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PROLOGUE
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"There is a mathematics to sacrifice. Every life saved costs another. Every victory demands payment in blood. The heroes who survive are not the strongest or the smartest—they are simply the ones willing to pay prices others cannot imagine. And when the final battle ends, when silence falls across the field, they stand among the ashes and ask: Was the cost worth the victory? The answer is always the same. Yes. And no. And yes again." — The Chronicles of the Obsidian Church, Book XII (Final Entry)

"Love is not rational. It does not calculate odds or weigh consequences. Love sees someone standing at the edge of oblivion and says: 'Not alone. Whatever comes, not alone.' This is both love's greatest strength and its most terrible weakness. Because sometimes, the only way to save someone is to let them fall. And love makes that impossible." — Sister Morgana, "Final Thoughts on the Nature of Devotion"

"I have existed for three thousand years. I have seen empires rise and crumble into dust. I have watched humans love and hate with equal passion. And in all that time, I learned one truth: Demons are not made. They are chosen. Every person who descends into darkness does so by degrees, one small compromise at a time. Until one day they look in the mirror and see a stranger. Redemption is not about climbing back up. It is about accepting what you have become and choosing to be better anyway. That is the hardest battle. That is the one most lose." — Azrathiel's Final Message (discovered posthumously)

"The war is not won when the enemy falls. It is won in the quiet moments after. When you sit across from the person you died for and realize you are both strangers now. When you understand that survival is not the same as victory. When you choose to love them anyway, despite the distance, despite the pain, despite knowing you will never be what you were. That is when the war truly ends. In acceptance. In forgiveness. In the small, impossible decision to try again." — Evelyn Carys, Journal Entry (Ten Years After)
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CHAPTER 1: The Precipice
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The council chamber of the Heart of Crimson reeked of ancient blood and older magic. The walls absorbed light, making torches seem dimmer than they should be. The floor was obsidian, polished to a mirror finish, reflecting distorted versions of everyone standing on it.

Lucien knelt on that floor, bleeding from a dozen wounds. His breathing was labored. Voidblade lay three feet away, too far to reach. Around him, the bodies of thirty-eight Obsidian Church operatives lay cooling. Friends. Comrades. People who'd trusted him to lead them to victory.

He'd led them to slaughter instead.

Lady Cassandra stood to his left, sword broken, arm hanging useless. Archon Mordain was on his right, maintaining a shield spell with the last dregs of his strength. Seraphine knelt behind them, too wounded to stand, but conscious enough to witness the end.

And before them stood the five Vampire Lords of the High Council.

Lord Severus in the center, tall and pale, with eyes like chips of ice. He was the eldest, the leader, the one who'd orchestrated this war.

Lady Mordrath to his left, beautiful and cruel, her hands dripping with the blood of the operatives she'd personally killed.

Lord Kaine to his right, massive and brutal, his armor dented from the battle but himself barely scratched.

Lord Theron and Lady Seris flanked them, ancient vampires both, their expressions bored. They'd seen this play out countless times over centuries. Humans attacking. Humans dying. The script never changed.

Lord Severus: "Thirty-eight dead. Four remain. And you thought this would work? You thought fifty humans could assault our stronghold and survive?"

Lucien (spitting blood): "We didn't come to survive. We came to end you."

Lord Severus: "And how's that working out?"

He gestured. The bodies. The blood. The absolute failure.

Lucien: "We're still breathing. That's something."

Lord Severus: "For now. But that can be remedied. The question is: do we make it quick? Or do we take our time? I'm inclined toward the latter. You've been quite the nuisance over the years. I think you've earned a slow death."

Archon Mordain: "You won't kill us."

Lord Severus: "Won't I? What stops me?"

Archon Mordain: "Practicality. Kill the Hybrid Hunter and he becomes a martyr. His legend grows. Other hunters will come. But capture him—display him—show the world that even legends can fall—that ends the resistance far more effectively."

Lord Severus: "Interesting argument. But I've never been one for pragmatism over satisfaction. Lady Mordrath? Your opinion?"

Lady Mordrath: "I say we kill three. Keep the Hunter alive. Torture him slowly. Let him watch his friends die. Then, when he's broken completely, we turn him. Make him one of us. The greatest hunter becomes our greatest weapon. Poetic."

Lucien: "I'd rather die."

Lady Mordrath: "Everyone says that. Until the torture actually starts. Then they beg. They plead. They promise anything for it to stop. You'll be no different."

Lucien: "You're welcome to try."

Lord Kaine: "I say we just kill them. Talking is boring."

He raised his hand, power gathering. Death magic coalescing into a sphere of pure annihilation. One release and they'd all be ash.

A voice from the doorway: "STOP!"

Everyone turned.

A figure stood in the entrance. Covered in blood that wasn't hers. Blade drawn. Eyes wild with desperation.

Evelyn.

She shouldn't be there. She was supposed to be hundreds of miles away, completing her final assignment for the First Shadow. But she'd come. Somehow sensed the danger. Broken away from her contract to be here.

Lucien (hoarse): "No. Evelyn, no. Run. Please."

Evelyn: "I'm not running. Not anymore. Not ever again."

She walked into the chamber with steady steps despite the shaking of her hands. Every lord's eyes tracked her movement. Predators watching prey enter their den willingly.

Lord Severus: "Evelyn Carys. The First Shadow's pet assassin. We've heard of you. Eight years of service. Fifty-three kills. Impressive résumé."

Evelyn: "Fifty-four if you count myself. I killed who I was. That should count for something."

Lord Severus: "It counts for nothing. You're just another human who thought she could dance with darkness and remain clean. You failed. As they all do."

Evelyn: "Maybe. But I'm here to offer you a trade."

Lord Severus: "What kind of trade?"

Evelyn: "Me for them. Kill me. Let them go. You get the satisfaction of ending the First Shadow's operative. They get to live. Everyone wins."

Lucien: "NO! Evelyn, don't—"

Evelyn (not looking at him): "I'm sorry, Lucien. But this is the only way. You've died for me twice. Let me return the favor."

Lady Cassandra: "This is insane. You're throwing your life away for nothing—"

Evelyn: "For nothing? NOTHING?" Her voice cracked. "I've spent eight years killing for monsters! Eight years becoming exactly what I feared! Let me die for humans instead! Let me do one thing that actually matters!"

The raw pain in her voice silenced everyone. Even the vampire lords seemed momentarily affected.

Lord Severus: "Why should we accept? We can kill you all. Take everything. Why settle for one death when five are available?"

Evelyn: "Because I'm valuable. The First Shadow trained me personally. I know his methods. His safe houses. His operatives. Kill me quick and that knowledge dies with me. But accept my offer? I'll tell you everything. Betray him completely. Give you the tools to destroy his operations across three kingdoms."

Lord Severus: "Tempting. But the Hybrid Hunter is more valuable. He's killed hundreds of our kind. Destroyed dozens of nests. His death would be worth far more than information."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
'.‘;;

BY TVASILEV

EPFSODE.7 FINAL





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





