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To Rob










1 New Blood



In a valley high up in the Swiss Alps nestles the tiny village of Arnes. Majestic snow-covered mountains tower over a cluster of wooden buildings and block the low winter sun, rendering it too cold and dark to be a popular ski resort.


At 5.30 p.m. on the first day of November, it was already pitch black. The soft glow of the street lanterns and the festive lights that garlanded the narrow high street were the only sources of light. The ancient village shop was closed; the white-washed church cold and empty. The faded green shutters that adorned each chalet were shut tight. Despite their jolly Christmas wreaths, every front door was barred shut.


Not a soul was to be seen. A thick layer of snow blanketed the entire village, and the silence was heavy. Even the soft spray of the waterfall, normally flowing down the east side of the mountain, was still – temporarily frozen in time.


The throaty roar of a powerful engine broke the stillness and, seconds later, a bright red Lamborghini Urus raced over icy cobbles and skidded to a stop in the town square. The passenger door opened, and a willowy girl stepped out. Ice-blonde hair fell in an immaculate, glossy sheet down her back. She was dressed expensively in skin-tight white jeans, a thick faux-fur gilet and matching knee-high boots.


Glancing up the high street with piercing ice-blue eyes, she exclaimed, ‘Is this really it?’


A tall, handsome man, who didn’t look old enough to be her father, stepped out of the other side.


‘What did you expect, Celeste?’ he growled. ‘I warned you.’


‘I was thinking of something quaint but sophisticated – like Gstaad.’


‘Far too busy,’ replied her father. ‘Given our special requirements, this place is perfect.’





Some distance away, Dillon Halloran was uncomfortably aware that they were almost at their destination. A light sweat broke out across his forehead. He and his father, Gabriel, had travelled up the narrow valley in a sled pulled by eight huskies. Six kilometres out, one of the dogs had broken her harness, but despite Dillon’s efforts, it hadn’t sabotaged their journey; it only delayed them by half an hour.


Now, at the far edge of the village, long before the street lanterns began, the dogs began to slow, then halt completely, forcing Gabriel to brake the sled hard. The pack stood motionless, eyes fixed on the distant village, and then, collectively, they let out a long low howl. Dillon leaned into his father, pointing at the agitated huskies.


‘That’s weird, Da. It’s like they know there’s something not right up there.’


Gabriel knew animals, and he knew to trust their instincts. There was a sense of unease in the air, and Dillon saw him fight back the desire to turn the dogs around and escape as fast as he could back down the mountain.


As the steam from the animals’ nostrils rose in clouds around them, Dillon turned to Gabriel and pleaded, ‘I don’t want to go. Please don’t make me.’


Gabriel sighed, ‘Dillon, we have been through this. I promised your mother that as soon as you turned eighteen…’


‘What makes you so desperate to keep a promise to a woman who didn’t even care enough to stick around for us, Da?’


‘I told you – it’s complicated. She left to protect you, and I must uphold my promise to her.’


Dillon scowled. ‘Protect me? Protect me from what exactly?’


‘This is why you need to go. You need to learn about yourself and the world your mother comes from.’


Dillon shook his head angrily. ‘She wasn’t interested in my world – why should I care about hers?’


‘You can’t change who you are. Look, there is no time to talk now. You are already late.’


‘C’mon, Da, none of this makes any sense. Can we not just turn back and go home?’


Gabriel said nothing but hugged Dillon tight.


‘I’ve kept you safe all your life, son. But I can’t do that anymore. And I think deep down you already know that.’ Gabriel glanced at his watch again. ‘You’ve got to go. You need to learn about yourself. But remember Dillon –’ Gabriel pointed to his chest, thumping his heart as he spoke – ‘This – this is what makes us who we are.’


As he pulled Dillon close, he slid an antique chain over his head. The strange fiery stone at the centre of the triangle-shaped pendant glimmered as it caught the moonlight.


‘Wear this with pride, son. It means a lot to me. It was your ma’s, but she wanted me to give it to you. Keep it on always and no matter what happens up there, never…’ He broke off and cleared his throat. ‘Never ever lose heart.’


There was no time to examine the chain now. Struggling to hold back his emotion, Dillon tucked it under the neck of his jumper and felt it heavy on his chest, just above his heart. After one final hug, he wrenched himself away from his father. Strapping on the snowshoes Gabriel had made for him back in Ireland, his eyes blurred. He blinked furiously and began to plunge across the snow, not trusting himself to look back. After a pause, he heard his father whistle to the dogs and then their excited yelps as the sled turned and headed back the way they had come.


He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t hear the two snowmobiles until they were almost upon him. He swore loudly and threw himself to the side as one of the riders shouted something at him, swerved violently and hurtled past.





At the sound of snowmobiles approaching fast from the south, Celeste and her father both turned with lightning speed. Within minutes, the first one appeared, shot through the alpine trees and landed in a flashy circle, spraying snow and ice in a plume behind it. The drop-dead gorgeous boy straddling it cut the engine and, with the grace of a natural athlete, leapt off in a single high bound. His brown eyes were bright with the exhilaration of the ride, and he shook snow out of his dark hair. He clocked Celeste and struggled to tear his eyes away as, remembering his manners, he extended his hand towards her father and introduced himself.


‘Hi, I’m Ace. Nice to meet you, sir.’


Celeste’s father assessed him coldly before, ignoring Ace’s hand, he replied, ‘I’m Eric Torstensson, and this is my daughter, Celeste.’


Ace’s eyes drank in her flawless face. ‘Great to meet you,’ he drawled in a relaxed American accent.


Celeste, clearly used to everyone falling at her feet, smiled graciously. ‘Nice entrance.’


Ace ran a hand through his artfully long fringe. ‘Yeah, well, this place is pretty remote. My folks had to stay back in Florida to sort out a couple of last-minute issues, so I thought I might as well have some fun.’


The two local men on the second skidoo had hurriedly unloaded a trunk and a leather holdall from a sled attached behind. Without stopping to say goodbye, they revved the engines and sped away, bouncing high over snowy bumps in their haste.


‘Can’t think why they didn’t want to hang around.’ Ace smirked.


Celeste chuckled, revealing perfect, slightly pointed white teeth and stepped closer to the Lamborghini as two blacked-out Mercedes G wagons and an Aston Martin DBX purred up. Romanian flags fluttered on the bonnets of the Mercedes and a chauffeur hastened round to open the back door of the first car. Bodyguards jumped out of the second car as a fine-boned, raven-haired boy dressed in a dark wool coat unfurled his long legs from the back seat.


‘Bram Danesti,’ he announced in slightly accented English, casting a somewhat haughty gaze over them and, unlike Ace, managing not to betray a flicker of interest in Celeste’s beauty.


‘Ah, Bram, you must be Alexandru’s son. Is your father here?’ Celeste’s father asked, ‘I need to talk to him urgently.’ He strode over to talk to the striking but intimidating man who had emerged from the other side of the Mercedes.


Bram turned to Celeste. ‘You’ll probably know then that my father was chosen to lead his year for three years running. I’m expecting to follow in his footsteps.’


Celeste didn’t blink an eyelid. ‘Nice to meet you too.’


Bram’s eyes narrowed slightly.


‘I think you’ll find that I’m a strong contender,’ she continued with icy poise.


Bram smirked. ‘Let’s wait and see.’


Ace stepped forward, hand outstretched. ‘Hi, Ace Ellison.’


Dragging his eyes away from Celeste, Bram also ignored his hand. ‘Ah, you’re the orange juice heir.’


Ace’s perfectly chiselled face betrayed no hint of annoyance at the mocking tone. ‘That’s right, my father built his entire business empire on orange juice. He tells me that, even in our world, too much privilege kills ambition. One of the reasons I made my own way here,’ he said, eyes sweeping over the two Mercedes and the bodyguards.


Bram’s jaw tightened. He was about to reply, but Celeste spoke first.


‘Now he looks interesting…’ she mused.


An exceptionally tall and muscled boy strolled towards them. Wearing just a casual T-shirt with jeans and appearing impervious to the cold, his huge biceps rippled as he slung a bag over his shoulder. His dreadlocks were finely twisted and drawn in a luxuriant ponytail down his back. A single ancient gold coin pendant gleamed against his neck. For a second, Celeste, Ace and Bram stared.


Unperturbed, he introduced himself. ‘Hey, I’m Jeremiah.’ His voice was deep and musical with a gentle Caribbean lilt.


