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            To my brilliant mum

M.B.

            
                

            

            For you Matt, for giving a fantasy space to my cats, Gigì and Arthur, who are no longer on this earth, but who'll now always be with me and with you dear readers.

F.S.
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            Chapter 1

            A Golden Invitation
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         A thousand pairs of monstrous eyes stared at Kevin Aurelius from the darkness.

         Although, to be completely accurate, some of the pairs of eyes weren’t two eyes, they were three eyes, or nine eyes, or only one eye. So it’s probably safer to say that ‘lots’ of eyes stared at Kevin Aurelius from the darkness. OK? Good.

         “It is time to close the Cabinet of Curiosity,” said Kevin’s dad.

         Kevin watched as the door closed, leaving him all alone. Inside the cabinet, the only light leaked through a small hole behind him, where the back wall met the roof. Once the door had clicked shut,  2Kevin took a deep breath, closed his eyes and POOF, in a puff of smoke, he turned himself into a bat. He fluttered in mid-air for a moment and then, as quietly as he could, flapped up and out of the Cabinet of Curiosity through the hole.
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         “And now let’s reopen the Cabinet of Curiosity!” shouted Kevin’s dad as Kevin the bat flittered up into the sky, his silky black wings invisible against the darkness of night.

         “BEHOLD,” bellowed Kevin’s dad as he opened the door. “The Cabinet of Curiosity is empty. Kevin has disappeared.”

         There were great gasps of astonishment from the audience and cries of “Where is he?” and “That’s incredible.” There were also shouts of “There must be an obvious explanation” and “There’s probably a trapdoor” coming from a group of Orfchumps, but they are very difficult to please.

         With all eyes on the inside of the cabinet, Kevin the bat flapped up and up and up until he landed on the back of Branwen, a dragon from the valleys who had been waiting for him, high in the sky. Alongside her flew a beautiful purple draffin – half dragon, half griffin – called Gerald. And sitting on the back of Gerald was Susie Cabbage, Kevin’s best friend in the whole wide world. 4

         Once he was safely on Brannie’s back, Kevin the bat quickly turned back into Kevin the boy. A smile spread across his face like jam on toast. Flying Brannie was just about his most favourite thing. He loved feeling the wind on his face and the heat of dragonfire in the air. Kevin whispered to Brannie in a way that dragons from the valleys liked and knew meant “Come on, let’s show this crowd something they’ll never forget.”5

         Down on the ground, Gogmagog the Ogre, the Carnival Monstromo Creature Keeper, swung an enormous light into the sky and focused it on Brannie. She swooped down towards the audience, shrieking and spitting fire into the night.

         The monsters in the audience looked up and gasped. They simply could not believe their eyes (or eye) because there was Kevin, who they had all seen get shut inside the Cabinet of Curiosity a few moments ago.
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         6As Kevin waved at them, the monster audience burst into rapturous applause. Some hooted, some roared, some howled. Even the Orfchumps had to admit it was the greatest thing that they had ever seen. Everyone began chanting one name: “KE-VIN, KE-VIN, KE-VIN.”

         Kevin the bat. Kevin the boy. KEVIN THE VAMPIRE.

         No one wanted the CARNIVAL MONSTROMO performance to end that night. The crowd cheered and honked and clapped until their hands, or claws, or tentacles – or whatever it was that they clapped – hurt. But after the family of werewolves had juggled flaming torches, and Mr Leonard Tankard, the troll, had been fired from a cannon into a web spun by Spydra, the giant spider, it was time for everyone to go home.

         “What a show!” grunted a cyclops, lumbering towards the exit.

         “That was incredible and possibly the bestthing I’ve everseen with my eye sapart from that time when Isaw Dave do that thing with his socks but noone would believe that 7unless they had seen it with the irowne yes which they didn’t because I was the only one there,” chattered a flibbertigibbet, although no one could understand a word they were saying because flibbertigibbets speak so quickly.

