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To my parents






Chapter One Patagonia Dillon

The yacht’s sleek prow cut through icy, blue-black water as a wild wind tore at the tightly roped-in sails. A condor flew above the main mast, wings spread wide. Barren mountains dipped icy fingers into the wide channel on either side of the boat, dwarfing it as it see-sawed through the waves.

A faint light illuminated banks of purple cloud rolling over the snow-pitted mountain peaks and rested softly on the pale features of the preternaturally still young man and woman standing on the foredeck. Only when the wind tossed an arc of freezing sea spray over the bow did the young man shiver slightly and wrap his coat more closely around him. The woman didn’t flinch.

‘Not long now, Dillon,’ she said, her strong features softening as she looked across at him. ‘We’ll fly the last bit. Dawn is not far off.’

Dillon nodded without looking at her. He studied the condor soaring above them instead. Watching its mastery of the skies with awe, he forgot to be angry with her for a second.

‘What’s it like up there, Bi… Bibiana?’ He stumbled slightly over her name. It was one step better than ‘Countess Fassano’, but he still refused to call her ‘Ma’. After eighteen years apart, it was too soon. He scowled the moment he thought it, knowing she had the power to read his mind.

‘Not easy. The wind is powerful here,’ she replied with a wry smile, as another strong gust swept the gleaming dark hair off her forehead.

He couldn’t tell if the smile was for his refusal to call her ‘Ma’ or for the timely gust of wind.

‘I try not to intrude on your thoughts, Dillon. That said, it is not always easy. Soon you must learn to shield them yourself.’

Inwardly he cursed. If she wasn’t reading his mind, he knew his emotions must be etched on his face. Surreptitiously, he glanced at her cool, unreadable expression. He needed to learn that skill fast and he especially wanted to control the heat that crept up his cheeks whenever he was angry or embarrassed. If anything exposed him as a dhampir, it was that, and in the strange new world he was in, it was a sign of weakness.

‘I need you to take the wheel, Dill!’ the striking older man, who bore a strong resemblance to Dillon, called from the helm and pointed at the water ahead to the right. ‘There’s the entrance to the inlet where we’ll anchor.’

Even in the faint light, Dillon was able to discern the narrow opening in the wall of rock; his newly enhanced eyesight was definitely a bonus. ‘Coming, Da,’ he shouted back. Balancing easily despite the pitching deck, he covered the length of the boat in two light bounds and joined his father.

Gabriel clasped his chest. ‘You still put the heart across me when you do that,’ he joked in a thick Irish brogue.

Dillon shook his head. ‘Come on, Da. You’re messing with me. Besides, you’re no slouch yourself.’ His own Irish accent had become more pronounced over the months he had spent with Gabriel on the yacht. Not long after the shocking revelation that she was his mother, Bibiana had been called away to deal with an emergency in the vampire world. She’d only recently rejoined them.

Something in Gabriel’s eyes, so like Dillon’s, gleamed momentarily. ‘Put it down to years of trying to keep up with your ma!’ He smiled. ‘Here, take the helm. Wait until I’ve eased the main sheet and turn her away from the wind.’

Dillon watched him begin to untie the rope that held the main sail taut. They were both experienced sailors, having learnt to sail on the rough seas along the west coast of Ireland.

‘Now!’ Gabriel yelled at Dillon over the wind.

As Dillon turned the wheel towards the inlet, Gabriel let out the rope, allowing it to slide through his hands. Instantly, the sail filled, ballooning to the side, and the yacht pitched forwards through the narrow gap and into a sheltered lagoon. The furious wind dropped almost immediately to blustery flurries that raced across the surface of the water, whipping up small, white-tipped waves.

In the opalescent pre-dawn light, Dillon could make out the forest and the emerald-green skirt of moss that dressed the rugged mountains rearing up from the surface of the lagoon, only giving way to barren rock and snow at the highest peaks.

‘We’ll drop anchor over there, Dillon.’ Gabriel pointed to the far corner of the lagoon as he began lowering the sails. ‘It’s the most sheltered part.’

While Dillon steered, Gabriel dropped the anchor and the yacht scudded forwards for a few metres until the anchor caught. Bibiana picked up a rope attached to the bow and, smoothly taking off from the deck, flew low towards the shore where she secured it to a tree. Flitting backwards and forwards, she did the same with the ropes on either side of the stern until, in a matter of seconds, it was held tight against the swirling winds at the centre of a rope web. The condor above, its feathers shuddering as it banked against the wind, shrieked its approval.

The practised ease with which his parents completed the drill convinced Dillon that this was where his father had spent most of his time since they had said goodbye outside Arnes in Switzerland the November before. It was no wonder Gabriel had been so hard to contact with the fierce isolation of the place.

‘Collect anything you need, Dillon,’ Gabriel said, covering the rolled-up sails with tarpaulin. ‘We’ll leave as soon as we’ve secured the boat.’

Dillon jumped down through the hatch. He landed lightly, his vision adapting instantly to the darkness of the main cabin below. Moving swiftly to the back of the boat, he opened a narrow door, revealing a glowing, pod-like metal coffin that took up almost the entire length of the small sleeping cabin. Sliding his hand along its smooth, cool surface, he opened the lid and felt for his phone in the velvet pocket on one side. Even though Bibiana had banned him from using it, fearing that the signal could be tracked, it was the only link he had to his friends. Retrieving the phone, a gift from Jeremiah, set off another thud of shame over his treatment of Jeremiah on their last night together at VAMPS.

It wasn’t Jeremiah’s fault that he’d been brainwashed, but Dillon had almost died as a result, and he’d needed time to recover from the deep sense of betrayal. He hadn’t seen Jeremiah since, and with each passing week he had grown more consumed with guilt.

‘Dillon, we must go now,’ Bibiana called from the hatch, interrupting his reverie.

Carefully inserting the phone into his inner coat pocket and zipping it up, he closed the coffin lid. He smiled at the memory of how much he had dreaded sleeping in it when he had first arrived at VAMPS. After giving the coffin a final pat, he re-joined his parents on the deck.

‘Ready?’ Gabriel asked.

‘Yeah,’ he nodded.

‘I’ll fly with Gabriel, you fly with Chiro – and stay alert,’ Bibiana instructed in her low, powerful voice. ‘Here he is now.’

From high above them, the condor pitched into a steep dive and, with his newly acquired acute hearing, Dillon heard the whistling sound it made as it sliced through the sky towards them. Just as it neared the boat, the condor levelled out and, with perfect control, transfigured back into Chiro’s vampire form moments before he landed on the deck.