Celeste recovered her manners first and, flicking her hair over one shoulder, smiled up at him, ‘Hi, I’m Celeste.’


Jeremiah smiled an easy smile back at her. ‘Celeste, nice name.’


‘Thank you,’ she indicated to her father, who was talking intently to Bram’s dad. ‘It was my father’s mother’s name. Have you travelled far?’


‘I’m based just outside Montego Bay, so just a hop across the Atlantic, I guess.’


The loud throb of a sleek black helicopter appearing over the mountains filled the valley with noise. As it swept down and started its descent, Celeste winced and covered her sensitive ears with a pair of fur-lined earmuffs. Powerful landing lamps flooded the old outdoor ice rink with light and, as it neared touch down, the spinning rotor blades created a temporary blizzard. From the maelstrom of swirling snow and bright light, a boy and girl leaped out and, bending low to avoid the blades, sprinted with cheetah-like grace across the snowy ice towards the group.


Close up, the boy looked hard as nails. He had close-cropped fair hair and an impressive array of tattoos. He shouted over the engines, ‘I am Aron and this is my twin sister, Ásta. We have travelled here from Iceland and we’re excited to meet you.’


Ásta looked anything but pleased and shook her blunt blonde bob in irritation at her brother. Above razor-sharp cheekbones, her shrewd green eyes measured Celeste’s stunning icy beauty.





Dillon was still battling through the snow towards the village. As he had flung himself out of the way of the skidoos, one of the straps on his left snowshoe had snapped. He had tied it back as best he could, but his progress had been painfully slow. The sight of the sleek black helicopter sweeping overhead added to his irritation and sweat dripped down his face as he dragged his left foot out of the snow yet again.


At last, he reached the main road into the village, and he was able to remove the snowshoes. Just as he started walking again, a Ferrari FF whipped round the last mountain bend and howled past him up the main street.


‘God’s sake,’ he muttered. ‘Who the feck are these people?’





The Ferrari screeched to a halt in front of the other cars and a wickedly gorgeous boy slid out of the impossibly low seat. He had the small, wiry frame of a racing driver and looked just as glamorous with his slanting, mischievous eyes, diamond earring and dark, wavy hair. He headed straight over to the group, leather jacket slung over a shoulder, and almost asphyxiated them with cologne. With a wolfish smile for Celeste and Ásta, he introduced himself as Angelo da Silva, son of world-famous polo player Seve da Silva.


Sparks flew as he and Ásta locked eyes. ‘Delighted to meet you, Angelo,’ she smirked, looking up at him through her heavily mascaraed lashes.


A lithe and exquisitely beautiful Nigerian girl who had arrived at the same time as the helicopter stood slightly to the side of the group of excited teenagers. Her instantly recognisable parents, who were famous scientists, were engaged in conversation with the other parents. She hung her head and stared at her feet, making patterns in the snow with the toe of her boot.


Ace was about to call her over but was distracted by the sight of Dillon dressed in a shabby woollen jumper and walking up the high street with a rucksack and his snowshoes strapped to his back.


‘Jeez, that’s the dumbass we almost ran into back down the valley,’ he exclaimed. ‘What’s he doing here?’





As he approached the group, Dillon’s heart began to beat faster. He had never seen such a group of glamorous and intimidating people in his life. What was his father thinking?


Swallowing the urge to turn and run back the way he had come and not knowing who was in charge, he addressed both the teenagers and the small group of parents. ‘Sorry I’m late, had a bit of trouble back there.’ Every set of eyes turned to stare at him. ‘I’m Dillon Halloran,’ he added nervously. The boy he’d glimpsed roaring past him in the flashy Ferrari inched closer, narrowing his eyes, looking for all the world as if he was ready to pounce and eat him alive.


‘What is he doing here?’ he hissed.


‘I was told this is the meeting place,’ Dillon said, standing his ground but feeling his heart pound.


‘Leave it, Angelo!’ hissed the tough-looking girl next to him and attempted unsuccessfully to pull him away.


One of the tall, handsome boys standing in the main group broke the silence. ‘Snowshoes? I thought they died out in the eighteenth century!’ he joked.


Dillon shifted his feet awkwardly but lifted his chin and looked him in the eye. ‘My da made these for me with his own hands. And they got me here, didn’t they?’


‘Ah, sorry… Dillon did you say? I’m Ace. That’s very clever of your father. I wish I’d had them instead of my snowmobile,’ he deadpanned.


Ace’s expression was so smooth, Dillon wasn’t sure if he was taking the piss or not.


‘Yeah, those snowmobiles look a handful to drive,’ Dillon shrugged. As most of the others were still staring at him, and he was unsure of the protocol, Dillon edged closer to the beautiful girl who was standing to the side and looked less intimidating than the others. ‘Hi, I’m Dillon.’


As she looked at him with her huge brown eyes, he was reminded of a deer about to bolt back to the safety of the woods.


‘I know, you just said,’ she replied.


‘Jaysus, sorry,’ he muttered, feeling like a complete idiot. Clearly, she wasn’t as shy as she looked.


She seemed to take pity on him. ‘I’m Sade. You made quite an entrance.’


‘Nice to meet you, Sade. You wouldn’t know why everyone’s staring at me, would you – or what his problem is?’ he asked, inclining his head towards Angelo who, fortunately, had been distracted and was now showing the Ferrari off to the others.


‘You really don’t know?’ Sade asked.


‘Seriously, no. It’s not the clothes, is it?’


‘Well, I don’t wish to be rude –’ she fiddled with a gold bracelet as she spoke – ‘but you look – how shall I put it – different. If you notice, none of us, lighter or darker-skinned, ever change.’


‘What do you mean? My skin?’


‘Well, sorry, but you look a bit hot and sweaty – your cheeks are flushed.’


Self-consciously, he pushed back his dark, messy curls and looked round the group. It was true. Despite the cold, everyone looked startlingly perfect. Not a single person’s nose was red or running, and their skin was so smooth and uniform it looked poreless as if carved from marble.


‘And we all heard that,’ she added, pointing at his heart.


‘Ah, well now, you’ll have to excuse me for breathing!’ he exclaimed.


‘Shush!’ she whispered, looking around nervously.


‘Do you know everyone?’


‘Not really, but I think the tall blonde is called Celeste. You already met Ace – he seems to have already made his play to be the joker of the pack. Ásta and Aron are the Icelandic twins. She distracted Angelo, who owns the Ferrari, for you. The moody, dark one is Bram, and the huge, stunning one is Jeremiah.’


‘Ah grand, looks like I’m going to fit right in… as the mascot,’ he joked and was rewarded with a smile that lit up her whole face.


A soft whistling noise distracted them, and they both looked up. A peregrine falcon and a raven glided over their heads and landed gracefully in the centre of the town square. Immediately, they transformed into a supernaturally beautiful woman and a sharp-looking man with a gleaming black beard.


An awed hush settled over the entire group. Dillon, who was staring open-mouthed, guessed the woman must be the headmistress. A headmistress who had just transformed from a bird. He shook his head in disbelief, but as her penetrating emerald-green eyes swept over him, he experienced a very real mixture of adoration and terror.


Although she looked small next to the teenagers surrounding her, she radiated power and poise. A hooded, fine woollen cape only partly concealed the thick auburn curls tumbling to her waist and perfect porcelain skin. A deep red velvet dress, the same colour as her lips, clung to hourglass curves, enhanced by a narrow filigree gold chain clasped about her waist.


‘Welcome to Arnes, and congratulations.’ Her voice was low and musical. ‘I am Madame Dupledge, headmistress of the oldest and most exclusive vampire finishing academy in the world: Vampire Academiae ad Meritum, Peritia et Scientia. Commonly known as VAMPS, it stands for excellence, skill and knowledge. You are joining an elite group who have benefited from their education here and gone on to achieve great things in the world. I hope you will utilise your stay here well and, in time, fulfil your own potential.’


Surreptitiously, Dillon looked round at the others as Madame Dupledge spoke. Ace, Bram and Celeste looked determined. Ásta rolled her eyes and Angelo smirked back at her.


‘This –’ she gestured to the man next to her – ‘Is Mr Hunt.’


The bearded man, who was wearing a sleek black ski jacket, bowed but didn’t smile.


