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Chapter 1: The Invitation



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Dr. Isla Crowe pushed her chair back from the workbench, letting out a slow breath. Her computer screen still displayed the final data report she had prepared for the Centers for Disease Control, a detailed analysis of the genetic markers tied to an outbreak of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. The project had consumed weeks of her life, but now it was done, signed, and submitted. The lab was quiet—rare for the sprawling government-funded research center. Most of the team had already left for the weekend, leaving Isla with a rare pocket of downtime.

She sipped her lukewarm coffee, scrolling absentmindedly through a few bookmarked sites on her laptop. Science blogs. Genetics journals. A couple of niche forums for speculative biology. It was a habit she couldn’t quite break—diving into the unknown, looking for patterns, stories, or mysteries she might solve.

Her phone buzzed, dragging her attention away. It was a text from David, her assistant.

David: Hope you’re done for the week. I’m headed out. Don’t forget to breathe, boss.

She smiled and texted back, “Thanks, David. I’ll try.”

Leaning back, she stretched her arms over her head, glancing out the lab’s narrow window. The late afternoon sun cast golden streaks across the quiet parking lot below.

Returning to her laptop, she let herself dive deeper into her usual internet rabbit hole. A headline caught her eye: Vampire Sightings Persist in Eastern Europe—Myth or Reality? Isla chuckled softly. She had always been fascinated by the idea of vampires—not the glittery, pop-culture variety, but the ancient, terrifying predators of legend. What would it take, scientifically, to create a creature that could live forever? Could a genetic anomaly explain it?

She clicked the link, fully expecting a fluff piece, but the article surprised her. It wasn’t written like a tabloid; it read more like a historical analysis mixed with speculative science. It referenced ancient texts, odd genetic findings, and modern eyewitness accounts. At the bottom, a hyperlink caught her attention: Learn More at the Vampire Council’s Official Website.

Her eyebrows rose. “That’s bold,” she murmured, half-expecting it to lead to a scam or a joke page.

She clicked it.

The site loaded quickly, its design elegant and understated. A dark background, tasteful serif fonts, and a logo depicting an ornate crescent moon cradling a blood-red drop. Beneath the logo, a single line of text read: For Those Who Seek Truth.

The site was minimalist but striking. A navigation bar offered options: History, Mythology, Science, Contact Us. She hovered over Science but clicked on Contact Us instead. A plain email form appeared, with a note at the top: For serious inquiries only.

Isla hesitated for a moment, her cursor blinking in the empty message field. “What the hell,” she muttered, typing quickly but with precision.



Subject: Inquiry into Biological Basis of Vampirism

To Whom It May Concern,

My name is Dr. Isla Crowe, and I am a geneticist specializing in microbiology and evolutionary biology. My work has focused on human DNA adaptation, disease resistance, and cellular regeneration. While I understand that vampires have long been considered creatures of myth, I believe there may be unexplored scientific phenomena tied to these legends.

I am interested in investigating the biological mechanisms that might explain vampirism. Specifically:


	What genetic or enzymatic processes sustain immortality?

	How does vampirism affect the body’s relationship with blood as a nutrient?

	Could the transformation process be understood on a cellular or molecular level?



I am fully prepared to approach this subject with scientific rigor and discretion. Please let me know if collaboration or further discussion is possible.

Sincerely,

Dr. Isla Crowe



She read the email twice before hitting send. As the message disappeared into the digital ether, she leaned back in her chair. “I probably just wrote to a bunch of role-players,” she muttered, laughing softly to herself.

An hour later, her phone rang.

She frowned, glancing at the unknown number on the screen. “Hello?”

“Dr. Crowe,” said a smooth, authoritative voice on the other end. “This is Marcus Varela, speaking on behalf of the Vampire Council.”

Isla froze.

“We received your inquiry,” Marcus continued, his tone polite but measured. “Your questions are... intriguing. The Council would like to invite you to discuss them further.”

“I... um, thank you,” Isla stammered. “Is this—this is real?”

A soft chuckle. “Very real, Dr. Crowe. You will receive an email shortly with details. We look forward to meeting you.”

The call ended before Isla could respond. She stared at her phone, heart pounding. A new email pinged in her inbox.



Subject: Invitation to the Citadel

Dr. Crowe,

The Vampire Council has reviewed your inquiry and believes your expertise could contribute meaningfully to ongoing discussions about vampiric biology. Please meet at the following location in New York City at 8:00 PM sharp on the date specified.

Further details will be provided upon your arrival.

Sincerely,

Marcus Varela

Vampire Council Liaison



Her hands trembled slightly as she closed her laptop. A dozen thoughts raced through her mind. Was this a prank? A test? Or had she truly stumbled into a hidden world?

