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The Little Boy Lost 


      


      The night was dark, no father was there; 


      The child was wet with dew; 


      The mire was deep, & the child did weep, 


      And away the vapour flew. 


      


      William Blake – Songs of Innocence – 1789 
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      Listen to them, the children of the night. 


      What music they make! 


      


      Bram Stoker – Dracula – 1897 
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      County Sligo, August 1832


      


      Vampires Appear 

    


    
      


“Do you hear him, Father?”


      Clarabell flew closer to her father and pointed at the town far below where many bonfires burned. 


      “I want him, Father. Can we take him home with us?”


      The sound of the boy crying came from a house blanketed in fog on the street below. 


      Luca would do anything for his daughter, and he realized that he had spoiled her for the past two hundred years. Clarabell had every luxury that a twelve-year-old girl could dream of. Brightly coloured dresses that were cut from the finest silk and adorned with ostrich feathers. Coats and hats made of velvet. Mechanical birds-of-paradise, that sang to her from golden cages. Dolls of every description, with outfits to match her own. The only thing she didn’t have was a brother or sister. Loneliness was taking its toll on her. 


      “No, Clarabell. We must leave the boy where he is. Death will take him – it is the natural way.”


      It was too late. Clarabell swooped through the clouds. Within seconds she was standing on the tower of Sligo Abbey, arms outstretched. Her red-velvet cloak, adorned with emeralds, was blowing in the breeze. Her blue eyes pierced the darkness. Sligo town stretched before her like a dream. Mist rose from the Garavogue river. Smoke rose from chimney stacks and bonfires, and lamps lit the streets. 


      Clarabell launched into the air and landed with a thud outside the abbey where tombstones covered in moss protruded from the earth like crooked teeth. 


      “I am coming for you!” Clarabell cried. Then she ran along the cobbled streets until she came to a house on Old Market Street. Placing her gloved hand on the door, she pushed it open. The house was cold, and the walls were damp. 


      Clarabell stood as still as a statue and watched from the shadows as a boy of about her own age knelt by the bed of his lifeless mother. He held her hand, gripped her fingers and stared into her eyes, willing her to be alive. 


      He was perfect. His head of black curls matched her blonde curls, and his tear-filled eyes were the colour of the ocean on a summer’s day. 


      Valentine sensed her presence beside him and flinched. 


      Cholera had spread through Sligo town like a secret. People tried to keep the disease away by burning fires and saying prayers, but nothing worked. Then the vampires came. Valentine had sensed them moving silently through the town. They were in the shadows that danced across the walls, in the silent breeze that blew the cloth on the window. They waited in the darkness until his mother took her last breath and now, he knew, they had come for him. 


      Then he saw her. Not a vampire, just a pale young girl. She could not have been more than twelve years old. 


      “Are you my Guardian Angel?” he gasped. 


      Clarabell giggled behind her cupped hand. Her blue eyes danced with delight. She had never been referred to as an angel before. 


      “I have come to save you.”


      “No, Clarabell. I forbid you.”


      A man appeared in the doorway. His skin was deathly pale. 


      Valentine screamed as the man approached the girl and gripped her by the wrist, anger flashing in his eyes.


      She opened her mouth to scream and revealed sharp white teeth. 


      Valentine let go of his mother’s cold hand. She had been in the County Fever Hospital until recent days. However, there weren’t enough beds to cater for all the patients suffering from cholera and she had been sent home to die. His seventeen-year-old sister Matilda had remained in the hospital. He had said goodbye to her the previous evening as the sun set in the sky, knowing that they might never meet again. 


      “I will miss you, Valentine.”


      “You’ll be home soon, Tilly. I think you’re recovering – you’re better than you were.”


      “I don’t know about that, Valentine.” Matilda reached into her pocket and handed him a small red cloth heart. The word Hope was embroidered on it with silver thread. She pressed it into the palm of his hand.


      A tear slid down his pale cheek. 


      “Keep my heart safe until we meet again, dear brother.”


      Matilda’s hair was golden, and people always remarked on how kind she was. Valentine felt proud of his sister. She was good at sums and her favourite thing to do was to help her mother with the cooking and cleaning. Valentine had already lost his father and his younger brother Joe to cholera but saying goodbye to Matilda broke his heart. 


      “Come to me, boy!” Clarabell cried. 


      He blinked away thoughts of Matilda. 


      Full of sorrow, he walked over to the girl. He was powerless to resist. His heart was pounding loud and fast. 


      Luca, the Vampire King, was outraged. Then a sound outside the house and the unmistakable scent of wild roses alerted him to danger. 


      “Vampire Hunters! They have followed us here!” he hissed. 


      Clarabell had led them into danger. He had known that the cholera epidemic in County Sligo would attract every vampire in the kingdom. This meant that Vampire Hunters would soon follow. He had been foolish to allow Clarabell to accompany him tonight. He knew that they must go right away. If that meant taking the boy with them, then so be it. Now was not the time for one of Clarabell’s temper tantrums. It would lead the Vampire Hunters straight to them. 


      “Bring the boy if you must, Clarabell. But hurry, it is not safe here.”


      “Wait! I can’t go yet!” said Valentine. 


      He stepped back from Clarabell and looked around his house one last time. It was the only home he had ever known. He would miss the wooden kitchen table where he ate his dinner every night. He looked at his father’s spectacles on the mantelpiece and his sister’s embroidery on the rocking chair. Then he knelt beside his mother and kissed her gently on the forehead. 


      “Goodbye, Mother,” he whispered into her ear. Then he said a little prayer. It was unbearable to think that he would never see her beautiful smile again. A tear trickled down his cheek. 


      Valentine did not know who these strange-looking people were or where they were taking him, but at that moment it seemed a safer option than waiting for cholera to claim his life. 


      He unclasped the heart-shaped locket from his mother’s neck. It contained miniature paintings of his parents. He placed it in his pocket. Wherever he went, it would always remind him of them. 


      “We must leave right away.” Luca stood in the doorframe with arms outstretched like a giant bat. 


      Clarabell ran like lightning to Valentine’s side. She snipped off a lock of his hair with her sharp fingernail and put it into a hidden pocket in her cloak. Then she gripped his wrist tightly and pulled it towards her lips. “I’m sorry for what I am about to do, but you will be mine forever,” she said and sank her teeth into his wrist, until she could taste his blood. 


      Valentine pulled his arm free. A purple bruise bloomed like a flower around the toothmarks in his wrist. He felt faint. “Get away from me!” he cried. 


      Clarabell caught him in her arms and Valentine could feel the energy drain from his body. The entire room spun and he threw his arms around Clarabell’s neck. 


      “I will protect you!” she cried as her feet rose off the ground. 


      Luca stood to one side to allow his daughter and her victim to escape through the open door. 


      Valentine tightened his grip on Clarabell’s neck. Within seconds they were flying high. Afraid to utter another word, Valentine peered over Clarabell’s shoulder. All the houses on his street came into view. Sligo was laid before him. The abbey, the gaol, and the River Garavogue which flowed through the ancient town. Then he saw the fever hospital, where his brother and father had died. He thought of Matilda and prayed that she was still alive. He saw his old schoolroom and the graveyard where generations of his family were laid to rest. 


      Angry men ran after them. They shot flaming arrows towards the sky in a desperate attempt to stop them. 


      Moments later, Clarabell and Valentine were flying over the Atlantic Ocean. The waves were as black as ink. 


      “I must be dreaming! This isn’t real!” Valentine cried. Then he noticed his wrist and the purple bruise that had formed there, and he knew that he hadn’t imagined it. What was happening to him was real and he might never see his mother, Matilda or his home in Sligo again. 


      The early-morning sun erupted on the horizon, and Valentine shivered. He had never felt so cold before. It felt as though pins and needles prickled his entire body. The gentle trickle of orange light stung his eyes. 


      Clarabell hissed. She felt it too. 


      Suddenly the sky was filled with hundreds of bats. They surrounded the children, shielding them from the light of the sun. 


      “Look, Valentine! They have come for us!”


      Valentine blinked, and when he looked again the bats had turned into astonishing creatures with black capes. 


      They led them towards an island made of rock and shaped like a skull. It stood alone in the middle of the ocean. Waves slapped against the shore. 


      A sense of calm overcame Valentine as they descended upon the stones. It felt good to have his feet back on solid ground once more, though he didn’t know where the creatures had taken him. 


      Clarabell bit down hard on her bottom lip. She knew that she had overstepped the line this time and that she might be punished for it by her father. She hoped that the other vampires wouldn’t hurt the boy. 


      Her father Luca, the Vampire King, appeared before her. Lightning pierced the air. Thunder rolled from the sky. Then Luca led them down some stone steps, into a dark cave. A vampires’ lair. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      Matilda 

    


    
      


Matilda left the fever hospital under the cover of darkness. New patients were arriving every minute. There were no spare beds and people were dying all around her. Nurses rushed to and fro, tending to those that they thought they could save. She fastened her blue cloak under her chin and walked as quickly as she could down the stone steps of the fever hospital. Her body was still weak but she did seem better than she had been. The doctor in the hospital had said that her sudden illness was probably not the effect of cholera after all, but had sprung from cold and exhaustion. If that was so, she knew that her only chance of surviving was to get as far away from Sligo town as quickly as possible, before she did become infected. 


      No-one noticed the seventeen-year-old girl as she walked alongside the Garavogue river, desperate to get home. The streets were empty as people stayed inside their houses. Bonfires burned brightly in a desperate attempt to scare away the disease. 


      “There is a curse upon the land!” an old man with red-rimmed eyes shouted as he stumbled out of a tavern. 


      A cholera cart trundled past and a man wearing a black mask shaped like a bird’s beak rang a bell. Matilda screamed and a dog barked somewhere in the distance. Some people had placed crosses on their doors like in biblical times, while others had placed dishes of salt on their window ledges. 


      Matilda recalled how people had talked about the great plague that was sweeping across the world but she never imagined that it would reach Ireland. She scurried past Sligo Abbey and for a moment she thought she could hear the ancient singing of the monks who used to inhabit the building. Her mind must still be playing tricks on her as it had been while the fever raced through her body. 


      At last she reached her house and was just about to open the door when she heard a familiar voice. 


      “Matilda, is that you?”


      It was Johanna Daly, who lived in the house next door. All her family had recently died and she was now alone. She was only a few years older than Matilda. 


      “Yes, Johanna. I had to leave that place. It was a nightmare, with so many people crowded in there, so many dying.”


      Johanna searched her face. “You seem better than you were?”


      “Yes, I am. Actually, the doctor at the hospital thinks I didn’t have cholera after all. In any case, I had to come home, Johanna. Mammy was so sick when they sent her away. She needs me.”


      Then Matilda could tell by the look in her friend’s eyes that she was too late. 


      “I am so sorry, Tilly, but your mother passed away last night and Valentine has vanished without a trace.”


      “Vanished? What do you mean?”


      “Mrs McCluskey said she saw a man and a girl leave your house late last night. Valentine was with them. The strangest thing about it is that she said they were flying!”


      “Flying? I don’t understand?”


      “Mrs McCluskey said she saw it with her own two eyes.”


      “Where is Mrs McCluskey now? I must speak to her.”


      “That’s not possible, Matilda. Mrs McClusky was taken to the fever hospital a few hours ago.”


      “That explains it. The fever must have made Mrs McCluskey imagine it. People can’t fly.”


      “Whether they flew away or not, Matilda, it makes no difference. Valentine is gone.”


      The words spun like a whirlwind in Matilda’s mind. Her mother was dead and her brother was gone.


      Valentine would never leave Sligo without her. Who could the girl and the man have been? 


      A horse-drawn doctor’s carriage passed by, and a woman screamed out in pain. Two men walked past, carrying a wooden coffin. 


      Matilda whimpered and Johanna placed her arm around her friend’s shoulder. 


      “Come inside, Tilly. It’s best to be indoors. It’s not safe out here.”


      Matilda drew back. “No, Johanna.” She shook her head. “I may not have had cholera but I’m not sure – there’s still a risk you could catch it from me. It’s not safe for us to be together.”


      “I’m sure the doctor was right, Tilly. In any case, you are my friend and I am not leaving you alone. We’ll stay in my house tonight.”


      “I want to spend the night with my mother.”


      “I’m sorry, Tilly. As there was family here to take care of things, they have already taken her body away for burial.”


      Tears sprang to Matilda’s eyes. “Oh no!”


      “Come inside, Tilly. Tomorrow I am leaving Sligo on the mail coach to Dublin and you are coming with me.” Johanna had a determined look on her face. She once had dreams of being a lady’s maid. She had hoped that she might gain employment one day in the newly built Lissadell House. But that was all before the cholera epidemic took hold. Now, she longed to get as far away from Sligo as she could. 


      Matilda was in no position to argue. Exhaustion seeped through every bone in her body. A mother ran past them with a little girl in her arms and a man selling coffins knocked on the door of a house across the street. 


      Johanna beckoned then opened her front door and ushered Matilda inside. 
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      Vampire Island 

    


    
      


Valentine was a vampire, although he didn’t know it yet. The air within the vampires’ lair was thick with fog. Hundreds of bats squeaked like mice as they flew around them. A smell like rotten vegetables assaulted Valentine’s senses. He knew that he was different since Clarabell bit him. His heart had stopped beating, yet he was still alive. His tongue moved across his teeth, which were as sharp as blades. He could see in the dark as clearly as if it was daytime. It was as though all his senses were stronger than ever before. 


      The entire vampires’ lair was illuminated by candles which flickered in the darkness. The vampires did not rely on candles to see in the dark, but they enjoyed watching the shadows they created creeping along the stone walls. The yellow light from the candle flames reminded them of sunlight, which as vampires they would never see again. The island had been home to vampires for thousands of years. 


      Suddenly the most beautiful woman Valentine had ever seen stepped out of the shadows. She wore a long green velvet gown that clung to her body. Her skin was as white as snow. Her red hair, the colour of fire, billowed down her back. Valentine watched as the man and the girl bowed their heads respectfully before her. It was as though she was a queen. 


      “Clarabell has brought trouble to our door once more, my darling Antonella.”


      “I warned you not to take her out hunting yet, Luca! She is far too young. What has happened?”


      Valentine noticed now that they both sounded foreign but the little girl didn’t, though she didn’t have a strong Irish accent either. 


      “Mother!” Clarabell ran into the outstretched arms of the enchanting woman. 


      Only then could Valentine see the resemblance between mother and daughter. They had the same high cheekbones and piercing eyes. They looked as though they had stepped out of a painting. They were truly magnificent. Valentine sighed as he thought of his own mother and sister. They didn’t have money to spend on beautiful dresses cut from the finest silk and velvet. His family had lived in poverty for most of their lives. He placed his hand in his pocket. His fingers felt the red cloth heart that Matilda had given him. He traced the delicate embroidery with his finger. One stitch on that little cloth heart was worth more to him than all the riches in the world. If only he could see his sister again, he would never leave her side. 


      “What have you brought me, my darling?” Antonella’s lilting accent sang through the darkness. 


      “This is my new brother.”


      Instinctively Valentine stepped back and stumbled on a rock. 


      Clarabell laughed at his foolishness. 


      “Hush now!” The woman’s green eyes flashed with anger. It is one thing that her daughter should bring a stranger to their island, another for her to make a joke of it. “Step closer, boy. Let me see you.”


      He obeyed and she ran her long fingernail down his cheek. Now that she was closer, Valentine noticed that she smelt exotic. Like oranges. Her lips were blood-red.


      “Wherever did you find him, Clarabell? He is perfect.”


      Antonella drank in the boy who stood before her. She has seen him before, in her dreams. She had always longed for a son. Had she conjured him up? What kind of magic was this? Vampires had the power to do many things. However, to bring dreams to life was not one of them. 


      “We found him in Sligo Town. His mother had just died of cholera,” Clarabell said. 


      Valentine felt a lump form in his throat. He still couldn’t believe that his mother was dead. 


      “Ah yes, the cholera epidemic, how tragic!”


      In fact, the cholera epidemic, which had claimed thousands of lives throughout the world, had provided the perfect hunting ground for vampires. 


      “What is your name, boy?”


      Valentine opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He was in shock. 


      “Don’t be frightened – Mother won’t bite.” Clarabell giggled then somersaulted through the air. 


      “Enough, Clarabell!” Antonella shrieked, and Clarabell landed on the ground with a bump. 


      “Ouch! That hurt!”


      Antonella turned to the boy. 


      “I will ask you again. What is your name?”


      “My name is Valentine.”


      “Valentine is a most peculiar name.”


      “I was born on the Feast Day of Saint Valentine.”


      “Oh, how perfect! You are named after the patron saint of Love. Isn’t he divine, Luca?”


      “Yes, Antonella. He is.”


      Luca folded his arms and smiled. A tear formed in the corner of the vampire’s eye. It had been hundreds of years since Luca saw his beautiful wife so happy. That was on the day that Clarabell was born. 


      Antonella placed her hands on Valentine’s shoulders.


      “I will be your mother now, and I will name you Valentine Sorrow. For all the sorrow that has touched your heart.” Her dark eyelashes touched her pale skin as she spoke, her fingers touched his cheek. 


      Valentine wanted to scream out loud, to tell this enchanting woman that she could never be his mother. The image of his own mother sprang to mind. He closed his eyes and thought of her walking from their house on Old Market Street to pump water from the river, her golden hair glistening under the sunlight. 


      I don’t belong here on this strange island, he thought.


      Clarabell read his mind and stamped her green leather boot on the floor. Then she spat angry words into his face. 


      “You ungrateful boy! How dare you think such things? You will stay with us forever. You will play games with me and be my brother!”


      “I want to go home – I will never be your brother,” he said. 


      “Home to your death?” Clarabell said. “Is that what you want? You are pitiful, Valentine Sorrow!”


      Antonella knelt down in front of Valentine. She felt the tender love of a mother towards the boy. He was the son she had always dreamed of. She would not let him go now. She knew that she must be patient with him. He had lost his mother and his own life in the space of a few hours. It was a lot for him to take in. She must choose her words carefully. 


      “Dear Valentine, you don’t seem to understand. You belong here with us now. There is no going back. Although you feel lost and alone right now, it won’t always be this way. You will survive this and become stronger than ever.”


      Antonella knew that she could not tell Valentine the truth that he might not have realized yet – that he was now a vampire. He had suffered enough for one night. She also knew that he would survive, just like they all had. 


      Clarabell folded her arms across her chest. A pang of jealousy swam through her lifeless veins. She saw the way her mother looked at Valentine. He had her undivided attention. Something that she longed for. Her golden curls turned the colour of green to match her mood. Her eyes turned black. She hadn’t considered the possibility that her mother and father might come to love Valentine as they loved her. Was it possible that they could love him more? He was meant to be her brother, her plaything. Valentine Sorrow could ruin everything.


      “I have made a dreadful mistake,” Clarabell muttered to herself. She watched her parents smile at Valentine and tears sprang from her eyes. 


      Valentine was the child they had always wanted, she thought. Her mother and father had grown tired of her temper tantrums and her wilful nature. She left her parents with their new child and ran through the cave, past hundreds of sleeping vampires whose bodies were suspended from the roof like stalactites. 


      Clarabell followed the network of tunnels and passageways which she knew like the back of her hand. Water trickled beneath her feet. A family of rats scurried across a stone ledge. Eventually, she arrived at a small alcove which contained all of her most treasured possessions. Her dolls and mechanical birds-of-paradise. A miniature painting which captured her likeness, in a silver heart-shaped frame. A golden harp from her home in Italy and her pet bat Sebastian who she kept in a wooden bird cage painted yellow and green and decorated with golden songbirds. The ornate cage used to belong to her pet canary, who had died long long ago. 


      Clarabell poked her finger through the bars of the cage and stroked the small bat’s head. “Oh, Sebastian, what have I done?”


      The objects she kept were constant reminders of her last night as a little girl two hundred years ago. She looked at the miniature painting of herself. She was sitting on her mother’s knee, wearing a blue dress embroidered with an ornate pomegranate pattern. Over the dress was a long jacket, tied up with pink ribbons. A winged collar and a small ruff adorned her neckline. Lace cuffs covered her wrists. Tears streamed down Clarabell’s cheeks. She hardly recognized herself. It was painted two hundred years earlier, on the terrifying night when the vampires arrived, and her nightmare began. 


      Hers was a wealthy Italian family. Clarabell’s father was a well-respected composer. Antonella, her mother, was a talented ballerina who had performed in the Renaissance Courts in Italy. 


      On the night that the vampires came, the family were staying in their summer residence, which was a Renaissance villa in the Italian hills. Clarabell was playing the harp for her proud parents. Antonella and Luca stood side by side on the large balcony. 


      “Bravo, Clarabell!” her father cheered while her mother shivered in the evening breeze. 


      “Darling, I have a strange feeling tonight.”


      “What is it, my beautiful Antonella?”


      “I feel nervous – and I thought that I heard something. Outside in the trees.”


      “It is probably the bats, my dear. I have noticed them more lately.”


      Clarabell ran over to her mother and gripped her arm. “I feel it too, Mother. It feels like someone is watching us.”


      “Dear child, there is no-one here apart from ourselves,” said Luca. “All of the servants have gone to bed. Have you been reading ghost stories again?”


      “No, Papa.”


      The vampires moved through the vineyard below them. They raced through the dark shadows, their capes like enormous wings behind them. The family didn’t stand a chance. 


      Tears fell from Clarabell’s eyes. She recalled the events as though it were only yesterday. 


      For two hundred years she had been the only child vampire living on the island. Now there was another. A boy called Valentine Sorrow. Her mother was right. It was the perfect name for a boy whose heart was full of sorrow. However, the way her parents looked at him was as though she didn’t exist anymore. She was the one who felt sorrowful. Oh, what had she done? 


      “I must think of a way to get rid of him. It was a mistake to bring him here.” Clarabell turned the miniature key in the intricately carved wooden cage, and Sebastian flew out. The tiny bat was her animal guide. Her closest friend. Every vampire on the island had their own bat. He was always there for her and understood exactly how she felt. 


      “If only you could speak, Sebastian. You would have told me not to go hunting with Papa.”


      The tiny creature blinked at her in the darkness. 


      Clarabell sighed, placed her feet on the wall and walked up onto the ceiling, her dress clinging magically to her legs, despite her being upside-down. Then she folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes. Sebastian took up his position beside her and together they drifted into a deathly sleep. 


      Dark foreboding nightmares swam around inside her skull. Dreams in which she was replaced by a boy with black hair and blue eyes. She did not wake again until night descended once more. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four 
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      A Terrible Mistake 

    


    
      


“We can’t keep the boy. It’s not right.” Luca stood up. Then he turned to face Antonella. “What Clarabell did was wrong.”


      “We can’t abandon him, Luca – he is a vampire now. One of us. He has nowhere else to go. He will perish without us. We have to teach him our ways.”


      Luca narrowed his eyes. “This island is no place for children, Antonella. It was hard enough when we just had Clarabell to care for. The Vampire Hunters could arrive at any moment. They are better at tracking us down than in the past.”


      Antonella felt Luca’s eyes on her. I must convince him to keep Valentine, she thought. 


      In a soft voice, she said, “That is why we must leave here, as soon as night descends.”


      Luca looked at Antonella as though she were crazy. What his wife was suggesting was preposterous. His brow furrowed. “Where would we go, Antonella?”


      “Have we not heard that vampires are living in big cities, like Paris and London, these days? That they come out at night and sleep during the day?”


      Luca rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. He was weary and knew that Antonella was unhappy too, trapped on this island away from the real world. He remembered a time when she had performed in wealthy courts all over Italy. She missed the hustle and bustle of city life. This wretched place was not meant for a woman as beautiful and talented as his darling wife. 


      It broke Luca’s heart to think that his family had to live in the shadows like convicts. 


      “But, darling Antonella, we wouldn’t be as free as we are here on the island. And we would not have the protection of our community.”


      Antonella flew to Luca’s side and clasped his hand in desperation. Tears stung her eyes. “We don’t need anyone as long as we have each other, Luca. Besides, the Vampire Hunters would never expect that there are child vampires. We have kept our precious Clarabell away from danger for all these years.”


      Luca rubbed his forehead. “Until tonight. They saw her, Antonella. They were shooting arrows at us as we left. What was I thinking of, taking Clarabell with me?” He gripped the back of a chair with his hands and bent his head in shame. 


      Antonella stood by her husband’s side. She knew that she must choose her words carefully if she wanted to keep the boy. 


      “Don’t torment yourself, Luca. We both know how persistent Clarabell can be.”


      A smile flickered across Luca’s lips. “I adore that child, but she can be fierce and stubborn at times. Just like her mother.” He looked at Antonella. Still, after two hundred years, she was a fascinating creature. 


      He walked across the cave and stood at a wooden desk. On it was a quill and ink. A map of the world was spread before him. There were illustrations of sea monsters devouring ships and the moon, high above, in a cloudless sky. 


      “Perhaps you are right, Antonella. The world is changing. There are great advances in science. People can travel from one city to another on trains now. Humans are more curious about life and death. I have heard it said that there are even vampires, just like us, living and working in Buckingham Palace in London.”


      “I have heard it too.”


      Antonella perched on the edge of a red velvet throne beside an ancient writing bureau. Under the candlelight, her features looked as though they had been carved from marble. She opened the drawer and drew out a beautiful green-silk Italian fan. It was decorated with golden stars and mermaids. It had once belonged to her mother. She flicked it open and fanned herself as she worked out a plan. She had a way of twisting her husband around her little finger, even after all these years. 


      “There is a small fishing village called Clontarf, a short distance from Dublin. Do you recall it, Luca? We attended an evening entertainment at the most exquisite summerhouse in the gardens there called Casino Marino. The owner, the Earl of Charlemont,  enjoyed our company so much that he persuaded us to stay with him. We had a wonderful time there.”


      “Of course I recall the place. It is an architectural masterpiece. The rooms are lavishly decorated, and there is a magnificent view of Dublin Bay. I write to the Earl from time to time. He sends letters to the post office in Sligo for my attention. He is a remarkable man. But what of it?”


      “Perhaps we could settle there with the children, my darling? I am sure that you would like to see the Earl of Charlemont again? I do recall that during our stay in Dublin I purchased the most exquisite ball gowns for Clarabell and myself and jewels fit for a queen. I left them in a locked chest in one of the bedrooms in case we ever returned – with some clothes of yours too. I still have the key. Oh, do say that we can go, Luca!” She held her breath while she waited for her husband’s response. 


      Luca strolled across the cave and walked up the side of the grimy wall. He folded his arms across his chest and hung upside-down on the ceiling for several minutes, deep in thought. He remembered Casino Marino well. He had been invited by the Earl to perform as an illusionist at a lavish ball. Antonella and Clarabell accompanied him. Antonella wore the most beautiful golden brocade ball gown, and Clarabell was part of his act too. She defied gravity when she took part in an illusion where she appeared to rise from the dead. The enchanting couple and their beautiful levitating daughter Clarabell were the talk of Dublin for months afterwards. 


      Deep underneath the beautiful little building lay a complex series of chambers which would be the perfect home for a family of vampires. They could sleep all day and only wake at night. 


      Antonella ran her fingers through her hair as she waited for Luca to respond. She was born many moons ago in Venice and missed living in the bustling city on the water. One of her favourite things to do had been to go out in a gondola. 


      Her father had been a famous artist, and her mother was a singer. They always wanted the best for her. They would turn in their graves if they could see her now. She recalled with fondness the overcrowded streets of Venice, the sound of church bells ringing and the heat of the sun on her skin. Now the sun would burn her flesh. 


      Luca walked across the ceiling and then jumped down in front of his wife, who was twisting her flowing red hair into a bun. 


      “My darling, I think it could work. Casino Marino could be the perfect home for our family, with our new son Valentine. We could work at night as illusionists. The people of Dublin are cultured now. Writers and poets walk the capital’s street. The boy can be part of our act.”


      Antonella threw her arms around Luca’s neck and cried tears of joys. Finally, after two hundred years of travelling around the world, they had a chance of a real home. 


      “There is just one thing, Luca.”


      “What is it, my love?”


      “I don’t want the children to go hunting. Not now, not ever. It is not right. How can they ever have a normal childhood if they are expected to hunt as vampires at night?”


      “They are not normal children, Antonella. They are vampires. That means they have to drink people’s blood to survive.”


      Antonella stepped away from Luca. She walked over to a rocking chair and sat down. Then she flashed an angry look in her husband’s direction. 


      “No, Luca. I will not allow it.  What happened tonight with Clarabell will bring great joy to our lives. But it must never happen again – do you understand me? We must prevent Clarabell and Valentine from ever going hunting.”


      “Very well, Antonella. We will provide the children with the nectar that they need to survive. I will simply make more of the potion that Clarabell drinks so she doesn’t have to hunt – enough for Valentine too.”


      “Yes, and perhaps when we get to Dublin we can arrange for a tutor to come and teach them. We could turn one of the rooms into a classroom if the Earl of Charlemont allows it.”


