving was adorned with hair that seemed spun from molten copper, falling around his face in waves that shimmered with an inner radiance.

“Urher,” Lysander spoke his name with a reverence laced with an undercurrent of fear. “The Father of Crows, the god of dark magic. He is both the harbinger and the bearer of change, the one who has the darkest magic within him. All of our gods were feared and confined by those who could not understand, imprisoned within the Void by other gods envious of their gifts.”

“Other gods?”

“Ma’at, Mania, Osiris, Hera...” Lysander recounted the names. “They sought to purify the world by sealing away the Iara. But their essence cannot be so easily extinguished.”

“Because of dark magic?”

“Their gift to humanity was a curse in the eyes of many. Those gods believed that bestowing such power upon mortals tainted the world’s purity. They sought to keep balance, yet it was their fear that unbalanced everything. Once, before Deamhan, this world knelt at the feet of other deities. And when the Iara arrived, so did the change of tides.”

“Explain.”

“Long before our kind walked this earth, the old gods reigned, each tethered to the beliefs of mortals, each a guardian of the delicate balance. When the Iara came, they were not turned away. Though their presence caused strife among the other pantheons, there was a grudging acceptance. Dark magic, unleashed upon the world, gave birth to beings of night and nightmare. And with them, the balance shattered. Osiris, lord of the underworld, who weighed the hearts of the dead felt the tremor in the very fabric of Ma’at. And Mania, with her legions of shades, found her domain besieged by the Iaras. Hera was unforgiving and her followers created the cruelest of crimes.”

“They were angry?”

“More than angry. They believed it was a betrayal to the natural order, an affront to those who were in the hearts and minds of men. What would you do if the humans changed their tune and instead of singing songs in your praise, they sang songs in the praise of new gods? Gods are as beholden to belief. Their strength waxed and waned with the devotion of their followers.”

She thought back to the previous vision; of Lysander in Athens.

“Yes,” he said, picking up on her thoughts. “I became a target due to my hardened belief in our gods.”

“I used to think that the idea of gods weren’t real. Nothing more than a creation from the minds of humans.”

“And what do you think now?”

“I…”

“It is okay,” he continued. “Once, their altars overflowed with offerings, their temples teeming with fervent prayers. Over time, the silence grew. The echoes of worship dwindled, leaving them to fade into obscurity. Yet, as the old faiths retreated into the mists of legend, the Iara’s following burgeoned. The proliferation of dark magic supernaturals saw to that. They sought gods who understood their nature, who could revel in the night just as they did. They sought their parents and these Iaras sought their children. The other gods, already weakened by the turning tides of belief, saw the Iara’s might as a threat.”

“So, they imprisoned them out of spite?”

“Spite. Jealously…The Void was their way of binding the Iara. A prison crafted from fear and envy. It exists outside time, but the Iara’s essence remained, their power reverberating through the darkness, reaching those willing to heed their call and within it lies the Dead Grounds.”

Anastasia absorbed Lysander’s words. Even gods were susceptible to the same pettiness and desperation as mortals. “So even banished, they still found a way for those to worship them.”

“Yes. Worship is the sustenance of deities. In the absence of belief, they wither. But in the Void, detached from the temporal stream, the Iara could cultivate their following among those who thrived in darkness, but only by followers loyal to them.”

“Which was you.”

“Yes,” he answered. “And many Ancient Deamhan, including your sire.”

“And in return, what was promised to you?” she asked. 

He didn’t answer. Instead, his gaze drifted skyward, as if he could see beyond the artificial blue. “There is another. One more Iara, absent, who stands in defiance of her own lineage.”

“Another?”

“Not all bow to the will of the pantheon. She has no stake in what is happening and doesn’t deserve to be worshipped among our gods. Enough about her,” he beckoned, his clothing trailing behind him like a ghostly vapor. “Come, there is more you must see.”

Anastasia pondered the implication of his words, understanding that even amongst gods, there existed dissent. The notion filled her with a strange comfort; even deities were not immune to the complexities of choice and consequence. 