As always, Bibiana’s bodyguard, the vampire she’d entrusted to watch over Dillon, appeared awkward – clumsy, even – on two legs and revealed his fearsome, razor-sharp teeth as he grimaced at Dillon. Dillon had spent enough time with him now to know this was Chiro’s attempt at a smile, and he grinned back at him.

‘Have fun up there?’ Dillon asked.

Chiro’s red-tinged eyes gleamed. ‘It’s the best place in the world to fly, but it’s not easy. You’ll have to concentrate on your technique,’ he rasped in his strong Brazilian accent.

‘Come, we’re running out of time,’ Bibiana said, examining the sky beyond the mountains. She clasped Gabriel’s hand and Dillon stepped up next to Chiro, the human side of his heart suddenly pounding with determination not to muck up his take-off in front of her. He had hardly practised at all on the long journey to Patagonia.

Bibiana glanced at him. ‘It’s extremely unlikely we’ll run into any trouble down here, but remember, Dillon, if anything untoward happens, do not leave Chiro’s side.’

Dillon nodded and felt his tension ratchet up a couple more notches. Chiro glowered at him and Dillon didn’t need to read his mind to know he needed to get his act together. He closed his eyes and focused on the power of the blood running through his superior circulation system and the immense energy stored deep within his finely tuned muscles. All he needed was the spark that would ignite his lightning-fast nervous system, linking them all together.

He directed his mind deep inside himself until, right at the depths of his being, he found the ember of energy that he needed. Dillon focused on it with everything he had. Taking him by surprise, it flared bright and he felt a surging power as it detonated, driving a golden-hot heat round his body, catapulting him off the deck. ‘Feck!’ he gasped as he soared upwards, having half forgotten what a buzz it was.

A particularly strong blast of wind buffeted him, throwing him off centre. Over the roaring sound of the freezing cold air in his ears, he heard Chiro shout, ‘Concentrate; keep close to me. We’re about to enter a thermal. Straighten out and spread your arms. Try to keep upwind of it. They’re unpredictable in conditions like this.’

Dillon wrestled for control as he felt a hidden force punch him backwards. Chiro steadied him. ‘Glide,’ he instructed. The technique was unfamiliar to Dillon; at VAMPS, they’d been taught to fly with their arms tight to their sides to make themselves as aerodynamic as possible. Tentatively, he spread his arms and felt them judder as the fierce gusts tore at them. He suspected that it was only his vampire strength that was preventing the wind from ripping them from his body.

The air inside the thermal current was like a warm bath, and he felt it lifting him up. ‘Circle to stay within it,’ shouted Chiro again. ‘Let it do the work. Conserve your energy.’ As it propelled them, fast, up towards the clouds hanging moodily around the mountain peaks, Dillon snatched a last look at the lagoon and the now tiny yacht. It had been a sanctuary of sorts, helping him come to terms with the trauma of his last night at VAMPS and the discovery that Bibiana was his mother, as the weeks had turned into months.

Abruptly, they flew out of the thermal into freezing air once more. With a sickening jolt, they plunged a few metres before finding another warm current that lifted them back up and carried them onwards. It was the most incredible feeling once he began to sense the differences in air pressure and make the small adjustments that enabled him to soar effortlessly.

As spears of dawn light began to pierce the clouds, the white tops of the jagged mountain range some distance in front of them began to glow a golden orange, reminding Dillon of the fiery stone in the necklace he wore around his neck. When Gabriel revealed Bibiana was his mother, only a few months ago, he had known that it was true because of the identical stone around her own neck. He suspected the stone had come from somewhere near here, since Jeremiah had once told him that Bibiana’s family ruled the vampire clans across Mexico and South America.

Bibiana, flying alongside them, one hand entwined with Gabriel’s, caught Dillon’s eye and gave an imperceptible nod. I’ll tell you more about your history when we arrive. We need to hurry now. Focus on flying.

He started as she spoke to him with her mind, something she hadn’t done since the first night on the yacht. So much for her declaration that she didn’t listen in on thoughts.

One side of her mouth lifted slightly. Like I said, it’s hard when I’m near you, Dillon. My mind connection to you is strong and I confess, having been starved of you for all these years, I perhaps lack the strength of will to block everything out.

Just as he had done when she had let him feel her agony over their eighteen-year separation, Dillon hardened his heart. He found it hard to believe that a vampire of her standing couldn’t have found a way to contact him.

He didn’t look at her, but he felt her silence in his head. Finally, she spoke. Fly now, we’ll talk later.

The mind connection broke off and he glanced over at her again. Her expression was blank and focused. Gabriel’s face, in contrast, was alight with joy and his eyes had taken on an unusual golden colour that reflected the emerging sunrise. They were flying over breathtaking scenery – rugged, uninhabited mountains, deep fjords and mountain lakes that mirrored the dawn-streaked indigo clouds above. A spectacular glacier frozen into flowing ridges of spectral light-blue ice appeared to glow from within, as if it had lit up for their arrival.

‘We track the glacier now,’ Chiro rasped into the still-strong wind.

Dillon copied him as they burst out of the mountain thermals back into the cold air above the glacier and half plummeted, half swooped down, flying low along the undulating river of ice. Close up, Dillon saw that the jagged, blue ice shards were hundreds of metres high and pitted with honeycomb holes, forming a collection of breathtaking, otherworldly sculptures.

Still grasping Gabriel’s hand, Bibiana increased their speed and moved ahead, flying straight over the edge of the glacier where it flowed down the rocky mountainside before petering out above the surface of a small lake encircled by mountains. Leading them into a fast dive, she skimmed the lake before effortlessly soaring up the other side.

Dillon struggled to control the abrupt changes of direction. He was out of condition. His vision blurred and his stomach flipped. Feck! He was going to tank it. As he began to buckle, losing his clean flight line, Chiro hissed and reached a gnarled hand out to steady him.

‘The sun is almost up. When we’re about three quarters of the way up the rock face, on my signal, execute a flying twist. Keep your arms close to your sides now,’ Chiro instructed.

Dillon felt his stomach muscles burn as he and Chiro pulled into a steep vertical ascent.

‘Now!’ shouted Chiro, twisting sharply to the left, pulling Dillon with him.

‘What the f—’ Dillon exclaimed as he followed Chiro through a narrow fissure in the dark rock of the mountain face. Flying in pitch darkness now, he strained every muscle to keep away from the rough, icy granite just a few inches on either side of him.

