BLOOD WORK

October 15th, 2023

They say death has a smell. Most people think it's the decay—that sickly-sweet rot that follows after. But it's not. It's something that comes before. A metallic whisper.
The scent of pennies warming in your palm. Blood tells stories that lips never could. Today I found another anomaly in the Carlson samples. Something in the cellular
structure that defies explanation. The attending physicians missed it completely. But I've seen this pattern before. Once in med school. Once in my sister's last blood
test before she vanished. | know what | saw. Even if no one believes me.

The body on my table had been alive six hours ago.

| stared at the Y-incision I'd just completed, the sound of my voice recorder capturing my observations as | worked. Male, Caucasian, approximately thirty-five years
old. No external signs of trauma beyond the expected contusions from attempted resuscitation.

"Subject presents with extreme pallor," | continued, my gloved fingers probing the chest cavity. "Minimal blood pooling in dependent areas, suggesting exsanguination,
yet no obvious wounds to explain blood loss."

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, turning the morgue's sterile surfaces an unforgiving shade of white. Boston General Hospital's basement pathology lab had
become my sanctuary over the past three weeks since I'd taken the position. The dead kept better company than most of the living I'd encountered upstairs.

| extracted a tissue sample and placed it on a slide. "Liver appears abnormally pale. Tissue samples collected for toxicology and microscopic examination."

The door swung open behind me, letting in a draft of warmer air from the hallway. | didn't turn around. Only hospital staff had access, and I'd made it clear to the
orderlies that | preferred not to be interrupted during posts.

"Dr. Blackwood," a voice said. Deep, with the faintest trace of an accent | couldn't place. "l was told I'd find you here."

| glanced over my shoulder. A man stood in the doorway—tall, with dark hair swept back from a face that belonged on a Renaissance painting rather than in my
morgue. His eyes were an unusual amber color that caught the light like polished stone. He wore dark blue scrubs under a white coat, the hospital ID clipped to his
pocket identifying him as Dr. Elias Kane.

"You found me," | said, turning back to my work. "I'm in the middle of something."
"I can see that." He stepped closer, his footfalls nearly silent on the tiled floor. "I'm the attending who pronounced him."

That got my attention. | paused, scalpel hovering over the heart | was about to examine. "Third floor ER, right? The man who came in with unexplained hypovolemic
shock?"

"The same." Dr. Kane moved to the opposite side of the table, studying the body between us. "Thomas Reed, thirty-four. No prior medical history. Found unconscious
by his girlfriend in their apartment.”

| frowned, looking down at the corpse with renewed interest. "The report said all his vitals crashed simultaneously. That's unusual without trauma or a clear underlying
cause."

"Hence my visit." His eyes met mine across the body. "I'm curious about what you've found."

Something about his gaze made me want to look away, but professional curiosity won out. "Preliminary findings suggest massive blood loss, but there's no obvious
exit wound. Blood chemistry was severely abnormal from the samples taken in the ER. I'm about to examine the heart and major vessels."

Dr. Kane's expression remained neutral, but | noticed his shoulders tense slightly. "May | observe? This case has... peculiarities that concern me."

| hesitated. | didn't typically like audiences during my work, preferring the quiet communion with the dead. But there was something about this case—and something
about the intensity of Dr. Kane's interest—that intrigued me.

"Fine. But don't touch anything without gloves."

He nodded, already reaching for the box of nitriles on the counter. | watched his hands—long-fingered and graceful as he snapped the gloves into place with practiced
ease. Surgeon's hands, | thought.

| returned to my work, aware of his presence across the table, watching every move | made. As | opened the pericardium, | frowned. The heart looked normal
externally, but felt strangely light in my hands.

"This doesn't make sense," | murmured, more to myself than to him. "The great vessels are intact, no ruptures, no aneurysms."

| sliced into the heart muscle, examining each chamber. "Ventricular walls appear normal, no infarction..." | trailed off, staring at the tissue. "But the cardiac blood
volume is minimal. It's like..." | looked up at Dr. Kane. "It's like his blood just disappeared.”

His amber eyes flickered with something—recognition? concern?—before returning to their clinical detachment. "Could it be a coagulopathy? DIC perhaps?"

"No obvious petechiae or microhemorrhages," | countered. "And his clotting factors were within normal limits on the labs you ran before he died." | placed the heart in
the weighing pan. "l need to check something."

I moved to the counter where I'd placed slides from the initial blood samples. Sliding one under the microscope, | adjusted the focus, then went very still.
"Dr. Kane," | said carefully, "would you look at this?"

He moved beside me, close enough that | caught a hint of his scent—something clean and faintly herbal with an underlying note | couldn't identify. He bent to look
through the eyepiece, his shoulder nearly touching mine.

"The erythrocytes," he said after a moment. "They're... deformed.”

"Not just deformed." | nudged him aside gently to look again. "The cell membranes are compromised, almost as if they've been... punctured. And there's something
attached to them. Some kind of foreign protein I've never seen before."

When | looked up, Dr. Kane had stepped back, his expression carefully composed. "Fascinating. Perhaps a new pathogen? A parasite?"
"Maybe." | studied his face, noticing for the first time the shadows under his eyes. "You work the night shift regularly?"
A small smile touched his lips. "Exclusively."

"Sounds lonely."



"I prefer the quiet," he said. "Fewer distractions."

| understood that all too well. "I'll need to run more comprehensive tests. This isn't like any blood disorder I've seen before." | paused, then corrected myself. "That's
not entirely true. I've seen something similar once before, but the sample was... compromised.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly. "Oh?"
| hesitated, unsure why | was sharing this with a doctor I'd just met. "A personal case. Family member. It was a long time ago."
Dr. Kane nodded, not pressing further. "I'd be interested in your findings on Mr. Reed. Perhaps we could discuss them over coffee when you're finished?"

The invitation surprised me. | didn't socialize with colleagues—or anyone, really—as a rule. But something about this case, and about Dr. Kane's interest in it, made me
curious.

"I don't drink coffee after noon. Screws with my sleep cycle."

"Tea, then. The cafeteria is open all night."

| glanced at the clock. Nearly midnight. "You're still on shift?"

"Until 6 AM."

| considered him for a moment, then nodded. "Give me an hour to finish here and document my findings."

"Il meet you upstairs." He moved toward the door, then paused. "Dr. Blackwood?"

"Yes?"

"Be careful with those samples. Some things, once discovered, can't be unknown."

Before | could ask what he meant, he was gone, leaving me alone with the bloodless corpse and the strange feeling that I'd just missed something important.

I turned back to the microscope, staring at the damaged blood cells. What could cause this kind of specific cellular destruction without affecting other tissues? And
why did it seem familiar?

| pulled out my phone and scrolled through my photos until | found it—a grainy picture of a slide I'd taken ten years ago, during my second year of med school. The last
blood sample from my sister, Lena, before she disappeared.

I held the phone next to the microscope's display screen. The patterns weren't identical, but the similarities were undeniable. The same punctured cell membranes.
The same mysterious protein attachments.

My heart drummed against my ribs. After ten years of searching for answers, had | finally found a connection?
| glanced toward the door where Dr. Kane had disappeared. His warning echoed in my mind. Some things, once discovered, can't be unknown.
I'd spent my entire career trying to uncover what others couldn't—or wouldn't—see. | wasn't about to stop now.

Not when | might finally be close to finding out what happened to Lena.

CHAPTER 2

October 16th, 2023

3:15 AM. Just had the strangest conversation with Dr. Kane. He knows things—medical anomalies, obscure historical cases—that aren't in any textbook I've ever read.
When | mentioned Lena's blood work, something changed in his expression. Like recognition. He tried to hide it, but I've spent too many years reading the faces of
people trying to conceal things from me. He knows something. Or suspects something. Either way, | need to get closer to him. For ten years I've been searching for
answers about what happened to Lena. | won't stop now. Even if it means letting someone past my carefully constructed walls. Even someone as unsettling as Dr.
Elias Kane.

The hospital cafeteria at 1 AM was a strange limbo of exhausted residents, worried family members, and night shift workers trying to stay awake. The harsh
fluorescent lighting made everyone look slightly ill, their skin washed out under the unforgiving glare.

Everyone except Dr. Kane.

He sat at a corner table, two steaming cups in front of him, his posture so perfectly upright it made my perpetually hunched shoulders ache in sympathy. Despite the
hour and the lighting, he looked alert, his skin carrying a healthy glow that seemed impossible for someone who apparently never saw the sun.

"Earl Grey," he said as | approached, pushing one of the cups toward me. "You strike me as a traditionalist.”
| slid into the chair across from him, wrapping my fingers around the warm ceramic. "Good guess."

"Not a guess. You're precise in your movements, methodical. You appreciate established protocols but aren't afraid to question them when evidence suggests you
should." He lifted his own cup—not coffee, | noticed, but something herbal that smelled faintly of mint. "Classic traits of someone who would appreciate Earl Grey."

| raised an eyebrow. "You got all that from watching me cut open a corpse?"
The corner of his mouth quirked up. "I'm a keen observer. Occupational necessity."
"And what does Earl Grey say about me, Dr. Holmes?"

"That beneath your clinical exterior, you have a taste for the slightly bitter with unexpected depth." His amber eyes held mine for a moment too long. "And please, call
me Elias."

1 took a sip of tea to hide my discomfort at his scrutiny. "Mira, then."
"Mira," he repeated, as if testing the sound of it. "Short for Miranda?"
"Mirabelle. My mother had a flair for the dramatic."

"It suits you. Mirabelle—'of wondrous beauty.” When | looked surprised, he added, "l have an interest in etymology."

"Among other things, apparently.” | set my cup down. "What's your specialty, Dr. Kane? Besides night shifts and tea selection."



"Emergency medicine officially. My fellowship was in hematology."
Of course it was. "Convenient, given our John Doe's condition."

"Thomas Reed," he corrected gently. "And yes, blood disorders have always fascinated me. The entire story of a person's health, flowing through their veins. Nothing is
more revealing."

There was something in the way he said it that sent a small shiver down my spine. "Then you'll be interested in what | found. The cellular damage is unlike anything in
current literature. The closest comparison | can make is to certain snake venoms that target red blood cells, but the protein markers are all wrong."

Elias leaned forward slightly. "You mentioned seeing something similar before."

| hesitated. | never discussed Lena with colleagues. Her case—her disappearance—was my private obsession, not something | shared over midnight tea with near-
strangers.

"A rare case study from med school," | said finally. "Probably not relevant.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, and | had the uncomfortable feeling he knew | was deflecting. "Mira, if there's a connection to known pathology, it could be crucial to
understanding what happened to Mr. Reed."

"There isn't enough data to establish a connection. Just some superficial similarities."
"Then what brought you to Boston General? Your credentials could have secured you a position at any hospital in the country."
The abrupt change of subject caught me off guard. "How do you know about my credentials?"

He smiled faintly. "Your reputation precedes you. Youngest forensic pathologist to join the Boston Medical Examiner's office, published in the New England Journal of
Medicine twice before thirty. The question remains—why transfer to hospital pathology?"

| studied him, trying to decide how much to reveal. "Research opportunities. Access to fresh samples and cases."

"Research into what, specifically?"

"Blood disorders with unusual presentations.” | met his gaze directly. "Particularly those involving unexplained cellular deterioration."

Something flickered in his expression—caution, perhaps. "That's a remarkably specific interest."

"I'm a remarkably specific person.”

He inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the boundary I'd drawn. "Fair enough. What will you do with your findings on Mr. Reed?"

"Standard protocol. Complete my report, submit to the ME's office since the cause of death is unclear. Run additional tests on the blood samples."
"And if those tests reveal something... unexpected?"

| frowned. "Such as?"

Elias ran his finger around the rim of his cup, his expression thoughtful. "Medical anomalies often lead to valuable research opportunities. But they can also attract
unwanted attention from those who might misunderstand or misuse the information."

"Are you suggesting | withhold findings from my report?"

"Not at all. I'm merely suggesting discretion about who you share your more... speculative theories with."

My frown deepened. "You seem awfully concerned about a routine autopsy, Dr. Kane."

"Elias," he corrected softly. "And there's nothing routine about a healthy thirty-four-year-old man dying of unexplained blood loss with no external wounds."
He had a point, but his interest still struck me as unusual. "Did you know him? Reed, | mean."

"No." He answered too quickly. "But every patient death affects me. Especially those | can't explain."

| studied his face, looking for tells—the subtle signs of deception I'd learned to spot during my years working with law enforcement. His expression remained open,
but his eyes were guarded, revealing nothing.

"Well," | said finally, "when I have more conclusive findings, perhaps we can discuss them."
"I'd like that." He glanced at his watch. "l should get back to the ER. Thank you for the conversation, Mira."

As he stood, | noticed again how fluid his movements were—graceful in a way that seemed almost choreographed. "One more question,” | said, stopping him. "Those
protein structures in Reed's blood cells. Have you ever seen anything like them before?"

He paused, his back to me for just a moment too long before turning. "No," he said, his voice perfectly even. "Never."
| watched him walk away, moving through the cafeteria with a strange kind of detachment, as if he were passing through a world he observed but wasn't quite part of.
He was lying. | was certain of it.

And | was going to find out why.

Back in the lab, | pulled the freezer drawer open and located the vials of Reed's blood samples. The official tests would take days to come back, but | had my own
equipment—smaller, less powerful versions of the hospital's machines, but adequate for preliminary analysis.

| prepared a fresh slide and placed it under my microscope, adjusting the focus until the damaged cells came into clear view. The protein structures attached to them
were like nothing I'd seen in any pathology textbook—angular, almost crystalline in their formation.

Except once. In Lena's blood, ten years ago.

| pulled out my tablet and opened the encrypted folder where | kept all my research on my sister's case. The last photos taken before she disappeared—skin growing
paler by the day, dark circles under her eyes deepening. The strange bruises that appeared on her arms and neck. The blood tests that showed progressive anemia
with no apparent cause.



And the final sample, taken the night before she vanished—cells damaged in exactly the same way as Thomas Reed's.

I'd shown the samples to her doctors, insisting something was wrong, something beyond the depression and anemia they'd diagnosed. They'd dismissed me,
suggested | was projecting my medical student anxieties onto my sister's condition.

A week later, she was gone. No note, no explanation. Just an empty apartment and a case that went cold almost immediately.

| pulled up the police report I'd obtained years ago through a contact in the Boston PD. The details were sparse: twenty-year-old female, history of depression, possible
voluntary disappearance. Minimal investigation. Case status: inactive.

But | knew better. Lena wouldn't have left without telling me. Something had happened to her—something connected to the strange blood disorder that had been
slowly killing her.

The same disorder that had killed Thomas Reed.

| reached for my phone, then hesitated. Who would | even call? The police had written Lena off years ago. My medical colleagues thought my theories were the
product of grief and denial.

Instead, | turned back to the microscope and continued my examination, taking detailed notes and photographs. If | could identify the protein structure, track its origin
or mechanism, | might finally have proof that something had happened to Lena—something medical science could explain.

| was so absorbed in my work that | didn't notice the time until my phone buzzed with an alarm. 5:30 AM. I'd been working for hours, and my shift officially ended at 6.
As | began cleaning up, the lab door opened. | looked up, expecting one of the morning staff, but instead found Elias Kane standing in the doorway.

"Still here?" he asked, though he didn't seem surprised.

"Lost track of time." | gestured to the microscope. "Just finishing up."

He approached slowly, his eyes moving from the microscope to the open files on my tablet. | quickly locked the screen, but not before | saw his gaze linger on Lena's
photo.

"Your sister?" he asked quietly.
| stiffened. "How did you—"

"The resemblance is striking." He stood beside me now, close enough that | could feel the strange coolness that seemed to emanate from him. "Is she the real reason
you're interested in Mr. Reed's case?"

For a moment, | considered deflecting again, but something in his expression—a knowing sadness, perhaps—made me reconsider.

"Her name was Lena. She had similar symptoms before she disappeared ten years ago. The same cellular damage in her blood samples."

Elias's expression remained neutral, but | noticed his hands tense at his sides. "Disappeared?”

"Without a trace. The police thought she ran away, but | never believed it." | met his eyes directly. "She was sick. Getting sicker. And no one could figure out why."
"I'm sorry," he said, and the genuine regret in his voice surprised me. "That must have been difficult for you."

"It still is." | turned back to the microscope. "That's why Reed's case matters to me. It's the first real lead I've had in a decade."

Elias was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was careful, measured. "What would you do if you found answers? About what happened to her?"
"Whatever it takes to find her. Or at least to know what happened.”

"Even if the truth is something you couldn't have anticipated? Something that might change how you see the world?"

I looked up at him sharply. "What are you saying? Do you know something about this condition?"

His expression closed off immediately. "I'm speaking hypothetically. Medical mysteries often lead to unexpected places."

"That's not what you meant."

"It's late. Or early, depending on your perspective." He stepped back. "We're both tired."

"Dr. Kane—"

"I have one more patient to see before my shift ends.”" He moved toward the door. "Be careful with those samples, Mira. And be even more careful about who you
share your findings with."

"Why?" | pressed, frustration mounting. "What are you afraid I'll find?"
He paused at the door, his profile sharp against the hallway light. "It's not what you'll find that concerns me. It's who might find you because of it."

Before | could respond, he was gone, leaving me with more questions than answers and the unsettling feeling that Elias Kane knew far more about my sister's
condition—and Thomas Reed's death—than he was willing to admit.

| looked down at the locked tablet, Lena's face still vivid in my mind, then back to the microscope where Reed's damaged blood cells told a story | was only beginning
to understand.

Whatever secret Elias was keeping, | would uncover it. For Lena. For Reed. And for myself.

Because after ten years of searching for the truth, | was finally close to finding it. And nothing—not even the enigmatic Dr. Kane—was going to stand in my way.

CHAPTER 3

October 17th, 2023

Another body came in tonight. Same presentation as Reed—extreme blood loss, no obvious wounds. When I called Dr. Kane to inform him, his first question wasn't
about the patient. He asked if I'd told anyone else about my findings. The fear in his voice was unmistakable. I've spent my career around the dead and those who put
them on my table. | know what fear sounds like, even when someone'’s trying to hide it. Kane is afraid—not of what killed these people, but of someone discovering
what killed them. | should keep my distance. Play it safe. But every time | look at those blood samples, | see Lena. And | know ['ll risk anything to find out what



happened to her. Even if it means getting closer to a man who's clearly hiding something dangerous.
The second body arrived at 11:42 PM.

Female, mid-twenties, found unconscious in the bathroom of a downtown nightclub. DOA at Boston General. Preliminary cause of death: exsanguination. No visible
wounds.

Just like Thomas Reed.

| was already gloved and gowned when they wheeled her in—Sarah Donnelly, according to her ID. Brown hair, pale skin that had likely been pale even before the blood
loss. A small tattoo of a crescent moon on her wrist. Twenty-six years old.

"Dr. Blackwood?" The orderly lingered at the door, clipboard in hand. "Dr. Kane asked to be notified when you begin the post.”

"Did he." It wasn't a question. I'd expected as much after our last conversation. "Tell him he knows where to find me."

The orderly nodded and disappeared, leaving me alone with Sarah Donnelly and the humming fluorescent lights. | switched on my recorder.

"Subject is a twenty-six-year-old female, identified as Sarah Donnelly. No obvious external trauma. Extreme pallor consistent with severe blood loss."

| began the Y-incision with practiced precision, the scalpel parting skin and subcutaneous fat with minimal resistance. As | worked, | found myself thinking about Elias
Kane's warning. Be careful who you share your findings with. Who might find you because of it.

What had he meant? Who would care about an obscure blood disorder?

Unless it wasn't a disorder at all. Unless it was something else entirely.

The door opened behind me, right on cue. | didn't need to turn around to know who it was.

"Dr. Kane," | said, continuing my work. "Prompt as always."

"Mira." He moved to stand across from me, already gloved. "What have you found?"

"Just started. But externally, she presents identically to Reed. No wounds, no signs of trauma, extreme pallor."
"May 1?" He gestured to the body.

| nodded, watching as he leaned in to examine the neck region with unusual intensity. His fingers moved with practiced efficiency, turning the head gently to expose
the area beneath the jaw and behind the ear.

"What are you looking for?" | asked.

"Entry points can be easily overlooked," he said without looking up. "Especially if they're designed to be."
"Entry points? You think this was an injection site?"

He straightened, his expression carefully neutral. "It's one possibility."

"For what? A toxin? A drug?"

"Perhaps." He stepped back. "Please, continue. I'm interested in the internal presentation.”

| resumed my examination, opening the chest cavity to reveal organs that, like Reed's, appeared strangely bloodless. "Minimal blood volume in the heart and major
vessels. No ruptures or aneurysms visible."

As | worked, | was acutely aware of Elias watching me—not just the autopsy, but me specifically. The way | moved, the expressions that crossed my face. It was
unsettling.

"You have questions," he said after several minutes of silence.

I looked up. "Several dozen, actually."

"Ask."

| placed the liver in the weighing pan. "Two seemingly healthy individuals die of massive blood loss with no external wounds within days of each other. Both were
young, with no significant medical history. Both presented with identical cellular damage I've only seen once before, in my sister's case." | met his eyes. "You don't find
that strange?"

"Strange, yes. But not necessarily connected."

"You don't believe in coincidences any more than | do."

A small smile touched his lips. "No, | don't. But correlation isn't causation, as you well know."

"Then what's your theory?"

He was quiet for a moment, as if weighing his words carefully. "l believe both patients were exposed to something—or someone—that caused their condition. The
question is whether it was intentional or accidental."

"You think they were targeted?"
"I think we should consider all possibilities."

| reached for a sample vial, filling it with what little blood I could extract from the heart. "Including the possibility that whatever happened to them also happened to my
sister?"

His expression softened slightly. "Yes. Including that."

| labeled the vial and set it aside. "You said be careful who I share my findings with. Why? Who would care about this?"
"There are always those who prefer certain things remain undiscovered."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one | can give you right now." He glanced at the clock on the wall. "I need to return to the ER."



"Wait." | stripped off my gloves and moved around the table to block his path. "No more cryptic warnings or vague concerns. If you know something about what's
happening, tell me. People are dying."

We stood facing each other, close enough that | had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. This close, | noticed details I'd missed before—the unusual clarity of
his amber irises, the complete absence of the fine lines that should have marked a man his age, the cool air that seemed to surround him like an invisible barrier.

"I wish I could," he said finally, his voice low. "But some truths are dangerous, Mira. Especially to those who seek them."
"I don't care. If this is connected to Lena—"

"That's precisely why you should care." His hand moved as if to touch my arm, then stopped, hovering inches away. "Your sister's case and these deaths may indeed
be connected. But pursuing that connection could put you in danger.”

"From whom?"
He hesitated, conflict evident in his expression. "From those who would rather remain in shadows."
"More riddles." | stepped closer, frustration overriding caution. "Why do you care what happens to me anyway? You barely know me."

Something flickered in his eyes—an emotion | couldn't name. "I've seen too many bright minds extinguished because they discovered things they weren't prepared to
handle."

"I'm a forensic pathologist. | handle death every day."

"This is different." He finally closed the distance between us, his cool fingers brushing against my wrist where my pulse beat steadily. The touch sent an unexpected
shiver up my arm. "This isn't about death, Mira. It's about life. A kind of life you haven't encountered before."

Before | could respond, his pager beeped. He glanced down at it, then back at me. "l have to go. Emergency in the ER."
"This conversation isn't over," | said as he moved toward the door.

He paused, looking back at me with an expression that seemed almost regretful. "No, it isn't. But when we continue it, be certain you're ready for answers that might
change everything."

Then he was gone, leaving me alone with Sarah Donnelly's bloodless body and the unsettling feeling that | was standing on the edge of a discovery that would alter
the course of my life—just as it had altered Lena's.

And ended the lives of Thomas Reed and Sarah Donnelly.

After completing Sarah's autopsy, | signed out for the night, but | didn't go home. Instead, | made my way to the hospital's research library—a quiet, rarely-used room
tucked away on the fifth floor. At this hour, it was deserted, the only sound the soft hum of the climate control system maintaining the optimal temperature for the
ancient medical texts housed there.

| settled at a computer terminal and began my search, starting with the most obvious: rare blood disorders involving cellular deterioration. The results were numerous
but familiar—conditions I'd researched extensively during my search for answers about Lena's condition.

None matched the specific pattern I'd observed.

| broadened my search, including historical accounts of blood-related deaths. Here, the results were more intriguing—medieval descriptions of "wasting illnesses"
where victims grew progressively paler until they died, their bodies found drained of blood with no obvious wounds.

One account from 17th century Romania described a young woman who "withered like a flower without water, her blood seeming to vanish from within, though no
wound could be found upon her person."

| clicked through several more historical accounts, noting the similarities to Reed and Donnelly's cases. Most were dismissed as superstition or inadequate medical
knowledge of the time, but the pattern was consistent across centuries and cultures.

And then | found it—a case study from 1892, documented by a Dr. Abraham Van Helsing.

| straightened in my chair, pulse quickening. Van Helsing's name was familiar, but not from medical literature. It was from...
"Fiction," a voice said behind me. "Or so most people believe."

| spun around to find Elias standing in the doorway, his expression unreadable in the dim light.

"You're following me now?" | asked, instinctively minimizing the window on my screen.

"Actually, | came to find a reference text." He stepped into the room, gesturing to the shelves of books. "This library has one of the few remaining copies of
Paracelsus's original treatise on blood diseases."

"At 3 AM?"

"I don't sleep much." He moved closer, glancing at my computer screen where the minimized window still showed part of the title. "Van Helsing. Interesting choice of
research material."

"It was just a random result," | lied.
"Was it?" He leaned against the desk, arms crossed. "Or were you following a line of inquiry that led you there quite deliberately?"

| hesitated, then maximized the window again. "You know what this looks like, don't you? The cellular damage, the complete exsanguination without external wounds,
the historical patterns."

"What does it look like to you, Mira?"

"Like something out of a gothic novel." | met his gaze directly. "Or a horror movie."

His expression remained carefully neutral. "You're suggesting vampirism."

"I'm suggesting that the pattern matches the mythological description, yes. But I'm a scientist. | don't believe in monsters."

"A wise position." He straightened. "Myths often have their roots in real phenomena, misunderstood or exaggerated over time."



"So what's the real phenomenon here? What causes this kind of blood loss?"

Elias was quiet for a long moment, his amber eyes studying me with an intensity that made me want to look away. But | held his gaze, determined not to back down.
"I could tell you my theories," he said finally. "But | think you'd find them as implausible as vampires."

"Try me."

He moved to the window, looking out at the Boston skyline, his profile sharp against the city lights. "What if there were individuals whose condition required them to
consume blood? Not supernatural creatures, but people with a rare medical condition—a mutation, perhaps—that altered their physiology in profound ways?"

| frowned. "You're describing a biological basis for vampirism."

"I'm describing a potential explanation for the cases you're investigating.” He turned back to me. "One that doesn't require belief in the supernatural, but might be
equally difficult for modern science to accept."

"That's..." | trailed off, considering the implications. "Actually not completely implausible. There are blood-drinking creatures throughout the animal kingdom.
Mosquitoes, vampire bats, leeches. A human mutation that created similar needs isn't theoretically impossible."

Something like approval flickered in his expression. "Most people would dismiss the idea outright.”

"I'm not most people." | closed the browser window and stood. "If such a condition existed, these individuals would need regular access to blood. They'd develop
strategies to obtain it without detection.”

"Yes, they would."

"They might even work in environments where blood was readily available.”

His expression didn't change, but I noticed his shoulders tense slightly. "A logical conclusion."
"Like hospitals." | took a step toward him. "Like Boston General."

"That would be convenient for them, yes."

We stood facing each other in the dimly lit library, the unspoken question hanging between us. | studied his face—the perfect pallor of his skin, the unusual amber of
his eyes, the way he never seemed to blink quite as often as a normal person.

"Dr. Kane," | said carefully, "how long have you worked the night shift at Boston General?"

"Seven years at this hospital." His voice was perfectly steady. "Though I've worked in medicine much longer."
"And before that?"

"Various positions. | move frequently."

"Why?"

"People notice things eventually. Questions arise when one doesn't age as expected."

The simple admission hung in the air between us. | should have felt fear, disbelief, even amusement at such an absurd statement. Instead, | felt a strange calm, as if a
puzzle piece had finally clicked into place.

"You're telling me you're one of them. One of these... blood-dependent individuals."
"I haven't actually told you anything specific, Dr. Blackwood." His smile was small but genuine. "You're making inferences based on our conversation."
"Are my inferences correct?"

He tilted his head slightly. "What would you do if they were? Report me to the medical board? Have me committed for psychiatric evaluation? Try to prove your theory
with tests and experiments?"

| considered the question seriously. "I'd want to understand. The mechanism, the biology, the limitations and capabilities. It would be the medical discovery of the
century."

"And that's exactly why those with this condition remain hidden." His expression grew serious. "Being seen as a medical anomaly—a specimen to be studied—is hardly
better than being viewed as a monster to be destroyed."

"I wouldn't—" | started, then stopped myself. Wouldn't I? If | truly believed I'd discovered humans with vampire-like biology, wouldn't | want to document it, study it,
publish my findings?

Of course | would. It was who | was—a scientist, a pathologist, a seeker of evidence and truth.
Elias seemed to read my thoughts. "It's your nature to pursue knowledge, Mira. | respect that. But some knowledge comes at a price."
"Like whatever happened to Lena?" | asked quietly. "Was she... is she..."

"I don't know your sister," he said, his voice gentle. "But based on what you've described, it's possible she encountered someone with this condition. Someone less
controlled than some of us try to be."

The implication sent a chill through me. "These deaths—Reed and Donnelly—they weren't accidents, were they?"
"No." His expression darkened. "They weren't."

"Someone is killing people. Feeding on them until they die."

"Yes."

"And you know who it is."

He hesitated. "I have suspicions.”

"Then why haven't you stopped them? Reported them?"

"It's complicated."



"People are dying, Dr. Kane. That's not complicated. That's murder."

His eyes flashed with something—anger, frustration, perhaps both. "Do you think | don't know that? Do you think | haven't spent centuries trying to balance what | am
with who | want to be?"

The word hung between us. Centuries.
"How old are you?" | asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He looked away. "Old enough to have watched medicine evolve from bloodletting and trepanation to genetic engineering and synthetic organs. Old enough to have
lost everyone | ever cared about to time, while | remained unchanged."

| should have been skeptical, demanded proof, rejected the entire premise of our conversation as absurd. Instead, | found myself believing him. It explained everything
—his old-fashioned mannerisms, his extensive knowledge, the strange coolness of his skin, his exclusive night shifts.

"The synthetic blood substitute," | said suddenly, remembering something from our first conversation. "You mentioned research into synthetic blood as a treatment for
rare anemias."

He nodded. "My research. It's not perfect, but it sustains me without the need to... harm others."

"But not everyone uses it."

"No. Some prefer traditional methods." His expression hardened. "And some enjoy the kill."

| shivered, not from fear but from the clinical detachment with which he discussed murder. "And my sister? Was she killed, or...?"
"There's a third possibility." He met my eyes again. "She might have been turned.”

"Turned." | tested the word. "You mean—"

"Transformed. Changed. Given the condition."

"That's possible?"

"Through a specific exchange of blood, yes."

My mind raced with the implications. If Lena hadn't died but had been transformed into whatever Elias was, she might still exist somewhere. Still be the same age she
was when she disappeared, living in shadows, drinking blood to survive.

"How would | find her?" | asked. "If she was... turned."

"You wouldn't. Not unless she wanted to be found." His voice softened. "And Mira, if she was turned, she might not be the sister you remember. The transformation
changes more than just physiology."

"I need to know." | stepped closer to him, close enough to see the flecks of gold in his amber eyes. "l need to know if she's alive, in whatever form. I've spent ten years
searching for answers."

"And now that you're close to finding them, you should be more careful than ever." He glanced at his watch. "Dawn is approaching. | need to go."

"Wait." | reached out, my fingers brushing against the sleeve of his white coat. "The killer—whoever is responsible for Reed and Donnelly—will they kill again?"
"Almost certainly."

"Then help me stop them."

He looked genuinely surprised. "You want my help?"

"You have knowledge and... abilities | don't. | have access to evidence and resources you might not. Together, we might be able to identify and stop whoever is doing
this."

"And your sister?"

"If we find the killer, we might find answers about Lena too." | held his gaze. "Will you help me?"

Elias studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Finally, he nodded. "On one condition."

"What's that?"

"You keep what you know—what you suspect about me, about my kind—to yourself. No documentation, no samples, no tests." His eyes held mine. "Your word, Mira."

| hesitated. He was asking me to ignore my scientific training, to set aside the potential for groundbreaking research, to keep secret what could be the most
significant medical discovery in history.

But he was also offering me the chance to find Lena—and to stop more deaths like Reed's and Donnelly's.
"My word," | said finally. "But | want something in return."
"Name it."

"When this is over, when we've found the killer—I want the truth. All of it. About what you are, how it works, how long you've existed. The full scientific reality behind the
myth."

A small smile touched his lips. "Knowledge in exchange for discretion. A fair trade." He extended his hand. "Partners, then?"
| took his hand, noting again the cool firmness of his skin. "Partners."

As we shook on our agreement, | couldn't help but wonder if I'd just made a deal with the devil—or with the only person who could help me find the truth I'd been
seeking for ten years.

Either way, there was no turning back now.

CHAPTER 4



October 18th, 2023

I've made a deal with a vampire. Even writing those words feels absurd, like I'm losing my grip on reality. But the evidence is there—in the blood samples, in the bodies
on my table, in Elias Kane's impossible knowledge and even more impossible existence. He's agreed to help me find the killer in exchange for my silence about what
he is. He thinks he's protecting himself, but | see how he looks at the victims. This isn't just about self-preservation for him. There's something deeper—guilt, perhaps,
or responsibility. He feels connected to these deaths in a way he hasn't explained. | should be terrified. Instead, I'm fascinated. Not just by what he is, but by who he is.
A doctor who's spent centuries healing the same creatures he could easily prey upon. A monster who fights his nature to preserve his humanity. | shouldn't trust him.
But somehow, | do.

"The pattern is escalating," | said, pinning another photo to the evidence board I'd set up in my apartment. "Two victims in three days."

Elias stood by the window, keeping well back from the edges where morning light threatened to spill in despite my heavy curtains. He'd arrived just before dawn, after
his shift ended and mine was about to begin. I'd called in sick for the first time in my career.

Some things were more important than perfect attendance.
"They're getting bolder," he agreed, studying the timeline I'd constructed. "Or hungrier."

My apartment was small but functional—more laboratory than living space. Microscopes and medical journals occupied more space than furniture, and the walls
were covered with research notes rather than art. I'd never brought colleagues here before. It felt strangely intimate having Elias in my space, watching him move
among my possessions with careful precision.

"You said 'they," | noted, turning from the board. "You think there's more than one killer?"

"It's likely." He picked up a medical journal from my coffee table, glancing at the cover before setting it down again. "The feeding pattern suggests multiple predators."
"Feeding pattern." | shook my head slightly. "That's a clinical way to describe murder."

His expression tightened. "Clinical detachment is sometimes necessary when discussing uncomfortable truths."

"Is that how you've survived all these years? Clinical detachment?"

"Among other strategies." He moved to the evidence board, studying the photos of Reed and Donnelly. "The puncture sites are different on each victim. Reed was
taken from the carotid—messy, efficient. Donnelly from the femoral artery—more careful, controlled. Different techniques suggest different individuals."

| stepped closer, examining the photos. "l didn't even find puncture sites during the autopsies."

"They're designed to be overlooked. Small, precise, and they close partially after feeding." He pointed to a nearly invisible mark on Reed's neck. "Here. And here on
Donnelly's inner thigh."

| leaned in, our shoulders nearly touching as | studied the marks. They were tiny—no larger than an insulin injection site, easily mistaken for a pimple or minor irritation.
"How did | miss this?" | murmured.

"You weren't looking for it. And those who feed don't want to be detected."

| turned to look at him, suddenly aware of how close we were standing. "Is that where you... | mean, do you...?"