      Luca smiled at Antonella. She wanted Clarabell and Valentine to live like ordinary children. He wanted it too. Yet, he knew that they weren’t normal children. They were vampires. They would never be normal children again. 


      Clarabell stood at the entrance to her parents’ chamber. She could not believe what she had just heard. Her parents were planning to keep Valentine Sorrow. They were already referring to him as one of their children. And not only were they moving away from their island home but it seemed she would never be allowed to hunt like a real vampire. She might be a child but she was still a vampire. This was all Valentine Sorrow’s fault. Clarabell knew that she would have to get rid of him and fast. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five 
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      The Voyage of Valentine Sorrow 

    


    
      


“Help!” Valentine shrieked. His voice echoed in the darkness. He was in a chamber, deep within a cave. The most worrying thing of all was that he was hanging upside down and had no recollection of how he got there. The last thing he remembered was his mother dying. What had happened after that? It was all a blank.


      He could hear the trickle of water somewhere in the distance and the flutter of wings. His feet were stuck to the ceiling, and the floor of the cave seemed like a long way down. He struggled to get free. 


      “Awake at last.”


      Valentine looked down and saw the girl staring up at him. 


      “How do I get down?” he cried. 


      “You walk, of course,” she said, sniggering. 


      Valentine wriggled his toes and slowly moved his feet along the roof of the cave. He could not believe that he was walking on the ceiling. He had to tread carefully to avoid stepping on any bats that hung like gloves on the fingers of giants. He moved down along the slimy wall and jumped onto the floor. Where he came face to face with the girl. 


      She was wearing a sky-blue dress, with a red hooded cloak over it, and she had a green headband on her head. Her hair was the colour of golden sand. Valentine noticed a curious thing: her blonde eyebrows met in the middle of her forehead. She held a red candle in a silver candlestick, and wax dripped onto her fingers. A bat sat squarely on her left shoulder. 


      She smiled at Valentine. Two sharp incisors peeped out from her mouth. 


      Valentine winced as a hideous grey rat scuttled by. 


      “Who are you?” he whispered to the girl, and his voice echoed in the cave. 


      She did not answer. Instead, she gripped his hand and led him down a series of dark tunnels. Something told Valentine that he shouldn’t follow her further into the underground world. But what choice did he have? He didn’t have a clue where he was. As much as he hated to admit it, this strange girl and her pet bat were his only hope. 


      “Wait, come back! Where are you taking me?”


      “Stay close and keep your mouth shut or you’ll wake them up.”


      “Wake who up?” Valentine whispered. Then his eyes followed her thin finger as she pointed upwards. 


      Above their heads hung the bodies of hundreds of deathly looking creatures. They were all sleeping and hung like giant bats. Their black velvet cloaks were wrapped around their bodies like closed wings. 


      Valentine opened his mouth. He was about to scream when Clarabell placed her hands over his lips. 


      “Shush! If we wake them, we’re in big trouble. They don’t like to be disturbed from their sleep.”


      When she finally loosened her grip, Valentine gasped for air. 


      “What are they?”


      “Vampires, of course,” she replied as though it is the most obvious thing in the world. 


      “Vampires!” Valentine gulped. It was all starting to make sense now. 


      They continued along a smaller tunnel which contained a stream of water. Valentine’s mother had told him stories about vampires when he was a little boy. Deathly pale creatures, who could never die, unless they were pierced through the heart with a wooden stake. Only he hadn’t believed that they existed until now. 


      Eventually, they reached the mouth of the cave. 


      Clarabell carefully stood the candlestick in a little cavity in the rock. She loved to carry a candle and watch the flame flicker like a tiny sun in the darkness. 


      The moon was high in the sky, which meant that they had slept all day. The inky-black ocean lapped against the rocks and the cold night air clung to their lungs.


      Valentine’s lip trembled. “This is a vampires’ lair!” he gasped. 


      Clarabell gripped him by the shoulders. Her eyes glistened and appeared purple under the moonlight. 


      “Yes, Valentine. Listen to me now. You have to go. It was all a mistake. I should never have brought you here.” Tears trickled down her pale cheeks. 


      “Not until you tell me who you are and what is happening to me.” Anger flashed across Valentine’s eyes.


      “Keep your voice down! The rest of the vampires will be awake soon. It is the witching hour.”


      “The stories Mother told me about vampires were true,” Valentine said to himself. 


      “Come with me, Valentine,” she whispered, “and I will explain everything to you. I promise.”


      Valentine followed the girl along a small wooden boardwalk until they reached a golden beach. The moon shimmered on the water. The sand glistened beneath starlight. 


      Then Valentine noticed a small fishing boat bobbing up and down. It was green and the name Clarabell was painted on the side in blue paint. The boat was tied to a jagged rock with a thick brown rope. 


      The girl stepped into the boat and beckoned to Valentine to follow her. 


      “Come with me, Valentine,” she whispered once more.


      Valentine did as he was told as he was desperate to find answers. He sat and waited for her to speak. 


      There was one question that he needed to know the answer to most of all, and it terrified him. Now that he knew that vampires were real, could it be possible that he was one himself? 


      “I will tell you everything, Valentine. Then you must go. Do you understand me?”


      “Where will I go to? My family are all dead.” He decided not to mention his sister – the less this strange girl knew about Matilda the better. “I don’t have a clue where I am.”


      “My name is Clarabell, and I am a vampire.”


      “No, you are lying. Vampires don’t exist, and you are just a child!” Valentine spluttered. Deep down, he believed what she was saying. Every single word of it. 


      “Can you recall how you got here?” she asked. 


      Valentine closed his eyes tight and rubbed his head with his hand. He felt as though his brain was in a fog. Then it came back to him. Flying through the air like a bird. The man called Luca and the beautiful woman in a green dress. He recalled hundreds of bats and creatures in black capes flying with them. It was like a terrible nightmare. 


      Clarabell bent down and picked up a black cloak, uncovering a treasure chest. She handed the cloak to him. “Put it on.”


      He wrapped himself in it, glad of its warmth. 


      “Listen carefully, Valentine. Your tears will not save you. What I am about to tell you will. Inside this old treasure chest, there is a book. It contains everything that you need to know about our world. There is also a bottle containing a red potion which you need to survive.”


      “Our world? Potion? I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


      Clarabell’s hair turned bright red as anger flooded her veins. Her eyes turned yellow. 


      “Why can’t you pay attention, foolish boy?” If this was what having a brother was like, then she was sure that she didn’t want one. 


      Valentine gulped. If Clarabell really was a vampire, he was in danger. 


      “Please listen to me, Valentine. We don’t have long.”


      “Just tell me what it is that you want me to know.” Valentine’s entire body shook as the tears he had held back for so long flooded from his eyes. 


      “Now you are a vampire too, Valentine,” she blurted out. There was no other way to say it. 


      Valentine jumped up in horror, and the boat rocked. Clarabell gripped his hands and steadied him, for fear he would fall overboard. 


      “Be careful, Valentine.” Her fingers were ice-cold, her lips as blue as ink. 


      “Here, I have something else for you. “


      “What is it?” Valentine was confused by this strange girl. She seemed to hate him and care for him at the same time. 


      Clarabell reached into her pocket and produced a beautiful silver brooch which framed a lock of Valentine’s hair under glass – the hair she had snipped from his head. She had woven it into the shape of a flower. It was a piece of mourning jewellery or memento mori – a ‘reminder of death’. Valentine had seen such brooches before. When a person died, a lock of their hair was usually kept as a memento of their life. Vampires often cut a lock of a person’s hair before they changed them. It was like a memento of their former life.


      She pinned the brooch to Valentine’s cloak. 


      “Why are you giving me this?”


      “To remember me by.”


      “I don’t understand.”


      Clarabell untied the thick rope from the rock and jumped onto the shore. “I made a terrible, foolish mistake, Valentine. I should never have changed you. I should have left you to die with your mother. This brooch is my gift to you, to say that I am sorry for everything that I have done.”


      “Please don’t go, Clarabell. I can’t swim! I’m scared!”


      Clarabell felt a pang of sorrow deep within her heart. It was a feeling she had not felt since she had become a vampire two hundred years ago. 


      “When I bit you, I changed you into a vampire.”


      A sharp pain seared through Valentine’s head. What Clarabell told him sounded ridiculous, although deep down he knew it to be true. 


      “Why would you do such a wicked thing?”


      “I wanted a brother. But it will never work. You must go now. Find cover before sunrise, or you will die.”


      “Please take me back, Clarabell!” Valentine cried. 


      Clarabell’s hair had turned golden again. Her eyes were the colour of the sky on a summer’s day. The anger that she had felt only moments ago was gone. 


      “Beware the Vampire Hunters, Valentine Sorrow,” were the last words she uttered as she untied the rope and surrendered Valentine and his boat to the murky waves. 
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      Letter from a Vampire 

    


    
      


“You will never be alone. I will watch over you forever.”


      Valentine’s mother’s final words washed over him like the salty black waves that wrestled with his boat. 


      Valentine imagined giant sea monsters and eight-legged beasts with giant fins lurking below the waves, waiting to pounce. 


      Then he remembered that he was a monster too. A vampire, a vile creature that would strike fear into the hearts of most people. 


      The moon was large and shone down on him like a giant’s torch. For a moment, Valentine thought that he could see his mother’s face smiling at him in the golden light. Her eyes were the stars. 


      “You can do this, Valentine!” Her words reached him on the crest of the waves. 


      Mustering all the strength that he could find, Valentine turned the black, iron key on the treasure chest and opened it. It was lined with red silk and was lit up by hundreds of fireflies. 


      In the corner of the chest, Valentine noticed a small bat. Black wings were wrapped tight around its tiny body. After a few moments the bat unfurled its wings, like the petals on a flower. Valentine watched the animal’s chest rise and fall, and he could see the bones that formed its ribcage. The creature was clearly as petrified as he was. 


      Around the bat’s little neck was a red ribbon with a label attached. The word Drac was scrawled on the label. Valentine felt relieved that he was not alone after all. He put his hand in and stroked the bat’s small head. Tiny black eyes stared back at him. 


      “My name is Valentine Sorrow, and we can be friends, Drac. Is that your name?”


      The bat nodded its head slowly at him. 


      “With a name like that, I take it that you are a boy?”


      The bat gave three small nods to that. Valentine steadied himself by grasping the edge of the chest as a wave lunged against the side of the small boat and threatened to send him and the contents of the boat overboard. 


      Forked lightning struck the sky. A storm was on the way. 


      Drac flew out of the chest and landed on the mast of the white sail. 


      Valentine gulped as he plunged his hand into the chest. There he discovered a scroll, sealed with a red stamped CV. He thought those must be Clarabell’s initials though he didn’t know her surname and what the V stood for. Could it just be V for ‘vampire’? 


      Valentine put his hand in again and discovered a blue bottle hanging on a golden chain. A dark liquid sloshed around inside it. 


      Clarabell had written the word Vampire Potion on the side of the bottle. 


      “The potion I need to survive,” Valentine said out loud, although there was no-one there to hear him. 


      Looking at the bottle, Valentine was overcome with thirst. His throat felt dry and scratchy. He lay down in the hull of the fishing boat and placed the golden chain around his neck. The bottle swung around his throat like a ship’s anchor. 


      Suddenly a screeching sound, unlike anything Valentine had ever heard before, came from the menacing clouds above his head. He knelt up and gripped the edge of the boat. At first, he thought it was the wind. Then he put his head back and looked up at the sky and could hardly believe his eyes. 


      There were vampires everywhere. Zipping and zooming through the air like acrobats. Their green eyes shone like gems in the darkness. Black cloaks covered their bodies. Hunting time, Valentine thought. As the vampires crossed the path of the moon, the world descended into darkness. 


      One of the vampires was an ancient blue-haired woman with yellow eyes. She carried a long metal spear which attracted the lightning to it. It appeared to swallow it up. 


      “The vampires are harnessing the powers of the storm!” Valentine cried. He felt dizzy. Then he lay down again and prayed that they didn’t see him. 


      Thunder rumbled as the vampires brawled in the sky. Valentine could hardly believe it. The vampires were playing what looked like a game of hurling in the air with a ball of lightning. 


      The blue-haired vampire hit the lightning bolt with her colossal spear. It lunged towards a male vampire with two heads. 


      Am I really one of them, Valentine wondered. He shuddered as the moon appeared once more and the vampires flew into the distance. I wonder where they are travelling to tonight, he thought. For a second he longed to join them. To wrestle with thunder, play hurling with the lightning and soar through the sky. He imagined people disappearing all over the world as vampires took them from their homes, their families, their lives. A thought suddenly occurred to him. Vampires had taken him from his home in Sligo, but that was only because Clarabell wanted him for her brother. There was no other reason. Now she had grown tired of him, he found himself alone in the middle of the sea. He had never heard of vampires taking people before. In the terrifying stories his mother told him, the vampires never took anyone away with them. Valentine wished that Clarabell had left him at home in Sligo. He would rather face the cholera epidemic than life as a vampire. 


      Then, as suddenly as it arrived, the storm passed. 


      Shuddering, Valentine scrambled towards the treasure chest and tore the seal from the scroll. Then he lay on his back in the boat which bobbed up and down as he read the letter from a vampire. 


      



      



      1832 


      



      Dear Valentine, 


      



      Forgive me for the pain I have inflicted on you. However, there is no turning back. Your old life has gone, and it will not help to dwell on the past. You are a vampire now, a creature of the night. Neither alive nor dead. Some people call us the Undead. 


      As child vampires, we are susceptible to terrible temper tantrums, and we will never grow old. I have been a vampire for two hundred years and there are specific rules that you must abide by. I have listed them for you. 


      



      1. Drink two drops of the vampire potion every evening at sunset. The bottle I have given to you will last you for several years. During that time, you will not need to hunt. Keep it with you at all times. You must never take more than the prescribed amount. 


      



      2. Vampires turn to dust in the sunlight. Therefore, sunlight must be avoided at all costs. Find somewhere dark where you can sleep during the day and won’t be disturbed. You must stay under cover until sunset. This is the most important rule. 


      



      3. You can fly but must take precautions at first. It takes many years to perfect the technique of flying, and without training it may take longer. Try flying off bridges and rooftops first. After you’ve perfected that, move on to mountaintops. 


      



      4. You possess the ability to move things with your mind. Once more, this will take some time to practise. Levitation is also possible. Which means that you have the power to make people rise or hover in the air. 


      



      5. Your skin will become pale, and your hair may change colour at times to match your mood. Whenever I am angry, my hair turns red. When I am jealous, it goes green. This is unique to child vampires. Your fingernails will grow incredibly long, and your eyebrows will meet in the middle. 


      



      6. If you look into a mirror, there will be no reflection. Vampires are not living creatures. We are undead, and like ghosts we possess no reflection. 


      



      7. You will find that you are attached to me forever. I was the one who created you. Without me, you would be dead and buried. Therefore, we will always be linked, like family, though I now realize that we could never live together as I could not bear to share my parents’ love. 


      



      8. You have been given a companion. A bat called Drac. My bat is called Sebastian. They are brothers. Drac is there to keep you company. He is your animal guide. He feels whatever you feel. Keep him close at all times. He can sense danger from miles away. 


      



      WARNING 


      



      What I am about to tell you now is of the utmost importance. Heed this warning or you will be destroyed. This is far worse than death. 


      



      Vampire Hunters – VH’S 


      



      For as long as there have been vampires there have been Vampire Hunters. Or VH’s as Father calls them. They destroy hundreds of vampires each year. As far as I know, we are the only child vampires in the world. There may be others. However, I have never met one. 


      



      This is good as the VH’s are less likely to suspect us. 


      



      Never Trust a Human 


      



      Humans can NEVER be trusted. No matter how much kindness they show towards you. As soon as they discover that you are a vampire, they will contact the VH’s to come and destroy you. 


      



      Methods of Vampire Destruction 


      



      The following objects have been used by VH’s to destroy vampires and should be avoided at all cost. 


      



      1) Garlic 


      2) A branch of wild rose or hawthorn 


      3) Wooden stakes 


      4) Mustard seeds placed on the roof of a house 


      



      If you avoid these objects and adhere to the rules, you will survive. Disobey them at your peril. 


      Until we meet again. 


      



      Clarabell Vescovi – Your Creator 


      Valentine’s hand trembled as he carefully placed the letter back in the treasure chest. He longed to drink the potion but recalled Clarabell’s warning: two drops at sunset. The words that she wrote would stay in his mind forever. “There is no turning back … you are a vampire now.”


      The small blue bottle hung around his neck. Its contents shimmered under the moonlight. I must protect this Vampire Potion at all costs, he thought. 


      The sound of the waves was amplified in Valentine’s ears. He could hear the voices of mermaids singing as they swam alongside whales, deep down in the belly of the sea. There were mermen too. Valentine could almost see them. 


      “Mermaids are real, and I can fly!” Valentine shouted to the moon. 


      As impossible as it seemed, he knew that it was true.


      Suddenly it felt as though a veil had been lifted and he could see the magic in everything. Valentine Sorrow felt invincible. Like there was nothing that he couldn’t do. He hoped one day that he would fly with the other vampires. 


      He stood up and peered over the edge of the boat into the black foamy waves. He felt no fear even though he was unable to swim. 


      With arms outstretched, Valentine stared at the sky. 


      “I long to be up there, soaring above the clouds with the other vampires!” Valentine shouted into the darkness. 


      Moments later a massive wave reared its monstrous head. It moved towards the boat at a tremendous speed. Like a giant fish, it gobbled up the boat, devouring its contents. 


      Valentine was knocked sideways. Then he sank, deep into the murky depths of the sea, with his arms flailing. His head emerged, and he gulped seawater and air into his lungs. Then he sank again. 


      Vampires cannot die, he thought as the water pulled him under again and seconds before he disappeared beneath the waves, he saw his mother’s ghost float before his eyes. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven 
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      The Vampire’s Dream 

    


    
      Clarabell stood on the shore, her red hooded cloak wrapped around her. The moonlight reflected off the ink-black waves and stars twinkled above her head. 


      She watched the small green fishing boat as it fought with the waves. She longed to go after Valentine, to call him back before it was too late. But something deep inside stopped her. She waited for another hour on the dark shore and watched as vampires dived off the cliffs above her head. They swam through the air, twisting and somersaulting. They were on the hunt for food. If only she could join them! Her father had given her a taste of life as a real vampire, and she longed for more. Though she would never grow up – never know what it was like to be a woman. She was trapped inside a child’s body forever. She considered flying away and never coming back. Instead, she crept back into the shadows. 


      



      Antonella woke with a start. Her head hurt. She dreamt of the boy. He was locked up inside a round room. There was a mermaid, too, and they were both in great danger.


      She stretched her slender arms above her head and flew down to the ground. A rat scampered past her. She ran along the underground chamber until she reached Clarabell’s room. 


      Her daughter was missing, and so was the boy. 


      “Valentine!” she cried like a deer who had been shot through the heart. 


      Her piercing cry shattered a glass that was perched on a chair and woke Luca from his sleep. 


      “Damn you, Clarabell!” Antonella cried as she ran towards the mouth of the cave. Her flame-red hair hovered like a halo about her head. Anger rattled her bones. Her teeth grew sharp as they often did when she was hunting. 


      In her urgency, at the mouth of the cave she collided with her daughter, who had tears streaming down her cheeks. 


      “Oh, Clarabell, what have you done?” Antonella cried. Although, deep down, she already knew. Valentine was gone. 


      “Please forgive me, Mother!”


      “Where is he, Clarabell? Tell me what you have done with him.” Antonella’s hands trembled as she gripped her daughter’s shoulders. 


      Clarabell had never seen her mother like this before. “He is out there, Mother.” She pointed at the gloomy waves that surrounded the island. 


      “No, Clarabell! Tell me he isn’t all alone!”


      “I am sorry, Mother.”


      “Sorry! It’s too late for sorry. Your brother is in great danger.”


      “He is not my brother. I hate him.”


      “Horrible child! You have a responsibility to Valentine as his creator!”


      “It is not just Valentine who is in danger. It is all of us.”


      Clarabell looked up and saw her father standing there. 


      Anger flashed in his ancient, two-hundred-year-old eyes. 


      Thunder rumbled in the clouds above their heads. The screeching of bats came from deep within the cave.


      “But, Father, I only –”


      “Silence, child!” Antonella’s hair tumbled over her shoulders, and black rings sat beneath her eyes. 


      Rain fell from the sky. The waves crashed against the shore. 


      Clarabell bowed her head. 


      “What your father is saying is true. If Valentine gets snared by a Vampire Hunter, he could lead them here, to us! We must leave right away.”


      “Antonella, the sun is due to rise in a couple of hours,” said Luca. “It is too risky for us to travel now.”


      “It is a chance we will have to take. We need to save him, Luca. We must leave tonight while the other vampires are out hunting.”


      “But I haven’t had time to write a letter to Lord Charlemont. He won’t be expecting us.”


      Antonella swept past Clarabell. Anger coursed through her veins. She clenched her fists, and it took her all her strength not to lash out at her daughter. Then she turned to Luca and placed her hand on his arm.


      “We don’t have time to write letters, Luca. We will make our way to Dublin. It will be our new home. A safe place for us to hide. Then tomorrow night, as soon as the sun sets, the search for Valentine Sorrow will begin.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eight 
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      Coral Beach 

    


    
      


“Mother, where are you?” Valentine cried. 


      His body lay like a dead fish on the coral-coloured sand. 


      A low beam of light from an ancient lighthouse shifted across the beach. 


      Valentine coughed up a mouthful of saltwater and watched a sand crab shuffle under a rock. 


      Suddenly he was not alone. The beam of light illuminated the black boots of a man. His body was silhouetted against the moon. Valentine was wondering if the man was a vampire when a loud bark alerted him to the presence of a dog. He turned his head slowly and saw the largest dog he had ever seen. It had a wiry grey coat and large bushy eyebrows, which covered its round black eyes. Valentine had never seen an Irish Wolfhound before. It towered over him on its long legs as it stood beside the man. The dog growled at Valentine, sensing danger. 


      “Animals can sense things,” his mother had told him once. 


      You know I’m a vampire, don’t you? Valentine thought to himself as he stared into the dog’s black eyes, causing it to whimper. 


      So, you can understand me, Valentine thought. 


      “Steady, girl,” the man said to the dog. Then he knelt beside Valentine and placed a large, calloused hand under his head.


      The man was so close that even under the dim moonlight Valentine could see that he had a grey, prickly beard and a face wrinkled like the lines on a map. His eyes crinkled when he smiled. His large eyeballs wobbled like jelly when he spoke. A clay pipe stuck out of his mouth, and Valentine noticed that he had a red birthmark on his forehead. It was shaped like a bat.


      Drac, Valentine suddenly thought. He hoped that his animal guide survived the storm and was safe. 


      “I am the lighthouse keeper,” said the man, pointing upwards. 


      Once more, the beam of light stretched over the sand and waves. Valentine looked up and saw a lighthouse perched on a rock, towering over the sea. He kicked his legs and try to stand, but nearly drowning at sea had knocked the stuffing out of him. 


      “Take it easy, lad,” the lighthouse keeper warned. 


      Then he lifted Valentine and carried him in his arms towards the lighthouse. 


      Valentine placed his head against the man’s shoulder and stared up at the moon. 


      For a moment he felt like a young boy again, back home in Sligo. He recalled one night when his father carried him home in his arms after a day on his grandmother’s farm …


      



      The warm light from the cottage and the smell of stew led them home. 


      “We worked hard today, son. The potato crops have all been planted.”


      “The sky is orange tonight, Daddy.”


      “So it is. Do you remember what I told you, Valentine?”


      “Yes, Daddy. Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning.”


      “It means that tomorrow will be a good day, son.”


      “Mammy says that if the cows in the field are lying down it’s a sign of good weather.”


      “Your mammy knows a thing or two, Valentine. Let’s get home before the sun disappears.”


      Valentine recalled his mother standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips. 


      “Valentine, look at the state of you! Go and wash your hands and face.”


      Matilda and Joe giggled as they set the table. 


      “Stop laughing, Matilda and Joe. Valentine is a working man.”


      “Alright, Mammy!” they chimed. 


      



      Valentine missed his parents with all his heart. If only he could turn back the hands of time. He would give anything to see them again. 


      Valentine stared into the old lighthouse keeper’s eyes. His left eye was blue, and his right eye was green. He smelt of smoke and onions, and Valentine noticed congealed bits of food in his beard. His green fisherman’s jumper was covered in tiny holes. Something about the old man-made Valentine feel uneasy. He had a bad feeling about him. It was like kind of feeling you get when you are walking through a forest on your own, and you think that someone is watching you through the trees. Waiting to pounce. Or when you get a shiver down your spine for no particular reason. 


      Valentine’s eyes felt heavy, and he yawned. He couldn’t fight the tiredness any longer. He allowed himself to surrender as sleep came and welcomed him home. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nine 
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      The Vampires Escape 

    


    
      


The crescent moon hung like a smile in the sky as Luca, Antonella and Clarabell flew beneath the black clouds. The night belonged to them. 


      Clarabell struggled to keep up with her parents as they soared through the air. She peered down at the waves, the breeze curling beneath her. Her spirit animal Sebastian was perched on her shoulder. 


      “Where are you, Valentine Sorrow?” she cried, desperate to see the small fishing boat bobbing up and down on the waves. 


      Luca turned to face Antonella. He loved nothing more than flying beside his wife through the night sky. It was his favourite thing about being a vampire. Watching Antonella’s green velvet cape billowing in the breeze, the way it complemented the colour of her hair, was the most beautiful sight to behold. 


      “I still say we should have flown overland, Antonella. We would have reached Dublin much faster that way and it’s vital that we do.”


      Antonella flew closer to Luca. He did not understand why she felt the need to rescue Valentine Sorrow. She was not his mother, yet she felt responsible for him and would stop at nothing to find him.


      “I have already explained this to you, Luca! We must fly around the coast of Ireland if we are to find Valentine Sorrow. He has to be down there somewhere.”


      Antonella gazed down to the ink-black waves, in the hope that they would find Valentine and his small fishing boat wresting with the sea. Dolphins leapt through the foamy sea. Mermaids sang on jagged rocks.


      “But what if we don’t arrive in Dublin before sunrise?”


      Antonella reached out her hand and Luca took it. “My darling Luca! We can find sea caves to hide in, if it gets close to sunrise.”


      “But what if Valentine’s boat has gone the other way? South past Mayo, Galway and Clare and on to Kerry? Or even out into the Atlantic Ocean?”


      “No, Luca, the direction of the wind tonight means that his boat will be blown in a northerly direction – north along the coast of Donegal. And if we don’t find him tonight, we will have to come back and search this northern coastline again. I am convinced he must be somewhere here.”


      Luca sighed. He realized that there was no point in arguing with his wife when she had her mind set on something. Besides, she might well be right. He looked over at Clarabell, who was soaring higher and higher and somersaulting through the clouds. He was proud of his daughter. She was excellent at flying. 


      Clarabell was dreadfully anxious about Valentine, but she was also excited at the prospect of going to live in Dublin. She had heard much news of the rich and famous people who lived there. Literary figures and artists frequented taverns, and it was said that many of them were vampires. Clarabell had attended parties and lavish balls there with her parents, under cover of darkness. 


      Money was no object when you were a vampire. You could have anything that you wanted. The glamour and sophisticated lifestyle of an aristocratic Italian family was available to them. Clarabell knew that her mother would arrange to have clothes made from the finest Italian silk. She could have as many dolls as she wanted. 


      The illusionist act that they had developed allowed them to demonstrate their supernatural abilities in a way that appealed to an unsuspecting audience. They could perform in the most prestigious theatres in Europe and if they were careful no-one would ever suspect a thing. 


      One of Clarabell’s favourite acts was levitation. She would rise from a bed on the stage and float up to the balcony in the theatre. Much to the shock and horror of the audience. Perhaps Valentine would have made an excellent addition to their act. Now they would never know. 


      A lighthouse appeared on the coast of Donegal. It sat on a coral beach. The sand appeared pink in the moonlight. The beam from the lighthouse reached out across the sea and threatened to expose the three vampires who danced on the air. 


      A shiver moved along Clarabell’s spine, and she was overcome with a great sadness that took her breath away. “Valentine!” she cried. Something told her that Valentine Sorrow was there. She was about to go and investigate the lighthouse when Luca swooped down and flew beside her. 


      “Not so fast, Clarabell!”


      “Father?”


      “Where do you think you are going?”


      “Nowhere, Father.”


      “Don’t lie to me, child. You have caused enough trouble for one night.”


      Clarabell realized that she would have to tell her father the truth, no matter how foolish she felt. 


      “I have a feeling, Father.”


      “What kind of feeling?”


      “Valentine. I think he is in the lighthouse.”


      Luca slowed down as he flew beside his daughter. She had a way of winding him around her little finger. Whatever she wanted, she got. But this could be dangerous. 