The air was stale and close, the walls cold and damp. Behind him, Chiro cursed. Seconds later, Dillon felt a disturbance in the energy of the passage, followed by the faintest sound of gossamer-thin wings beating the air. Chiro had transfigured into a bat, his favourite form.

After a particularly narrow section where the rough rock scraped against his sides, the fissure opened out into a wide ridge protected by overhanging rock.

Bibiana and Gabriel were waiting for them. ‘Well done, Dillon. It’s not easy in these conditions,’ Bibiana said, her already low voice further muted by the heavy rock hanging over them. ‘If you hadn’t managed to keep up, Chiro and I would have been in trouble.’

Dillon shoved the momentary pride down, irritated that her praise could mean so much to him. ‘It was Chiro,’ he muttered. For a fleeting second, her dark, mesmerizing eyes registered hurt and she turned away, sheltering in the deepest part of the overhang from the faint dawn light.

Dillon stood right on the edge of the ridge. Squinting, he drank in the wild, unspoilt bay almost completely enclosed by steep-sided mountains. It was virtually inaccessible by sea or land. Even so, a flutter of wings passed by his ear and there was a faint popping noise as Chiro transfigured from bat to condor, enabling him to fly in the sunrise for a short time to check that the area was secure.

‘Come here, Dillon,’ Gabriel said. He and Bibiana were watching him with an air of expectation. Once he was sure he had Dillon’s attention, Gabriel pressed a key fob remote and a thick metal security door, clad with rock so that it was barely distinguishable from the dark mountain wall, slid open.





Chapter Two Dominican Republic Jeremiah

One kilometre beneath the surface of the mountainside, deep inside his father’s gold mine, Jeremiah’s powerful muscles undulated across his shirtless back as he wielded the heavy pneumatic drill.

In the hot and humid atmosphere, the machine roared, spitting out dust that swirled like theatre smoke in the light of his head torch as he drilled a pattern of holes in the hard quartz ready for the explosive that would blast the wall deeper into the mountain. Despite his advanced thermoregulation, sweat poured off Jeremiah and he took another gulp of blood from the discreet tube attached to the bag at his side. He had no need of the protective helmet or the head torch, but wore them to blend in with the human miners.

It was almost morning. The day shift would be starting soon, and he was tired. After two months in the mine, he had the infrastructure running smoothly. He’d found a small team of vampires willing to work in the tough conditions for a handsome gold reward. They laboured overnight, achieving so much more than the humans in the day that he’d had to tell the human supervisor that the team was double its real size.

Overseeing both the humans and the vampires hadn’t left much opportunity for sleep. Vampire miners were a rough lot and he’d been forced to use his unique persuasive talents, a side of himself he hated to expose, to keep them in line.

Lowering the drill, he leant against the wall. From a young age, his enhanced vampire strength had been honed by labouring in the mines, teasing gold out of the rich quartz veins that had made his family so wealthy, and now his vampire physique was magnificent.

However, after being brainwashed, betraying Dillon without meaning to, he had spent every spare hour in the dark silence of the mine working on his mental strength. No one would ever take advantage of him like that again.

Slowly, he used his heightened instincts to gauge the shape and status of the surrounding tunnels. He no longer had to check that the mine was empty; he knew it was. Taking another few sips from the blood bag, he switched off his head torch and gave his senses free rein, allowing his brain to process the faint sulphurous odour of the mine, the almost silent trickling of the water seeping out of the walls, the sharp feel of the rough stone against his skin, the solid black shadows in front of him.

Letting it all wash over his mind, he focused on blocking everything out. As if he was wiping a slate clean, he removed his awareness of one sense after the other. Smell. Sound. Sight. Just as he began blocking his visual sense, thoughts of Dillon began to intrude into his mind. He screwed his eyes shut to block them, and visualized building imaginary sandbag defences against the onslaught. For a moment, his defences stood strong, but then they crumbled, letting the memories of the night of the trial flood in.

The look of utter disbelief, then pain, on Dillon’s face when Jeremiah had given evidence against him. The horror of realizing that he’d almost condemned his friend to death. It played on Jeremiah’s mind endlessly, tormenting him. Of course, he hadn’t heard a thing from Dillon since he disappeared from VAMPS. Not even a message.

Sighing, he redoubled his efforts. But the imaginary sandbags were heavy, far heavier than they would be for him physically. Each one took an enormous amount of mental energy to move. One by one, he heaved them into place, blocking the noise from his mind, until there was just a wonderful silence. As his mind adjusted, taking him into a deep, trance-like state, he felt his body slow down. His mental shield was almost impenetrable.

Slowly, he allowed the imaginary wall to crumble, visualizing sand pouring out of the bags. And as his mind opened again, his senses returned first. Next came the list of things he had to do the following night and, as the final bags dissolved, he acknowledged that he’d had enough of solitude and was looking forward to returning to VAMPS. At last, he felt he’d earnt it.

It was the perfect atonement. He would protect Dillon as if his life depended on it. He didn’t believe in fate particularly, rather that vampires forged their own paths through life. Even so, he sensed that this was as near to destiny as he could get.





Chapter Three Patagonia Dillon

Dillon held his breath. Behind the security door that had just opened was the front door from the cottage back in Ireland. Gabriel waved the key at him. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Open it.’ Unsure what was going on, Dillon took the key and ran his fingers over the familiar warped wood. Two angled security cameras blinked above his head as he slid the key into the lock, then twisted the handle while shoving the door with his shoulder as he had done so many times before.

He half fell inside as it swung open easily, rather than sticking on the flagstones as it did at home. Inside the dimly lit entrance area, his muddy walking boots and a pair of trainers stood neatly under a row of iron pegs from which his old raincoat hung next to Gabriel’s. ‘No way,’ he muttered. Moving quickly into the next room, he discovered an open-plan living area swathed in darkness. Gabriel, following close behind him, pressed another button. At this, heavy outer security shutters glided up revealing a thick tinted window the width and height of the room.

The unusual home had been built into the side of the mountain curving around the bay and the window looked out over the windswept seascape below. Dillon stared, swivelling round to take it all in. It was a mix of his old and new homes. The layout was modern, with gleaming polished floorboards, and the sleek kitchen area was dominated by a huge stainless-steel fridge for storing blood, but touches of the cottage were everywhere.