Below the grand visage of Urher, the mountain’s base teemed with figures arrayed like dark petals around a stark, white lotus. They bent and rose in unison, a somber dance choreographed by invisible strings. Their movements were silent, yet they resonated within her as a haunting echo that pulsed through the Dead Grounds. She watched as each bow brought their foreheads close to the ground, an act of devotion to the god of dark magic whose coppery hair shimmered in the stillness of the carved rock

She felt a pull, an inexplicable urge that tugged her toward the throng. “What is going on?”

Lysander, his presence a quiet comfort beside her, observed the scene with an inscrutable expression. “When those who have dark magic within them die, they are brought here; to the Dead Grounds, to be with the source of dark magic; to be with the Iara.”

The explanation offered little warmth to Anastasia.

“Curious, isn’t it?” he mused, almost to himself. 

Amidst the throng of worshipers, a movement caught her eye—a pair of figures stepping out from the crowd with synchronous grace. Recognition flickered within her; she knew these faces, as familiar as her own reflection once was. Branda and Brandy, the twins she had sired over a century ago.

They used to be her favorite among the many humans she sired, especially Branda. She remembered that time as if it happened yesterday. She met the twins in the year of 1877 and later, she betrayed them by leading their enemies straight to their doorstep during the Great Sanctuary Fire of 1898. They survived, like she thought they would and later, in Minneapolis, she finally ended them both to protect Veronica.

They were mirror images of brightness in this desolate expanse, their African American heritage evident in the rich tone of their skin that stood out against the spectral light of the Dead Grounds. Flowing brown hair framed their identical faces, each strand catching the artificial sunlight.

Their smiles, broad and genuine, seemed out of place amidst the solemnity that surrounded them. They approached her, arms opened wide, inviting her into an embrace.

“Anastasia,” they said in unison, their voices harmonizing like a melody long forgotten. “We’ve awaited this moment.” The twins released their warm embrace and stepped back.

“The past is the past,” Brandy said. “We understand the burden you bore, the choices you made.”

Branda nodded, her hair catching the light as she moved. “We have been shown the truth about you,” she added softly. “Our hatred for you was misplaced. You are vital, our sire, more than we ever knew. I wonder what our world would’ve been like if we had more time together.”

“Things would’ve been different, I assure you,” Anastasia stuttered in her response. “I wouldn’t have turned into the monster that most know me to be.”

“You were never a monster to me. You are not a monster to me,” Brandy replied.

“Once you get your memories back,” Branda added, “you will see. You will understand.”

Their words, meant to comfort, only served to deepen Anastasia’s perplexity. She looked from one sister to the other, searching their faces for a sign of deceit. But all she found was sincerity—a reflection of a newfound peace that she herself could not feel.

Her mind swirled with disquiet. The Dead Grounds, a place she had known as desolate and forsaken, now betrayed her memories with its unsettling tranquility. “Something isn’t right,” she whispered to herself.

“There is more that you will soon understand,” Lysander spoke.

Panic flared within her, a wild desire to flee from this place that defied her every expectation. Her instincts screamed at her to escape, to find her way back to the world she knew, where the rules were clear, and the darkness was a comfort rather than this deceptive peace.

“No,” she protested, stepping back. “I don’t want to see anymore. This... this is wrong.” 

She closed her eyes, her mind teetering on the brink of a chasm that promised oblivion, and moments later, when she opened them, she found herself no longer in the serene expanse beside Lysander. Instead, she stood in an elongated hall that stretched endlessly before her, its walls black as midnight and reaching up to embrace a ceiling lost to shadows. The ceiling was a celestial canvas speckled with countless stars. 

At the far end of the hall, a throne loomed—a macabre monument to sovereignty. It was crafted not of stone or metal, but of living crows, their bodies woven together in an intricate tapestry of feathers and flesh. Their collective movements, subtle yet synchronized, lent the throne an unsettling semblance of respiration, as if it breathed with the life of the birds that composed it.

Before this avian throne stood a woman, solitary against the backdrop of cosmic splendor. She quivered and Anastasia saw it in the set of her shoulders and hands fidgeted at her sides. 

Fear radiated from her.

The image struck Anastasia with an eerie familiarity, though she couldn’t place why. She moved forward and with each step, the woman before the throne grew clearer, more defined. Her clothing, once perhaps the simple garb of a peasant, was now little more than tattered remnants clinging to her slender frame.