"l use the synthetic substitute almost exclusively now," he said quietly. "But when | did feed directly, | preferred the basilic vein in the arm. Less immediately dangerous
than the carotid or femoral."

"More considerate of your victims?" | couldn't keep the edge from my voice.

His amber eyes met mine. "I haven't killed for sustenance in over a century, Mira. | found alternatives, developed controls. Not everyone of my kind makes the same
choice."

The simple statement hung between us, a reminder of the fundamental difference in our natures. | stepped back, returning to the evidence board.
"So we're looking for at least two killers," | said, redirecting the conversation. "Both with medical knowledge, based on the precision of these wounds."

"Not necessarily medical knowledge. Just experience and good instincts." He ran a finger along the timeline. "The spacing suggests feeding cycles. If the pattern
holds, we can expect another death within 48 hours."

"Unless we stop them first." | tapped Reed's photo. "We need to establish connections between the victims. Common locations, acquaintances, anything that might
lead us to where the killers are finding their targets."

"Reed was last seen at a nightclub called Hemoglobin in the Theater District. Donnelly at Nocturne, a bar near the medical district.”

| raised an eyebrow. "How do you know that? It wasn't in the police reports."

"I have sources." At my skeptical look, he added, "There's a network of my kind in Boston. Not all are predators, but all keep track of potential trouble."
"A vampire network." | shook my head. "Of course there is."

"We prefer the term Hemovores."

"Hemovores," | repeated. "Blood-eaters. Scientifically accurate, | suppose.”

"We've been called many things throughout history. Most are less flattering.”

I turned back to the board, adding the new information about the locations. "So both victims were last seen at nightclubs. Hunting grounds?"
"Likely. Crowded, dark, full of people looking for connection—ideal for finding isolated targets."

"We should visit these clubs, see if anyone remembers Reed or Donnelly. Or notices anyone unusual."

Elias's expression darkened. "That would be dangerous for you. If the killers are there and sense you're investigating them—"

"They won't suspect a thing if I'm just another patron,” | countered. "And I'll have you with me."

"My presence might actually increase the risk. Other Hemovores can sense each other."

"Then you'll be my early warning system." | checked my watch. "Nocturne opens at 8 PM. We'll start there."

Elias looked like he wanted to argue further, but instead he nodded. "We should establish some ground rules. Don't go anywhere alone. Stay in my sight at all times. If |



tell you we need to leave, we leave immediately, no questions asked."
"Anything else?"

"Yes." His expression was deadly serious. "If you see someone with eyes that seem to change color in the light, or skin that's too perfect, or movements that are too
fluid to be natural—don't stare. Don't engage. And don't, under any circumstances, allow yourself to be isolated with them."

"l can take care of myself."

"Not against them, you can't." He moved closer, his voice dropping. "Human strength means nothing to us, Mira. Human reflexes are painfully slow in comparison.
Human senses are dull, limited. If one of them decides to take you, there's virtually nothing you could do to stop it."

The clinical assessment of my vulnerabilities sent a chill through me. "Then why are you helping me? If I'm so hopelessly outmatched?"

Something softened in his expression. "Because you deserve answers about your sister. Because more people will die if we don't stop this. And because..." he
hesitated, "because I've spent centuries watching humanity from a distance. It's rare to find someone who knows what | am and still sees me as... someone worth
helping."

The admission caught me off guard. I'd been thinking of our arrangement as transactional—his knowledge for my discretion—but his words suggested something
more complex.

"I should get some sleep before tonight,” | said, deflecting from the sudden intensity between us. "You're welcome to stay if you need a place to avoid the daylight."

"Thank you, but | have my own arrangements." He moved toward the door. "I'll meet you at Nocturne at 9 PM. Try to blend in—dress like you're there to enjoy yourself,
not investigate."

"I know how to go to a club, Dr. Kane."
A small smile touched his lips. "When was the last time you went out for anything other than work or research?"

| opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. The truth was, | couldn't remember. My life had become a narrow focus of work and my private investigation into
Lena's disappearance, with little room for anything else.

"That's what | thought," he said, his smile widening slightly. "9 PM. Wear something that doesn't scream 'forensic pathologist.

As he left, | found myself standing in my apartment—surrounded by medical journals, microscopes, and crime scene photos—realizing just how accurate his
assessment had been. When had I last done anything simply for enjoyment?

| couldn't remember. But tonight, even though our purpose was investigation, I'd be in a nightclub with an actual vampire.
Lena would have found that hilarious. She was always telling me | needed to get out more, meet interesting people.

| doubted this was what she had in mind.

Nocturne pulsed with blue light and electronic music, the bass so deep | could feel it in my chest as we approached the entrance. I'd followed Elias's advice, trading
my usual practical attire for a simple black dress and boots I'd forgotten | owned. I'd even applied makeup—something I rarely bothered with for the morgue.

Elias wore dark jeans and a charcoal button-down that made his pale skin seem to glow in the neon lights. He looked different outside the hospital—less the careful
doctor, more something ancient and dangerous. | wasn't the only one who noticed; heads turned as we approached the line, gazes lingering on him with naked
interest.

He ignored them all, his attention focused on the club entrance. "Stay close," he murmured, his cool fingers brushing against my lower back as we moved forward.
The bouncer barely glanced at us before waving us in, his eyes sliding past Elias as if unable to focus on him directly. | made a mental note to ask about that later.

Inside, the club was a maze of shadows and moving bodies. The music vibrated through the floor, and the scent of perfume, sweat, and alcohol hung heavy in the air.
Elias navigated through the crowd with practiced ease, guiding me toward the bar.

"This is where Donnelly was last seen," he said, his mouth close to my ear to be heard over the music. "She was at the bar for almost an hour before leaving with
someone."

"How do you know that?"

"I told you, | have sources." He scanned the crowd, his amber eyes reflecting the blue lights in an almost supernatural glow. "The bartender was working that night. The
one with the tattoo sleeve."

| followed his gaze to a tall woman mixing drinks with fluid efficiency, her arms covered in intricate ink. "What do we ask her? 'Excuse me, did you happen to see who
might have drained all the blood from a patron the other night?"

Elias's lips twitched. "We'll be slightly more subtle." He placed a hand on my back again, guiding me toward the bar. "Follow my lead."

We found space at the counter, and the bartender approached after finishing another order. Up close, | could see her tattoos were all related to night and darkness—
moons, stars, bats, and what looked like ancient symbols.

"What can | get you?" she asked, her eyes lingering on Elias with the same fascination I'd noticed outside.

"Scotch, neat," he said, then glanced at me.

"Gin and tonic," | added.

As she prepared our drinks, Elias leaned forward slightly. "Interesting ink. | particularly like the Sumerian protection sigils."

The bartender paused, looking at him with new interest. "Not many people recognize those."

"I have an interest in ancient cultures." His smile was disarming, charming in a way | hadn't seen before. "Especially their beliefs about the night."
"You sound like my boss." She slid our drinks across the bar. "He's obsessed with all that occult stuff. Hence the club theme."

"Your boss is here tonight?" Elias asked casually.

"Marcus is always here." She nodded toward the back of the club, where a VIP section was cordoned off. "Keeps to himself mostly, but he notices everything."



| followed her gaze to a man seated in the shadows, surrounded by attractive people but somehow separate from them. Even from a distance, | could tell he was
watching us.

"He's one of you, isn't he?" | whispered to Elias.

His slight nod confirmed my suspicion. "And he knows what | am. We should be careful."

"The woman who disappeared the other night," | said to the bartender, deciding on directness. "Sarah Donnelly. She was here, wasn't she?"

The woman's expression closed immediately. "l don't remember names."

"Mid-twenties, brown hair, crescent moon tattoo on her wrist," | pressed. "She was found dead the next morning."

"Look, we get hundreds of people through here every night. | can't keep track.” She moved away to serve another customer, our conversation clearly over.
"Subtle," Elias murmured, taking a sip of his scotch.

"We don't have time for subtle. Another person could die tomorrow night."

His gaze shifted back to the VIP section. "Marcus is still watching us. And now he's sent someone over."

I turned to see a woman approaching—tall, impossibly graceful, with dark hair and eyes that seemed to shift from brown to red in the club lights. Her skin had the
same perfect quality as Elias's, but where his presence felt controlled, hers radiated predatory intent.

"Dr. Kane," she said as she reached us, her voice carrying easily despite the music. "What an unexpected pleasure.”

"Vivienne." Elias's posture tensed slightly, though his expression remained neutral. "It's been a while."

"Decades, darling." Her gaze shifted to me, assessing and dismissive in the same glance. "And you've brought a snack. How thoughtful."
| stiffened, but Elias's hand on my arm kept me from responding.

"Dr. Blackwood is a colleague," he said, his tone cooling. "We're here to enjoy the evening, not cause trouble."

"Colleague?" Vivienne's laugh was musical but held no warmth. "My, how times have changed. Marcus noticed your arrival and asked me to extend an invitation to join
him." Her eyes flicked to me again. "Just you, of course."

"Please thank Marcus for his hospitality, but I'm afraid | must decline. Another time, perhaps."

Vivienne's perfect features arranged themselves into a pout. "He'll be disappointed. He so rarely gets to entertain one of your... vintage."

"My apologies." Elias's tone made it clear the conversation was over.

She leaned closer, her voice dropping. "Word is you're asking questions about the recent... incidents. Marcus suggests you stop. This isn't Council business."
"People are dying, Vivienne."

"People always die." Her smile revealed teeth that seemed just slightly too sharp. "It's what they do best."

With that, she turned and glided back toward the VIP section, the crowd unconsciously parting for her as she moved.

"Friend of yours?" | asked once she was out of earshot.

"Former associate. From a less civilized period in my life." Elias drained his scotch. "We should go. Now."

"But we haven't learned anything about Donnelly yet."

"We've learned enough to know we're being watched." He set his glass down. "Marcus is old, powerful, and clearly involved in whatever is happening. If he knows
we're investigating, we're in danger."

"But—"
"Mira." His voice was firm. "Remember our agreement. When | say we leave, we leave."

Reluctantly, | nodded, allowing him to guide me toward the exit. As we moved through the crowd, | felt eyes on us—not just Marcus's, but others throughout the club,
watching with the same predatory awareness I'd seen in Vivienne.

"How many of them are there?" | whispered as we stepped outside into the cool night air.

"In that club? At least five, possibly more." Elias kept his hand on my back, guiding me quickly down the street. "In Boston? Dozens."
"And they all know each other?"

"We tend to recognize our own kind. It's a survival mechanism—knowing who might be competition for resources or a threat to secrecy."
We turned a corner, moving away from the main street into a quieter area. Only then did Elias's posture relax slightly.

"Marcus is connected to the killings," | said. "The way that woman—Vivienne—warned you off. They're protecting someone."

"Or themselves." Elias glanced back the way we'd come. "Marcus has been in Boston for decades. He's established, respected among our kind. If he's sanctioning
these killings, it's for a reason."

"What possible reason could justify murder?"
"Politics, power, territory." His expression darkened. "Or the Awakening."

"The what?"

He hesitated. "It's a ritual. When a new Hemovore is created—turned, as you put it—they need to feed heavily in the beginning. The transformation demands it."
A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the night air. "You think they're creating more of your kind?"
"It's possible. The pattern fits—multiple feeders, increasing frequency, the involvement of established Hemovores like Marcus."

"Could this be connected to Lena? If she was turned—"



"It's been ten years, Mira. If your sister was turned then, she'd be well past the Awakening phase." He stopped walking, turning to face me. "But if these killings are
related to new turnings, whoever is responsible might know about other transformations in the area over the past decade."

Hope flared in my chest—the first real possibility of finding information about Lena in years. "Then we need to find out who's behind this. Not just to stop the killings,
but to find out if they know anything about her."

Elias studied my face, his expression troubled. "It's dangerous. Marcus clearly doesn't want us investigating."

"I don't care." | met his gaze steadily. "I've spent ten years searching for answers. I'm not stopping now just because some vampire nightclub owner might be upset.”
A small smile touched his lips. "Your determination is admirable. And possibly suicidal."

"That's why I have you," | said. "To keep me alive while I'm being admirably determined."

His smile faded. "I might not be enough, Mira. Marcus is older than | am, and he has allies. If he decides we're a threat..."

"Then we need to be careful. But we're not stopping.” | started walking again, forcing him to follow. "What's our next move?"

Elias fell into step beside me, his expression resigned. "We need more information about the victims—connections, patterns we might have missed. And we should
check the other club, Hemoglobin, where Reed was last seen."

"Tomorrow night?"

He nodded. "I'll meet you after my shift ends. But Mira—" he caught my arm, stopping me again, "—promise me you won't go anywhere near these clubs or investigate
on your own during the day. These killers aren't just active at night."

"I promise." | hesitated, then added, "l felt like we were being watched the entire time we were in there. Not just by Marcus and Vivienne, but by others."

"We were. Hemovores are territorial and protective of their hunting grounds. Having me there—someone they don't know or trust—was like throwing a stone into a still
pond. They noticed."

"Will they follow us?"

Elias glanced around the empty street. "Not tonight. But they'll remember us. Be watching for us." His hand moved from my arm to my shoulder, the touch light but
somehow reassuring. "l won't let anything happen to you, Mira. | promised to help you find answers, and | will."

There was something in his voice—a certainty, a steadiness—that | found myself believing despite the absurdity of our situation. | was walking through Boston at
midnight with a vampire, investigating vampire murders, possibly being hunted by other vampires.

And yet, | felt safer with Elias than | had in years.

"I believe you," | said quietly.

His expression softened, something like surprise flickering in his amber eyes. "Then you're either very trusting or very foolish."
"Maybe both." | smiled slightly. "But I'm also right. You won't let anything happen to me."

He didn't respond, but as we continued walking toward where my car was parked, his hand remained on my shoulder—cool, steady, and strangely comforting in the
darkness.

CHAPTER 5

October 19th, 2023

Another body came in tonight. Julian Mercer, 29, found in an alley behind Hemoglobin. Same presentation as the others. Elias was right about the escalation. Three
victims in five days. When | called him about the new body, he sounded strange—tense, almost afraid. He asked if anyone had been at the scene when the body was
discovered. When | said the first responders reported a woman with red hair fleeing the area, he went silent for so long | thought we'd been disconnected. "What is it?" |
asked. "What aren't you telling me?" His answer chilled me more than any autopsy ever has: "l think | know who's responsible for these deaths. And if I'm right, your
sister might be involved.” | don't know what terrifies me more—the possibility that Lena is alive as one of them, or that she might be connected to these murders.

Julian Mercer's body lay on my autopsy table, as bloodless as the others. | worked methodically, documenting every detail while trying to ignore the implications of
what Elias had said on the phone.

Your sister might be involved.

The door to the morgue swung open, and Elias entered, his expression grim. He'd come directly from his shift, still wearing his doctor's coat, his hair slightly
disheveled as if he'd been running his hands through it.

"Show me the puncture site," he said without preamble.

I indicated the victim's neck. "Right external jugular. Barely visible, just like the others."

Elias leaned in, examining the tiny wound with intense focus. After a moment, he straightened, his expression confirming what | feared.
"You recognize the technique,” | said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes." He moved to the other side of the table. "The placement, the precision—it has a signature I've seen before."

"Whose?"

He hesitated. "A woman named Iris. She was turned about a decade ago, became part of Marcus's inner circle."

"And you think she might be connected to Lena?" My voice remained steady, though my heart raced. "Why?"

"The timeline fits. And the witness description—red hair, slight build." He met my eyes across the body. "But more importantly, I've heard rumors of a newly turned
Hemovore from about ten years ago who never completed the Adjustment—the period after turning when we learn to control our hunger."

"And you think that might be Lena."
"It's possible. Those who don't complete the Adjustment often become unstable, dangerous. They require supervision, guidance."

"From people like Marcus?" | asked, connecting the dots.



"Yes. He's what we call a Patriarch—an elder who creates and maintains a lineage of turned Hemovores. They form family units of sorts, with strict hierarchies and
rules."

| looked down at Mercer's body, trying to process the implications. "If Lena is alive—if she's one of you—why wouldn't she have contacted me? Let me know she was
okay?"

Elias's expression softened with something like compassion. "The transformation changes more than just physical needs, Mira. Memory, emotion, connection to
former life—all can be affected. Some newly turned choose to sever all human relationships to protect those they loved."

"Or to protect themselves from watching those they love grow old and die," | added quietly, understanding dawning.

He nodded. "That too."

| stripped off my gloves, suddenly needing distance from the body on the table. "So what do we do? How do we find out if Lena is connected to these killings?"
"We need to speak with Marcus directly. As a Patriarch, he would know everyone in his lineage, including any connections to Iris."

"Back to Nocturne, then."

"No." Elias shook his head. "Not the club. That's too public, too many variables. Marcus has a residence in Beacon Hill. We'll approach him there."
"Will he see us?"

"He'll see me." Elias's expression hardened slightly. "l have certain... standing among our kind. Age carries privilege, even among Hemovores."
"How old are you exactly?" | asked, the question slipping out before | could stop it.

A small smile touched his lips. "0ld enough to remember when Beacon Hill was just a hill."

"That's not an answer."

"No, it isn't." His smile faded. "When we're done here, we should go. Marcus is most approachable before midnight."

| glanced at the clock. Just after 10 PM. "I need to finish documenting and close him up. Give me thirty minutes."

Elias nodded, moving to the counter where I'd placed vials of Mercer's blood samples. "May 1?"

"What are you going to do?"

"Confirm something." He picked up one of the vials, studying the minimal amount of blood inside. "Each Hemovore leaves a trace in their feeding—a biological marker.
If | can isolate it, | can confirm whether Iris was involved."

"And how exactly do you plan to do that without equipment?”

His expression was apologetic. "Some things don't require technology."

Before | could ask what he meant, he uncapped the vial and brought it to his nose, inhaling deeply, his eyes closing in concentration. After a moment, he set it down.
"Iris was definitely one of the feeders," he said, his voice tight. "But there was someone else. Someone younger."

| stared at him, momentarily speechless. "You can identify specific... Hemovores by smelling blood?"

"We each have a distinctive biological signature. It's subtle, but perceptible to others of our kind." He recapped the vial carefully. "It's how we recognize territory
markings, avoid conflicts over feeding grounds."

"That's..." | searched for a word that wasn't 'terrifying' or 'fascinating, settling on, "useful."
"In this case, yes." He set the vial back in the rack. "Finish your work. I'll wait."

| returned to the autopsy, closing up Mercer's body with practiced efficiency while my mind raced with implications. If Lena was alive—if she was one of them—what
would that mean? Would she even recognize me? Want to see me? And if she was involved in these deaths...

| pushed the thought away, focusing on the mechanical aspects of my work. Sutures. Documentation. Storage. The familiar routine steadied me, gave me something
concrete to focus on rather than the swirling possibilities of what we might discover.

Thirty minutes later, | was signing the final paperwork when Elias appeared at my side.
"Ready?" he asked quietly.
| nodded, removing my lab coat and gathering my things. "What should | expect from this Marcus person?"

"Be respectful but not subservient. Don't show fear if you can help it—he'll sense it and it will only encourage him." Elias's expression was serious. "Most importantly,
don't accept anything he offers you—food, drink, anything. And don't, under any circumstances, allow yourself to be separated from me."

"You're not exactly inspiring confidence here."

"I'm being realistic. Marcus is old, powerful, and adheres to ancient codes of conduct that might seem bizarre or threatening to you. But as long as we observe proper
etiquette, we should be safe."

"Should be."

"Nothing in life is certain, Mira." His hand brushed against mine briefly as we walked toward the elevator. "Especially when dealing with those who've lived multiple
lifetimes."

The touch, brief as it was, sent an unexpected warmth through me. I'd noticed it before—how despite the coolness of his skin, Elias's presence had a warming effect
on me. It was disconcerting, especially given what he was.

We rode the elevator in silence, exiting through the hospital's quiet lobby. Outside, the October air was crisp with the promise of winter, the streets of Boston's medical
district still bustling despite the late hour.

"My car is in the parking garage," | said, starting in that direction.

"We'll take mine." Elias nodded toward a sleek black Audi parked in a loading zone, somehow not ticketed despite the obvious violation. "Faster, and Marcus knows my
vehicle. It will help establish our visit as official."



"Official in what sense?"

"In the sense that I'm acting in a quasi-official capacity." At my confused expression, he elaborated. "There's a governing structure among our kind—the Council. I'm
not a member, but | have...connections. Relationships with those who maintain order."

"Vampire police?" | couldn't keep the skepticism from my voice as we approached his car.

"More like vampire diplomats. They negotiate disputes, enforce our most sacred laws, prevent exposure to humans." He opened the passenger door for me. "The
most important law being that we don't kill when we feed."

"A law these killers are clearly ignoring," | said as | slid into the seat.
Elias circled to the driver's side and got in. "Yes. Which gives us leverage with Marcus. If his people are responsible, he's ultimately accountable to the Council."

The interior of his car was immaculate, with the subtle scent of leather and something herbal—the same scent I'd noticed on him. The engine started with a purr, and
we pulled away from the hospital, heading toward Beacon Hill.

"You keep saying 'we' and 'our kind," | noted as he drove. "But you also distance yourself from them. Where exactly do you fit in this vampire society?"
Elias was quiet for a moment, his focus apparently on the road, though | suspected he was considering how much to tell me.

"I'm something of an anomaly," he said finally. "I maintain connections to the Hemovore community, observe our laws and customs, but I've chosen a different path.
My work in medicine, my development of the synthetic blood substitute—these are viewed with suspicion by many of my kind."

"Why?"

"They see it as rejection of our nature. Attempting to be something we're not.” His hands tightened slightly on the steering wheel. "There's a strong conservative
element among Hemovores—those who believe we should embrace what we are, feed as we were designed to feed, without remorse or hesitation."

"Designed by whom?"

A small smile touched his lips. "That's a theological question I'm not equipped to answer. Some believe we're the next step in human evolution. Others think we're
divine punishment for humanity's sins. Still others see us as simply a genetic mutation that offered survival advantages in certain environments."

"What do you believe?"
He glanced at me briefly. "I believe that what we are matters less than what we choose to do with our existence. | chose medicine. Healing rather than harming."

There was something in his voice—a quiet conviction that spoke of centuries of thought, of choices made and remade through countless lifetimes. It was humbling to
consider the depth of experience behind his words.

We turned onto a narrow street lined with elegant townhouses, their facades illuminated by gas lamps that gave the historic neighborhood an appropriately gothic
atmosphere. Elias pulled up to a stately brick building with black shutters and a glossy black door.

"We're here," he said, shutting off the engine. "Remember what | told you. Be respectful, stay close to me, and accept nothing he offers."
"Got it. Basic vampire etiquette.”

His expression remained serious. "This isn't a joke, Mira. Marcus is dangerous in ways you can't fully comprehend."

"l understand," | said, sobering. "I'll be careful."

We approached the front door, which opened before Elias could knock. A tall man with silver hair and unnaturally blue eyes stood in the doorway, his expression
impassive.

"Dr. Kane," he said, his voice carrying a faint Eastern European accent. "The Patriarch is expecting you."
Elias tensed beside me. "Is he."
"Indeed. And your human companion as well." The man stepped aside. "Please, follow me."

The interior of the townhouse was opulent in an old-world way—Persian rugs, antique furniture, oil paintings in heavy gilt frames. But what struck me most was the
temperature—the house was cold, much colder than was comfortable for a human.

For Hemovores who didn't generate much body heat, | realized, this would be perfectly pleasant.

We were led through a formal sitting room to a library at the back of the house. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined three walls, filled with volumes that looked centuries
old. A fire burned in a marble fireplace, casting dancing shadows across the room.

Marcus sat in a high-backed leather chair near the fire, a crystal glass of something dark red in his hand. Up close, he was more imposing than he had appeared at the
club—tall, with aristocratic features and eyes so dark they appeared black in the firelight. Like Elias, he had the unnatural perfection of skin and movement that | was
beginning to recognize as markers of his kind.

"Dr. Kane," he said, his voice a resonant baritone. "This is an unexpected pleasure." His gaze shifted to me. "And Dr. Blackwood. The forensic pathologist with so many
questions.”

| stiffened, surprised he knew who | was.

"We apologize for the intrusion," Elias said formally. "But recent events necessitate direct conversation.”

Marcus gestured to two chairs opposite his. "Please, sit. Would either of you care for refreshment? | have an excellent vintage."

The casual way he offered what | assumed was blood made my stomach turn, but | kept my expression neutral as | sat beside Elias.
"No, thank you," Elias declined for both of us. "We won't take much of your time."

"Time is something | have in abundance." Marcus sipped from his glass, his dark eyes studying us over the rim. "Though | confess I'm curious about this partnership.
It's unusual for one of us to align so openly with a human investigator.”

"Dr. Blackwood and | share concerns about the recent deaths in the city," Elias said carefully. "Three victims in less than a week suggests a pattern that could draw
unwanted attention."

"Indeed." Marcus set his glass down. "Though | wonder why this concerns you specifically, Dr. Kane. You've made it quite clear over the years that you prefer to
remain... uninvolved in community matters."



"These deaths occurred in my hospital, involving my patients."

"Ah, yes. Your hospital. Your patients." Marcus's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Your curious devotion to human medicine. Still attempting to atone for past sins, Elias?"
| glanced at Elias, noting the tightening of his jaw. There was history here | wasn't privy to.

"We're not here to discuss my choices," Elias said evenly. "We're here about Iris. And her recent activities."

Marcus's expression hardened slightly. "My progeny's activities are not your concern."

"They are when they violate our most fundamental law." Elias leaned forward. "Three dead humans in five days, Marcus. Each drained completely. The Council will not
ignore this."

"The Council," Marcus repeated, a hint of disdain in his voice. "Always so concerned with their precious rules and balances. The world is changing, Elias. Our kind must
adapt or face extinction."

"By killing indiscriminately? That's not adaptation, it's regression."
Marcus's gaze shifted to me. "And what's your interest in this matter, Dr. Blackwood? Beyond your professional capacity, of course."

I met his eyes directly, ignoring the chill that ran through me as I did. "I'm looking for my sister. Lena Blackwood. She disappeared ten years ago with symptoms
similar to the recent victims. | believe she may have encountered someone of your... community."

Something flickered in Marcus's expression—recognition, perhaps, or calculation. "Many humans disappear, Dr. Blackwood. Most have nothing to do with us."
"But some do," | pressed. "And the timeline coincides with rumors of a turning that Elias has heard about—someone who never completed their Adjustment.”
Marcus's eyes narrowed, shifting to Elias. "You've been quite forthcoming with our secrets, it seems."

"Mira is trustworthy," Elias said. "And her sister deserves justice, whatever form that takes."

"Justice." Marcus laughed softly. "Such a human concept. As if the universe keeps a ledger of debts and payments." He picked up his glass again. "But very well. What
exactly do you want from me?"

"Information," | said before Elias could speak. "Was my sister turned? Is she one of you? And is she connected to these recent deaths?"
Marcus studied me for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Finally, he sighed, setting his glass down again.

"Ten years ago, Iris brought a young woman to me—dying, barely conscious, suffering from what appeared to be severe anemia. Iris had been feeding from her for
weeks, careful not to take too much at once, but she had miscalculated.” His gaze remained fixed on me. "The woman would have died within hours. Iris asked
permission to turn her rather than let her die."

My heart pounded in my chest. "Was her name Lena?"

"She wasn't in a condition to provide her name. But she had this." Marcus reached into a drawer beside his chair and removed a small object, holding it up.
A silver locket on a delicate chain—the one I'd given Lena for her twentieth birthday, engraved with our initials.

"That's hers," | whispered, my voice catching. "That's Lena's."

"I granted Iris permission to turn her," Marcus continued. "The transformation was successful, but the young woman—Lena, it seems—struggled with the Adjustment.
She rejected our ways, our community. She was...volatile. Dangerous."

"Where is she now?" | asked, leaning forward, unable to take my eyes off the locket dangling from his fingers.

"That's the interesting question." Marcus set the locket on the table between us. "She disappeared three years ago, after a violent disagreement with Iris. | assumed
she had met the true death—destruction by sunlight or one of the other methods that can end our existence permanently.”

"But?" Elias prompted, clearly hearing the unspoken qualification.

"But two weeks ago, Iris reported sensing her presence again in the city. And shortly after, the killings began." Marcus's expression darkened. "Iris believes Lena has
returned—unstable, hungry, and killing to draw attention."

"Attention from whom?" | asked.

"From you, Dr. Blackwood." Marcus's eyes held mine. "Iris says she spoke often of her sister—the brilliant doctor who would never stop searching for her. The sister
she could never see again because of what she had become."

The words hit me like a physical blow. Lena was alive—or whatever passed for alive among Hemovores. She had been thinking of me all these years, missing me even
as she stayed away.

And now she might be killing people to get my attention.

"These deaths," | said, struggling to keep my voice steady. "The victims were left where they would be brought to my morgue, weren't they? She knew | would be the
one to examine them."

"It appears so," Marcus confirmed. "Though Iris is not entirely trustworthy in matters concerning Lena. Their relationship was... complicated."
"Complicated how?" Elias asked.

"Iris was her maker, but also her lover. When Lena rejected our ways, she also rejected Iris. It was...messy." Marcus picked up his glass again. "Emotions among our
kind can be more intense, more consuming than human feelings. Especially for the newly turned."

| tried to process this new information. Lena had been turned by a woman named Iris. They had been lovers. Lena had rejected the vampire lifestyle, disappeared, and
now might be killing people to send me messages.

It was too much, too fast.

"If Lena is responsible for these deaths," Elias said, "she must be stopped before she kills again. And before she draws attention that could expose all of us."
"l agree," Marcus said. "Which is why I've already dispatched Iris to find her."

"Iris?" | straightened. "The woman who turned her against her will and then lost control of her?"

"Iris knows her better than anyone. And she has a vested interest in bringing her back safely."



"To do what?" I demanded. "Lock her up? Kill her?"
Marcus's expression hardened. "To bring her back into the fold, Dr. Blackwood. To help her complete the Adjustment she rejected. To save her from herself."
"And if she refuses?" Elias asked quietly.

Marcus didn't answer immediately, his dark eyes moving from Elias to me and back. "Then the Council's law will apply. Those who kill repeatedly and risk exposure
must be eliminated.”

"No," | said, standing abruptly. "l won't let that happen. If Lena is alive, if she's out there, | need to find her first. Talk to her."

"That would be unwise," Marcus warned. "If she is killing, she is extremely dangerous—especially to you. Your blood, as her sibling, would call to her more strongly
than any other's."

"I don't care. She's my sister."

"She was your sister," Marcus corrected coldly. "What she is now is something else entirely. Something that might wear your sister's face but is driven by hungers and
compulsions you cannot comprehend."

Elias stood beside me, his presence steady and calm despite the tension in the room. "We appreciate the information, Marcus. But | believe we should be part of the
effort to find Lena."

"Because of your medical expertise?" Marcus's tone was dismissive. "This isn't a condition to be treated, Elias. It's our nature—one you've spent centuries trying to
deny."

"Because if Lena is killing to send messages to her sister, then Mira may be our best chance of drawing her out safely."” Elias's voice remained even. "And because I've
helped newly turned Hemovores through difficult Adjustments before."

Marcus considered this, his dark eyes unreadable. Finally, he nodded. "Very well. You may join the search, but under my authority. Iris leads the effort, and you will
coordinate with her."

"Agreed," Elias said before | could object to working with the woman who had turned my sister.

Marcus rose, signaling the end of our audience. "I'll have Iris contact you. In the meantime, | suggest you prepare Dr. Blackwood for the possibility that the sister she
seeks no longer exists in any meaningful way."

| wanted to argue, to tell him he was wrong, that Lena was still Lena regardless of what she had become. But the locket on the table stopped me—tangible proof that
my sister had been transformed into something | didn't fully understand.

Elias placed his hand lightly on my back, guiding me toward the door. "Thank you for your time, Marcus."
As we turned to leave, Marcus spoke again. "Dr. Blackwood."
| looked back at him.

"The locket. Take it." He gestured to the silver chain on the table. "It belonged to your sister. Perhaps it will help you remember who she was, when you finally see
what she has become.”

| hesitated, remembering Elias's warning not to accept anything from Marcus. But this was Lena's—a piece of her | had given her, a connection to our shared past.

| reached for it, feeling Elias tense beside me, but unable to leave without this small piece of my sister. The silver was cool in my palm, the engraved initials—LB & MB
—still clear after all these years.

"Thank you," | said, closing my fingers around it.

Marcus inclined his head slightly. "Good hunting, doctors. For all our sakes, | hope you find her before she kills again."

As we left the townhouse and stepped back into the cool night air, | opened my palm to look at the locket again, emotions threatening to overwhelm me.
"She's alive, Elias," | whispered. "After all these years, she's alive."

His expression was grave as he looked at me. "Yes. But Marcus is right about one thing—the sister you knew may not be the person we find."

"I don't care. She's still Lena. Still my sister." | closed my fingers around the locket again. "And I'm going to find her before Iris or Marcus or anyone else does."

Elias didn't argue, but the concern in his eyes was clear as we walked back to his car. We had answers now, but they had only led to more questions—and to a search
that could end in either reunion or tragedy.

Or perhaps both.

CHAPTER 6

October 20th, 2023

| keep staring at Lena's locket, running my thumb over the engraved initials as if | might somehow feel her through the silver. Ten years of searching, wondering,
hoping—and now | know. She's alive. Or whatever version of alive applies to what she's become. Elias keeps warning me to prepare myself for how she might have
changed, but how do you prepare for something so far beyond normal human experience? Science taught me that death is final, irreversible. Now | have to accept that
my sister exists in some state between life and death, driven by hunger for blood, possibly killing people to get my attention. The rational part of my brain keeps
searching for another explanation, some scientific framework to make sense of vampirism. But the sister in me doesn't care about the mechanism. | just want to find
her before Marcus's people do. Before anyone else dies because of me.

Iris contacted us the following evening, as Marcus had promised. Her call came to Elias's phone while we were in my apartment, reviewing what we knew about the
victims and possible patterns that might lead us to Lena.

"She wants to meet," Elias said after a brief conversation. "Tonight, at the Public Garden."
"Do we trust her?" | asked, still uneasy about working with the woman who had turned my sister against her will.

"Trust isn't relevant. She knows Lena better than anyone, and Marcus has given her authority to lead the search.” He pocketed his phone. "But no, | don't particularly
trust her. Iris has a reputation for volatility."



"Great. A volatile vampire leading the hunt for my potentially unstable vampire sister." | sighed, running my fingers over Lena's locket, which | now wore around my
neck. "What time?"

"One hour. She's bringing information about Lena's known habits, preferences, places she frequented when she was part of their community."

I nodded, turning back to the evidence board where I'd added what we'd learned from Marcus. Three victims, all drained of blood, all brought to my morgue. If Lena
was trying to send me a message, what was she trying to say?

"There's something else we should discuss before we meet with Iris," Elias said, his tone cautious. "About what happens if we find Lena."
| turned to look at him. "What about it?"

"If she is responsible for these deaths, she's extremely dangerous. Not just to random victims, but to you specifically." He moved closer, his expression grave. "The
blood bond between siblings is powerful. She would be drawn to you, hungry for you, in ways that might override any remaining human connection."

"You're saying she might try to kill me."

"I'm saying she might not be able to stop herself." His eyes held mine. "If she's killing to get your attention, it could be because part of her wants to reconnect with
you. But it could also be because part of her wants to feed from you."

| swallowed hard, touching the locket at my throat. "l can't believe that. She's my sister."

"Mira." His voice softened. "I've seen what the hunger does to newly turned Hemovores. It's overwhelming, all-consuming. It can erase centuries of civilization, reduce
us to pure predatory instinct."

"But you control it," | countered. "You've found alternatives, maintained your humanity."
"After four hundred years of discipline and practice. And even now, there are moments..." He trailed off, looking away.
"Moments when what?" | pressed.

His amber eyes returned to mine, something vulnerable in them I hadn't seen before. "Moments when | smell blood—fresh, vital human blood—and everything else
falls away. My medical training, my ethical framework, my carefully constructed control. For a heartbeat, sometimes two, I'm nothing but hunger."