Hurrying now, he explored the rest of the house. Smooth wooden doors studded the length of a curved hallway. ‘Yours is the second,’ Gabriel said, still following behind. Taking a breath, Dillon swung the door open. There was a sleek coffin in the middle of the room instead of his old iron bed, but, casting his eyes round the rest of the room, the hand-built wardrobe, his Gaelic football posters and his chest of drawers were the same. His personal belongings, including all his sketch books, his rugby ball and his driftwood carvings, were carefully arranged. A glossy en-suite shower room and a collection of stunning black-and-white photos depicting the misty fields and the wild sea where he had grown up were the only other new additions.

A lump rose in Dillon’s throat. The room was like a museum display, both achingly familiar and yet oddly alien. It reminded him of just how much he had changed since he’d last been in this room. In the six or seven months since he’d first left home for VAMPS, it felt as if he had aged a decade. He wasn’t even human anymore, for feck’s sake.

Gabriel was standing in the doorway. ‘I guess I got it wrong this time…’ he murmured.

Dillon swallowed, but before he could say anything, Bibiana answered for him. ‘Becoming any form of vampire relatively late in life isn’t easy, Dillon,’ she said, her low voice soft. ‘You have had to adapt to an entirely new identity in a relatively short space of time. Most vampires and dhampirs know what they are from birth, including myself. We all have a vision of how our future life will map out and yours has been swept away and replaced with something you couldn’t have even begun to imagine. Try to remember that while you might be different now, you don’t need to forget who you were. Who knows, in the future, your unique upbringing might even help to bring the human and vampire worlds together…’

He looked up at that. When his eyes locked onto hers, she reached out for his hand. Dillon stood frozen, unable to move. Her exotic, woody aroma filled the small space between them. Almost as if it didn’t belong to him, his right hand reached out to hers.

Instantly, as their fingers touched, a mind connection between them burst open and he felt the necklace at his neck heat suddenly as a wave of fierce emotion rushed over him. Shocked by the force of it, he snatched his hand away and stepped back, ears ringing.

She looked equally shaken. ‘Sorry, Dillon. That’s the first time we have made physical contact since you were small,’ she explained. ‘We have a strong mind connection because of our shared blood, and it is made even stronger by touch. That is one of the reasons we are here, in Patagonia, one of the most remote places on earth. Even vampires rarely travel down this far, and I hope it will give us the space we need to get to know each other after all these years.’

He was silent, mesmerized by her, still finding it hard to believe that she, of all vampires, was his mother.

‘That’s why we’re here, Dillon,’ she said with a small smile, then turned to leave. ‘I’ll leave you to settle in. There’s much I have to attend to.’

He felt cold suddenly, cast adrift, as the heat of the connection between them disappeared with her.

‘I’m sorry, Dill,’ Gabriel said quietly. ‘I know how much you loved our home. I thought this would help.’

‘No, Da, I’m sorry. I’m grateful, really, I am. Like Bibiana said, it’s just that so much has changed. Even this place,’ he said, gesturing at the wild bay through the tinted glass. ‘It’s a lot to take in.’

‘Fair play. I get it. I wish there was another way, but there isn’t. Focus on the upsides – I mean, you just flew here, Dill! And you must’ve grown a foot since last year – you’re almost as handsome as me.’

‘Now you’re slagging me,’ Dillon grinned as they both slipped into the easy banter they used with each other on the boat. ‘What do you call that?’ he teased, indicating Gabriel’s abundant dark hair, now streaked with silver.

‘Yer ma likes it.’

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Chiro, back in vampire form, peered around the door. ‘I’m closing the shutters and securing the place for the day. Bibiana asked if you need any “refreshment”?’

Dillon shook his head, embarrassed at the mention of his vampiric diet in front of his father. ‘I’m fine, thanks, Chiro.’

Chiro nodded. ‘I’ll be around if you need anything,’ he said, disappearing effortlessly behind the closing door.

‘He never seems to sleep,’ Dillon observed.

Gabriel nodded. ‘Your ma neither. Mature vampires need less rest, so she tells me.’

‘How old is she?’ Dillon asked.

Gabriel walked to the door. ‘Never ask a vampire her age, Dill. I’ll let her tell you that.’

Left alone, Dillon jumped as the automatic shutters rolled down over the window and plunged the room into darkness. His eyes quickly adjusted, and he prowled round picking up the odds and ends from his old life, handling them as a stranger would.

Feeling unsettled, he removed his clothes and lowered himself into the soothing depths of the coffin. As he willed himself to relax, his thoughts turned to his vampire friends: Sade, Jeremiah, Cora, Angelo, Frederick and even Ásta and Aron. If the trial for his life had done anything, it had proved that they had accepted him. With a fierce longing, he wished he could see them all now, even though they would have dispersed around the world when term ended.

The coffin lid closed automatically, sealing him into a thick, comforting darkness that deprived his acute senses of any stimu-lus and allowed his mind to float freely. Almost immediately, the memory of Cora’s bewitching scent and the intoxicating taste of her blood taunted him. Even as he drifted, he stirred, trying to block the onslaught, knowing that the exquisite pleasure of the recollection came with equal anguish. Time and time again she had chosen Bram over him.





Chapter Four Romania Bram

The door to Alexandru’s chamber was ajar. Bram focused on keeping his mind blank. His father had banned anyone from entering his quarters and he didn’t want his father to sense him, physically or otherwise. Creeping silently across the thick stone tiles of the corridor outside, Bram approached the gap, the fear of what he might see behind it churning in his stomach.

Every instinct roared at him to turn back, but he knew that he had to face whatever it was. Then he heard a soft growling, and a lapping sound. Reaching out, Bram gently pushed the richly carved wood, opening the door a fraction more.

In the dim light spilling from the chandelier, his father bent over the neck of the young human female laid out upon a crimson ottoman. Bram closed his eyes, willing the vision to be untrue, but when he reopened them, the girl had turned even more deathly pale and Alexandru’s sucking had grown more frenzied.

‘Father, stop!’ Bram choked out, slamming the door open, caution thrown aside.

Alexandru was so caught up in his frantic desire for the girl’s blood, he didn’t hear him.

In one bound, Bram crossed the room and pulled at his father’s shoulder. ‘Father, stop!’ he repeated.

Snarling, Alexandru looked up at him, eyes red with bloodlust, his extended fangs dripping blood.

Bram staggered back, but as the sweet scent of the girl’s blood filled his nostrils, his own bloodlust bloomed, and his throat convulsed. His father, still manic but more lucid now, saw the change in his eyes and laughed, the sound guttural. ‘Like father, like son.’ He indicated the girl’s slender neck, marked with puncture wounds and a slow trickle of blood. ‘Join me.’