The woman turned slowly and a shock of recognition jolted through Anastasia. She knew those haunted eyes, the curve of that trembling chin, the long ratted brown hair tangled like roots of a tree. It was as though she gazed upon a ghost from her past.

At the foot of the throne, the shadows stirred and coalesced into a form both indistinct and potent. Although no eyes could be seen, no features distinguished in the gloom, Anastasia sensed it was an Iara god… the Father of Crows.

The woman stared into the void before her, eyes wide with a terror. “Am I...?” She faltered, words failing her.

The Iara’s voice was a deep resonance. “Yes,” it rumbled, a sound like distant thunder, “you are no longer alive, but I will change that.”

“How?” The woman’s voice cracked. “She told me I would be stronger. I would be…”

Suddenly, Anastasia knew everything there was to know about the female figure. She knew her name.

She knew it was her.

Before she could process the gravity of the situation, a force beyond her comprehension seized her being. At first, she resisted, instinct telling her to stay, to learn more, to confront this memory that was once hidden deep within her own mind. But the magic was relentless, and the darkness blanketed her vision, swallowing the throne room, the living throne of crows, and the vestiges of her former self. It was an all-consuming darkness that embraced her entirely, severing her connection.

All went black.

Awareness crept back into her mind. 

She felt the cool hardness of the floor beneath her. Her eyes fluttered open to reveal the blurred image of Lysander kneeling over her, his stark white hair a ghostly halo in the dim light.

“Anastasia.”

She tried to speak, but her words were a jumbled mess, her tongue too heavy to form coherent sentences. 

“Steady now.” His piercing blue eyes searched hers. “The past is a shackle only if you allow it to be. What is done is done.”

“I died.” She struggled to her feet. 

“Yes,” he replied. “Your sire sacrificed you.”

“Why?” she asked in a raised voice. “You’d think I’d remember something like that?!”

“It is just one of many memories that were forced from you.”

“By who? My sire?”

“No. A force much stronger. And our Father brought you back.”

“How? Why?”

“Because he could. And when you returned, you weren’t whole. Memories were missing and since then, many Deamhan have walked a fine line with you.”

Anger rose within her. “Lucia…that woman…”

“She has done that and much more to you.”

“She handed me over to those Dorvo vampires where I rotted in a coffin for a hundred years…” She lifted her head. “But Lucius, her brother, eventually rescued me. If he was there when they sacrificed me, why would he have done that?”

“Even he knew of the gods; our gods of dark magic. Like his sister, he prayed to them daily. They visited their crumbling altars. They knew that one must serve,” he replied. “He didn’t want to face their wrath because he knew eventually, it would come, and he would have no choice to bend to their will. My dear, I have witnessed the shadows that cling to you. I’ve seen this and many more, including your endless quest for vengeance against your sire.”

“Stop,” she demanded, her voice a hoarse whisper, but Lysander pressed on, relentless.

“You must release these chains that bind you to torment. You are more than just a Ramanga Deamhan—fearless by nature.”

“Stop.”

“Embrace this. You must awaken.”

“Enough!” 

Lysander placed his hands on her shoulders. “Awake,” he urged gently.

“Too much...” she whispered. “My past... it’s too much to let go.”

“Ask, and it shall be removed.”

She hesitated. “No one can remove it.”

“Our Father can. All you have to do is ask.”

“Is that what he did for you?” she asked. “Did he restore your memories?”

“Mine were never taken,” he replied. “I’ve always known who and what I am.” His eyes gleamed in the dim light. “I’ve known since the beginning and the same would have been done for you, but you were made Ramanga before it could happen.”

She wanted to believe him, but the weight of centuries bore down on her, heavy with memories of blood and betrayal. Yet, there was something in the way he looked at her, an intensity that suggested he saw beyond the monster she feared lurked within.

“Help me,” she finally uttered. 

His gaze ensnared her as he nodded in response. “For you… anything.”

With her resistance faltering, the darkness; his darkness, was now like sweet seductions in her ear.

As their eyes locked, a jolt of electricity coursed through her, igniting something that had long been dormant. He represented everything she had fought against, but now she found herself inexplicably drawn to his presence.

He inched forward until he was but a breath away, his presence an oppressive force that seemed to draw the very light from the room.