‘He is our Deputy Head and will be instructing you on the next stage of the journey. The location of VAMPS is a closely guarded secret. We try to minimise travel to and from the academy as much as possible. As such you will be with us for the duration of the darkest months until the end of our year on March 31st.’


Dillon looked down at his boots to hide a wave of homesickness and horror. How was he going to survive five months with a bunch of hostile vampires?


‘Now, we have disturbed the villagers enough for tonight. Please say goodbye to your parents and let us prepare to leave as soon as possible. Some students have already arrived and are waiting to meet you.’


As everyone collected their luggage and said goodbye to their parents, Dillon watched Bram’s father draw Madame Dupledge aside and engage her in an intense conversation. After she graciously dismissed him to talk to another parent, his face darkened with fury, and he spoke to Bram urgently. Both shot Dillon a hostile glare. Hurriedly, he looked away, but he was pretty sure he’d got the message. The dark, brooding Bram and his father were not happy about him joining VAMPS.


To distract himself, he watched the casual farewells between the others and their parents. There was no sign of the emotional wrench that had occurred between himself and his father. Sade’s parents appeared to be issuing instructions rather than hugs before they left, and he saw her hang her beautifully shaped head like a delicate orchid.


As the supercars and luxury SUVs began to drive away, Mr Hunt shouted out instructions. ‘Listen up, everyone. I need you to form two groups: Fliers and Non-Fliers.’


Dillon had no idea what either was. ‘Flier? What in the hell does that mean?’ he whispered to Sade, who had kindly returned to stand next to him.


‘If you don’t know, you’re a Non-Flier – trust me. I’m a Non, too.’


Dillon watched as Ace and Aron high-fived and whooped as they joined the flier group. Bram, Celeste, Ásta and Jeremiah joined them, grinning.


‘I expect perfect behaviour on this flight,’ Mr Hunt warned, his sharp, bird-like eyes raking over each of them.


‘The rest of you will travel with Madame Dupledge. Leave your luggage; the school porters will be here shortly.’


‘Shame,’ Angelo muttered, shooting a snide glance at Dillon. ‘I could do with a snack.’


Ásta snorted and tried to cover her smile as Mr Hunt directed a disapproving frown at them.


‘Everyone coming with me: prepare yourselves.’


Ace, Aron and Jeremiah whooped again.


‘Wanna bet on who gets there first?’ Ace asked.


Celeste and Ásta sighed.


‘Ready?’ Mr Hunt leant forward, poised like a bird about to take flight. ‘We go on the count of three.’


The teenagers stopped jostling each other and were instantly stone-still and alert.


‘One… Two… Three,’ roared Mr Hunt and suddenly they were gone.


Dillon started. ‘Hold on a minute – where did they just go?’


Sade looked at him curiously. ‘You really don’t know much about us, do you?’ she noted, not unkindly.


‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Next to nothing. My ma left when I was born, and it was just me and my da. He shielded me from all of this. It’s all doing my head in, to be honest. I only found out a week ago I was coming here.’


‘My family is one of the elite vampire families. I have had to live up to my siblings and my parents’ expectations my whole life,’ she sighed. ‘You are lucky to be free.’


‘I wouldn’t call this lucky,’ Dillon replied with feeling. ‘This is straight up weird.’


‘Come now. Join me,’ Madame Dupledge interrupted, beckoning the remaining group towards her in the centre of the town square.


With some trepidation, Dillon approached her. Sade and Angelo followed. Close up, her allure was palpable as was a sweet, overpowering scent. Dillon’s head swam, and he felt overwhelmed with a desire to please her.


‘Now,’ she said, ‘hold onto my cape, and whatever happens, do not let go.’


Still wary of Angelo, Dillon stood on the other side of Sade and, as he reached out and grasped her cape, he felt a jolt of electricity shoot through his entire body. Every nerve tingled and pulsed as if he had plunged into icy water.


‘Well done.’ Madame Dupledge smiled her approval. Turning to them all, she added, ‘Enjoy…’


With a slight tremor, like the flutter of a bat’s wing, they dissolved into thin air. Except for the abandoned piles of luggage, the village square was silent once more. Just one green shutter opened a fraction, and a young boy peered out before his mother shouted, and it slammed shut again.










2 First Blood



The cold mountain air stung Dillon’s face like a hard slap. His cheeks smarted, and his eyes streamed. He gasped, incredulous that he was airborne and swore out loud. Instantly, the wind tore his breath away. They were shooting over clusters of fir trees and expanses of snow at an incredible speed. Every time they changed direction or height, there was a corresponding vibration through the cloak into his hand. A rising sense of panic and nausea threatened to overwhelm him.


‘Come on, Dillon, keep it together,’ he growled to himself. ‘Just don’t let go.’


Madame Dupledge led them. He, Sade and Angelo were strung out behind her in tight arrow formation. Her cape flapped wildly, and he clung on, petrified. As if sensing his panic, she turned, red curls flying and whispered to him. Somehow, despite the roaring in his ears, he heard her.


‘Take deep breaths – it will pass. Try to enjoy it.’


He gulped mouthfuls of freezing air and as his eyes adjusted to the velocity, he glanced over at the others. Sade smiled encouragingly, and he relaxed a little. Madame Dupledge’s cape, with its hum of invisible energy, flowed into his hand, calming him, and, as they began to head higher, the scenery below changed, becoming starkly beautiful. An abandoned ski resort swept past and, turning north, his body shuddered as they swooped up the eerie glistening face of a glacier. Climbing higher and higher, they finally emerged at the top, and Madame Dupledge pointed at something in the distance. Dillon couldn’t see anything, just a series of pale mountain peaks disappearing into the distance on the far side of a huge frozen lake. Sade and Angelo obviously had sharper eyesight – or at least knew what they were looking for – as they both nodded and smiled. Madame Dupldege took them into a fast dive back down towards the lake and as his stomach howled in protest, Dillon focused on not throwing up rather than the view. As they sped low over the frozen lake, he began to feel more comfortable closer to the ground and paid closer attention to the way Madame Dupledge positioned her body. His grip on her cape loosened as he discovered that he could alter his direction by slightly rotating his shoulders. The sensation that he was actually flying sent a surge of adrenaline through him that went straight to his head, and he missed Madame Dupledge’s warning to hold on tight. As she swooped suddenly to the right, her cape ripped out of his hand.


For a millisecond, he clutched at thin air, and then with a sickening plunging sensation, he dropped several metres. He was spinning, his arms and legs flailing wildly. The frozen surface of the lake plummeted up towards him. Instantly, Madame Dupledge dived, and he glimpsed Sade and Angelo’s shocked faces before she grasped the back of his jumper. They skimmed the ice for a few seconds and they lifted off again.


‘I told you to hold on,’ she hissed, looking furiously over her shoulder. ‘You have a lot to learn.’


Shocked silent and hyperventilating, he nodded. More than a lot. He was still so caught up in the internal agony of making a complete fool of himself that he didn’t pay much attention to the landscape until they began approaching the first mountain range. There was something about it that made him look again and, as they drew closer, he realised the peak wasn’t real at all. An incredible, futuristic building had been built into the mountain. Shaped like an inverted fang, it soared towards the clouds. It was entirely clad in gun-grey-metal diamond-shaped panels that gleamed silver where the moonlight caught them. There didn’t appear to be any windows or doors. Dillon felt his heart thud with fear – it looked both stunning and supremely sinister.


Madame Dupledge swept them up the face of the mountain. Briefly, Dillon saw the four of them – and his pale, fear-frozen face – reflected in the building’s shiny surface. When Madame Dupledge circled over the top, he realised that there were two projections, one at the front and one at the back, linked by two convex sides that curved down in the middle. What looked like an enormous oval magnifying glass set on a low metal and glass dome formed the roof. Dim light from the centre of the building softly illuminated the sky like a giant torch.


‘Woah, would you look at that!’ he gasped in surprise. He had been expecting some mouldy, old, gothic castle.


Madame Dupledge nodded and, as she took them on one more circuit around the roof, she gestured at another two mountain peaks in the near distance. ‘Those are the lodges for the older vampires – they are known as Peak Two and Peak Three.’


Dillon peered over, but they looked like normal mountains to him; clearly, whatever was there was also well disguised. The next second, Madame Dupledge swooped them straight down the back of the building and a quarter of a way down the mountain face. He almost yelled out as she twisted and flew directly at a wall of rock. At the last second, a discreet metal door slid open, and they shot deep into the side of the mountain. His heart lurched again. There was no way he was getting out of here unless he learnt to fly. They continued along a wide concrete tunnel, lit with dim fluorescent lights and dotted with sleek CCTV cameras. After the stunning exterior, it seemed surprisingly utilitarian. Finally, they approached another door.