For a second Bram hovered, suspended between the irresistible allure of the girl’s blood and horror at how degenerate his father had become. Remembering Madame Dupledge’s control lessons at VAMPS, he pinched his nostrils together, blocking the scent. Stumbling in his haste to get away, he backed towards the door.

‘Virgin blood makes you more powerful than you can imagine, Bram. You need it to get over that dhampir and make yourself stronger. You will take it and you will become VE when you return to VAMPS,’ Alexandru hissed at him, spitting flecks of blood.

Revulsion flooded through Bram as he backed out of the room.

‘I have news for you regarding the dhampir…’ Alexandru’s voice echoed after him as Bram turned and fled along the stark castle’s long, shadowy hallways, up the stone stairs and out onto the turreted walls overlooking the grounds.

‘Leave,’ Bram hissed to the brutal common vampires his father had created to act as guards. For a horrible moment he thought they wouldn’t obey him, then, snarling, their vicious fangs permanently extended, they slunk back inside. Bram leant against the wall and retched again and again. His stomach was empty, having had no sanitized blood for over a month. His father refused to have it in the castle.

Finally, the sickness subsided, and he slid down the wall, pressing his back into the rough stone, needing something solid, painful even, to ground him. He was shaking. ‘Fuck!’ he swore. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’

He tried to calm down, tried not to think about the innocent girl in his father’s chamber. There was nothing Bram could do to help her. If he had taken blood recently he would have tried harder, but he was just as much of a danger to her in this condition. His father was risking everything by drinking virgin blood. As far as Bram could see, all it was doing was turning him fucking crazy.

Since he had arrived home, his father’s behaviour had become increasingly secretive and erratic. Bram knew Alexandru was having illicit meetings with the sort of vampires he would never have consorted with before. Dangerous mercenary vampires that operated in the unseen, shadowy areas of the vampire world, beyond the jurisdiction of the Vampire Court. Vampires that were difficult to control. From the shadows, Bram had watched them arrive at the castle, easily identifiable with their blood-red mohawks, metal-coated fangs and brutish mannerisms.

What the hell should he do? He wasn’t a coward, but he wasn’t yet strong enough to confront his father. Besides, he was going half crazy himself, hanging around with nothing to take his mind off the thought of Cora betraying him with Dillon. ‘Fuck!’ he swore again. How could he have let her get under his skin?

Everything that had happened to him over the past year was down to Dillon. He’d taken VE from him, he’d won the Ice Challenge, he’d seduced Cora, he’d survived the trial and won over most of the vampires at VAMPS. And the blood that Dillon had given Bram to save his life was seriously messing with his head. He could feel its power in his veins and he craved more. Angrily, Bram pounded the stone turret with his fist. If he didn’t become VE in Peak Two, his father’s fury would know no bounds. He had to find a way to get himself together before he returned to VAMPS.





Chapter Five Patagonia Dillon

Dillon sank his fangs into Cora’s neck with a deep, rumbling growl. Her smooth skin and her scent were so overwhelming he closed his eyes, revelling in the moment he’d fantasized about for so long. As her sweet blood began to flow into his mouth, he swallowed in ecstasy…

His throat spasmed, causing him to choke, and his eyes shot open. The coffin lid opened automatically and he blinked up into the shadows, shocked by how much he had enjoyed the visceral feel of Cora’s skin under his fangs.

The house was silent, his sensitive ears picking up only the ticking of the old clock in the kitchen and a faint sound of the wind howling against the thick, no doubt vampire-proof, coffin room window.

Downlights flicked on as he entered the shower room, and he paused at his reflection in the mirror. It was the first time he’d seen himself properly since the trial. The red and black ink of the VAMPS crest tattooed across his heart had become more vivid, and it glimmered just below the fiery stone of the necklace in the centre of his collarbones. When he moved to stretch, the tattoo rippled as if it was alive and the iridescent stone flickered like a flame at his throat.

Transfixed, he stretched again, admiring the way the tattoo stood out and the smooth interplay of the sleek muscles across his porcelain chest. He squeezed some Fangbrite onto the fang brush, feeling the tingle in his gums as his fangs descended. He was startled by how alarming he looked. Tentatively, he prodded the tip of his right fang and hissed as the razor-sharp edge sliced his skin.

It was no surprise that he felt more vampire than human now – he looked like one. Spitting the remaining Fangbrite into the sink, he glanced at his tattoo one more time, tracing its contours, re-living his pride at having received Full Colours. The honour, rarely bestowed on a Peak One vampire, had given him the sense of belonging and self-belief that he had badly needed at VAMPS.

It gave him the resolve to confront Bibiana. Both she and Gabriel had been deliberately vague about their reasons for basically kidnapping him from VAMPS before the end of term. He threw on some clean clothes from the chest of drawers and padded barefoot into the hallway. Four doors down, Gabriel was still asleep in the room he clearly shared with Bibiana. Her clothes were strewn around the room as if she’d ripped them off in a hurry. Cringing, he shut down that thought immediately – he was still acclimatizing to the fact that the powerful Countess Fassano was in a relationship with his father. There was no sign of a coffin and he wondered how they worked out the whole human/vampire relationship thing. He couldn’t comprehend what they saw in each other.

He found Bibiana pacing up and down a windowless office at the end of the hallway, talking into a satellite phone handset. Without looking up, she waved him in. She was issuing instructions at such a high speed he could hardly follow what she was saying, but it sounded like complicated travel arrangements for some event. Hi-tech computers, wires and communication equipment littered the desk as if they’d been set up quickly. A bank of hard drives lined one wall. The room was purely functional save for a couple of photos propped up on the desk, one of Bibiana and Gabriel and another of Bibiana on her own, holding a tiny baby in her arms. Fascinated, he moved closer to examine it. He had never seen a picture of himself as a baby with her before. It had clearly been taken in Ireland. He recognized the misty fields behind her. He, the baby, resembled a porcelain doll with a knitted hat on its head. Bibiana looked the same, only terribly thin, and her eyes were ringed with dark circles. The look of pure, undiluted love pouring out of her face as she looked down on her baby – on him – made his throat tighten in surprise.

‘We weren’t sure you would survive.’

He jumped back at the sound of her low voice right behind him. He hadn’t heard her finish the phone conversation and he momentarily forgot to be angry with her.

‘What happened?’ he asked. Like so much else, Gabriel had been vague about the details of his birth.