         After the crowds had finally gone, and the carnival chores had all been done, Kevin and Susie were heading back to the Carnival Monstromo sleeping carriages when the door to the Aurelius family carriage burst open and Dog shot out. Dog was not a dog. In fact, no one was sure what he was exactly. Dog unfurled his furry wings, then flew over and began licking Kevin’s and Susie’s faces.

         “Dog! Get off us!” laughed Kevin, pushing him away. Dog’s breath smelled worse than the inside of a witch’s handbag AND a dragon’s toilet combined. Dog flew back down to the ground, burped and then coughed up something small and purple called Gail, who blinked twice and slithered away.

         “KEVIN!”

         Kevin’s mum stood at the top of the steps of the 8carriage, waving a small golden envelope.

         “Look! It’s here!”

         Kevin stared at the golden envelope and felt a horrible feeling churning inside his tummy. He slowly opened it and took out a glittery piece of card from inside. It read:
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         9 “The Gloaming,” gasped Kevin’s mum.

         “The Gloaming,” said Kevin’s dad.

         “The Gloaming,” muttered Kevin.

         “The Gloaming,” said Kevin’s dad again.

         “Nigel?” said Susie, who didn’t realise Kevin had any middle names.
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            The Gloaming
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         Kevin slumped against the Aurelius family carriage. He looked small and sad, like a three-day-old party balloon that had shrivelled up and fallen behind the sofa.

         “What is the Gloaming?” said Susie.

         “The Gloaming is an ancient ceremony that takes place when a vampire is almost nearly eleven,” said Kevin’s dad. “Kevin will have to show he can perform three key vampire skills. Then, when he passes, he’ll be given his very first vampire cloak. It’s one of the most important days in a young vampire’s life.”

         “Oh, great,” said Susie, looking at Kevin. “That sounds exciting.” 11

         But Kevin didn’t seem all that excited at the news of his Gloaming. He looked more like he’d been given a big box of shock-o-lates only to discover that the only flavour was Trolls’ Toenails. And no one liked Trolls’ Toenails flavour shock-o-lates.

         “So what are the key vampire skills?” asked Susie.

         Kevin’s mum smiled.

         “Well, the first skill is Transformation, where a vampire turns themself into a bat. And Kevin is absolutely brilliant at that, aren’t you?”

         Kevin lifted his head up and nodded.

         “I guess,” he mumbled.

         “Then the next skill is Mind Speaking,” said Kevin’s dad. “That’s where a vampire speaks in someone else’s mind. And that’s coming along too, isn’t it?”

         Kevin looked at his mum and dad.

         “I SUPPOSE SO,” he Mind Spoke into everyone’s minds. 12

         Kevin’s mum and dad nodded at Kevin and smiled encouragingly.

         “And what’s the third skill?” asked Susie.

         The smiles faded from Kevin’s parents’ faces.

         “The Melt,” sighed Kevin’s mum.

         “The Melt,” repeated Kevin’s dad.

         Kevin sagged even lower against the Aurelius family carriage.

         “What’s the Melt?” said Susie.

         “It’s when a vampire melts in and out of the shadows,” said Kevin’s sister, Sylvia, who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

         “Wait a minute,” Susie said. “Where did you come from?”

         “What do you mean?” asked Kevin’s brother, Silus, appearing from the shadows right next to Susie.

         “W-wait,” stammered Susie. “How did you do that?”

         “How did we do what?” they both said as they vanished into thin air. 13
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         Susie peered into the shadows and saw four eyes staring at her from the dark. She couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. It was extraordinary.

         “But Kevin can’t Melt,” crowed Sylvia from the shadows. “He’s rubbish at it.”

         “He’s going to fail his Gloaming,” sang Silus.

         Anger flashed across Kevin’s dad’s face.

