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PROLOGUE
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*"There is a particular cruelty in hope deferred. Not hope denied—that is clean, surgical, a wound that can heal. But hope stretched thin across months, across miles, across the dying light of each new dawn... that is torture. Because every morning you wake believing today might be different. And every night you sleep knowing it was not."*

— Sister Morgana, "On Prolonged Grief"

*"The ancient ones do not kill quickly. They are artists of suffering, sculptors of despair. They will let you think you're winning, let you taste victory on your tongue, let you believe salvation is within reach. And then—only then—will they show you the truth: you were always falling. You just hadn't hit the ground yet."*

— Archon Mordain, "Chronicles of the Bloodbound"

*"Love is not a single decision. It is ten thousand small choices made in darkness, made in pain, made when every rational part of you screams to stop. Love is choosing to stay when leaving would be mercy. Love is the slowest suicide, and we call it devotion."*

— The Last Words of Cael Thornwood (Azrathiel's human name)
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CHAPTER 1: The Morning After
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Dawn came cold and grey to the mountain camp.

Lucien stood at the edge of the cliff, watching the sun struggle through heavy clouds. He hadn't slept. Couldn't sleep. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the First Shadow's face—ancient, knowing, amused by suffering.

And he heard those words again.

*"The girl you love is already gone. What remains is just a ghost, slowly fading into something else."*

**Azrathiel:** "You're thinking too loudly. It's keeping me awake."

**Lucien (internally):** *Demons don't sleep.*

**Azrathiel:** "It's a figure of speech. Your anxiety is... uncomfortable. Like having an itch I can't scratch."

**Lucien (internally):** *Sorry my existential dread is inconvenient for you.*

**Azrathiel:** "Sarcasm doesn't suit despair. If you're going to spiral, at least do it with dignity."

Behind him, the camp was stirring. The survivors of the vampire attack—barely thirty people—moved through morning routines with the mechanical efficiency of those who'd seen too much death. No one smiled. No one laughed. They just existed, one moment to the next.

Lady Cassandra approached, her arm still in a sling from the battle. She'd taken a vampire's claws across her shoulder—deep enough to scar, not deep enough to kill. She was lucky. Most hadn't been.

**Lady Cassandra:** "You look like death warmed over."

**Lucien:** "Feel like it too."

**Lady Cassandra:** "When's the last time you ate?"

**Lucien:** "Don't remember. Don't care."

**Lady Cassandra:** "Evelyn would care. She'd drag you to the mess tent and force-feed you if she saw you like this."

At the mention of her name, Lucien's jaw tightened. He hadn't seen Evelyn since yesterday evening. She'd excused herself early, claiming exhaustion. But he'd heard her through the thin tent walls—retching, gasping, trying to muffle the sounds of her body rejecting normal food.

**Lucien:** "How is she? Really?"

**Lady Cassandra:** "Sister Morgana is with her now. Running tests. Again."

**Lucien:** "And?"

**Lady Cassandra:** "You should hear it from Morgana. Not secondhand from a warrior who doesn't understand magical diagnostics."

**Lucien:** "Cassandra—"

**Lady Cassandra:** "Go. She's waiting for you. Both of them."

She walked away, leaving him alone with the rising sun and a dread that sat in his stomach like lead.

—-
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SISTER MORGANA'S TENT had been converted into a makeshift medical facility. Shelves lined with bottles and pouches, a examination table covered in runes, and the perpetual smell of herbs and alchemical compounds.

Evelyn sat on the table, looking pale but composed. Too composed. The kind of calm that comes when you've run out of energy for panic.

Sister Morgana stood nearby, writing notes in a leather journal. When Lucien entered, she looked up with an expression that told him everything before she said a word.

**Sister Morgana:** "Sit down."

**Lucien:** "I'd rather stand."

**Sister Morgana:** "Then stand. But brace yourself."

Evelyn reached for his hand. Her fingers were cold—colder than they should be. He tried not to react, but she felt the hesitation. Saw it in his eyes. She pulled her hand back.

**Sister Morgana:** "The ritual worked. Temporarily. The active mark transferred to you, and when you... when you died, it died with you. But—"

**Lucien:** "But?"

**Sister Morgana:** "There were seeds. Microscopic fragments of the mark too deeply rooted to extract. They remained dormant in Evelyn's system. I detected them a week ago but hoped they'd stay inert. They haven't."

She opened her journal, showing him diagrams covered in symbols he didn't understand.

**Sister Morgana:** "The fragments are growing. Slowly, but exponentially. Every day they spread a little more. Incorporate themselves deeper into her blood, her bones, her very essence."

**Lucien:** "How long?"

**Sister Morgana:** "Until full transformation? Hard to say. Three months. Maybe four. The progression varies by individual."

**Lucien:** "Three months."

The number felt both impossibly long and impossibly short. Ninety days. Two thousand, one hundred and sixty hours. He'd burned through weeks just recovering from his own resurrection. How many days had they already lost?

**Evelyn (quietly):** "I've been having symptoms."

**Lucien:** "What kind of symptoms?"

**Evelyn:** "Temperature fluctuations. I'm always cold now, no matter how many blankets I use. And light—daylight specifically—gives me headaches. I have to squint even when it's cloudy."

**Sister Morgana:** "Those are early signs. Manageable. The later symptoms will be... more difficult."

**Lucien:** "Like what?"

**Sister Morgana:** "Aversion to food. Craving for blood. Diminished empathy. Heightened aggression. And eventually, the personality changes. Who she is—her memories, her values, her love—all of it will be consumed by the hunger. What emerges won't be Evelyn. It will be something that wears her face."

**Evelyn:** "How poetic. I'm dying, but at least I'll look like myself while I do it."

Her bitter humor didn't reach her eyes. Lucien squeezed her hand—his was warm, hers was ice.

**Lucien:** "There has to be a way to stop it. Slow it. Something."

**Sister Morgana:** "I'm researching. The archives we saved from the Citadel contain references to similar cases. Very few. Most ended in transformation or death. But there are... possibilities."

**Lucien:** "Tell me."

**Sister Morgana:** "Not yet. Most are too dangerous, too uncertain. I need to verify the information before presenting options. Give me a week."

**Lucien:** "We might not have a week."

**Sister Morgana:** "Then we might not have options. Research takes time, Lucien. I can't manufacture miracles because you're desperate."

The sharpness in her voice made him step back. Sister Morgana had always been kind, patient. To hear frustration from her meant she was feeling the pressure too.

**Sister Morgana:** "I'm sorry. That was unfair. I know you're terrified. But panic won't help. We need to be methodical. Careful. One mistake could accelerate the transformation or kill her outright."
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