‘My body half nurtured your vampire side and half attempted to feed on your non-vampire side. Luckily you were strong enough to fight me, but I had to make myself weak to help you. It is a fault of our species that we struggle to give birth. We both nearly died.’ Her husky voice lowered even further. ‘We would have done if Gabriel hadn’t intervened and saved us.’

‘How?’ he asked.

‘With his love for us,’ she answered. ‘I wouldn’t have pulled through without it.’

Dillon sensed that she wasn’t telling him the whole story. ‘But it must have been more than that.’

She paused for a beat. ‘He gave us blood,’ she said finally.

‘I thought I’d never had blood until I went to VAMPS?’

‘You had it just that once, to keep you alive.’

His anger began to stir again. ‘Why did you decide to keep it hidden from me? To bring me up as a human and hide my vampire side?’

Bibiana ran a hand through her hair. ‘It’s not the time for this conversation. I have a lot on right now and your father should be here.’

‘No!’ He struggled to keep a lid on his sudden rage. ‘Neither of you are putting it off any longer. I need to know why you left me for eighteen years and then sent me to a vampire academy without any preparation. Then, after my friends save me from Nikolas Karayan’s fangs, I finally feel like I belong, and you take me away from them. Surely I’ve earnt the right to know what’s going on?’

Bibiana massaged her temples. ‘I know that it has been difficult for you, Dillon. But please try to believe me when I say there is a bigger picture, and it was for your own good.’

‘I need to understand,’ he said, fighting for control. ‘I’m tired of having no say over my own life.’

Her expression registered surprise, as if she was seeing the situation through his eyes for the first time, and he wondered how she hadn’t realized what it was like for him before.

She grimaced. ‘Like I said, I try not to intrude into your mind. Occasionally, your thoughts are so loud, I cannot help it. You have a passionate nature, it seems.’

He considered himself more the quiet type.

‘Definitely not.’ Her lips curved upwards. ‘Your blood runs hot, Dillon, and you’re right. I have been so caught up in the events going on around us that maybe I haven’t taken enough account of your feelings. However, I have a couple of urgent calls that I must make now. If you can wake your father, I promise you we’ll talk as soon as I’m finished.’

‘Fine,’ he shrugged, curiously deflated now that he’d won the battle.

As he left the room, the comforting smell of hot toast coming from the kitchen told him that Gabriel was up. Dillon found him buttering a slice of soda bread and making a cup of tea. ‘Sleep well?’ he asked him.

Gabriel yawned widely. ‘Nah, I’m banjaxed – my body clock is all over the place.’

On the yacht, Gabriel had covered the day shift. As he continued to drink blood, Dillon had become increasingly sensitive to sunlight, but he had often stayed up past sunrise and sometimes woke early before sunset to keep him company.

Dillon shrugged. ‘You should have thought about that before you got involved with a vampire. Bibiana’s coming along in a while.’

Gabriel’s dark eyebrows rose, disappearing into the thick, tousled hair on his forehead. ‘Sounds serious?’

‘Yeah, well, maybe,’ Dillon said. ‘She’s finally agreed to clear up a few things for me.’

Gabriel took a bite out of his toast and chewed thoughtfully. ‘From the look on your face, you’ve already had a head-to-head with her.’

‘Nah, I just told her the truth – that I’m fed up of being kept in the dark.’

Gabriel took a gulp of tea. ‘I’m still catching up with the fact that you don’t eat or drink this stuff anymore,’ he said, raising his mug. ‘You used to love a cup of tea.’

‘Lots of things have changed, Da.’

‘Too right. Maybe I hoped you’d be the same person you were before. But how could you be? That’s why I was reluctant to let you go, Dill. That’s what I meant when I said you must never lose heart.’

‘I’m the same person inside, Da,’ Dillon reminded him.

‘I know you are,’ Gabriel said, turning to wash his plate in the sink. ‘I’m proud of you. It’s just that the stakes in the vampire world are high. I’ve seen how tough it is for your ma. I guess I wanted to keep you from all of that for longer.’

‘We did what was best for him.’ Bibiana’s firm voice carried across the room from the doorway as she joined them in the kitchen. ‘That reminds me, Dillon, may I see your colours?’

Dillon almost refused, then seeing Gabriel’s face, he lifted his sweatshirt. Gabriel cursed. ‘Jaysus, Dill. It’s alive.’

Bibiana’s eyes gleamed. ‘I wasn’t able to congratulate you as a mother would at the colours ceremony. I told you that it’s a great honour to receive Full Colours in your first year at VAMPS. What I couldn’t say is how proud I am of you.’

His skin flamed as she touched his chest and lightly traced the motto with her fingertips. ‘In Darkness We Shine,’ she read out, her voice so low it was barely a whisper. ‘And you will shine brighter than most, Dillon.’

To his embarrassment, Dillon’s eyes pricked. Angrily, he looked away and changed the subject. ‘I heard that you have Full Colours too?’

Bibiana lifted the hair at the nape of her neck and, turning her back to him, she pulled down the collar of her silk shirt. The tattoo was glorious, even more vibrant than Dillon’s. It appeared to hover over her shoulder blades. Tattooed above the VAMPS crest and motto were two glittering moons. ‘Every VE is marked with a tattoo of the moon at the end of the year that they serve.’ She explained. ‘We had to take you away before you were given yours, but I’ll make sure you receive it when the time is right.’

As she readjusted her collar, covering the tattoos, he noticed the distinctive black onyx Peak Performance ring on her little finger.

‘When will that be?’ he asked, sensing her hesitation.

Without answering, she moved over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and stared out at the moonlit, stormy bay below. ‘Over the past months things have moved quickly. Nikolas Karayan, the Ancient and the head of the Vampire Council who presided over your trial, recognized the stone around your neck and rumours that I am your mother are circulating. I must explain the situation to Count Attanasio before you return. In the vampire world, those of us with pure bloodlines do not bond for love – we form alliances.

‘Our union is one of the most powerful in the vampire world. But we failed to produce the progeny which would have cemented our bloodlines. Then, just over nineteen years ago, I met Gabriel…’

Her eyes met Gabriel’s briefly, revealing a deep emotion. The moment between them was so private, Dillon looked away.

‘We risked everything by choosing to be together, but we did not begin to imagine that I would ever conceive. It is almost unheard of for a female vampire to spawn young with one who is not of our species. I took refuge with Gabriel in the wilds of Ireland until it was time. As I told you, both of us would have died had Gabriel not saved us. All three of us were weak following your birth. The only person I could trust was Lily Dupledge. She procured blood for me and helped us recover.’

