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Vlad had been working on his vampire skills since dusk on Friday, under the strict guidance of his mother, Mortemia. Now it was Sunday night and Vlad had still not managed to do anything to please her – as usual. Finally, with a howl of frustration, his mother had shouted at him to “get out of my sight” and had stormed off to her room.


That had been hours ago and now it was nearly midnight and Mortemia still hadn’t reappeared. Vlad’s pet bat Flit was trying to distract him from his worries.


“Let’s play hide-and-seek,” he squeaked. “I’ll hide!”


“No! I’m too nervous,” Vlad protested. He was in the corridor outside his parents’ room, trying to listen in to their conversation, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying behind the heavy oak door.




[image: ]





“I’m sure they’re talking about me,” Vlad went on. Then he realized Flit was no longer listening – the little bat had flown away to hide.


“Where are you, Flit?” Vlad whispered. He crept along the corridor, peering anxiously into dark corners.


He was soon so worried about trying to find Flit in the scary shadows that he almost forgot about his parents. He hunted high and low, shuddering whenever he touched a spider’s web and wheezing as he looked under cushions that sent up a cloud of dust when he moved them. He took a puff of his inhaler before carrying on his search.


“Flit?” he repeated. “Where are you?”


At last, peeking in between a large oak chest and a suit of armour, he spotted the bat.


“Found you!” Vlad cried.


“Impressive,” said Flit, coming out of his hiding place. “I think your night vision must be getting better. It was pretty dark down there.” He shook himself free of cobwebs.


The little vampire grinned, showing his tiny fangs. “Playing hide-and-seek indoors isn’t as scary as I thought it would be,” he said. “Apart from the spiders… Do you think I might finally get over my fear of the dark?”


Flit performed a gleeful loop-the-loop. “Of course! We’ll soon have you racing about the graveyard at night.”


Vlad was about to protest when the door to his parents’ bedroom creaked open and his father, Count Drax Impaler, came out.


“What nonsense are you and that bat up to now?” he asked, looking stern.


Vlad looked at the floor. “Nothing, Father,” he said.


Count Drax pursed his blood-red lips. “Hmmm. Well, as it happens, I was on my way to find you. Your mother and I have something we want to tell you. Come in here.”


Vlad bit his lip as he felt all his anxiety return. “Umm, OK,” he said.


“Don’t worry,” Flit whispered in his ear. “I’ll be with you—”


But Drax had whisked Vlad into the room and shut the door before the little bat could follow.


“Rude!” Flit squeaked from behind the door.


The little vampire followed his father into the vast, icy-cold bedroom. His parents slept in a four-poster double coffin with a deep red canopy over it. His mother was sitting on the edge of the coffin now. To Vlad’s surprise, Grandpa Gory was also in the room, fast asleep in one of the carved wooden armchairs by the wardrobe. He let out an enormous, loud snore. 
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Mortemia rolled her eyes. “We should never have tried to include him in our discussions, Drax,” she said, nodding at Gory. Then to Vlad she said, “Come and sit down, my little devil.” She patted the bedspread. “We’ve been discussing your progress.”


“Oh,” said Vlad. His shoulders fell.


This is definitely not going to be good news, he thought. 


“As you know,” Mortemia continued, “our last session on mastering mind control was a spectacular failure. If you can’t make one little object move, how will you ever learn to persuade other creatures to do things against their will? Mind control is a simple skill, which vampires have had for centuries. I can’t understand what you find so difficult about it.”


She was right: Vlad had been unable to make anything happen by the power of his mind. He just found it so hard to concentrate on things like making a glass of blood move along the dining table or persuading the spiders to tidy away their webs. He would start off thinking hard but then his mind would wander and he would begin to feel sleepy. He was feeling pretty sleepy right now, in fact.


He yawned and his mother immediately told him off. “Cover your mouth! It’s extremely rude to show your fangs, Vlad.”


“Sorry, Mother,” Vlad muttered. “But that mind-control stuff is exhausting. I’ve been trying to do it all weekend.”


“And you’ll be doing it all next week, too, at this rate,” Mortemia said.


Vlad groaned. He really wanted to go to his room now and get a couple of hours’ sleep before dawn. Tomorrow was Monday and he was planning on going to human school again. He couldn’t wait to see his best friend Minxie and his teacher Miss Lemondrop, but going to school in the day and having lessons with Mother at night was wearing him out.


Drax coughed loudly and Vlad snapped to attention as he realized Mortemia was still speaking.


“…which is why we’ve decided you need to spend some time with other vampires,” she finished.


Vlad was puzzled. “But you’ve always said that there are no other vampires.”


“Not around here, no,” said Drax slowly.


Vlad’s pale face went from white to green. “No! You don’t mean…?”


“Yes, you’re going to Transylvania,” said his mother.


“But I don’t want to,” Vlad exclaimed. “I’m happy here!”


Drax laughed. “Mwhahaha. We don’t mean for ever.”


“Although that is an idea,” said Mortemia with a sniff.