The admission hung between us, raw and honest in a way that made my breath catch. "But you don't act on it."

"No. But every time, it's a choice | have to make consciously. And I've had centuries to perfect that choice." His expression darkened. "Lena has had only a decade, with
improper guidance and, according to Marcus, no completed Adjustment. Her ability to choose may be compromised.”

| turned away, unable to bear the weight of his gaze and the implications of his words. If he was right, the sister | was so desperate to find might be gone, replaced by
something that wore her face but existed only to feed.

"I have to try," | said finally. "l have to believe there's enough of Lena left to reach.”
Elias was quiet for a moment. Then | felt his cool hand on my shoulder, a gesture of support rather than restraint.
"Then we'll try," he said. "But promise me you'll be careful. That you'll let me protect you if necessary."

I nodded, not trusting my voice. The reality of what we were doing—hunting a vampire who might be my sister, who might want to kill me—was finally sinking in,
beyond the initial shock and hope of discovering Lena was still in existence.

"We should go," | said after a moment, gathering my composure. "The Garden is across town, and Boston traffic is unpredictable."

Elias nodded, dropping his hand from my shoulder. As we prepared to leave, | caught him watching me with an expression | couldn't quite interpret—concern, certainly,
but something else too. Something that made me wonder what stakes this search held for him, beyond helping me find answers.

The Public Garden was eerily beautiful at night, the trees casting intricate shadows across the paths, the pond reflecting the lights of the surrounding city. Despite the
late hour, a few people still wandered the grounds—couples seeking privacy, individuals walking dogs, the occasional jogger.

Iris waited for us near the suspension bridge, her red hair unmistakable even in the dim light. She was striking in the way all Hemovores seemed to be—perfect skin,
fluid movements, an aura of contained power. But where Elias's presence was calm and controlled, hers radiated a wild energy that set my nerves on edge.

"Dr. Kane," she said as we approached, her voice melodic but cold. "And the famous sister. I've heard so much about you, Dr. Blackwood."
"Wish | could say the same," | replied, unable to keep the edge from my voice. "But Lena never mentioned you."

A flash of something—pain? anger?—crossed her perfect features before her expression smoothed again. "No, she wouldn't have. Our relationship began after she left
her human life behind."

"You mean after you nearly drained her to death and turned her against her will," | corrected.
Elias placed a warning hand on my arm. "We're here to find Lena, not assign blame for past actions."
Iris's green eyes—unnaturally bright, almost luminescent in the darkness—moved from me to Elias. "Marcus says you've agreed to follow my lead in this search.”

"We've agreed to cooperate,” Elias said carefully. "Your knowledge of Lena is valuable, but Dr. Blackwood's connection to her sister may be crucial in approaching her
safely."

"If safety is possible at all." Iris turned, gesturing for us to follow her along the path. "Lena was volatile even before she left us. Now, after three years alone, without
proper feeding or guidance..." She shook her head. "The hunger will have consumed much of what made her human."

"You don't know that," | argued, falling into step beside her. "She could have found alternatives, like Elias has."

Iris laughed, the sound unnervingly beautiful. "Elias is an anomaly, Dr. Blackwood. His control is legendary among our kind, but it comes from centuries of discipline
few can match." She glanced at him. "And even he has his moments of weakness, don't you, Doctor?"

Elias didn't respond, his expression remaining neutral, but | remembered his earlier confession about the moments when hunger overwhelmed everything else.
"What can you tell us about Lena's habits?" | asked, steering the conversation back to the purpose of our meeting. "Places she frequented, people she was close to."

"After her turning, Lena was reclusive. She struggled with the hunger, fought against it constantly.” Iris's voice softened slightly, a hint of what might have been
genuine emotion breaking through. "She hated what she had become, what | had made her."



"Then why did you turn her?" | couldn't help asking.

Iris stopped walking, turning to face me fully. "Because | couldn't bear to watch her die. Because in the weeks | spent feeding from her, | saw something in her—a
brilliance, a fire—that | couldn't let be extinguished." Her perfect features tightened. "l thought | was saving her. She saw it as a curse."

The raw honesty in her voice caught me off guard. | had expected excuses, justifications, not this admission of what sounded almost like love.
"Where would she go?" Elias asked, gently redirecting the conversation again. "If she's back in Boston, where would she feel safe?"

Iris considered the question. "She was drawn to high places. Said they reminded her of being human, looking down at a world she was no longer part of." She began
walking again. "There was a clock tower at the old textile factory in the Seaport District she would visit often. And the observatory at Boston University, where she
studied before her turning."

| caught my breath. "She went back to BU? That's where she was when she disappeared.”

"She watched you there, sometimes,” Iris said, glancing at me. "In the early years after her turning, before she left us. She would observe you from a distance—in your
classes, walking across campus, studying late in the library."

The thought of Lena watching me, so close yet unable to reach out, sent a pang through my chest. "Why didn't she contact me?"

"She was afraid of what she might do to you." Iris's expression was almost sympathetic. "The blood bond between siblings is one of the strongest temptations for a
newly turned Hemovore. Your scent, your blood—it would call to her more powerfully than any other's."

It was the same warning Elias had given me, now confirmed by someone who had known my sister intimately.
"These recent killings," | said, pushing past the emotion threatening to overwhelm me. "Why now? Why leave the bodies where they would come to me?"

"That's what we need to discover." Iris stopped again, turning to face both of us. "If Lena is responsible, she's either lost all control of her hunger, or she's trying to
communicate something specific to you."

"Or both," Elias added quietly.
Iris nodded. "Marcus has people watching the morgue, your apartment, and the hospital. If Lena approaches any of those locations, we'll know."
"And then what?" | asked, tension coiling in my stomach. "What happens when you find her?"

"That depends on her." Iris's green eyes hardened. "If she surrenders peacefully, agrees to return to our community and complete her Adjustment, she'll be given
another chance. If she resists or attempts to kill again..." She left the sentence unfinished, but her meaning was clear.

"l want to be there," | insisted. "When you find her, | need to be present. She might respond to me, recognize me."
"Or she might try to drain you dry the moment she smells your blood," Iris countered. "It's too risky."

"She's my sister."

"She's a predator now, Dr. Blackwood. One who may see you as prey, regardless of your shared history."

"Mira will be under my protection,” Elias interjected, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Her presence could be the difference between resolving this peacefully
and ending in violence."

Iris studied him for a long moment, something unspoken passing between them. Finally, she nodded. "Very well. But you're responsible for her safety, Elias. If Lena
attacks her sister, and you're forced to choose between them..."

"It won't come to that," he said firmly.
But I noticed he didn't actually answer the implicit question of which of us he would protect if forced to choose.

"We should check the locations you mentioned," | said, eager to take action rather than continue this tense conversation. "The clock tower, the observatory. She might
be using one of them as a haven."

"My people are already monitoring those locations," Iris said. "But yes, we can visit them tonight." She glanced at her watch. "The clock tower first. It's more isolated,
more likely to appeal to her current state.”

As we turned to leave the garden, a figure emerged from the shadows ahead—tall, male, with the same unnatural grace that marked Hemovores. Iris tensed
immediately, stepping slightly in front of me in what seemed like a protective gesture.

"Dominic," she said, her voice cooling. "What are you doing here?"

The man approached, his pale features handsome in a sharp, predatory way. His eyes—an unusual violet color—flicked from Iris to Elias to me with calculating
interest.

"Marcus sent me to assist," he said smoothly. "Given the... delicate nature of the situation."
"I don't need assistance," Iris replied sharply. "Especially not yours."

Dominic smiled, revealing teeth that seemed just slightly too sharp. "It wasn't a request, dear Iris. Marcus feels the human's presence changes the dynamics. He
wants additional security."

"I can protect Dr. Blackwood," Elias said, his voice deceptively calm though | sensed a new tension in his posture.

"I'm sure you can," Dominic agreed, his violet eyes fixing on me with unsettling intensity. "But can you protect her from her sister and manage Iris's... emotional
complications at the same time?"

Iris hissed—an inhuman sound that raised the hair on the back of my neck. "My relationship with Lena won't affect my judgment.”

"Marcus disagrees." Dominic stepped closer, ignoring Iris's obvious hostility. "Shall we proceed to the clock tower? Time is wasting, and if the pattern holds, Lena may
be hunting for her next victim as we speak."

The thought sent a chill through me. If Lena was responsible for the killings, she might be preparing to take another life even as we stood here arguing.
"Fine," Iris said after a tense moment. "But you follow my lead, Dominic. This is still my operation."
"Of course." His smile didn't reach his eyes. "I'm merely here to observe. And intervene if necessary."

As we left the garden, | found myself walking between Elias and Iris, with Dominic trailing slightly behind. The formation wasn't accidental—they were positioning



themselves to protect me, or perhaps to contain me if necessary.

"Don't trust Dominic," Elias murmured, his voice too low for the others to hear. "He's Marcus's enforcer. If he's here, it's not just to observe."

"You think Marcus lied to us?" | whispered back. "About giving Lena a chance?"

"Not lied, necessarily. But Marcus always has contingency plans." His hand brushed against mine briefly. "Stay close to me, no matter what happens.”

The warning sent another chill through me, but | nodded, grateful for his presence as we headed toward the Seaport District and the abandoned clock tower where my
sister might be hiding.

Or hunting.

The old textile factory loomed against the night sky, its clock tower rising above the surrounding redeveloped buildings like a relic from another era. The factory itself
had been partially converted into high-end lofts, but the tower remained untouched, deemed structurally unsound for renovation.

"The upper levels are accessible only by a maintenance staircase," Iris explained as we approached. "Lena used to climb it regularly, spend hours watching the city
from the clock face."

"How do we do this?" | asked, eyeing the dark building. "Just walk in calling her name?"

"No," Iris shook her head. "We need to be more careful. If she's here, she'll sense us—especially Dominic and me. Our scents are familiar to her."
"And what about mine?" | asked. "Will she recognize it?"

"Without question," Elias said quietly. "Blood scent between siblings is distinctive, unmistakable. If she's here, she'll know you immediately.”

"Which is why you should remain outside, Dr. Blackwood," Dominic interjected, his violet eyes gleaming in the darkness. "Let the three of us search first, confirm
whether she's present.”

| shook my head firmly. "No. If Lena is here, | need to see her. Speak to her."
"Your funeral," Dominic murmured, earning sharp looks from both Elias and Iris.

"We go in together," Iris decided. "Elias, you stay with Dr. Blackwood. Dominic and | will take the lead, approach from different directions to prevent Lena from fleeing
undetected.”

Elias nodded, moving closer to my side. "If you find her, call out. Don't approach her alone, Iris."
"I know how to handle Lena," she replied, a hint of her earlier emotion returning to her voice.
"You knew how to handle her," Elias corrected gently. "She's been on her own for three years, possibly killing again. She's not the same person you remember."

Iris didn't respond, but her expression tightened before she turned away, gesturing for Dominic to circle around to the back entrance while she approached from the
front.

Once they were out of earshot, | turned to Elias. "You don't think she's here, do you?"

"It's possible," he said, his eyes scanning the dark windows of the tower. "But if these killings are messages to you, she's more likely to be somewhere connected to
both of you, not just to her post-turning life."

"Like the observatory at BU," | suggested. "Where we used to go together when she was studying astronomy."
He nodded. "That would make more sense as a meeting place if she's trying to reconnect with you specifically."

"Then why are we here?"

"Because we need to eliminate possibilities. And because Iris needs to feel she's leading this search, at least for now." He glanced toward where she had disappeared
into the building. "Her emotional connection to Lena complicates things."

"She loved her," | said, the realization settling over me. "Still loves her, | think."
"Yes. Which makes her both valuable and dangerous in this search." Elias touched my arm lightly. "Come. We should follow, but carefully."

We entered the factory through the front door, which Iris had left ajar. The interior was dark, the renovated sections clearly separated from the abandoned parts by
temporary walls and construction barriers. The air smelled of dust and abandonment, with undertones of chemicals and decay.

Elias led the way, moving with silent grace through the darkness. | followed as quietly as | could, though my human footsteps seemed thunderous compared to his
soundless progress. We found the maintenance staircase at the back of the main floor—a narrow metal spiral that disappeared upward into darkness.

"Iris will have gone this way," Elias whispered, placing his foot on the first step. "Stay behind me."

We ascended slowly, the stairs creaking occasionally beneath my weight though they remained silent under Elias's. As we climbed higher, the air grew colder, drafts
whistling through broken windows and gaps in the old brick walls.

When we reached the top level, just below the clock mechanism itself, Elias stopped suddenly, holding up a hand to halt me as well. Ahead, in the dim light filtering
through the clock face, | could see Iris standing motionless, her attention fixed on something I couldn't yet see.

"She was here," Iris said without turning, clearly aware of our presence. "Recently."

Elias moved forward, allowing me to step up beside him. Now | could see what Iris was looking at—a small nest of sorts, with blankets arranged in a corner, books
stacked nearby, and a collection of items that made my heart clench: a BU astronomy textbook, a faded photograph, and a small stuffed rabbit | recognized

immediately.
"Mr. Whiskers," | whispered, moving forward to pick up the worn toy. "She's had this since she was six. | can't believe she kept it."

The stuffed rabbit had been Lena's constant companion throughout childhood, accompanying her to school, to the doctor, everywhere until she was deemed too old
for such things. Seeing it here, in this makeshift nest, was like a punch to the gut—proof that some part of my sister still existed, still clung to pieces of her humanity.

"She comes here to remember," Iris said, her voice softer than I'd heard it before. "To hold onto who she was."

| examined the other items—the photograph was of Lena and me at her high school graduation, arms around each other, grinning at the camera. The textbook was



heavily annotated in Lena's familiar handwriting, with additional notes in the margins that | didn't recognize—calculations, observations, written in a more erratic hand.
"These notes," | said, pointing to the unfamiliar writing. "Are they hers? From after?"

Iris nodded, taking the book gently from my hands. "The transformation can affect handwriting, cognitive patterns. And the hunger makes concentration difficult,
especially in the early years."

| looked around the space, trying to find any indication of where Lena might have gone, or when she might return. "There's no... blood here. No signs of victims."
"She wouldn't bring them here," Iris said. "This is her sanctuary, her connection to humanity. She would keep her feeding separate.”
"If she is responsible for the killings," Elias added, studying the nest with careful attention.

"Of course she's responsible," Dominic's voice came from the stairwell as he emerged onto our level. "The question is where she's hunting now, and who her next
victim will be."

He moved into the space, his violet eyes taking in the scene with clinical detachment. "Touching. She's clinging to memories of her human life. That makes her even
more dangerous—conflicted, unstable."

"It means there's still humanity in her," | countered, clutching Mr. Whiskers tightly. "She remembers who she was, who | am."

"Which is precisely why you're likely her ultimate target, Dr. Blackwood." Dominic circled the nest, picking up the photograph and examining it. "Nostalgic
sentimentality and bloodlust make a volatile combination.”

"Put that down," | said sharply. "Those are her things."

"They're evidence," he replied, but he set the photograph back exactly where he'd found it. "This confirms she's in Boston, actively maintaining a haven. We need to set
surveillance here, catch her when she returns."

"No," Iris said firmly. "If we stake out her sanctuary, she'll sense it immediately and flee. We need to find where she's hunting, intercept her there."
"The other location," Elias suggested. "The observatory. If she's left this place undisturbed, she may be using another haven closer to her hunting grounds."

Iris nodded, her green eyes lingering on the nest for a moment longer. "We should go. But leave everything exactly as we found it." She looked pointedly at me.
"Including the toy, Dr. Blackwood."

| hesitated, reluctant to part with this tangible connection to my sister. But Iris was right—if Lena returned and found things disturbed, especially her childhood
treasure missing, she might vanish again.

Gently, | placed Mr. Whiskers back exactly where I'd found him, arranging him carefully against the blankets. As | did, | noticed something I'd missed before—a small
notebook, partially hidden beneath the blankets.

Before anyone could stop me, | reached for it, opening to a random page. Inside was more of the erratic handwriting from the textbook, but formed into what
appeared to be poetry or journal entries:

Blood calls to blood, sister mine Your pulse a beacon in the night | watch, | hunger, | resist But how long before | break?
"Mira," Elias said softly, placing a hand on my shoulder. "We should go."

| closed the notebook, placing it back exactly where I'd found it, my hands trembling slightly. The words confirmed what Iris and Elias had warned me about—Lena
was struggling against the urge to feed from me specifically, drawn by our blood connection.

"She's fighting it," | said as | straightened. "The hunger. She's trying to resist."

"Yes," Iris agreed, her expression softening with what might have been pride. "Lena always fought harder than any newly turned I've known. It's why she left—she
couldn't bear what she might become if she stayed.”

"How touching," Dominic said dryly. "But the three dead humans in the morgue suggest her resistance is failing."
"We don't know for certain she's responsible for those deaths," Elias reminded him.

"Don't we?" Dominic raised an eyebrow. "The timing of her return, the bodies delivered to her sister's morgue, the escalating pattern... The evidence seems quite clear
to me."

"Let's check the observatory," | said, eager to move on rather than continue this debate. "If she's not there, we can reconsider our approach.”

As we descended the stairs, | found myself haunted by the words in Lena's notebook. Your pulse a beacon in the night. She had been watching me, drawn to me,
fighting against her instinct to feed from me. The realization was both heartbreaking and terrifying—my sister, locked in a constant battle between her human love for
me and her inhuman hunger for my blood.

Outside, the night had deepened, the streets nearly empty as we made our way back to our vehicles. Elias stayed close to my side, his presence reassuring as my
mind raced with implications of what we'd discovered.

"The observatory is on the other side of the city," Iris said as we reached the street. "Dominic and | will take my car. You two follow."

As they moved toward a sleek black Mercedes parked nearby, Elias guided me toward his Audi. Once inside, with the doors closed, | finally let myself react to what
we'd found.

"She's still Lena," | said, my voice catching. "She kept Mr. Whiskers, our photograph. She writes poetry. She's still my sister."
"Yes," Elias agreed, starting the engine. "But she's also dangerous, Mira. Those writings show she's struggling with powerful urges directed specifically at you."
"But she's fighting them. Resisting."

"For now." He pulled away from the curb, following Iris's car at a distance. "But resistance takes tremendous strength, especially for one so young in our terms. If she's
responsible for these killings, her control may be slipping.”

| stared out the window at the passing city lights, trying to reconcile the Lena | remembered—brilliant, compassionate, full of life—with the creature she had become,
torn between humanity and predatory instinct.

"If we find her," | said after a long silence, "what happens? Really?"

Elias glanced at me, his amber eyes reflecting the dashboard lights. "Best case scenario, we convince her to come in voluntarily. She agrees to complete her
Adjustment under supervision, learns to control her hunger, eventually integrates into Hemovore society with rules and structure."



"And worst case?"

His hands tightened on the steering wheel. "She resists, attacks, tries to flee. Dominic is there to eliminate her if that happens."

"You mean kill her."

"Yes." His voice was gentle but honest. "It's our most sacred law, Mira. Those who kill repeatedly and risk exposure cannot be allowed to continue.”
"But if the killings are messages to me, not random feeding, doesn't that suggest she still has control? That she's making conscious choices?"

"Possibly. But that doesn't make the deaths less real, or the risk to you any smaller." He navigated through a yellow light, keeping pace with Iris's car ahead. "In fact, if
she's killing deliberately to draw your attention, it suggests a level of calculation that might be even more dangerous."

I turned to look at him fully. "Would you do it? If it came to that, would you help them kill my sister?"

The question hung between us, heavy with implication. Elias didn't answer immediately, his focus apparently on the road, though | suspected he was choosing his
words carefully.

"I've sworn an oath to do no harm," he said finally. "As a doctor and as a person. I've spent centuries trying to atone for the lives | took in my early years." His eyes met
mine briefly. "I would do everything in my power to find another solution."

It wasn't quite an answer, but it was honest. And in that moment, it was enough.

We drove the rest of the way in silence, each lost in our own thoughts as we headed toward Boston University and the observatory where Lena and | had once spent
countless hours staring at the stars, before darkness of a different kind had claimed her.

CHAPTER 7

October 27st, 2023

Dawn is breaking, and | still can't believe what happened tonight. We found Lena—or rather, she found me. Her face, her voice, so familiar yet so changed. When she
said my name, it was like the past ten years collapsed into nothing. For a moment, she was just my little sister again. Then | saw her eyes—that unnatural glow, the
hunger she couldn't quite hide. "Run,” she told me. "I can't control it much longer." Elias tried to reason with her, but Dominic moved to attack, and everything
descended into chaos. In the struggle, Lena escaped, but not before leaving something in my hand—a key with an address. A message meant only for me. Elias
doesn't know about it. No one does. | should tell him, but something holds me back. Trust, maybe. Or the lack of it. Lena is still my sister, and | need to find her alone,
before Dominic or anyone else can hurt her. I'll go tomorrow night. | just pray I'm not making a terrible mistake.

The observatory at Boston University was a small domed building on the edge of campus, used primarily by astronomy students for research and observation. At this
late hour, it should have been locked and empty, but as we approached, | could see a faint light glowing from within the dome.

"Someone's there," | whispered, though | knew the Hemovores with their enhanced hearing didn't need my observation.
"I smell blood," Dominic said sharply, his violet eyes narrowing. "Fresh blood."

Elias tensed beside me. "Stay here," he instructed, but | shook my head.

"If it's Lena, | need to be there."

"Mira—"

"I'm going in," | insisted, already moving toward the building's entrance. "With or without you."

Iris moved swiftly, positioning herself at the door before I could reach it. "Let us enter first. If Lena is feeding, she'll be in a heightened state—dangerous, reactive. Your
presence could escalate the situation.”

| wanted to argue but recognized the logic in her caution. Reluctantly, | nodded. "But I'm coming in right behind you."
Iris glanced at Elias, who moved to my side. "I'll stay with her," he said. "You and Dominic check inside first."

Dominic looked like he wanted to object, but Iris was already opening the door, slipping inside with preternatural silence. After a moment's hesitation, he followed,
leaving Elias and me alone outside.

"If we hear anything—anything at all—that suggests danger, you stay behind me," Elias said, his voice low but firm. "Promise me, Mira."
"I promise," | agreed, though my heart raced with the possibility of seeing Lena after all these years.

Less than a minute later, Iris reappeared at the door, her expression tense. "There's been a feeding, but no victim. Just blood—in a cup. And signs someone left in a
hurry, moments ago."

Elias and | followed her inside. The observatory was small, with a central platform beneath the dome where the telescope was mounted, surrounded by computer
stations and work areas. On one of the desks sat a ceramic mug, a dark liquid still inside it.

"Blood," Dominic confirmed, examining the mug without touching it. "Human, relatively fresh. But not directly from a vein—it's been stored, preserved somehow."

| approached the desk, noticing other items arranged around the mug—an old student ID card with Lena's picture, a page torn from an astronomy textbook with
calculations in her handwriting, and a single white rose, its stem wrapped in what looked like a piece of hospital gauze.

"She was just here," | said, reaching for the ID card. "This is hers, from when she was a student.”
"These are messages," Elias said, examining the items without touching them. "Arranged deliberately, meant to be found."
"By me," | added, certain of it. "She knew I'd come here."

Iris picked up the mug carefully, sniffing its contents. "This blood isn't from any of the victims we know about. It's different—preserved with an anticoagulant, stored
rather than fresh."

"Like donated blood," Elias suggested, moving closer to examine it. "Perhaps from a blood bank."
"Are you suggesting she's stealing medical blood supplies rather than killing?" Dominic asked skeptically.

"It's possible," Elias replied. "Many of our kind supplement with stored blood when they can obtain it."



| picked up the rose, examining the gauze wrapped around its stem. There was writing on it—tiny, careful letters that | had to squint to read: Observatory roof.
Midnight. Come alone.

My heart jumped. | quickly tucked the gauze into my pocket before anyone else could see it, though Elias gave me a questioning look that suggested he'd noticed the
movement.

"We should check the rest of the building," | said, trying to keep my voice steady. "She might still be nearby."
Dominic was already moving toward the spiral staircase that led to the observation platform above. "I'll check the roof."
"No," | said quickly, too quickly. "I mean—we should stay together. If she's watching, seeing all of us might scare her off."

Iris gave me a strange look but nodded. "Dr. Blackwood is right. Lena would be more likely to approach if she sensed fewer of us." She glanced at her watch. "It's
nearly midnight. Perhaps we should wait, see if she returns."

Dominic looked displeased but descended the stairs. "Fine. But I'll check the perimeter outside, make sure she hasn't left any other... messages."
Once he had left, Iris moved to examine the telescope, giving me a moment alone with Elias.

"What did you find?" he asked softly, his voice too low for even Iris to hear.

| hesitated, torn between trust and caution. "A message," | admitted finally. "She wants to meet me. Alone."

His expression tightened. "When?"

"Midnight. On the roof."

"That's too dangerous," he said immediately. "She could be setting a trap.”

"Or she could be trying to protect me from Dominic and the others." | glanced toward the door where Dominic had disappeared. "You saw how he reacted. He's looking
for an excuse to 'eliminate’ her."

"Mira." Elias placed his hand on mine, his cool touch somehow steadying. "If Lena is responsible for these deaths, she's dangerous—especially to you. Meeting her
alone would be incredibly risky."

"She's my sister."

"She's a predator struggling with hunger that's specifically directed at you." His amber eyes held mine. "Let me come with you, at least. | can stay hidden, intervene only
if necessary."

| considered his offer, weighing my desperate need to speak with Lena against the very real danger Elias was warning me about. Before | could decide, Iris returned to
our side.

"It's midnight," she said quietly, looking between us with suspicious eyes. "Something's happening here that you're not sharing."

| glanced at the spiral staircase leading to the roof. If | was going to meet Lena, it had to be now, while Dominic was outside.

"Lena left me a message," | admitted, seeing no point in hiding it any longer. "She wants to meet me on the roof. Alone."

Iris's green eyes widened slightly. "When?"

"Now."

"Absolutely not," she said immediately. "It's too dangerous. She's unstable, hungry."

"I'm going," | insisted, already moving toward the stairs. "You can either help me or try to stop me, but she's my sister, and this might be my only chance to reach her."
Iris and Elias exchanged a look | couldn't interpret. Finally, Elias spoke.

"Let her go," he said to Iris. "But we'll be right below, ready to intervene if necessary."

"And Dominic?" Iris asked.

"Keep him occupied. Outside, away from the building if possible." Elias turned to me. "You have five minutes, Mira. If we hear anything concerning, or if you don't return
by then, we're coming up."

I nodded, grateful for his support even as | recognized the limits he was placing on it. "Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet," he replied grimly. "This could still be a terrible mistake."

Without giving myself time to reconsider, | ascended the spiral staircase, my heart pounding in my chest. At the top was a small door leading to the observation
platform on the roof. | pushed it open slowly, stepping out into the cool night air.

The platform was circular, surrounded by a waist-high railing, with a clear view of the Boston skyline beyond the campus buildings. At first, | thought it was empty.
Then a shadow moved near the edge, separating itself from the darkness.

"Mira."

The voice was familiar but changed—deeper, with a musical quality that hadn't been there before. She stepped into the moonlight, and | saw my sister for the first time
in ten years.

Lena looked both exactly the same and completely different. Her features were still hers—the same heart-shaped face, the same delicate nose—but refined, perfected,
as if an artist had taken her human form and enhanced it. Her dark hair was longer than she'd worn it before, falling in waves past her shoulders. And her eyes—once
warm brown like mine—now glowed with an amber hue similar to Elias's.

"Lena," | whispered, frozen in place by the shock of finally seeing her.

She smiled, revealing teeth that appeared normal until she spoke, when | caught a glimpse of slightly elongated canines. "You found my messages."
"I've been looking for you for ten years," | said, my voice thick with emotion. "l never stopped.”

"I know." She took a step closer, then stopped, as if restraining herself. "l watched you sometimes. In the early years, before | had to leave."

"Why did you leave? Why didn't you come to me?"



Her smile faded, replaced by an expression of pain. "Look at me, Mira. Look at what I've become. How could | come to you like this?"
"You're my sister," | said, taking a step toward her. "Nothing could change that. Not even... this."

Lena shook her head, backing away as | approached. "Stay there. Please. It's... difficult for me to be this close to you."

| stopped, remembering Elias's warnings about the blood bond between siblings. "The hunger. It's worse with me."

"Yes." She closed her eyes briefly, as if steadying herself. "Your blood calls to me like nothing else. Even now, | can hear your heartbeat, smell your life flowing beneath
your skin."

The clinical description sent a chill through me, but | forced myself to focus on why | was here. "The deaths, Lena. Three people dead, drained of blood. Was that you?"

She was quiet for a long moment, her unnatural eyes watching me with an intensity that was both familiar and alien. "Not alone," she said finally. "But yes, | was
involved."

The admission hit me like a physical blow, even though I'd suspected it. "Why? How could you kill innocent people?”
"They weren't random," she said quickly, as if that somehow mitigated the horror. "They were chosen. Specific. Messages for you."
"Messages saying what? That you've become a murderer?"

Anger flashed across her perfect features. "Messages warning you. About Marcus, about what's really happening in Boston." She moved closer despite her earlier
caution, her movements fluid and rapid in a way that made my human reflexes seem painfully inadequate. "They're planning something, Mira. Something big. And
they're willing to kill anyone who gets in their way."

"Who's planning what? Lena, you're not making sense."

"Marcus and his inner circle. They've found a way to synthesize Hemovore blood components—the elements that heal, that extend life. They're preparing to sell it to
humans."

| frowned, trying to understand. "Like a medical treatment? That could be revolutionary."

"No," she shook her head sharply. "Not as medicine. As a street drug. A highly addictive substance that creates dependency while slowly changing human physiology."
Her eyes held mine. "They're creating a feeding population, Mira. Humans addicted to vampire blood who will eventually crave giving blood in return. A sustainable
food source that maintains itself."

The implications were horrifying. "That's why you've been killing? To warn me about this?"

"The first victim worked in Marcus's lab. The second was a distributor preparing for the initial release. The third was a test subject who was starting to show the
physiological changes." She took another step closer, close enough now that | could feel the unnatural coolness radiating from her. "l tried to be careful, strategic. To
send you messages through the bodies themselves, the blood chemistry, the cellular changes. | knew you would see it, understand it."

"By killing people? There had to be another way."

"There wasn't time. The distribution starts next week. Once it begins, it will spread rapidly." Her expression softened. "I'm sorry, Mira. | didn't want to kill. But | needed
to reach you, to warn you, and | couldn't approach directly. Not with what I've become.”

| studied my sister's face, trying to reconcile the Lena | remembered with the creature standing before me—a being who could rationalize murder as a means of
communication. "Why me? Why not go to the authorities, or to Elias and others like you who might help?"

"Because | don't know who to trust." Her gaze dropped to the locket around my neck—her locket—and something like human emotion flickered across her perfect
features. "But I've always trusted you."

The admission touched something deep inside me, a connection that transcended the changes in her. She was still Lena, still my sister, despite everything.
"Elias," | said. "Dr. Kane. He wants to help you. He understands what you're going through."

Her expression hardened. "Kane is ancient, powerful. Connected to the Council. | can't be sure where his loyalties lie."

"He's been helping me search for you. He wants to stop these deaths."

"Of course he does. Deaths draw attention. Exposure is the greatest threat to their kind." She moved closer still, close enough that | could have reached out and
touched her. "But what about the living, Mira? What about the thousands who will become addicted to Hemovore blood, their lives destroyed, their bodies altered to
become better food sources?"

I had no answer for that. If what she was saying was true, the implications were staggering—a systematic plan to create a population of blood-dependent humans who
would willingly offer themselves as feeding vessels.

"The key," Lena said suddenly, reaching into her pocket. "l need you to have this."
She held out a small brass key attached to a tag with an address written on it. | took it, our fingers brushing briefly—her skin cool and smooth against mine.
"What is this?"

"The address of Marcus's research lab. Where they're producing the blood compound." Her eyes held mine. "There's evidence there—formulas, test results, distribution
plans. Everything you need to expose what they're doing."

"Expose it to whom? The police would never believe this."

"To Kane, then. To the Council. To whoever might be able to stop it." She glanced toward the stairwell. "They're coming. | don't have much time."
| could hear footsteps on the stairs below—Elias and Iris, probably concerned that my five minutes were nearly up.

"Come with me," | urged, reaching for her hand. "Let me help you. We can stop this together."

Lena's expression softened with something like regret. "I can't. Not yet." Her head tilted, as if listening to something | couldn't hear. "Dominic is back. He's coming up
the south side of the building."

Before | could respond, the roof access door burst open, and Elias emerged, followed closely by Iris. They both froze at the sight of Lena standing so close to me.
"Lena," Iris breathed, her voice thick with emotion. "You came back."

Lena's expression hardened again. "Not for you."



"Step away from Dr. Blackwood," Elias said, his voice calm but authoritative. "You're too close, too unstable."
"I'm in perfect control," Lena replied, though I noticed she did take a small step back from me. "For now."

A sound from the edge of the roof drew all our attention—Dominic, pulling himself up over the railing with inhuman grace. His violet eyes fixed on Lena with predatory
focus.

"Well, well," he said, straightening. "The prodigal daughter returns." He moved forward, his movements smooth and menacing. "Marcus will be pleased to see you. Or
what's left of you after we've subdued you."

"Dominic, stand down," Iris commanded. "She's not resisting."
"Three humans dead, Iris. The law is clear." His eyes never left Lena. "She forfeited her right to mercy when she killed the first one."

Everything happened with dizzying speed after that. Dominic lunged toward Lena, moving faster than my human eyes could track. Lena dodged with equal speed,
positioning herself between me and Dominic. Elias moved to intercept, while Iris shouted something I couldn't understand.

In the chaos, | felt Lena's hand on my arm, her cool breath against my ear. "The lab. Tomorrow night. Come alone or not at all."

Then she was gone, vaulting over the railing of the observatory roof into the darkness below. Dominic moved to follow, but Elias caught him, restraining him with
strength that belied his scholarly appearance.

"Enough," Elias said, his voice carrying an authority | hadn't heard before. "This isn't how we resolve this."

"She's a killer," Dominic snarled, struggling against Elias's grip. "The law demands her destruction."

"The law demands a fair hearing, evidence, Council judgment." Elias didn't release him. "Not vigilante enforcement.”

Iris moved to the railing, looking out into the darkness where Lena had disappeared. "She's gone. No sense pursuing her now—she'll be miles away already."
Dominic finally wrenched free of Elias's grasp, his perfect features contorted with rage. "Marcus will hear of this interference, Kane. You've overstepped.”
"I've upheld our most sacred principles,” Elias replied calmly. "Something you seem to have forgotten in your eagerness for destruction.”

As they argued, | clutched the key Lena had given me, keeping it hidden in my palm. Her final whispered instructions echoed in my mind: The lab. Tomorrow night.
Come alone or not at all.

"Dr. Blackwood," Iris's voice broke through my thoughts. "Did Lena say anything to you? Give you any indication of where she might go next?"
| shook my head, the lie coming easily. "No. Just what you heard—about being in control, about coming back for me specifically.”

Iris didn't look entirely convinced, but she didn't press further. "We should return to Marcus, report what happened.”

"You and Dominic go," Elias said. "I'll take Dr. Blackwood home. She's had enough for one night."

Dominic looked like he wanted to object, but Iris nodded. "Fine. But Marcus will want to speak with both of you tomorrow."

"Of course," Elias agreed smoothly. "Once Dr. Blackwood has had time to rest and process what happened here."

As they left, descending the stairs ahead of us, Elias turned to me, his amber eyes searching my face. "What did she really say to you, Mira? At the end, before she
fled."

| hesitated, the key burning in my palm like a brand. | wanted to trust Elias—had come to trust him over the past days of working together. But Lena's warnings about
not knowing who to trust, about Marcus's plans, made me pause.

"She said she was sorry," | lied, avoiding his gaze. "That she never meant for things to go this far."
Elias studied me for a long moment, and | had the uncomfortable feeling he knew | wasn't being entirely truthful. But he didn't challenge me directly.
"Let's get you home," he said finally. "It's been a long night."

