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EPISODE 6 THE HOLLOW Years
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PROLOGUE
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*"Time does not heal. It merely teaches you to function with the wound. You wake each morning and the pain is there—familiar as breathing, constant as heartbeat. You learn to carry it. You learn to smile despite it. You learn that healing is a lie we tell ourselves to make the endless days bearable."*

— Sister Morgana, "On the Nature of Grief"

*"There is a mathematics to suffering. Each day of separation multiplies the previous day's pain. Not addition—multiplication. By year two, you've forgotten what her laugh sounded like. By year four, you question if her face in your memory is real or imagined. By year seven, you've become someone who wouldn't recognize her even if she stood before you."*

— Lucien Vale, Journal Entry, Day 1,847

*"The cruelest masters are not those who torture. It is those who give you exactly what you asked for, then force you to witness what you've become to receive it. I asked for emotion. He gave it to me. Along with every reason to regret feeling again."*

— Evelyn Carys, Confession to the First Shadow

*"Warriors do not fear death. They fear dying before they can make amends. That is the true torture—knowing you wronged someone and time runs out before you can say the words that might grant peace."*

— Kael Draven, Final Letter (unsealed posthumously)

—-
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CHAPTER 1: Year One - Learning to Live Alone
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Day 1

Lucien woke to silence.

Not the peaceful silence of morning. The oppressive silence of absence. For months, Evelyn had been there—distant, changed, but present. Now even that was gone.

The tent felt enormous. Empty. A space designed for two occupied by one.

He lay there, staring at canvas ceiling, and tried to remember why he was supposed to get up. Why any of this mattered.

**Azrathiel:** "Because you promised to wait. And promises require living."

**Lucien (internally):** *Living. Right. That thing I used to know how to do.*

**Azrathiel:** "Self-pity doesn't suit you."

**Lucien (internally):** *Neither does this. Any of this. I saved her and she left anyway.*

**Azrathiel:** "She didn't leave. She made a choice. There's a difference."

**Lucien (internally):** *Is there? Because the result is the same. I'm alone.*

**Azrathiel:** "You have me."

**Lucien (internally):** *A demon in my soul. Great consolation.*

**Azrathiel:** "I'm wounded. Truly."

But there was understanding in his tone. Even Azrathiel—who'd existed for three thousand years—couldn't find words that helped.

A knock on the tent post. Lady Cassandra's voice.

**Lady Cassandra:** "Vale. Council meeting in ten minutes. Your presence is requested."

Requested. Not required. Because they knew he might refuse. Might tell them all to go to hell and spend the day staring at nothing.

He forced himself up. Dressed. Made himself presentable enough not to scare children. Walked to the council tent with steps that felt like wading through mud.

—-
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THE SIX PILLARS WAITED. Seraphine, Mordain, Cassandra, Aldous, Thaddeus, and Brother Garrett. Sister Morgana sat nearby—not officially a Pillar, but her expertise made her essential.

**Seraphine:** "Thank you for coming."

**Lucien:** "Did I have a choice?"

**Seraphine:** "Always. But we need to discuss the future. With Evelyn gone, the dynamics have changed."

**Lucien:** "She'll be back. In seven years."

**Archon Mordain:** "Seven years is longer than most wars. Longer than some civilizations. You can't simply wait. You'll go mad."

**Lucien:** "Then I go mad. Better than forgetting."

**Lady Cassandra:** "No one's asking you to forget. We're asking you to live. To continue fighting. The Bloodbound haven't stopped just because your personal drama played out."

The bluntness was classic Cassandra. No cushioning. No gentle phrasing. Just truth, sharp as a blade.

**Lucien:** "What do you want from me?"

**Seraphine:** "What you've been doing. Hunt vampires. Eliminate threats. Protect civilians. But more formally. As an official operative of the Obsidian Church."

**Lucien:** "You want me to work for you."

**Master Aldous:** "We want you to work *with* us. Partnership, not employment. You retain autonomy. We provide resources, intelligence, support. In exchange, you handle threats our scholars can't."

**Lucien:** "And if I refuse?"

**Archon Thaddeus:** "You're free to leave. We won't stop you. But where will you go? The Silver Order still hunts you. The Bloodbound want you dead. The demon courts watch with interest. We're offering sanctuary and purpose. That's more than most have."

He was right. Damn him, he was right.

**Lucien:** "Fine. I'll work with you. But understand—in seven years, when Evelyn returns, I'm done. I walk away. No arguments."

**Seraphine:** "Agreed. Seven years of service. Then you're released. We'll formalize it in writing if you wish."

**Lucien:** "I wish."

They drew up a contract. Simple. Clear. Seven years of hunting, then freedom. Lucien signed with steady hands despite the tremor inside.

**Archon Mordain:** "Your first assignment is in three days. Vampire nest in Ravenhollow. Small town, two hundred souls. They've lost fifteen people in the last month."
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