         “Silus! Sylvia! Kevin is NOT going to fail,” he snapped. “Neither of you could do a perfect Melt before your Gloaming.” 14

         “What happens if a vampire doesn’t pass the Gloaming?” asked Susie as Silus and Sylvia reappeared from the shadows.

         A cloud passed across the nearly full moon and a Natty Whippersnapper cawed three times, as they often did in Grackelser Odd just before someone revealed important information.

         “Anyone that fails will never be able to call themselves a true vampire,” said Kevin’s mum.

         Kevin’s dad nodded.

         “Just like Ronnie Crumpets,” he said.

         “Who’s Ronnie Crumpets?” asked Silus.

         Kevin’s dad stared up at the moon.

         “Ronnie was my best friend,” he sighed. “He was brilliant and could do so many things that I couldn’t. He could fly dragons and talk to them too, just like you, Kevin. But then, at the Gloaming, he couldn’t do the Melt and he failed.”

         “What happened to him?” asked Sylvia.

         “He was dragged off, right in front of us all,” said Kevin’s dad. “No one knew exactly where 15he went. Uncle Drax thought he might have been banished to Who-Knows-Where. But I never saw him again. It was horrible.”

         Susie looked over at Kevin, who just stared at the floor. No one said a word.

         “But Kevin’s not going to fail,” said his mum. “He’s going to be fine.”

         She clapped her hands together, just like she always did when she wanted everyone to do something.

         “Right, come on, you lot,” she said. “There’s a lot to be done before we can set off for CASTLE MORT. It gets cold in the Old Country at this time of year, so we’ll have to take extra socks. Let’s get packing.”

         And with that, she rushed into the Aurelius family carriage, followed by Kevin’s dad. Silus and Sylvia let out two of the most enormous sighs ever heard this far from the Old Country, and stomped and grumbled into the Aurelius family carriage. Kevin did not follow.16

         “Are you OK?” said Susie, who didn’t think she’d ever seen Kevin so quiet.

         Kevin looked at her, his face hung with worry, his whole body shaking.

         “It’s the Melt,” he whispered. “Silus and Sylvia are right. I can’t do it at all.”
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            The Big Book of Vampire Rules
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         Susie grabbed Kevin and led him to a quiet spot, out of the way from the packing frenzy, around the back of the luggage carriage.

         “You can’t do the Melt?” she asked. “Are you sure?”

         Kevin nodded. He had such a sad expression on his face that it looked like he had just found out his socks were made of poison.

         “I’ve tried to do it loads of times but I just can’t get the hang of it. Look.”

         He stood up from the steps and closed his eyes.

         Then he concentrated as hard as he could, willing himself to melt into the shadows of the luggage carriage.

         “Have I done it?” 18

         He opened his eyes and looked at Susie. Susie looked back at Kevin, whose face was now bright red from all his straining. She shook her head.

         “To be honest, you’re even more visible now than you were before. You’ve sort of done the opposite of the Melt.”

         Kevin sat back down on the steps to the carriage, pulled his knees up and buried his head between them.

         “I’m going to fail the Gloaming and then I’ll be dragged off to Who-Knows-Where and I won’t ever see any of you again,” he sobbed.

         Susie thought for a bit.

         “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll get through this together. I’ll be there with you. Everything will be OK.”

         Kevin lifted his head up from his knees.

         “Really?” he sniffed as Susie sat down next to him on the steps.

         “Of course,” she said. “We’ve got some time before you need to Melt. I can help you practise.” 19

         Kevin smiled for the first time since seeing the golden envelope.

         “Maybe with a bit of practice it will be OK,” he said, giving his nose a wipe on the sleeve of his jacket. “And it could actually be fun. Once the ceremony is over, there’s a big party to celebrate.”

         Kevin’s mum appeared from around the corner, still holding the Gloaming invitation in her hand.

         “A big party?” said Susie, her face beaming. “That sounds AMAZING! I can’t wait.”

         Kevin’s mum let out a long sigh.