She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. She would go. If this was real, it could be the greatest discovery of her career—or her life.
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Chapter 2: The Citadel
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Dr. Isla Crowe stood on the steps of the imposing cathedral, her breath misting in the chilly evening air. The building loomed before her, its spires reaching toward the sky, silhouetted against the faint glow of the city’s lights. It seemed out of place here in Manhattan, surrounded by modern skyscrapers and bustling streets, yet it radiated a quiet power.

Clutching the strap of her bag, Isla hesitated for a moment. The invitation she’d received was still folded neatly in her pocket, though she’d memorized every word. She checked the time: 7:58 PM. Exactly two minutes early.

Taking a deep breath, she ascended the last few steps and knocked on the heavy wooden door. A moment later, it creaked open, revealing a young man in his late twenties. His long, dark hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, and he wore a simple gray sweater and jeans. He didn’t look anything like what she had imagined—no dark cloaks or piercing eyes—but his smile was warm and welcoming.

“Dr. Crowe, welcome,” he said. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you,” Isla replied, stepping inside. The cathedral’s interior was dimly lit, the faint smell of wax and old wood hanging in the air.

The man gestured for her to follow him. “This way, please.”

“Are you...” Isla began, trailing off as she tried to form the question.

“Vampire? No.” He chuckled. “Just human. The Council employs many of us. Eyes, ears, hands when needed. My name isn’t important, but if you have questions, feel free to ask.”

She followed him through the main hall, her heels clicking softly on the stone floor. “How many humans work for the Council?”

“Enough to keep everything running smoothly,” he replied. “Some of us are researchers, some administrators, others handle more... delicate matters. Humans and vampires have more in common than you might think, Dr. Crowe. Coexistence is possible when both sides are willing.”

Isla nodded, though her curiosity was far from satisfied. Before she could ask more, the man opened a small door on the far side of the hall, revealing a spiral staircase descending into darkness.

“Watch your step,” he said as he led the way down.



The staircase seemed to go on forever, the walls narrowing slightly as they descended. Isla counted at least four full rotations before they emerged into a wide, arched corridor. The air was cooler here, carrying a faint hint of earth and stone. Warm lights illuminated the space, casting golden hues across the ornate tapestries that lined the walls.

“Right this way,” her guide said, leading her through a set of carved wooden doors into a vast chamber.

The room was breathtaking. A high, vaulted ceiling rose above her, supported by columns etched with intricate designs. The floor was polished marble, and along the walls hung paintings and banners that seemed to span centuries of history. At the far end of the room sat a long table, behind which were six figures, each exuding an aura of quiet authority.

“Dr. Crowe,” the young man said, stepping aside. “The Vampire Council.”

Isla’s heart raced as she stepped forward. Her eyes darted from one face to another. Marcus Varela, the voice on the phone, sat at the center, his sharp features and calm demeanor immediately recognizable. To his right sat a woman with dark, cascading curls and piercing green eyes. She looked no older than twenty-four, yet her presence was ageless.

“Welcome, Dr. Crowe,” Marcus said, standing and gesturing for her to approach. “We’ve been expecting you.”



The next hour passed in a whirlwind of conversation.

Isla answered their questions about her qualifications, her past work, and her motivations for contacting the Council. In return, they answered hers—at least some of them. She learned that the Council was centuries old, its members drawn from across the world and spanning eras of history. They spoke with eloquence and intelligence, their tones measured but never condescending.

During a pause in the conversation, a young woman entered the chamber carrying a tray. She looked human, her youthful face framed by auburn hair tied into a neat braid. She set the tray on a nearby table and offered Isla a warm smile.

“Coffee? Finger sandwiches?” the girl asked.

Isla hesitated, glancing at Marcus.

“The food is safe,” he assured her. “We maintain a fully functional kitchen for our human staff and guests. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

Still wary but unwilling to appear rude, Isla poured herself a cup of coffee and took a sandwich. The coffee was rich, the sandwich delicate but satisfying. The simple act of eating grounded her amidst the surreal experience.



After the meeting, Marcus and Aurelia, the ageless woman with the green eyes, offered to show Isla around the underground complex.

“This way,” Aurelia said, leading Isla through a series of halls. The walls were lined with bookshelves, their volumes ranging from ancient tomes to modern texts. Paintings and sculptures adorned the spaces between, each a masterpiece in its own right.

“Your library is extraordinary,” Isla said, her voice filled with awe.

“We’ve had centuries to collect,” Aurelia replied with a smile.

They continued to a large double door, which Aurelia pushed open to reveal a state-of-the-art laboratory. Isla froze in place, her jaw dropping. The lab was massive, filled with advanced equipment that made her own lab look like a high school science room in comparison.
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