      “Listen to me, Clarabell. Your instincts are strong. Stronger in fact that any vampire that I know.” Luca noted the smile that crept onto Clarabell’s lips as he flattered her. The wind carried them closer to the moon as they spoke. “But we can’t just fly down to that lighthouse on a hunch.”


      “Why not, Father?”


      “Wherever you see a lighthouse, you can be sure that there is a lighthouse keeper close by, keeping watch. The chances are that the lighthouse keeper down there has noticed vampires flying past every night. What if he has set traps? He may even be a Vampire Hunter for all we know.”


      “But, Father –


      “Humans can never be trusted, Clarabell.” He said the words slowly and clearly. He recognized his daughter’s need for excitement. She was a risk-taker, and risk-taking is dangerous if you are a vampire. 


      “What about Valentine?”


      “For goodness’ sake, Clarabell! Have you not heard anything that I have said to you?”


      “I am a real vampire now, Father. I have the power to change others like I did Valentine.”


      “No, Clarabell, you are just a child.”


      “Don’t ever call me that, Father!”


      “What’s all the commotion about? Are you competing with the thunder?” Antonella had heard her husband raise his voice and hoped that Clarabell was behaving herself. 


      “It is nothing, my darling. Just our daughter and her crazy ideas.”


      Clarabell was furious. She flew ahead of her parents. They think I am nothing more than a foolish child, she thought. But I will prove to them that they are wrong. I will find Valentine Sorrow, no matter what it takes! 


      Clarabell winced as the air temperature dropped. The three vampires glided silently through the misty air, lost in their own thoughts. Not another word was uttered as they flew around the coast of Ireland, past Antrim, Louth, Down and on to County Dublin and Casino Marino in Clontarf which was their final destination. 


      



      They landed on a path at the east of the summerhouse. Its name ‘Casino Marino’ was Italian. ‘Casino’ meant ‘little house’ and ‘marino’ meant ‘of the sea’. 


      “Stay close, Clarabell,” Antonella whispered to her daughter as they walked over the dew-soaked grass towards the entrance of the house which looked like a small Greek temple. 


      The Earl was away on tour in China and the rest of his family were in Italy. Only his butler and servants would still be at the main house. However, they could see by a light in one of the summerhouse windows that there was someone inside. 


      “I hope it’s just the servants,” said Antonella. “Not guests.”


      “Yes, that would be awkward,” said Luca. 


      There were sheep grazing around the perimeter of the building, and they ran to the far end of the grounds and hid beneath some oak trees. Their animal instincts told them that the curious-looking vampires could not be trusted. 


      Luca adored the summerhouse as from the outside the entire building was an optical illusion. From outside it appeared to contain just one room – however, inside were many rooms and secret passageways. Beneath it were eight long tunnels which led to three chambers. The perfect place for vampires to hide from the sun. Clarabell scrutinized the sky. The clouds had turned from black to pink, and the sun would soon be up. They didn’t have long. 


      There were four statues of ancient Greek and Roman gods on the roof: Ceres, Bacchus, Apollo and Venus. The two figures above the front door came to life and bowed down at the family from their great height. Venus, the goddess of Love and Beauty, winked her stone eye at Clarabell as she walked beneath her.


      There was a stone Egyptian lion at each corner of the building. When the vampire family walked up the steps towards the large oak door, two lions came to life and roared to announce their presence. 


      An elderly man appeared at the front door with a candle in his hand. He was Henry the butler and was in charge while his master was away. He shivered, startled to find the family of vampires staring at him. He had met them before. However, the Earl had not mentioned to him that they would receive guests while he was away. 


      Luca stepped forward but Antonella placed her gloved hand on his shoulder. 


      “Leave this to me, Luca,” she murmured. 


      She moved as delicately as a bird towards Henry. She stared into his eyes, fluttered her eyelashes and hypnotized him. Clarabell had witnessed her mother doing this before. 


      “We are your new masters, Henry. You will make us welcome and give us everything we require. Do you understand me?”


      Henry nodded. Clarabell noticed the glazed look in his eyes. 


      “Very well. See to it that all the shutters are closed. They must not open until the moon rises once more.”


      “Yes, madam.”


      “We will sleep in the chambers below ground. You must not tell a living soul where we are.”


      “Your secret is safe with me, madam.”


      “Very well.”


      Clarabell followed her mother and father into the house, through a doorway and down a long rat-filled tunnel until they came to a small chamber. 


      “We will be safe here, Clarabell.”


      “Yes, mother.” Clarabell longed to tell her mother that she was sorry. But the words were lodged in her throat. 


      “What you did when you sent Valentine away was a terrible, unimaginable thing, Clarabell. Do you understand what I am saying?”


      “Yes, Mamma.”


      Luca stepped out of the shadows. 


      “My darling Antonella, go easy on her. She is just a child.”


      “That is true, Luca. However, Clarabell put all of us in danger and must be punished for it.”


      “Hush now. It has been a long night. We must all sleep now. Things will be better after a good day’s rest.”


      Antonella began to weep. Clarabell was astonished to see she was crying blood-red tears into her handkerchief. She had never seen a vampire cry before and hadn’t known that it was possible until now. Even in her darkest moments, nothing would move her to tears. 


      “He was so perfect, Luca. He was the son I have always dreamed of, and now he is gone.”


      “I will find the boy, Antonella. I promise you. Even if it’s the last thing that I do. I will find him.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten 
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      The Lighthouse 

    


    
      


Valentine woke with a fright. He found himself lying on a cast-iron bed, in a small room illuminated by an oil lamp. The walls were whitewashed, and the lighthouse keeper sat in a rocking chair, moving back and forth at the foot of Valentine’s bed. The Irish Wolfhound was there too, and it snarled at Valentine. 


      The lighthouse keeper plucked the strings on a battered old guitar which was perched on his knee. 


      “Many things have washed up on this shore, but nothing as strange as you,” he said, his voice booming. 


      “Where am I, sir?” Valentine croaked. His throat felt scratchy and sore. Maybe if I can find out where I am, I can figure out how to escape, he thought to himself. 


      “We are on the rocky coastline overlooking Donegal Bay. Your boat washed up in the storm.”


      Donegal Bay. Valentine had visited Donegal before. He had been to Killybegs fishing port with his father and mother. He remembered seagulls flying through the air and his mother running along the beach and dipping her toes in the sea. 


      When Valentine thought about his mother, he wanted to leave the lighthouse and go home, but he suddenly remembered that he had no home to go to. Even if he had, he had no way of getting back to Sligo. His boat had been shipwrecked on the shore. 


      If only I had practised how to fly, he thought.


      “I need to go now.” Valentine jumped out of bed. Something about the old man scared him. Could he be one of the Vampire Hunters that Clarabell had warned him about? 


      “Not so fast, boy. It is the middle of the night. Let me sing to you to pass the time until sunrise.”


      “You can’t keep me here until sunrise!” Valentine cried. He recalled what Clarabell had said in her letter. 


      “Vampires turn to dust in the sunlight. Therefore, sunlight must be avoided at all costs. Find somewhere dark where you can sleep during the day and won’t be disturbed. You must stay under cover until sunset.”


      The lighthouse keeper was not listening. He sang a song about a mermaid instead. 


      



      “It was Friday morn when we set sail, 


      And we were not far from the land 


      When our Captain he spied a mermaid so fair 


      With a comb and a glass in her hand. 


      



      And the ocean waves do roll 


      And the stormy winds do blow 


      And we poor sailors are skippin’ at the top 


      While the landlubbers lie down below! 


      



      Then up spoke the captain of our gallant ship 


      And a fine old man was he! 


      ‘This fishy mermaid has warned us of our doom, 


      We shall sink to the bottom of the sea!’


      



      And the ocean waves do roll 


      And the stormy winds do blow 


      And we poor sailors go skippin’ at the top 


      While the landlubbers lie down below!”


      



      As the lighthouse keeper sang on, Valentine felt himself getting drowsy again. He sat down on the bed. It was as though the old man was casting a spell on him. Something told Valentine that he must stay awake at all costs. 


      “Humans can NEVER be trusted.” Clarabell’s words swam around inside his head. 


      When the lighthouse keeper finished singing, he stretched his arms above his head. Then he moved as stealthily as a cat over to the corner of the room. The ancient floorboards creaked with each step he took. Valentine noticed a small black stove. There was a metal pot and a kettle on top and steam rose from the pot like a ghost. The lighthouse keeper lifted the lid, and the smell of stew reached Valentine’s nostrils. But he didn’t feel hungry, even though he couldn’t remember when he had last eaten a proper meal. 


      Valentine placed his hand around his neck and was relieved to discover that the blue bottle containing the Vampire Potion was still there, hidden beneath his shirt.


      “Eat this, boy.” The man put a bowl of stew and a spoon on the bedside table. “My name is Victor Hunter. Some folk know me as ‘Mr V. Hunter’. You had a lucky escape, boy. They are out in full force tonight.”


      “Who are?” Valentine asked as he sipped the hot stew. Steam swam through the air. 


      “Vampires, of course. They flew across the sky. Riding on the back of the storm.”


      “Vampires!” Valentine cried. His hand trembled, sending his spoon falling to the floor. 


      “No need to be frightened, boy. You are safe here with me. If any vampires try to get close to the lighthouse, I will put a stake through their hearts. I am a Vampire Hunter extraordinaire. I’ve destroyed hundreds of vampires in my time. I got this medal for it.” He slowly reached into his pocket and pulled out a grubby handkerchief. Wrapped in it was a medal shaped like a gold cross. 


      Valentine gulped. So his suspicions were right. He could feel fear rise in his throat as he looked around the room. A wooden bow and twelve arrows hung above the door. A blue vase containing wild roses sat beneath a cast-iron mirror in the corner of the room. On the kitchen table, there were two jam jars. Their labels said garlic and mustard seeds. Weapons to kill vampires, Valentine thought, and he gripped the bed frame.


      Valentine Sorrow realized that he was in grave danger.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven 
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      Dublin’s Zoological Gardens 

    


    
      


Clarabell flew over Dublin, with her animal guide Sebastian for company. Her parents wouldn’t be awake for an hour or two yet. Under the cover of darkness, she could explore Dublin. Perhaps she might even find Valentine Sorrow. He could have ended up here.


      The lamplighters were out walking the streets far below. Every so often a gas lamp would brighten a small section of road. 


      The steeple of a magnificent cathedral appeared below her. Sometimes, at night, she enjoyed running along the rooftops of houses in cities. Stray cats meandered around alleyways. Unsuspecting people slept soundly in their beds. If she discovered an open window, she would climb in and wander around the people’s home. Picking up their personal possessions, a necklace, a book, a doll, a photograph. 


      Clarabell always took something with her. Her favourite thing to do was stand at the bottom of children’s beds as they slept, wishing she was an ordinary girl again just like them. However, she didn’t feel like doing that on this particular night. Clarabell had more important things on her mind than childish games.


      Instead, she flew along the River Liffey. She enjoyed following the trail of the river. It slithered like a snake beneath her leading her through the great city. Then she noticed a large park in the middle of the city. 


      That must be Phoenix Park, she thought. Her father had told her about it. However, she had never seen it with her own eyes before and could not believe how big it was. 


      She swooped down and checked that no-one was watching before she gently landed on a patch of dew-stained grass. 


      A boy was sleeping on a bench. He reminded her of Valentine. The same head of dark hair. Pale skin and long fingers. Could it be him? 


      Clarabell walked over to the boy and nudged his shoulder with her boot. 


      Sebastian flew and alighted on the back of the bench.


      “Valentine, is it you? Wake up.”


      “Leave me alone, will you?” the boy wailed. 


      Clarabell had been mistaken. This boy had sharp features and beady little eyes, his two front teeth were missing, and he was smelly. 


      Her spirits sank. If only she could get Valentine Sorrow out of her head! All she could think about was the sad look in his eyes when she left him on the boat. Why did she care about him so much? 


      “Where are we, boy?” Clarabell knelt down and touched the boy’s cheek. 


      “We are in Phoenix Park,” he said drowsily. 


      “Just as I thought.”


      Clarabell stood up and walked past the boy. She had been tempted to turn him into a vampire. If she found someone to replace Valentine maybe her mother would forgive her? Perhaps this sadness she felt inside would go away. Wishful thinking, she thought. 


      She had been instructed not to go out hunting, that she was too young. She didn’t want to find herself in deeper trouble than she was already in. Perhaps if the boy had a kind smile or large eyes, she might risk her parent’s anger. However, he was not the sort of boy she would like to be her brother. 


      Clarabell walked around Phoenix Park, Sebastian flying beside her, until she came to a thatched cottage at the entrance to Dublin Zoo. 


      This was exciting. She climbed over the gate at the entrance and found herself in a curious place with all sorts of wonderful creatures, such as elephants, monkeys and zebras. 


      Soon she was standing fascinated by a cage, watching an orangutang peeling a banana, Sebastian back on her shoulder. 


      “You’re not here on your own, are you, miss?”


      Clarabell gasped and turned on her heel while Sebastian gave a squeak of alarm. An unusual-looking man was standing there. He was dressed in a long black overcoat and wore red-leather gloves on his hands. Under the lamplight, his face appeared to be covered entirely in tattoos. There were birds, reptiles, elephants and even monstrous creatures that she knew had been extinct for millions of years. He wore an elaborate green turban on his head, with a ruby in the centre. A monocle covered his left eye and he flashed a gold tooth at her when he spoke. 


      He was observing her curiously. 


      “I can’t find my brother,” Clarabell blurted out and then was shocked that she had let her guard down. But she was not scared of this unusual character. Vampires didn’t fear humans unless they were Vampire Hunters and she sensed he wasn’t. However, she knew that she must be careful. Humans could never be trusted and she was perplexed to find such a distinguished and strange-looking man in Dublin Zoo so late at night.


      “Ha-ha! Is your brother a monkey, or perhaps a rhinoceros?” He eyed Sebastian. “Or a bat perhaps?”


      “No, of course not.” Clarabell flushed. She realized how ridiculous she must seem, saying she was searching for her brother in a zoo so late at night. And what must he think of her bat? He might suspect her of being a vampire. 


      “Forgive me for making a joke of it. I am sorry to hear that you have lost your brother. Is he younger than you?”


      “No, no … older.” Clarabell was sorry she had said anything about a brother. “He … he said he was going home – he got tired of waiting for me.”


      “You should get home yourself. There are some unsavoury characters going about at night-time.”


      She noticed the man spoke with an exotic accent. 


      He moved closer to Clarabell. The tattoo of a lion crawled across the bridge of his nose. It started to run and flicked its tail. It looked as though it was about to pounce on her. 


      “Creatures of the night they call them. Otherwise known as vampires.”


      “Vampires!” Clarabell shrieked. 


      “Hush, there’s no need to be frightened. Although I have heard that they meet here in Phoenix Park at night. Under the cover of darkness.”


      “There’s no such thing as vampires,” Clarabell said with her fingers crossed behind her back. 


      “You are mistaken. Dublin is crawling with them.” 


      “How do you know so much about these creatures of the night?”


      As much as Clarabell wanted to get away from the man, she needed to know more about him. Could he be a Vampire Hunter? If so, she was at risk. Or perhaps he was a vampire himself? 


      Her father told her that not all vampires were their friends. If there were more living close by, they might not like a new vampire family moving in on their territory. 


      “Mr Thomas Spook at your service.” He pulled off his silk gloves and plucked a calling card from the breast pocket of his overcoat. Each of his fingers were tattooed with exotic flowers. 


      Clarabell had only seen flowers like this once before when she visited a rainforest on the other side of the world. 


      “Mr Thomas Spook,” he repeated. “Private Investigator and purveyor of fine goods. I own a curiosity shop in the city. We only open at night. Since an early age, I have had a fascination with oddities.”


      Clarabell giggled into her cupped hand. She felt that Mr Spook was an oddity himself. She longed to know more about him. 


      “My name is Clarabell.” She curtsied in front of Mr Spook as she spoke. “What do you sell in your curiosity shop, Mr Spook?”


      “Let me see. I have an assortment of carnival masks. Sculptures made out of seashells. A horrid little dead duck and many stuffed animals.”


      “How interesting!”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “Do you live alone?” 


      “No. I share my home with a tiger called Luna and a monkey called Dreamer.”


      “A real-life monkey and tiger?”


      “Of course. Animals are not all in the Zoological Gardens, you know. The monkey is a nuisance really. But I should not keep you talking as it is getting late. You really should go home. If you run, you might catch up on your brother. Goodnight to you.”


      “Wait, come back!” There were so many questions that Clarabell longed to ask Mr Spook. Such as where did he come from? Or why was his body covered in tattoos? But the one she really wanted to ask was: Are you a vampire? 


      Instead, she watched as Mr Spook scuttled away. Under the glow from the lamplight, he looked like a phantom. 


      A shiver ran down Clarabell’s spine, and she decided that the bizarre-looking man might have a point: it was time to go home. It was then that she noticed something glistening under the moonlight. On the grass was a silver trinket box. She realized that Thomas Spook must have dropped it when he was talking to her. 


      “Wait, Mr Spook! Come back! You have forgotten something!”


      The words ‘Farewell but Not Forever’ were engraved on the lid of the box. Clarabell carefully opened it to find a beautiful brooch with a lock of a person’s hair woven together to form a flower. She recognized the object straight away. 


      Clarabell could not believe her eyes. It was the brooch that she made. It contained a lock of Valentine Sorrow’s hair. She recalled how she had pinned the brooch to his cloak the last time she saw him. Moments before she surrendered him to the waves. Clarabell reached out and touched the brooch. Feelings flooded through her entire body. This was no ordinary lock of hair. It belonged to a vampire. Not just any vampire. It was Valentine Sorrow’s hair. Mr Spook must know where Valentine was. 


      “Come back, Mr Spook!”


      Clarabell ran through the zoo as fast as she could. Then she spotted Mr Spook. He was sitting in front of a large grey elephant. The animal raised its trunk at Clarabell. 


      Mr Spook jumped up. “What is it, my dear? I thought I told you to go home.”


      Clarabell held out her hand. The brooch glistened under the moonlit sky. “My brother is called Valentine Sorrow. This is a lock of his hair. I made the brooch for him myself. Where did you get it from?”


      “Dear girl, there must be some mistake. This could not possibly be a lock of your brother’s hair. How can you be sure that this is the same one that you made for him?”


      Clarabell turned the brooch over and pointed to her name which was engraved on the back of it. 


      “This is my name and this is a lock of my brother’s hair. And he is lost. What have you done with him?”


      Anger flashed in Clarabell’s eyes. They changed colour from blue to green to red. Two sharp teeth appeared in her mouth. 


      “Calm down, child. I assure you that I do not have your brother. I got this exquisite piece of jewellery from a collector of curious objects.”


      “A collector of curious objects? Who is this man and where can I find him? This is important, Mr Spook. This man must have my brother.”


      Mr Spook looked at Clarabell. He felt sorry for her. She must really care about her brother, if she was really out looking for him in the dead of night. 


      “The man I purchased this brooch from is called Mr V Hunter,” he said. “He sent it to me in the post together with a letter. He is a dangerous man. I could not allow you to meet him. It would not be safe. “


      Clarabell reached out her hand and gripped Mr Spook by the sleeve. 


      “Dangerous! He has my brother. Please, Mr Spook. You must help me to get Valentine back.”


      “Have no fear, child. Mr V Hunter said in his letter that he would visit my curiosity shop upon his arrival in Dublin. That could be any day now. If he has your brother with him, I will do my very best to rescue him.”


      “Oh, thank you, Mr Spook!”


      “Where can I find you, Clarabell? If I have any news for you, that is?”


      Clarabell frowned. Her parents had told her that she must never tell anyone where they lived. Yet, she needed a way for Mr Spook to contact her. A thought occurred to her. Her father was friends with a vampire who ran the Theatre Royal in Dublin. Her family had performed in the theatre the last time they were in Dublin. They were the talk of the town. People queued up for hours to see them perform each evening at eight o’clock sharp. The old vampire told her father that they could perform their illusionist act in his theatre any time that they were in Dublin. 


      “You can leave a message for me at the Theatre Royal in Dublin. My family are Italian illusionists. If you hear any news about my brother, you can find me outside the stage door at seven o’clock each evening.” Clarabell knew that it was a long shot, yet it was too risky to ask Mr Spook to visit Casino Marino. She did not want her parents to know that she was talking to this strange man and she needed to find Valentine Sorrow herself. 


      Mr Spook bowed his head. “You can count on me, Clarabell. Keep the brooch and the silver trinket box. They belong to you. Allow me to assure you that, if Mr Hunter has Valentine Sorrow, I will return him to you.”


      As they spoke the moon hid behind a cloud and a shooting star whizzed across the sky. 


      “Goodnight now, child. Off you go home.” And, with a bow, he left her. 
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      The Mermaid 

    


    
      


“What is your name, boy?” The lighthouse keeper loomed over Valentine like a storm cloud on a sunny day.


      Valentine prayed that Victor didn’t notice how pale his skin was or that he had extra sharp teeth. Vampire’s fangs. Perhaps I could sink my teeth into him, he thought. But he was only a boy, vampire or not. He was in no position to take on this man in a battle.


      “My name is Valentine. Valentine Sorrow.”


      Victor picked up the oil lamp. “Come with me, Valentine Sorrow. There is something I want to show you.”


      Reluctantly Valentine followed him and his dog out the red wooden door of the cottage. 


      The lighthouse towered above them. It was made of granite and painted white. It stretched up to the sky. Every fifteen seconds or so, a beam of light reached out to sea. Valentine could hear the sound of the waves tossing and turning as they reach the shore. The moon shimmered and illuminated the foamy crests. 


      It felt as though they were suspended on the edge of the world and could fall off at any moment. 


      It was then that Valentine noticed the three mermaids. They were the most beautiful creatures that Valentine had ever laid eyes on. Two of them were splashing in the waves. Their bodies were covered in shimmering pink and green scales, which turned purple and blue when the moon illuminated them. They had long fish tails instead of legs. They wore hats made from seaweed and their hair looked as though it were woven with strands of silver and gold thread. 


      One of them was perched on a rock, brushing her dazzling red hair. Her large eyes resembled those of a seal. She wore a bracelet and earrings made from pearls. Her fishtail flicked back and forward and shimmered in the darkness. 


      “Fly, Valentine, fly away from here!” they sang, their voices carrying like birdsong on the breeze. 


      For a moment, Valentine thought that his eyes and ears must be deceiving him. 


      “Mr. Hunter, look! Do you see them?”


      “Who, boy?”


      “The mermaids!”


      The lighthouse keeper followed the direction of Valentine’s outstretched arm with his wobbly eyes. 


      “Ha, ha! There ain’t nothing there but seals. The sea is playing a trick on you. She does that sometimes.”


      Valentine rubbed his eyes and looked again. Sure enough, three large seals had taken the place of the beautiful mermaids on the rock. 


      “I did see them, honestly.”


      “Well, one tried to sink the ship I were sailing on once. Bold as brass she was and a real beauty too.”


      “How did you escape?”


      “Managed to catch the wench. I keep her here in the lighthouse.”


      “You caught a mermaid?”


      “Her sisters from the sea try to rescue her from time to time. I reckon they mistook your fishing boat for mine and wanted to drown you. Thinking you were me. When the sea saw you were just a lad, it spat you back onto the shore. You are just a lad, ain’t you, boy?” Victor Hunter’s bony neck jutted out. His wobbly eyes moved back and forwards as he glared at Valentine. 


      “Of course I am!” Valentine cried, with his fingers crossed behind his back. 


      “Mmm … we shall see.”


      Valentine followed Victor and his dog up several steps until they came to a wooden door. The door to the lighthouse. It was painted blue. Victor placed the oil lamp on a small rock, and the flame flickered in the breeze. 


      Valentine searched the sky. He longed to see Clarabell flying above him. Followed by hundreds of vampires. All on a mission to save him from this Vampire Hunter. 


      But there was only starlight. The strange thing was that Valentine felt a sense of belonging whenever he thought of the vampires, especially Clarabell. She was his family now. 


      Victor removed a set of rusty iron keys from a hook on his belt and opened the door. Valentine realized the lighthouse keeper was distracted. This could be his chance to escape. However, he realized that he would not get very far on foot. Victor’s dog would find him. 


      If he could swim, perhaps he could escape by jumping into the sea and swimming to Killybegs fishing port. But could he trust the mermaids? He didn’t think so. 


      As if reading his thoughts, the dog growled and snapped at his ankles. 


      “Easy, girl! Plenty of time for that,” said Victor. 


      “Plenty of time for what?” Valentine cried, alarmed. 


      Victor rubbed the dog’s head and, ignoring Valentine, led him into the lighthouse. 


      They climbed three flights of stairs until they reached the top. Valentine found himself in a round room. He gasped in astonishment. 


      Hanging on the whitewashed walls were the heads of a selection of large animals: elephants, lions and tigers stared back at him. But they were no ordinary animals. 


      There was something peculiar about each of them. For example, the elephant had two trunks, and there was another creature that had the face of a rhinoceros and the mane of a lion. 


      A large mural was painted on the wall. It depicted the lighthouse perched on a rocky cliff. There were vampires like the ones Valentine had seen earlier soaring through the clouds. At the bottom of the mural sea monsters and mermaids wrestled with ships that had been wrecked and flung against the rocks. 


      It was then that he saw her. 


      Clarabell was painted on the mural. She was flying through the air, her red cloak billowing from her shoulders. Her large blue eyes stared back at Valentine. 


      You know about Clarabell, Valentine thought in fright. 


      Valentine could feel the old man glaring at him. He had his hands on his hips and an angry look in his eyes. Valentine wondered if Victor Hunter knew that he was connected to Clarabell? Perhaps he had found the letter that she wrote for him, washed up on the shore? Or perhaps he had seen them together. Could Mr Hunter have been in Sligo on the night that Clarabell came for him? Either way there was something unnerving about Mr V Hunter and Valentine’s instincts told him that he needed to get far away from the lighthouse keeper as soon as possible. 


      “I need to go – my parents will be looking for me – they’ll send out a search party,” Valentine lied. He needed to convince the lighthouse keeper that he was just an ordinary boy. An ordinary boy with a family somewhere who missed him. A pang of sadness took Valentine’s breath away. If only, he thought. 


      “We both know that’s not true, boy. No one is coming for you – not now, not ever.”


      Valentine gasped. “Please, just let me go! You can’t keep me here against my will.”


      He looked wildly around. There were windows everywhere. He had to get out of there before the sun came up. Possibly he could fit through a window – but could he fly to the ground? 


      In the centre of the room was the light that powered the lighthouse. Valentine was drawn to the light like a moth to a flame. 


      Victor walked over to the light and placed his wrinkled hand on it. 


      “She is a beauty. Powered by twenty-four oil lamps. Saved more lives that you’ve had hot dinners, this one.”


      If only she could save me, Valentine thought. Then he stepped away from the light and walked around the room. 


      “Where did all these dead animals come from?” He stood in front of a giant gorilla. It had sad eyes and the face of a man. Valentine reached out and touched its hand. He wondered if he would end up like one of these creatures one day. 


      “Don’t touch, boy!” Victor shouted. 


      Valentine pulled his hand back. Tears pricked his eyes. 


      “I am a hunter. You could call me a collector of curious objects. Many of the objects in this room had washed up on the shore, like that treasure chest over there.”


      A golden treasure chest overflowing with golden coins and silver trinkets was nestled beneath one of the windows. 


      “When I am not working as a lighthouse keeper, I explore the world for fascinating creatures.”


      “Fascinating creatures?”


      “Yes, like the mermaid I told you about earlier. And the vampires.”


      Valentine tried not to think about all the vampires that Victor had destroyed and tried to change the subject. “Where is the mermaid?”


      “I thought you’d never ask. Follow me.”


      Close to the window a large red curtain was suspended from the ceiling. The curtain was decorated with images of beautiful silver swans and golden fish. 


      “The mermaid is behind this curtain,” Victor said with a sneer. 


      Next to the curtain were two silver candelabras — they were studded with emeralds and contained twelve candles each. 


      Valentine watched as Victor pulled a match from his pocket, struck it against the wall and lit each candle. The candles flickered like tongues as Victor pulled back the curtain and tied it up with a golden rope.


      Valentine gasped in amazement as he came face to face with a beautiful mermaid. She was trapped inside a giant glass bowl and was in full view of the lighthouse window. Outside, inky black waves stretched their foamy fingers out to the shore. When the sun rose in the sky, it would shine like a torch onto the glass bowl. 


      The mermaid placed her face and hands to the glass. Her green fishtail swished wildly, and her golden hair looked like a halo above her head. Valentine’s heart filled with sadness when he saw the sad look in her emerald-green eyes. 


      “You can’t keep a mermaid trapped like this. You must set her free.” Valentine considered how awful it must be for the mermaid to see the sea outside the windows but never to be able to reach it. Anger soared through his veins. “You are a wicked man, Mr Hunter!”


      His anger was having a terrifying effect on him. His skin had turned a shocking red colour, the colour of the reddest rose in the forest in spring. Valentine studied his hands, then he looked up into Victor Hunter’s eyes. 