Madame Dupledge had looked after him as a baby? Dillon’s thoughts laboured sluggishly as he struggled to keep up.

‘We had no choice but to keep you a secret. Count Attanasio was already suspicious about my absence. I had to return to him as soon as possible and because of the change in the scent of a mother who feeds her young, I was unable to give you blood. I waited until you were a month old so that I was cleansed of your scent, and because his mind skills are strong, I was forced to clear my mind to prevent him from discovering the truth. It broke my heart to lose my memories of you—’ Dillon saw her eyes gleam again, this time with immense sadness.

‘Gabriel allowed your vampire side to remain dormant. We knew that as you reached adulthood, your vampire side would emerge and you would start to crave blood. At VAMPS, you would have a secure access to blood, the time to learn the vampire skills you needed, and Lily could guide you. Gabriel didn’t want you to go but he agreed to take a blood sample from you and let your blood do the deciding for him. Your result divided the governors. We knew your blood was strong, but we did not expect you to be chosen as Vampire Elect. As you know, it drew unwelcome attention.

‘Alexandru has been courting Count Attanasio in the hope of forming an alliance. If the Count finds out for certain that you are my son… there is a possibility I could be cast out of the Vampire Court entirely.

‘I believe, and your father believes, we should live in harmony with humans and further civilization for our mutual benefit. Lily Dupledge, with the backing of most of the governors and the Ancients, has educated generations of young vampires with just that philosophy. Alexandru is amassing a sizable faction of vampires who feel that we should emerge from the shadows to take our “rightful” place at the pinnacle of society. Alexandru’s approach will return us to the Dark Ages, and we cannot turn the clock back – the human species is developing technology that rivals our skills. I see no advantage in becoming their adversaries once again.’

Bibiana had begun to talk faster and faster as she became more passionate. Now, however, she paused.

‘I still don’t know why you couldn’t have told me most of this before I went to VAMPS,’ Dillon said, his anger swelling once again. ‘Everything would have made so much more sense.’

‘If Alexandru had discovered that I was your mother, you would have been in even more danger.’ Her voice lowered as she laced each word with emotion. ‘You must understand that Alexandru and others have been envious of my position for centuries. Now, for the first time, I have a weakness they will take every opportunity to exploit…’

She paused for a second to compose herself. ‘… Believe me, Dillon, I would not have let Nikolas Karayan take your life. Chiro was ready to step in. Count Attanasio is a member of the Vampire Council and, though you were not aware of him, he was present that night. Even at that point I hoped I could keep the fact that I am your mother from them. The firestone was a stupid oversight.

‘The time we have here now is precious respite; it has not been possible for us to be together as a family before. But the time is coming when I must face Count Attanasio and the Ancients, and you must return to VAMPS.’





Chapter Six Geneva Sade

Sade stared out of the tinted, bulletproof windows of the isolated building, situated high up on the hillside. As a thick curtain of darkness came down on the sunset show, lights all over the sprawling lakeside city below blinked on.

Having been crazily busy since she’d arrived at the secret Institute of Vampire Virology in Geneva for a summer internship, it was the first time that Sade had had a moment to herself. Almost immediately, her thoughts turned to Dillon. Madame Dupledge had insisted he was safe, explaining that his father had taken him away to recover from the trauma of the trial, but why hadn’t Dillon contacted her? As soon as she’d had the thought, she chastised herself for being selfish. Obviously, he needed time alone with his father. But, then again, she had put herself in danger to save his life. Surely he should have messaged her at the very least?

‘There you are.’ Sade’s blood sister, Stella, strode into the room. Despite the fifty-year age gap, she had the same exquisite bone structure and smooth glowing skin as Sade, but whereas Sade’s eyes were huge and deer-like, Stella’s were sharp as an eagle’s and fiercely intelligent. She had trained as a vampire doctor for those occasions when vampires were so seriously injured they needed assistance to heal, though she had recently been seconded to the institute to help investigate a mystery virus that had already killed five vampires. Stella waved a sealed plastic package at her. ‘I picked up the protective equipment for you. Time to see if you really have a leaning towards healing.’

Sade nervously accompanied Stella down a pristine white corridor lit by dim night lights into the prep room where Stella showed her how to put the equipment on. As she tightened her mask, her fingers shook. Like most vampires, she had never been ill, and she had a deep instinctive fear of it. ‘You’ll be fine,’ Stella reassured her.

Stella led her through two sets of thick, plastic-sealed double doors into the Vampire Intensive Care Unit. The only illumin-ation came from six vertical pods that glowed with an eerie white light, revealing the yellowy, half-desiccated vampires suspended inside. Five of the vampires hung motionless with one eye open and one eye shut, and each of those single eyes appeared to scream at her for help.

The sixth, who had both eyes open but couldn’t move her head, followed their progress into the room, silently imploring them to release her from whatever hell she was in. Sade felt her chest tighten. The vision of Dillon – still and pale as a statue on the ceremonial stone, Nikolas Karayan bent over him ready to drain his blood – flashed into her mind and she panicked, pulling at the mask over her face.

‘Get a grip, Sade,’ Stella hissed out of the corner of her mouth.

Struggling to find some inner strength, Sade clamped down hard on her panic, refusing to let it spiral out of control. What the hell was going on? She couldn’t recall having emotional issues like this before VAMPS, before Dillon.

Stella prodded her in the direction of the male vampire suspended in the nearest pod. ‘We’re not sure how the virus originated, but we know it’s blood-borne. Most likely, it jumped from human to vampire via a mutation. We’re constantly warning vampires not to engage in the illegal practice of drinking directly from humans, given their blood hasn’t been through the sanitization process, but it seems there are always ignorant vampires who refuse to give up the old ways.’

Sade gulped and pretended to examine the monitors at the side of the pod. She had drunk Dillon’s blood. Since he’d disappeared from VAMPS, she hadn’t been able to think straight. She constantly craved his presence, his scent. The taste of his blood.

With a huge effort, she forced herself to refocus on what Stella was saying.

‘The biggest worry is that it will start spreading before we know how to treat it. So far, daily blood transfusions are only delaying the inevitable.’

‘Have you tried vampire blood?’ Sade asked, her throat convulsing.

‘Large quantities of vampire blood can cause… complications. Why do you ask?’ Stella’s eagle eyes narrowed suddenly.