As we descended the stairs and left the observatory, | couldn't shake the feeling that | was at a crossroads—torn between trusting Elias, who had proven himself an
ally, and my sister, who had admitted to murder but claimed it was for a greater purpose.

The key in my pocket felt heavier with each step. Tomorrow night, | would have to decide which path to take—and who, ultimately, | could trust with the truth.

CHAPTER 8

October 22nd, 2023

I'm writing this from a place | never thought I'd be—hiding in my apartment, bleeding from a wound in my arm, waiting for Elias to return with supplies. The lab was
exactly where Lena said it would be. The evidence too. Formulas for synthetic Hemovore blood, distribution plans, lists of test subjects—all there, just as she claimed.
But so was Dominic. He found me, attacked me. "Marcus sends his regards,” he said before he bit me. The pain was excruciating, like liquid fire in my veins. | would
have died there if Elias hadn't followed me, hadn't intervened. The look on his face as he fought Dominic—it wasn't the controlled doctor I've come to know. It was
something ancient and terrifying. "Run,” he told me, just as Lena had. So | ran, clutching the evidence I'd found. Now | understand everything. Marcus isn't just planning
to create addicted humans—he's creating an army. And Elias... | don't know what to think about Elias anymore. The way he looked at my blood when he found me...
For a moment, | saw the monster beneath the man. But he didn't feed. He fought it, protected me instead. That has to count for something. Doesn't it?

| waited until evening to visit the address on Lena's key. I'd called in sick to work, spent the day researching the location—a nondescript building in the industrial area
near the harbor, supposedly housing a pharmaceutical research company called Hemtech Laboratories.

The name alone confirmed at least part of Lena's story. Hem. Blood. They weren't even being subtle about it.

I'd debated all day whether to tell Elias about the key, about Lena's claims regarding Marcus's plans. Part of me wanted to trust him, to have his support and
protection if | was walking into something dangerous. But another part—the part that had seen the flash of recognition in his eyes when Lena mentioned the blood
compound—held me back.

What if he already knew about Marcus's plans? What if his connections to the Council meant his loyalties lay elsewhere?

In the end, | decided to go alone, as Lena had instructed. | could always contact Elias afterward, show him whatever evidence | found. But | needed to see for myself
first, to make my own judgment about what was happening.



The building was dark when | arrived, with only security lights illuminating the parking lot. A sign at the entrance confirmed my research: Hemtech Laboratories,
Innovative Hematological Research. Beneath was a smaller line: A Division of Kane Medical Industries.

| froze, staring at the sign. Kane. As in Elias Kane? Was he connected to this after all?

My hand trembled slightly as | tried the key in the front door. It didn't fit. | circled the building, finding a side entrance partially hidden by delivery bays. Here, the key
slid in smoothly, turning with a soft click.

Inside, the building was dimly lit by emergency exits signs, casting an appropriately blood-red glow over sterile white hallways. | moved quietly, following signs toward
what was labeled as "Research Division B." The key Lena had given me had "RDB" scratched onto its tag—this had to be the place.

The research area was secured by another locked door, but Lena's key worked here too. Inside was a state-of-the-art laboratory—gleaming equipment, computer
workstations, and at the center, a series of refrigerated storage units with biohazard symbols.

I moved to the nearest computer, finding it locked. But a desk nearby held stacks of paper files—hard copies, perhaps as backup or for those who preferred physical
records. | began scanning through them, my heart racing as | confirmed what Lena had told me.

Project Sustenance. A systematic plan to synthesize Hemovore blood components with addictive properties, create dependency in human subjects, and establish
"feeding centers" disguised as wellness clinics where addicted humans would willingly provide blood in exchange for their next dose.

The clinical language couldn't disguise the horror of what | was reading—a carefully orchestrated plan to turn humans into willing food sources, their addiction
ensuring compliance, their altered physiology making them more nutritious to Hemovores.

And there, on the project authorization page, were two signatures: Marcus Blackwood and Elias Kane.

Blackwood. Marcus had the same last name as Lena and me. Was that coincidence, or something more significant? And Elias—his signature confirmed my worst
fears. He was part of this.

| photographed the documents with my phone, hands shaking with a combination of anger and betrayal. All this time, while helping me search for Lena, he'd been
involved in this horrific plan.

As | continued through the files, | found test subject records—dozens of them, with detailed notes on their physiological changes after exposure to the blood
compound. Many showed concerning symptoms: increased pain tolerance, heightened sensory perception, and most disturbingly, "enhanced vascular compliance"—
their blood vessels becoming more accessible, more yielding to penetration.

They were being engineered to be better fed upon.

| was so absorbed in the documents that | didn't hear the door open. Didn't sense another presence until a voice broke the silence.

"Dr. Blackwood. What a pleasant surprise."

I spun around to find Dominic standing in the doorway, his violet eyes gleaming in the dim light, his perfect features arranged in a predatory smile.

"Marcus thought you might find your way here, after your touching reunion with your sister." He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. "Though | must
say, | expected you to bring Kane with you. How disappointing that he's not here to witness this."

| backed away, clutching the files I'd been examining. "Witness what?"

"Your contribution to our research, of course." His smile widened, revealing fangs that extended as | watched, longer and sharper than I'd seen on either Elias or Lena.
"We've been curious about the blood chemistry of siblings to turned Hemovores. Whether the compatibility markers transfer, whether the taste profile is enhanced.”

Fear shot through me as | realized what he was saying. "You're going to feed from me."

"With Marcus's blessing." He moved closer, his movements too fluid, too fast for me to track properly. "Don't worry. The first time won't kill you. We need you alive for
further testing."

| backed away until | hit a lab table, my hand groping blindly for something—anything—I could use as a weapon. My fingers closed around what felt like a letter opener.
"Stay back," | warned, brandishing it before me. "l know what you are, what you're planning."

Dominic laughed, the sound unnaturally beautiful despite the horror of the situation. "And what do you plan to do with that knowledge? Tell the world about vampires?
Who would believe you?" He was directly in front of me now, moving with that impossible speed. "Besides, you won't remember any of this. The first feeding includes a
mild neurotoxin that affects short-term memory. You'll wake up with a headache and strange dreams, nothing more."

"Elias will know," | said, desperate now. "He'll figure it out."

"Elias?" Dominic's smile turned cruel. "Who do you think developed the compound in the first place? His name is on every formula, every test protocol. He's been part
of this from the beginning."

Despite having seen his signature myself, hearing it confirmed sent a wave of betrayal through me so intense it was almost physical pain. Elias, who had seemed so
different from the others, so committed to doing no harm—he had helped create this monstrosity.

"No," | whispered, though the evidence was undeniable.

"Yes," Dominic countered, reaching out to touch my face with cool fingers. "Though he's grown soft over the centuries, developed inconvenient moral qualms. Marcus
has been most disappointed in his recent hesitation."

| slashed out with the letter opener, catching Dominic across the forearm. He hissed, more in surprise than pain, as a thin line of dark blood welled from the shallow
cut.

"You'll pay for that," he snarled, all pretense of civilization dropping away. He grabbed my wrist, twisting until | dropped the makeshift weapon, then forced my head to
the side, exposing my neck. "l was going to be gentle. Now | won't."

| struggled against his grip, but it was like fighting against steel. His strength was inhuman, his control absolute. | felt his cool breath against my skin, the scrape of
fangs—

And then he was gone, torn away from me with such violence that | stumbled forward, nearly falling.
Elias stood between us, his normally composed features transformed by rage, his amber eyes glowing with an internal light that was terrifying to behold.
"Touch her again and | will end you," he said, his voice deeper, rougher than I'd ever heard it.

Dominic recovered quickly, straightening his clothing as if he'd merely been jostled rather than thrown across the room. "Marcus won't be pleased with this
interference, Kane. She's trespassing, stealing proprietary information."



"Information about a project that violates our most sacred laws," Elias countered. "Human exploitation on this scale has been forbidden by the Council for centuries."

"The Council is obsolete. Marcus has the right idea—adaptation, evolution, a new relationship with our food source.” Dominic's eyes flickered to me. "Besides, | was
merely sampling the merchandise. No permanent harm done."

Elias moved so quickly I barely saw it—one moment standing protectively before me, the next with his hand around Dominic's throat, lifting him off the ground.
"She is not merchandise," he growled. "She is under my protection."

Dominic's laugh was strained but still defiant. "Your protection? The great Dr. Kane, who developed the very compound that will enslave thousands of humans,
suddenly concerned about one woman's safety?" His violet eyes found mine over Elias's shoulder. "Did he tell you that part, Dr. Blackwood? About his central role in
creating the blood drug?"

"Enough," Elias snarled, tightening his grip.
"Let him go," | said, my voice steadier than [ felt. "l want to hear what he has to say."
Elias hesitated, then released Dominic, who dropped to his feet with feline grace.

"The truth, then,” Dominic said, straightening his collar. "Dr. Kane pioneered the synthetic blood substitute he uses to avoid feeding on humans. A noble endeavor,
certainly. But in the process, he discovered something remarkable—components of our blood that, when isolated and administered to humans, produce extraordinary
effects. Accelerated healing. Enhanced sensory perception. Extended lifespan.”

"Side effects that include addiction and physiological changes making them better feeding vessels," | added, holding up the files I'd found.

"Necessary adaptations for a sustainable future," Dominic corrected. "Marcus saw the potential immediately. A willing, compliant human population, enhanced to
better serve our needs while receiving benefits themselves."

"It's exploitation," Elias said flatly. "And | withdrew from the project the moment | understood Marcus's true intentions."
"Yet your name remains on every document, every formula," Dominic countered. "Your expertise made it possible."
| looked at Elias, searching his face for the truth. "Did you know? When you started helping me, did you know about this?"

"I suspected Marcus was continuing the research without me," he admitted, his expression grave. "But | didn't know how far it had progressed, or that distribution was
imminent." His amber eyes held mine. "l would never have supported this, Mira. Never."

| wanted to believe him. Despite the evidence, despite Dominic's accusations, something in me still trusted Elias in a way | couldn't fully explain.

"How touching," Dominic drawled. "But it changes nothing. Marcus has already begun production. Distribution starts next week. The first wellness centers open in
Boston, New York, and Chicago by the end of the month." His smile returned, cruel and confident. "And you two won't be around to interfere."

He moved with that unnatural speed again, but this time toward me rather than Elias. | felt a sharp pain as he grasped my arm, his fangs sinking into my wrist before
Elias could reach us.

The sensation was beyond anything | could have imagined—not just pain, but a terrible pulling, as if my very life force was being drawn out through the wound. My
vision blurred, my knees weakening as Dominic fed, his violet eyes locked on mine with triumphant malice.

Then he was torn away again, more violently this time. Through my fading vision, | saw Elias and Dominic locked in combat—moving too fast for human eyes to track
properly, crashing into lab equipment, shattering glass and overturning tables.

| collapsed to my knees, clutching my bleeding wrist. The wound burned like acid, the pain radiating up my arm and into my chest. Was this how the victims I'd
autopsied had felt in their final moments? This terrible burning combined with weakening, fading awareness?

Through the chaos of the fight, | heard Elias shout my name. "Run, Mira! Get out now!"

I tried to stand, stumbled, fell again. The files I'd collected scattered across the floor. | gathered what | could, clutching them to my chest as | forced myself to my feet.
The room spun around me, but | staggered toward the door, driven by pure survival instinct.

Behind me, the sounds of combat continued—inhuman snarls, the crash of breaking equipment, the terrible sound of flesh striking flesh with force no human could
generate.

I made it to the hallway, leaning against the wall for support as | moved toward the exit. My wrist throbbed, blood seeping through the fingers of my other hand as |
tried to apply pressure to the wound.

Outside, the cool night air hit me like a physical shock, momentarily clearing my fading consciousness. My car was parked across the lot, but it seemed miles away
now. | stumbled toward it, each step requiring more effort than the last.

| was halfway there when the building's door burst open behind me. | turned, expecting Dominic, bracing for the end—but it was Elias who emerged, his clothing torn,
his perfect appearance disheveled for the first time since I'd met him.

"Mira," he called, rushing to my side with inhuman speed. "Let me see."

I held out my injured wrist, wincing as he gently examined the wound. His eyes darkened at the sight of my blood, his nostrils flaring slightly. For a moment—just a
moment—I| saw hunger flash across his features, raw and primal.

Then it was gone, control reasserting itself as he stripped off his shirt, tearing a piece to create a makeshift bandage.

"Dominic?" | asked, my voice weaker than I'd expected.

"Incapacitated, for now." Elias's expression was grim as he wrapped my wrist. "But he'll recover, and he'll report to Marcus immediately. We need to go—now."
"The files," | said, clutching the documents I'd managed to save. "Evidence of what they're planning.”

"Yes, good." He finished bandaging my wrist, then supported me as we moved toward my car. "I'll drive. You're in no condition."

| didn't argue, handing him my keys and collapsing into the passenger seat. As he started the engine and pulled away from the building, | found myself studying his
profile—the perfect lines of his face, the controlled tension in his jaw, the ancient knowledge in his eyes.

"You followed me," | said finally.

"Yes.

"How did you know?"



He glanced at me briefly before returning his attention to the road. "I knew you were hiding something after your meeting with Lena. | suspected she might have given
you information, a location. When you called in sick today, | became concerned."

"Concerned I'd discover your involvement in Project Sustenance?" | couldn't keep the accusation from my voice.
His hands tightened on the steering wheel. "Concerned you'd walk into danger alone. Which you did."
"You didn't answer my question."

Elias was quiet for a long moment, navigating through the empty industrial streets toward the main road. "Yes, | developed the synthetic blood substitute. Yes, |
discovered the components that had effects on human physiology. And yes, initially, | worked with Marcus to explore potential medical applications." His voice
hardened. "But | withdrew from the project three years ago, when | realized he intended to use it for exploitation rather than healing."

"Your name is still on everything," | said, wincing as pain shot through my arm. "Your signature authorizing the current protocols."
"Forged," he said flatly. "I've been fighting this project from the shadows, trying to convince the Council to intervene without exposing my earlier involvement."
"Why should | believe you?"

He pulled the car over suddenly, turning to face me fully. "Because | could have let Dominic feed from you. Could have joined him. Could have taken what | wanted and
left no memory of it in your mind." His amber eyes held mine. "Instead, I've spent weeks helping you, protecting you, risking my position in Hemovore society to find
your sister and stop these killings."

The intensity in his gaze was almost physical, his sincerity palpable. Despite everything, | found myself believing him.
"Lena said the blood compound creates addiction, dependency,” | said. "That it's designed to create a population of willing blood sources."

"Yes. The effects start subtle—enhanced sensory perception, accelerated healing of minor wounds, a sense of euphoria. But with repeated exposure, physiological
changes occur. Blood vessels become more accessible, pain receptors around potential feeding sites are dulled, and a powerful psychological dependency develops."
His expression darkened. "Eventually, the recipient craves not just the blood compound, but the experience of being fed upon. They become willing vessels, unable to
break the cycle."

"And the wellness centers?"

"Fronts for feeding houses. Places where the addicted can receive their doses and provide blood in return." He ran a hand through his hair, a strangely human gesture
of frustration. "It's a perversion of everything I've worked for over centuries—finding ways for our kinds to coexist without exploitation."

"Why would Marcus do this? What does he gain?"

"Power. Control. A stable, sustainable food source that eliminates the need for hunting or discretion." Elias's eyes held mine. "And revenge."
"Revenge? Against whom?"

"The Council. Me. Anyone who has tried to impose limits on feeding practices." He hesitated. "And perhaps against your family specifically."
"What?"

"Marcus Blackwood," he said carefully. "You noticed the name?"

"Is it a coincidence?"

"No." Elias's expression grew grave. "l believe he's a distant relation—perhaps an ancestor from centuries ago. Your family line has a history with Hemovores that
predates both you and Lena."

This new information hit me like a physical blow. "Are you saying this is some kind of centuries-old vendetta? That he targeted Lena specifically because of our family
name?"

"It's possible. Marcus holds grudges for lifetimes, and the Blackwood name has a significant place in Hemovore history." He reached out, then hesitated, his hand
hovering over mine before withdrawing. "There's much | still don't know, connections I'm still piecing together."

The pain in my arm was intensifying, a burning sensation spreading from the wound up toward my shoulder. | winced, clutching it tighter.
"The bite," | said through gritted teeth. "It burns."

Elias's expression shifted to concern. "Dominic's venom. It contains a neurotoxin designed to subdue victims and affect memory." He put the car in drive again, pulling
back onto the road. "We need to treat it quickly before it spreads further."

"Hospital?" | asked, though | already knew the answer.
"No. They wouldn't understand what they're treating." His voice was tight with worry. "My apartment is closest. | have supplies there that can counteract the venom."

I nodded, the pain making it difficult to think clearly. As Elias drove through the darkened streets of Boston, | found myself fighting to stay conscious, the files from
the lab clutched to my chest like a shield.

"Stay with me, Mira," Elias urged, his voice seeming to come from far away. "We're almost there."
"Lena," | murmured, my thoughts growing foggy. "We need to warn her. Marcus will know she told me."
"We will," he promised. "But first we need to treat your wound."

His apartment building came into focus as we pulled up—an elegant pre-war structure in Back Bay, its limestone facade glowing softly in the streetlights. Elias parked,
then came around to my side, helping me from the car with gentle efficiency.

"Lean on me," he instructed, supporting my weight as we entered the building.

The lobby was silent, deserted at this late hour. We took an elevator to the top floor, where Elias guided me to a door at the end of the hall. Inside, his apartment was
spacious but sparsely furnished—more like a museum than a home, with antique pieces arranged with careful precision, walls lined with bookshelves, and very few
personal touches.

He led me to a leather sofa, helping me sit before moving quickly to what appeared to be a study. He returned moments later with a medical bag that looked more
appropriate for a 19th-century physician than a modern doctor.

"This will be unpleasant,” he warned, unwrapping the makeshift bandage from my wrist. "But necessary."



The bite was ugly—two deep punctures surrounded by skin that had already begun to darken with spreading toxins. Elias examined it carefully, his expression grim.
"The venom is spreading,” he said. "l need to extract it before it reaches your heart."

"How?" | asked, alarmed by the seriousness in his voice.

"The most effective way is..." he hesitated, meeting my eyes. "I need to draw it out. With my own bite."

| stared at him, understanding dawning through the pain. "You want to feed from me?"

"Not feed. Extract." His amber eyes held mine. "Our saliva contains compounds that can neutralize another Hemovore's venom. But | would need to use my fangs,
draw some blood along with the toxin."

The idea should have terrified me—allowing a vampire to bite me, even one | had come to trust. But the pain was worsening by the moment, and | could feel the
burning spreading toward my chest.

"Doit," | said, my voice steadier than | expected. "l trust you."
Something flickered in his expression—gratitude, perhaps, or relief. "I'll be as gentle as possible. And | will stop the moment the venom is cleared."

I nodded, extending my injured wrist toward him. Elias took it carefully, his cool fingers a strange relief against my burning skin. He hesitated, looking into my eyes one
last time.

"Mira," he said softly. "This connection—it's intimate. You'll feel... things. Sensations that might be overwhelming. Try to stay calm."
Before | could ask what he meant, he lowered his head to my wrist. | felt the slight scrape of fangs, then a sharp pain as he bit down precisely over Dominic's marks.

The sensation that followed was unlike anything | could have imagined. Pain, yes, but accompanied by waves of something else—a strange electricity that shot up my
arm and spread throughout my body. | gasped, my free hand gripping the sofa cushion as the feeling intensified.

Elias's eyes were closed in concentration, his throat working as he drew the venom-tainted blood from my wound. The burning sensation began to recede, replaced by
a spreading warmth that was not entirely unpleasant.

| found myself transfixed by the sight of him—this being who had lived for centuries, who had seen empires rise and fall, now using his inhuman nature to heal rather
than harm. There was something beautiful about it, something almost sacred in the careful way he extracted the poison that would have rendered me compliant and
forgetful.

After what seemed like both an eternity and no time at all, he lifted his head, his amber eyes finding mine. A drop of my blood lingered at the corner of his mouth
before he wiped it away with careful precision.

"The venom is gone," he said, his voice rougher than usual. "How do you feel?"

| took inventory of my sensations. The burning had disappeared, replaced by a dull ache and a strange tingling. My thoughts were clear again, the fog of the venom
lifted.

"Better," | said, flexing my fingers experimentally. "The burning is gone."
Elias nodded, reaching for his medical bag. "l need to clean and dress the wound properly now."

As he worked, applying antiseptic and bandaging my wrist with practiced efficiency, | studied his face. There was a flush to his normally pale features, a vitality that
hadn't been there before. My blood, | realized. Even the small amount he'd taken to extract the venom had affected him.

"Thank you," | said when he had finished. "For following me. For stopping Dominic. For this."

His eyes met mine, something vulnerable in them | hadn't seen before. "I should have told you about my past involvement with the project. Should have been more
forthcoming about Marcus's plans once | suspected them."

"Why weren't you?"

"Shame," he admitted quietly. "I created something meant to heal, to provide an alternative to feeding on humans. Marcus perverted it into a tool for systematic
exploitation." His hands stilled on the bandage. "In trying to solve one problem, | inadvertently created a worse one."

The raw honesty in his voice touched something in me. Despite everything—the secrets, the half-truths, the complicated history—I found I still trusted him. Still
believed in his fundamental decency, even as | came to understand more fully the predatory nature that existed alongside it.

"What happens now?" | asked, gesturing to the files I'd brought from the lab. "We have evidence of what they're planning. What do we do with it?"
"We take it to the Council,” Elias said, gathering the documents carefully. "They have the authority to stop Marcus, to shut down production before distribution begins."
"And Lena? She's in danger now. Marcus will know she helped me."

"Yes." His expression grew grave. "We need to find her before his people do. She may be our best ally in stopping this—and she deserves protection after risking
herself to expose the truth."

| leaned back against the sofa, suddenly exhausted. The events of the night—the discovery at the lab, Dominic's attack, Elias's intervention and the strange intimacy of
the venom extraction—had drained me completely.

"Rest," Elias said, noticing my fatigue. "You're safe here. My home is warded against other Hemovores—no one can enter without my explicit invitation."
"Wards? Like magic?" | couldn't keep the skepticism from my voice despite everything I'd seen.

A small smile touched his lips. "Not magic. Technology disguised as superstition. Ultrasonic frequencies, chemical deterrents, other methods I've developed over
centuries to maintain privacy and security."

"Of course," | murmured, my eyelids growing heavy. "Four hundred years of scientific advancement. You've probably invented things no one knows about."
"Sleep, Mira," he said softly. "We'll plan our next steps in the morning."

As | drifted toward unconsciousness, | was vaguely aware of Elias covering me with a blanket, his cool fingers brushing against my forehead in a gesture that felt
almost like tenderness.

"l won't let anything happen to you," I heard him whisper, his voice following me into dreams. "l promise.”



CHAPTER9

October 23rd, 2023

| woke in Elias’s apartment this morning, the events of last night rushing back with disturbing clarity. The lab, Dominic's attack, Elias extracting the venom. My wrist
still aches where they both bit me—two vampires in one night, though with very different intentions. When | examined the wound in the bathroom mirror, | was startled
by what | saw: Dominic's bite marks were inflamed, angry, while Elias's were already healing, the skin around them almost luminescent. "Side effect of the extraction,”
Elias explained when | showed him. "My saliva contains healing properties." It should frighten me, this evidence of how inhuman he is. Instead, | find myself
fascinated. The scientist in me wants to understand everything about his biology, while the woman in me... | don't know how to complete that thought. There's
something growing between us that defies the rational boundaries I've lived by. He's not human. He's existed for centuries. He'll continue existing long after I'm gone.
Yet when he looks at me, when his cool fingers brush against mine as he changes my bandage, | feel something I've never allowed myself to feel before. Focus, Mira.
Lena is still in danger. Marcus's plan is still in motion. There's no time for whatever this is. No future in it either.

Morning light filtered through heavy curtains, casting the apartment in a dim glow that was neither day nor night. | woke disoriented, momentarily forgetting where |
was until the pain in my wrist brought last night's events rushing back.

The lab. Dominic's attack. Elias saving me, then extracting the venom with his own bite.

| sat up slowly, taking in my surroundings properly for the first time. Elias's apartment was a curious blend of periods—antique furniture that might have been original
to his earlier lifetimes mixed with sleek modern technology. Bookshelves lined every available wall, filled with volumes in languages | couldn't identify, their spines
worn with age and use.

It was the home of someone who had lived through centuries, collecting pieces of each era he had witnessed.
"You're awake."

I turned to find Elias standing in the doorway, holding a tray with what appeared to be tea and toast. He'd changed from last night's torn clothing into a simple black
shirt and trousers, his hair damp as if from a recent shower.

"How long did | sleep?" | asked, suddenly self-conscious about spending the night on his sofa.

"About six hours." He approached, setting the tray on a coffee table. "Not nearly enough, but better than nothing."

"You don't sleep?" | asked, accepting the cup of tea he offered.

"Not like humans do. Brief periods of rest, more meditation than true sleep." He sat in an armchair across from me. "How's your wrist?"
| examined the bandage he'd applied last night. "Sore, but the burning is gone."

"May 1?" he asked, gesturing toward it.

| extended my arm, allowing him to unwrap the bandage with gentle efficiency. The wound looked better than | expected—the punctures from both bites clearly visible
but already beginning to heal, the angry redness receding.

"The extraction worked well," he said, examining it with clinical detachment. "No signs of remaining venom."
"Thank you," | said, suddenly aware of the intimacy of what had happened between us. "For last night. All of it."

His amber eyes met mine briefly before returning to my wrist. "l should never have let you go alone. | suspected you were hiding something after we met Lena, but |
respected your privacy too much to press."

"I should have trusted you," | admitted. "But when Lena warned me not to tell anyone..."

"She had good reason to be cautious." He rewrapped my wrist with fresh bandages. "Marcus has spent years building a network of loyal Hemovores throughout
Boston. She couldn't know who to trust."

"But she trusts me."

"Of course she does. You're her sister." His hands lingered on mine a moment longer than necessary. "Blood calls to blood, in more ways than one."

The phrase echoed Lena's journal entry from the clock tower. Your pulse a beacon in the night.

"What do we do now?" | asked, withdrawing my hand and reaching for the tea. "Marcus knows | have evidence of his plan. He'll be looking for us."

"Yes." Elias's expression darkened. "Which is why we need to act quickly. The Council must be informed immediately.”

"How do we reach them? Is there a vampire hotline?" | couldn't help the sarcasm despite the seriousness of our situation.

A small smile touched his lips. "Not exactly. But | have connections—Hemovores who serve as intermediaries between local communities and the Council."
"Can they be trusted? If Marcus has infiltrated so much of Boston's vampire community—"

"Hemovore community,” he corrected gently. "And yes, these particular intermediaries can be trusted. They're old, like me. With age comes perspective, an
understanding of the delicate balance required for our continued existence."

I nodded, sipping the tea he'd prepared. It was perfect—strong, with just the right amount of sweetness. Another small reminder of how closely he'd been observing
me.

"And Lena?" | asked. "We need to find her, warn her."

"Yes. Though she's likely already gone to ground, knowing Marcus will be hunting her." He leaned forward, his expression serious. "There's something else we need to
discuss, Mira. About your family name.”

"You mentioned that last night—some connection between the Blackwoods and Hemovores."

"It's more than just a connection." He rose, moving to one of the many bookshelves and selecting a volume bound in ancient leather. "The Blackwood lineage has a
significant place in our history."

He returned, opening the book to reveal pages of handwritten text in what appeared to be Latin, accompanied by intricate illustrations. One showed a family tree, with
the name "Blackwood" prominent among the branches.

"This is a Hemovore genealogy from the 15th century,” Elias explained. "Your family line appears because they were known as hunters—humans who tracked and



destroyed our kind."
| stared at the page, trying to process this new information. "You're saying my ancestors were... vampire hunters?"

"For generations. The Blackwoods were particularly effective because they understood our biology better than most humans of their time." His finger traced the
family line. "They developed methods for identifying us, tracking us, neutralizing our advantages."

"And Marcus? You said he might be a distant relation."

"Marcus Blackwood was turned in 1632, during a hunt that went wrong for your ancestors. He was a Blackwood by birth—a hunter who became what he hunted."
Elias's expression grew grave. "His turning was considered a great victory among our kind, a symbolic conversion of our greatest enemy."

The implications hit me like a physical blow. "So this isn't just about blood distribution or power. It's personal for him."

"Deeply personal. Marcus has spent centuries systematically eliminating Blackwood hunters wherever he could find them, while simultaneously perverting the family
name by attaching it to himself." Elias closed the book carefully. "l believe Lena's turning wasn't random. Iris may have been genuinely drawn to her, but Marcus likely
encouraged the relationship, seeing an opportunity to turn another Blackwood—to further corrupt the hunter bloodline."

"And me?" | asked, a chill running through me. "Was meeting you at the hospital random, or part of this too?"

Elias's expression softened. "Meeting you was coincidence. Thomas Reed truly was my patient, and your involvement as pathologist was standard protocol." His eyes
held mine. "But once | learned your name, | began watching you more carefully. The Blackwood name is rare now, the hunting lineage nearly extinct."

"So you knew from the beginning who | might be, what my family history was."

"I suspected. | wasn't certain until | saw how you worked—your methodical approach, your ability to see patterns others missed.” A hint of admiration entered his
voice. "Classic Blackwood traits, according to historical accounts."

| set down my tea, my appetite gone as | processed this revelation. My family—hunters of the very beings | now found myself entangled with. Lena, turned by one who
had once been a hunter himself. The layers of history and vendetta surrounding what | had thought was simply a medical mystery were staggering.

"This changes everything," | said finally. "If Marcus has been targeting my family specifically..."

"It means the danger is greater than we realized," Elias finished. "But it also means you have resources others wouldn't. Instincts inherited from generations of
hunters."

"I'm a pathologist, not a hunter."

"You're both." He leaned forward, his amber eyes intent. "Haven't you ever wondered why you're so good at finding patterns in death? Why you're drawn to blood
chemistry, to mysteries others can't solve? Why you've spent a decade searching for your sister when everyone else gave up?"

| had wondered, occasionally. My single-minded focus, my ability to see connections others missed, my comfort with death when others flinched away—I'd attributed
it to personality, to scientific curiosity.

"You're saying it's genetic? Some hunter bloodline trait?"

"I'm saying don't underestimate what you carry within you." He closed the genealogy book. "The Blackwoods were formidable not because they were stronger or
faster than other humans, but because they observed, analyzed, and adapted. Just as you do."

It was strangely comforting, this connection to a history | hadn't known existed. It contextualized my lifelong obsessions in a way that made a peculiar kind of sense.

"If Marcus knows this—knows who | am beyond just Lena's sister—it explains why he's so determined to either convert me or eliminate me," | said, thinking through
the implications. "I'm not just a potential problem for his plans; I'm a Blackwood who knows what he is."

"Exactly." Elias stood, moving to the window where he carefully peered through a gap in the curtains. "Which is why we need to contact the Council immediately. You're
not safe anywhere Marcus can reach."

"And where exactly is that? If he has people throughout Boston..."

"Not just Boston. His influence extends throughout much of the Northeast." Elias turned back to me. "But the Council has safe houses—locations protected by ancient
protocols even Marcus wouldn't dare violate."

"So we go to the Council, show them the evidence, and then what? They stop Marcus's plan, punish him for the deaths, and everything goes back to normal?" |
couldn't keep the skepticism from my voice. "What about Lena?"

"If we can prove Lena was acting to expose Marcus's violation of our laws, she would likely be granted leniency for her role in the killings." His expression softened.
"She might even be offered rehabilitation—proper guidance to complete the Adjustment she never finished."

"And me? What happens to the human who knows too much about vampire society?"

Elias was quiet for a moment, his ancient eyes studying me with an intensity that made my pulse quicken. "That would be... complicated. The Council has protocols
for humans with knowledge of our existence. Typically, memory modification or relocation."

"Memory modification?" | echoed, alarmed. "You mean they would make me forget? Everything about vampires, about you, about what really happened to Lena?"
"It's standard procedure for humans who discover our existence,” he said, though | noted he didn't directly confirm that's what would happen to me.
"That's not acceptable,” | said firmly. "l won't give up my memories—of Lena, of what I've learned. Of you."

Something flickered in his expression at my last words—surprise, perhaps, or something deeper. "There might be alternatives, given your unique situation. Your family
history, your connection to Lena."

"Such as?"
He hesitated. "We should focus on reaching the Council first. These decisions would be theirs, not mine."
| stood, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at my injured wrist. "l need to know what I'm walking into, Elias. What's the best-case scenario here?"

"Best case?" He considered for a moment. "The Council stops Marcus's plan, protects you and Lena, allows you to retain your memories with certain restrictions on
sharing your knowledge."

"And worst case?"

His expression darkened. "Worst case, Marcus reaches us before we reach the Council. Or the Council decides the risk of your knowledge is too great, regardless of



the circumstances of how you acquired it."
"And they what? Kill me? Turn me?"
"Neither," he said quickly. "But they could insist on memory modification as a condition of their protection.”

| paced the room, trying to process all the implications. "So | either risk Marcus finding us, or | risk losing my memories of everything I've learned—including finding
Lena after all these years."

"The risk from Marcus is immediate and deadly," Elias said gently. "The Council at least offers process, consideration, potential alternatives."

He was right, of course. Marcus and his people—Dominic especially—wouldn't hesitate to kill me now that I'd discovered their plans. The Council, whatever their
limitations, at least offered a chance of survival.

"Fine," | said finally. "We go to the Council. But first, we need to try to find Lena. She deserves the same protection, the same chance."
Elias nodded. "l agree. And she may have additional evidence that could strengthen our case against Marcus."
"How do we find her? She could be anywhere."

"Not anywhere," he corrected. "Somewhere she feels safe, but can still observe what's happening. Somewhere with significance to both of you, but not obvious enough
for Marcus's people to check immediately.”

| thought about the places Lena and | had shared—our childhood home in the suburbs, now occupied by another family; the observatory where we'd just encountered
her; various spots around the BU campus where she'd studied.

Then it hit me. "The cemetery."
"Cemetery?" Elias frowned.

"Mount Auburn Cemetery. Our parents are buried there." | felt certainty growing as | spoke. "We used to go together on their birthdays, bring flowers, talk to them. It's
peaceful, extensive enough to hide in, and has significance only Lena and | would know."

"It's possible," Elias agreed. "Hemovores often find comfort in cemeteries—places of transition between life and death, much as we exist in that liminal space
ourselves."

"Can we go there? Before contacting the Council?"

He hesitated, clearly weighing the risks. "It would be safer after dark. Daylight doesn't kill us as legends suggest, but it weakens us, makes us more vulnerable. If
Marcus's people are watching..."

"But it also makes it less likely they'd expect us to move during the day," | countered. "And we don't have time to wait. If Lena is there, she's in danger every moment."

Elias studied me for a long moment, then nodded. "Very well. But we take precautions—my car has specially treated windows that filter the most harmful spectrums of
sunlight. And we don't stay long."

"Agreed." | stood, gathering my resolve along with my limited belongings. "l should clean up first. Is there...?"
"Bathroom is through there," he gestured to a door off the main living area. "I've left fresh towels and some clothes that might fit you. They belonged to... a friend."

The slight hesitation made me wonder about this "friend," but | didn't press. After four hundred years, Elias had undoubtedly had many relationships, many
connections | couldn't begin to understand.

The bathroom was like the rest of the apartment—a blend of antique fixtures and modern conveniences. The clothes he'd mentioned were laid out neatly: simple black
pants, a gray sweater, and a jacket that looked expensive and well-made.

As | showered, | found myself examining the bite marks on my wrist more carefully. Dominic's punctures were still angry and inflamed despite Elias's treatment, while
Elias's own marks were already healing, the skin around them slightly luminescent in the bathroom light.

When | emerged, clean and dressed in the borrowed clothes, | found Elias gathering items into a small bag—vials of what appeared to be medication, extra bandages,
and a sleek silver device | didn't recognize.

"What's that?" | asked, gesturing to the silver object.
"Protection," he said simply, slipping it into his pocket. "Are you ready?"