      “Just as I thought. You are a vampire.”


      “No, you are wrong! I am a normal boy from Sligo!”


      “Don’t lie, you fiendish creature! I knew it the minute I set eyes on you.”


      The mermaid splashed water over the edge of the glass bowl. She pounded on the glass with her fists. Valentine knew he had to escape. But how? He ran towards the door, but the dog was waiting there. It growled at him as he stepped backwards. 


      “There is one way that we can settle this once and for all.” Victor walked across the room and removed a silver gilded mirror from the wall. It had images of angels painted around the edge in golden paint. He lunged and held the mirror in front of Valentine. 


      “Mirror, mirror on the wall, is he a vampire after all?”


      Valentine stared into the mirror, but he did not have a reflection. All that he could see was the reflection of the elephant with two trunks. 


      “You are a vampire, boy. It is fate that you came to me. Don’t fight it. You will lead the rest of them here. Especially that girl vampire. I am sure of it.”


      “No, you will never capture her! I won’t let you.”


      Valentine surprised himself with the amount of affection that he felt towards Clarabell. She was his creator, and he would not let anything happen to her. She was the closest thing that he had to family now. Anger flowed through his veins. He grabbed the mirror from the lighthouse keeper’s hands, smashed it on the ground and it shattered into a million tiny pieces.


      Valentine looked over at the mermaid. She covered her eyes with her hands, unable to watch what would happen next. 


      Victor gripped Valentine’s arm tightly. 


      “Let me go! 


      “I think that it’s about time that I showed you my doll collection, boy.”


      Valentine kicked and screamed, but he could not release himself from the Vampire Hunter’s grip. And the more he tried to escape the angrier Victor Hunter became.


      “I used to have a family once, boy. A beautiful wife called Imogen and a daughter. Her name was Ruby. The vampires came for them one night. My wife and daughter were dead by morning time. I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t rest until I rid the world of vampires once and for all.”


      It was all starting to make sense to Valentine. Victor Hunter was fuelled by grief and wanted to get his revenge. 


      The lighthouse keeper brought Valentine over to a French mahogany display cabinet. Valentine hadn’t noticed it when he came into the room. The legs of the cabinet resembled dog’s paws. The doors were embellished with images of planets. The top half of the doors were made from glass, and the golden handles were shaped like tiny golden giraffes. On top of the cabinet lay a large tabby cat and a litter of kittens. Victor twisted the handles, and the cabinet swung open. It was kind of cabinet that you would see in the natural history museum. 


      The cabinet was lined with blue silk and inside were crammed twelve life-size dolls, each one made from porcelain. For a moment he mistook the dolls for real children, their glass eyes looked so real. Their skin was as pale as his. 


      “You need to get out of here before it is too late!”


      Startled at hearing the voice, he turned and saw that the mermaid was leaning over the edge of the glass bowl. For a second he thought that she would fall to the ground. 


      Then she turned her eyes upwards and pointed to the ceiling. “Help them!” she said. 


      Valentine looked up and saw thirteen golden cages, containing bats. 


      “Drac!” he screamed. 


      Drac flapped his tiny wings in desperation. His cage swung from side to side. The other twelve bats appeared as lifeless as the dolls. A thought struck Valentine as sudden as a lightning bolt. 


      “If Drac is my bat, then these other bats must belong to …”


      Victor saw the look of horror in Valentine’s eyes and clapped his hands slowly. 


      “Congratulations! You win first prize for figuring it out, boy!”


      “All of these dolls – they were vampires once, weren’t they?”


      “Yes, each and every one of them.”


      Fuelled by anger, Valentine lunged at Victor Hunter’s neck. His teeth were inches from the old man’s jugular vein when he gripped Valentine under the shoulders and pushed him back. 


      Valentine wriggled his legs. He kicked and screamed. “Let me go!”


      But it was useless. Valentine was no match for the Vampire Hunter. 


      Victor Hunter dropped Valentine and he landed on the floor with a thud. Then he stomped over to the door. 


      “Come back. You can’t leave me here!”


      “I will be back after sunrise. You won’t be so feisty then, boy!” Victor Hunter threw his head back, laughing wildly, then left the room, locking the door behind him. 


      “No, wait! Please come back!” Valentine screamed and pounded on the door. 


      But his protests were futile There was no escape. 


      He walked over to the cabinet and noticed a smell coming from it. It was quite pleasant but very strong. He looked at one of the life-size girl dolls. She wore a purple velvet overcoat embroidered with silver hearts. Beneath it was a green silk dress. Black, shiny boots covered her feet. Around her neck on a chain there was a small bottle containing Vampire Potion. Valentine felt sorry for the doll. She had a head of golden curls and reminded him of Clarabell. Her eyes moved, and a tear fell onto her cheek. 


      “You are alive!” Valentine cried. But how could that be? He reached over to her and held her small porcelain hand. 


      Suddenly the sound of a bell chiming pierced the air. Valentine looked straight ahead. 


      He noticed a red-and-yellow cuckoo clock on the wall. It was three o’clock in the morning and day would break soon. 


      Without warning a miniature wooden door on the front of the clock opened and the minuscule figure of a vampire appeared. He had been carved from ivory, and his tiny red cape was cut from the most beautiful silk. His teeth were made from pearls. The vampire was followed out of the door by a man with a wooden stake in his hand. After the man came a miniature Irish Wolfhound. It was a wooden figure of Mr Hunter and his dog, chasing the vampire out of the clock. In other circumstances, Valentine would have been fascinated by the enchanting contraption. However, it was only a matter of time before daylight would erupt on the horizon. 


      Could he fit into the cabinet with the dolls? No, there was no room – not unless he pulled one out and, now that he knew they were still alive, he could not do that as it might add to their suffering. 


      Valentine reached under his shirt and produced the bottle of Vampire Potion. He recalled Clarabell’s instructions. Two drops at sunset. The sun had set long ago. Yet, the potion was his last hope. Perhaps it would give him the strength and courage that he would need to work out a plan. He opened the bottle, sipped two drops of the potion and waited. After a moment, he felt a sense of calm. He could hear the sound of the mermaid crying in the glass bowl and seagulls squawking outside the lighthouse. Yet there was no escaping the light. Valentine was trapped inside a lighthouse on the edge of the sea. After a while the sun appeared on the horizon, like a giant orange ball. Shards of light entered the circular room. 


      “Come to me, Valentine!” the mermaid called to him. Although she knew that she could not save him from the light, at least she could hold his hand so that he didn’t feel so alone in his final moments. 


      Valentine ran towards her. She splashed her shimmering tail against the glass bowl. Then she reached her hand over the edge of the bowl and helped him to climb into the water. Valentine’s skin felt tight like he had outgrown it, and he couldn’t breathe. He tried to cover his face with his hands but discovered that he could no longer move them. 


      What is happening to me? He wanted to cry although his lips wouldn’t move. He looked down and noticed that his hands had turned to porcelain. He was turning into a doll. The mermaid held him afloat. 


      Valentine gasped for air. Then turned his head towards the mermaid one last time. 


      “Thank you,” he gasped. 


      Then he waited for the sun to seal his fate. 
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      “I have crossed oceans of time to find you.”


      


      Bram Stoker – Dracula – 1897 


      


      


    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirteen 
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      Matilda 

    


    
      


An eerie mist emerged from the River Garavogue as the cholera epidemic continued to ravage Sligo town. Barrels of tar were burned along the streets in an attempt to purify the air. The amber flames glowed in the darkness. 


      An abandoned dog barked in the distance as Matilda and Johanna clambered on board the mail coach for Dublin. They needed to escape from Sligo, to leave the cholera epidemic far behind them. 


      Johanna wore a blue winter coat. The sleeves were frayed at the cuffs. It was her best coat. The one she wore to Mass on Sundays. Her long black hair was tied up in a bun and secured with a silver hairclip that belonged to her mother. Her face was deathly pale. She clung to the letter her aunt had written to her as if her life depended on it. She had memorized the words and knew them off by heart. 


      



      75 Cordelia Square 


      Dublin 


      Ireland 


      



      August 1832 


      



      My Dear Johanna, 


      It was with great sadness that I received the news of the death of my dear sister, your mother Sarah. Upon hearing this devastating news, I spoke to my employer Lord Lorenzo, and I have secured you employment and lodgings here with me in Dublin. Make haste, dear child, to the address at the top of this letter, before the dreaded cholera takes you. I could not bear to lose another beloved member of my family. 


      Your loving aunt 


      Alice O’Reilly 


      



      Johanna had only ever met her aunt once before, when her mother took her on a visit to Dublin. She had kind eyes and a big smile. Johanna was grateful to have someone to care for her. Others were not so fortunate. 


      “I have never been to Dublin before,” Matilda whispered. Her long blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail with a yellow ribbon and she had a green scarf wrapped around her neck. 


      Johanna smiled and patted her friend’s hand. Matilda was still weak but otherwise seemed to have recovered – there was no trace of fever or sickness left. The doctor at the fever hospital must have been right. Johanna was so relieved. The last thing that she wanted to do was to bring cholera to her dear Aunt Alice.


      “Don’t worry, Tilly. It will be a wonderful adventure. You will see.”


      Matilda wasn’t quite so sure. 


      The mail coach was overcrowded with seven people inside, where generally it only sat four. A large man in a brown waistcoat with a bald head sat opposite the girls. He had something stuck in his front teeth and he picked at it with his fingernail. A mother and two young children sat next to him. The mother held one of the children, a little girl with black hair, on her knee. The girl wore a red coat with gold buttons. The second child, a boy, sucked his thumb and stared at Matilda. There was a nun sitting next to Johanna, reciting the rosary. She moved the wooden beads through her fingers like secrets. 


      Matilda’s head was pressed up against the window of the carriage, her arms wedged to her side. She could scarcely move. The wind whistled around them. They could hear a commotion as people scrambled onto the roof of the carriage alongside the mail coach. 


      A pain soared through Matilda’s head. For a split second, she considered climbing out of the mail coach and running back home. However, Johanna had paid a hefty amount of money for their chance to escape, and Matilda was truly grateful to her friend for everything that she had done for her. There was nothing left for Matilda in Sligo now. Sluggishly the wheels on the carriage rotated. Matilda closed her eyes and decided to accept her fate whatever that would be. 
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      The Vampire, the Mermaid and the Doll 

    


    
      


By the time the sun had risen in the sky, Valentine Sorrow had transformed into a porcelain doll. He lay at the bottom of the glass bowl like a stone.  It was as though a spell had been cast upon him. The mermaid was sleeping beside him. Her tail shimmered in the sunlight. Valentine tried to move his arms and legs so that he could swim to the surface, but nothing happened. His eyelids could blink. Yet, he was trapped inside the body of a doll. The strangest thing of all was that he still had the ability to see, hear and think. His face was pressed against the glass. He stared at the mural on the whitewashed wall. It was a beautiful painting. There was Clarabell flying through the air. At the bottom were the magical sea creatures that lived on the seabed. There were giant octopus, selkie, narwhal and kraken. There was also a giant castle made entirely of seashells. Sea folk, who looked like miniature people, clothed in dresses made entirely of seaweed, guarded the entrance to the castle. Rainbow-coloured jellyfish adorned the castle windows. The most magnificent plants and trees adorned the castle grounds. Without warning the mural appeared to come to life. The sea creatures leapt through the waves. Mermaids swam beside sharks. The jellyfish swam in and out of the castle windows. The sea folk danced merrily and the tiny figure of Clarabell laughed as she soared through the clouds. 


      Suddenly lightning pierced the clouds and Clarabell tumbled from the sky. Valentine watched helplessly as her tiny body plummeted beneath the icy waves. Valentine knew that his imagination was playing tricks on him. He shut his eyes to rid himself of the terrifying image. 


      Valentine was thinking that things couldn’t get worse when the lighthouse keeper’s heavy footsteps sounded outside the door. His eyelids opened again, and he was relieved to find that the mural was back to normal again. 


      The lighthouse keeper entered the room, with the Irish Wolfhound at his side. The dog barked loudly and woke the mermaid from her sleep. She swished her tail and gently reached out her arms and lifted Valentine up. Then she swam to the surface of the bowl. The lighthouse keeper’s brow wrinkled. The birthmark that was shaped like a red bat on his head was creased. He had silver framed spectacles perched on the end of his large nose and his eyes wobbled excitedly.


      “What have we here?” He was surprised to discover that Valentine was in the water with the mermaid. A smile erupted on his thin lips and it transformed into a thunderous laugh when he realized that Valentine had turned into a porcelain doll. 


      “You are a doll! Not a mermaid. Come with me.”


      Valentine found it hard to keep up. He had changed from a boy to a vampire to a doll. 


      The mermaid clung to Valentine. “No, you will not take my friend!” she screamed. Her eyes were as green as the ocean. 


      “Give him to me, you silly fish!” the Lighthouse Keeper roared. Then he prised her fingers open and seized Valentine Sorrow from her arms. 


      The mermaid flicked her tail, splashing water in the old man’s face, and swam to the bottom of the bowl. Then she placed her head in her hands and cried. 


      “You foolish boy, what were you doing in the water? That mermaid can’t save you.” 


      Valentine noticed that the Lighthouse Keeper’s bristly beard was covered in egg. A piece of it fell to the floor as he spoke. 


      Valentine tried to wriggle his arms and legs, but it was no use as they refused to move. 


      The Lighthouse Keeper cackled like a witch as he stood Valentine up against the wall. 


      Then he threw his head back and laughed raucously. 


      Valentine longed to scream and shout, but couldn’t. 


      The sound of a loud knock on the door to the lighthouse caused the dog to bark. 


      “That must be young Séamus!” Victor Hunter shouted, then he shook his fist at Valentine, stomped across the room and slammed the door behind him. 


      Valentine peered out the window at the deep-blue sea. The world seemed so beautiful. Fluffy white clouds darted across the golden sun. Seagulls squawked and flapped their wings as they flew across the sky. He could hardly believe that only a couple of days earlier he was by his mother’s bedside in Sligo, where he nursed her and prayed that the cholera epidemic wouldn’t take him too. Now he almost wished that it had. 


      Then his mother’s face appeared like a vision in one of the clouds that drifted by. Valentine could not believe his eyes. 


      Help me, Mother! he cried although no sound came out. His words were trapped inside his heart. 


      “Don’t worry, Valentine. I am always here with you.”


      Her words carried on the breeze. Valentine felt his mother’s presence and he needed her now more than ever. 


      Suddenly the most beautiful rainbow that he had ever seen erupted on the horizon. Colours such as red, indigo, violet and yellow burst into a kaleidoscope of dazzling colours, while the cloud shaped like his mother’s face drifted by. 


      Valentine studied the rainbow. If only he could think of a way to escape! However, he was trapped inside the body of a doll. 


      Then he heard footsteps and the sound of voices. Suddenly the door to the room burst open. Moments later, Victor Hunter, his Irish Wolfhound and a young man Valentine had not seen before stood before him. The dog barked loudly. 


      “What have we got here then, Uncle Victor?” the young man said as he placed his hands on his knees and stared into Valentine’s unblinking eyes. He was dressed as a lighthouse keeper in a double-breasted coat with shiny brass buttons. On his legs were blue cloth trousers and a black cap sat squarely on his head. He had a long pointy moustache which he twisted with his finger and thumb, and he had piercing blue eyes.


      “This, young Séamus, is the reason that I am going to Dublin.”


      Victor Hunter went out and returned with a long wooden crate in his arms, which he placed on the floor. Then a large smile erupted on his cracked lips as he studied Valentine Sorrow. 


      “Look at you! Wonderful! You will fetch a great price.”


      He means to sell me. Fear swam like a fish through Valentine’s entire body. His knew that his fate was in this wicked lighthouse keeper’s calloused hands. 


      Young Séamus rubbed his hands together in delight. 


      “He is a sight for sore eyes, Uncle Victor! Will you take the other dolls with you?”


      “No, I will leave them here for you to look after along with the mermaid. I wouldn’t be able to take them all with me on the mail coach.”


      “Oh, of course not, Uncle.” Young Séamus nodded. Then he glanced at the mermaid, who was leaning over the edge of the glass bowl, tears running down her cheeks. 


      “You are sure that you will manage to keep the lights lit while I am away, young Séamus? It is a very important job and, if the lights go out, people will come here to find out why. You must not allow that to happen. I don’t want anyone to discover my mermaid and dolls. Do I make myself clear?”


      Young Séamus stood up straight. “You can depend on me, Uncle Victor.”


      “Aye, lad. I know that I can. Everything you need to know is logged in the book. And, if you get a fine day when I am gone, you can go out and paint the lighthouse for me.”


      “Yes, sir. “


      “I’d better get going. I have to take my horse and cart as far as a friend’s farm in Donegal. Then I will take the mail coach to Dublin. I have a long journey ahead of me.”


      “Safe travels, Uncle,” Young Séamus said. Then he untied the golden rope and pulled across the red velvet curtain, so that the mermaid could no longer be seen. 


      “Thank you, nephew. “


      Victor Hunter’s nose was running. He wiped the green snot away with his sleeve. His eyeballs wobbled like marbles in a jar as he lifted Valentine up in his arms. Valentine was petrified that he would fall to the floor and shatter into a million pieces. He shut his eyelids as tightly as he could. His stomach did a somersault as the lighthouse keeper laid him into the large wooden crate which was full of hay. Valentine disturbed a spider who was asleep in the hay, and its eight hairy legs crawled across his face. 


      Valentine opened his eyes and peered back up at the doll cabinet. He wondered how long the other dolls had been there. The doll with golden curls stared back at him. 


      Are you really vampires too? he wanted to ask. But his lips wouldn’t move. 


      The dolls blinked at Valentine, and his instincts told him that they were vampires just like him. 


      I will be back for you soon, Valentine longed to tell them as Victor placed a lid on the box. But it was a promise that he was not sure that he could keep. He could not even save himself. 


      “There is no escape for you now,” Victor Hunter sneered as he placed a lid on the crate. 


      Valentine Sorrow was then in complete darkness. He could feel the spider crawling over his hand. After a few seconds, his eyes adjusted to the darkness and his night vision started to work. 


      Victor carried the crate out of the room and trudged down the stairs. Then he walked along the coral beach. Valentine heard the sound of the seagulls squawking in the air. Waves crashed against the shore. He longed to escape. A lone tear escaped from his glass eye. All that he could think of was his beautiful mother and how her face had appeared to him in the clouds. He longed to see her again. Then he thought about Matilda and the cloth heart in his pocket that she gave to him the last time he saw her. Valentine Sorrow hoped with all his heart that she was still alive. 


      He closed his eyes tight and concentrated on listening to the sounds around him. After a moment he heard the unmistakable sound of a horse neighing. The sound of the animal reassured him. Valentine had spent most of his life in Sligo around horses. They were gentle creatures. One of his favourite things to do was to feed juicy red apples to the horses on his friend Billy’s farm. He heard and felt the bottom of the crate grate against a rough surface. 


      Then suddenly they were in motion and the clip-clop of horses’ hooves told Valentine that they were on a stony path. He realized he must be on the cart that Victor Hunter spoke about. Then there was a long journey to Dublin on the mail coach. Valentine hoped and prayed that he would survive this treacherous journey.


      There was one thing that Valentine Sorrow knew for sure and that was that if he did survive, he would make Mr Victor Hunter pay for this. 


      Someday, as sure as the moon was in the sky at night, Valentine Sorrow would seek his revenge. 
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      Mr Thomas Spook: Private Investigator 


      and Purveyor of Fine Goods 

    


    
      


“This porcelain doll will make a fine addition to my collection, Mr Hunter. He looks so lifelike.”


      Valentine was enthralled by the man who spoke. He had strange pictures of animals tattooed across his face. Elephants and beautiful birds danced across the man’s cheeks and along the bridge of his nose. Valentine had heard about these animals in stories his mother had told him. However, he had never seen them before. 


      “I am glad that you like him, Mr Spook.”


      “Like him! Why, he is incredible!”


      “Did you receive the beautiful brooch that I sent you? I thought that it might be of interest to you. I have never seen such a fine example of mourning jewellery before. I know that you like to collect strange items of jewellery.”


      “Yes, I did receive the brooch and you are quite right. It is of great interest to me as I am sure it will be to others. Tell me, Mr Hunter, where did you get it from?”


      “It belonged to the young vampire. He was wearing it when I found him. What is particularly interesting is that the name Clarabell is scratched into the back of the piece.”


      Mr Spook stifled a laugh with the back of his hand and Mr Hunter’s cheeks flushed until they became the colour of a ripe tomato. 


      “You hardly expect me to believe that this porcelain doll is actually a vampire, do you?” Mr Spook said. 


      “That is exactly what I expect you to believe. This is no ordinary doll.” Mr Hunter lowered his voice to a whisper. “He is a vampire, which means that he holds the key to eternal life. Life after death.”


      Valentine listened to the men talking with great interest. He might be a vampire, but he didn’t hold the key to anything. Especially not something as important as life after death. 


      Valentine surveyed the room. The floor was carpeted in large gold-and-green oriental rugs. Chinese dragons with large eyes and long snakelike bodies were embroidered with red-and-blue thread. There were red velvet curtains on the windows and a crystal chandelier containing eight glowing candles hung from the high ceiling. 


      “Dreamer, we will have our tea now, please!” Mr Spook called out. 


      Valentine could not believe his eyes when a monkey in a tuxedo and a green bow tie walked into the room. He carried a silver tray which contained a small teapot and two bowl-like cups. The monkey placed the tray on a small round table and walked over to Valentine. Then he opened his mouth to expose a mouth full of yellow teeth. He scratched the top of his head. Valentine wished he could smile. 


      “That will be all for now, Dreamer. We don’t want to scare our new arrivals.”


      With that, the monkey screeched. Then he bounded out of the room on all fours. 


      Mr Hunter’s mouth had opened wide. He seemed as surprised as Valentine to see a monkey serving tea. 


      “You will have to excuse Dreamer,” said Mr Spook. “He gets rather excited when we receive guests. He has come to understand that a visitor to our humble abode generally means that we have a new curiosity.”


      Mr Spook wore a royal-blue turban on his head. He took it off to reveal long black hair which tumbled down to his ankles. Then he proceeded to sit cross-legged on the floor. He lit a large clay pipe and took two deep puffs. 


      Unsure of what to do, Mr Hunter knelt beside Mr Spook. His bones creaked like a broken floorboard. 


      Just when Valentine thought that he had seen it all, a large tiger entered the room. It sauntered across and sat at Mr Spook’s feet. 


      “This is Luna, my pet tiger. Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite.”


      “I’m not scared of tigers,” Mr Hunter exclaimed proudly. “Lord knows, I have killed enough of them in my time.”


      “Close your ears, Luna!” Mr Spook ordered. A scowl erupted on his face, and Luna roared. It was as though she understood what Mr Hunter had said. 


      Valentine figured that the poor tiger had probably met more than enough hunters in her time. 


      What Valentine couldn’t figure out was why Mr Spook was so pleasant to Mr Hunter. He was a kind man, as he provided a home for animals. So what was he doing entertaining the cunning lighthouse keeper? 


      Mr Spook poured the tea into blue china cups and a beautiful flower unfurled in each of them. 


      “This is Chinese flower tea, Mr Hunter. It comes from the mountains of China. I sailed there on an expedition many moons ago.”


      Mr Hunter looked at the beautiful flower as though it was poison. 


      Valentine imagined his mother’s face if she saw such a beautiful flower. In springtime, he and his mother used to walk in the fields near their home. The entire meadow used to be carpeted with golden buttercups. What he would give to see her precious smile one last time! 


      Mr Hunter left his teacup on its saucer and hurried the conversation along. 


      “Let’s get down to business, Mr Spook, if we may. I have to return to the lighthouse. It is a long journey back. My nephew, young Séamus, is taking care of it for me. He recently became a lighthouse keeper too. However, I don’t like to leave the lad of his own for too long.”


      Valentine could tell from the look on Mr Hunter’s face that he didn’t trust Mr Spook. 


      “Of course, Mr Hunter. How thoughtless of me! You have an important job to do, and I am sure that your nephew is eagerly awaiting your return.” Mr Spook smiled and revealed a golden tooth with a diamond in the centre of it. 


      “This doll is a vampire and holds the secret to eternal life, you say?”


      “The genuine article. Creatures of the night. And that’s not all. At this very moment in time, I have a real live mermaid in my lighthouse!”


      “A mermaid. Well, I never!”


      “Yes, I captured the creature, swimming off the coast of Donegal. She is a spectacular sight to behold. The tail of a fish and the body of a woman. There are more mermaids where she came from. They swim close to the lighthouse every night.”


      “She sounds extraordinary, Mr Hunter. You are a talented fellow. Vampires and mermaids. I will pay a visit to your lighthouse. We could make a small fortune. People would travel from all over the world to see an actual mermaid. I have a small, shrivelled mermaid that I keep in a jar. I purchased her in China. Unlike the tea, she was a huge disappointment. I found out on my return to Dublin that she is a fake. You see, there are a lot of tricksters around, Mr Hunter. Tricksters could take a man’s generosity for granted.”


      “True. But I hope you are not implying that I am a trickster.”


      “Well, how can I be sure that this porcelain doll is a vampire, when all I have is your word for it?”


      “I caught him with my own hands. And I am one of the world’s leading Vampire Hunters.”


      “Yes, you have told me that. Not that I doubt you, dear man. But I need some kind of proof. The medical students at the Royal College of Surgeons will think I am a fool if I tell them that a child’s doll is a vampire without any proof. They laughed at me when I showed them my mermaid.”


      Mr Hunter stood up and paced across the room. He scratched his head as he walked. He hadn’t thought of this. How could he have been so foolish? 


      Valentine became increasingly worried. Could he be going back to the lighthouse with Mr Hunter after all?”


      “Prove to me that this doll is a vampire and I will ensure that you can have all the riches that you deserve.”


      Mr Hunter reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue glass bottle. The liquid sloshed as he held the bottle in his hand. It was the bottle that Clarabell had given to Valentine, containing the potion that he needed to survive as a vampire. Mr Hunter must have taken the chain from Valentine’s neck when he was sleeping.


      “This liquid proves that the doll is a vampire. It is what they feed on to survive. Don’t be fooled by him. This doll is one of the most dangerous creatures in the world, Mr Spook. They say that child vampires are more wicked and fierce than adult vampires. He will stop at nothing to sink his sharp little teeth into an innocent victim. It’s lucky for you that I changed him into a doll. He tried to kill me, you know.”


      Thomas Spook snatched the blue bottle from Mr Hunter and handed him a large emerald. It glistened brightly under the candlelight. 


      “This emerald came from inside a volcano. It is one of the most precious stones in the world. It should pay you for your troubles. It was a pleasure doing business with you, as usual, Mr Hunter. I will visit your mermaid next week. Hopefully, she will be every bit as marvellous as you say she is.”


      “As you wish, Mr Spook.”


      “Good evening to you, Mr Hunter. Dreamer!”


      The monkey wobbled into the room. 


      “Escort Mr Hunter to the door, please.”


      Valentine was relieved when Mr V Hunter was gone. He was still in grave danger but something told him that he could trust Thomas Spook and his charming animal companions. 
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      The Girl Who Could Fly 

    


    
      


The show was about to commence. The Theatre Royal was full of spectators. They could not wait to see the family of illusionists that had travelled all the way from Italy to be with them. They were billed as the star attraction: Illusionists Extraordinaire. The old vampire who ran the magnificent theatre had welcomed Luca and his family with open arms. He cancelled all his other acts in favour of them. He knew that tickets to see the extraordinary family would sell like hot cakes. 


      The orchestra tuned up their instruments. All eyes were on the stage as the blue velvet curtains swung open. A round of applause erupted as Clarabell descended from the ceiling in a puff of smoke, holding a small golden harp in her hands. 


      “Bravo, bravo!” people cried. 


      Clarabell sat a cloud. She wore a gold dress. It matched the colour of her hair. 


      “Oh, she looks like an angel!” a woman in the audience sighed. 


      If only they knew, Clarabell thought, as she stood on the cloud, balancing on one foot. 


      “What a beautiful child!” another woman croaked. 


      Antonella stood in the wings with Luca, her hands  clasped together in delight. She felt so proud of her precious daughter and regretted how harsh she had been with her in the past. I will make it up to her, she thought. 


      Clarabell smiled sweetly at the audience. Then she played an enchanting melody on the golden harp. Never in a million years would the crowd suspect her of being a vampire. 


      Clarabell’s thoughts were not on her performance. As soon as the show was over, she would go to visit Mr Thomas Spook in his emporium, the shop where he sold a large variety of curiosities. Clarabell was sure that Mr Spook would know where she could find Valentine Sorrow. 


      Luca marched onto the stage, followed by his beautiful wife who had a yellow snake on her arm. It was a python, and it twisted itself around Antonella’s body like a rope. Then it stuck out its tongue and hissed. 


      A woman in the front row fainted. 