Sade couldn’t meet her sister’s gaze. ‘Um, the half vampire, Dillon. The one whose blood we asked you to test. He gave his blood to Bram Danesti when he was injured in the Peak One challenge. It saved his life.’

Stella paused. ‘There’s a rumour circulating that he’s Countess Fassano’s son.’

Sade was shocked silent. No wonder Dillon’s blood was so powerful.

Stella’s eyes narrowed further. ‘What’s going on, Sade?’

She squirmed under Stella’s fierce gaze. An unusual tingling heat rose up her face. ‘I wanted to help Dillon find out more about his mother by analysing his blood. But in the process of obtaining it, I inadvertently ingested… some.’

‘Some?’

Sade dropped her eyes. ‘More than a few sips.’

There was a pause before Stella continued, her voice low, ‘Is it troubling you?’

‘A little,’ she gulped. ‘His blood. It’s quite… alluring.’ Each of the sunken vampire’s eyes appeared to bore into her suddenly.

‘Keep this to yourself for now, Sade – until we know more,’ Stella advised, her voice barely audible above the hum of the equipment. ‘If you do want to learn to heal it’s the sort of boundary that shouldn’t be crossed.’





Chapter Seven Patagonia Dillon

The stinging shock of the freezing cold air as Dillon and Chiro dived off the mountain ridge into the howling night sky had never felt so welcome. Dillon’s mind was still spinning from Bibiana’s revelations. Chiro spoke only to issue terse flying commands, pushing Dillon to fly harder and faster up and down the wild mountain peaks.

It was only when he began making mistakes, struggling to execute the minute adjustments necessary for flying at high speed in the tricky mountain thermals, that Chiro slowed the pace and led him into a wide circle back towards home.

‘That’s enough for now,’ Chiro said, his voice even hoarser in the cold air. ‘Your innate abilities only take you so far. Tomorrow night, we’ll start an intensive strength programme. We need to build up your stamina.’

Dillon tried to nod but the air current immediately pulled at him. ‘Seems like I’m here for a while anyway.’

‘The stakes are higher now. We need to prepare you for your return.’

They flew in silence for a while, and although they were once again gliding along the glacier, gleaming pale and sculptural below them, Dillon barely noticed it.

‘I still don’t buy the reason Bibiana left for so many years without any contact,’ he blurted out, suddenly.

Chiro didn’t answer. They crested the mountains that circled the bay and swooped under the rock overhang, landing back on the ridge outside the door. While Dillon bent over to recover – flying always exhausted him despite his vampire strength – Chiro spent an inordinately long time searching for the key fob to open the outer security door. ‘You understand that if you occupy an important role, sometimes it is necessary to forfeit one’s personal interests?’

Dillon looked up at him, startled by his grave tone and nodded. ‘I guess.’

Chiro’s red eyes gleamed at him through the darkness. ‘Bibiana has been doing that for two centuries. No one has made greater sacrifices than her. I have been at her side for most of that time. I more than anyone know how much it cost her to leave you. She didn’t see you grow up, Dillon. It’s why she finds it hard to comprehend that you can’t suppress your feelings for the greater good. She is forgetting that you weren’t reared from birth to occupy an important position like she was. I understand it’s hard for you, Dillon, but you need to accept and prepare for the role that will be expected of you now.’

Dillon stared at him. He had never heard Chiro say so many words at one time. ‘I guess I’ll try to think more about where Bibiana’s coming from,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s hard when she keeps me in the dark, though. Like this “role that’s expected of me”. You all keep alluding to it and I haven’t a fecking clue what I’m meant to be doing.’

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Chiro said. ‘You have the blood of Bibiana Fassano, of the great Adriano Fassano. You will follow in their footsteps.’

Dillon’s first impulse was to laugh. ‘I’m not cut out for that,’ he blurted. ‘I’m not even a proper vampire.’

‘Accept the power of your blood, Dillon,’ Chiro rebuked him, opening the outer door, and leading him into the living area. ‘Wait here a second,’ he said and disappeared.

He returned moments later with a battered leather tome. ‘Read this,’ he said, passing it over. The well-worn cover was decorated with elaborate flowing symbols.

Dillon was surprised by its weight. ‘What is it?’

‘The history of your vampire bloodline. You don’t know what you come from. This will help you understand what it means to be a Fassano. Your friends will treat you differently once they know Bibiana’s your dame.’

‘If they ever forgive me.’

Chiro tutted impatiently. ‘I’ve got to sort some things out for Bibiana. Do you need anything before I go?’

‘Nah, I’m fine,’ Dillon lied. ‘You get on.’ He was feeling a little bloodthirsty after two flights but he still hated to acknow-ledge his need for it and Chiro was clearly keen to be off.

He wandered over to his room, laid back in his coffin and stared at the book. Hand drawn in beautiful, blood-red ink, it traced the illustrious Fassano family tree back to his Ancient sire, Ignatios, who, incredibly, appeared to have ruled over a mini empire in fifth-century Constantinople. Bibiana’s official birthdate was recorded as 1770 – no wonder Gabriel had been cagey about her age.

Sighing, he let the book fall open on his chest, overwhelmed by the weight of expectation. Chiro was right: he was no longer the dhampir without a name. Fassano blood flowed strong in his veins and everyone, including his friends when he returned to VAMPS, would expect him to live up to it.





Chapter Eight England Cora

Dressed in her underwear, Cora sat cross-legged on the battered coffin that had been passed down the de Courtenay family for centuries and peered in the baroque mirror on the wall opposite. She’d just returned from another marathon night flight and she looked awful – pale with hollow, bruised eyes. She desperately needed blood, but she hadn’t felt like drinking much since she’d returned home from VAMPS.

After the high-octane intensity of everything that had happened at the academy, she was bored. She filled her time either on long, solitary flights or uncharacteristically holed up in her coffin room. Her parents had insisted that she attend their annual summer ball that night. The last thing she wanted to do was charm a bunch of old vampire has-beens, or, worse, the eligible vampires her age who would hang on her every word, begging for details about VAMPS.

Her brother, Zach, had always made these events bearable. He was naturally brilliant at everything and had a magnetism that drew vampires to him, but, as her mother always said, like Icarus, he flew too close to the sun. Far too close for a vampire, Cora thought. Even though he was Vampire Elect, he’d dis-appeared near the end of his second year at VAMPS and no one had seen or heard from him since. Fuck, she missed him.

She’d feared the worst – that he was dead. She’d thought that his disappearance had something to do with Bram’s dad
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