         “Oh, Susie, I wish you could come but it’s not allowed,” she said, pointing at the words VAMPIRES ONLY at the bottom of the invitation.

         “B-but Susie’s got to come,” said Kevin. “It says ‘families’ on the invitation and Susie is part of our family.”

         This was true. Even though Susie was a human, from the moment that she had joined the CARNIVAL MONSTROMO, it was as if she had always been an Aurelius. Apart from the fact that 20she didn’t have fangs, she did cast a shadow, and she wasn’t even a little bit immortal.

         Kevin’s dad put his hand on her shoulder.

         “I’m sorry, Susie, but I’m afraid that you being there would be a clear violation of Vampire Rule Number Ninety-Three,” he said, swirling his hands around in front of him.

         In a puff of smoke, a book appeared in mid-air.

         “It’s all in here.”

         Susie looked at the book that had appeared.

         “THE GREATEST MOUSTACHES AND BEARDS OF GRACKELSER ODD?” she asked.

         Kevin’s dad looked at the cover of the book. There was a picture of a troll with a huge moustache that had red bows and silver bells tied to the ends.

         “Er, no, not in here,” he said. “It says so in here.”

         The copy of THE GREATEST MOUSTACHES AND BEARDS OF GRACKELSER ODD disappeared, and a new book appeared in front of Kevin’s dad.

         Kevin’s dad swirled his hands over his copy of 21THE BIG BOOK OF VAMPIRE RULES and the pages began to flick forwards. Susie watched as the pages turned, each one filled with lines and lines of the tiniest writing.
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         “There you go,” said Kevin’s dad, pointing halfway down a page. “Vampire Rule Number Ninety-Three (Vampires Only at Gloamings).”

         Susie looked at THE BIG BOOK OF VAMPIRE RULES.

         “How many rules are in there?” she said. 22

         Kevin’s dad sucked his fangs.

         “Oh, thousands,” he said.

         “Why are there so many?” said Susie. “Carnival Monstromo has hardly any rules.”

         That was true. In fact, CARNIVAL MONSTROMO only had two rules.
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         “Well,” said Kevin’s dad. “The carnival has lots of different monsters all living together so the vampire rules don’t apply here. But everywhere in the Old Country has to obey the rules. Bernard the Destroyer insists upon it.”

         “Who’s Bernard the Destroyer?” asked Susie. 23

         A chill fell across the Carnival Monstromo carriages.

         “Bernard the Destroyer is the seventh grandson of the seventh grandson of Dragos Aurora, the first vampire and Ancient One,” said Kevin’s dad. “He’s the Most Grand Vampire in the Order of the High Cloak, and is one of the most fierce and feared vampires in the whole of Grackelser Odd. Seven hundred winters ago, he created THE BIG BOOK OF VAMPIRE RULES and has been adding to it ever since. And he absolutely HATES it when the rules aren’t followed.”

         Kevin’s mum nodded.

         “There’s only one thing that Bernard the Destroyer hates more than rule breakers,” she added. “And that’s humans.”

         “Humans?” said Susie.

         Kevin’s mum nodded.

         “He can’t stand them. Well, he released that Christmas song a few centuries ago – oh, what was it called?” 24

         “‘I Hate Humans (Apart from Their Taste)’,” said Kevin’s dad. “It was very catchy.”

         Kevin’s dad began to sing.

         “I hate humans 

         Humans I hate

         Except for the fact

         That humans taste great.”

         “And will he be at the Gloaming too?” said Susie.

         “Oh, no,” chuckled Kevin’s dad. “Bernard the Destroyer hasn’t been seen for the last hundred and fifty years. He’s too busy writing more rules for the book.”

         “But I’m afraid you still have to stay here,” said Kevin’s mum. “There are plenty of other sticklers for Bernard’s rules in the Old Country. If Bernard the Destroyer found out that his rules had been broken, he’d cancel CARNIVAL MONSTROMO and place a Level Nine Curse on all of us.”
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