“No!” Vlad cried, beginning to panic. If he just disappeared, what would Minxie think? How would he get a note to Miss Lemondrop to explain why he was absent? His chest began to heave and he struggled to catch his breath. He reached inside his cape for his inhaler and took a long hard puff.


Grandpa Gory woke up suddenly.


“What’s that?” he barked, blinking in confusion. He noticed poor Vlad was wheezing and went to pat him on the back.


“What have you said to the little devil now?” he asked Mortemia.


“You can stay out of this, Gory,” snapped Mortemia. “Why don’t you go back to sleep? Without the snoring, thank you,” she added.
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“When everyone has finished arguing,” Drax said, “perhaps you’ll allow me to explain, Vladimir. A couple of months with your cousin Lupus will make you see how to become a truly bad little vampire.” Drax rubbed his long thin hands together. “Lupus is an excellent example of evilness. You should hear his laugh – it’s so terrifying, he managed to break a whole chandelier!”


“If only you could laugh like that, Vlad,” Mortemia said wistfully.


“But I can!” cried Vlad. “Listen.” He threw back his head and gave an evil laugh. “MwhahaheeheehhhhhAARGH—!” But he was still rather wheezy and he collapsed into another coughing fit.


“Useless,” Mortemia said, shaking her head.


“I can do it sometimes,” he spluttered.


“Sometimes isn’t enough!” Drax roared. “You need to ALWAYS laugh like a proper vampire, just as you need to ALWAYS be able to use mind control and ALWAYS be able to finish drinking your glass of blood without complaining!”


“I’ll get better at those things as I get older,” said Vlad. He was feeling anxious. He’d never met his cousin but he’d heard plenty about him. “You thought I’d never learn how to turn into a bat but I can now. Look!” He squeezed his eyes shut and thought, Batwings – Air – Travel and POOF! he was a bat, whizzing above his parents, turning loop-the-loops and squeaking in bat language, “Can I get my Bat Licence soon?”


“Yes, yes,” Drax said, swatting at the air irritably. “Don’t change the subject. Your bat-morphing is hardly impressive. You still won’t join me on an outdoor night-flight.”


Vlad landed back down in vampire form with a thump. “I don’t want to go to Transylvania,” he said sulkily.


“Mulch is already packing your things,” said Mortemia. “You’re going tonight.”


Vlad gasped. He needed to think of something to put them off this plan – and quickly.


If only Flit weren’t locked outside, I could ask him for an idea, he thought.


“Run along now,” his mother said. “There’s no time to lose.”


“I can’t go,” Vlad blurted out. “I-it’s dangerous for me to fly long distances when I’ve had an asthma attack,” he said.


Mortemia snorted. “Ridiculous—” she started.


“That’s true,” Grandpa Gory interrupted. “Remember what Dr Freakenstein said the last time you wrote to him about Vlad’s condition? He was quite clear that Vlad should wait at least twenty-four hours after the end of an attack before attempting a long-distance flight.”


“Very helpful, Gory,” Mortemia muttered sarcastically.


Vlad shot his grandfather a grateful look. “He also said that new places could make my asthma worse,” he said. This was a fib, but Vlad was desperate.


Drax frowned. “I don’t remember that part.”


Luckily Gory was very much on Vlad’s side. “Ah, yes. New environments could be dangerous – I remember that. Perhaps you and Mortemia should go to Transylvania first, to make sure everything will be all right for Vlad’s stay?” he suggested. “You know – check the bedcovers are feather-free and so on?” he added.


“I really don’t think that’ll be necessary,” said Mortemia.


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Drax. “I think it’s a good idea. We could discuss plans in more depth with Pavlova and Maximus, perhaps?”


“No, this is … idiotic!” Mortemia cried. “We’ve already come up with a plan – I don’t see why you should listen to that old fool,” she added, glowering at Gory.


Grandpa Gory raised his eyebrows knowingly and Vlad tried not to smile. Mortemia never wanted to go to Transylvania. She hated Drax’s sister, Aunt Pavlova, and disapproved of the modern style in which she lived.


“But Mortemia, we could make it into a romantic mini-break,” Drax drawled. He took his wife’s hand in his. “We could see that musical you’ve been talking about. You know – Bats?”


Mortemia’s eyes lit up but she said nothing. 


“Ah, Bats!” said Grandpa Gory. “What a show!”


“Exactly – everyone has seen it in Transylvania.” Drax’s voice became smoother and more persuasive. “What’s more, Mortemia, I could take you to your favourite store, Bloodingdales? I’ll buy you a new cape for the theatre. You would be the most delightful-looking vampire there,” he added.
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“I do need a new cape,” Mortemia said, her frown melting. “I could do with a new pair of boots, too. Oh, you’ve won me over, my darling devil. I’ll go and pack right now!”


Drax kissed Mortemia’s hand. “My wicked one! We’ll leave before dawn. This will be the trip of a lifetime, my rotten little worm!”


Vlad turned away and pulled a face. He hated it when his parents got all soppy in front of him. He did feel relieved, however – he had managed to get out of the trip.


For the time being, at least.
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