‘Get ready,’ Madame Dupledge said, putting on the brakes and landing them gently on the concrete.


Like an astronaut returning to Earth, Dillon’s legs wobbled as he acclimatised to the feeling of solid ground beneath his feet again. Silently, the door opened, and a rectangle of light spilled out. A vampire dressed in a tight black roll-neck and slim-fitting trousers greeted them.


‘Welcome back, Madame.’ He bowed. ‘How was your journey?’


‘Thank you Rufus, it was somewhat eventful,’ she replied, casting an icy glance at Dillon that made him blush. Rufus’s eyes widened in surprise, and Dillon felt Angelo twitch next to him.


Hastily, Madame Dupledge swept them all inside. A heady, bittersweet scent tinged with the hint of something darker enveloped them as, with a rush of cold mountain air, the door slid shut behind them. Dillon shivered slightly and fought the urge to run. They had entered a minimalist, white hallway. The school’s black crest – with VAMPS written verti-cally down the centre in red – had been laid into an exquisite, tiled floor. Dillon shivered as he translated the Latin motto underneath: In Tenebris Refulgemus – ‘In Darkness We Shine.’ His Catholic education hadn’t been a complete waste of time, then.


‘Our school building has twelve floors,’ Madame Dupledge explained. ‘We are currently on the fifth floor. The sleeping quarters and the staff living areas are on the lower basement floors. The ceremonial hall where we will meet later tonight is on the top floor, in the roof.’


They had arrived at two lifts made from glass and steel.


Madame Dupledge turned to Rufus. ‘Can you please show Angelo where he can rest? He has had a long journey and appears to be nearing the limits of his control.’


Dillon dared to shoot a glance at Angelo, who eyeballed him and restlessly drummed his fingers against his thighs.


‘Of course, Madame.’ Rufus bowed and hurried Angelo into the lift.


Madame Dupledge turned to Sade. ‘I want to speak to Dillon alone, but I would be grateful if you could come back when we are finished and accompany him to your rooms. Elias –’ Dillon started as another vampire dressed in black appeared in the corridor behind them – ‘will show you where to wait.’


Sade gave a small, nervous half-bow. ‘Of course, Madame.’


Madame Dupledge turned to Dillon, and he half stepped back in shock. Her face was suddenly a mask of barely controlled anger.


‘Dillon, I would like you to follow me to my office.’


She turned her back on him and entered the other lift so fast that Dillon blinked. With a deep sense of dread in his stomach and anger at his da, he dragged himself in after her. What had his da been thinking – sending him here?


Instantly, the doors closed, and they shot upwards. Despite the dark thoughts racing through his mind, Dillon saw that they were inside a vertical glass cylinder that seemed to go all the way to the bottom of the building. Looking up, he saw the night sky and realised it extended all the way to the glass roof he had seen from the outside. Each floor opened out from it. They stopped at what Dillon guessed was the ninth floor.


He half-ran, half-walked to keep up with Madame Dupledge, who incredibly didn’t seem to make any noise as she walked. Dillon’s thick boots thudded along behind her. They were now in a beautiful atrium that circled in a crescent around the central funnel. Madam Dupledge’s office led off it and was just as impressive. A diamond-shaped window that he hadn’t been able to detect when he had flown up the side of the building earlier dominated the outer wall and revealed the lake below. He presumed it must be tinted from the outside. The office door and curved inner wall were made of glass and drew in soft moonlight from the atrium. The room was exquisitely proportioned and minimal. The beautiful, gleaming parquet floor was bare and a magnificent aerial painting of the academy, perched amongst the mountain peaks, adorned one of the clean, white walls. Four portraits of previous VAMPS heads hung like a backwards journey through the centuries on the other wall. Dillon shuddered as he examined the elaborately dressed sixteenth-century headmaster, who grimaced, revealing long, cruel fangs and looked as if he was about to pounce on the portrait painter. Electric blinds lowered instantly, and dim spotlights came on as she walked behind a beautiful pale oak desk. Candles in glass cylinders gave off the same intoxicating bittersweet scent that he’d smelt in the hall. The blue glow from two large, ultra-slim computer screens on the desk lit up the cold anger on her face. Somehow, despite the sudden pounding of his heart, he found himself drawn towards her. He came to a halt in front of the desk and stood awkwardly. To his shame, his knees shook slightly with fear.


‘Dillon, don’t ever do a stupid thing like that again,’ she hissed, her eyes like daggers. ‘You could have killed yourself. Surely you know how privileged you are to be here?’


Scared almost witless and furious with himself for being so intimidated by her, he managed to mumble, ‘Well, in fairness, I don’t really know why I’m here. My father said I had to come as it was a promise he’d made to the mother I can’t even remember.’ He couldn’t help the trace of bitterness in his tone.


Some of the anger in Madame Dupledge’s expression turned to surprise. ‘You do know what you are, don’t you, Dillon?’


‘I’m a dham… dhampir.’ Dillon stumbled over the word. ‘But there’s been a mistake, honestly; there’s no real sign of it, you know – in me, I mean.’


She ignored him and continued. ‘A dhamphir is very rare as human-vampire interactions are taboo in our world. Mixed relationships are extremely dangerous for humans.’


Dillon swallowed; a light sweat broke out across his forehead.


‘Very few produce progeny. The child rarely survives. But you did. This is why you are here, Dillon. This is why you are special. This is why you can’t take stupid risks.’


Dillon couldn’t take it in. ‘Seriously, I still do not understand the half of this…’


‘Dillon, your mother comes from a long line of powerful vampires. Female vampires cannot normally have children naturally with male humans. We do not yet know how you survived. Her genes are so strong. This is why you need to be here now you have come of age – so that we can guide you, so that you do not become a danger to yourself or others.’


‘I’m not dangerous!’ Dillon protested. He immediately regretted it when he saw her face darken but this was batshit crazy – they must have got the wrong man.


‘Who is my mother then?’ he asked. ‘My da never spoke about her and I didn’t want to upset him.’


She stared at him intently. ‘I’m sorry – for very good reasons, I can’t tell you that, but she was right, this is the best place for you. This academy is for elite vampires or vampires who have the potential to excel. We believe that you have that potential, Dillon – even as a half vampire.’


None of it made any sense.


‘I still don’t understand what the big deal is?’ he said, feeling his temper rise again.


Her eyes narrowed slightly. ‘I understand it’s a lot to take in. Just trust in us. It’s safer this way.’


He clenched his fists in frustration as Elias appeared at the door, indicating the conversation was over.


Madame Dupledge spoke urgently to him. ‘Just trust me, Dillon, and you will do well here.’


He shrugged, unsure of what to say. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he muttered, turning to leave.


Just as he reached the door, she spoke again. ‘Your mother. She had the strength of character to restrain her desires and to protect both you and your father. You may not understand yet how hard that was, but you will soon.’


He paused and looked back. She was staring out of the diamond-shaped window at the ice lake below, her beautiful face strangely sombre. Damn right, he didn’t understand. So what if he had some powerful vampire mother? It didn’t matter if neither Madame Dupledge nor his father would tell him who she was.


‘This way,’ Elias gestured.


Dillon followed him back to the lift and down to the fifth floor. Sade was waiting there.


‘Okay?’ she whispered as she joined him in the lift.


‘Weird,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you later.’


They stood in silence on the way down, and Sade fiddled with her bracelet. On the third floor, they stopped. Elias led them into another circular atrium area and pointed to the corridors that branched away on either side.


‘This is the Peak One or P1 as we call it. Coffin corridor.’


Elias gestured at several open doors. Dillon’s eyes widened, but he followed Sade to the third door. Peals of laughter were coming from the room. Inside, a tall, fine-boned girl with short, dark hair and a pierced nose gesticulated wildly as she described the succession of disasters that had led to her missing the meeting point in Arnes and her luck at bumping into someone else who was heading directly to the school. Ace, who appeared to be lounging on a smooth, chrome, oblong pod, was loving every minute of it.


Seeing Dillon and Sade, he drawled, ‘Hey, what kept you?’