      Clarabell jumped off the cloud and pirouetted across the stage towards her proud parents. 


      “Watch out for the snake!” a boy yelled. 


      Clarabell knelt down and put her hand into the snake’s open mouth. The crowd gasped in horror. Clarabell simply smiled. She removed her hand and patted the snake affectionately on the head as though it were a pet dog. 


      “What a strange child!” a woman whispered. 


      Luca took centre stage. He opened his arms wide as he spoke. 


      “Ladies and Gentlemen! What you are about to see will shock you. You will be mystified and amazed … as my daughter Clarabell takes flight! This marvellous feat of bravery and magic will happen right before your eyes!”


      “Take flight? Whatever does he mean?” a tall gentleman yelled. He had a bushy grey moustache which curled at the ends like a question mark. 


      “Hush, man!” another lady cried as she batted a pink lacey fan in front of her large green eyes. 


      The crowd were enchanted. They were perched on the edge of their seats. Begging for more. 


      Clarabell knew that they had the audience in the palm of their hands. 


      She stepped into the centre of the stage and lay down on the wooden floor. Antonella placed the snake on her daughter’s body. 


      “Fly, my darling, fly!” Antonella shouted, and the audience gasped as Clarabell floated up into the air. 


      People were screaming. Others looked on silently, with their mouths open wide. Clarabell flew higher. The snake weaved itself around her body. 


      All were astonished as the little girl floated like a ghost up to the balcony of the Theatre Royal. 


      As the spectators looked on, Luca opened a golden cage, that was positioned on a table at the back of the stage. Two turtle doves flew up into the air and landed on Clarabell’s shoulders. She drifted up to the ceiling, then she elegantly floated back down again. Like a feather falling from a bird’s wing. 


      “She is an angel!” a man shouted. 


      Within seconds the entire audience were on their feet clapping and cheering. 


      “Bravo, bravo!”


      Ladies threw roses onto the stage. 


      The magnificent family of vampires bowed and smiled. 


      



      After the performance, Clarabell ran like a lightning bolt into the dressing room. 


      She took a little key from her pocket and unlocked the drawer of the dressing table. She took out the trinket box and the calling card that Thomas Spook had given her. Carefully she opened the trinket box and was relieved to find Valentine Sorrow’s lock of hair safely inside. 


      “What is that, my darling?”


      Clarabell turned suddenly. She hadn’t heard her mother enter the dressing room behind her. She hated it when her mother crept up behind her. 


      Antonella held the snake in her hands, and it hissed menacingly at Clarabell. 


      “Nothing, Mother. It’s just a trinket box I found. It’s a piece of rubbish.”


      Clarabell did not want her mother to know about Mr Spook. Not until she could be sure that he had Valentine. She hoped she would be bringing him home with her. 


      “You were wonderful tonight, Clarabell. I was so proud of you, my darling. The way that you commanded the stage. The audience were truly mesmerized.”


      “Thank you, Mother. I am glad that I pleased you. Would it be alright if I went to explore Dublin city for a while?”


      “No, Clarabell, look at the time.” The hands on the grandmother clock in the corner of the dressing room indicated that it was midnight. 


      “Please, Mother! I promise to be careful.”


      “It’s the witching hour, Clarabell. Vampires need to tread carefully when the witches are out.”


      “Don’t worry, Mother. I will take Sebastian with me, and I’ll be back before sunlight.”


      Clarabell left the silver box on the dressing table, ran over to her mother and hugged her tightly. The snake encircled Clarabell’s body. Then it twisted its way across her pale shoulders. Its forked tongue licked her left ear. 


      “Oh, I suppose it is alright, Clarabell. As long as you don’t go hunting humans. And stay out of danger. There are Vampire Hunters everywhere. Father suspects that many vampires are living in Dublin. They might not take kindly to our arrival.”


      “It’s alright, Mother. I can take care of myself.” Clarabell smiled at her mother. 


      “I know you can, my darling. You are the bravest vampire I have ever known.”


      Antonella knew that she had to let her daughter go. Being a child vampire wasn’t the same as being a normal child. She needed to fly and to feel the night air on her skin. 


      Antonella felt a pang of sorrow. Clarabell would never grow up to be a woman. Never have a child of her own. She removed the snake from Clarabell’s shoulders and watched her pick up the small silver box from the dressing table. Then Clarabell walked over to the open window. 


      Antonella’s heart sank as Clarabell flew up into the gloomy sky. 
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      Silver Tongue the Skeleton 

    


    
      


Thomas Spook ambled towards Valentine with a glint in his eye. 


      “What a strange little fellow you are! I know that you can hear me. You can trust me and are safe here. Welcome to Mr Thomas Spook’s emporium of unusual creatures. My curiosity shop is at the front of the building. This is my living area. Can you walk, boy?”


      Valentine tried with all his strength to move, and for a while nothing happened. 


      “Keep trying, boy – you can do it,” Spook said as Dreamer somersaulted across the floor. 


      Valentine Sorrow could not believe it: his legs and arms began to move. 


      “That’s it, boy. I knew you had it in you. Now try to speak.”


      Valentine opened his mouth as wide as the ocean, but no sound came out. 


      “Come on, boy. You can do it.”


      Suddenly Luna pounced at Valentine. Valentine screamed. 


      “That’s the girl, Luna!” Mr Spook laughed. “There’s nothing like a good fright to get someone talking.”


      After a few moments, a word came from Valentine’s mouth – “My …” – and then a sentence. “My name is Valentine Sorrow.”


      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Valentine Sorrow. I am delighted that you have found your way to me. Dreamer, hold Valentine’s hand, please, and help him to walk. I have something wonderful to show you, dear boy.”


      The monkey gripped Valentine’s porcelain hand. They walked across the room together and stopped in front of a green door. The handle was crafted out of rubies and sapphires. 


      “Beyond that door, Valentine Sorrow, is another world entirely.”


      “Another world?”


      “Yes, the world behind the door depends on the person who opens it.”


      “I don’t understand, Mr Spook.”


      “Let me explain to you. Many people have turned the ruby handle only to find a brick wall on the other side. Others have found themselves in unexplored kingdoms, where fish fly in the sky and birds swim in the sea.”


      Valentine managed a smile. He could not believe what he was hearing. 


      “However, others turn the handle to discover a world of nightmares. Too terrible to mention.”


      “Where did you find this door?”


      “It is nothing special, Valentine. They are all over the world if you know where to look.”


      Valentine wondered if such a door existed in his hometown of Sligo. Maybe someone opened it and let the cholera epidemic in. 


      “Would you like to turn the handle of the green door, Valentine Sorrow?”


      Dreamer cartwheeled across the room, while the bird tattoos on Mr Spook’s cheeks started to flutter their wings.”


      “No, thank you.” Valentine shook his head slowly from side to side. He was relieved that he could move it again. 


      “Why ever not? Are you not curious about what is on the other side?”


      “Yes, of course. But I have more important things to think about.”


      “What on earth is troubling you?”


      Valentine studied Mr Spook. He had been kind to him so far. But he did not know if he could trust him. 


      As if reading his mind. Mr Spook placed his hand on Valentine’s shoulder. 


      “Don’t be frightened. I am not going to hurt you, Valentine. I am a vampire, just like you.”


      “You are a vampire?” Valentine was flabbergasted. 


      “Yes, Valentine. I have been around for hundreds of years. 


      Valentine saw the elephant tattoo on Mr Spook’s left cheek move. The elephant raised its trunk to beckon Valentine closer. 


      Valentine stepped forward. 


      “He will take care of you,” the elephant said. 


      “The elephant on your cheek just spoke to me,” Valentine said, turning a sickly shade of green. 


      “Really, Valentine? But that is preposterous. Elephants can’t talk. At least not tattooed ones. Follow me this way, please.”


      Mr Spook led Valentine over to a green-and-red velvet couch. It was covered in vibrantly coloured cushions shaped like birds. Valentine had turned a ghastly shade of pale, exhausted after his long journey. Mr Spook thought that he might faint. Which would be incredibly dangerous for a boy made of porcelain. 


      “Sit here next to me, Valentine. Now tell me – how did you end up at the lighthouse?”


      “Clarabell, a vampire girl, took me from my home in Sligo but later sent me away from the island on a fishing boat.”


      “The island?”


      “Yes, the Island of Vampires.”


      “So it does exist?”


      “Didn’t you know?”


      “No, I always thought it was a myth or a legend made up to scare the humans.” Tears appeared in Mr Spook’s eyes. 


      He rose and ran across the room. Then he took a dusty painting off the wall. The picture was of a silver-and-gold bird flying towards a sparkling nest on the edge of a mountaintop. There was a dazzlingly coloured rainbow in the sky. Stuck to the back of the painting was a map. Mr Spook removed the map, then walked over to his writing bureau. He laid the map out on the bureau. 


      He beckoned to Valentine 


      Valentine went over. The light from the lamp illuminated an island shaped like a skull. 


      Valentine recognized it straight away. 


      “That’s it! The Island of Vampires,” he said. 


      “Tell me, Valentine, are there many vampires there?”


      “Yes, I saw hundreds of them.”


      “Hundreds? Imagine! The Island of Vampires exists,” Mr Spook muttered. 


      “That’s the island that Clarabell took me to.”


      “She took you there and then sent you away again? Why did she do that, Valentine?”


      “Clarabell was the only child vampire on the island until I arrived. She created me and then she didn’t want to share me with her mother and father.”


      “She was your creator! That explains everything.”


      “Explains what?”


      “You care for Clarabell even though she abandoned you. That’s because she turned you into a vampire. There is an invisible bond between you.”


      Valentine wasn’t sure that he understood, but he nodded anyway. 


      “However, I have never met a child vampire until recently. I had come to the conclusion that they only existed in myths and legends, despite the fact that the Book of Vampires talks about them.”


      Mr Spook walked across the room and took a big thick ancient leatherbound book off the shelf. He brought it back to the desk and opened it “Let’s see … yes … ‘Child Vampires’.” Then he found the chapter and began to read. 


      “It says here in the Book of Vampires, that children vampires are known as ‘Night Scramblers’.”


      “Night Scramblers!”


      “Yes, Valentine. Although in the past Night Scramblers didn’t survive long as they were no match for the Vampire Hunters. They are fast but they are not as strong as adult vampires. Legend says that they used to hunt in packs. They stuck together as they were orphans.”


      “There are more Night Scramblers, Mr Spook. I saw them in the lighthouse. But like me they were changed into dolls.”


      “Extraordinary. But it says here that you won’t remain a doll forever, Valentine. Little by little, you will become a vampire again. Your hair was porcelain when you first arrived here, but it is back to normal again.”


      Valentine reached up and touched his dark curls. They were soft. 


      “My hair is real again!”


      “You see?”


      “What about the dolls in the lighthouse? Why haven’t they changed back into vampires yet?”


      “Mr Hunter is an excellent Vampire Hunter. It is possible that he placed hawthorn and wild rose in the place where he keeps the dolls.”


      “Oh yes! I noticed a strange smell from the doll cabinet. Clarabell told me that hawthorn and wild rose destroys vampires.”


      “The Book of Vampires explains that hawthorn and wild rose would destroy them in their vampire form. However, the child vampires you met were dolls. It also explains in the book that when child vampires are exposed to sunlight they turn to porcelain, not dust like adult vampires do.”


      Valentine sighed. “I wish I could help those poor child vampires.”


      Mr Spook smiled at Valentine. “Don’t worry. I will work out a way to help them.”


      “Does the Book of Vampires say how long will it take for me to become a vampire again?”


      “It says here that there is no way of knowing. It mentions one case where it took four hundred years. Other cases took less time. There is no way of knowing. I am not much help as I have never seen a porcelain vampire before.” 


      “Four hundred years!”


      “Don’t despair, boy. Four hundred years will pass in the blink of an eye.”


      “Isn’t there anything that I can do to speed it up?” Valentine could hardly believe what he was saying. He actually wanted to be a vampire again. Anything was better than being a doll. 


      “Unfortunately, no.”


      “Are there more copies of the Book of Vampires, Mr Spook?”


      “Yes, indeed. It has been translated into many different languages. It will be in vampire libraries all over the world.”


      Mr Spook continued to read and, after a few minutes, looked up. 


      “Here is something else you need to know, Valentine,” he said gravely. 


      “What is it?” Valentine could tell by the look on Mr Spook’s face that it was bad news. 


      “It says that the blood of a child vampire has magical properties. When mixed with elderberry and turmeric, it can be made into a potion enabling adult vampires to go out into the sunlight like normal people. If child vampires are not just a myth, this means that there could be vampires out there now walking the streets during daylight. Pretending to be human.”


      “That’s good, isn’t it?”


      “No, Valentine. It is very bad news for you. If other vampires know this, then they will want to take your blood to make the potion. The amount of blood required is substantial. You would not survive. That could be another reason why there aren’t many child vampires anymore. It also says that the potion works best if the creator, the one that changed you into a vampire, is the one to make it.”


      “It was Clarabell who changed me into a vampire.”


      “She would not be able to go out in sunlight during the day, even if she did make the potion. It says in the book that it only works for adult vampires. But, Valentine, what about Clarabell herself? Do you know which vampire created her?”


      “No. I wasn’t with her long enough to find out.” A horrible thought struck Valentine. “What about you, Mr Spook? Will you take my blood to make a magical potion?”


      Mr Spook placed his hand on Valentine’s shoulder. “I have no interest in going out in the daylight, Valentine. I like to run my curiosity shop under the cover of darkness. I remember when I was alive how cruel humans were. They made fun of me because I was different.”


      Valentine felt sorry for his new friend. He had lived a hard life. 


      “There are some good humans, Mr Spook. My sister Matilda is one of them. You would like her. I know that you would.”


      “If she is anything like you then I am sure that I would get along quite well with Matilda.”


      Valentine smiled. 


      “There are two things that I have learned while exploring this vast world, Valentine.”


      “Only two?”


      “Well, maybe more than two but these two are my favourites. Every cloud has a silver lining. And when things can’t possibly get any worse, there is only one way they can go.”


      “Where’s that?”


      “Things can only go up, dear boy. That’s what happened to my old pirate friend Mr Silver Tongue.”


      “Who is he?”


      Mr Spook walked across the gloomy room. Towards an old piano. 


      Hanging on a coat hook beside a dusty shelf was a shabby-looking skeleton. The skeleton had three legs and a patch over his left eye-socket. He clung to a silver sword with his bony fingers. As if his life or death depended on it. 


      “Say hello to Silver Tongue, Valentine.”


      “Hello, Mr Silver Tongue,” Valentine Sorrow said. 


      Then his eyes opened wide as the skeleton came to life. 


      Suddenly the keys on the piano started to move. It was being played by an invisible force. Music erupted into the room. 


      “May I have the honour of the next dance, Mr Silver Tongue?” said Mr Spook. 


      “It would be an absolute pleasure, Mr Spook,” said the skeleton, to Valentine’s amazement. 


      A silver tongue had protruded like a worm from the skeleton’s jaw. All of his teeth were rotten in his skull. He placed his sword on a wooden chair. Then Valentine watched as Mr Spook, the tattooed vampire, danced with Silver Tongue, the pirate skeleton. 


      They waltzed across the room. The tattoos on Mr Spook’s skin joined in too. The elephant danced across his shoulder and joined the tiger on his nose. Valentine wondered if his mother’s skeleton was doing the same thing. Dancing a jig around County Sligo. Oh, how she loved to dance! The thought of this made him smile. He could imagine his mother as a skeleton. She was skin and bone when the cholera epidemic snatched her.


      Finally, Mr Spook bowed and thanked his bony dancing companion. 


      “I forgot what a good mover you are, Mr Spook!”


      Valentine’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as the ancient skeleton spoke again. A spider that had been nesting in his eye socket slithered into Silver Tongue’s open mouth. Then, as if by magic, he crumpled into a pile of bones on the ground. 


      “Oh, no!” Valentine gasped. 


      Mr Spook picked up the skull and held it high up in the air. 


      “Legend says that Silver Tongue was sailing the seven seas when his boat inadvertently entered the Bermuda Triangle. He was never seen again. His pirate ship lay at the bottom of the ocean for one hundred years. Then one stormy day, I was exploring a coastline on the other side of the world when Silver Tongue decided to make himself known to me. The pirate ship rose from the seabed. I could not believe my eyes.”


      Unexpectedly a bell rang overhead. Then there were footsteps and a woman’s voice. 


      “Thomas, where are you? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”


      “You must excuse me now, Valentine. I have a customer in the shop. It is a lady called Mrs Featherbrain. She is one of my customers and has come to collect a two-headed pigeon that I have sold her. I will be back in a flash.”


      Mr Spook disappeared behind a navy-blue velvet curtain with purple stars on it, Dreamer following him. 


      Valentine realized that the shop was on the other side of the curtain. 


      Valentine walked over to the green door that Mr Spook mentioned earlier and placed his hand on the ruby handle. Curiosity got the better of him. He wanted to know what awaited him on the other side. He was about to turn the handle when Mr Spook reappeared. 


      “I am not expecting any more visitors tonight, Valentine. Mrs Featherbrain adores strange-looking birds and she was thrilled with the two-headed pigeon. Would you like me to show you around my curiosity shop? 


      “Yes, please,” Valentine said as he removed his hand from the ruby door handle. 


      He followed Mr Spook through the navy-velvet curtain into the curiosity shop at the front of the building. The brightness of the shop caused Valentine to blink. The smell of a woman’s perfume lingered in the air. Every corner of the room was filled with unusual objects. It was more like a museum than a shop. There was the tomb of an Egyptian mummy and a sarcophagus standing beside a counter with a weighing scales on it. 


      Dreamer was chasing a bird-of-paradise around the room. Blue-and-yellow feathers drifted through the air. Luna, the tiger, was curled up in front of a roaring fire like a house cat. 


      “Please take a seat.”


      Valentine sat on a green cushion while Mr Spook stood on his head against the wall and crossed his hands across his chest. 


      “Is it really true that you are a vampire?” he asked. 


      The look of shock on Valentine’s face said it all. 


      “You seem surprised, Valentine,” Mr Spook said as he stood up then walked up the wall and onto the ceiling. Like Clarabell had. 


      “Most people expect vampires to have pale skin and sharp teeth. They don’t expect to see a vampire with dark skin and tattoos of animals on his body. That works in my favour, Valentine. It means that I can help to save vampires from dreaded Vampire Hunters like the man who caught you.”


      Suddenly it was starting to make sense. Mr Spook was truly someone he could trust. Valentine started to relax. 


      “Why do you have animals tattooed all over your body?”


      “I was born eight hundred and fifty years ago in a small village in China. My father was a fisherman. One night while we slept in our beds a vampire crept in. He took me away from my home. Then, when I grew up, he changed me into a vampire. I never saw my parents again.”


      Valentine knew exactly how Mr Spook felt. 


      “My mother died recently.” Saying it out loud made it real and Valentine was overcome with grief. Tears began to spill down his cheeks. 


      Luna stood up, stretched and walked over to Valentine. Then she lay at his feet. 


      “Did vampires take your mother too, Valentine?” Mr Spook enquired. 


      “No, the cholera epidemic took my mother’s life. And a vampire took mine.”


      “Then you know the pain of loss and suffering, Valentine,” Mr Spook said, realizing that there was more to Valentine Sorrow than he ever could have imagined. 


      Valentine suddenly realized that his left hand was no longer porcelain. He could move his fingers. He managed to put his hand in his pocket and take out the small cloth heart that Matilda had given to him. “My sister Matilda gave me this. I left her in the fever hospital in County Sligo. I miss her so much. I have no way of knowing if she is alive or dead. I need to go home to Sligo to find out.”


      “Perhaps I can help you,” Mr Spook offered. 


      “Do you think you could?”


      “I would do anything for a friend. I can call you my friend, can I not, Valentine? 


      “I suppose so. But you still haven’t told me how you got all of your tattoos.” Valentine was desperate to talk about anything other than Matilda. Every time he thought of her, he wanted to cry. 


      “A cruel Vampire Hunter caught me when I was exploring a jungle. He covered my body in tattoos. It took him three months to do it. He said that it was as a warning to other vampires out there. I am known throughout the world as the Tattooed Vampire.”


      “How awful!”


      “It’s not so bad, Valentine. Sometimes the tattoos on my body come to life and speak to me. Like the elephant you saw. You have to make the best of what you have got. There’s no use in crying about it. I have turned my experience into something good. I have avoided sunlight for hundreds of years. I make it my mission to help others. Do you recall the mermaid you met in the lighthouse?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      Valentine thought back to the beautiful mermaid in the glass bowl and how she had tried her best to save him.


      “She is in great danger, Valentine. I will help her too. We are curiosities, oddities. None of us are human. We must all stick together. Do you understand what I am saying?”


      “I think so.” There was so much to take in. 


      “There are other vampires in the city too. They blend in like normal people. Only they don’t go out in the daylight hours for fear of being changed into dust.”


      “Aren’t you afraid that someone will find out that you are a vampire eventually, Mr Spook?”


      “That’s a risk that I am willing to take. I have roamed the world for eight hundred years. More than enough for any vampire.”


      Suddenly there were three loud knocks on the back door. 


      Mr Spook glanced at the grandfather clock that stood in the corner of the room. It was ten past midnight.


      “It is the Witching Hour, Valentine. The time when vampires and witches roam the world. Whoever it is, I am sure that they are not human. Dreamer, answer the door, please.”


      The monkey shrugged his shoulders. Glanced at his reflection in the mirror, fixed his bow tie and made his way to the door. 


      “Hurry, Valentine, this way!” Mr Spook opened a side door and let Valentine go through. “Keep quiet. I’ll be back soon.” He closed the door behind him. 


      Valentine was in a bedroom. The walls were decorated with carnival masks. There were oriental rugs on the floor and a watercolour painting on the wall of a little boy in a straw hat. He was fishing beside an old man. Valentine couldn’t help but wonder if the painting was of Thomas Spook when he was a boy. 


      Suddenly he heard the sound of footsteps outside the door. Then the handle slowly turned. He was petrified that Victor Hunter had come back for him. 


      “Valentine, there is someone here to see you,” said Mr Spook as he opened the door. 


      “I won’t go back to that lighthouse with Mr Hunter, not now, not ever!” Valentine yelled. 


      “You won’t have to, Valentine Sorrow.”


      Valentine recognized the girl’s voice, yet he could not believe his eyes. There right in front of him, with the biggest smile he had ever seen, was Clarabell. 


      Mr Spook had told her that he was not the same as when she last saw him. He was a porcelain doll. 


      “Oh Valentine, what have I done to you?” The smile faded and tears fell down her cheeks, her pale hands trembled, and her lips quivered. 


      Then she gently took Valentine’s hand in hers. 


      “How can I ever repay you for finding him for me, Mr Spook?” she asked. 


      “There is no need for repayment, Clarabell. But you must promise me that if I give the boy to you that you will keep him safe. He is not fully vampire anymore. Do you understand? He is a porcelain doll. Which means that he is very fragile. You must take great care not to break him.”


      Valentine stared at Clarabell for a moment. There were so many things he wanted to say to her. He longed to tell her that she was a wicked, selfish girl. And that he could never forgive her for what she had done to him. 


      However, as he looked into her large bright-blue eyes, the only words that he could say were: “Take me home, Clarabell.”
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      Lorenzo Appears 

    


    
      


Antonella had been sitting inside a horse-drawn carriage which belonged to the Earl of Charlemont. Fog rose from the River Liffey and blanketed the Dublin streets as she peered through the window. She had watched her daughter disappear through the red door of the curiosity shop. 


      That girl was Trouble with a capital T! What was she up to now? Perhaps Luca was right to keep Clarabell on Vampire Island. The city was a dangerous place for a young vampire. There were so many distractions and unsavoury characters and Clarabell didn’t see the dangers that lurked around every corner.


      Antonella had pulled the hood on her green cloak up to cover her head. Then she’d stepped out of the carriage and scurried along the street. Fear flooded her body. 


      This has to have something to do with Valentine Sorrow and that silver box that she found, Antonella thought. 


      “I can’t believe my eyes, Antonella! Is that really you?”


      Antonella gasped. At first she could not tell where the voice was coming from. Then she looked up and saw a tall, elegant-looking vampire standing on the roof of the curiosity shop. The full moon shone behind him like a torch. 


      Antonella recognized him straight away. He had a face she would never forget. It was Lorenzo, the one who had turned her, Luca and Clarabella into vampires, all those years ago in Italy. 


      “You must be mistaking me for someone else,” she said. Then she pulled her cloak tightly around her shoulders and hurriedly walked across the cobbled street.


      The last thing she wanted was for Lorenzo to see Clarabell. Many years ago, when she was living in Italy, she had read in the Book of Vampires that a magical potion could be made using the blood of a child vampire. It meant that the vampire who made the potion could go out in sunlight. The potion worked best if made by your creator. It only lasted for one hundred years, so Lorenzo would need a constant supply of it. After that night the family had fled and had been hiding from Lorenzo ever since. Antonella needed to direct Lorenzo away from the curiosity shop. Why did she follow Clarabell tonight? She hadn’t even told Luca where she was going. It was foolish of her.


      Antonella screamed as Lorenzo appeared in front of her. He moved as swiftly as a fox. 


      “I have been searching the world for you for a hundred years, darling Antonella. I had almost given up hope. I couldn’t believe my luck when you stepped out of the carriage, right in front of me.”


      “I need to go, Lorenzo. Please let me pass.”


      “Not so fast, Antonella. We have some unfinished business. You left Italy without saying a word to me or the other vampires.”


      “My family and I did not ask for this, Lorenzo. It was you who arrived at our summer palace all those years ago and changed us into vampires.”


      “Where is your delightful husband and your charming little girl?”


      “They are nothing to do with you anymore.”


      “Don’t make me angry, Antonella,” he snarled. 


      Suddenly the door of the curiosity shop opened. Antonella glanced over as light spilt out onto the street followed by Clarabell and Valentine. 


      My children, she thought. She was delighted to see Valentine. However, the boy looked different. He looked as though he was made from porcelain. 


      “What are you looking at?” Lorenzo asked. 


      Instinctively, before he had a chance to turn his head, Antonella placed her hand on his cheek and stared into his eyes. 


      “I do not mean to make you angry, Lorenzo. It’s just a shock to see you after all these years. Please forgive me!” She smiled at him while hoping with all her heart that Clarabell would not notice her and call out to her. She knew that Lorenzo would stop at nothing to make the vampire potion using Clarabell’s blood. 


      “I forgive you, my dear,” Lorenzo said. “I am going to a café on George’s Street. All of the most exciting Irish vampires will be there tonight. Would you care to join me?”


      “That would be wonderful, Lorenzo, thank you. We have so much to catch up on. Let’s hurry, though, while the night is still young.”


      “Splendid! I have waited for this moment for so long.”


      Antonella could hear the children’s footsteps across the street and was scared that he would hear them too. She linked his arm and led him down the street. 


      With that, her fate was sealed. They turned the corner of the street and disappeared into the night in a way that only vampires can. 
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A bitter wind blew outside of the carriage. It meandered through villages and towns like a ghost. The children opposite Matilda started to cough. The old man snorted. Matilda rested her head against Johanna’s shoulder and fell fast asleep. She awoke sometime later to discover that the carriage had stopped moving. There was a great commotion outside.


      “What is happening?” Matilda asked Johanna. 


      “There is only one way to find out.”


      Johanna gestured at the door handle. Matilda opened it and stepped out. The cool evening air was a welcome relief. Matilda gulped. She could not believe what she saw. 


      The carriage had stopped outside a village. An angry mob had gathered and were blocking the road. Men wielded pitchforks and sticks. They were refusing to let the coach pass. 


      “You have the cholera! You must go back to where you came from!”


      Matilda looked up at Johanna, who was shaking with fear. 


      “What is the meaning of this?” the coach driver demanded. 


      “You are carrying people who might have cholera. We do not want them in our town.” The man who spoke appeared to be a doctor. He wore a top hat and carried a small doctor’s case. 


      By now everyone had stepped off the mail coach. 


      The two children were crying and their mother was trying to soothe them. “Hush, my loves. It will be alright.”


      “There are women and children here! You are acting like beasts!” the old man shouted from the carriage. 


      “We are doing what’s right for our community. You cannot pass through our town.”


      Matilda trembled. “We have come all this way for nothing, Johanna.”


      “Don’t worry, Matilda,” Johanna soothed her although she was petrified. 


      The doctor stepped forward. 


      “Driver, you can pass with the mail coach. But your passengers cannot.”


      “You can’t expect me to leave them like animals on the side of the road.”


      The doctor pulled a blue handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. 


      “Then I will give them all a medical examination. They can only pass if they receive a clean bill of health. Anyone who doesn’t will have to stay behind. 


      Matilda was panic-stricken. Only a day ago she was in the fever hospital in Sligo. Although she was feeling better, she had no real way of knowing if she had been infected with cholera or not. What if the doctor let Johanna go without her? How would she find her way back to Sligo? 


      “I am scared, Johanna.”