I nodded, though "ready" seemed an inadequate term for what we were about to do—search for my vampire sister in a cemetery while being hunted by an ancient
vampire with a centuries-old vendetta against my family.

"One more thing," Elias said, moving to a cabinet and removing something wrapped in cloth. He unwrapped it to reveal an ornate dagger with a silver blade and
intricate engravings along the hilt. "You should have this."

| took it hesitantly. "Silver? Does that actually work against... your kind?"

"Not in the way legends suggest. But silver can temporarily disrupt certain autonomic functions if it penetrates deep enough. It won't kill, but it can incapacitate
briefly." He demonstrated how the blade fit into a sheath that could be concealed under clothing. "Only use it if absolutely necessary. A last resort."

The weight of the weapon in my hand was both reassuring and terrifying—tangible proof of the danger we were facing. | slipped it into the sheath, adjusting the
borrowed jacket to conceal it.

"Now I'm ready," | said, meeting his eyes with newfound resolve.

Elias nodded, something like pride flickering in his amber gaze. "Then let's find your sister."

Mount Auburn Cemetery spread across 175 acres of landscaped grounds, a peaceful expanse of monuments, trees, and winding paths that had served as the final
resting place for Boston's dead since 1831. My parents had specified it in their will, wanting to be buried in a place of natural beauty rather than a conventional
graveyard.

Elias drove through the main gates shortly after noon, the autumn sun high overhead but partially obscured by clouds. Despite this diffused light, he wore dark glasses
and kept to the shadows of the tree-lined avenues as much as possible.



"Where exactly are your parents buried?" he asked as we wound through the cemetery's paths.
"Willow Pond area," | directed. "Near the water."

He navigated the narrow roads with practiced ease, eventually parking near a small pond surrounded by weeping willows. Even in the subdued colors of late October,
it was beautiful—peaceful in a way that had always brought comfort during our family visits.

"Their graves are just over there," | said, pointing to a modest area beneath one of the larger willows. "We should approach carefully. If Lena is watching, she might
flee if she sees you with me."

Elias nodded. "I'll remain by the car. You go alone, but stay within my sight."
| hesitated, suddenly reluctant to leave his protective presence despite my earlier insistence on finding Lena. "If Marcus's people are watching too..."
"I'll sense them before they can approach," he assured me. "Hemovores can detect each other's presence at a distance. Go. Find your sister."

With a deep breath, | started toward my parents' graves, following the familiar path I'd walked countless times over the years. The headstones came into view—simple
granite markers with their names, dates, and a shared inscription: "Love Endures Beyond Death."

| knelt before them, genuinely moved despite the ulterior purpose of our visit. It had been months since I'd come here, too consumed with work and the search for
Lena to make time for this pilgrimage.

"Mom, Dad," | said softly, brushing leaves from the stones. "l found her. | found Lena."

The words hung in the quiet air, both prayer and declaration. | waited, scanning the surrounding area for any sign of movement, any indication that Lena might be
nearby.

Nothing.
Had | been wrong? Was this just wishful thinking, the desperate hope that my sister would remember our shared history enough to seek out this place of connection?

| was about to stand when | noticed something tucked against the base of my mother's headstone—a small bunch of wildflowers, fresh enough that they couldn't
have been there more than a day. The same kind of wildflowers Lena and | used to gather from the meadow near our childhood home.

"Lena?" | called softly, rising to my feet. "It's me. I'm alone."

For a long moment, there was only silence. Then a voice came from behind a nearby monument—familiar yet changed, just as it had been on the observatory roof.
"Not alone enough," Lena said, stepping partially into view but remaining in the shadow of a tall obelisk. "He's with you. Watching."

| glanced back toward the car where Elias waited, visible through the trees. "He's helping me. Protecting me from Marcus and his people."

"Is he?" Her amber eyes—so like Elias's now—narrowed with suspicion. "Kane has existed for centuries by playing all sides, Mira. Never fully committing to any cause
but his own survival."

"That's not true," | countered, though | realized how little | actually knew about Elias's long existence. "He saved me from Dominic last night. Risked himself to protect

me.
This caught her attention. "Dominic attacked you?"

| pulled back my sleeve, revealing the bandaged wrist with its dual bite marks. "At the lab. | found the evidence, just like you said. Dominic was waiting for me."
Lena moved closer, her movements fluid yet cautious, like a wild animal approaching a potential threat. "You're still standing. Few survive Dominic's attention."

"Elias followed me. He fought Dominic, then extracted the venom before it could spread too far." | kept my voice steady, factual. "He's been helping me search for you
since the beginning."

She studied me for a long moment, her unnatural eyes taking in details a human gaze would miss. "You trust him."

It wasn't a question, but | answered anyway. "Yes. | do."

"Then you're either very wise or very foolish." She glanced toward where Elias waited. "I haven't decided which yet."

"Lena, please. We don't have much time. Marcus knows about the lab, knows | have evidence of his plans. He'll be hunting both of us."

"He's been hunting me for three years," she said with a dismissive gesture. "Since | discovered what they were really doing with Kane's research."
"Elias says he withdrew from the project when he realized how Marcus was perverting it."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps he's playing both sides, as he always has." Her expression softened slightly. "But if you trust him, I'll reserve judgment. For now."

It was a small concession, but more than I'd expected. "We're going to the Council. Tonight. With the evidence from the lab. Elias thinks they can stop Marcus's plan,
protect both of us."

Lena laughed, the sound both beautiful and bitter. "The Council moves at the pace of immortals, Mira. Deliberate, cautious, ponderous. Marcus's distribution begins in
three days. We don't have time for vampire politics."

"What choice do we have? We can't stop him ourselves."

"Can't we?" She moved closer still, her amber eyes intent. "The lab you found is just one of three. The main production facility is in an abandoned pharmaceutical plant
outside the city. That's where the bulk of the compound is stored, where the distribution will originate."

"And you want to what? Break in? Destroy it ourselves?" | couldn't keep the incredulity from my voice. "Against Marcus and however many loyal Hemovores he has
protecting it?"

"Not just us." Lena glanced again toward Elias. "There are others. Hemovores who oppose Marcus's plans, who see the danger in what he's creating.”
"Others like you?" | asked, understanding dawning. "The killings—you weren't alone."

"No. There are five of us. All turned within the last decade, all escaping Marcus's control once we discovered what he was planning." Her expression hardened. "The
humans who died were directly involved in the project. Their deaths were regrettable but necessary to gain attention, to find evidence, to disrupt the timeline."

The clinical way she discussed murder sent a chill through me, reminding me that whatever remained of my sister was now mixed with something inhuman,
something that calculated life and death with different metrics than | understood.



"Elias believes the Council will act quickly once they see the evidence," | said. "That they can shut down all three facilities, not just one."

"If they choose to believe it. If Marcus hasn't already poisoned them against us." Lena stepped fully into the light now, her transformed beauty striking in the dappled
sunlight. "But perhaps you're right. Perhaps your evidence combined with what we've gathered might be enough to force immediate action."

"Then come with us," | urged. "Talk to the Council yourself. Tell them what you know."

She hesitated, glancing toward where Elias waited by the car. "l need assurances. Protection from enforcement until I've been heard."
"I'm sure Elias can arrange that."

"Not from him. From you." Her eyes held mine. "A blood oath. The old way."

| frowned. "What does that mean?"

"It means we exchange blood—a small amount. It creates a bond that all Hemovores can sense, that marks you as my protector and me as your ward." She held up a
hand as | started to object. "It's symbolic, ritual. But it carries weight with the old ones, including the Council."

The idea of exchanging blood with my now-vampire sister should have horrified me. Instead, | found myself considering it seriously. If it would bring Lena in safely,
give us a chance to stop Marcus's plan...

"What would | need to do?"

"A small cut. A few drops exchanged. Nothing like a feeding or a turning.” She reached into her pocket, removing a small silver knife similar to the one Elias had given
me. "It would mark you as blood-bound to me. No Hemovore, not even Marcus, could harm you without violating ancient law."

"And Elias? Would this affect him somehow?"

A small, knowing smile touched her lips. "Concerned for him, are you? No, it wouldn't affect him directly. Though he might not approve of such an old-world ritual. He
prefers his modern medical approaches to our traditions."

| glanced back toward the car. Elias was still there, watching, but making no move to approach. He was giving me space to connect with Lena, trusting me to handle
this reunion on my own.

"If 1 do this," | said, turning back to Lena, "you'll come with us to the Council? Help us stop Marcus?"
"Yes." She held out the knife, handle first. "Your blood. My blood. Sisters beyond death."

I took the knife, its weight similar to the one concealed beneath my jacket. With a deep breath, | pressed the blade to my palm, making a small cut that welled with
blood immediately.

Lena did the same, her blood darker than mine, moving more slowly. She extended her hand, palm up, wounded flesh exposed.

"Press your cut to mine," she instructed. "And repeat after me: Blood to blood, bound beyond death."

| placed my bleeding palm against hers, the contact sending an unexpected jolt through me—like static electricity but deeper, resonating in my bones.

"Blood to blood," | repeated, "bound beyond death.”

A strange warmth spread up my arm from where our blood mingled, not unpleasant but distinctly unnatural. Lena's eyes flared briefly, the amber glow intensifying.
"It's done," she said, withdrawing her hand. "The oath is made."

| examined my palm, surprised to find the cut already closing, a thin line of silver tracing where the wound had been. "What is this?"

"A marker of the bond. It will fade in time, but the connection remains." Lena's expression softened, becoming more like the sister | remembered. "Thank you, Mira.
Few humans would trust enough for this."

"You're my sister," | said simply. "That hasn't changed, even if everything else has."
Something like grief flickered across her perfect features. "Hasn't it? Look at me, Mira. Look at what I've become. What I've done."
"I see you," | said, reaching out to touch her cool cheek. "l still see Lena."

She leaned into the touch briefly, her eyes closing, before stepping back with visible reluctance. "We should go. Daylight won't last forever, and I'm stronger with Kane
if we move while the sun is up."

I nodded, turning toward the car. "He'll help us, Lena. Whatever you think of him, he wants to stop Marcus as much as we do."

"For his own reasons," she murmured, falling into step beside me. "Always for his own reasons."

As we approached the car, Elias straightened, his posture alert but not aggressive. He looked from me to Lena and back, his ancient eyes missing nothing.
"You've completed a blood oath," he said, his tone neutral though | detected a hint of concern. "Bold move."

"It was necessary," Lena replied before | could speak. "For my cooperation.”

"And dangerous," he added, looking at me. "Such bonds have implications you may not fully understand."

"It's done," | said firmly. "And Lena has agreed to come with us to the Council. She has additional information about Marcus's operations, evidence we can use."
Elias studied Lena for a long moment, something unspoken passing between them—recognition, perhaps, of their shared inhuman nature. Finally, he nodded.

"We should move quickly. My contact with the Council can meet us at sunset.” He opened the car door. "The back seat has additional UV protection if you prefer,
Lena."

She nodded, sliding into the back with fluid grace. | took the passenger seat, acutely aware of the strange energy still tingling in my palm where our blood had mingled.

As Elias started the engine, | caught him watching me, his expression troubled. "A blood oath is no small thing, Mira. It creates connections that transcend normal
bonds."

"She's my sister," | said simply. "We were already connected.”

"Not like this." His amber eyes held mine for a moment longer before returning to the road. "Not in a way that every Hemovore who encounters you will immediately
sense."



"Is that bad?"

"It's... significant. It marks you as someone under supernatural protection. Someone who walks between worlds." His voice softened. "Someone who has chosen to
bind herself to our kind."

The way he said it—with a mixture of concern and something deeper—made me wonder if he was thinking beyond just the ritual with Lena. If perhaps he was
considering what other bonds might exist between human and Hemovore.

Between us.
"I did what was necessary," | said, looking out the window as we drove away from the cemetery. "To find Lena. To stop Marcus."
"Yes," he agreed quietly. "You did."

The rest of the drive passed in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts as we headed back toward Boston and the confrontation that awaited us with the vampire
Council—our last hope of stopping Marcus's plan before it changed the balance between human and Hemovore forever.

CHAPTER 10

October 24th, 2023

The Council chamber was unlike anything | could have imagined—ancient stone beneath a modern skyscraper, accessible only through hidden passages. Seven of
them, seated in a semicircle, each hundreds of years old, their eyes reflecting centuries of existence. They listened to our evidence in complete silence. When Elias
presented the formula for the blood compound, one of them—a woman who looked no older than thirty but whose eyes held millennia—actually wept. "An
abomination,” she called it. "The end of balance." They deliberated for hours while we waited, Lena growing more agitated by the minute. When they finally reached
their decision, it was unanimous: Marcus would be "contained,” his operation dismantled, his inner circle brought for judgment. "And the human?" one of them asked,
looking directly at me. "What of her knowledge?" Elias stepped forward then, his voice carrying an authority | hadn't heard before. "She is blood-bound to her sister.
And to me." The words hung in the air like a physical thing. | turned to him, stunned. When had this happened? How? The silver Council member smiled then—the first
emotion she'd shown. "So it is decided,” she said. "The Blackwood hunter becomes the Blackwood guardian instead." | still don't understand exactly what that means.
But | know something fundamental has changed between Elias and me. Something irrevocable.

The Council's meeting place was hidden beneath an unassuming office building in downtown Boston—a modern structure with no external indication of the ancient
chamber concealed below. Elias led us through a series of security measures that combined cutting-edge technology with what appeared to be much older methods
of verification.

"Blood recognition," he explained as we approached a final door where he pressed his palm against a smooth stone panel. "It identifies not just DNA but age, lineage,
and status within Hemovore society."

The door opened silently, revealing a circular chamber carved from stone that looked far older than the building above it. Seven chairs arranged in a semicircle faced
a central space where three simpler chairs awaited us.

"They preserved the original chamber when they built the new structure," Elias said quietly. "This space has served as the Council's Northeast meeting place since
before the American Revolution."

"Dramatic," Lena muttered, though | noticed she seemed genuinely impressed despite her affected disdain.

We took our seats in the central area, the evidence from Marcus's lab arranged on a small table before us. | was acutely aware of the silver knife concealed beneath
my jacket, wondering if I'd been foolish to bring it into this place.

"They know it's there," Lena whispered, correctly interpreting my discomfort. "And they don't care. Weapons are meaningless here."

Before | could ask how she knew what | was thinking, a hidden door opened in the curved wall behind the semicircle of chairs. Seven figures entered, moving with the
fluid grace | was coming to recognize as characteristic of their kind.

Three men, four women—or at least, that's how they presented themselves. All appeared to be of different ages and ethnicities, though | suspected their actual
appearances had been chosen centuries ago and maintained through whatever force of will or biology allowed Hemovores to preserve their forms.

They took their seats without introduction or ceremony. At the center sat a woman who appeared to be in her early thirties, with silver hair that seemed to capture and
reflect the chamber's low lighting. Her eyes—a pale gray that bordered on silver—moved over each of us with penetrating intelligence.

"Elias Kane," she said, her voice carrying an accent | couldn't place. "It has been some time since you sought Council audience."

"Circumstances demanded it, Elder Callista," Elias replied, his tone formal but not subservient. "What we've discovered threatens the balance between our kinds."
"So your message indicated." Her silver eyes moved to Lena. "And you bring an unregistered young one. One who has been implicated in recent deaths."

Lena tensed beside me, but kept her composure. "l come willingly to present evidence against Marcus Blackwood, Patriarch of Boston."

"And you," Callista's gaze finally settled on me, "are human. Yet blood-bound to this young one. Curious."

"She is my sister," | said, surprised by the steadiness in my voice despite the otherworldly presence of these ancient beings. "Lena Blackwood. I've been searching for
her for ten years."

"Blackwood,"” one of the male Council members said, leaning forward with increased interest. "The hunter line."
"Yes," Callista confirmed. "Nearly extinct now, but once formidable.” Her attention returned to Elias. "Present your evidence, Dr. Kane. The Council will hear you."

For the next hour, Elias methodically laid out everything we had discovered—the blood compound, its addictive properties, the physiological changes it induced in
humans, and Marcus's plan to distribute it through "wellness centers" across major cities.

Lena added her testimony, describing how she had discovered the plan three years ago while still part of Marcus's inner circle, her subsequent flight, and her recent
return to gather evidence and disrupt the operation.

"The deaths," a different Council member asked, an older man with dark eyes that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. "You admit responsibility?"

"Partial responsibility," Lena clarified. "We were selective—only those directly involved in the project, whose deaths would create delays and provide access to
evidence."

"We?" Callista inquired.

"There are five of us. All turned within the last decade, all escaped from Marcus's control when we discovered his plans.” Lena's amber eyes held Callista's silver ones



without wavering. "We tried other methods first. Anonymous reports to the Council went unanswered. Attempts to sabotage the operation were discovered and
countered."

"The Council received no such reports,” one of the other women said sharply.

"Because Marcus has infiltrated your communication channels," Lena countered. "He has loyal Hemovores throughout the Northeast, including some who serve as
intermediaries to this body."

This caused a stir among the Council members—the first real reaction they had shown. They exchanged glances, silent communication passing between them.
"Serious accusations," Callista said finally. "Do you have evidence of this infiltration?"

Lena nodded, reaching into her pocket and removing a small data drive. "Names, dates, intercepted communications. We've been monitoring his network for three
years."

| glanced at Elias, wondering if he had known about this additional evidence. His expression revealed nothing, but the slight tension in his posture suggested this was
new information to him as well.

"And you, Dr. Blackwood," Callista turned her silver gaze to me again. "What is your role in this matter, beyond your familial connection?"

"I'm a forensic pathologist," | explained. "l examined the victims, found anomalies in their blood work that led me to investigate further. When | connected the deaths to
my sister's disappearance ten years ago, | began working with Dr. Kane to find answers."

"And now you know what we are," one of the other male Council members said. "Knowledge that poses its own risks."

"I've given my word not to expose your existence," | said firmly.

"Human words," he dismissed. "Easily broken, easily rationalized away."

"She is blood-bound,"” Lena interjected. "To me, her sister. The oath is made, the connection established.”

"A young one's blood oath carries limited weight," another Council member observed. "Though the Blackwood connection is... significant."
Throughout this exchange, Callista had been watching me with those unnerving silver eyes, as if seeing layers beneath my skin that no human could perceive.
"You carry hunter blood," she said finally. "Yet you seek not to destroy but to understand. Interesting evolution."

"I'm a scientist," | replied. "Understanding is what | do."

A small smile touched her ageless features. "Indeed. And what would you have us do with this understanding you've brought us, Dr. Blackwood?"
"Stop Marcus," | said without hesitation. "Shut down his operation before the distribution begins. Protect my sister from retaliation."

"And yourself? What protection do you seek?"

| hesitated, aware that my answer could determine my fate. "l want to remember. Everything I've learned, everyone I've met. | don't want my memories modified or
erased."

Murmurs passed through the Council at this direct request. Callista's expression remained neutral, but | sensed she was not displeased by my boldness.

"The evidence will be examined,” she announced, rising from her seat. The other Council members followed suit. "We will deliberate and render judgment. You will
wait."

With that, they filed out through the same hidden door, leaving the three of us alone in the ancient chamber.

"That went better than expected," Lena observed once they had gone. "At least they didn't dismiss us outright."

"Callista is fair," Elias said. "And the evidence is compelling. They'll act.”

"But will they act quickly enough?" | asked, thinking of Marcus's impending distribution timeline. "Lena said it begins in three days."

"The Council operates on its own timeline," Elias admitted. "But in matters of existential threat to our secrecy, they can move with surprising speed."
Lena scoffed. "Don't count on it. We should be preparing alternative plans, not waiting for ancient vampires to reach consensus."

"We've done what we can," | said, trying to defuse the tension building between them. "For now, we wait."

The waiting stretched for hours, the chamber's timeless atmosphere making it impossible to judge the passage of minutes. Lena paced restlessly while Elias sat in
meditative stillness, his ancient patience evident in his composed features.

| found myself studying him—this being who had lived through centuries, who had seen empires rise and fall, plagues come and go, technologies transform from
simple machines to digital marvels. What must it be like to exist for so long? To watch everyone you cared about age and die while you remained unchanged?

As if sensing my thoughts, his amber eyes opened, meeting mine across the chamber. Something passed between us—an understanding, perhaps, or a question
neither of us was ready to articulate.

Finally, the hidden door reopened, and the Council members returned, taking their seats with the same ceremonial precision as before.
"We have reviewed the evidence," Callista announced without preamble. "And reached unanimous decision."
The atmosphere in the chamber seemed to thicken, the air itself holding its breath as we awaited their judgment.

"Marcus Blackwood has violated our most sacred law—the preservation of balance between our kinds. His plan to systematically alter and exploit humans threatens
not only individual lives but the very foundation of our continued existence." Her silver eyes moved between the three of us. "The Council orders immediate
containment of Marcus Blackwood, dismantling of all production facilities, and judgment of his inner circle according to ancient law."

Relief flooded through me, though Lena remained tense beside me.
"How immediate is 'immediate'?" she asked, her voice carefully controlled. "Distribution begins in three days."

"Operations are already underway," one of the male Council members informed us. "Enforcement teams have been dispatched to all three facilities, including the main
production site."

"What about Marcus himself?" Elias asked. "He won't surrender easily."



"He will be contained by dawn," Callista assured him. "His residence is already surrounded."
Lena finally relaxed slightly, though suspicion still lingered in her expression. "And those of us who exposed his plan? What protection do we receive?"

"Your group will be granted amnesty for the deaths, given the circumstances and your ultimate goal of preventing greater harm." Callista's silver eyes narrowed
slightly. "But you will be required to complete proper Adjustment under Council supervision. No more rogue existence."

"And the others like me? Those Marcus turned against their will, who fled his control?"

"All will be offered the same opportunity for proper guidance and integration." Callista's expression softened marginally. "Many young ones have suffered under
Marcus's perversion of the Patriarch role. That cycle ends tonight."

Lena nodded, seemingly satisfied with this answer, though I noticed she did not explicitly agree to the Council's terms for herself.

"And what of Dr. Blackwood?" another Council member asked, the one who had dismissed my human word earlier. "The human who knows too much?"
All eyes turned to me, and | felt the weight of immortal gazes assessing, calculating.

"Standard protocol would require memory modification," the member continued. "For her protection and ours."

"No," | said firmly, standing to face them directly. "l won't accept that. I've spent ten years searching for my sister. | won't lose her again by forgetting what she is, what
happened to her."

"Bold," Callista observed, though not disapprovingly. "But our laws exist for reason, Dr. Blackwood. Human knowledge of our existence has led to persecution, hunting,
death—on both sides."

"I'm not a threat to you," | insisted. "I'm a scientist, a doctor. | understand the importance of secrecy, of balance."

"She is blood-bound to her sister," Elias added, standing beside me. "A connection that carries weight even under ancient law."

"A young one's blood oath provides limited protection,” the skeptical Council member repeated.

"She is blood-bound to her sister," Elias said again, his voice carrying a new authority that filled the chamber. "And to me."

The words hung in the air like a physical thing. | turned to him, stunned. When had this happened? How?

Callista leaned forward, her silver eyes suddenly intense. "You claim blood-bond with this human, Elias Kane?"

"I do." His amber eyes met hers without wavering. "Through the extraction of another's venom, through the exchange that saved her life."

Understanding dawned on me. When Elias had extracted Dominic's venom from my wrist, the strange sensations | had felt, the connection that had formed—it had
been more than just a medical procedure. It had created a bond similar to what | had established with Lena through our ritual in the cemetery.

"Interesting," Callista said, sitting back in her chair. "The ancient healer's bond, formed through venom extraction. Rare, even in our long history."
"And binding," another Council member added, this one a woman who had been silent until now. "Perhaps more so than a ritualistic blood oath."

Callista studied us both for a long moment, her ageless eyes seeing connections invisible to human perception. Finally, she smiled—the first real emotion she had
displayed.

"So it is decided,” she declared. "The Blackwood hunter becomes the Blackwood guardian instead."
"Guardian?" | echoed, not understanding.

"You are twice blood-bound to our kind," Callista explained. "To your sister by choice and ritual, to Dr. Kane by necessity and healing. Such connections transform your
role from potential threat to potential protector.” Her silver eyes held mine. "The Council recognizes these bonds and grants exception to standard protocol. You may
retain your memories, your knowledge, with the understanding that you are now bound to our laws as surely as if you were one of us."

Relief washed through me, followed immediately by uncertainty. "What exactly does that mean? Being bound to your laws?"

"It means you are responsible for maintaining our secrecy, for supporting the balance between our kinds, for using your unique position to prevent harm rather than
cause it." Callista's expression grew serious. "It is both privilege and burden, Dr. Blackwood. Not to be accepted lightly."

| glanced at Elias, whose face revealed nothing of his thoughts about this unexpected development. Had he known this would happen when he claimed our blood-
bond? Had he intended it?

"l accept,” | said finally, turning back to Callista. "I'll uphold your secrecy, maintain the balance as best | can.”

"Then it is settled." Callista rose, signaling the end of our audience. "You will be contacted when Marcus has been contained and his operation dismantled. Until then,
you remain under Council protection.”

The other members stood as well, filing out through their hidden door with the same ceremonial precision with which they had entered. Only Callista remained for a
moment longer, her silver eyes moving between Elias and me with knowing perception.

"Four centuries, Elias," she said softly. "Four centuries of solitary existence, and now two blood-bonds in a single human lifetime." A small smile touched her lips.
"Perhaps you are not as detached from your humanity as you believed."

With that cryptic observation, she followed her fellow Council members, leaving the three of us alone once more in the ancient chamber.

As soon as the door closed behind her, | turned to Elias. "You claimed a blood-bond with me? When were you going to mention that?"

His expression was carefully composed. "l wasn't certain it had formed. The venom extraction is an intimate procedure, but it doesn't always create a lasting bond."
"But you knew it might," | pressed. "You knew when you bit me to remove Dominic's venom that it could create this... connection.”

"Yes," he admitted. "It was a possibility. But your life was in danger, and it was the most effective treatment available."

Lena watched this exchange with open interest, her amber eyes moving between us. "Well, well. The ancient healer and the Blackwood pathologist. How poetic."

"Is that why I've been feeling... different since that night?" | asked, ignoring Lena's comment. "More aware of you somehow, more attuned to your presence?"

"Likely, yes." Elias's amber eyes held mine. "The bond creates a heightened awareness between those connected. It's typically strongest immediately after formation,
then settles into a more subtle link over time."

"And what else does it do? What else should | know about being 'blood-bound'’ to two vampires?"



"Hemovores," he corrected automatically. "And there are various effects, most beneficial. Enhanced healing near the bond site, as you've already experienced.
Increased sensitivity to each other's physical states—emotions, health, proximity. Some degree of protection from other Hemovores, who can sense the bond and
recognize you as connected to our kind."

"Like supernatural antibodies," | murmured, trying to process this information through my scientific framework. "Your blood components recognizing mine as non-
threatening."

"A simplification, but not entirely inaccurate.” A small smile touched his lips. "Your scientific mind always seeking rational explanations."
"It's how | make sense of the impossible," | replied, though | couldn't help returning his smile slightly.

Lena cleared her throat pointedly. "As fascinating as this new development is, perhaps we should focus on more immediate concerns? Like whether the Council will
actually stop Marcus before distribution begins?"

"They'll stop him," Elias said with certainty. "When the Council reaches unanimous decision, they act with overwhelming force. Marcus is formidable, but he can't stand
against their combined authority."

"I hope you're right," Lena said, though doubt lingered in her voice. "For all our sakes."

A door opened—not the hidden one the Council had used, but the one through which we had entered. A Hemovore | didn't recognize stood there, his manner formal
and deferential.

"The Council has arranged secure accommodation for you until the operation is complete,” he announced. "If you'll follow me."

As we left the ancient chamber, | found myself walking between Elias and Lena—blood-bound to both, connected to them in ways | was only beginning to understand.
The scientist in me wanted to document everything, to understand the biological mechanisms behind these supernatural bonds. But another part—the part that had
searched for Lena for ten years, that had felt drawn to Elias from our first meeting—accepted these connections as something beyond rational explanation.

Something that felt, despite all logic, like coming home.

CHAPTER 11

October 25th, 2023

Dawn broke with news of Marcus's capture. The Council's enforcement team found him at his Beacon Hill residence, apparently preparing to flee the city. According
to Elias, he's been "contained"—a Hemovore euphemism that sounds more ominous the more | think about it. His blood compound operation has been dismantled,
the formula contained, the test subjects identified for treatment of their dependency. It should feel like victory. So why am | still uneasy? Perhaps because Lena
remains skeptical, convinced this was too easy. Or because | keep catching Elias watching me with an expression | can't quite interpret—something between concern
and fascination. The blood-bond between us has grown stronger, more defined. | feel his presence now even when he's in another room, a constant awareness like a
compass needle always pointing north. He says it will stabilize over time, become less distracting. I'm not sure | want it to. There's something compelling about this
connection, something that calls to parts of me I've kept carefully controlled my entire life. Science has always been my religion. But now | find myself experiencing
something that defies scientific explanation, something that feels dangerously close to fate.

The "secure accommodation” turned out to be a penthouse suite in a luxury hotel overlooking Boston Harbor. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered spectacular views of
the water and city skyline, though heavy curtains had been drawn across most of them to accommodate our Hemovore companions' sensitivity to sunlight.

"Council safe houses are always the best real estate," Lena observed, exploring the spacious living area while | examined the kitchen. "One advantage of centuries of
wealth accumulation.”

"The location is strategic, not just luxurious," Elias noted from where he stood by one partially open curtain. "Defensible, single access point, clear sightlines to all
approaching routes."

"Always the tactician," Lena murmured, though there was less hostility in her tone than there had been previously. Our shared experience before the Council seemed
to have softened her attitude toward him somewhat.

A communication device on the coffee table chimed, its screen illuminating with a message. Elias moved to read it, his expression revealing nothing.
"News?" | asked, abandoning my exploration of the well-stocked kitchen.

"Marcus has been contained,” he confirmed, looking up from the device. "Captured at his Beacon Hill residence approximately thirty minutes ago."
Relief flooded through me, though Lena remained visibly skeptical.

"Details?" she pressed. "Resistance? Casualties?"

"Minimal resistance, according to this. He was apparently preparing to leave the city when the enforcement team arrived." Elias continued reading. "His inner circle is
being rounded up now, including Dominic and several others directly involved in the project.”

"And the production facilities?"

"All three have been secured. The compound is being contained, test subjects identified for treatment of their dependency." Elias set the device down. "It's over, Lena.
The Council acted as promised.”

She shook her head, unconvinced. "It's too clean. Too easy. Marcus wouldn't surrender without significant resistance.”

"The Council's enforcement teams aren't ordinary Hemovores," Elias explained. "They're specialists, trained specifically for containing our kind. Even Marcus would be
outmatched.”

| studied both of them, sensing the tension beneath their outwardly calm exchange. Despite their shared inhuman nature, they represented fundamentally different
approaches to their existence—Elias with his centuries of adaptation and control, Lena with her raw power and recent transformation.

"What happens to Marcus now?" | asked, partly to break the tension, partly out of genuine curiosity.

"True containment,” Elias said, his voice carrying centuries of understanding of what that meant. "A specially designed facility where he'll be kept in a state of
controlled stasis until the Council determines his final fate."

"Stasis? You mean like suspended animation?"

"Similar, yes. Hemovores can enter a death-like state when deprived of blood for extended periods. The containment facilities maintain this state indefinitely through
carefully calibrated environmental controls."



The clinical way he described what sounded like a living death sent a chill through me. "That's your version of prison?"

"For the most dangerous of our kind, yes." His amber eyes held mine. "Those who have repeatedly violated our most sacred laws forfeit their freedom. The alternative
would be true death."

"And who decides? The Council?"

"Ultimately, yes." He moved to join me at the kitchen counter. "But there will be a formal process. Evidence presented, testimony heard. Even Marcus is entitled to that
much.”

Lena laughed, the sound both beautiful and bitter. "Justice from immortals. They'll debate his fate for decades while he sleeps in his specialized cell, then eventually
release him when they decide he's 'reformed' his thinking."

"That's not how it works," Elias countered, though | noticed he didn't directly refute her timeline. "The Council takes violations of the balance very seriously."
"The balance," | repeated, turning the concept over in my mind. "You keep using that term. What exactly does it mean?"

Elias was quiet for a moment, considering his answer. "It refers to the delicate equilibrium between humans and Hemovores. We exist alongside your kind, feeding
without killing, maintaining secrecy, never taking more than can be regenerated naturally.”

"Symbiosis rather than parasitism," | suggested, falling back on scientific terminology to understand this supernatural relationship.

"Exactly." He seemed pleased by my understanding. "For millennia, this balance has been maintained through strict laws, careful feeding practices, and immediate
response to threats—whether those threats come from humans discovering our existence or from our own kind exploiting humans beyond sustainable limits."

"Like what Marcus planned to do," | said, understanding dawning. "Creating a permanent, dependent feeding population would have disrupted that balance."

"Irreparably,” Elias confirmed. "Once humans became systematically addicted to Hemovore blood components, the natural order would be forever altered. Our
existence would eventually be exposed, leading to panic, violence, potential extinction for both sides."

Lena had been listening to this exchange with growing impatience. "Fascinating anthropology lesson, but I'm more concerned with immediate security. If Marcus has
been contained as claimed, his followers will be looking for someone to blame." Her amber eyes fixed on me. "You're the most vulnerable target, Mira."

"The Council has guaranteed our protection," Elias reminded her.
"And I'm supposed to trust the word of immortals | met yesterday?" Lena shook her head. "I'll believe in their protection when | see Marcus's body turned to ash."

"That won't happen,” Elias said with certainty. "The Council doesn't destroy lightly, even those who have violated our laws. Marcus will be contained, judged, perhaps
sentenced to centuries of stasis, but not destroyed."

"Then he remains a threat," Lena insisted. "As do those loyal to him."

I moved to the window, pulling back the curtain slightly to look out at the harbor. Dawn was breaking, the first rays of sunlight touching the water's surface with golden
light. After days of darkness and shadow, the simple beauty of sunrise felt like a promise of normalcy | wasn't sure | would ever fully reclaim.

"What happens now?" | asked without turning around. "To us, | mean. Once this is truly over."

The question hung in the air, weighted with implications for all three of us. My life had been irrevocably altered by the discovery of what had happened to Lena, by my
new knowledge of the Hemovore world, by the blood-bonds that now connected me to both my sister and Elias.

"You return to your life," Elias said finally. "Your work, your research. With new understanding, new perspective, but essentially the same external existence."
"And internally?" | turned to face him. "With these bonds, these connections to your world?"

His expression softened. "The bonds remain, evolve, become part of who you are. You'll learn to live with them, to understand their implications over time."
"And you?" | couldn't stop myself from asking. "What happens to you when this is over?"

Something flickered in his amber eyes—a vulnerability | rarely saw in his carefully controlled demeanor. "l continue as I have for centuries. Healing, researching,
existing between worlds."

"Alone," | said, the word escaping before | could stop it.
"Not entirely," he replied, his gaze holding mine with new intensity. "Not anymore."

The implication sent a wave of something—hope? Anticipation? Fear?—through me. Before | could respond, Lena interrupted, her enhanced senses apparently having
picked up something we hadn't.

"Someone's coming,” she said, moving swiftly to the suite's entrance. "Two of them."
Elias tensed, positioning himself subtly between me and the door. "Council escorts, most likely. They said they would send updates in person."

The knock, when it came, was gentle but firm. Lena glanced at Elias, who nodded, before she opened the door to reveal two Hemovores—one male, one female, both
dressed in the understated but expensive attire that seemed characteristic of their kind.

"Dr. Kane," the woman said, her voice carrying the same musical quality I'd noticed in other Hemovores. "The Council sends confirmation of Marcus Blackwood's
containment and requests your presence for the securing of the formula."

"My presence specifically?" Elias asked, his tone cautious.

"You created the original synthetic substitute," she explained. "Your expertise is needed to ensure the compound is properly neutralized and cannot be reproduced.”
Elias glanced at me, then at Lena. "Dr. Blackwood and her sister remain under Council protection?"