The girl stopped mid-flow, and her sea-green eyes widened in surprise. ‘Good God!’ she exclaimed in a cut-glass English accent. ‘Are you the dhampir?’


Her reaction was so direct that Dillon smiled. ‘Seems so. Apparently, I’m creating a bit of a stir around here.’


‘How exciting!’ she said, coming closer to peer at him. ‘I have never met one of your kind before, and you must be the first to attend VAMPS. I wonder –’ she paused to look him up and down – ‘what’s so special about you?’


Dillon smiled again, jolted out of his usual reserve. ‘Being honest, I wish I could tell you. But this is all new to me. New, as in – last week.’


‘You have got to be kidding me!’


‘Seriously.’


‘Well,’ she said. ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Dillon. This should make things much more interesting. I’m Cora de Courtenay by the way.’


Somewhat bewitched by her dazzling eyes, Dillon suddenly remembered his manners. ‘Oh, and, of course, this is Sade. We flew here together.’


Cora turned her searchlight gaze on Sade, grabbed her and twirled her around. ‘Exquisite!’ she declared. ‘Are you one of the Dauda family?’


A little embarrassed, Sade’s face nevertheless lit up with a beautiful smile. ‘Yes.’ She nodded.


‘No wonder,’ Cora whistled.


Cora had the knack of bringing people out of their shells, Dillon noted.


‘Have you found your rooms yet?’ Ace asked.


‘No. What’s that?’ Dillon pointed at Ace’s oblong pod. ‘Aw, come on, surely you don’t sleep in that thing?’


Ace and Cora burst out in laughter.


‘Of course, we do, dumbass – it’s a coffin!’ Ace snorted. ‘That’s why it’s called the “coffin corridor”.’


‘How am I supposed to know, my da’s not feckin’ Count Dracula!’ Dillon snapped. ‘I thought sleeping in coffins was just a myth – something from the Dark Ages.’


Cora seemed startled by the force of his anger. ‘Sorry Dillon, we didn’t mean anything. It’s just refreshing to meet someone, how shall I put it, so innocent about our world. Please ask me anything you need to know.’


Mollified but still scowling at Ace, he muttered, ‘Fair play Cora, thanks. I’ll remember that. I guess we’d better go find our rooms.’


He was damned if he was going to ask anything else in front of Ace. The other open doors revealed that most of the rooms were already taken. Celeste was unpacking her bags in the large room closest to the lifts that had windows looking into the centre of the building.


Celeste looked at Dillon. ‘You’re supposed to be sharing with me.’


She didn’t seem pleased by the idea, so he turned to Sade. ‘Would you like to swap with me?’


‘If you’re sure? This room looks great.’


‘Of course.’


‘Thanks.’


Grabbing his rucksack, he went back along the corridor and discovered the only free space was in the room furthest from the lift. A much smaller room than the one he’d just left; Jeremiah’s huge frame almost filled it.


‘Looks like we drew the short straw.’ Jeremiah shrugged.


‘Ah here – let’s not start with the “short” gags, if we’re sharing.’ Dillon grinned, surprised that he seemed so friendly.


Despite its size, the room could have featured in a cool Scandi design magazine. Two sliding doors on an iron pole concealed the storage space for clothes. Two retro desks with shelves were fixed at opposite ends of the room. It would have looked completely normal except for the two coffin pods. Jeremiah had thrown his bag on the left one, which was about two feet longer and wider than the other. Warily, Dillon lifted the lid of the coffin on the right. It was lined with plush, black velvet.


‘You have got to be kidding me! There is no way I can sleep in that.’


‘Bit weird, I’ll admit,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Back home, I don’t sleep in one of these. This place is ultra-strict about tradition though. You should give it a go – it’s a lot more comfortable than it looks. We’re allowed to decorate them too.’


‘I’ll take your word for it!’ Dillon closed the lid again. ‘But I’m not sleeping with the lid shut. I breathe air after all.’


Jeremiah sat on his coffin and looked at him curiously. ‘It’s none of my business, but how did you end up coming here anyway?’


‘I never knew my mother, so I think it’s about learning all the things she never taught me. I turn eighteen, I find out she’s a vampire, and suddenly this is the best place for me… so they reckon, anyway.’


‘Probably is then. We’ll all find out more at the Induction Ceremony.’


‘Induction Ceremony?’


‘We swear allegiance to the rules and – rumour has it – get to taste Madame Dupledge’s blood.’


Dillon stared at him. ‘Her actual blood?! No way, you’re messing with me, right?’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ Jeremiah grinned. His extraordinary hazel eyes turned black as his pupils became eerily huge and he added, ‘It’s supposed to be amazing.’


Dillon recoiled slightly. He was reminded of his cat at home when it was about to pounce. Jeremiah noticed and his face became more normal again.


‘Sorry, can’t help it. Guess you’re going to have to get used to us.’


‘And maybe vice versa, too? You’re just all so…’ he groped for the right word, ‘… carnal.’


‘That’s one word for it.’ Jeremiah laughed, but then said more seriously, ‘That’s why we’re so dangerous, Dillon, and Dhamp, you must never forget it. It’s why we come here – to learn to control the more instinctive sides of our natures.’


‘Jeremiah, I don’t even think I have any instincts yet!’


Cora’s dark head popped round the door. ‘Hey, sorry to interrupt. I thought you’d like to know that we’re all heading up to the great hall.’


‘Thanks…’ Jeremiah turned up the dial on his incredible smile, and Dillon chuckled as he saw Cora’s slightly dazed expression.


‘What?’ she demanded.


‘Nothing.’ He shrugged.


‘You can’t laugh and not tell me why.’ Her face was mutinous.


‘Well, I’d guess that Jeremiah was testing his “charm the pants off everyone” spell, but maybe it failed?’


Jeremiah laughed. For a second, Cora looked embarrassed, but then she smirked.


‘You’re right. He is pretty irresistible, but I can assure you my pants are firmly in place… for now,’ she said pointedly, looking at Dillon.


He felt his cheeks flush slightly.


‘Um, I am here, you know,’ Jeremiah interrupted. ‘I don’t like to be discussed like I’m all looks and nothing else. There’s a fine brain inside here.’ He tapped his head.


‘Sorry Jeremiah,’ Cora apologised. ‘But… we know you have a fine brain because you’re here, so cut us a little slack and let us admire you. We’ll get over it soon enough.’


‘Well…’ Jeremiah grinned. ‘Maybe not too soon.’


Cora threw her hands up. ‘I despair! You guy vamps are so contrary. We have got to get going or we’ll be thrown out before we’ve even begun.’


She began shooting down the corridor.


‘Hang on,’ Jeremiah called. ‘It said “dress for dinner” on the instructions.’


‘Did it?’ She swore impressively, and Jeremiah’s eyebrows shot up. ‘I’ll see you outside my room in five minutes. Ace should have finished prettifying himself by then, too – if he ever stops telling me how he beat everyone flying here.’


Dillon watched her disappear. He shook his head.


‘Hey, sorry to keep wrecking your head with questions, but what does “dress for dinner” mean exactly? There’s not some weird Dracula cloak or something, is there?’


‘No, just a dinner jacket and tie.’


Jeremiah was already raking through his cupboard. Dillon swore again as he rooted in his rucksack. He didn’t own anything like that. He doubted his father could have afforded a dinner suit anyway. With the extraordinary speed of a vampire, Jeremiah was already dressed in a perfectly cut black jacket, immaculate white shirt and velvet bow tie.


Dillon’s mouth fell open. ‘There’s no way anyone’s getting used to you wearing that,’ he muttered.


Jeremiah grinned at him. ‘I know. Now, let’s go find you something to wear.’


Dillon hurried to catch up with him – not only were Jeremiah’s legs a foot longer than his, but he was also shifting into vampire speed.


‘Sure, you go on. I’ll catch you up,’ Dillon gasped, watching Jeremiah instantly vanish down the corridor.


By the time he arrived – out of breath – at Cora’s door, a group had congregated, and Jeremiah was shaking his head ruefully.


‘Sorry Dillon, no one has a spare dinner suit.’


Bram, who looked as if he had been born in a tux, glanced at Dillon’s thick Irish jumper and jeans with distaste. A compact boy with striking fox-red hair and a happy-go-lucky face came forward and introduced himself.


‘Hi, we haven’t met. I’m Frederick. I just got here from Germany.’


Like Bram, he spoke perfect English with just a hint of a German accent.