      The doctor stepped forward to examine them. 


      He started with the mother and her children. 


      “These children are in no condition to travel. They both have coughs, and this could develop into something more serious. 


      “Please, sir!” the mother begged. “We will die of hunger and cold. You can’t send us back.”


      “Next!” the doctor ordered. 


      Matilda stepped forward. She opened her mouth wide and allowed him to examine her. 


      “You may travel with the coach.”


      Matilda heaved a great sigh of relief. She stepped back onto the coach and waited for Johanna. 


      “This girl has a high temperature – she cannot travel.”


      Matilda jumped down from the coach and ran over to her friend. 


      “Johanna, I won’t go without you!”


      “Matilda, you must go. It is the only chance you have.”


      Johanna pressed her Aunt Alice’s letter into Matilda’s hand. “Go to the address on this letter. Ask for Mrs O’Reilly. I told you about her. She is my aunt and she works in the kitchen. Explain what has happened. Tell her that I sent you and you are there for the maid’s position. I will send you a letter as soon as I can.”


      “Are you coming or not?” The coach driver was losing patience. He was already late. He flung their luggage at Johanna and the woman. 


      “Go, Matilda!” Johanna cried. “Don’t worry – I will manage and I will help this poor mother and her children.”


      Matilda reluctantly made her way back onto the mail coach with the old man and the nun. Both of them had also received a clean bill of health. As the mail coach trundled off again. Matilda looked out the window and watched as the angry mob dispersing. Leaving Johanna, the woman and her children on the side of the road. 


      Matilda realized that her life was about to change forever and this time she was completely alone. 
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      The Vanishing Vampire 

    


    
      


“Mother and father will be so pleased that I found you, Valentine,” Clarabell said as they walked along. “Though you are not how I expected you to be. It is a good job that you have your cloak to wear, and Mr Spook has given you a wide-brimmed hat. People would find it very peculiar to see a doll walking along the street. In fact, it could be dangerous.”


      “Mr Spook has been very kind to me, Clarabell.”


      “How did you change into a doll, Valentine?”


      “A Vampire Hunter did this to me.”


      Clarabell gasped. Guilt bloomed like a flower in her chest. It was her fault that Valentine Sorrow had been changed into a doll. 


      “I am so sorry, Valentine. Truly I am. I promise that I will never let anything bad happen to you again.”


      Valentine looked into Clarabell’s large eyes and he believed her. He had so much to tell her that he did not know where to start. 


      “There was a painting of you on the wall of the Vampire Hunter’s lighthouse, Clarabell. The Vampire Hunter knows that you exist.”


      “Then I am in great danger, Valentine.”


      “You are, Clarabell, and that is not all. Mr Spook told me that the vampire who created you may be looking for you too.”


      “Lord Lorenzo. I know. But Mother told me that he must never see me again.”


      “Your mother is right, Clarabell. Mr Spook said that he may want to make a magical potion with your blood.”


      “A magical potion. Whatever for?”


      “It will enable him to go out in sunlight.”


      “Why does it have to be made from my blood?”


      “Only a child’s blood has this power and it is most powerful if used by the child’s creator. And Lord Lorenzo is your creator. But it will only work for adult vampires – in case you were thinking of making some magical sunlight potion from me!”


      “Valentine! I have already told you. I will never hurt you again.”


      Clarabell sighed. It would take a long time to regain Valentine Sorrow’s trust and she couldn’t blame him, after all she had put him through. 


      “I’m glad to hear it. But you are in grave danger from this Lord Lorenzo.”


      “Let’s not worry about me, Valentine. We need to get you home to safety.”


      “Mr Spook has assured me that I won’t always be this way. He read it in the Book of Vampires. It said that eventually I will turn back into a vampire. Although it could take a long time.”


      Clarabell kicked a stone along the street and bowed her head in shame. A black cat crossed their path. A stray dog barked somewhere in the distance. 


      “I have thought of terrible ways to get my revenge on you, Clarabell. All this is because of you, and I hate you for it. You should have left me to die with my mother and sister.”


      “Sister? Whatever do you mean?”


      Valentine immediately regretted telling Clarabell that he had a sister. 


      She placed her hand reassuringly on his shoulder. 


      “It’s alright, Valentine, you can trust me now.”


      “I have an older sister – her name is Matilda.”


      “So there are two of you. How wonderful! I have always wanted a sister.” Clarabell twirled in delight. 


      “I miss her.”


      “But on the night that we found you, Matilda wasn’t there, was she?”


      “No, she was in the fever hospital. I can’t stop thinking about her. I have no way or knowing if she is alive or dead.”


      “Then we must return to Sligo and rescue her.”


      “How?”


      “We can fly there, of course.” Clarabell bowed her head again. “If there was any way that I could turn back time, Valentine, I would. You must believe me.”


      Suddenly a thought struck Valentine like a bolt of lightning. 


      “What if it’s too late? What if she got better and moved away? There is nothing for her at home now, with me gone.”


      “Don’t worry, Valentine, we will find Matilda. I promise you. Now, let’s go home. Mother is going to be over the moon when she sees you walk in the door!”


      Valentine halted and looked at her, puzzled. “But hasn’t she seen me already, a few minutes ago?”


      “What do you mean? Of course she hasn’t! She’s at home. How could she see you?”


      “Clarabell, when we left Mr Spook’s shop, I saw your mother across the street with a man. I thought she had come with you. She walked off with him – around that corner.”


      “No, Valentine, you’re mistaken. Mother went home with father after our performance in the Theatre Royal tonight. There is no way that it could be her.”


      “But it really looked like her.”


      “How could you see anything anyway in this fog? Come on!” She linked arms with Valentine and began to walk down the street again. “Oh, Valentine! You should have been there tonight. It was wonderful. I got a standing ovation. People launched red roses onto the stage – the crowd were enchanted with me. You can be part of the act next time. A doll that can walk and talk. People will simply adore you!”


      “I hope so!”


      “Come on, let’s fly home. I can’t wait to show you our new home – it is an exquisite garden summerhouse called Casino Marino. You are going to love it and so is Matilda when we find her.”


      “But I have never flown before, Clarabell. What if I fall?”


      “Valentine, I know that it’s a lot to ask, but I need you to trust me.”


      Something in Clarabell’s eyes told Valentine that he could. 


      The street that they stood on was empty at such a late hour and the fog would give them some cover. It was the perfect time for a new vampire to practise taking flight. 


      “Give me your hand, Valentine.”


      Valentine placed his hand in Clarabell’s. 


      “Tonight we are going to fly. I won’t let go. I promise.”


      Valentine’s feet moved off the ground. 


      “Help me!” he screamed. 


      “Just close your eyes, Valentine. It will be over before you know it.”


      Valentine did as he was told. After a few moments, he opened his eyes only to discover that they were flying through the air. 


      The fog surrounded them like a cloak. The ancient city streets, rooftops, and the River Liffey drifted below them like a dream. 


      Together they soared across the sky. 
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Clarabell let go of Valentine’s hand and twirled and twisted through the air, landing on the roof of the building.


      Valentine landed beside her. He was terrified. 


      “Clarabell, you promised you wouldn’t let go of my hand!”


      “But you don’t need me any more!”


      “I do! I am not made of flesh and bone anymore. If I fall, I will break into thousands of tiny pieces.”


      “How careless of me, Valentine! I forgot!” Clarabell gasped. 


      Then she gripped Valentine’s hand once more. They glided through the air, alighting at the entrance to the building. 


      The stones lions guarding the entrance were terrifying. They roared at Valentine as he approached them. Valentine yelled and fell back onto the dew-soaked grass. A frog hopped out from behind a rosebush and croaked and Clarabell chuckled. 


      They climbed the steps and she tugged a long rope which rang the bell. Moments later, an elderly man came to the door. 


      “Hello, Henry! This is my brother Valentine Sorrow.”


      “Your brother, miss?”


      “That’s what I said, wasn’t it?”


      “Why, he is only a doll!” Henry said with a laugh. 


      Clarabell stamped her boot angrily on the wooden floor. 


      “Take that back, you foolish man!” she hissed. 


      Clarabell’s hair turned black, and her eyes were as red as berries. A reminder that although Clarabell looked like an ordinary little girl, she was a vampire. A child vampire with a fierce temper. Valentine was relieved that her temper wasn’t aimed at him this time. 


      “Please, miss, I didn’t mean any harm.” The old man put his hands up. 


      “It’s alright, Clarabell. Really it is.” Valentine felt sorry for Henry. 


      “What is going on here?” As if by magic Luca appeared in front of them. He was floating on thin air, his bat on his shoulder. 


      Valentine was surprised to see that Henry didn’t react at all at the sight of Luca flying or the bat on his shoulder. He must be used to it – or perhaps he was a vampire himself? He must ask Clarabell. 


      Suddenly Valentine remembered Drac. He was still in the lighthouse. He had to go back and rescue him. But how? He figured that, if he was alright, that Drac would be too as he was his spirit animal. He decided that he would ask Clarabell about that later. 


      “Valentine, you have returned to us!” Luca cried. 


      Henry took his opportunity to escape and scuttled along the hallway. 


      “Goodness, whatever has happened to you, Valentine? Your skin looks as though it is made of porcelain.”


      “A Vampire Hunter took me into his lighthouse. He locked me in the light room which had glass all round and when the sun rose I turned into a doll.”


      Clarabell hung her head in shame. 


      “Ah, yes!” Luca said. “That’s what the Book of Vampires says – that child vampires turn to porcelain not dust – but I’ve never had any proof that it was true up to now. How terrible!” He shuddered. “But we are grateful that you are still with us, Valentine. Even though you are trapped in the body of a doll.”


      “Isn’t there anything we can do, Father?”


      “There will be a meeting of the High Vampires on Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris soon. This will have to be brought to their attention, Clarabell. I promise you, my son, that we will do everything that we can to help you.”


      Valentine smiled. Luca had called him his son and Valentine felt glad to belong to a family. Even a family of vampires. 


      “Thank you, Father,” he said, then stepped forward and hugged him. 


      Unsure of how to respond, Luca patted Valentine on the back. 


      “But how did you rescue him, Clarabell?”


      “The Vampire Hunter sold Valentine to Mr Spook who has a curiosity shop in the city. I tracked him down there!” Clarabell boasted. 


      Valentine had never been inside such a place before. There was a tremendous star carved into the centre of the floor. 


      “Where is Mother?” asked Clarabell. “She will be thrilled to hear about Valentine’s return.” She was delighted that she had been the one to find Valentine and bring him home. Perhaps now Mother will trust me, she thought. 


      “I thought that your mother was with you, Clarabell?”


      “No, Father. I left her in the dressing room after the show.” Clarabell’s heart sank like a stone to the bottom of a lake. Something was wrong. 


      “It is not like her to be out at this hour,” said Luca. “There are only three hours until sunrise.”


      “I told you, Clarabell!” said Valentine. “I saw her when we left Mr Spook’s curiosity shop. She was with a man. They were talking and then they linked arms and walked off together.”


      “What kind of man, Valentine? What did he look like?” Luca gripped Valentine’s shoulders. 


      “It was hard to tell in the fog.”


      “You must think, Valentine. This is important.”


      Valentine saw the anxiety etched on Luca’s pale face.


      “He was tall like you.” Valentine looked down at the star on the floor and suddenly remembered. “He was wearing a top hat and a cape with a red star on the back.”


      “There is only one vampire who owns a cape like that. Your mother is in grave danger, children. I must go to find her.”


      “Who is he, Father?”


      “It’s Lorenzo, our creator, who came to us all those years ago at our summer palace in Italy and turned us into vampires. He will be angry with your mother as we fled in the middle of the night. We had to save you, Clarabell, from a terrible fate.”


      “I know about that, Father. Valentine told me about the Book of Vampires and how Lorenzo needs my blood to create a magical potion.”


      Clarabell knew how much her mother detested Lorenzo. She would never go with him unless she had no choice. 


      “She probably led him away in order to save us, Father – Valentine and I had just stepped out of Mr Spook’s shop right then. We must save her!”


      “It won’t be easy, Clarabell. Lorenzo does not work alone. He belongs to a group of wicked vampires. And he will stop at nothing until he finds you.”


      “What can we do?” Valentine recalled Antonella and the kindness that she had shown to him. He would do all he could to help her. 


      “You can stay here and let me deal with it. Promise me, children. You must not leave the house, no matter what happens, do you understand me?”


      “But, Father!”


      “Clarabell, I mean it. Now is not the time for any of your childish nonsense. This is very serious. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


      “Yes, Father.” His words stung. He will never trust me, she thought. She turned away from him and walked across to the window. She placed her pale hands on the window ledge and stared up at the moon. Her mother was out there somewhere, in the dark and dangerous city. She might never see her again.


      Luca went to Clarabell and stood by her side. 


      “I mean it, Clarabell. Even if I am never to return. Don’t come looking for me.”


      “Don’t say such terrible things, Father.” Clarabell turned her head and looked into Luca’s eyes. He was crying. 


      “Father, please don’t cry! Mother will be alright, won’t she?”


      He didn’t answer her question. “It is not safe in Dublin,” he said. “Trust no-one. This place will be crawling with Lorenzo’s vampires. I knew we shouldn’t have come here. Goodbye, my children.”


      They went to the front door. 


      Clarabell placed her arm around Valentine. They both stood there and watched Luca fly away. 


      “Don’t worry, Clarabell. Father will find Mother. They will both be back soon. I am sure of it.”


      “No – Mother needs our help, Valentine. I am going to find her.”


      “Wait, Clarabell. You heard what Father said. It isn’t safe for you out there. If Lorenzo or his vampires find you, they will use your blood to make a potion. You won’t survive!”


      “I have friends, Valentine. Two boys.”


      “I don’t like the sound of this.” Valentine had a feeling that things were about to get worse. 


      “They are vampires. A couple of years older than us. I met them on Vampire Island many moons ago. Rogue and Fable are their names.”


      “How can they help us?” Valentine did not like the sound of them. How did he know that they could be trusted? 


      “They told me that if I ever need them I can find them in a place called St Michan’s Church. They sleep in a crypt beside four mummies who will do whatever they tell them too.”


      “This doesn’t sound like a good idea, Clarabell. Even if Rogue and Fable can help us, we might not be able to reach them on time. The sun comes up in less than three hours.”


      “That is why you must go to them on your own, Valentine. You have already been exposed to sunlight and it has turned you into a doll. If it takes longer than three hours nothing will happen to you. If I go with you, I risk being turned into a doll too.”


      “You can’t be serious, Clarabell. There is no way that I will go. Your friends don’t know who I am. They might destroy me. Don’t you think you have put me through enough already?”


      “Please, Valentine! I am begging you! It is the only way.”


      “No! I am not going to an ancient crypt under a church that contains vampires and mummies!” Valentine could not believe what he was hearing. 


      “Don’t you see, Valentine? It makes perfect sense. Lorenzo’s vampires won’t be looking for you because they don’t even know that you exist. It is me that they want. Plus you are a doll now, which means that the sunlight can’t harm you. I can stay here in case Father returns, and I will tell him that you are in your chamber sleeping. He will never suspect a thing.”


      “I am not sure about this, Clarabell.” The last time Clarabell sent him on a journey, he ended up at the lighthouse with Victor Hunter. 


      “Please, Valentine, if there was any other way to save Mother I wouldn’t ask you.”


      Valentine recalled Mr Spook’s words: “We must all stick together, Valentine.” He risked his life to save his friends. Did that mean that Valentine should do the same thing? 


      ”But I have only just learned how to fly. I am too scared to fly on my own and I will never get there on foot.”


      “Henry can accompany you. He’s not a vampire, by the way. I will get him to prepare a horse and carriage. The Earl of Charlemont has many.”


      Valentine knew that what Clarabell was asking him to do was dangerous. However, he felt loyal to her, and he knew that he had to help Antonella in any way that he could. 


      “Alright, Clarabell. I will do it.” The words burst from Valentine’s lips like water from a fountain. 


      Clarabell threw her arms around his neck. 


      “Thank you, Valentine! You can save Mother. I know you can.”


      But, deep down, Clarabell had the feeling that something awful was about to happen to all of them, and there was nothing she could do to prevent it. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-two 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      Matilda 

    


    
      


Matilda gripped the letter in her hand as if her life depended on it. She had finally arrived in Dublin and her destination: 75 Cordelia Square. 


      It was late at night. The lamplighters had already illuminated the streets. The ancient city was everything she had expected it to be and more. The sights of the city had all appeared before her like pages from a book. The bells ringing in Christ Church Cathedral were music to her ears. 


      Matilda held onto the black metal railing as she carried her tattered brown case up the stone steps. The brass knocker was shaped like a bat. She knocked three times on the door, announcing her presence at the Georgian townhouse. 


      Be brave, Matilda, she told herself. Then she looked down with horror at her ragged grey dress and her scuffed brown shoes. She hoped that she would not be mistaken for a beggar. She knocked again. 


      “Hold your horses!” a voice cried from behind the door. 


      A stout woman with red cheeks answered the door. She wore a black dress with a white apron and cap. A white ball of fluff, which Matilda recognized as a dog, barked at her ankles. 


      She looked Matilda up and down. “Whatever you are selling we don’t want it and a young girl like you shouldn’t be out on her own at this time of night!” she said as she went to close the door. 


      “Wait!” Matilda stuck out her foot to jam the door open. “I am not selling anything. My name is Matilda Clancy. I have come about the maid’s position.”


      The door opened wide again. 


      “Sorry, love. That position has been taken by a girl called –”


      “Your niece Johanna from Sligo town,” Matilda said.


      The woman frowned. A piece of grey hair fell from beneath her cap. She peered at Matilda with large blue eyes which crinkled in the corners. 


      “Johanna couldn’t come, so she sent me in her place. She said that she will write a letter to you explaining everything.”


      “I see. Well, I suppose you will do. We have a lot of work to do and I’m not as young as I was – we are in dire need of an extra pair of hands. Come on inside. My name is Mrs O’Reilly.”


      Matilda breathed a huge sigh of relief. 


      Mrs O’Reilly scooped the small dog up into her arms. It immediately stopped barking. 


      Matilda stepped into the large marble entrance hall. It was illuminated by candles and oil lamps. She had never seen anything quite like it. There were stone statues of angels everywhere and portraits of men and women stared down at her from the walls. 


      Mrs O’Reilly led Matilda through a small door to the servants’ quarters. The smell of freshly baked cakes and bread filled Matilda’s nostrils as she entered the kitchen. Her stomach grumbled in response. A fire crackled in the grate. Pots and pan hung from the ceiling.


      “You look half-starved, girl. Sit down and I will fetch you a cup of tea and some cake. Then you can go to bed. You have had a long journey and it will be an early start tomorrow.”


      “Thank you, Mrs O’Reilly,” Matilda replied gratefully. She could not remember when she had last eaten. 


      She looked around the kitchen. If only Valentine could see her now. He had never visited Dublin. Maybe, if she ever found him, she could bring him here one day. 


      “Are there any other servants working here?”


      “Only Gabriel – he is the delivery boy. He helps out around the house a bit too with odd jobs. He was orphaned as a child, you see. He spent most of his childhood living on the streets. I took pity on him and raised him as my own. He’s a good boy. But he has a habit of getting himself into trouble.”


      Matilda smiled. Mrs O’Reilly poured a hot cup of tea from a large metal pot and pushed it towards Matilda. 


      Soon Matilda was tucking into a slice of freshly baked apple tart with cream. 


      Mrs O’Reilly watched her gobbling it up and served her another slice. 


      “I’ve never seen anyone so hungry,” she said. 


      “I’m sorry.” Matilda blushed. Her mother would have been cross if she knew that she had forgotten her manners. 


      “No need to apologize, girl. I am from County Sligo myself.  I know about all the hardships there with the cholera epidemic. Eat as much apple tart as you want. There’s plenty more where that came from.”


      Matilda could have hugged Mrs O’Reilly. She knew that they were going to get along just fine. 


      “I am the best cook this side of Dublin,” Mrs O’Reilly announced proudly. 


      Suddenly the door to the kitchen opened and a handsome boy with thick wavy hair and dark-brown eyes walked in. He wore a long brown coat and cream-coloured trousers. His shirt was light blue. A songbird with red and green feathers was perched on his left shoulder. Matilda rubbed the cream from her lips with her handkerchief. 


      “It’s freezing out there tonight!” he announced, rubbing his hands together. 


      “Gabriel, where are your manners? Can’t you see we have a guest? Sometimes I think you are seven years old, not seventeen.”


      Matilda giggled into the back of her hand. Gabriel smiled as he patted Mrs O’Reilly affectionately on the top of her head. 


      “Excuse my manners. We don’t often get visitors. My name is Gabriel O’Reilly. Charmed to make your acquaintance.”


      Gabriel held out his hand to Matilda who felt herself blush from ear to ear as they shook hands. 


      “Matilda Clancy, the new maid,” Matilda announced proudly. 


      Then Gabriel reached across the table and grabbed a piece of the apple tart. 


      “Gabriel O’Reilly, honestly! What am I to do with you? Put that bird in its cage before I bake it in a pie.”


      Gabriel stuck out his finger and the red-and-green bird flew onto it. Then he walked over to a beautiful golden birdcage and placed the bird inside. 


      “Once you have finished your tea, Matilda, Gabriel can give you a tour of the house. Lord Lorenzo is out.”


      “Lord Lorenzo?”


      Gabriel sat down on a chair opposite Matilda and poured himself a cup of tea. “Yes, he is from Italy. You won’t see him much as he sleeps all day long and goes out at night. Strange if you ask me!”


      “Well, we didn’t ask you, did we?” Mrs O’Reilly tutted as she stroked the little white dog. 


      Matilda smiled to herself. Gabriel didn’t seem too keen on this Lord Lorenzo and she wondered why. 


      “He is out right now at a party in a café on George’s Street. He won’t be back until the early hours,” Gabriel said. 


      “Gabriel likes to keep a close eye on Lord Lorenzo. Don’t you, Gabriel? Mrs O’Reilly laughed as she cleared the plates off the table. Then she put a piece of tart in a bowl and gave it to the dog who devoured it greedily.


      “There is something very peculiar about our Italian Lord,” Gabriel whispered to Matilda. 


      “What do you mean?” Matilda said. Lord Lorenzo sounded fascinating to her. He had a title and was out all night at parties. What in the world could be more glamorous? Matilda couldn’t remember the last time she had been to a party. She began to wonder if Gabriel was jealous of the wealthy lord. 


      “Allow me to explain. He moved into this house one year ago. The lady who used to own it, a young lady called Miss Doherty, died quite suddenly in her sleep. Lord Lorenzo bought the house, and us servants with it, soon after.”


      “You don’t think Lord Lorenzo had something to do with Miss Doherty’s death, do you, Gabriel?” Matilda put her china cup down on its saucer. A shiver danced down her spine. 


      “Gabriel has an overactive imagination, Matilda. Don’t heed him!” Mrs O’Reilly warned. 


      “You won’t listen to me until it’s too late, Ma.”


      Matilda was perched on the edge of her chair. “Tell me more about Lord Lorenzo.”


      Gabriel’s eyes twinkled as he spoke. “Do you see that door in the corner of the kitchen?”


      Matilda followed Gabriel’s outstretched hand which pointed to a wooden door. 


      “That is the door to the cellar.”


      “What’s so unusual about a cellar? They are used for storing coal and sometimes to keep food cold, aren’t they?”


      Gabriel straightened his back and walked over to the door and tried the handle. 


      “Yes, they are, Matilda. In fact, cellars are a great asset for the servants to have. However, Lord Lorenzo forbids anyone going into the cellar except himself. He locks the door and hides the key.”


      “Perhaps he is keeping something of value down there?”


      “The cellar is where our Italian Lord sleeps. I bet his bed is a coffin.”


      “A coffin!” Matilda coughed and spluttered. Then put her cup and saucer back on the table. “Why on earth would he sleep in a coffin in the cellar, when he has a mansion as fine as this? He could have any bedroom or bed that he wants.”


      “Exactly, Matilda. But Lord Lorenzo prefers to sleep in the cold, dark cellar … during the day. The cellar is the perfect place for him as daylight can’t get in. Of course he pretends to sleep in his bedroom upstairs … he locks the door … and he pretends to go out during the day … but I have seen him sneak into the cellar many times and lock it from inside.”


      “That’s enough, Gabriel. You are scaring the girl! Now, are you giving Matilda a tour of the house or do I have to do it myself?” Mrs O’Reilly placed her hands on her ample hips and glared at Gabriel. 


      “If you would like to follow me, miss?”


      Gabriel stood up and bowed. He took off his coat and placed it on a chair by the fire. Then he picked up Matilda’s brown case and walked over to the door. He held it open for Matilda. Something about Gabriel made Matilda think of Valentine. She wondered where her brother could possibly be and how in the world she could find him. 
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The floorboards creaked as Gabriel led Matilda through Lorenzo’s house. 


      “This is the dining room, Matilda.”


      A full moon gazed in through the window and stars twinkled in the sky. 


      Gabriel put down the suitcase and picked up two lit candles in brass candleholders from a mahogany table. The candleholders were shaped like winged dragons. The candles were held by golden cups on the dragon’s tongues. The flames flickered in the darkness. Gabriel handed one of the dragons to Matilda. 


      The dining-room walls were covered in blue-velvet wallpaper. Matilda was fascinated by the intricate pattern on the wallpaper. It was of an oriental garden. There were exotic birds, weeping-willow trees and there were two small figures cloaked in black flying through the air. How peculiar, Matilda thought. 


      In the centre of the room was a large mahogany table and four chairs. There was a china cabinet in the corner of the room. The cabinet was filled with china cups, plates and saucers. Matilda gasped. There was a painting on the wall of a beautiful woman in an emerald-green dress. The woman held a little dog. Matilda recognized the dog straight away. It was the dog in the kitchen. 


      “Who is she?”


      “That is Miss Doherty. The lady who owned this house before Lord Lorenzo. Pearl is the dog you met earlier.”


      “Miss Doherty was beautiful.” Matilda noticed that she wore a ruby necklace. There were red and white flowers in her hair. Her iridescent eyes followed Matilda around the room. 


      “Yes, she was,” Gabriel agreed. 


      When he had mentioned Miss Doherty earlier, Matilda imagined someone much older than the beautiful girl in the painting. 


      Gabriel picked up the suitcase and steered Matilda into the next room. 


      “This is the withdrawing room.”


      Matilda shivered the room was deathly cold. Red-velvet curtains covered the window. There was a piano in the corner of the room. A silver chandelier, fitted with candles, hung from the middle of the ceiling.


      Above the piano was a large oil painting of a man. Matilda held her candle close to the frame. The name Lord Lorenzo was engraved on a small silver plaque. 


      “So this is the infamous Lord Lorenzo,” Matilda muttered. She could immediately see why Gabriel would suspect him of having something to do with Miss Doherty’s death. Lord Lorenzo had deathly pale skin. A blue vein protruded down the centre of his forehead and his lips were purple. His dark eyes followed you around the room. He wore a lace shirt with ruffles at the sleeves under a black cape. A top hat sat on his head. The painting was of a night scene. There was a pale moon in the background and black railings. Bats flew through the air. On closer inspection Matilda noticed tombstones. Lord Lorenzo was in a graveyard. 


      “Why would anyone want to have a painting of themselves in a graveyard?”


      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” Gabriel said. “That’s not all. Look at this.”


      Matilda followed Gabriel across the withdrawing room to a desk. 


      There was an engraving on the wall of a man wearing a crown. He had long dark hair and was seated on a throne. In the background was London Bridge.


      “Who is this?”


      “The man in the engraving is King Charles II. He was the king of England in the 1600s, during the Great Fire of London and the Plague.”


      “Thank you for the history lesson, Gabriel. But I am not sure what this has to do with Lord Lorenzo.”


      Gabriel put his candleholder on the desk, took the engraving off the wall and turned the frame over. 


      There was an inscription on the back of the frame that read: “To my dear friend Pietro Lorenzo. Thank you for all your help during the Great Plague. I shall honour you with the title of Lord.” It was dated 1667. 


      “One of Lorenzo's ancestors, I suppose,” Matilda said. 


      “No. He has a scroll listing all the Lord Lorenzos since 1667 ... and he is the only one named ‘Pietro Lorenzo’.”  


      “How could that possibly be? That was over 160 years ago. Lord Lorenzo could not have been alive then.”


      “That’s not the only thing. Don’t you think it is strange Lord Lorenzo stays awake at night and sleeps in a cellar all day? At first, I thought that he was a bit eccentric. But as time has gone on, I have noticed strange occurrences in this house that make me think that all is not what it seems with our Italian Lord.”


       Matilda flinched. “What exactly do you mean?”


      Gabriel leaned in close. “I think that Lord Lorenzo is a vampire,” he whispered. 


      Matilda gasped. Suddenly she had the distinct feeling that someone or something was watching her. She turned her head and noticed a pair of huge yellow eyes glowering at her. Her heart pounded and a scream erupted from her lips as the creature darted towards her. Her heart pounded in her chest as the feathered creature landed on Gabriel’s shoulder. 