"Of course," the male escort confirmed. "They will be safe here until your return."

| could sense Elias's reluctance to leave, felt it through the blood-bond between us like a physical pull. "Go," | said, meeting his concerned gaze. "If you can help ensure
the formula is contained, it's worth the temporary separation.”

"I won't be long," he promised, moving to gather his coat. "A few hours at most."
"We'll be fine," | assured him, though Lena's skeptical expression suggested she wasn't as confident.

As Elias prepared to leave with the Council escorts, he paused beside me, his cool hand brushing against mine briefly. "The bond works both ways," he said softly. "If
you feel threatened, focus on that connection. I'll sense it."



| nodded, strangely comforted by this supernatural link between us. "Be careful."
"Always." A small smile touched his lips before he turned and followed the escorts out, the door closing firmly behind them.

Once they were gone, Lena immediately began checking the suite's security features—locks, alarm systems, escape routes. Her methodical approach reminded me so
much of my own tendencies that | couldn't help but smile despite the tension.

"What?" she asked, catching my expression.

"Nothing. Just... you inspect security systems the same way | examine autopsy findings. Thoroughly, systematically.”

A hint of her old smile flickered across her perfect features. "Blackwood traits, | suppose. We've always been methodical."
"So Elias says," | noted, moving to help her check the windows. "He told me about our family history. The hunters."

Lena paused, turning to face me fully. "He told you that much? Interesting."

"You knew?"

"I learned bits and pieces during my time with Marcus's group. It's why he was so interested in me, in us. The Blackwood name carries weight in Hemovore history."
Her amber eyes studied me with new consideration. "What else did Kane tell you?"

"That Marcus was originally a Blackwood himself. A hunter who was turned, who's spent centuries eliminating other Blackwoods."
"Not just eliminating," Lena corrected. "Converting when possible. Turning hunters into what they once hunted—it's his particular obsession."
A chill ran through me as | considered the implications. "Is that why he had Iris turn you? As part of this centuries-old vendetta?"

"Partly. Though I think Iris's interest was genuine." A shadow passed across Lena's features. "She truly believed she was saving me when | was dying. She didn't
understand that Marcus had been manipulating both of us from the beginning."

"Manipulating how?"

Lena moved to the living area, sinking gracefully onto one of the plush sofas. "He arranged for Iris to find me, to become fascinated with me. He knew my health was
deteriorating—in fact, | suspect he may have caused it."

"Caused it?" | sat across from her, alarmed by this suggestion. "How?"

"Small doses of Hemovore venom, administered over time. It creates symptoms similar to anemia at first, then progresses to more serious blood disorders." Her eyes
met mine. "The same symptoms | had before | disappeared."

The revelation hit me like a physical blow. "Marcus poisoned you? To set up your turning?"

"I believe so, yes. | have no proof, but the pattern fits his methods." She leaned forward, her expression intense. "And | think he's been watching you too, Mira. For
years. Waiting for the right moment."

"The right moment for what?"
"To complete his collection of Blackwoods. To turn you as well."

| stood abruptly, moving away from her as if physical distance could somehow protect me from the implications of her words. "That's why he let me take your locket.
Why he seemed almost pleased when | showed up investigating the deaths."

"Yes." Lena rose as well, her movements fluid and predatory even in this moment of sisterly concern. "He's been playing a very long game, Mira. One that spans
centuries."

"But the Council has him now," | said, clinging to this reassurance. "He's contained, his plan stopped.”

"Perhaps." Lena's doubt was evident in her voice. "But Marcus has existed for nearly four hundred years by anticipating his enemies’ moves, by planning contingencies
within contingencies."

The parallels to Elias—also four centuries old, also careful and strategic in his thinking—were impossible to ignore. "You think he allowed himself to be captured. That
this is somehow part of his plan.”

"I think nothing involving Marcus is ever as simple as it appears." She moved to the window, peering out at the brightening day. "And | think we should be prepared for
complications.”

As if summoned by her words, the suite's communication device chimed again. Lena reached it before | could, her enhanced speed still startling to witness.

Her expression darkened as she read the message. "Interesting timing."

"What is it?" | asked, moving to read over her shoulder.

"The Council requests our presence as well. Specifically yours—they want your medical expertise regarding the test subjects who were exposed to the compound.”
"Is that unusual?"

"Hemovores asking for human medical advice? Yes, highly." She set the device down with controlled precision. "Especially when they just sent Kane to handle the
formula itself."

"Maybe they need multiple perspectives,” | suggested, though uncertainty crept into my voice. "Medical and scientific."

"Maybe." Lena's tone made it clear she didn't believe this explanation. "Or maybe someone wants us separated from Kane and out of this protected space."
The paranoia in her assessment was concerning, but given what she'd just revealed about Marcus's long-term manipulation, not entirely unwarranted.

"What do we do?" | asked, trusting her instincts in this strange world | was still learning to navigate.

"We go," she said after a moment's consideration. "But prepared for trouble."

She moved to her bag, which she'd kept close since our arrival, and removed what appeared to be two small silver vials. She handed one to me.

"Blood capsules," she explained. "Concentrated Hemovore blood with accelerated healing properties. If you're injured, break it and apply directly to the wound."

| took the vial, its weight surprisingly substantial for its size. "Your blood?"



"Yes. Sister to sister." Her amber eyes held mine. "It won't turn you—that requires a specific exchange—but it will heal almost any non-fatal injury within minutes."
| slipped the vial into my pocket, next to the silver knife Elias had given me. "Should we try to contact Elias? Let him know about this request?"
"No time," Lena said, glancing at the device. "The message says they've sent escorts who will arrive momentarily."

As if on cue, a knock came at the door. Lena and | exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between us that felt both familiar from our childhood and
entirely new given our current circumstances.

"Stay behind me," she instructed as she moved to answer it. "And be ready to run if | tell you to."

The escorts who entered were different from those who had come for Elias—a man and woman again, but younger in appearance, their movements more predatory,
less controlled. Something about them set my nerves on edge, though | couldn't have explained exactly why.

"Dr. Blackwood," the woman addressed me with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "The Council appreciates your willingness to assist with the medical assessment of
the test subjects.”

"Of course," | replied, maintaining a calm exterior despite my growing unease. "I'm happy to help."
"Both of us are coming," Lena stated firmly, positioning herself slightly in front of me.
The male escort's expression tightened momentarily before smoothing into practiced neutrality. "Of course. The Council anticipated as much."

As we prepared to leave, | found myself reaching instinctively for the blood-bond with Elias, trying to convey my uncertainty through this connection | barely
understood. Whether he would sense it, whether it would mean anything to him, | couldn't know. But it felt like the only lifeline available as we left the safety of the
Council's accommodation and stepped into uncertainty.

The escorts led us to a sleek black car waiting outside, its windows tinted to near opacity. As we settled into the back seat, Lena maintained her protective position
beside me, her enhanced senses clearly on high alert.

"Where exactly are we going?" she asked as the car pulled away from the hotel.

"The primary research facility," the female escort replied from the front passenger seat. "Where the test subjects are being held for treatment.”
"The pharmaceutical plant outside the city?" | clarified, remembering what Lena had told me about Marcus's operation.

A slight hesitation before the answer. "Yes. The Council has secured it completely.”

Lena's hand found mine in the darkness of the back seat, her cool fingers squeezing in warning. Something wasn't right. The escort's hesitation, the tension in the
vehicle, the route we were taking—which, | was beginning to realize, didn't lead out of the city at all but deeper into the industrial district near the harbor.

"This isn't the way to the facility | know about," Lena said, her voice carrying a dangerous edge. "Where are you really taking us?"

The atmosphere in the car shifted instantly. The male escort's eyes met ours in the rearview mirror, no longer bothering to maintain their human appearance but
glowing with an unnatural blue light.

"To someone who's very eager to see you both," he said, all pretense of Council formality dropped. "Marcus sends his regards."

Lena moved with blinding speed, lunging forward toward the front seats, but the female escort was ready, twisting to meet her with inhuman reflexes. They collided in
a blur of movement too fast for my human eyes to track properly.

| reached for the door handle, adrenaline surging, but found it locked—not electronically, but with some mechanism | couldn't identify. The silver knife Elias had given
me was in my hand before | consciously decided to draw it, instinct taking over as the vehicle filled with the sounds of combat.

The male escort maintained control of the car despite the chaos, accelerating through the industrial streets with reckless speed. Through the front windshield, | could
see we were heading toward an abandoned warehouse complex—isolated, perfect for whatever they had planned.

"Mira, the window!" Lena shouted between grappling with the female escort. "Break it!"

| didn't hesitate, using the hilt of the silver knife to strike the side window with all my strength. The glass cracked but held—reinforced somehow against normal human
force.

The female escort laughed, the sound chilling in its beauty even as she fought. "Special glass. Designed to contain much stronger creatures than you, human."

Lena snarled—an inhuman sound that reminded me how much she had changed—and redoubled her attack, her movements becoming more frenzied, more powerful.
The car swerved as the male escort struggled to both drive and assist his partner.

I struck the window again, putting all my weight behind it, and was rewarded with a larger crack spreading across the surface. One more blow might do it.

"Enough,” the male escort growled, reaching back with one hand while steering with the other. His fingers closed around my wrist with crushing force, the knife
clattering from my grasp. "Marcus wants you both alive, but he didn't specify undamaged.”

Pain shot through my arm as he squeezed, the bones grinding together under his inhuman strength. | cried out, the sound spurring Lena to new fury. She broke free
from the female escort long enough to lunge at the driver, her fangs extended, eyes glowing with rage.

The car swerved violently, tires squealing as we careened off the road and into the side of an abandoned building. The impact threw me forward against the front
seats, then back against the rear door, my head striking the cracked window with stunning force.

Through blurred vision, | saw Lena still fighting, somehow maintaining consciousness despite the crash. The male escort was slumped over the steering wheel,
apparently injured, while the female escort continued to grapple with my sister in the confined space of the wrecked vehicle.

"Run, Mira!" Lena shouted, managing to kick out the already weakened window on her side. "I'll hold them!"

| fumbled for the knife, finding it on the floor amid broken glass and debris. My head throbbed, blood trickling down my temple from the impact, but adrenaline kept
me moving. | dragged myself toward the opening Lena had created, the female escort too engaged in combat with my sister to stop me.

As | pulled myself through the broken window, glass cutting into my palms and arms, | heard the female escort call out: "Reinforcements are coming! Don't let her
escape!"

Outside the car, | staggered to my feet, the world tilting sickeningly around me. Probable concussion, the clinical part of my mind diagnosed, even as survival instinct
pushed me to run toward the maze of abandoned warehouses ahead.

Behind me, the sounds of combat continued from the wrecked car. | wanted to stay, to help Lena somehow, but knew | would only be a liability in a fight between
Hemovores. The best thing | could do was escape, find help, try to reach Elias through our blood-bond.



| focused on that connection as | ran, mentally calling his name, trying to project my fear and location through the mysterious link between us. Whether it would work,
whether he would sense it in time, | had no way of knowing.

The warehouse complex was a labyrinth of decaying buildings, broken concrete, and rusting metal. | ducked into the nearest structure, hoping to find somewhere to
hide, to assess my injuries, to formulate some kind of plan beyond simple flight.

Inside, the building was cavernous and dark, sunlight filtering through broken windows high above. | moved deeper into the shadows, using abandoned machinery for
cover, trying to control my breathing and heartbeat—sounds that would betray me to Hemovore hunters with their enhanced senses.

The silver knife felt inadequate in my hand as | listened for pursuers, but it was better than nothing. | checked my pocket for Lena's blood capsule, relieved to find it
still intact. My wrist throbbed where the male escort had grabbed it—possibly fractured, definitely bruised. The cuts on my palms and arms stung, but weren't serious
enough to warrant using the precious healing blood yet.

A noise from the direction | had come—the sound of the warehouse door opening with a metallic groan. Someone had followed me. Whether Lena or one of our
captors, | couldn't be sure.

| pressed myself deeper into the shadows behind a large piece of rusted machinery, trying to make myself as small and silent as possible. The footsteps that
approached were measured, deliberate—not the sound of someone searching frantically, but of a predator confident in eventually finding its prey.

"Dr. Blackwood," a familiar voice called, echoing through the empty space. "There's no need to hide. We both know how this ends."
Dominic. Marcus's enforcer, whom | had last seen fighting Elias at the research lab. He had survived, apparently unscathed enough to be hunting me now.

"Your sister is... subdued,” he continued, moving slowly through the warehouse. "Though she fought admirably. Marcus will be pleased to have both Blackwood
sisters in his collection."

| remained silent, calculating distances and angles, looking for a path to another exit. There had to be multiple ways out of a building this size.

"I can hear your heartbeat, you know," Dominic said conversationally, moving closer to my hiding place. "Like a frightened bird. Fascinating how fear affects human
physiology."

| controlled my breathing, trying to slow my racing pulse through sheer force of will. The clinical detachment I'd cultivated through years of working with the dead
served me now, allowing me to think past the terror.

"Your blood-bond with Kane is quite touching," Dominic continued, clearly enjoying the psychological torture of his hunt. "He'll feel your fear, your pain. He might even
sense your location, vaguely. But he won't reach you in time."

A new sound from outside—car engines, multiple vehicles approaching rapidly. Reinforcements, either for Dominic or, | hoped desperately, for us.

Dominic heard it too, his head turning toward the sound. In that moment of distraction, | moved—darting from my hiding place toward what appeared to be a stairwell
at the far end of the warehouse floor.

He reacted with inhuman speed, appearing in my path before I'd made it halfway across the open space. "Brave, but futile," he said, his violet eyes gleaming with
anticipation. "Though | do appreciate prey that fights. It makes the feeding so much more... intense."

| raised the silver knife, backing away slowly. "The Council knows Marcus escaped. They'll be hunting all of you."

"Marcus didn't escape,” Dominic corrected, advancing on me with measured steps. "He was never captured in the first place. A body double, a loyal servant willing to
take his place temporarily. By the time the Council realizes their mistake, we'll be long gone—with you and your sister."

The revelation sent a chill through me. Lena had been right to be suspicious. The entire operation had been too clean, too easy.
"Why?" | demanded, still retreating, searching for any advantage. "Why go to all this trouble for us?"

"Because you're Blackwoods," he said, as if it should be obvious. "The last of the hunter bloodline. Marcus has spent centuries systematically turning or eliminating
your family. You and your sister represent the completion of his life's work."

"And Elias? Where does he fit into this?"

Dominic's smile widened. "Kane's interference was unexpected but ultimately useful. His blood-bond with you makes your turning even more symbolically powerful.
The ancient healer bound to the hunter's descendant, only to have her transformed into what he's spent centuries trying not to be." He moved closer still. "Marcus
appreciates poetry in his vengeance."

| tightened my grip on the knife, knowing it would provide only moments of advantage at best. "The Council will hunt you for this. All of you."

"Perhaps. Eventually." He shrugged, unconcerned. "But bureaucracy moves slowly, even immortal bureaucracy. By the time they organize a proper response, you'll be
one of us, and Marcus will have what he's wanted for four centuries."

The sound of vehicles outside had stopped. Doors slammed, voices called out. Whether friend or foe, they would reach us within minutes.
Dominic's head tilted, listening. His expression darkened. "It seems Kane has found us sooner than expected. Pity. | was looking forward to taking my time with you."

He moved then, crossing the remaining distance between us with blinding speed. | slashed with the knife, catching him across the arm as he reached for me. The
silver blade left a smoking wound in its wake, causing him to hiss in pain and momentarily recoil.

"Silver," he snarled, genuine anger replacing his earlier amusement. "Kane's little gift, | assume. It won't save you."

He lunged again, faster this time, knocking the knife from my hand with a blow that sent shooting pain up my arm. His hand closed around my throat, lifting me off the
ground with terrifying ease.

"Marcus wanted you unharmed," he said, his violet eyes boring into mine. "But plans change. Perhaps we'll tell him the Council killed you during the retrieval operation.
A tragic loss."

His grip tightened, cutting off my air. | clawed at his hand, feet kicking uselessly as he held me suspended. Darkness began to creep in at the edges of my vision, my
lungs burning for oxygen.

With the last of my consciousness, | reached for the blood-bond with Elias, projecting not just fear now but a desperate plea. Help. Warehouse. Dominic.

As if in answer, the warehouse door burst open with explosive force. Through dimming vision, | saw figures enter—moving too fast to track, but one | would have
recognized anywhere. Elias, his normally controlled demeanor transformed by rage, his amber eyes glowing with an internal light that illuminated the darkness.

Dominic turned, still holding me by the throat, using my body as a shield. "Kane," he called out, his voice carrying false cordiality. "You're just in time to watch her die."

What happened next occurred too quickly for my oxygen-deprived brain to fully process. Elias moved—not toward us directly, but in a circular path so rapid he seemed



to blur. Other figures engaged with Dominic, forcing him to divide his attention.

His grip on my throat loosened fractionally as he defended against multiple attackers. It was enough. | drove my knee up with all my remaining strength, connecting
with his midsection. The blow wouldn't have fazed him normally, but combined with the attacks from the others, it created a crucial moment of distraction.

| felt myself falling as Dominic released me, my body crumpling to the concrete floor. Air rushed back into my lungs in painful gasps. Through watering eyes, | saw the
combat raging around me—Elias and what appeared to be Council enforcers engaged in a vicious battle with Dominic and several newly arrived allies.

Hands touched me—cool, gentle, familiar. Lena, her face bloodied but intact, her amber eyes wild with concern.

"Can you stand?" she asked, her voice seeming to come from far away.

I nodded, allowing her to help me to my feet. My throat burned where Dominic had gripped it, and every breath was agony, but | was alive.
"We need to go," Lena urged, supporting my weight as she guided me toward a side exit. "Now, while they're occupied."

| looked back at the combat, searching for Elias among the blur of supernaturally fast movements. "But Elias—"

"Is holding his own," Lena assured me. "He's four centuries old, Mira. Few can match him in direct combat."

Reluctantly, | allowed her to lead me away from the battle, through a maze of abandoned equipment and out a rusted side door into the harsh daylight. Outside, more
combat was underway—Council enforcers engaging with what must have been Marcus's people throughout the warehouse complex.

"Marcus," | gasped, my voice raw from Dominic's assault. "He wasn't captured. It was a body double."

"I know," Lena said grimly, continuing to guide me toward what appeared to be a secure position behind a concrete barrier. "One of the escorts told me before Elias's
team arrived. Marcus has been planning this for months, maybe years."

"Where is he now?"

"Unknown. But if his plan to capture us has failed, he'll be in retreat, regrouping for another attempt.” She helped me sit, examining my injuries with clinical efficiency.
"You need medical attention."

| touched my throat, wincing at the tenderness. "I'll live."
"Here." Lena pressed the silver vial into my hand. "Use it. It will heal the worst of the damage."

| hesitated, still uncertain about applying Hemovore blood directly to my wounds despite everything I'd experienced. But the pain in my throat and head was becoming
unbearable, making clear thinking difficult.

With a deep breath, | broke the vial and applied the thick, dark liquid to the cuts on my hands first, then carefully to the bruising around my throat. The sensation was
immediate and intense—a burning coolness that spread through the injured tissue, accompanied by a tingling that bordered on painful.

"It works quickly," Lena assured me, watching with clinical interest. "The cellular regeneration is accelerated by factors in our blood that human medicine hasn't
identified yet."

She was right. Already the pain was receding, the swelling in my throat diminishing enough to make breathing easier. It was like watching a time-lapse of normal
healing, compressed from weeks into minutes.

The sounds of combat grew more distant, suggesting the battle was moving deeper into the warehouse complex. Lena remained vigilant, her enhanced senses
monitoring our surroundings with predatory focus.

"What happens if they capture Marcus?" | asked, my voice stronger now as the healing blood did its work. "Really capture him this time?"

"The Council will ensure there's no possibility of substitution or escape," Lena said. "Though given his resources and connections, containing him permanently will be
challenging."

"And us? What happens to us now?"

Lena's amber eyes met mine, something vulnerable breaking through her transformed features. "That depends on what you want, Mira. The Council has
acknowledged your status as blood-bound guardian. You could continue your life, your work, with new understanding and protection."

"And you? Will you complete the Adjustment they mentioned? Learn to control the hunger?"

She looked away, her perfect profile sharp against the industrial backdrop. "l don't know. The Council's version of Adjustment means submission to their rules, their
hierarchies. After three years of freedom, of making my own choices..."

"Even if those choices included killing," | said quietly.

"Yes." She didn't try to justify or excuse it. "l killed to survive, to gather evidence, to protect others from what Marcus was planning. | won't pretend those deaths don't
weigh on me, but | also won't apologize for what was necessary."

The clinical detachment in her voice was chilling, a reminder of how much she had changed from the sister | remembered. Yet beneath it, | could still sense the Lena |
had known—brilliant, determined, unwilling to compromise on matters of principle.

"There must be a middle path," | suggested. "Between complete submission to the Council and rogue existence. Something that allows you control, purpose, but
within a framework that prevents unnecessary harm.”

"Perhaps." She didn't sound convinced. "But those decisions can wait until Marcus is truly contained and the immediate threat is past."

A figure emerged from the warehouse—Elias, his clothing torn, a deep cut across his cheek already healing, his eyes returning to their normal amber hue as he
approached us. Relief flooded through me at the sight of him intact, the blood-bond between us humming with renewed awareness.

"Dominic?" Lena asked as he reached us.
"Contained, along with three of Marcus's other lieutenants," Elias confirmed, his eyes quickly assessing my condition. "You used the blood capsule."
It wasn't a question, but | nodded anyway. "It worked. The injuries are already healing."

"Good." His gaze lingered on my throat, where the bruising from Dominic's grip was rapidly fading. "Marcus himself wasn't here. The Council has updated their search
parameters, but he's likely already left the city."

"With his plan exposed and his inner circle captured, he'll be weakened," Lena observed. "But not defeated. Not permanently.”



"No," Elias agreed. "But he'll be forced to rebuild from scratch. The formula has been contained, the production facilities dismantled. It will be decades before he can
attempt something of this scale again.”

"Decades is nothing to your kind," | noted, the reality of their immortal perspective still difficult to fully grasp.

"True. But the Council is now fully aware of his intentions, his methods. They'll be watching for signs of similar operations." Elias extended his hand, helping me to my
feet. "For now, you're both safe. The immediate threat has passed."

| stood, surprised by how much stronger | felt after using Lena's blood. The healing was remarkable—injuries that would have taken weeks to recover from already
reduced to minor discomfort.

"What happens now?" | asked, echoing my earlier question to Lena.

Elias's expression softened. "Now we return to the Council's protection while they secure the area and process Dominic and the others. After that..." he glanced at
Lena, then back to me, "after that, we each have choices to make."

Choices. The word hung between us, weighted with implications | was only beginning to understand. Choices about the blood-bonds that connected us, about my new
role as "guardian," about the future that stretched before us—human and Hemovore, mortal and immortal, science and something that defied scientific explanation.

As Council enforcers secured the area around us, preparing for our safe transport back to protected accommodation, | found myself studying both Elias and Lena—
these two beings who had transformed my understanding of the world, who had connected themselves to me through blood and circumstance.

Whatever choices lay ahead, whatever paths we might follow, one thing was certain: nothing would ever be the same again. And despite everything—the danger, the
violence, the fundamental disruption of my orderly scientific worldview—I couldn't bring myself to regret it.

Some discoveries, once made, could never be unmade. Some connections, once formed, could never be broken. And some truths, once revealed, changed everything
that came after.

Including, perhaps, what it meant to be human in a world where humanity was just one kind of existence among many.

CHAPTER 12

October 37st, 2023

Halloween. The night when humans play at being monsters, unaware of the real ones walking among them. It's been a week since the confrontation at the warehouse,
since Marcus's escape and Dominic's capture. The Council has maintained protection around both Lena and me while they dismantle what remains of Marcus's
operation. My life has taken on a strange new rhythm—days at the hospital, continuing my work with a perspective no other pathologist could imagine; nights spent
between my apartment and Elias’s, learning about the blood-bond between us, about what it means to be connected to his world while still living in mine. Lena has
agreed to begin proper Adjustment under the Council's supervision, though on her own terms. She visits often, our relationship evolving into something new—neither
purely sister nor purely Hemovore and human, but something unique, defined by blood in more ways than one. And Elias... everything with Elias is changing in ways |
never anticipated. "The bond will stabilize,” he told me last night, his cool fingers tracing the fading silver mark on my palm where Lena and | completed our blood
oath. "But the connection remains.” | didn't tell him | don't want it to stabilize. That I've grown addicted to this awareness of him, this constant pull between us that
defies rational explanation. Science has always been my religion. But faith, it seems, can take many forms.

The Boston General Hospital morgue was quiet at midnight, most of the staff having departed hours ago. | preferred these night shifts now—the solitude, the peace,
the freedom to work without interruption. If my colleagues had noticed my increasing preference for darkness over daylight, they hadn't commented on it.

The body on my table was unremarkable by the standards | had grown accustomed to—elderly male, natural causes, no mysterious blood loss or puncture wounds.
Just an ordinary human death, the kind | had documented hundreds of times before my world expanded to include immortal beings who fed on blood.

"Working late again, Dr. Blackwood?"

I didn't need to look up to know who had entered. The blood-bond between us hummed with awareness, a constant connection that had grown more refined over the
past week.

"Just finishing up," | said, completing my notes before turning to face Elias. "l didn't expect to see you tonight."

He moved closer, his white coat and hospital ID suggesting he had come directly from his own shift in the ER. "Council protection or not, | prefer to check on you
personally.”

"Still worried about Marcus?"
"Cautious," he corrected. "He's existed this long by being patient, by waiting for opportunities. Until he's contained, both you and Lena remain potential targets."
| nodded, understanding his concern even as | chafed slightly at the constant vigilance. "Any news from the Council about his whereabouts?"

"Nothing concrete. Their sources suggest he's left the country—Europe, perhaps, or South America. Somewhere with established Hemovore communities where he
might find allies." Elias leaned against a counter, watching me finish my work with the comfortable familiarity that had developed between us. "Lena's Adjustment is
progressing well, according to her Council mentor."

"She mentioned that when she visited yesterday." | smiled slightly, remembering my sister's grudging admission that the structured training was helping her control
her hunger. "Though she's still insisting on maintaining her independence once it's complete.”

"As she should. The Council's methods can be... rigid. Lena's spirit would wither under too much control." A small smile touched his lips. "A Blackwood trait, that
independence. One you share."

"So you've mentioned." | closed the file I'd been working on, suddenly aware of the late hour and the fact that we were alone. "l should get home. It's been a long day."
"I'll drive you," he offered, as he had every night this week. "My car is outside."

The drive to my apartment was quiet, both of us comfortable in the silence that had become part of our routine. Since the warehouse confrontation, since his
declaration of our blood-bond before the Council, something had shifted between us—a tension, an awareness that went beyond the supernatural connection of blood
to something more human, more complex.

"Will you come up?" | asked as he parked outside my building, the question that had become part of our nightly ritual.
"If you wish." Always the same response, formal yet intimate in its consistency.

My apartment had changed in subtle ways over the past week—heavy curtains now covered the windows, a refrigerator in my home lab contained vials of synthetic
blood alongside my lunch, and books on Hemovore history and biology had joined my medical texts on the shelves.



Evidence of how my life had transformed, how my world had expanded to accommodate things | once would have dismissed as impossible.

Elias moved through my space with familiar ease, his ancient eyes taking in the small changes | had made since his last visit—fresh flowers on the dining table, a new
microscope I'd purchased for examining Hemovore blood samples, Lena's childhood stuffed rabbit now sitting on a shelf rather than hidden in a drawer.

"You seem more settled," he observed, removing his coat and draping it over a chair. "More comfortable with the changes."

"I'm adapting," | agreed, moving to the kitchen to make tea—a routine we had fallen into during these late-night visits. "Though | still have a thousand questions for
every answer | find."

"As any good scientist would." His smile was warm, appreciative. "lt's one of the qualities | most admire in you—your relentless curiosity, your refusal to accept
mystery where explanation might exist.”

The compliment sent warmth through me that had nothing to do with the blood-bond. | busied myself with the tea preparation, aware of him watching me from the
living room.

"The Council has offered me a new position," | said as | waited for the water to boil. "Consulting on cases involving suspected Hemovore activity that reaches human
medical systems."

His eyebrows rose slightly. "That's... unprecedented. They've never formally employed a human in such a capacity."

"I wouldn't be employed, exactly. More like a designated point of contact, a filter to prevent exposure while ensuring proper medical response.” | poured the hot water
into mugs, the familiar ritual grounding me. "I'm considering it."

"It would be dangerous,” he said, accepting the mug | offered. "Placing you directly between our worlds, making you more visible to those who might wish you harm."
"Like Marcus."

"Among others." His amber eyes held mine. "But it would also give you official standing within Hemovore society, beyond even the blood-bonds. Protection, resources,
access to knowledge few humans ever encounter."

"Is that what you want for me?" | asked, the question that had been building all week finally finding voice. "To become more deeply involved in your world?"

Elias was quiet for a moment, considering his answer with the careful deliberation I had come to expect from him. "What | want," he said finally, "is for you to have
choices. Real choices, made with full understanding of their implications."

"Unlike Lena," | said softly. "Who had her choice taken from her."

"Yes." A shadow passed across his features. "The turning should never be forced or coerced. It should be a conscious decision, made with complete awareness of
what is gained and what is lost."

The implication hung between us, unspoken but unmistakable. The possibility that had been gradually taking shape in my mind over the past week, growing from
abstract curiosity to genuine consideration.

"And if someone did choose it?" | asked, my voice steadier than | expected. "Voluntarily, with full understanding?"

His expression tightened, something vulnerable breaking through his careful control. "It would still mean watching everyone they know age and die while they
remained unchanged. It would mean hunger that never fully disappears, only becomes manageable. It would mean existing between worlds, never fully belonging to
either."

"Like you have for four centuries."
"Yes." The word was barely audible, weighted with hundreds of years of solitary existence.
| set my tea aside, moving closer to him. "Is that why you created the blood-bond with me? To give me a taste of your world without transforming me completely?"

"The bond formed through necessity—the venom extraction required it." His eyes met mine, ancient and knowing. "But | claimed it before the Council to protect you, to
give you standing in a world that would otherwise see you only as prey or threat."

"And now?" | asked, close enough to feel the coolness that radiated from him. "What does the bond mean now?"

Elias set his own mug down, his movements deliberate, controlled. "It means what we choose it to mean, Mira. It can be a temporary connection, one that fades with
time and distance. Or it can be something more permanent, more... profound.”

"And what do you want it to be?"

The question hung between us, charged with possibilities neither of us had fully acknowledged until this moment. For a week we had circled each other, connected by
blood but hesitant to define what that connection might mean beyond its supernatural properties.

"In four hundred years," he said finally, his voice low, "I have never claimed a blood-bond before the Council. Never acknowledged such a connection publicly, formally.
His cool fingers brushed against mine, the contact sending an electric awareness through the bond between us. "What | want is what | have not allowed myself to
want for centuries—companionship that transcends temporary human connection, understanding that doesn't require constant secrecy and lies."

"But I'm human," | said softly. "Mortal. Even with the blood-bond, I'll age, die, while you remain unchanged."

"Yes." No false promises, no easy reassurances. Just the truth, offered with the directness | had come to value in him. "Unless you chose otherwise. And that is a
choice | would never presume to influence."

The implication was clear—he was offering me exactly what he had said: choices. To maintain the blood-bond as it was, a connection between human and Hemovore
that would last my lifetime. Or to consider something more permanent, more transformative.

To become what Lena had become, but by choice rather than necessity.

"I don't know what | want yet," | admitted, the honesty between us demanding nothing less. "A month ago, my world made sense. It was ordered, rational, scientific.
Now..." | gestured around us, at the visible evidence of how my life had changed. "Now everything | thought | knew has been redefined."

"There's no rush to decide," he assured me, his cool fingers still brushing against mine. "You have time. We have time."

The simple statement carried weight beyond its apparent meaning. Time—the one thing Hemovores had in abundance, the one thing humans always lacked. The
fundamental difference between our kinds that no blood-bond could bridge without more permanent transformation.

"And in the meantime?" | asked. "While I'm considering my choices?"

Something shifted in his expression—a warmth, a hunger of a different kind than what he controlled daily. "In the meantime, we explore what this connection means.



What it could become."
He moved closer, closing the small distance between us until | could feel the coolness of his breath against my skin. "May 1?"

The question was gentle, respectful—offering yet another choice in a night that had become defined by them. | nodded, unable to find words for the complex emotions
coursing through me.

His kiss was cool at first, like the rest of him, but warmed quickly with contact. The blood-bond between us flared with new awareness, heightening the sensation until
it was difficult to distinguish where physical touch ended and supernatural connection began.

When we separated, his amber eyes had darkened slightly, reflecting hunger carefully controlled but not completely hidden. "The bond intensifies everything," he
explained, his voice rougher than usual. "Physical contact, emotional connection—all are amplified."

"I noticed," | said, my own voice unsteady. The sensation had been unlike anything I'd experienced before—not just a kiss, but a connection that resonated through
blood and bone, through the very cells where his healing bite had left its mark.

He stepped back slightly, giving me space to process what had happened. Always careful, always controlled, even in this most human of interactions.
"It's late," he said after a moment. "You should rest. We can discuss the Council's offer tomorrow, when you've had time to consider it properly.”

I nodded, though part of me wanted to continue exploring this new dimension of our connection. "Will you stay?" | asked, the question different now than it had been
on previous nights.

A small smile touched his lips. "If you wish."
"l do." The simple affirmation felt significant, weighted with implications beyond the immediate moment.

Later, as we lay in the darkness of my bedroom—he still fully clothed, maintaining boundaries we had not yet negotiated, | curled against his cool presence—I found
myself thinking about choices. About paths that diverged and converged again, about lives measured in decades versus centuries, about what it meant to exist
between worlds as he did.

As | might.

"Elias," | murmured, sleep beginning to claim me despite the strangeness of having an immortal being watching over my very human slumber. "What would you
choose, if you could start again? Knowing everything you know now?"

He was quiet for so long | thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his voice carried the weight of centuries of reflection.
"I would choose connection over isolation," he said softly. "Truth over comfortable lies. And love over fear, always."

The word hung in the darkness between us—love. Neither of us had used it before, had even approached naming the complex emotions that had developed alongside
the blood-bond.

"Even knowing the cost?" | asked, the question slipping out as consciousness began to fade.
His cool fingers brushed against my cheek, tender in a way that belied his inhuman nature. "Some prices are worth paying, Mira. Some connections worth any cost."

As sleep claimed me, | found myself wondering which path | would ultimately choose—the human life | had always known, with its comfortable limitations and
inevitable end, or something stranger, darker, potentially endless.

And whether, when the time came to decide, | would choose as he had—connection over isolation, truth over lies, love over fear.

The answer, like so much else in my newly expanded world, remained to be discovered. But for the first time since finding Lena, since learning what existed in the
shadows of the world | thought | knew, | felt something like peace with the uncertainty.

Some questions didn't need immediate answers. Some discoveries unfolded gradually, revealing their full implications only with time and patience.

And some connections, once formed, transcended the boundaries between human and other, between science and mystery, between life and whatever lay beyond it.
Blood work, after all, revealed more than just physical truths. It showed connections, patterns, stories written in the very essence of what flowed through our veins.
Human or Hemovore, mortal or immortal—blood told tales that lips never could.

And my story, it seemed, was just beginning.