As Dillon stepped forwards, he saw Frederick’s nostrils flare and his happy face momentarily crumple. ‘Hi, I’m Dillon,’ he said quickly.


‘Dillon the Dhampir,’ Bram drawled. ‘It has a nice ring to it.’


Frederick’s happy face momentarily crumpled, and he looked confused. ‘A dhampir? Really? I didn’t—’


‘Know VAMPS accepted dhampirs?’ Dillon finished the sentence for him wearily, wondering how long this was going to go on.


There was an embarrassing pause that was broken by Ace’s loud whistle. Celeste and Sade were walking towards them. Each complemented the other’s beauty perfectly. Celeste was dressed in a backless, light-blue floor-length dress that shimmered over her slender curves. Sade was wearing a dusky-pink dress that warmed her glowing skin and revealed her tiny waist. She looked embarrassed by the attention, but Celeste revelled in it.


Celeste glared at Ace. ‘I would prefer it if you didn’t whistle like that Ace, it’s uncouth, outdated and demeaning, especially if you have been well-educated like the rest of us.’


Not looking chastened enough, Ace bowed. ‘I apologise. Sorry if I offended you. May I make amends by escorting you to the hall?’


Celeste inclined her head. ‘You may,’ she agreed and took his arm.


Together, they made a stunning couple. Ásta and Angelo followed suit. Ásta had changed into a tight black bodycon dress with diamond cut-outs that revealed her pale, toned waist. Vertiginous black Louboutin heels with blood-red soles made her the same height as Angelo, whose arm was wrapped around her, fingers gently stroking her bare skin. Embarrassed by the obvious heat between them, Dillon looked away.


Frederick clasped Sade and, making her giggle, danced her away even though she was a head taller than him. Cora dashed out of her room and stopped dead. Her tousled urchin hair and ethereal forest-green dress offset her luminous eyes and slender frame perfectly. Doc Martens boots added to the effortlessly cool image.


‘All for me?’ she exclaimed, seeing Aron, Bram, Dillon and Jeremiah.


Bram immediately offered to escort her, and Dillon was surprised when she linked her arm through his. With their matching dark hair and aristocratic bone structures, they looked almost like brother and sister. Dillon felt a twinge of something deep in his stomach he had never felt before. He couldn’t imagine how he could ever be as cultured and socially confident as them. As if sensing his insecurity, Cora glanced back and smiled apologetically.


Aron shrugged. ‘I guess we’re left with each other, huh vamps? Hey Dillon, I don’t have a spare dinner jacket, but I have a suit if you’d like to try it. We’re about the same height.’


Dillon looked down at his jumper and jeans. He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but he did feel uncomfortably underdressed compared to everyone else. Ignoring the sound of his father’s voice that said be confident as you are, he nodded and smiled gratefully. ‘That would be great. Thanks a million.’


He was surprised that after their initial reaction, most of the vampires seemed to be okay with him being a dhampir.


‘Come,’ Aron beckoned. ‘My room is the other side of the atrium. I’m sharing with Frederick.’


Aron and Frederick’s room was way bigger than his. He and Jeremiah really had drawn the short straw. One side of the room was immaculate; Aron was clearly a neat freak. There was no sign of clothes chucked on top of his coffin or spilling out of bags. The latest iPhone and a pair of hand weights were the only items on his desk. Frederick’s side was the complete opposite; it looked like a tornado had whipped through the tumble of clothes, headphones and personal belongings. Uneasily, Dillon noticed a crate of what looked like bottles of blood. Aron slid his cupboard door open and handed Dillon a dark charcoal suit and a white shirt.


‘Are you sure?’ Dillon asked, glimpsing the label – even he had heard of Tom Ford, and he could see that the suit was beautifully cut.


‘Of course, but try it first. It may not fit.’


Dillon turned his back and pulled his jumper and T-shirt off. As he slid his arms into the shirt, it felt crisp and the cotton luxurious. His school shirts had always been itchy and ill-fitting. The jacket was just a tad big across the top of his shoulders and arms; Aron was hench, after all. The trousers fit perfectly. He turned back to face Aron.


‘What a transformation!’ Aron exclaimed and dragged him over to see for himself in a mirror on the back of the cupboard door.


Dillon gaped at his reflection. He didn’t recognise the guy with the dark, tousled curls staring back at him. The suit made him look taller and broader and somehow brought out the startling blue of his eyes.


Aron handed him a dark tie. ‘Now you just need this.’


‘Thanks again.’ He started to put the tie on.


‘No, no, no,’ Aron tutted. ‘Like this…’ His strong hands were surprisingly dexterous as he knotted the tie in a perfect V-shape and slid it up to Dillon’s throat. ‘This is a Savoy knot. Much nicer, no?’


As his hand accidentally brushed against Dillon’s warm neck, he suddenly whipped it away and stepped back. Dillon saw his nostrils flare.


‘Everything looks great, thanks again, Aron,’ Dillon said rapidly.


‘No problem.’ Aron got himself back under control and clapped him on the back so heartily that Dillon pitched forward. ‘We better get back.’


Jeremiah was still waiting for them in the corridor.


‘Woah.’ Jeremiah grinned. ‘You scrub up well.’


Dillon grinned back and stuck a finger up at him.


‘Hey, looks like we’ve got company after all,’ Aron murmured.


A petite girl with blue streaks in her glossy black hair and huge, slightly heavy-looking dark glasses strode towards them. Two VAMPS staff struggled to keep up with her luggage. Close up, the boys saw that she had luminous skin and a delicate heart-shaped face. Diamonds glittered at her ears, and she was dressed in an immaculately tailored, slim-fitting jumpsuit with high boots.


‘Hi, I’m Bik,’ she announced, without removing her glasses. Dillon wondered if she had an eye problem. ‘Sorry, I missed meeting you earlier. My father had business in London that delayed our arrival.’


‘We’re supposed to be in the great hall now for the Induction Ceremony – do you want to come with us?’ Jeremiah asked.


Dillon watched as Bik tipped her head back to look up at Jeremiah and saw the usual spellbound expression on her face, although she quickly recovered her cool.


‘Thanks, that would be great – although I haven’t changed for dinner.’


‘Don’t worry.’ Aron stepped forward. ‘You look great as you are. I’m Aron, by the way.’


‘Thanks Aron. Okay, I might as well come with you guys.’


Before Dillon could introduce himself, she suddenly whipped her neck round and stared at him through the glasses. He just about managed to hold his ground.


‘What is he doing here?’ she hissed.


Hastily, Jeremiah stepped between them. ‘This is Dillon – he’s a dhampir. He’s the first to be admitted here.’


Glancing sideways, Dillon saw that Bik had calmed down, and her intelligent face was now scrutinising him. He saw faint green lights and figures reflecting onto her cheekbones from the glasses and suddenly realised they were augmented reality glasses. Jesus, these vampires were seriously wealthy.


‘Fascinating,’ she concluded. ‘I can hear your heart, so you clearly still breathe, and I can see the blood in your skin. So what bits are vampire?’


‘I don’t really know.’ Dillon shrugged, looking down at his feet, embarrassed.


‘We’d better get a move on, or we’ll be late. I do not want to get on the wrong side of Madame Dupledge,’ Jeremiah said.


The four vampires disappeared down the corridor – they all moved so effortlessly fast. Dillon hurried after them but just missed the lift that the others were in. Cursing, he realised he had no idea how to call it back. Searching aimlessly for a button to press, he looked up and saw a sensor and hoped the lift must automatically know when someone was waiting. Sure enough, a few seconds later it arrived. As it glided smoothly upwards and he left the underground area, he glimpsed what looked like classrooms, a spectacular pool and a refectory of some sort, although that was confusing – as far as he knew, vampires didn’t eat.


At the twelfth level, the lift opened directly into a stunning hall that took up the entire floor. The moonlit sky shone through the glass roof directly above them and the glass walls gave spectacular 360-degree views over the mountains on one side and the frozen lake on the other. Dillon realised that they must be inside the roof he’d flown over earlier. Candles in tall glass cylinders were placed on small tables around the room and on top of a beautiful ebony grand piano. Once again, the intoxicating sweet-but-dark scent unsettled him. There didn’t appear to be any chairs and there was no sign of any of the utensils for food. His stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since early that morning. The rest of the group was mingling, looking up at the view of the night sky. He had the surreal sense he was attending a red-carpet event for the richest and most beautiful people in the world. Even Sade was relaxed and laughing at something Frederick and Jeremiah were saying. Cora glanced over and saw him. He saw the momentary surprise in her eyes. Detaching herself from the group, she came towards him. In the soft candlelight, she looked even more gorgeous.