      Gabriel smiled. “Allow me to introduce you to Leopold. Lord Lorenzo’s owl.”


      Matilda felt her cheeks flush. “You could have warned me!”


      “I am sorry, Matilda. I completely forgot he was here. Don’t worry – Leopold won’t hurt us, will you, old friend?”


      The owl swivelled his head around. 


      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Matilda said, suddenly very nervous. 


      Gabriel led the way, with Leopold on his shoulder. Matilda followed them. They walked along a hallway and stood at the foot of a large marble staircase. 


      “Do you truly believe that Lorenzo was responsible for Miss Doherty’s death?” Matilda could tell that there was something Gabriel wasn’t telling her. 


      “Can I trust you, Matilda?”


      Matilda nodded. She was beginning to wish that she hadn’t asked about Lord Lorenzo or Miss Doherty. She had enough to think about with Valentine’s disappearance and her mother’s death. 


      “There is an attic at the top of this house. Lord Lorenzo forbids anyone to enter it. He keeps it locked at all times. The key to the attic and the cellar are hidden on a hook on the wall behind Lord Lorenzo’s painting in the withdrawing room.”


      Matilda gasped. “How on earth did you find the keys?”


      “Ma asks me to clean the house with her, as she is not as young as she used to be and needs all the help that she can get. One afternoon, I was dusting Lord Lorenzo’s portrait when I accidently knocked it from the wall. It was then that I saw the set of keys hidden there.”


      A frown appeared on Matilda’s brow. “How do you know that they are the keys to the attic and the cellar?”


      “They are engraved with the letters A and C. They have to be the keys, Matilda. And that’s not all. Sometimes in the middle of the night I have heard footsteps in the attic. Occasionally I have heard people talking.”


      “Maybe he has visitors staying.”


      “That’s the thing. I have never seen anyone entering or leaving the attic, apart from Lord Lorenzo.”


      “That does sound strange.”


      “I think he captures people and puts them in the attic.”


      “Oh, surely not!”


      They climbed the stairs and stopped outside a white door with a small gold handle shaped like a bird. “Here is your bedroom, Matilda.”


      He handed the small brown suitcase to Matilda who was as pale as a ghost. 


      “I am sorry, Matilda. I have frightened you. Please forgive me. As my mam said, I have an overactive imagination.”


      “Don’t worry about me, Gabriel. It’s nothing to do with what you have told me. I have been through a lot recently.”


      “Is there anything I can help with?”


      Matilda smiled at the concerned look on Gabriel’s face. The owl on his shoulder bent his head. 


      “No, thank you, Gabriel. It sounds like you have enough going on in your own life. Don’t worry about me.”


      “If you do think of anything, I will be down in the kitchen with my mam.”


      “Thanks, Gabriel.”


      “What for? All I have done is scare the living daylights out of you.”


      “Thank you for trusting me. If there is anything I can do to help you to solve the mystery of Lord Lorenzo, just let me know. It will help to take my mind off my own problems.”


      Gabriel cocked his head to one side. “There is one thing.”


      “What is it?”


      “I intend to follow Lord Lorenzo tomorrow evening. I am determined to see what he gets up to at night. Will you accompany me, Matilda?”


      Matilda smiled. Her heart fluttered. Gabriel was charming. She would look forward to seeing him again.


      “I would be delighted to.”


      “Gabriel, will you come down here, please?” Mrs O’Reilly’s voice boomed from the kitchen and Miss Doherty’s little dog Pearl bounded up the stairs. 


      “It looks like you’ve got company for the night.”


      They both smiled. 


      Matilda watched Gabriel and Leopold go downstairs. She waved at the little owl who had his yellow eyes fixed on her. Then she turned the golden handle on the bedroom door and stepped inside. 


      Matilda found the bedroom to be warm and comfortable. There was a fire glowing. She placed her candle on the fireplace that was framed with two blue china cats. Then she heaved a sigh of relief as she sat on the bed.  It was so comfortable and a world away from her home in Sligo. 


      Matilda took off her boots. Her feet ached with tiredness. There was a hole in her stocking and her big toe stuck out. 


      She bent down and lifted the little white dog onto her lap. 


      “I bet Miss Doherty was very fond of you.”


      The little dog let out a whimper at the sound of her owner’s name. 


      “If only you could talk. I bet you could tell us a thing or two about Lord Lorenzo.” Matilda yawned into the back of her hand. The moon shone through her bedroom window. 


      She opened her case and found her old worn nightdress. It smelt of home. She changed into it and got into bed. Moments later she was fast asleep. Matilda had a dream about Valentine. She was in a forest looking for him. In her hand she held a lamp. She could hear Valentine calling her name in the darkness, but he was nowhere to be found. 


      She was woken in the middle of the night by Pearl’s barking. Her candle had burnt low and the fire had gone out. 


      The sound of floorboards creaking overhead alerted her to danger. Gabriel was right. There was someone in the attic. She climbed out of the bed and walked out of her room. 


      “Hello? Is anyone there?” she called but there was no answer. Pearl ran down the stairs, leaving Matilda all alone. A clock chimed in the hallway. It was three o’clock in the morning. 


      Matilda felt her way along the wall. Eventually, she found herself back in her bedroom. Trembling with cold and fear she crawled into bed. Then she pulled the blanket up to her chin and prayed for morning to arrive. 
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“Welcome to the Café of Vampires, Antonella!” Lorenzo boomed as he accompanied Antonella into the café, striding past the security team of vampires who were checking membership at the front door, blocking the entry of non-vampires. In his case, they all stepped back and bowed almost to the ground.   


      There was a wild party taking place inside. The walls were covered in green-velvet wallpaper. On them hung oil paintings of extraordinary vampires. Men and women with fangs as sharp as blades. Antonella noticed that the eyes and lips on the paintings were real and they moved as she looked at them. 


      There was a stream that meandered across the room and it contained giant goldfish. Instead of a carpet, there were flowers and grass. It was as though they had entered a magical forest. A colossal tree erupted in the centre of the room. At the top of the tree were four vampires. They kept watchful eyes on the proceedings.


      There was music, food and dancing. Vampires swung from the rafters. Great fun was being had by everyone. It took Antonella’s breath away. For a moment, she forgot about the danger that she was in. It was so different from her miserable existence on Vampire Island. 


      As if reading her thoughts, Lorenzo whispered into her ear, “This is the life that you could have had, my darling.”


      Antonella had never seen such extravagant-looking vampires before. The women wore beautiful ball gowns, in peacock-blue, emerald-green and gold. They were cut from the most beautiful Persian silk. Pearl necklaces hung around their pale necks. They wore hats made with ostrich feathers and carried tiny pet dogs whose little necks were covered in diamond-encrusted collars. There wasn’t a human being in sight.


      Lorenzo explained to her that she was in the company of performers, entertainers, musicians, artists, writers and every kind of vampire you could possibly imagine. There was also an orchestra, an opera singer and a puppeteer. They all whizzed and whirled across the room, dazzling all before them. 


      “You were born to be a star, Antonella. I can make that happen for you, my darling.”


      Antonella’s pleasure fell away like a leaf from a tree in autumn. 


      “No, Lorenzo. I don’t want to be a star.”


      At the back of the café was a large stage decorated with the pages of books and ancient manuscripts. A vampire was floating in the air above it. However, he had no head on his shoulders. He was holding it in his hands. 


      “Who is he?” Antonella asked. 


      “He is the Duke. One of the oldest vampires to have ever walked on the face of the earth. Legend has it that he was around when the world was created. 


      “Why are the vampires queuing up to see him?”


      “He has the gift of sight, Antonella.”


      “Sight?”


      “He is known as the Seer of All Things. He can see into the future and tell you anything you want to know about it.”


      “Anything at all?”


      “Yes, my darling. However, you can only ask one question of him each time you meet him. You must hold his giant head in your hands and look into his one large eyeball. His lips will tell you what your future holds.”


      “How fascinating!”


      “Look who has just walked into the café. It’s Mr Thomas Spook. Will you excuse me for a moment, Antonella?”


      Antonella nodded dutifully at Lorenzo, although she didn’t even turn her head to look in the direction of the new arrival. Her mind was firmly fixed on the Duke. Could he help her to find out what her future held? All she had to do was ask him the right question. 


      After a while, with a question in mind, Antonella rose from her chair and walked over to the Duke. 


      It was as though all the vampires held their breath. Everyone was as still as a statute. 


      The Duke placed his head in her hands. It was much heavier than she thought it would be. The skin on his face was wrinkled and pale. The hair was golden and long. One large oval-shaped eyelid opened up to reveal a giant black eyeball. 


      “How can I help you?” a pair of green lips asked. As his mouth opened, blue mist escaped and a swarm of locusts. His breath smelt dreadful. Like seaweed and rotten carrots. 


      All around the room, vampires spoke in hushed voices. 


      Antonella whispered into his one enormous ear. It was on the left-hand side of the head, and his earlobe was punctuated with golden earrings. 


      “Will my family survive meeting Lord Lorenzo?”


      The ancient lips quivered. 


      “Yes, Antonella. You will survive. However, not everyone in your family will. You will lose someone who you love with all your heart.”


      The prominent black eyelid shut and his lips were sealed again. 


      “Wait, tell me more!” Antonella demanded. “Which member of my family won’t survive?”


      But it was no use. Antonella placed the Duke’s head back into his hands and he rolled it like a boulder up his chest and onto his neck. 


      Antonella felt a hand on her shoulder and she jumped. 


      “One question is all that you can ask, Antonella!” Lorenzo laughed raucously and the rest of the vampires joined in. All except a strange man with pictures of animals painted on his face. 


      “Oh, I asked him the wrong question! Stupidly!” Antonella tried to disguise the fact she was distraught. She had made such a mess of this opportunity. Did ‘family’ include Valentine? And what did ‘survive’ mean? Survive for how long? And she should have asked if Clarabell would survive Lorenzo’s evil plans! Whatever was she thinking? 


      “Don’t worry about the Duke, Antonella. There is someone here that I would like you to meet.” He turned to the man with the tattoos of animals. “Mr Spook, this delightful creature is Antonella.”


      “Antonella, you say?” Mr Spook said as he reached out and kissed Antonella’s hand. 


      “Should I know you, sir?” Antonella looked Mr Spook up and down. She had never seen the man before in her life. Yet the way that he looked at her made her feel that he knew things about her. 


      “I own a curiosity shop in the centre of Dublin, madam. Mr T Spook at your service.”


      “A curiosity shop, you say?” Antonella gasped. Her eyes opened wide. 


      “Yes, madam.”


      She realized Mr Spook knew Clarabell. He owned the curiosity shop that she spotted Valentine and Clarabell leaving earlier in the night. What were her children doing with this strange vampire? She needed to talk to him on his own! 


      “Excuse me, darling Lorenzo. Would you mind getting me a cup of Vampire Nectar, please?”


      Lorenzo was flattered by Antonella’s sweet smile. Perhaps she does care for me, after all, the ancient vampire thought. 


      “Of course, my darling. Spook, keep an eye on her for me, will you? I had to travel a long way to find her, and there is no way that I will lose her again.”


      As soon as Lorenzo was out of earshot, Antonella seized Mr Spook by the wrist. 


      “Who are you? And why was my daughter with you earlier?”


      “I can explain everything, Antonella. But this place is crawling with Lorenzo’s spies. It is not safe here. All that I can tell you is that your son and daughter are safe.”


      A smile emerged on Antonella’s lips as she thought of her precious children. 


      “Thank goodness.” Clarabell and Valentine were safe, for now at least. 


      As if reading her mind, Mr Spook leaned in close. 


      “But be warned, Antonella. Valentine is not the same as he used to be.”


      “Whatever do you mean?”


      “Hush now.”


      Lorenzo appeared like a ghost at Antonella’s side. 


      “My goodness, dear Antonella, are you crying?” He turned to face her and gripped her hands. 


      The orchestra played and two vampires started to dance. 


      “Of course not. There is something in my eye, that’s all.”


      “Mr Spook, I do hope that you have not said anything to offend my guest.” Lorenzo’s voice boomed so loudly that the walls of the café shook like jelly.


      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Mr Spook replied. 


      Suddenly the music stopped, and everyone around stared in their direction. It was as though the entire world held its breath. When Lorenzo was angry, he was capable of anything. 


      “Dear Lorenzo, don’t be so foolish!” said Antonella. “I am having the most glorious time. Thank you for bringing me here tonight.” She smiled at Lorenzo. Her eyes sparkled. The music started again, and laughter filled the air. 


      Antonella was in great danger. She was in a room full of strange vampires, worrying thoughts and no way out. 
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A vampire flew through the air. His dark cloak was silhouetted against the full moon. 


      Valentine moved the small curtain on the carriage window and peered at the sky. He saw the vampire and wondered if it could be his father, Luca, high above him. The sound of the horse’s hooves could be heard clip-clopping on the cobbles as they followed the meandering trail of the River Liffey. 


      At last they stopped. 


      “Here we are, young sir. This is as far as I go,” Henry said as he opened the carriage door. He helped Valentine out onto the cobbled street. 


      They had come to a halt outside an ancient church with a tower that stretched up into the sky. Grey mist covered the entrance to the old graveyard. Bats flew through the air. 


      Valentine tried not to think of the ghosts that lay beneath the crooked gravestones. A black cat with piercing green eyes emerged from behind an oak tree. The wretched creature hissed at Valentine. He wanted to run away from the dismal graveyard. But then he recalled the promise he had made to Clarabell. He had told her that he would help save Antonella. 


      An owl with yellow eyes hooted in a tree as Valentine walked like a ghost between the gravestones. Branches on the trees reached towards him like knobbly fingers. Valentine quickened his pace and ran towards the church door. He could hear the sound of an organ coming from inside the ancient church. He placed his hand against the door and pushed it open, then screamed at the top of his lungs as a colony of bats flew out. Valentine knew that this meant vampires were close by. 


      He took a deep breath and followed the trail of candlelight into the church. It was a majestic sight. The interior was cut from the darkest wood that Valentine had ever seen. There were golden statues of angels playing musical instruments. The thunderous sound of an organ came from the gallery. 


      Valentine glanced up and saw a young man perched on a chair playing the organ. Valentine did not want to disturb him, as he appeared to be completely engrossed in the music. Valentine took the opportunity to study him. He was dressed in the most elaborate fashion. He wore a red-velvet jacket and blue-silk trousers which were tucked into black high-heeled boots, with silver buckles. Valentine was mesmerized. He was wondering if this was one of the young men that Clarabell had told him about when a large gust of wind shut the church door with a bang. 


      The organ stopped playing abruptly. Valentine gasped and waited to see what would happen next. 


      “Well, well, well, what have we got here?”


      Valentine watched as the young organist swooped down from the gallery. He was a fantastic sight to behold. He landed in front of Valentine as effortlessly as a sparrow landing on the branch of a tree. Two sharp teeth protruded from the young man’s mouth.  He leaned in close and Valentine could see blue veins running like tiny rivers beneath his milk-white skin. He wore round silver spectacles that were perched on the tip of his nose. 


      “What is all the noise about? Can’t a vampire get a decent sleep around here?” a second voice boomed. 


      The voice came from above Valentine’s head. 


      He peered up and saw another young man dangling from the ceiling by his feet. He was wrapped in a red velvet cape and reminded Valentine of a caterpillar in a cocoon. As quick as a caterpillar changing into a butterfly, the boy flew down and was standing at Valentine’s side. 


      “Please don’t hurt me!” Valentine cried as he covered his face with his hands. 


      “Hurt you? Why on earth would we do such a thing, dear boy?” said the young man. “Or at least I think you are a boy. Perhaps you are a doll?” He sniggered.


      “Now, now, Rogue, leave our charming little friend alone, will you?”


      “Whatever you say, Lord Fable.” Rogue bowed his head in front of Valentine as if he were a king. 


      So this is Rogue and Fable, Valentine thought to himself. 


      “Whatever can we do for you?” asked Fable, the organist. 


      “My name is Valentine Sorrow. Clarabell sent me here to ask for your help. Our mother and father are in great danger. A vampire called Lord Lorenzo has taken our mother – he is her creator – and our father is trying to rescue her.”


      “Clarabell! Well, there’s a blast from the past. I haven’t seen her in at least one hundred years.” Rogue had long black hair tied up with a blue ribbon. He spoke with a strange accent. 


      “Yes, Rogue, the last time we saw Clarabell was in Paris at the Vampires and Monsters Ball. It was in 1732 if I am not mistaken. Clarabell was delightful. She played the harp and charmed the audience with her singing. Her mother whisked her away straight after the performance. She seemed scared that something would happen to her. I didn’t know that Clarabell had a brother and certainly not one as charming as you.”


      “She doesn’t – I mean I am not her brother, not really.”


      “Dear boy, you are not making any sense – either you are Clarabell’s brother or you are not!” Fable had his hands on his hips and a perplexed look on his face. 


      “What I mean to say is that Clarabell turned me into a vampire. She likes to call me her brother. Her parents have sort of adopted me.”


      “So Clarabell is your creator, Valentine.” Fable nodded his head as he spoke. It was starting to make sense now. 


      “Yes, she took me from my home in County Sligo. My real mother died of the cholera epidemic. My sister Matilda is still there.”


      Fable placed his hand on Valentine’s shoulder and squeezed it gently. 


      “We both know what it is like to lose people we love, Valentine,” he said. “I am sorry about your birth mother and I hope that you are reunited with Matilda one day. Please forgive me, but you do not appear to be a vampire. Your skin is made from porcelain. Did Clarabell do this to you?”


      “No, a Vampire Hunter turned me into a doll.”


      A look flashed between Rogue and Fable. 


      “How is that possible, Valentine? Is he some kind of wizard?” asked Rogue. 


      Valentine shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. All I can tell you is that the Vampire Hunter locked me in a room in a lighthouse with glass all round it. There was a kind mermaid there. She was trapped in a large glass bowl filled with water. I climbed into it. She held me in her arms as the sun rose in the sky and I changed. My skin turned to porcelain.”


      “You changed into a doll when exposed to sunlight?”


      Fable took a small notebook out of the inside pocket of his red-velvet jacket and a small piece of charcoal, and started to draw a picture of Valentine. 


      “Yes, I did.”


      Rogue placed his hand under Valentine’s chin. “How extraordinary, Valentine! We have only ever heard of vampires turning to dust. But your very existence proves that this is not always the case.”


      “It’s because I am a child. A friend of mine, Mr Spook, told me that if a child vampire is exposed to daylight, they turn into a doll. He read it in the Book of Vampires. But he told me that in time I’ll change back again – in fact, I have begun to change as you can see from my hair.”


      “Glad to hear it,” Fable said, nodding sympathetically.


      Rogue ruffled the curls on Valentine’s head. 


      “We haven’t got much time before the sun rises, Valentine. If we are to find Antonella, we need to do it sooner rather than later.”


      “So you will help me?”


      “Yes, Valentine. If that’s what you want.” Fable was utterly charmed by the curious boy. 


      “But we can’t do it alone,” Rogue said. 


      “What do you mean?” Valentine recalled Clarabell telling him about the mummies. He hoped that he had misheard her, or that she was wrong. 


      “We need reinforcements.”


      “What kind of reinforcements?” Valentine asked. 


      Rogue flashed an anxious look at Fable, who smiled at Valentine. 


      “You need to trust us, Valentine. Can you do that?”


      “I think so,” Valentine whispered. 


      He wasn’t entirely sure whether he could trust these strange vampires. However, they were his only hope. 


      “Follow us, Valentine. Stay close.”


      Valentine gulped. Then he gripped the end of Rogue’s red-velvet cape as they crept out of Saint Michan’s Church. 


      Valentine peered up at the moon. It shone down on them, like a torch. However, the sky had changed colour. It wouldn’t be long until the moon betrayed them and exchanged places with the sun. 


      “This way, Valentine, hurry.”


      Valentine heard the urgency in Fable’s voice. There was no time to waste. 


      At the side of the church was a narrow entrance in the ground. It was surrounded by grass. 


      “Hissssss!” screeched the black cat that Valentine had seen earlier. It stood on a low stone wall with its back arched and claws poised. 


      They followed a torchlit underground passageway. It led to an ancient crypt. 


      Fable knelt in front of Valentine and stared into his eyes. “Before we enter the crypt, I have to warn you, Valentine. You are about to meet terrifying creatures. Real-life mummies. Their names are the Crusader, the Nun, the Thief and the Unknown.”


      “Fable, don’t be so dramatic!” Rogue took Valentine’s hand. “Don’t worry. We have cast a spell, which means that the mummies will do whatever we ask them to. Just don’t get close to them – if they knock you over you could break.”


      “Can’t we rescue Antonella and Luca without the mummies’ help?” Valentine asked. “It sounds like they are horrible creatures.”


      “All I know is that we will need all the help that we can get to help your mother. Vampires enjoy nothing more than a battle. Do you understand me?” Fable had grown tired of explaining things and time was moving on. 


      Valentine nodded his head. He didn’t understand. Not one bit. But he didn’t want to argue with Rogue and Fable. He guessed that they could turn on him like rattlesnakes at any moment. 


      To reach the crypt they had to enter another tunnel which ran beneath the church. The stone walls were dripping with slime. The torches which were attached to the walls flickered. Valentine was terrified. 


      “This way, Valentine.” Taking Valentine’s hand, Fable led him into the ancient crypt. 


      The crypt contained hundreds of skulls and bones. Spiders crawled on the stone floor. There were four open coffins next to each other with mummies inside. Rogue knelt in front of the first coffin. A bony hand stretched over the edge. Valentine peered into the coffin. The mummies looked like skeletons, yet parts of their bodies remained intact. His mother had told him stories about Egyptian mummies bound in cloth bandages. He had expected Irish mummies to look the same.


      “Here lie the bones of the Crusader, Valentine. He was a giant man. They had to break his legs to fit him in a coffin. Legend says that if you touch his fingers, great wealth will surround you.”


      Valentine stepped forward. All his life, he had been poor. His mother and father had struggled to feed him. He had always longed to know what it would be like to be wealthy. He reached out and touched the fingers of the giant mummy. His skin felt like leather, and his fingernails remained intact. Valentine pulled his hand away for fear of waking him. 


      Fable smiled at Valentine and pointed to the remaining three coffins. 


      “Here lie the bones of the Nun, the Unknown and the Thief. All four of these mummies have lain beneath this church for hundreds of years. Tonight they are going to help us, Valentine.”


      “Where are their bandages?”


      “These are Irish mummies, Valentine. They don’t require bandages. Their bodies were preserved due to the limestone and the dry air in this crypt.”


      “How can the mummies help us to defeat the vampires?”


      “With these.”


      Fable walked over to an empty tomb in the crypt. He produced bows and wooden arrows of various sizes. There were wooden stakes too. 


      Fable smiled at Valentine. “A stake through the heart will destroy any vampire. Except perhaps one made out of porcelain. Where has Lorenzo taken Antonella to?”


      “The last time I saw Antonella was outside Mr Spook’s curiosity store. She and Lorenzo walked off together into the fog. He was holding her arm,” Valentine explained. 


      Fable rubbed dust from his sleeve. “I know the curiosity store that you speak of,  Valentine. It is a short distance from the Vampire Café. That is a remarkable place which attracts some of the most artistic and flamboyant vampires in the world. I bet that is where he has taken her. Where is Clarabell now?”


      “She’s at home in a summerhouse called Casino Marino. Father told her to stay there. He is concerned that Lorenzo will want her blood to make a magical potion.”


      “So he can go out in sunlight?” said Fable. “Yes, we’ve heard of that.”


      “Indeed we have,” said Rogue. 


      “Right, now we have to wake the mummies, as time is passing,” said Fable. 


      Fable and Rogue flew into the air above the coffins. Golden beams of light shot from their eyes directly onto the mummies. They opened their mouths wide, and a dark blue mist came out. Then they uttered a spell in a language Valentine didn’t understand. Within seconds the mummies rose from the coffins. The Crusader had to bend his head to fit inside the cavern.


      Valentine screamed and, one by one, the mummies cricked their ancient necks and turned to face him. 
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“I really must go home, Lorenzo.”


      “My darling Antonella, wait until you see the next spectacular performer!”


      Antonella did not know what time it was – however, she guessed it wouldn’t be long until sunrise.


      “Your home is with me, Antonella. There is no going back for you. Sit down beside me.” Lorenzo realized that it would only be a matter of time before Clarabell would come looking for her mother. It was a cunning trap. When she did, he would take her blood to make his magic potion. 


      Antonella sat on a coffin that was perfectly positioned in front of the stage. 


      Luca will come looking for me, Antonella thought. She knew that Luca was no match for Lorenzo. He was their creator after all, which meant that he was stronger than them. Why did I follow Clarabell, she asked herself, when she realized that there was no escape.


      Suddenly the green velvet curtains on the stage opened. Antonella noticed the red star embroidered on the curtains. It matched the star on Lorenzo’s cloak. 


      Two female vampires wearing peacock masks which huge beaks stood in gold feathered costumes beside a giant fishbowl. Antonella could not believe her eyes. Swimming around inside the bowl was a beautiful mermaid. Her green tail swished from left to right. She pounded on the glass with her fists. The audience of vampires gasped in amazement. 


      “Isn’t she wonderful, Antonella? She is a gift from me to you.”


      Antonella felt sick as she looked into mermaid’s sad eyes. 


      “No, Lorenzo. You are cruel and heartless. You cannot keep the mermaid against her will. I refuse to stay here any longer.”


      Antonella stood up, and Lorenzo clutched her arm. 


      “I went to great efforts to catch this mermaid, Antonella. She was spotted on a rock outside a lighthouse in Donegal. I am giving her to you as a gift and this is how you repay me!”


      The vampires on the stage removed their peacock masks and hissed at Antonella. 


      “Let me go this instant!” Antonella demanded. Her flame-red hair stood on end. 


      She too was a vampire and had a temper to match her daughter’s. 


      “You foolish vampire! I created you. How dare you disobey me?”


      Antonella pulled her arm away. “I will never belong to you, Lorenzo.”


      “Then you will perish. Like others before you.”


      “Please, Lorenzo, you must understand I have children to care for.”


      As soon as Antonella said the word she realized that she had made a terrible mistake. Her lips trembled.


      “Children, you say, Antonella? But you only had one daughter the last time we met.” Lorenzo’s eyes bulged. His ears pricked. 


      “Yes, that’s what I meant.”


      “You are lying to me, Antonella. I can tell.”


      “No, Lorenzo. I have one child to take care of – Clarabell.”


      “That’s not what you said, Antonella. You have another child, don’t you? How extraordinary!”


      “No. You are mistaken.” Antonella shook her head angrily. 


      “Is it a boy or a girl?”


      “Please let me go!”


      “I will never let you go. I will not stop until I have your entire family under my control.”
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“Go home, Valentine,” said Fable. “Wait with Clarabell. It is not safe for you to come with us.”


      “Please, Fable, I can help you.” Valentine wanted to be there, to help save Antonella. 


      “We have all the help that we need,” said Rogue. 


      Valentine turned and looked at the four mummies. They were the most hideous-looking creatures he had ever laid eyes on. One of them had a broken neck. 


      “You are wasting precious time!” Rogue had enough of Valentine’s nonsense. 


      He marched away. The mummies trudged behind him, arms outstretched. They were a terrifying sight to behold. 


      “Tell Clarabell that we will have a gigantic celebration when we return.” Fable smiled at Valentine. Then he joined the deathly procession and marched across the graveyard. 


      Valentine stood beside a gravestone. There was a stone angel beside it. Ivy crept across the angel’s hands, which were joined in prayer. 


      He watched Fable, Rogue and the mummies until they disappeared from sight. The owl hooted, and a cool breeze whistled through the trees. Valentine ran as fast as he could. He was relieved to discover that Henry was waiting patiently for him with the horse and carriage.


      “Where to, young sir?”


      “Take me to Mr Spook’s Curiosity shop, please, Henry.”


      As the carriage wound through the city streets. Valentine wondered if Fable and Rogue would make it in time. The sun would rise soon. Then it would be too late. They would turn to dust. Valentine would never forgive himself if that happened. 


      Valentine had a terrifying thought. What if Lorenzo had found out that Clarabell was in Casino Marino? Maybe Lorenzo had already captured her? Then there was Luca. He was at risk too. Perhaps Mr Spook could help. 


      The curiosity shop was in complete darkness. A sign hung on the door said: Closed for Business. Valentine peered into the window. However, no-one was there. The fire that had been glowing in the grate only hours before had gone out. Perhaps they were asleep? Then he noticed that all of the furniture was covered in dust sheets. It looked as though no-one had ever lived there. 


      How can this be? Valentine wondered. Had he imagined it all? 


      “Mr Spook, open up, please! It’s me, Valentine Sorrow. Dreamer, are you there? Please let me in! I need your help!” Valentine pounded on the door with his fists. 


      But it was no use. The place was entirely deserted. 


