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         The sun was setting over Misery Manor. It was Sunday evening and Vlad had crept down to the basement to have a chat with Mulch before his parents woke up. The kind butler liked to give Vlad treats to make up for how strict Mortemia and Drax were.

         “Thanks for the hot chocolate, Mulch,” said Vlad. “And the pancakes!” He got up from the table to take his mug and plate over to the sink.

         “You’re welcome, Master Impaler,” said Mulch. He patted Vlad on the shoulder with his huge hand.

         Vlad staggered backwards and lost his balance. “Oh!” he cried.

         His mug and plate went flying from his hands, landing with a SMASH! on the hard stone floor.

         “Sorry,” said the lumbering butler, stooping to clear the mess. “Don’t know my own strength sometimes.”
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         Vlad looked sad. “I wish I were as strong as you,” he said.

         “You will be one day,” said Mulch, smiling. “All vampires have super-strength.”

         “Except me,” said Vlad. “Mother is always going on about how I need to get stronger.” He pulled a face. “I thought that if I got my Bat Licence she would be proud of me at last. Apparently not – I’m still a rubbish vampire.”

         “You’re not!” Mulch boomed. “Count Drax is proud of you – and Master Gory.”

         Vlad shrugged. “I s’pose,” he said. “But Mother will never be happy with me.”

         A look of concern flickered across Mulch’s craggy features. “Would you like another hot chocolate, Master Impaler?” he asked.

         “No, thank you,” said Vlad. “I’d better go back to my room. I wouldn’t want Mother to catch me down here. We’d both be in trouble then.”

         Mulch put his head on one side. “You know,” he said slowly, “your parents are not as bad as you think they are.”

         Vlad looked shocked. “Don’t let them catch you saying that!” he said. “They’re proud of being bad.”

         Mulch chuckled. “What I mean is, they’re not your enemies, Master Impaler.”

         Vlad gave a hollow laugh. “You could’ve fooled me,” he said. “Mother is still threatening to send me to the Black Tower. She’s always saying I am a ‘disgrace to the vampire race’. And I think that Father secretly wishes that Lupus was his son instead of me.”

         Lupus was Vlad’s cousin. He lived in Transylvania and had come to stay with Vlad. He was brilliant at all the vampire skills. Vlad’s father had been very impressed with him, although his mother had actually found Lupus rather cheeky.

         Mulch was shaking his head. “That’s not true. They were thrilled with how much you improved your skills while your cousin was here.”

         “I only managed cos Lupus helped me,” Vlad muttered.

         “Lupus might have given you some lessons,” said Mulch. “But you were the one that passed that test. You did it on your own. I don’t think any of us will forget how you swerved to avoid Countess Mortemia!”

         Vlad smiled as he remembered. “No, I don’t think she will either,” he said. “She wouldn’t have crashed into the yew tree if I hadn’t whizzed out of her way like that.”

         “And then YOU would’ve crashed instead – and you wouldn’t have got your licence,” Mulch insisted. “You have excellent bat-manoeuvre skills, Master. You’ll learn how to use the power of super-strength quickly enough as well. Just like you’ve learned to use mind control. You’ve come a long way since the tiny scared vampire you once were. In fact,” said Mulch, his eyes widening as an idea occurred to him, “do you know what I think?”

         Vlad shook his head. “I can’t read people’s minds, Mulch,” he said. “Don’t tell me that’s another vampire skill I’m going to have to learn!”

         Mulch gave a booming laugh. “No! Hell’s bells, I should think not. Imagine the chaos it would cause if we could read each other’s thoughts!”

         “Yes,” said Vlad, with a shudder. “Mother and Father would be able to listen in on me thinking about school and Minxie…”

         “That’s just it, though,” said Mulch. He was looking excited. “I don’t think you should keep that a secret any longer.”

         Vlad shot up from his chair. “WHAT?” he cried.

         Mulch put a hand on Vlad’s arm, pinning him to the spot. “Listen,” he said. “I think that you’ve proved yourself to be such a wicked vampire now that you could tell your parents about your visits to human school. I even think you could introduce them to Minxie.”