‘Shite, okay, here we go,’ he muttered to himself as he headed towards her. ‘Be cool, do not go red.’


‘Talk about hiding your light under a bushel!’ she exclaimed, looking him up and down.


‘It’s mostly down to the suit Aron lent me – Tommy Ford,’ he muttered as if that explained everything.


‘You okay?’


‘Yes, sound, why?’


‘Nothing. But you are a dhampir in a room of vampires.’


‘I’m hungry, that’s all.’


‘Aren’t we all,’ she said, licking her lips and then, laughing at his alarmed expression, she linked arms and led him into the room.


Madame Dupledge swept in with the sharp-eyed Mr Hunt. Several teachers glided in behind them, carrying a black leather Corbusier chaise longue, a pile of pristine white towels and several hi-tech silver cases. They moved a larger table to the centre of the room. One of the teachers arranged the chaise longue next to it, another opened the silver cases and began arranging test tubes and syringes on the table.


‘Welcome, students.’ Madame Dupledge’s melodious voice filled the space. ‘The Induction Ceremony marks the beginning of your three years here at VAMPS. By taking part, you are swearing allegiance not only to the academy but also to me during your time here.’


As her eyes swept over each of them, Dillon felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise.


‘You are committing to learning and upholding the traditions and specialist knowledge that have sustained our community for centuries and have protected us from detection. We are blessed with immense speed, strength, acute senses, supernatural abilities and, sometimes, special talents that are only discovered and nurtured by what you learn here under the guidance of our excellent staff. Every one of the Professors you see before you is an authority in their field. You are from some of the most well-known vampire families in our world.’


‘Not all of us,’ hissed Bram under his breath – just loud enough for Dillon to hear.


‘You have been chosen for your current aptitude and for your potential to preserve our community, but also to nurture your unique skills to enhance the world as a whole. This year is particularly special. For the first time in our history, a dhampir has been given a place at VAMPS. This is a rare privilege for the student in question –’ Dillon felt a flush of embarrassment take over him again – ‘but it is also a special opportunity for us to learn from him. He will have different needs at first and I trust you will all be considerate and help accommodate him, just as you would in the human world.’


Dillon could feel the curious stares of the others.


‘Before we begin, I must draw your attention to some important rules that must be adhered to at all times. Rule number one: You are never to leave the castle alone; there must be a minimum of two of you and you must always have permission. Rule number two: You are forbidden to take blood from a human being, dead or alive – and you must never ever harm or kill a human without permission. The punishment will be instant banishment from the school if you harm a human and, in the case of killing a human, you will be put on trial in front of the vampire council. If found guilty, you will be put to death – unless the vampire council deem otherwise.’


Dillon gulped. He thought of the small sixth form college he had been attending back in Ireland where the biggest punishment was an occasional lunchtime detention.


‘Rule number three: For your own safety, you may not take blood from each other or harm each other in any other way during your time at this school. Rule number four: If you develop the skill of compulsion or mind control, you are forbidden to use it on teachers, our staff or your fellow students while you are here.


‘Make sure there are no transgressions of these rules. They have been put in place for your own safety and for the safety of our community and beyond. One of the most crucial lessons you learn here is to control your desires. This year we have a dhampir in our midst so it could prove particularly challenging. If any of you experience difficulties with any aspect of this, I encourage you to speak to me personally or to one of the other staff.


‘Now, let us begin the ceremony. As tradition dictates, on your first night here, you take sustenance from me. This is how you swear your allegiance to me, and it allows me to gain some insight into your character.’


Dillon’s head shot up in panic. What Jeremiah had said was true. He felt sick. He couldn’t do it. Especially not in front of everyone and with Madame Dupledge. No way.


Cora touched his arm. ‘What’s wrong?’ she whispered.


‘I’ve never done it before.’ He hissed back.


Like Jeremiah, her eyes widened in shock. ‘Like never?’


‘Yes, like never. I’ve never tasted a single drop of another person’s blood.’


After staring at him for a couple of seconds, her face dissolved into a grin. ‘That explains why you smell so intoxicatingly human. You’re going to love it – trust me.’


‘But, before you take sustenance from me, as is also customary, we must collect a vial of blood from each of you. You may use the traditional vampire method to draw blood –’ Dillon’s heart jumped into his throat as she held a hunting knife up, its razor-sharp blade glinting in the candlelight – ‘or Dr Meyer will be happy to assist you with the more contemporary blood taking equipment.’


She gestured at the tray of needles and syringes. ‘Now line up please.’


The students split into two groups. Nearly everyone chose the knife queue, only Dillon and Sade chose the needle. Dillon watched in horrified fascination as Aron removed his dinner jacket and rolled up one of his white shirt sleeves. Flexing his rock-hard bicep, he gripped the knife and drew it without hesitation across his skin, taking care to avoid the intricate tattoos. Dark-red blood instantly dripped down his arm and into a large vial one of the teachers held out for him. Dillon was mesmerised by the blood, the knife and Aron’s tattoos. It was like a bizarre horror movie ritual.


‘Maybe don’t look?’ Sade advised.


‘I’m fine,’ he snapped and then instantly felt bad when he saw the hurt look on her face. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘It’s all a bit much.’


‘It’s okay. It must be strange for you.’


Sade watched Dr Meyer carefully as she inserted a needle into her arm. As blood spurted into the syringe, Dr Meyer quickly attached a vial. It was full in seconds, and she removed the needle. Sade gently licked the puncture point. Dillon blinked. He remembered Jeremiah’s words: That’s why we’re so dangerous Dillon and you must never forget it. It was way too easy to forget that exquisitely beautiful Sade was a blood-loving vampire. Ásta was next in the knife queue. Her green eyes held Angelo’s as she slid the knife provocatively across her bare arm and watched her blood drip into the vial. Once full, she handed it to a teacher and licked the wound sensuously, without dropping her gaze. It looked like Angelo was having difficulty holding himself back. Aware that every eye was on her and loving every minute of it, Ásta sashayed back across the room to his side. Standing so close to her that no one from the front could see, Angelo slid his hand through the cut-outs at her waist and massaged her lower back.


‘Arm, please,’ Dr Meyer snapped. Her tone indicated she must have asked Dillon a couple of times already.


‘Um, sorry.’


He removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeve. She looked up at him, paused for a second and rooted around her first aid box for a tourniquet. Clearly, she’d decided to treat him like a human rather than a vampire. She snapped the tourniquet on his upper arm and inserted the needle in the vein on the inside of his elbow. As his blood flowed into the vial, he was surprised to see her nostrils flare. She controlled herself in seconds but refused to look at him as she removed the needle and turned to label the vial and place it next to the others.


‘All done, you can join the others now,’ she snapped again and then, as if remembering something, said, ‘Hold out your arm again. I’ll lick it for you.’


Dillon squirmed as she lowered her head and her tongue flicked across his arm, instantly healing the small puncture. She noticed his discomfort as she finished and smiled.


‘My saliva has stronger than normal vampire healing abilities. It is the reason I became a doctor.’


Jeremiah had revealed his huge bicep and as he sliced the knife across it, there was an almost audible sigh from the watching vampires. Dillon grinned as he returned to stand next to Sade and Cora. Ace, Bik, Celeste, Bram and Cora were quick and efficient. Frederick was the last to let his blood, grinning happily as if slicing his arm open was just as fun as tucking into a German sausage. As the vials were labelled and placed carefully in a secure case, Madame Dupledge’s voice sang out again.


‘Well done everyone. And now it is time to begin the ceremony in earnest. Bram Danesti. You are first.’


As she arranged herself on the chaise longue in the centre of the hall, Dillon was reminded of a sacrificial table and swallowed – his throat suddenly dry. Without her cape, her voluptuous curves were on full display. The red velvet dress draped artfully over the chair and her auburn curls cascaded around her. Mr Hunt and the rest of the teachers stood in a protective row to her side. Bram attempted a swagger as he crossed the hall, but his face was dark with suppressed emotion as he approached her. Dillon had to admit he looked the part.


He bowed to Madame Dupledge and then formally asked her, ‘Madame Dupledge, may I drink from you?’