January 15th, 2024

Three months since | discovered the truth about Lena, about Elias, about the Hemovore world existing alongside our own. Winter has settled over Boston, darkness
falling early and lingering late—a rhythm that suits my gradually shifting schedule. The Council's offer has become my secondary career, a shadow profession
alongside my hospital duties. I've helped identify three cases of unauthorized feeding, preventing exposure while ensuring the victims received proper treatment. Lena
has completed her formal Adjustment and visits regularly, our relationship evolving into something new yet familiar—sisters bound by blood in more ways than one.
Marcus remains at large, a shadow on the horizon that the Council continues to track. And Elias... Elias has become central to my existence in ways I'm still
discovering. The blood-bond between us has stabilized but not diminished, a constant awareness that bridges the fundamental difference in our natures. | haven't
made my final choice yet—whether to remain human or to become something else entirely. But | find myself increasingly drawn to the possibility of more time, more
understanding, more of this connection that defies scientific explanation. "The transformation should never be rushed," Elias says when we discuss it. "It's forever,
quite literally.” Forever. Such an abstract concept for a human mind. But I'm beginning to understand what it might mean. What it might offer. What it might cost.
When the time comes to decide, I'll choose with open eyes and full awareness. For now, | exist between worlds—not fully human anymore, not yet something else. A
scientist whose greatest discovery can never be published. A sister to both mortal and immortal. A woman falling in love with a being who has witnessed centuries
pass like seasons. Blood calls to blood, as Lena wrote. And mine, it seems, has found its answer.

The night was clear and cold, stars visible above Boston despite the city lights. From the rooftop garden of Elias's apartment building, the view was spectacular—the
frozen harbor reflecting the illuminated skyline, the streets below filled with humans going about their lives, unaware of the other world that existed alongside theirs.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Lena said, joining me at the railing. "The city at night."
"It is." | glanced at my sister, still sometimes startled by her transformed beauty despite the months that had passed. "How was your meeting with the Council?"

"Productive.” She leaned against the railing, her amber eyes reflecting the city lights. "They've approved my proposal for a halfway house—a transition space for newly
turned Hemovores learning to adjust outside Marcus's corrupted model."

"That's wonderful, Lena." | touched her arm, noting how the coldness of her skin no longer shocked me as it once had. "It's exactly what you wanted."



"With some Council oversight, of course." She smiled slightly. "They're not quite ready to let me operate completely independently. But it's a start."

Three months had changed Lena dramatically—not physically, as her Hemovore form remained unchanging, but in her control, her focus, her integration of what she
had become with who she had been. The formal Adjustment she had completed under Council supervision had given her tools to manage her hunger, to channel her
transformed nature toward constructive purposes.

"And what about you?" she asked, studying me with the penetrating perception that came with her enhanced senses. "Have you decided yet?"

| knew what she was asking—the question that had lingered between us since that first night at the observatory. Whether | would remain human or choose
transformation.

"Not yet." | watched my breath mist in the frigid air, such a visible reminder of my humanity. "It's not a decision | can make lightly."

"Of course not." Lena nodded, no judgment in her expression. "l wouldn't expect you to. Though | admit, I'm selfishly hoping you'll choose to join me in this longer
journey."

"I know." | smiled at my sister, appreciating her honesty. "Part of me wants that too. To have centuries together instead of decades. To never have to say goodbye."

The wind picked up, cutting through my heavy coat with ease. Lena, unaffected by the cold, noticed my shiver and gestured toward the door. "Let's go inside. The
others will be arriving soon."

We made our way back to Elias's apartment—a space I'd come to know well over the past months. Unlike the starkly modern aesthetic I'd imagined vampires might
prefer, his home was surprisingly warm, filled with carefully preserved artifacts from his centuries of existence. Books lined nearly every wall, some so old their
bindings had been meticulously restored multiple times.

The gathering tonight was both social and strategic—members of the Council's newly formed Monitoring Committee meeting to discuss recent developments in the
search for Marcus. | had become an integral part of this group, my scientific expertise providing insights that even centuries-old Hemovores lacked.

Elias was in the kitchen when we entered, the domestic normality of him preparing drinks still sometimes startling. He looked up as we entered, his eyes finding mine
with the immediate awareness that characterized our bond.

"Callista and Viktor just arrived downstairs," he said, handing me a glass of red wine. "They should be up momentarily."

As if on cue, a soft knock sounded at the door. Lena moved to answer it, revealing the imposing figure of Callista and her companion Viktor, a Hemovore whose quiet
demeanor belied his position as the Council's most effective tracker.

"Dr. Blackwood," Callista greeted me with formal courtesy that had gradually warmed over our months of working together. "l trust you're well?"
"l am, thank you." I'd learned to navigate these interactions with the proper respect without being intimidated. "Any news?"

Viktor stepped forward, accepting a glass of deep crimson synthetic blood from Elias. "We tracked Marcus to Montreal last week, but lost him again. He's becoming
more adept at evading our detection.”

"He's adapting,” Elias observed, his tone grim. "Learning from each encounter."

"Which makes him increasingly dangerous," Callista added, settling onto the leather sofa with ancient grace. "Particularly as he continues to expand his operation."
The operation in question was what had brought us together tonight—Marcus's ongoing efforts to create and distribute Euphoria, the addictive blood compound he'd
developed. Despite the Council's best efforts, his network had proven difficult to dismantle completely, with new cases appearing in cities across the northeastern

seaboard.

"We've identified three new victims in Providence," | said, pulling up files on my tablet. "Same pattern as before—trace elements of Hemovore blood derivatives,
extreme addiction response, and accelerated cellular deterioration."

| passed the tablet to Elias, who studied the blood work with the focused intensity that had first drawn me to him. "He's refined the formula," he noted, pointing to a
particular marker. "The synthetic elements are more sophisticated.”

"Which means he's found another chemist," Lena concluded, her expression darkening. "Someone with expertise in both human pharmacology and Hemovore
physiology."

"A rare combination,” Callista remarked, her eyes moving meaningfully between Elias and me.

The implication was clear—the pool of individuals with such specialized knowledge was extremely small. Either Marcus had turned another medical professional, or
he had coerced someone already within the Hemovore community.

"I've been reviewing the Council's registry," Viktor said, his voice carrying the slight accent of his Eastern European origins. "There are seven Hemovores with medical
backgrounds currently unaccounted for."

"Send me the list," | requested. "l can cross-reference with medical licensing boards, see if any have maintained human identities."

The meeting continued in this vein for nearly two hours—sharing information, developing strategies, planning our next moves against Marcus and his growing
network. Throughout, | found myself increasingly aware of how comfortably | moved between these worlds now—contributing scientific expertise while fully
acknowledging the supernatural realities that had become part of my daily existence.

When the formal discussion concluded, Callista lingered, waiting until Viktor had stepped onto the balcony with Lena before addressing Elias and me.

"The Council has been discussing your situation,” she said, her ancient eyes unreadable. "Your blood-bond remains... unusual. Unprecedented in recent centuries."
Elias stiffened slightly beside me. "Our bond is registered and acknowledged. It complies with all Council protocols.”

"Indeed." Callista inclined her head. "That is not in question. What the Council is concerned with is its... unresolved nature.”

| felt a flicker of irritation. "You mean my continued humanity."

"Precisely.” Her gaze swept over me, assessing. "Few humans maintain knowledge of our existence without eventually choosing transformation. The longer you
remain between worlds, Dr. Blackwood, the more complex your position becomes."

"Are you pressuring Mira to turn?" Elias asked, his voice carrying a dangerous edge I rarely heard.

"Not at all." Callista's expression remained impassive. "The choice must always be freely made. But the Council wishes me to convey that should you decide to
undergo transformation, Dr. Blackwood, we would facilitate the process under optimal conditions. Your value to our community has been clearly demonstrated.”

The offer caught me off guard—not because it was unexpected, but because of the formal acknowledgment it represented. The Council, typically wary of new
Hemovores, was essentially offering me a place among them.



"Thank you," | said carefully. "I'll consider that when | make my decision."
Callista nodded, apparently satisfied. "We ask only that you not delay indefinitely. The current situation with Marcus creates... complications."

After she and Viktor departed, Lena tactfully excused herself as well, leaving Elias and me alone in the quiet apartment. | moved to the windows, watching the city
lights flicker against the night sky.

"She's right, you know," | said after a long moment. "About the complications of my in-between status."

Elias came to stand behind me, not touching but close enough that | could sense his presence through our bond. "Yes. But that doesn't mean you should be rushed
into transformation."

I turned to face him, studying the features that had become so dear to me. "Would you want me to choose it? If all other factors were equal?"
His expression grew contemplative. "What | want is irrelevant. This must be your choice, Mira."

"That's not an answer." | stepped closer, challenging the careful distance he maintained whenever we discussed this topic. "l know it must be my decision. I'm asking
for your honest perspective."

Something shifted in his eyes—a rare glimpse of the raw emotion he typically kept carefully controlled. "If | could be entirely selfish? Yes. | would want centuries with
you rather than decades. | would want to show you the world as I've seen it, to watch you discover what immortality can offer." His voice softened. "But I've witnessed
too many transformations chosen for the wrong reasons, too many immortal existences filled with regret.”

"And you think | might regret it?"

"I think," he said carefully, "that you are a scientist at heart. Your curiosity, your desire to understand and discover—these are fundamental to who you are.
Transformation would give you unlimited time to pursue knowledge, but it would also place limitations on how you could apply that knowledge, on how you could
interact with the human world."

His insight struck me profoundly. He understood what truly mattered to me—not just my connection to him or to Lena, but my core identity as someone who sought
understanding, who valued discovery and contribution.

"There's something else you should consider," he continued, his expression grave. "Marcus."

"What about him?"

"As long as he remains at large, your position is precarious. As a human with knowledge of our world, you're vulnerable in ways you wouldn't be as a Hemovore."
| hadn't considered this angle before. "You think he might target me specifically?"

"I think he's already demonstrated his willingness to exploit any perceived weakness," Elias replied. "Your connection to me, to Lena, and to the Council makes you
valuable. Your humanity makes you vulnerable.”

The practical reality of his assessment was sobering. While I'd been contemplating transformation as a personal choice, weighing emotional and philosophical
implications, | hadn't fully considered the more immediate danger my current status might represent.

"I need time to process this," | said finally. "To consider all the implications."
"Of course." He stepped back, respecting my need for space. "l should take you home. You have an early shift tomorrow."

The drive to my apartment was quiet, both of us lost in thought. As we pulled up outside my building, Elias reached across to take my hand, his cool fingers interlacing
with mine.

"Whatever you decide, Mira, know this—my feelings for you are not contingent on your transformation. Whether you choose humanity or immortality, whether we have
decades or centuries, what exists between us remains unchanged."

The simple declaration, delivered without drama or pressure, touched me deeply. "Thank you," | whispered, leaning across to kiss him briefly. "For understanding what
this choice means to me."

"Always," he promised, the word carrying weight beyond its everyday usage.

Inside my apartment, | moved through my evening routine mechanically, my mind still processing the evening's revelations. As | prepared for bed, my phone chimed
with a text from Lena:

Whatever you decide, | support you. But selfishly hoping for forever instead of a lifetime. Love you, sis.

| smiled, touched by her directness. My sister had always been the more emotionally expressive of us, even before her transformation. That essential quality of her
personality had survived the change, growing perhaps even stronger without human inhibitions.

Sleep eluded me that night, my thoughts circling through the implications of my choice. By morning, | was no closer to a decision, but had reached one important
conclusion—I needed more information, more understanding of exactly what transformation would mean.

Not just the romantic notion of immortality, but the practical, scientific reality of the change itself.

CHAPTER 13

February 2nd, 2024

['ve started a new journal dedicated solely to documenting the physiological aspects of Hemovore existence. Clinical, detached, scientific—it helps me approach the
possibility of transformation with something resembling objectivity. Elias has been surprisingly forthcoming, allowing me to take samples, conduct tests, document
his physiology in ways no human scientist has ever been permitted. The Council would be horrified if they knew the extent of our research, but Elias understands my
need to know, to understand, before | can decide. The results are both fascinating and terrifying. Hemovore cellular structure maintains perfect homeostasis through a
complex biological mechanism that essentially freezes the aging process at the cellular level. Their DNA continues to replicate without the telomere degradation that
leads to human aging. Their metabolic processes are radically different—more efficient in some ways, profoundly alien in others. Blood consumption isn't merely
nutritional but seems to facilitate a form of energy transfer that science can't yet explain. Elias calls it the Vitae Principle—life force sustaining life force through blood
as the carrier. Mystical terminology for what might simply be extremely advanced biochemistry. Or perhaps something else entirely. Something beyond current
scientific understanding. The question | keep returning to isn't whether transformation is possible or even desirable, but whether I'm willing to become something
science can study but cannot fully explain. To exist partially beyond the reach of the discipline that has defined my life.

"Your heart rate increases by approximately twelve percent whenever we discuss the transformation process in detail," Elias observed, watching as | annotated
another slide of his blood cells. "Fear response?"



We were in a private lab I'd set up in the basement of my apartment building—officially a storage unit, now converted to a basic research space where | could conduct
my investigations away from hospital oversight.

"Anxiety, maybe," | admitted, adjusting the microscope. "Not quite fear. More... anticipatory stress."

"A normal response to contemplating a profound change." He sat perfectly still as | drew another blood sample, the needle sliding into his vein with practiced ease.
"Most humans would be terrified."

"I'm not most humans," | reminded him, labeling the vial carefully.
"Evidently not." His smile was soft, affectionate. "Most humans don't respond to discovering vampires by establishing a research protocol."
| chuckled despite myself. "Science is how | make sense of the world. Even when the world stops making conventional sense."

The blood sample joined others in my small centrifuge, the machine humming quietly as it separated the components for analysis. I'd been systematically
documenting the differences between Hemovore blood and human blood at the molecular level, trying to understand the mechanism that allowed immortality without
cellular degradation.

"Have you spoken with any transformed Hemovores besides Lena?" Elias asked, rolling down his sleeve. "About their experience of the change itself?"
"A few," | admitted. "Viktor has been surprisingly helpful. And Callista introduced me to a newer Hemovore named Elise—only thirty years past her transformation."
"And their perspectives?"

| leaned against the lab bench, considering. "Mixed. Viktor describes it as a rebirth—painful but ultimately liberating. Elise found the sensory overload almost
unbearable at first. The enhanced hearing, smell, sight—she said it took years to fully adjust.”

"And Lena?"

"Lena's experience was... complicated by the circumstances," | said carefully. "Being turned by Marcus, being immediately drawn into his operation—it colored her
perception of the process itself."

Elias nodded, understanding the delicacy of the subject. My sister's transformation had been neither consensual nor conducted under optimal conditions. Her
subsequent adjustment had required significant intervention from the Council.

"There's something I've been considering," | said, changing direction. "A controlled experiment."
His eyebrow raised slightly. "What kind of experiment?"

"A temporary blood exchange. Not transformation, but a more significant infusion than our previous bond-establishment.” | pulled up notes on my tablet. "I've been
studying the effects of Hemovore blood on human tissue samples. There are temporary physiological changes that occur even without full transformation.”

"You want to experience these changes firsthand,” he concluded, his expression growing concerned. "That would be... risky, Mira."

"Controlled risk," | countered. "A measured amount, under careful observation. It would give me direct experience of some aspects of Hemovore physiology without
permanent transformation."

He was silent for a long moment, considering. "What exactly are you hoping to learn from this?"

"How it feels," | said honestly. "Not just the physical sensations, but the perceptual changes, the altered consciousness. Data | can't gather through observation alone."
"The subjective experience," he murmured, understanding dawning. "You want to know what it's like from the inside."

"Exactly." | met his gaze directly. "l can analyze blood samples forever, but they won't tell me what | really need to know to make this decision."

Elias stood, moving to the window of our makeshift lab. The narrow basement window showed only the feet of passersby on the sidewalk above, a partial view of the
human world continuing unaware.

"It could be addictive," he said finally, turning back to me. "Hemovore blood creates powerful effects in humans even without transformation. It's why Marcus's
Euphoria compound is so dangerous."

"l understand the risk," | assured him. "But I'd rather experience it under controlled conditions with you than make a permanent decision without knowing what I'm
choosing."

His expression softened. "Your scientific approach to the supernatural continues to fascinate me. Four hundred years, and I've never met a human who responded
quite as you do."

"Is that a yes?"

"

"It's a 'we need to plan this carefully,” he corrected. "Proper monitoring, controlled dosage, and a secure location. And," he added, his tone growing serious, "we should
inform Lena. If something goes wrong, we'll need her help.”

The practical considerations occupied us for the next week. Elias insisted on meticulous preparation—medical equipment to monitor my vital signs, emergency
protocols if I had an adverse reaction, and a secure location where we wouldn't be interrupted or discovered.

We settled on a private cabin Elias owned in the Berkshires, remote enough for privacy but close enough to Boston that Lena could reach us quickly if needed. | took a
rare weekend off from the hospital, explaining to my supervisor that | needed personal time—not entirely a lie, though the nature of my "personal research” would have
shocked my colleagues.

Lena was skeptical when | explained my plan.

"You realize you're basically asking for a controlled Euphoria experience," she said when we met for coffee the day before my departure. "The very thing we've been
fighting against.”

"It's not the same," | argued. "This isn't about addiction or escape. It's about understanding—gathering data | need to make an informed decision."

She studied me over her untouched coffee cup, a prop she maintained in public. "Science as justification for what you're really seeking—a taste of what
transformation might feel like."

Her insight was uncomfortably accurate. "Is that wrong?"
"Not wrong," she said carefully. "Just more emotional than you're admitting. More about your feelings for Elias than your scientific curiosity."

| felt a flush of defensiveness. "That's not fair. This is about making an informed choice about my future."



"A future that includes him," she pointed out gently. "Look, I'm not judging. If anyone understands the pull between human and Hemovore existence, it's me. Just be
honest with yourself about your motivations."

Her words stayed with me as Elias and | drove to the cabin the following evening, the February landscape stark and beautiful in the moonlight. The small, modernized
structure sat nestled among bare trees, isolated from neighbors by several acres of woodland.

"It's beautiful," | said as we carried our equipment inside. "How long have you owned it?"

"Since the 1970s," Elias replied, setting down a case of medical monitoring equipment. "I've renovated it several times. It serves as a retreat when city life becomes
overwhelming."

The interior was surprisingly cozy—wooden walls, a large stone fireplace, comfortable furniture that managed to feel both modern and timeless. One room had been
converted into a small laboratory space, complete with basic medical equipment.

"You've been planning for this possibility," | observed, noting the similarities to my makeshift lab in Boston.

"I've maintained various research spaces over the centuries," he acknowledged. "Medicine evolves, and | evolve with it. This particular setup was updated after we
met."

The implication warmed me—he had prepared this space with me in mind, anticipating my scientific approach to his world.

We spent the evening settling in, establishing the monitoring equipment and reviewing our protocol once more. Elias was methodical, his centuries of medical
experience evident in his attention to detail. By midnight, everything was ready.

"We should wait until morning," he suggested, watching as | checked the IV line we'd established for emergency intervention if needed. "You'll be better rested.”
"l won't sleep anyway," | admitted. "Too much anticipation."
He studied me for a moment, then nodded. "Very well. But a final review of the process first."

We sat at the kitchen table, the clinical discussion a contrast to the rustic setting around us. "I'll provide a measured amount of blood—approximately 50ml. You'll
consume it orally rather than through injection to allow for gradual absorption. We'll monitor your vital signs continuously. At the first sign of adverse reaction, we
terminate the experiment and administer the counteracting agents we've prepared.”

"And the expected effects?" | asked, though we'd discussed this multiple times already.

"Based on controlled studies and historical accounts, you should experience enhanced sensory perception, increased physical strength and speed, heightened
emotional responses, and potentially some degree of telepathic sensitivity through our existing bond." His expression grew serious. "You'll also likely experience
hunger—not full Hemovore bloodlust, but a shadow of it."

"Which we'll manage with the synthetic supplements you've brought,” | finished. "The effects should last between six and twelve hours, gradually diminishing as my
system metabolizes the Hemovore components."

He nodded, satisfied with my understanding. "Are you certain you want to proceed?"
| took a deep breath, acknowledging the flutter of nerves in my stomach. "Yes. I'm ready."

We moved to the living room, where we'd prepared a comfortable monitoring station. | sat on the sofa, attaching the various sensors to my body—heart rate monitor,
blood oxygen sensor, electrodes for brain activity. Elias verified each connection, his movements precise and clinical despite the intimacy of what we were about to
share.

When everything was prepared, he sat beside me, rolling up his sleeve. "There's still time to reconsider."
"I'm sure," | said, meeting his gaze steadily. "l need to know, Elias."

He nodded once, then used a sterile lancet to make a precise incision in his wrist. Dark blood welled immediately, its color deeper than human blood, with a subtle
iridescence visible under the lamp light.

He filled a small measuring cup to the precise level we'd agreed upon, then offered it to me. The scent was different from human blood—richer, more complex, with
hints of something | couldn't identify.

"Slowly," he cautioned as | took the cup. "Small sips. Allow each to integrate before taking more."

| raised the cup to my lips, hesitating only briefly before taking the first sip. The taste was nothing like I'd expected—not metallic like human blood, but complex and
layered, with an almost electric quality that tingled across my tongue.

The effect wasn't immediate. | took another small sip, then another, following Elias's guidance to pace myself. By the time | finished the measured amount, | felt only a
slight warmth spreading through my chest, a subtle heightening of awareness.

"How do you feel?" Elias asked, watching me intently, glancing occasionally at the monitoring equipment.
"I'm not sure yet," | admitted. "Warm. More... present, somehow."
"Your heart rate is elevated but within expected parameters," he noted. "Body temperature increasing slightly."

We waited, speaking little, as the minutes passed. Gradually, the warmth intensified, spreading from my chest to my limbs in waves of gentle heat. My vision
sharpened incrementally, colors becoming more vibrant, details more defined. The sound of Elias's breathing, previously barely perceptible, became clearly audible—a
steady rhythm that somehow communicated his calm focus.

"It's starting," | murmured, my own voice sounding richer to my ears. "The sensory enhancement."
"What are you experiencing specifically?" he asked, his clinical tone belied by the intensity of his gaze.

"Colors are more vivid. | can hear your breathing—actually, | can hear your clothes moving when you shift position. And..." | inhaled deeply, surprised. "l can smell the
forest outside. Pine, decaying leaves, even the distant scent of water."

As | spoke, the effects continued to intensify. My skin became hypersensitive, the texture of my clothing suddenly fascinating—individual fibers detectable against my
skin. The room around me seemed to expand, my awareness extending beyond normal perception to encompass subtle vibrations, minute changes in air pressure.

And beneath it all, a new awareness of Elias himself—not just his physical presence, but something deeper, a sense of his consciousness that must be an extension
of our blood-bond.

"I can feel you," | said wonderingly. "Not just physically. Your presence, your... essence."



"The bond is amplified," he confirmed, his voice carrying new dimensions of texture and meaning. "This is a fraction of how Hemovores perceive one another."

The experience continued to evolve over the next hour, my perception expanding in ways | could never have anticipated. Movement became a joy, my body responding
with newfound grace and precision. Touching the wooden walls of the cabin revealed histories in the grain—growth, harvesting, construction—sensory information
translated somehow into knowledge.

Most profound was the altered sense of time—each moment expanding to contain multitudes of sensation and thought, minutes stretching into what felt like hours of
experience.

Throughout, Elias remained my anchor, monitoring my physical responses while guiding me through the unfamiliar perceptual landscape. His presence in my
awareness grew stronger, revealing aspects of his emotion and thought that transcended verbal communication.

"Is this how you experience the world all the time?" | asked, my voice hushed with wonder.

"Similar, though more integrated,” he replied. "You're experiencing the sensory aspects without the physiological framework designed to process them. For a fully
transformed Hemovore, this level of perception is normal, manageable."

As he predicted, hunger gradually emerged—not the simple human need for food, but something more primal, a craving that seemed to originate from my very cells.
Not overwhelming but definitely present, a shadow of the bloodlust that defined Hemovore existence.

"Here," Elias offered me a glass of his synthetic supplement. "This will help."

The red liquid satisfied the craving partially, the synthetic substitute providing relief without complete fulfillment—exactly what Elias had described from his own
experience.

As dawn approached, the effects began to gradually diminish, sensory enhancements receding incrementally. By mid-morning, | was approaching normal perception
again, though with lingering heightened awareness that faded by early afternoon.

Throughout the experience, I'd recorded verbal notes, attempting to document the subjective aspects that our monitoring equipment couldn't capture. Listening to
these recordings afterward was fascinating—hearing my own voice describe perceptions that now seemed almost dreamlike in their intensity.

"What are you thinking?" Elias asked as we sat on the cabin's porch that evening, watching the winter sunset paint the sky in colors that had seemed far more vivid
during my enhanced state.

| considered the question carefully. "That | understand both more and less than before. The experience was... beyond what | could have imagined. Not just physically,
but the altered consciousness, the different way of processing reality."

"And does it influence your decision about transformation?"

"Yes," | admitted. "But not in the simple way | expected. | thought experiencing aspects of Hemovore perception would make the choice clearer—either | would
embrace it or reject it definitively."

"But instead?"

"Instead, | realize the transformation would be more profound than I'd calculated. Not just extended life or enhanced abilities, but a fundamentally different way of
existing in the world." | turned to face him. "How did you adjust? After your transformation?"

His expression grew distant, accessing memories centuries old. "With difficulty, at first. There was no Council then, no structured support. Just confusion, hunger, and
the slow realization that everything had changed.”

"And yet you maintained your humanity—your compassion, your ethical framework."

"Not always," he admitted, a shadow crossing his features. "There were dark periods, Mira. Times when the hunger overwhelmed my human values. It took decades to
establish the balance | maintain now."

His honesty was sobering. "That's what | need to consider most carefully. Not just what | would gain, but who | might become in the process."
He nodded, understanding. "The fundamental question of transformation. And one only you can answer."

We returned to Boston the following day, my experience at the cabin becoming another data point in my ongoing deliberation. | resumed my hospital duties with a new
perspective, each human patient now representing both familiar biology and potential transformation—possibilities | could see more clearly after my temporary
glimpse into Hemovore perception.

Two weeks later, everything changed.

CHAPTER 14

February 20th, 2024

Marcus has made his move. Not against me directly, but against something perhaps more vulnerable—my work, my reputation, my scientific credibility. An anonymous
tip to the hospital board regarding "unauthorized research” and "ethical violations" has triggered an investigation into my laboratory activities. They haven't found my
private lab yet, but they're reviewing all my official research, questioning colleagues about my recent behavior, examining my access logs to hospital equipment and
supplies. The timing is too perfect to be coincidence. Someone has been watching me, gathering information, waiting for the optimal moment to strike. Elias and

Lena both believe it's Marcus, using human proxies to destabilize my position. The Council has offered protection, but how do you guard against bureaucratic attacks?
Against whispers and suspicions? Against the slow erosion of professional trust? This isn't a physical threat | can defend against with Hemovore allies. It's an attack
on my human life, my scientific identity. And it's working. The board has suspended my laboratory privileges pending investigation. My colleagues look at me
differently, conversations stopping when | enter rooms. Even Dr. Patel, who has always supported my work, seems hesitant, uncertain. I've spent my career building
scientific credibility. In less than a week, it's crumbling around me. And the most devastating part? | can't defend myself without revealing secrets that would confirm
their worst suspicions—and endanger the entire Hemovore world.

"They've sealed my lab," | told Elias as he entered my apartment, not bothering with a greeting. "Official notice came this afternoon. I'm barred from all research
facilities pending the completion of the ethics investigation."

He set down his bag, his expression grave. "I'm sorry, Mira. This is precisely what | feared."

"They're questioning everyone who works with me. Requesting all my research notes from the past six months." | paced the length of my living room, too agitated to
sit. "Someone even suggested | might be conducting experiments on patients without consent.”

"Marcus is being thorough," Elias observed, his voice tight with controlled anger. "Attacking your professional reputation is far more effective than physical threats."



"And harder to defend against." | stopped at the window, staring out at the city lights. "The Council can't help with this. No amount of Hemovore influence can stop a
medical ethics investigation once it's gained momentum.”

Elias moved to stand behind me, close but not touching. "The Council is monitoring Marcus's known associates. If we can identify which humans he's using to
orchestrate this attack—"

"It won't matter," | interrupted. "The damage is already done. Even if the investigation ultimately clears me, the suspicion will linger. My research credibility will be
compromised.”

"What do you need from me?" he asked quietly, the simple question cutting through my spiral of anxiety.

I turned to face him, grateful for his directness. "Help me understand what Marcus gains from this. Is it just to distract me from the Council's investigation? Or
something more specific?"

"Both, | think." Elias moved to my dining table, which had become a makeshift strategy center, covered with notes and files. "By targeting your professional standing,
he accomplishes several objectives. He distracts you and, by extension, me and Lena from the Council's efforts to locate him. He isolates you from your human
support network. And most importantly, he pushes you closer to a decision point regarding transformation."

"How does undermining my career push me toward transformation?" | asked, though | suspected | already knew the answer.

"By destabilizing your human life, he creates circumstances where transformation might seem like an escape rather than a deliberate choice." Elias's expression
darkened. "It's a manipulation tactic he's used before. Create crisis in a human's life, then offer immortality as the solution."

The strategy was clever in its cruelty. By attacking what | valued most in my human existence—my scientific work, my professional identity—Marcus was attempting to
make that existence seem less worth preserving.

"I won't let him manipulate my choice," I said firmly. "Whatever decision | make about transformation, it won't be because he's forced my hand."

"I know." Elias's expression softened. "Your determination is one of your most admirable qualities. But we still need to address the immediate threat to your career."
My phone chimed with an incoming text—Lena, responding to my earlier message about the lab closure.

Meeting with Viktor tonight. He's tracked one of Marcus's human operatives. Might give us leverage. Will update you after.

| showed the message to Elias, who nodded thoughtfully. "Viktor is thorough. If anyone can identify the human connections, it's him."

"Meanwhile, | have to prepare for my interview with the ethics committee tomorrow." | gestured to a folder on the table. "They want a complete accounting of all my
research activities for the past six months."

"What will you tell them?"

"A carefully edited version of the truth," | replied, sinking into a chair. "That I've been studying rare blood disorders, following up on patterns identified in several unusual
cases. | can present the official samples I've analyzed, omit any mention of Hemovore blood, and focus on the conventional aspects of my research.”

"Will it be enough?"

"I don't know," | admitted. "It depends how much specific information was in the anonymous tip. If they have details about equipment or supplies I've requisitioned for
my private lab..."

The implications hung in the air between us. If Marcus had been monitoring me as closely as we suspected, he might have provided the ethics committee with
enough concrete evidence to seriously damage my position.

Elias pulled a chair beside me, finally taking my hand in his. The cool touch of his skin was comforting in its familiarity. "Whatever happens with the investigation, you
are not alone in this, Mira. The Council, Lena, myself—we will support you through whatever comes."

"I know." | squeezed his hand, drawing strength from his steady presence. "But this is different from the dangers we've faced before. This is an attack on who I am, on
the life I've built."

"Which makes it particularly insidious," he acknowledged. "And why we must be equally strategic in our response.”

We spent the evening preparing for my interview, carefully constructing explanations that were technically truthful while concealing any reference to Hemovores or
supernatural elements. Elias's centuries of experience in maintaining cover stories proved invaluable, his suggestions helping me anticipate likely questions and
prepare compelling responses.

By midnight, | had a coherent narrative and supporting documentation that | hoped would satisfy the committee—or at least buy time until we could address the
source of the accusations.

Lena arrived just as we were finishing, letting herself in with the key I'd given her months ago. Her expression was tense, but there was a glint of satisfaction in her
amber eyes.

"Viktor found him," she announced without preamble. "Dr. James Mercer, formerly of Johns Hopkins, now working at a private research facility in Cambridge. He's
been feeding information about you to Marcus for at least two months."

The name was vaguely familiar. "Mercer... wasn't he involved in hematological research? | think | read some of his papers years ago."
"Yes," Lena confirmed, setting a folder on the table. "He was considered promising until his funding was cut after allegations of research misconduct. Sound familiar?"

"Marcus is using the same playbook," Elias observed, opening the folder to examine its contents. "Targeting researchers, discrediting them, then recruiting them when
they're vulnerable."

"Exactly." Lena sat across from us. "Mercer disappeared from academic circles about three years ago. Resurfaced at this private lab that, surprise surprise, has
connections to several shell companies we've linked to Marcus."

| flipped through the file Viktor had compiled—employment records, research publications, and most damning, surveillance photos showing Mercer meeting with
individuals we'd identified as Marcus's associates.

"So he's the one who filed the ethics complaint?" | asked.

"Not directly," Lena replied. "He's too smart for that. But Viktor tracked the complaint to a lawyer who's represented Mercer in the past. The connection is there if you
know where to look."

"This helps," | said, feeling a spark of hope for the first time in days. "If we can prove Mercer has a vendetta, show that the complaint is motivated by professional
jealousy or personal grudge..."



"It might not stop the investigation completely,” Elias cautioned, "but it could change how the committee views the allegations."

"There's more," Lena said, her expression growing serious. "Viktor believes Mercer is helping Marcus refine the Euphoria formula. His background in hematology
makes him the perfect collaborator for developing blood-based compounds."

The implications were chilling. If Marcus had recruited a human hematologist with legitimate research credentials, his ability to create and distribute Euphoria would
be significantly enhanced.

"So he's not just trying to discredit me," | realized. "He's eliminating potential opposition to his operation. Anyone who might recognize what he's doing with the blood
compounds."

"Precisely," Elias agreed. "You're dangerous to him because you understand both the scientific and supernatural aspects of what he's creating.”

The realization shifted my perspective on the ethics investigation. This wasn't just a personal attack—it was a strategic move in Marcus's larger plan to expand his
Euphoria network.

"We need to counter this on two fronts," | said, my scientific mind automatically organizing the problem. "I'll handle the ethics committee tomorrow, present our
carefully constructed explanation. Meanwhile, we need to gather concrete evidence linking Mercer to Marcus and the Euphoria distribution.”

"Viktor is already working on the second part," Lena confirmed. "The Council has authorized surveillance of Mercer's lab. If we can document his involvement in
producing an illegal substance, we can have human authorities shut down that operation without revealing the Hemovore connection.”

"And potentially discredit his accusations against me in the process," | added, seeing the strategy take shape.

We continued planning well into the night, the three of us falling into the now-familiar pattern of combining our different perspectives—my scientific knowledge, Elias's
centuries of experience, and Lena's insider understanding of Marcus's operations.

By morning, | felt better prepared for the ethics committee, though anxiety still churned beneath my composed exterior as | dressed in my most professional attire.
Elias had left shortly before dawn, needing to maintain his own hospital duties, but his parting words stayed with me.

"Remember who you are, Mira," he had said, his hand cool against my cheek. "A scientist of integrity, regardless of what they may believe. That truth will carry through,
even if they cannot see it immediately."

The ethics committee meeting was as grueling as I'd anticipated—five senior hospital administrators and physicians seated around a conference table, their
expressions ranging from sympathy to open suspicion as | presented my explanation of my research activities.

"Dr. Blackwood," the committee chair, Dr. Eleanor West, began after I'd completed my initial statement, "the allegations against you suggest you've been conducting
unauthorized blood analysis using hospital equipment and resources. Can you explain the purpose of this research?"

I maintained steady eye contact, projecting confidence | didn't entirely feel. "As I've outlined in my statement, I've been investigating unusual patterns in several blood
samples that came through our pathology department. Given my background in rare hematological disorders, | noticed anomalies that warranted further
examination."

"And why wasn't this research properly documented through official channels?" asked Dr. Patel, his usually friendly expression now carefully neutral.

"The initial observations were made during routine analysis," | explained. "As the patterns became more interesting, | should have filed formal research protocols. That
was an oversight on my part, and | take full responsibility for not following proper procedure."

The questions continued for nearly two hours—detailed inquiries about specific tests I'd run, equipment I'd used, samples I'd analyzed. | navigated carefully between
truth and omission, acknowledging procedural violations where necessary while maintaining the core narrative we'd constructed.

"Dr. Blackwood," Dr. West said finally, "are you aware that the committee has received evidence suggesting you may have removed hospital property for use in a
private laboratory setting?"

My heart rate accelerated, but | kept my expression calm. "l occasionally took work home to analyze data in a quieter environment, which is common practice among
researchers. If specific equipment was removed without proper authorization, that was not my intention, and | apologize for any misunderstanding.”

"This goes beyond taking papers home," Dr. Patel interjected, sliding a folder across the table. "We have documentation indicating requisition of specialized testing
equipment that never appeared in any official research protocol."

| opened the folder to find a detailed list of items—some | had indeed borrowed for my private lab, others | had never touched. Marcus's information network had been
thorough, combining actual transgressions with fabricated ones to create a damning picture.