         Vlad’s pale face turned a shade of green. “NO! They would – they would…” he stammered.
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         Mulch cracked a huge grin. “They would be amazed,” he said.

         Vlad was so horrified that he couldn’t think what to say to the butler. The words Mulch has gone mad! were going round and round inside his head.

         “They would be shocked at first, yes,” Mulch was saying. “But once they’d got used to the idea, they’d be amazed and proud that their son was brave enough to go out in the daytime and go to human school. Your cousin Lupus said he thought you were brave to do that, didn’t he? And I think he’s right. Not only are you brave, you’re also a very good friend – to Lupus, Minxie – even me,” he finished. He looked at Vlad sheepishly.

         Vlad was astonished. “Do you really think that?” he asked.

         Mulch nodded.

         Vlad groaned. “Mulch, it’s all very well you saying such lovely things. But I can’t tell Mother and Father. They would lock me up in the Black Tower forever!”

         “It’s going to get harder and harder to keep it a secret,” Mulch said.

         Vlad felt himself getting flustered. “Don’t I know it—!” he began, but he was interrupted by an excitable squeaking and fluttering of wings.

         Flit, Vlad’s pet bat, had flown into the kitchen.

         “Quick, Vlad!” Flit shrieked. “Time to get back to your room. I can hear your mother calling you to breakfast!” Flit had superstrong bat hearing, so he could hear things from miles away.

         Vlad scrambled down from his chair. “I was just leaving,” he said.
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         Mulch called after the little vampire. “I could be there when you tell them if it would help!”

         Vlad ran out of the kitchen without answering.

         “What was all that about?” Flit squeaked.

         “Don’t ask,” Vlad replied. “I think Mulch has been eating too much human food and it’s upset his brain. He’s talking nonsense.”

         Vlad raced up the stairs from the basement with Flit flying alongside him. Suddenly he brushed Vlad’s ear with his wing and whispered, “Stop!”

         “What?” Vlad turned to face Flit.

         “Mortemia’s getting closer to your room,” Flit whispered. “I don’t think you’ve got time to—”

         “Aha! You’re up early,” said a voice.

         Vlad whipped round and looked up to see a figure looming over him at the top of the stairs.

         “Grandpa!” he breathed. “You gave me a fright.”

         “Mortemia will be a lot more frightening than me if she catches you down here with Mulch,” said Grandpa Gory. “You’d better hurry to the dining room and I’ll make an excuse for you.”

         Vlad skipped up the last few steps and joined Grandpa just as Mortemia appeared in the hallway.

         “There you are!” she cried. She was glaring at her son with blood-red eyes. “Why weren’t you in your room?”

         Grandpa took a step forwards. “I was asking Vlad to show me his latest bat manoeuvres,” he said. “He’s been practising flying upside down – and getting rather good at it, too.”
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         Vlad swallowed. That was not a helpful thing for Grandpa to have said! Vlad didn’t need his mother to be reminded of how he had made her crash.

         Sure enough, the mention of flying seemed to make Mortemia more grumpy than ever.

         “Harrumph,” she said, crossing her arms. “We all know Vlad can fly – at last,” she added, with a sneer. “He’s still got a long way to go before he could be called a proper vampire, though, whatever his father might say.” She turned to her son. “What about your super-strength, Vlad?” she asked.

         Vlad said nothing.

         “Well?” his mother insisted.

         Vlad hung his head. “I don’t know,” he muttered.

         Mortemia let out an exasperated noise. “So much for your cousin Lupus teaching you,” she said. “I knew that cheeky young devil was a waste of time. We’d better get on with your lessons immediately after breakfast. Unless you want to start Monday morning in the Black Tower?” she added.

         “No, Mother,” said Vlad quietly.

         That just proves it, Vlad thought as he trudged into the dining room behind his mother. Mulch has no idea what he’s talking about – there is no way in a MILLION YEARS that I can tell her I go to human school!
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         After breakfast, Vlad followed his parents into the parlour.

         “Drax, demonstrate your super-strength please,” Mortemia said. “And Vlad, pay attention,” she added, shooting him a withering look. “Let’s hope you can pick up this skill faster than you learned all the other ones.”

         No chance, Vlad thought. But out loud he said, “Yes, Mother.”
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