Madame Dupledge swept her hair away from her left shoulder and exposed her creamy throat. ‘Drink,’ she commanded. As much as he wanted to look away, Dillon could not take his eyes off them. He had never expected to witness anything like this in his whole life.


Bram’s lips pulled back revealing his fangs and he bent gracefully as if he had been doing it his whole life. Almost languorously, his mouth found her neck and he gently grazed her skin. Instantly, his eyes snapped shut and he began to drink powerfully but in perfect control. Dillon watched horrified and enthralled as Madame Duplege tipped her head back and closed her own eyes, completely acquiescing. After what seemed like ages, she seemed to come back to herself and at some unspoken command, Bram drew away courteously. She took a while to open her eyes.


Dillon got a brief glimpse of the puncture marks on her throat before they healed over. Bram’s eyes gleamed darkly; his pupils were distended, and he looked dazed. A teacher handed him one of the hand towels for the tiny drop of blood that still stained his lips. Dillon couldn’t suppress a shiver.


‘Thank you, Bram,’ Madame Dupledge said approvingly, ‘that was a masterclass in how to take blood.’ She then said something to him in a such a low murmur that even the vampires seemed not to be able to hear. Dillon leant forward, straining to pick up her words.


‘What’s all that about? What is she saying?’ Dillon asked Cora in a whisper.


Cora frowned. ‘I can’t tell – something about confidence and bravery,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Madame Dupledge.’ Bram’s dark eyes glowed with triumph and the recent blood. Despite his studied refinement, he couldn’t resist a discreet fist pump with Aron as he returned to the group.


‘Sade, you are next.’


Sade seemed self-conscious in front of everyone and, rather than bending, she knelt at Madame Dupledge’s side, with her back to the group. Delicately, she pushed up the soft velvet of Madame Dupledge’s sleeve and lowered her head to the translucent skin of her inner elbow. Dillon was surprised; he thought all vampires drank from the neck. All he could see though was the back of her long, delicate neck and Madame Dupledge’s face. Once again, as Sade began to drink, Madame Duplege’s eyes closed, and she appeared to enter into a deep trance. When she finally reopened them, Sade lifted her own head.


‘What control you have, Sade.’ Madame Dupledge smiled and, as she had with Bram, said something that Sade alone could hear.


Sade’s face broke into the heartbreaking smile Dillon had seen earlier. ‘Thank you, Madame Dupledge,’ she replied, her voice slow but clear.


As she returned to Dillon’s side, he asked her, ‘What’s the story with the inner arm? Why did you choose there?’


She shrugged. ‘I prefer it, it doesn’t gush as much as the neck.’


He gulped, actually unable to believe he was having this conversation. ‘What did she say?’


‘It’s private. It’s about me.’


‘She can – what – tell what you’re like, just by you drinking her blood?’


Sade shrugged again. ‘Yeah, I guess.’


Mr Hunt shot them a warning glance and Dillon shut up.


‘Angelo, come.’


Angelo was by Madame Dupledge’s side in a blur and, as he turned, Dillon could see that his eyes were huge and dark again. He bent over her, the tips of his fangs already exposed.


He said something to her, and Dillon’s mouth hung open as she sighed and slid her dress up, revealing a beautifully shaped pale leg. Bending it, she placed her delicate high-heeled laced boot on the leather chaise longue.


‘Control, Angelo,’ she warned, and he paused just a second before sinking his fangs into the soft flesh of her thigh – seeking out the fast-flowing blood of the femoral artery.


Dillon glanced round the room and noticed Ásta lick her own lips as she watched Angelo drink lustily. Madame Dupledge broke the trance and opened her eyes sooner than she had for the others and Dillon could see him struggling to slow down.


‘Stop!’ Madame Dupledge commanded out loud.


Mr Hunt sprang forward, ready to rip Angelo off. As every tendon in his neck strained, Angelo tore himself away.


‘Sorry Madame,’ he growled, his voice still husky and eyes bloodshot.


‘Angelo, you have great passion, but you will have to learn self-control to be able to harness your abilities.’ She advised him out loud, a little ruffled by the encounter.


‘Yes, Madame,’ Angelo nodded and, refusing a towel, licked his bloodstained lips with enjoyment. With a wild, restless expression, he returned to Ásta’s side.


‘Now, Cora you are next.’


Cora, not so confident now, in fact looking deathly pale and completely unlike herself, walked towards the chair. Dillon could see that something was wrong. She bent over Madame Dupledge. Looking into the headmistress’ eyes, she hesitated and then, as if she had made her mind up about something, her lips parted, exposing glistening pearly fangs. Hovering for just a second, she sank them into Madame Dupledge’s throat. Her eyelashes fanned over her cheeks, and she began drinking with almost the same wild abandon as Angelo. Madame Dupledge’s eyes flicked open for just a fraction of a second in surprise. To his embarrassment, Dillon felt a powerful desire sweep through him. It was the most erotic thing he had ever seen. Glancing round the room again, he was relieved to see that the others were equally transfixed. Bram’s coal-black eyes burned with lust, Ásta and Angelo stirred restlessly and even Jeremiah and Bik looked shaken out of their cool.


As Madame Dupledge transmitted her silent order to stop, Cora’s elegant hands clenched and unclenched, and she struggled to control herself.


‘You can do this, Cora,’ Madame Dupledge murmured, and Cora slowed and gently pulled herself away, blinking and dazed. Her cheeks had a faint creamy colour, and her green eyes were slightly unfocused and huge in her face. ‘Well done, you did well in controlling yourself, Cora,’ Madame Duplege said, before lowering her voice. Dillon just about caught the words ‘zest for life’.


‘Thank you, Madame Dupledge.’ Cora looked relieved and incredibly beautiful as she crossed the hall.


Bram’s eyes followed her every step and he shot Dillon a malevolent stare as she stood next to him. Dillon didn’t think he could take much more. His thoughts swirled in a confusion of fear and loathing and yet fascination and desire. The raging hormones zipping round the room were palpable. The atmosphere was charged with suppressed emotion, heightened by the heady scent and the slight, sickly sweet smell of blood. As Cora stood near him, he felt his entire body tense. Every millimetre of his being was acutely aware of her, and he forced himself to stare straight ahead.


‘Dillon, you are next.’


Dillon sensed his feet stumble forward, but his head felt like it was somewhere else. His heart pounded and he was uncomfortably aware that everyone else could hear his fear. He could see that the teachers were watching with interest, which made it worse. Slowly he approached the chair.


‘Um, Madame Dupledge,’ he spoke as softly as possible, hoping that no one would hear. ‘Just a heads up – I’ve never done this before.’


‘Don’t worry, Dillon. No one has,’ she murmured back.


‘No, not that. I mean, I have never had blood before. I should have mentioned it when we were back in the office.’


‘Oh.’ She looked momentarily taken aback and then thoughtful. ‘Of course. Perhaps I will not let you drink as long as the others, but don’t worry. I am here to guide you. The vampire side of your nature should take over. You saw the others do this. Place your mouth close to my throat.’


Dillon’s heart was now pounding so hard his vision was blurring, but as Madame Dupledge looked into his eyes, he felt most of the fear drift away. Slowly, in a dream-like state, he bent towards her neck. Once again, her powerful, sweet smell overwhelmed him. As his trembling lips touched her smooth, cool skin, he almost jumped back as he felt a painful burning in his gums and a stabbing pain as sharp fangs forced through the tender skin, their pointed edges grazing his bottom lip.


What the fuck? He forced himself to remember his da’s words: ‘don’t lose heart, Dillon.’


‘Now, let your instincts take over,’ Madame Dupledge whispered.


Shivering all over, his teeth sank clumsily into her neck and his eyes instinctively fluttered shut. As her blood began to flow into his mouth, he momentarily gagged. It was metallic and surprisingly cool, but then something deep inside took over and he swallowed. With a small groan, he began to drink deeply. It was the most intoxicating thing he had ever tasted in his life. He could feel it spreading through his bloodstream, making his body tingle with energy. He groaned again, deeper this time, lost in the sensations that flooded through him. He drank faster and more deeply, and he sensed some sort of internal struggle in Madame Dupledge. She wanted him to stop, but as he drank, it seemed to be drawing her deeper and deeper into his core being. They were both lost on a wave of surging power. It was too much for him. His head began to spin and, as he somehow wrenched his mouth away, everything went black and he felt himself falling.
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