"Some of these items were used in preliminary analysis before | determined whether the findings warranted a formal research protocol," | acknowledged. "Others on
this list, | have never requisitioned or used.”

"You're suggesting the documentation is falsified?" Dr. West asked, her tone skeptical.

"I'm stating that this list contains inaccuracies,” | replied carefully. "And | would ask the committee to consider the source of these allegations. Have you verified the
credibility of the individual who submitted this complaint?"

A subtle shift occurred in the room—several committee members exchanging glances that suggested this question had touched on an existing uncertainty.
"The identity of the complainant is confidential," Dr. West stated.

"l understand the need for confidentiality in ethics investigations," | said, seizing the opening. "However, | believe it's relevant to note that | recently declined
collaboration with a Dr. James Mercer on a research project due to concerns about his previous research practices. If he is connected to these allegations, | would
suggest his complaint may be motivated by professional retaliation rather than genuine ethical concerns.”

The name clearly registered with several committee members—Mercer's research misconduct allegations had been widely discussed in medical circles.

"We cannot comment on the source of the complaint," Dr. West repeated, though her tone had softened slightly. "But the committee will take all relevant factors into
consideration during our deliberation."

By the time the interview concluded, | felt cautiously optimistic. | hadn't dispelled all suspicion, but introducing Mercer as a potential motivation for false allegations
had created enough doubt to potentially mitigate the worst outcomes.

"The committee will continue its investigation and reach a determination within two weeks," Dr. West informed me as | gathered my materials. "In the meantime, your
lab privileges remain suspended, but you may continue your clinical duties in the pathology department.”

It wasn't victory, but it wasn't defeat either—a holding pattern that would give us time to gather evidence against Mercer and potentially undermine the entire
investigation.



As | left the hospital, physically and emotionally exhausted from the sustained tension, my phone chimed with a text from an unknown number:
Your career or your transformation. Choose quickly, Dr. Blackwood. Time is running out for both options.

| froze on the hospital steps, a chill that had nothing to do with the February air washing over me. The message could only be from Marcus or one of his associates—a
direct threat confirming our suspicions about his strategy.

Before | could decide how to respond, a second message appeared:

Tonight. The Cambridge facility. Come alone if you want answers about your sister’s original transformation. Midnight.

| immediately called Elias, who answered on the first ring.

"l just received messages," | said without preamble. "From Marcus or someone working with him. He's trying to lure me to Mercer's research facility tonight."
"Do not go," Elias replied instantly, his tone leaving no room for argument. "It's a trap, Mira. He's trying to isolate you."

"I know," | assured him, "but this gives us an opportunity. If Marcus expects me there, we can use that to our advantage."

"What are you suggesting?"

"Let's talk to the Council," | said, my mind already racing through possibilities. "If Marcus is focused on me, Viktor and the others might have an opening to gather the
evidence we need against Mercer. We could coordinate—make it appear I'm responding to the bait while actually setting our own trap."

"It's risky," Elias cautioned. "But you're right—it creates an opportunity we might not get again."

By evening, we had convened an emergency meeting with key Council members, including Callista, Viktor, and several others I'd come to know over the past months.
Lena joined us at Elias's apartment, her expression grim as | showed them the messages.

"Marcus is growing impatient," Callista observed. "These direct threats suggest he's accelerating his timeline."
"Which makes him both more dangerous and more vulnerable," Viktor added. "Rushed actions lead to mistakes."

We developed a plan that balanced calculated risk with necessary precaution. | would appear to take Marcus's bait, approaching the facility at the appointed time but
remaining outside in a visible location. Meanwhile, Viktor and two other Council enforcers would use my distraction to infiltrate the laboratory through a secondary
entrance, gathering evidence of Euphoria production.

Elias and Lena would monitor from nearby, ready to intervene if | faced immediate danger. The Council had also positioned additional Hemovores around the
perimeter, creating a safety net | hoped wouldn't be necessary.

"Remember," Callista cautioned as we prepared to depart, "Marcus has survived for centuries through cunning. Assume he anticipates our counter-strategy.”

"I'll be careful," | promised, checking the specialized communication device Viktor had provided—designed to work on frequencies Hemovores could detect even when
conventional signals were blocked.

Elias drew me aside before we left, his expression more concerned than I'd seen it since our first confrontations with Marcus's operation.

"If anything feels wrong—anything at all—you signal immediately," he insisted, his cool fingers gripping mine with unusual intensity. "No unnecessary risks."
"I'll be fine," | assured him, touched by his concern. "I'm just the visible distraction. You and the others are taking the real risks."

"Marcus wants you specifically, Mira. Not just as leverage against me or Lena, but for your scientific knowledge. Never forget that."

The Cambridge facility looked innocuous from the outside—a modern three-story building with discreet signage identifying it as "Meridian Biomedical Research." At
midnight, the parking lot was mostly empty, a few security lights illuminating the entrance.

| parked where instructed, deliberately visible to any watching eyes, and waited. The communication device in my pocket vibrated once—Viktor's signal that his team
was in position at the rear of the building.

At precisely twelve minutes after midnight—a detail included in the final message I'd received—the front door of the facility opened. A slender man in a lab coat
emerged, his face familiar from the surveillance photos Viktor had shown us. Dr. James Mercer.

He approached my car with calculated confidence, gesturing for me to join him outside. Following our agreed plan, | exited the vehicle but remained beside it,
maintaining distance between us.

"Dr. Blackwood," he greeted me, his voice carrying the precise diction of an academic. "I'm pleased you decided to come."
"Where's Marcus?" | asked directly, scanning the surroundings for any sign of ambush.

"Mr. Blackwood is otherwise engaged this evening," Mercer replied with a thin smile. "But he asked me to extend his invitation personally. Please, come inside. We
have much to discuss regarding your sister's condition."

"I'm not going anywhere until | know what this is about," | said firmly. "You filed an ethics complaint against me. Why would | trust you now?"

Mercer's smile faded slightly. "The complaint was unfortunate but necessary. A warning, if you will, about the consequences of continued interference in matters
beyond your understanding.”

"I understand plenty," | countered. "Including what you're helping Marcus create in that lab. Euphoria isn't just illegal, Dr. Mercer—it's killing people."

A flash of something—perhaps genuine concern—crossed his features before his professional mask returned. "You see only fragments of a much larger picture, Dr.
Blackwood. The compound has applications beyond what you've observed in those unfortunate test subjects."

"Test subjects?” My disgust was genuine. "Those were people, doctor. People who died horrifically because of what you and Marcus created.”

"Necessary sacrifices in the development of something revolutionary,” he replied, his tone hardening. "Something that could change the relationship between our kinds
forever."

The casual acknowledgment that he knew about Hemovores confirmed our suspicions. Mercer wasn't just a hired scientist—he was fully aware of the supernatural
elements of his work.

"And what exactly did Marcus promise you?" | asked, playing for time as Viktor's signal indicated they needed a few more minutes inside. "Transformation?
Immortality as reward for your service?"

A bitter laugh escaped him. "Is that what your Hemovore allies promised you? Eternal life as one of them?" He shook his head. "Marcus offers something far more



valuable—the ability to experience their gifts without the hunger, without the loss of humanity."
Understanding dawned. "A modified version of Euphoria. One that grants enhanced abilities without full transformation."

"Precisely." His eyes gleamed with genuine excitement. "Imagine it, Dr. Blackwood—the strength, the sensory acuity, the extended lifespan—all without becoming a
predator. The next stage of human evolution, available to those worthy of ascension.”

The scenario he described sparked recognition—it was disturbingly similar to what | had experienced during my controlled experiment with Elias's blood, but
presumably without the temporary nature or careful monitoring.

"And the people who died from the current version?" | challenged. "Just acceptable losses while you perfect your formula?"

"Regrettable, but unavoidable in pioneering research,” he replied with the callous detachment I'd encountered in the worst kind of medical researchers. "Marcus
understands the necessity of such sacrifices in service of the greater advancement.”

My communication device vibrated twice—Viktor's signal that they had what they needed and were extracting safely. | needed to conclude this conversation without
arousing Mercer's suspicion.

"Why target me specifically?" | asked, genuinely curious despite the circumstances. "Why not just continue your work without drawing attention to it?"

"Because you were getting too close," he admitted. "Your analysis of the victims' blood work showed you were identifying key components of the formula. And your
connections to the Council made you dangerous. Marcus thought discrediting you professionally would be cleaner than more... direct methods."

"And now?"

"Now he's offering you a choice." Mercer gestured toward the facility behind him. "Join us. Bring your expertise to our work. Help us perfect what we've begun. Or
watch your career and reputation disintegrate completely.”

The offer was so absurd | almost laughed despite the gravity of the situation. "You're seriously asking me to help you develop a substance that's already killed
multiple people?"

"I'm offering you the chance to help refine it into something miraculous," he corrected. "To be part of medical history rather than a footnote in an ethics violation case."
My device vibrated three times—the signal to disengage immediately. Something had changed in the situation.

"I need time to consider," | said, already moving back toward my car door. "This isn't a decision | can make on a dark parking lot at midnight."

Mercer frowned, clearly expecting either immediate acceptance or rejection. "Marcus won't wait long for your answer, Dr. Blackwood. The offer expires in 48 hours."

"I'll be in touch," I replied noncommittally, sliding into my vehicle.

As | drove away, | checked my rearview mirror and saw Mercer still standing in the parking lot, watching my departure with an expression | couldn't quite interpret.
Only when | was several blocks away did | allow myself to breathe normally again, my hands slightly shaking on the steering wheel.

| drove to our predetermined meeting point—a 24-hour diner several miles from the research facility. Elias and Lena were already waiting in a corner booth, tension
visible in their postures until they saw me enter unharmed.

"What happened?" Lena asked as | slid in beside her. "Viktor and his team left in a hurry—something about security protocols activating unexpectedly."

"Mercer offered me a job," | said, the absurdity of it finally hitting me. "Working with him and Marcus to perfect Euphoria into some kind of 'evolutionary advancement'
for selected humans.”

Elias's expression darkened. "The arrogance is typical of Marcus. He's always believed himself qualified to determine who deserves power."
"Did Viktor get what we needed?" | asked, accepting the cup of coffee Lena pushed toward me.

"More than expected," she confirmed. "Not just evidence of Euphoria production, but documents linking the operation to several distribution points across the
Northeast. And something else—research notes suggesting they're experimenting with modified versions of the formula targeted at different physiological outcomes."

"Mercer mentioned that," | said, wrapping my cold hands around the warm mug. "He talked about offering enhanced abilities without full transformation—strength,
sensory acuity, extended lifespan without the hunger for blood.”

"A dangerous fantasy," Elias commented. "The hunger isn't a side effect of transformation—it's intrinsic to the physiological changes. You cannot separate one from
the other."

"Clearly Marcus has convinced him otherwise," | said. "Mercer genuinely believes they're creating the next stage of human evolution."
Our conversation paused as Viktor joined us, sliding into the booth with graceful economy of movement. His usually impassive face showed rare satisfaction.

"We have everything we need," he confirmed quietly. "Documentation of illegal pharmaceutical production, evidence linking Mercer to the Euphoria deaths, and
financial records that should interest human authorities considerably."

"How soon can we move?" Elias asked.

"The Council is already processing the information," Viktor replied. "By morning, selected evidence will be in the hands of federal drug enforcement agencies. Carefully
curated, of course, to exclude any supernatural elements."

"And the ethics investigation against me?" | asked.

"The documents we recovered include drafts of the complaint filed against you," Viktor said with a slight smile. "Complete with notes on how to phrase allegations for
maximum damage. Once those reach your hospital administration with evidence of Mercer's illegal activities..."

"The investigation should be dropped,” Lena finished, squeezing my hand. "Your professional reputation restored."
Relief washed through me, though | knew we weren't entirely safe yet. "And Marcus?"

"Still at large," Viktor acknowledged, his expression sobering. "The facility contained no indication of his current location. But this will cripple a significant portion of
his operation and remove a key scientific ally."

We separated shortly afterward, the night's tension giving way to exhausted relief. Elias drove me home, both of us quiet until we reached my apartment.
"You took a significant risk tonight," he said as we stood at my door. "But it was... impressively executed.”

"High praise from a four-hundred-year-old vampire," | teased, trying to lighten the mood.



"Hemovore," he corrected automatically, a familiar exchange between us now. Then his expression grew serious again. "Mercer's offer—the enhancement without
transformation—it's a lie, Mira. A dangerous fantasy that has lured humans into Marcus's service for centuries."

"I know," | assured him. "l never considered it for a moment."

"But the concept itself—the middle ground between human and Hemovore—I can see how it would appeal." His amber eyes studied me intently. "Especially to
someone who has been contemplating the choice you face."

| sighed, leaning against my doorframe. "The idea of enhancement without the full implications of transformation is tempting on a theoretical level," | admitted. "But |
understand the biological reality. What we experienced in our controlled experiment was temporary for a reason—the human system can't sustain those changes
without complete transformation."

"No," he agreed softly. "It cannot."
"But that doesn't make the choice any easier," | added. "Especially now, with everything that's happened.”

He nodded, understanding without needing further explanation. The attack on my professional identity had forced me to confront what | valued most about my human
existence—what | would be giving up if | chose transformation.

"Whatever you decide," Elias said, his cool fingers brushing mine briefly, "know that your value to me, to Lena, to the Council—it transcends your status as human or
Hemovore. It is your mind, your heart, your essential self that we treasure.”

The simple declaration touched me deeply. "Thank you," | whispered. "For understanding what this choice means to me."
"Always," he promised, the word carrying the weight of centuries behind it.

The following days unfolded exactly as Viktor had predicted. Federal agents raided the Cambridge facility, arresting Mercer and several associates. Evidence of his
connection to the ethics complaint reached my hospital administration, resulting in the immediate suspension of the investigation and a formal apology for the
"unwarranted scrutiny” | had endured.

My lab privileges were restored, my professional reputation rehabilitated. To my colleagues, the entire episode appeared to be nothing more than an unfortunate case
of professional jealousy and retaliation by a disgraced researcher.

Only | knew the truth—that the attack had been part of a larger supernatural conflict, a strategic move in a game that had been playing out for centuries before | entered
it.

And despite our victory in this particular battle, | knew that Marcus remained at large. The threat he posed—to me, to Elias, to the careful balance between human and
Hemovore worlds—had not been eliminated.

The time for my decision was approaching. Not because Marcus had forced my hand, but because the events of recent months had clarified what mattered most to
me—what | valued, what | feared, what | hoped for in whatever future I chose.

CHAPTER 15

March 15th, 2024

One month since the Mercer incident. Spring is returning to Boston, daylight stretching longer each evening, the city emerging from winter's grip. My professional life
has returned to normal—better than normal, actually. The hospital administration, overcompensating for their 'mistaken” investigation, has approved funding for my
proposed research into rare blood disorders. Colleagues who avoided me during the ethics inquiry now seek my collaboration. Externally, everything has stabilized.
Internally, I've reached a decision point. The Council has informed us that Marcus has left the country, retreating to one of his European havens to regroup. The
immediate threat has receded, giving me space to consider my options without pressure. Elias has been characteristically patient, never pushing for a decision while
making it clear that he will support whatever choice | make. Lena is less subtle, making occasional comments about the scientific discoveries we could pursue
together "if only | had a few centuries to work with." My controlled experiment at the cabin provided empirical data about the physiological aspects of transformation.
My experiences over these months have given me emotional context for what it might mean. Now | must weigh immortality against humanity, extended knowledge
against natural life cycle, supernatural community against the human world I've always known. The scientist in me wants to quantify, to create a logical decision
matrix with weighted factors. But this choice transcends logic. It touches on identity, purpose, love, and fear in ways no equation can capture. Tonight, | will tell Elias
my decision.

The Council chambers were located beneath an unassuming historical building in Boston's Back Bay, accessible only through a series of security measures designed
to prevent accidental discovery. | had visited several times before, but never for such a personal purpose.

Callista greeted me at the entrance, her ancient eyes assessing me with the penetrating awareness characteristic of elder Hemovores. "You seem resolved, Dr.
Blackwood. You've made your decision."

It wasn't a question, but | nodded confirmation. "Yes. I'd like to speak with the full Council, if possible."

"They are assembled," she replied, gesturing for me to follow her down a corridor lined with artifacts from centuries past—subtle reminders of the history this hidden
society had witnessed.

The main chamber was circular, illuminated by a combination of modern lighting and traditional flame that created dramatic shadows across the carved stone walls.
Nine Council members sat in a semicircle, their faces familiar to me now after months of collaboration. Elias and Lena stood to one side, their expressions carefully
neutral despite the significance of the occasion.

Callista took her place among the Council members, leaving me standing alone in the center of the chamber. The formality of the setting was intentional, | knew—a
reminder of the weight of the decision | was presenting.

"Dr. Mira Blackwood," the Council Head, an imposing Hemovore named Thorne whose transformation dated to the early Renaissance, addressed me. "You have
requested this audience to declare your intention regarding transformation. The Council recognizes your unique position and contributions to our community. Please
speak freely."

| took a deep breath, centering myself. | had rehearsed this statement countless times, refining the words to ensure they conveyed my decision with the clarity and
conviction it deserved.

"Thank you for granting me this audience," | began, my voice steady despite the momentous nature of what | was about to declare. "Over these past months, | have
been privileged to learn about your society, to witness the complexity of Hemovore existence, and to contribute in some small way to the protection of both our
worlds."

| glanced briefly at Elias, drawing strength from his steady presence.

"I have considered transformation from multiple perspectives—scientific, emotional, ethical, and practical. | have weighed what would be gained against what would



be lost. | have examined my motivations honestly and thoroughly."
The chamber was utterly silent, the Council members watching me with the stillness only immortals could achieve.
"My decision is this: | choose to remain human, at least for now."

A subtle shift rippled through the chamber—not surprise exactly, but a collective acknowledgment of the significance of my choice. | continued before anyone could
respond.

"This is not a rejection of the Hemovore world or the connections | have formed within it. Rather, it is a recognition that my work bridging our worlds is most effective
from my current position. As a human scientist with knowledge of Hemovore existence, | occupy a unique space that allows me to serve both communities."

I turned slightly to include Lena in my gaze, offering her a small smile.

"I wish to propose an alternative to immediate transformation. | ask the Council to formally recognize me as a Human Affiliate with continued blood-bond connection
to Dr. Elias Kane. This would maintain our established bond while allowing me to continue my scientific work in the human world without the adjustments full
transformation would require."

Thorne leaned forward slightly. "You understand that your human lifespan places natural limitations on such an arrangement?"

"I do," I acknowledged. "And | am not closing the door on transformation permanently. | simply believe that my current contribution is optimized in my human form. At
some future point, when circumstances or perspectives change, | may revisit this decision."

"And the blood-bond?" Callista inquired. "You wish to maintain it with Dr. Kane?"

"Yes," | said firmly. "The bond has proven valuable both personally and in our work together. With the Council's permission, we would like to strengthen it through
regular exchange, while maintaining my human physiology."

Elias stepped forward then, addressing the Council directly. "l support Dr. Blackwood's decision and request. Our bond has demonstrated unique properties that
benefit our shared objectives without requiring her transformation.”

The Council members exchanged glances, communicating in the subtle way of ancient beings who had deliberated countless decisions together.

"This is an unusual request," Thorne acknowledged after a moment. "Human Affiliates typically serve more... administrative functions. Your role would be
unprecedented."

"Much about my situation is unprecedented," | pointed out. "My scientific background, my sister's status, my involvement in Council operations—all represent
departures from traditional boundaries between our worlds."

Lena moved to stand beside me, her presence a welcome support. "The Council has already benefited from Mira's unique perspective. Formalizing her status while
respecting her choice would serve our community's interests."

A murmur of discussion passed among the Council members, too low for my human hearing to discern. Finally, Thorne addressed me again.

"The Council will grant your request, Dr. Blackwood. You will be formally recognized as a Human Affiliate with specialized scientific designation. Your blood-bond with
Dr. Kane may continue with appropriate protocols. However," he added, his tone growing more serious, "should circumstances change—particularly regarding the
threat Marcus poses—we reserve the right to revisit this arrangement.”

"Understood," | agreed, relief washing through me. "Thank you for your consideration."

The formalities concluded quickly after that—documents prepared with surprising efficiency for such an ancient organization, oaths sworn that bound me to certain
confidentiality provisions while granting me specific rights within Hemovore society.

As we left the Council chambers, Lena linked her arm through mine, her expression a mix of emotions. "l can't pretend I'm not a little disappointed,” she admitted
quietly. "l had hoped we might have eternity together."

"We still might," | told her, squeezing her cold hand. "I'm not refusing transformation forever, Lena. Just choosing a different path for now."
"I know." She smiled, the expression warming her immortal features. "And | respect your choice. It's very... you. Thoughtful, measured, logical."

"With a healthy dose of scientific curiosity," Elias added, joining us as we emerged onto the nighttime streets of Boston. "Maintaining your position in the human world
while exploring ours from a unique perspective.”

The three of us walked together through the quiet streets, our unlikely bond—two Hemovores and a human—representing something new in the ancient society we had
just left. Not quite family in the traditional sense, not merely allies or colleagues, but something for which language lacked precise definition.

"What happens now?" Lena asked as we approached the harbor, the water reflecting city lights in fractured patterns.

"Now we continue our work," | replied. "Marcus is temporarily contained, but not defeated. The Council needs our combined expertise to address the damage his
Euphoria network has caused. And | have a new research grant to pursue.”

"Speaking of which," Elias said, "how exactly do you intend to explain your night-time consultations with the Council to your hospital colleagues?”

I laughed, the sound carrying across the quiet waterfront. "I've developed a cover story about consulting for a private medical research foundation focused on rare
blood disorders. Technically true, if somewhat incomplete.”

"The best cover stories always are," Lena observed with the wisdom of her transformed perspective.

We paused at the harbor's edge, the three of us looking out across the water. The night was clear, stars visible despite the city lights, the moon casting a silver path
across the gentle waves.

"Are you certain about your decision?" Elias asked quietly, his question meant for me alone as Lena tactfully moved a few steps away. "No regrets?"

| considered the question seriously, examining my feelings now that the choice had been formally declared. "No regrets," | confirmed. "This feels right—for now, at
least. I'm not closing doors, just choosing which one to walk through at this moment."

His cool fingers found mine, our bond humming with quiet awareness between us. "Then | am content," he said simply. "Whatever time we have—decades or centuries
—is precious because it is with you."

The declaration held no pressure, no hint of disappointment in my choice to remain human for now. Just acceptance and the patient perspective of a being who
measured time differently than | did.

"Besides," | added with a small smile, "our arrangement offers unique research opportunities. The enhanced bond without full transformation—it's unprecedented, as
Thorne pointed out. Scientifically fascinating."



Elias laughed softly. "Always the scientist, even in matters of the heart."

"It's who | am," | replied, unapologetic. "The scientist who fell in love with a Hemovore, who discovered her transformed sister, who found herself bridging worlds she
never knew existed."

"And doing it remarkably well," he observed, his amber eyes warm in the moonlight.

Lena rejoined us, her enhanced hearing having undoubtedly caught our exchange despite her polite distance. "So what's next on our agenda? Besides the obvious
'keep watching for Marcus' directive from the Council?"

"I've been thinking about that," | said, turning to face them both. "Mercer's research, while ethically abhorrent, contained elements worth exploring. Not his methods or
objectives, but some of the underlying principles.”

"What do you mean?" Elias asked, his expression cautious.

"The interaction between Hemovore blood compounds and human physiology. With proper research protocols and ethical oversight, we might develop treatments for
certain human conditions." | hesitated, then continued. "The healing properties I've experienced through our bond, Elias—they could have broader applications."

"The Council would never approve human medical applications of Hemovore blood,"” Lena cautioned. "The risk of exposure is too great.”

"Not directly, no," | agreed. "But synthetic derivatives, developed through legitimate research channels, with no traceable connection to supernatural elements? That
might be possible."

Elias considered this, centuries of medical knowledge informing his assessment. "It would require extreme caution. Rigorous protocols. Multiple layers of security."

"And a unique team with knowledge spanning both worlds," | added, looking between them. "A human scientist, a Hemovore physician, and a recently transformed
researcher with perspective on both states of being."

Understanding dawned in their expressions—I was proposing a long-term collaboration that would utilize our unique combination of knowledge and abilities. Not just
to counter threats like Marcus, but to potentially develop something beneficial from our intersection of worlds.

"Ambitious," Lena remarked, a slow smile spreading across her face. "Potentially revolutionary. And exactly the kind of project that requires more than a single human
lifetime."

The implication was clear—such work might eventually lead me toward transformation, not from external pressure but as a natural evolution of my scientific pursuits.
"One step at a time," | said, acknowledging her point without committing to it. "First, we establish the research framework. Develop protocols. Build the foundation."
"Always methodical," Elias observed with affectionate understanding. "Always the scientist seeking evidence before conclusions."

"It's served me well so far," | replied, my gaze moving between these two beings who had transformed my understanding of the world—and of myself. "It led me to
truths | never imagined existed. To connections | never thought possible."

As we walked back toward the city, our unlikely trio representing a bridge between worlds that had existed separately for centuries, | felt a profound sense of rightness
in my decision. Not because it was final or perfect, but because it honored both who | was and who | might become.

I had chosen humanity for now, but with a foot firmly planted in the Hemovore world. | had chosen science without rejecting mystery, mortality without refusing the
possibility of its transcendence. | had chosen connection across boundaries that most humans never knew existed.

Blood work had led me here—to discoveries both scientific and deeply personal. To a sister reclaimed across the divide of transformation. To a love that defied
conventional categorization. To a future rich with possibilities that neither purely human nor purely Hemovore existence could offer alone.

Whatever came next—whether facing Marcus again, developing our research, or eventually reconsidering transformation—I would face it with the unique perspective |
had gained. A scientist whose greatest discovery could never be published. A human with awareness beyond human limitations. A woman who had found family,
purpose, and love in the most unexpected of places.

Blood told stories, as | had always known. But now | understood that some stories transcended the boundaries of science, of mortality, of conventional
understanding.

And mine, it seemed, was just beginning.
EPILOGUE

June 21st, 2024

Summer solstice—the longest day of the year. Appropriate timing for reflection as I close this journal and begin a new one. Three months since my decision before the
Council, and life has found a new rhythm. Our research initiative has secured private funding through channels Elias established over centuries of careful investment.
Lena has proven herself a brilliant research partner, her perspective as a recently transformed Hemovore providing insights neither Elias nor | could access alone. The
Council maintains vigilant monitoring for Marcus's return, but intelligence suggests he remains in Europe, rebuilding his network at a distance. My enhanced blood-
bond with Elias has stabilized into something remarkable—a connection that allows glimpses of his perception without altering my fundamental humanity. We've
documented the physiological effects meticulously, creating a scientific record of something previous generations would have considered mystical. The hospital
administration has noticed my frequent night work but attributes it to dedication to my newly funded research. If they only knew what | was really studying in those
late hours. Transformation remains a future possibility, not an immediate plan. But I've begun preparing nonetheless—organizing my human affairs, documenting my
existing research with careful contingencies, considering what a transition from mortal scientist to immortal researcher would require. Not out of fear or pressure, but
from the practical perspective that has always guided me. When—if—the time comes, it will be my choice, made with full awareness of what | gain and what | leave
behind. Until then, | exist between worlds, uniquely positioned to bridge them. A scientist of blood and its mysteries. A sister to both human and immortal. A woman
whose heart beats for a man whose heart hasn't beat in four centuries. Life has never been more complicated. Or more extraordinary.

The rooftop garden of Elias's apartment building had become one of my favorite places in Boston. Tonight, illuminated by strings of subtle lights and the summer
moon above, it served as the setting for a small but significant gathering.

"One year," Lena said, raising her glass in a toast. "One year since you walked into that hospital morgue and found Sarah Donnelly's body. Since everything changed."

Elias raised his glass as well, the synthetic blood he preferred in public settings indistinguishable from the red wine in mine. "To discoveries," he added, his amber
eyes meeting mine with the intimate awareness our bond provided.

"To family," | completed, touching my glass to theirs. "Found, lost, and found again in unexpected forms."

The three of us had gathered to mark what we had privately come to consider an anniversary—one year since the beginning of the journey that had brought us
together. Not a traditional celebration by any measure, but meaningful in ways that transcended conventional observance.



Callista joined us after the toast, her presence representing the Council's continued interest in our unique arrangement. She had become something of a mentor to
Lena and an ally to me—her centuries of experience providing perspective that even Elias sometimes lacked.

"The Council has received reports from our European contacts,” she informed us without preamble, her manner direct as always. "Marcus has established a new
operation in Prague. Smaller than before, more cautious, but definitely active."

"Creating more Euphoria?" | asked, setting down my glass.

"Not exactly," Callista replied, her expression grave. "According to our intelligence, he's shifted focus. Less emphasis on the addictive compound for human
distribution, more on developing something new. Something he's calling 'Ascension."

Elias frowned. "Mercer's concept. Enhancement without transformation."
"Precisely." Callista nodded. "He appears to have recruited another scientist with similar expertise. They're conducting trials in a private facility outside the city."

"Human trials?" Lena asked, her voice hardening. She had become particularly dedicated to preventing Marcus from exploiting more vulnerable humans since her own
rescue from his influence.

"We believe so, though information is limited. The Council has authorized increased surveillance and is considering intervention options." Callista's ancient eyes
moved between us. "Your research may become particularly relevant if Marcus succeeds in developing a stable version of this compound.”

The implication was clear—our carefully controlled studies of the interaction between Hemovore blood compounds and human physiology might provide critical
insights into whatever Marcus was creating.

"We'll accelerate our current research phase," | said, the scientist in me automatically assessing priorities and timelines. "Focus specifically on stabilization
mechanisms and rejection factors."

"Without compromising safety protocols," Elias added firmly.

"Of course," | agreed. Our research, unlike Marcus's, maintained rigorous ethical standards—no human testing beyond the carefully controlled exchanges Elias and |
conducted ourselves, with full documentation and emergency safeguards.

The conversation shifted to more specific research questions, the four of us falling into the now-familiar pattern of combining our different perspectives—Callista's
historical knowledge, Elias's medical expertise, Lena's experience of transformation, and my scientific methodology.

Later, as Callista and Lena departed to meet with other Council members, Elias and | remained on the rooftop. The summer night was warm, the city below us alive
with lights and distant sounds that his Hemovore hearing could discern more clearly than my human ears.

"Does it concern you?" he asked after a comfortable silence. "Marcus developing something similar to what we've been researching?"

| considered the question carefully. "Yes and no. The parallel development is troubling, particularly given his disregard for ethical constraints. But it also validates our
approach—confirms we're exploring something with significant potential.”

"Always the scientist," he observed with a smile, "finding the research implications even in a threat."
"It's how | process the world," | acknowledged. "Though I've learned there are experiences that transcend scientific analysis."

My hand found his, the contact sending the now-familiar awareness through our enhanced bond. Over the past months, we had carefully strengthened our connection
through controlled blood exchanges—not enough to trigger transformation, but sufficient to create a bond more profound than what existed between most humans
and Hemovores.

"The Council will expect you to reconsider your decision about transformation if Marcus returns to Boston," Elias said quietly. "For your safety, if nothing else."

"I know." | looked out over the city—the human world | still belonged to, despite my deep connections to the Hemovore society that existed alongside it. "And | will
reconsider, if circumstances warrant it. But it will remain my choice, made for my reasons."

"Always," he assured me. "l would never want your transformation to be driven by fear or external pressure."

The unspoken understanding between us had deepened over the months since my formal decision before the Council. Elias had demonstrated his respect for my
choice through both words and actions, never pushing for reconsideration while making it clear that his feelings for me transcended my mortal or immortal status.

"What would you choose?" | asked suddenly, turning to face him. "If our positions were reversed—if you were human now, knowing what you know about Hemovore
existence. Would you choose transformation?"

He considered the question with the thoughtfulness | valued in him. "With the knowledge | have now? Yes," he said finally. "But not for the reasons most humans
would assume—not for immortality itself, but for the perspective it provides. The ability to witness history unfolding, to contribute to knowledge across centuries
rather than decades."

His answer resonated with my own evolving thoughts—the scientific potential of extended existence had become increasingly compelling as our research progressed.

"That's beginning to matter more to me as well," | admitted. "The work we're doing—it requires a longer timeline than a human lifespan allows. There are questions |
want to pursue that might take decades to properly investigate."

Something shifted in his expression—not quite hope, but perhaps a deeper understanding of my ongoing deliberation. "Your scientific curiosity has always been your
defining characteristic," he observed. "Your desire to understand, to discover."

"And now there's so much more to discover than | ever imagined.” | gestured to the city below, encompassing both the visible human world and the hidden Hemovore
society that existed within it. "An entire parallel reality with its own biology, history, social structures. It's scientifically fascinating on multiple levels."

"So your eventual decision might be driven by research potential rather than personal considerations?" he asked, his tone carefully neutral.

| smiled, recognizing his unstated question. "The personal and the scientific have always been intertwined for me, Elias. My connection to you, to Lena, to this hidden
world—it's both emotional and intellectual. | can't separate my feelings from my curiosity."

"Nor should you try," he said softly. "It's the integration of heart and mind that makes you who you are."

We fell silent again, the night wrapping around us with the comfortable intimacy we had developed. Below us, the city continued its human rhythms—people moving
through their lives unaware of the supernatural elements that existed alongside them. Above, stars appeared in the darkening sky, their ancient light reaching us
across impossible distances.

"Whatever you ultimately decide," Elias said after a time, "know that what exists between us transcends your mortality or immortality. Whether we have decades or
centuries, what matters is the connection itself."

"I know," | assured him, leaning against his cool strength. "And that's what gives me the freedom to make this choice carefully, without fear or pressure. Knowing that



you'll be there, whatever | decide.”
He nodded, understanding. "Time means something different when you've lived for centuries. Patience becomes not just a virtue but a fundamental perspective."
"A perspective I'm beginning to appreciate,” | admitted. "Even with my limited human lifespan.”

As midnight approached, we moved inside, the practical considerations of my continued humanity—my need for regular sleep, my vulnerability to cold—acknowledged
without comment. Our relationship had evolved to accommodate the differences between us, finding balance between his immortal nature and my mortal needs.

In Elias's apartment, surrounded by artifacts of his centuries of existence, | felt the weight of the choice that still lay before me. Not imminent, not forced, but present
nonetheless—a decision point on a horizon that moved closer with each new discovery, each deepening bond, each research breakthrough.

"What happens next?" | asked as we settled in his living room, the question encompassing both our immediate concerns about Marcus and the larger trajectory of our
intertwined futures.

"We continue our work," Elias replied simply. "We develop our research. We prepare for whatever Marcus might bring. And we live, Mira—human and Hemovore,
scientist and physician, mortal and immortal—creating something new from the intersection of our worlds."

The straightforward answer carried profound truth. Whatever choices lay ahead—transformation or continued humanity, confrontation with Marcus or peaceful
research advancement—the path forward was one we would navigate together. Not just Elias and me, but Lena, Callista, the Council, the unique community that had
formed around our unprecedented situation.

Blood work had brought us together—the scientific analysis that had revealed Hemovore existence, the blood-bond that connected us across the divide between
human and other, the shared research that now defined our collaboration.

Blood would continue to be the focus of our work—its mysteries, its potential, its ability to sustain life in forms both mortal and immortal. The substance that flowed
through human veins, that sustained Hemovore existence, that carried both scientific secrets and supernatural power.

And whatever the future held—whether measured in human decades or Hemovore centuries—I would face it with the perspective | had gained through this
extraordinary year. A scientist whose greatest discoveries occurred at the boundary between known and unknown. A woman who had found connection in the most
unexpected places. A human who had glimpsed immortality and recognized both its costs and its potential.

Blood told stories, as | had always known. But now | understood that some stories continued beyond expected endings, evolving in ways that science alone could
never predict or explain.

My story—our story—was one of those. Not concluded but evolving, not defined by a single choice but by the ongoing discovery of possibilities that existed between
worlds.

And that, perhaps, was the most extraordinary discovery of all.
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