      “Come along, Master Valentine. Let’s get you home before sunrise.”


      Valentine couldn’t understand it. Where could Mr Spook be? He hoped that nothing terrible had happened to him. 


      The carriage trundled along the lane that led to the summerhouse. Valentine was relieved to see Clarabell flying in the air. Her spirit animal Sebastian was there beside her, soaring high above the trees, twirling through the sky. 


      Valentine remembered Drac. He longed to see him again. 


      At least Lorenzo hasn’t found Clarabell yet, he thought, and sighed with relief. 


      Upon seeing the carriage approach, Clarabell landed on the roof with a thump. Then she carefully climbed in through the window, much to Valentine’s amusement. 


      “Did you find Fable and Rogue?”


      “Yes, Clarabell. They are on their way to rescue Mother now.”


      “Oh, I hope they are not too late!” A black tear trickled down Clarabell’s cheek. 


      “Don’t worry, Clarabell. They will save Mother and Father, I am sure of it.”


      “How can you be so sure, Valentine?”


      A sliver of moonlight shone on Clarabell. Blonde curls framed her face, and her eyes shone like coins in a fountain. She wore a black velvet choker and an emerald stone around her neck. Valentine felt sorry for her. He knew what it was like to lose his parents, and he didn’t want this to happen to Clarabell. 


      “Rogue and Fable are not alone, Clarabell. The four ancient mummies are with them. Even Lorenzo and his vampires will be no match for them. You will see.”


      “I hope you are right.”


      “But there is something that puzzles me.”


      “What is it, Valentine?”


      “I paid a visit to Mr Spook’s curiosity shop. I wanted to ask him if he had any ideas about how we could save Mother and Father.”


      “In case Fable and Rogue’s plan failed?”


      “Yes.”


      “When we arrived, the place was shut. It was in complete darkness.” 


      “Maybe they were sleeping.”


      “I thought that at first. But then I noticed that all of the furniture was covered with dust sheets. The fire had gone out. Clarabell, it looked as though the place hadn’t been lived in for years.”


      “That is strange, Valentine. We were there only a couple of hours ago.”


      “I began to wonder if I had imagined it all. Mr Spook, Dreamer the monkey and Luna the tiger.”


      “You didn’t imagine them, Valentine. They are quite real – I saw them with my own two eyes.”


      “Did you know that Mr Spook is a vampire too, Clarabell?”


      “Yes, I did. But, Valentine, I just remembered … he told me that the curiosity shop remained open for business all night.”


      “Something must have happened to them.”


      “There is no point in worrying about it now, Valentine. We have to think about Mother and Father and hope that Rogue and Fable manage to help them.”


      Valentine knew that Clarabell was right. Yet, he could not help but be concerned about his friends. After all, if it wasn’t for them, he would never have escaped from Victor Hunter. 


      When they arrived at the summerhouse, Valentine helped Clarabell out of the coach. The grass was damp beneath their feet. 


      Clarabell ran up the steps two at a time, past the stone lions at the entrance. The lions roared as Valentine followed Clarabell inside. The sound reverberated off the walls. 


      Clarabell swung around to face him. 


      To his surprise, her eyes were sparkling. 


      “Valentine, I want to show you something amazing!”


      “Oh, what is it?”


      “There is a secret room here in the house. It is full of hidden treasures.”


      “A secret room! That could prove useful if Lorenzo comes looking for us.”


      “But he doesn’t know we are here.”


      “What if Mother tells him?”


      “Mother would never do such a thing!”


      “But, if Lorenzo is as cunning as everybody is saying, then he might have ways of making her talk.”


      “Don’t say that, Valentine!” Clarabell proceeded to cry large black tears. They dripped like ink from her eyes. 


      Valentine caught them in the palm of his hand. “Forgive me, Clarabell. I should think before I speak.”


      Suddenly Clarabell gasped in amazement. 


      “Valentine! What is happening to you?”


      Valentine looked down at the hand that contained Clarabell’s black tears. Then he could feel that his entire body had turned back to flesh and bone. His black curls bounced as they grew longer on his head. 


      “It’s your vampire tears, Clarabell! They have turned me back into a vampire again.”


      Valentine felt his face. His skin felt even colder than it had when he was made of porcelain. His bones creaked beneath his skin as they adjusted to moving again and his teeth were sharp. Valentine could not believe it. 


      Clarabell stood back and watched in amazement. Valentine Sorrow was a vampire once more. Then she flung her arms around his neck. 


      “Valentine Sorrow, you are back!”


      “Thank you, Clarabell, for helping me.”


      Suddenly the children stood back as they heard the flutter of tiny wings and Drac, Valentine’s spirit animal, flew in through an open window. The little bat landed on Valentine’s shoulder. 


      “Drac! It’s so good to see you, my little friend!” Valentine cried. 


      Sebastian flew over to Drac, and the two bats squeaked in delight. 


      “But, Clarabell, how has he managed to get back to me?”


      “Bats are clever creatures, Valentine. Perhaps he escaped through the bars of the cage. Then perhaps he waited until the door to the lighthouse was open and flew out. Remember he is your spirit animal, Valentine. He is linked to you and can find his way back to you no matter what happens.”


      “If Drac escaped Clarabell, then perhaps my friend the mermaid and the porcelain dolls have managed to escape from the lighthouse too.” A flame of hope was ignited in Valentine’s heart. 


      “Never mind that now. Come quick, Valentine. We don’t have much time.”


      Clarabell hurried into one of the rooms and pressed on one of the walls. It opened to reveal a hidden room. 


      “The last time we visited Dublin, the Earl who owns Casino Marino showed us this secret room. Not many people know that it exists. It is called the China Closet. I want this to be your room. So you won't have to sleep in the underground chamber. 


      There was a rocking horse in the corner of the room, a spinning top and a doll’s house. An open treasure chest containing gold coins, crowns, precious jewels and a silver sword stood by the wall. 


      “It’s wonderful, Clarabell, thank you!” Valentine had never had a room of his own before. Certainly not one containing such treasures. If only Matilda could see me now, he thought. He took the cloth heart that Matilda gave to him out of his pocket and placed it under his pillow for safe keeping. 


      “I am so sorry that I changed you into a vampire, Valentine. And for all the terrible things that have happened to you since then.” Clarabell hung her head in shame. 


      “As I told you before, I hated you, Clarabell, at first. When you left me to die on that boat, I vowed that I would destroy you one day.”


      Clarabell raised her head and gazed into Valentine’s eyes. Her eyeballs changed colour from blue to black. Could black be the colour of sadness, Valentine wondered. 


      “What changed?” she asked. 


      “I realized something, Clarabell. You weren’t to blame for the cholera epidemic that took my parents. If you hadn’t come for me; I would have died anyway. At least this way I can live forever, as a vampire.”


      Valentine never thought he would say it, but he was glad that he was a vampire. 


      A smile lit up Clarabell’s entire face. Her eyes were blue again, and her blonde curls glistened under the candlelight. 


      “You are a good boy, Valentine. I am glad that you are my brother. I promise that I will always take care of you.”


      “Then you will come with me?”


      “Where to?”


      “To the Café of Vampires.”


      Clarabell gasped in amazement. 


      “Have you lost your mind? Father told us to stay here.”


      “Stay and wait for Lorenzo to find us?”


      “Valentine, there are only two hours until the sun rises. You are crazy.”


      “Don’t you see, Clarabell? There was nothing that I could do to help as a doll. But I am a vampire now.”


      “What if Lorenzo captures me and takes my blood to make his potion? You told me yourself that I wouldn’t survive.”


      “I thought that you wanted Mother and Father to respect you and to stop treating you like a child.”


      “Yes, I want that more than anything in the world.”


      “What better way than to save them from Lorenzo, once and for all?”


      Clarabell sat on the rocking horse with Sebastian on her shoulder. She crossed her arms and thought for a moment. She could not believe the transformation in Valentine. He had come back stronger than ever. Her black vampire tears must have changed him. 


      “Let’s do it!” she cried. Then she clapped her hands and jumped off the wooden horse. 


      Valentine was right. They were child vampires but they deserved to be treated like all the other vampires. Valentine Sorrow was the perfect brother, after all. With him by her side, there was nothing she could not do. 


      “We need to leave right away,” he said. 


      Clarabell stared into Valentine’s large eyes. 


      “Would you like to fly, Valentine?”


      A small smile flickered across Valentine’s blue lips. 


      “More than anything, Clarabell.”


      Clarabell clapped her hands in delight and clambered up the white wall and onto the ceiling. There she hung upside down and swung off a chandelier. Valentine watched in admiration. She somersaulted like a bird through the air and landed on her feet. 


      “Great!” she said. “We can get there quicker that way.”


      “Let’s go!”


      Valentine wasn’t sure if he could fly again. But there was no time like the present as he felt stronger than ever before. He was relieved that he wasn’t a doll anymore, so he couldn’t break into a thousand pieces. 


      Clarabell gripped Valentine’s cold hand. Together they ran through the rooms and out of the house. Past the stone lions and down the steps. In her excitement, Clarabell collided with Henry, who fell back onto the grass. 


      “Will you need the carriage again tonight, sir?” he asked as Valentine pulled him to his feet. 


      “Not if I can help it. Thank you, Henry.”


      “Hurry, Valentine!” Clarabell yelled. 


      Valentine ran after Clarabell. Excitement danced through his veins. Clarabell scuttled up the wall of the building and onto the roof. Valentine followed her. The view was breath-taking. He felt as though he was seeing the world for the very first time. Valentine could make out the sea in the distance. The feeling of the wind on his face made him feel invincible. 


      “Take my hand!” Clarabell said. 


      Valentine did as he was told and crept to the edge of the building. 


      “I am not so sure about this after all, Clarabell.” Valentine had second thoughts as his toes edged over the ledge of the roof. He never had a head for heights. Even when he was alive. 


      Clarabell didn’t seem to hear him. She had her eyes shut tight in concentration. Her cloak blew gently in the breeze. The horse and cart looked tiny below them. Valentine turned his head to Drac, who was on his shoulder. The bat had covered his eyes with his wings. 


      Valentine stood alongside Clarabell. His arms were outstretched, and his head held high. 


      “One … two … threeee!” Clarabell yelled. 


      Valentine jumped. 


      “Aaaaarrrrrggggghhhh!” he screamed as he hurtled towards the ground. Then he remembered to stretch his arms out as wide as he possibly could. He shut his eyes tight and thought of his mother’s words. Believe in yourself, Valentine. And with that Valentine Sorrow flew.
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      Vampire on the Roof 

    


    
      


Some hours before, Luca had reached Dublin. He flew above the River Liffey over Christ Church Cathedral and the Ha’penny Bridge. He needed time to think. He sat on the roof of the General Post Office for an hour and tried to work out a plan. He was filled with rage by the time he flew towards the Café of Vampires. The moon lit up the sky. Yet he could see the pale imprint of the sun in the background, waiting for its chance to shine. Early morning mist carpeted the ground. A dog barked in the distance. Luca knew it was now or never. That was when he heard the cackle of witches. They were close by. Gliding through the star-filled sky.


      Luca could sense the presence of ghosts and lost souls wandering the earth. It was a dangerous time for anyone to be out alone. Even a vampire as fierce and powerful as he was. 


      However, Luca was not scared of the witches or ghosts tonight. There was something else, far more troublesome, on his mind. He could not help but wonder why Antonella went with Lorenzo in the first place? Could she have gone willingly? It wasn’t possible. Luca knew that Antonella detested Lorenzo. He was the one that turned her into a vampire. There was no way she would go with him. Or was there? 


      Clarabell believed that Antonella had gone with Lorenzo in order to lead him away from Valentine and her. But Luca was aware of the bond that existed between vampires and the ones that created them so there was one question that kept running through his mind: “What if Antonella has chosen Lorenzo over me?” The thought was too much to bear. He could not imagine wandering the world for the rest of eternity without Antonella by his side. 


      Luca flew past a row of Georgian townhouses. He peered into the windows and watched unsuspecting humans deep in slumber, then he landed on the higgledy-piggledy roof of a curiosity shop. From there, Luca had an excellent view of the Café of Vampires. He hunkered down behind a chimney. 


      Suddenly the door of the curiosity shop opened. Luca watched as an extraordinary creature, whose face was covered in tattoos, walked out followed by a monkey and a tiger. 


      “Dreamer, take Luna to Dublin Zoological Gardens. You will be safe there – the animals will look after you. When I enter the Café of Vampires tonight, I can’t promise that I will ever come out again. If I do survive this night, I will come for you and bring you home.”


      Dreamer flung his arms around Mr Spook, and Luna roared. 


      The strange little crew said their goodbyes and Luca watched as the monkey and tiger ran in the direction of Dublin Zoological Gardens. 


      Once they had disappeared, Luca flew down onto the desolate street and hid in the shadows. 


      Suddenly, the door to the café swung open. Music spilt out onto the street, like water from a jug. Luca watched two women vampires saunter out of the café. They were elegant and beautiful, just like Antonella. 


      “What a wonderful night!” one of the vampires said. She wore a golden dress shaped like a beehive, and an emerald-green necklace covered her pale neck. A swarm of bees danced around her head. On her hands were black lace gloves. 


      “The mermaid was a marvellous sight,” her friend replied. Her entire body was covered in green-and-blue feathers, like an exotic bird of prey. Her eyelashes were purple, and she had twelve earrings hanging from each ear. The earrings looked like tiny bones. Her fingernails were long, and she wore green-leather laced-up boots on her feet. There was a bird’s nest on top of her head. A small dove sat there cooing. 


      Luca imagined Antonella dancing and having fun with these beautiful creatures, without him. His hair turned the deepest shade of green. He felt jealous. He could never be as glamorous as other vampires. 


      Suddenly a gloved hand came out of the darkness. A vampire’s hand. It covered Luca’s mouth so that he couldn’t scream. 


      Luca tried with all his might to break free. He kicked his legs wildly. 


      However, he was no match for Lorenzo. 


      “Finally I have found you. I knew you would come looking for Antonella, sooner or later.”


      Luca had walked straight into Lorenzo’s trap, and there was no escape. 
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      The Vampire’s Death 

    


    
      


“Let me go!” Luca roared as Lorenzo led him into the Café of Vampires. 


      The music stopped. All the Vampires turned to scrutinize the new arrival. 


      “Luca!” Antonella screamed. Then she ran towards her husband. 


      “The happy couple! Reunited. Isn’t that wonderful?” said Lorenzo. 


      “Let him go this instant, Lorenzo!” Antonella ordered.


      Lorenzo twisted Luca’s arm up his back. “Why don’t we make it a family reunion? I am sure that it won’t be long before your two children arrive. Looking for Mummy and Daddy. Then I will use Clarabell’s blood to make a magical potion.”


      “You will pay for this, Lorenzo!” Luca shouted. 


      “What’s all this commotion about?”


      The vampires gasped. They looked up in horror and watched as the Duke levitated from the stage. He held his head in his hands. Green mist erupted from his cracked lips. 


      “Nothing for you to worry about, sir.” Lorenzo bowed graciously in front of the ancient vampire. 


      “Why have you captured these two vampires?”


      “They belong to me, sir.”


      “Release them this instant.”


      “I am afraid I can’t do that,” Lorenzo replied as he looked into the ancient green eye. 


      “You will do as I say, Lorenzo. That is an order!” the Duke screamed. Then he let go of his head, and it flew through the air. It grew in size until it was the size of a hot air balloon. The roof of the café magically expanded.


      “These vampires have something I need, sir.”


      “Do you dare to disobey me, Lorenzo?” The ancient lips quivered as they spoke. 


      Suddenly an arrow shot through the air. One of Lorenzo’s vampires had fired it. The arrow hit Luca. It went straight through his heart. 


      “Nooooo!” Antonella screamed. 


      Lorenzo let go of Luca’s lifeless body. He fell to the ground as blue mist covered the room. Then he turned to dust. 


      “What have you done?” the Duke boomed. 


      A swarm of bees attacked Lorenzo. 


      “They have children! It says in the book of vampires that the blood of child vampires can be used to make the magic potion that vampires need to take so that they can go out in the sunlight!” Lorenzo roared. 


      Every vampire in the room gasped. Then they turned green with envy. 


      “You are a foolish man, Lorenzo. I am the Duke of the All-Seeing Eye. I already know about the children.”


      “Then, you will understand why I captured Luca and Antonella. That will lead the children here to us.” 


      “You fool! We have more to worry about than a couple of child vampires. You will bring more danger than you could ever imagine to our door.”


      Suddenly the door of the café burst open. The vampires all took flight, and the mermaid swished her tail in the bowl. 


      Antonella screamed. She could not believe her eyes. There in front of her stood Fable and Rogue and four ancient mummies, holding bows, arrows and wooden stakes in their hands. They looked as though they were poised for the battle of a lifetime. 
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      The Clock in the Sky 

    


    
      


The trembling moon hid behind a black cloud, terrified by the events that were unfolding at the Café of Vampires. 


      The two young vampires stood on the cobbled street. Clarabell pulled her red hood up. Two enormous blue eyes peered out from beneath it. She could see her breath in the air as she spoke. 


      “Valentine, wait. We must be careful. Lorenzo’s vampires are everywhere.” A rapid dip in temperature told Clarabell that they were close to danger. 


      Valentine leaned close to Clarabell. 


      “Now is not the time to get cold feet, Clarabell. You must be brave.”


      “Valentine, you have no idea of the danger that we are in. That is why Mother and Father stayed on the Island of Vampires for so long. To protect me.”


      “Clarabell, they need us.”


      A single black tear fell from Clarabell’s eye. “Whatever happens tonight, I need you to know something.”


      “What is it, Clarabell?”


      Clarabell’s hair had turned an intense shade of pink. It had grown in length and tumbled down her back in giant curls. Her pupils had transformed into heart shapes. Her cheeks were flushed. 


      “I am the luckiest girl in the world to have you as my brother.”


      Valentine hugged his sister. “Thank you, Clarabell.”


      “You have taught me to believe in myself and others. They say that it is not possible for vampires to care for others. Yet I care about you, Valentine Sorrow. I care for Mother and Father too.”


      “And I care for you all.”


      Valentine looked up at the sky. The clouds formed the shape of a clock. Time was running out. They had to act fast. Although Valentine realized that they would be no match for a battle with adult vampires he knew that families should stick together. Perhaps they could distract Lorenzo long enough for Luca and Antonella to escape. 


      “Hold my hand, Clarabell, and be brave. One day this will be the greatest story ever told. We will be the most famous vampires in the history of the world. Everyone will know our names. There will be legends written about us.”


      “I hope you are right, Valentine.”


      Mist rose from the ground. Witches cackled, and Vampires screamed. 


      Valentine and Clarabell stormed into the café and straight into the battle between vampires and mummies. The vampire who fired the arrow that struck Luca spotted the two children from his vantage point up in the tree. The malevolent vampire swooped down and grabbed hold of Clarabell. 
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      Let the Battle Commence 

    


    
      


“Valentine, help me!” Clarabell screamed. 


      The vampire that held her had four eyes and no mouth. 


      Valentine ran over to help Clarabell. “Let her go, you beast!” He punched the vampire with his fist and bit his arm. 


      Suddenly Mr Spook appeared at Valentine’s side. He gripped the four-eyed vampire by the neck and threw him against the wall. 


      “Thank you, Mr Spook!” Clarabell cried. 


      “You children should not be here. It is too dangerous. Take your mother and go somewhere safe. Where Lorenzo won’t find you.”


      “Clarabell, look!” Valentine cried. 


      A vampire in a beautiful silver dress appeared before the children. She raised her arms in the air and uttered a spell. Suddenly the entire room started to fill with water like a giant fishbowl. 


      “What is happening?” Clarabell shrieked. 


      “She has cast a water spell. Go and find Antonella before it’s too late!” Mr Spook shouted. 


      Fable and Rogue were high up in the tree battling with Lorenzo’s vampires. The mummies were using their bows and arrows to shoot at any vampires that stood in their path. 


      The water rose quickly, so the children had to swim. 


      “There she is!” said Valentine. 


      Antonella was on the stage with a headless vampire. He had his arm around her shoulder. Antonella held his wrinkled head in her hands. The stage was high above water level but would not be for long.


      The children swam fast. Then they clambered onto the stage. 


      “Mother!” Clarabell cried. 


      “My children. You are safe!” Antonella sobbed. 


      “Where is Father?” Clarabell asked. Although deep down she knew that her father hadn’t made it. Her heart felt as heavy as a stone. 


      “He is gone, my darling.”


      “No!” Clarabell cried. 


      The Duke’s mouth opened, and a blue mist appeared. “Antonella, take your children and go.” 


      “What about the mermaid? We can’t just leave her!” Valentine said, looking at the mermaid who was swimming wildly inside the glass bowl. 


      “I will set her free! Go now!” the Duke screeched. 


      “This way, children!” Antonella cried. 


      She led Clarabell and Valentine out of the stage door and onto a cobbled street. Dawn was about to break. They didn’t have long. 


      “Wait for us!”


      Valentine turned around. Fable, Rogue and Mr Spook were there. The mummies had won the battle with the vampires inside the café. 


      Fuelled with terror and the need to survive, the six vampires took flight. 


      Valentine knew that the battle was over, but the war was yet to be won. 
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      The Great Extravaganza 

    


    
      


An abundant crowd of people congregated outside the Theatre Royal on Hawkins Street, men in top hats and women adorned in beautiful silk ball gowns. The elite of Dublin could not wait to witness the performance of a lifetime. The Grand Extravaganza. The phenomenal family of illusionists, all the way from Italy, who defied gravity and flew through the air. 


      “We should not perform tonight.” Clarabell stomped around the dressing room, her hair green, her eyes red. Her mother placed a boa constrictor around her neck and painted rouge onto her cheeks. 


      “It is what your father would have wanted.”


      “No, Mamma. I will not do it. Not tonight, not ever.”


      “I will be there with you, Clarabell,” Valentine said reassuringly. Although he was not convinced of what he had to do. 


      “Ten minutes until the curtain goes up!” Mr Spook announced as Luna roared from the corner of the dressing room. 


      “Children, come here to me.”


      Clarabell and Valentine walked over to their mother. She held out her hands to them. Black tears ran down her cheeks. 


      “This is not going to be easy for any of us, tonight. But you are not alone. Mr Spook, Fable and Rogue have all agreed to take part in the show. We will give the people of Ireland something truly amazing. A memory that will stay with them forever.”


      “What if I forget my part?” Valentine asked nervously.


      “You could never let me down, my darling Valentine.” Antonella stood up and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “The show must go on.”


      Antonella hugged Clarabell and Valentine tight. No matter what happened, she was determined that it would be the performance of a lifetime. 


      



      The moon beamed down on Matilda and Gabriel. They followed Lorenzo as he glided like a kite along the cobbled streets of Dublin. The streetlamps illuminated passers-by. A group of impoverished children approached Lorenzo begging for coins. 


      “Away from me, vermin! I have nothing for you!” he bawled. 


      The children screamed and retreated down a dark alleyway. Suddenly Matilda and Gabriel found themselves in a great throng of people heading in the direction of the Theatre Royal. 


      “Quick, Matilda, or we will lose him.”


      Matilda’s heart fluttered in her chest. She had never seen so many people before and was terrified of getting lost. She held onto her hat and followed Gabriel. Her long golden hair flowed down her back. The overcrowded Dublin streets were a far cry from her home in Sligo town. There were trams and horse-drawn carriages. Earlier in the day she had stepped out for a walk. She could not believe all of the people selling fruit, vegetables and flowers on the Dublin streets.


      “Lord Lorenzo has gone into the theatre, Matilda. We will have to follow him.”


      “How can we, Gabriel? We don’t have tickets and I haven’t got any money.”


      “Don’t worry, Matilda. I know Peggy, the girl working on the ticket desk. She will let us in for sure.”


      Matilda stood close to Gabriel and waited for their turn at the ticket desk. 


      “Gabriel O’Reilly, what are you doing here?”


      Matilda noticed the girl’s eyes light up when she spoke to Gabriel. She was pretty, with long black hair tied up in a ponytail. She wore a red bow around her neck. Her grey striped blouse had puffed sleeves. Matilda smiled at the girl’s Dublin accent. It would take her a while to get used to Dublin. But she thought she might like it. 


      “The same as everyone else, Peggy. Looking for a ticket to the performance.”


      “Packed house tonight, Gabriel. I am not sure that I can spare a ticket.”


      “I am looking for two.”


      “Oh,” said Peggy as she looked Matilda up and down.


      “Please, Peggy.” Gabriel winked. 


      “Alright, Gabriel. But I could lose my job for this.”


      “You’re a pal, Peg!” Gabriel smiled as Valerie handed him two tickets. 


      Matilda followed Gabriel into the entrance. 


      “There he is, Matilda.”


      They stood back as they watched Lorenzo deposit his cloak and hat with a cloakroom attendant. He glanced in their direction. They ducked behind two tall women, with matching peacock feathers in their hats. 


      “Do you think he saw us? Matilda asked. 


      “Not likely,” Gabriel assured her as they watched Lorenzo make his way towards the balcony where the gentry sat. He was obviously determined to have the best seat in the house. 


      



      Matilda and Gabriel took their seats at the back of the theatre. The orchestra were tuning up their instruments. The lively crowd were overcome with excitement.


      A woman in a pink dress with a green bonnet turned to Matilda. Her hair was the colour of buttercups. 


      “They are magnificent. My friend came to see them perform last week. They can fly.”


      “It must be a magic trick,” Matilda said, shaking her head. 


      “I heard it too!” a boy with a gummy smile, sitting beside Gabriel, piped up. 


      “The girl flew through the air,” said the woman. “Her brother is meant to be performing tonight. I wonder what he will get up to?”


      Matilda blessed herself. She did not like the sound of this at all. 


      Suddenly the curtain opened and a man covered in tattoos flew onto the stage. He came from somewhere above the audience. People screamed and some laughed nervously, but no-one took their eyes off the stage. Suddenly a tiger leapt up from the orchestra pit. 


      “Mammy, it’s a real tiger!” a little girl squealed in delight. 


      “Welcome to the wonderful, enchanting performance of the illusionist family and their friends!” the man announced. “What you are about to witness will entertain you it, will enthral you and it might even scare you. But you must know this everything before your eyes tonight is real. There are no tricks of the light. If you are faint-hearted, now would be a good time to leave. For those brave enough to stay you are in for a spectacular night. May I welcome to the stage – Clarabell! She will be joined for the first time by Valentine, her brother extraordinaire!”


      Matilda’s heart leapt in her chest at the mention of the name Valentine. She had never met anyone called Valentine apart from her beloved brother. She leaned forward and gripped the back of the seat in front of her as she waited with trepidation to see the boy with the same name as him. 


      The orchestra played a sinister tune. A woman screamed and pointed to the ceiling of the theatre. There stood Clarabell, her two feet on the ceiling, her head pointed towards the audience. Her dress magically clung to her legs, and she had a snake wrapped around her neck. 


      She walked across the ceiling and gripped the curtain that framed the stage. Gabriel and Matilda could not believe it when she somersaulted down and landed on her two feet. Her eyes were as bright as an ocean. Her long blonde hair fell in curls down her back. People were staring at the little girl when two older boys appeared onto the stage. They walked towards her. Then, one on either side, they lifted her off her feet and the three of them danced in the air. Trumpets sounded. It was a sight to behold. 


      “This is incredible!” Gabriel shouted and the people around him nodded in agreement. 


      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Matilda agreed. 


      Gabriel chanced a glance up at Lord Lorenzo but noticed that he was missing from his box. Now, where can he have got to, he wondered. 


      Suddenly smoke rose from the stage floor and a young boy appeared like a vision through the mist. 


      “Allow me to introduce you all to my brother – Valentine Sorrow,” said Clarabell. 


      Valentine rose like a ghost from the mist, his arms opened wide as he flew up into the air to join Clarabell and her companions. 


      Matilda screamed. She could not believe her eyes. It could not be him, could it? For a moment she thought that she was going to faint. There flying through the air was Valentine. But not just any Valentine. It was her precious brother. 


      “Valentine, what has happened to you?” she cried then she jumped up and started to push past everyone in a desperate attempt to get out of the row of seats. 


      “Watch it, lady!” people shouted as Matilda trampled on their toes. 


      “Too scary for you, is it?” a woman with fizzy red hair bellowed. 


      “Tilly, wait!” As much as Gabriel didn’t want to miss the performance, he had to follow her. He could not believe the way that Matilda reacted to seeing the boy flying through the air. What had got into her? “Come back!” he shouted as he infuriated people again by trampling on their feet on his way out.


      Matilda ran out into the brightness of the foyer as fast as she could and straight into the arms of Mr Spook. 
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      The Mesmerizing revelation 

    


    
      


Matilda gawked at Mr Spook. There were tattoos of animals all over his face. An elephant raised its trunk, a bird flew across his nose and a tiger pounced. What was happening? Valentine, her brother Valentine, was flying through the air. But how could that be?  The room spun and moments later Matilda fainted into the ancient vampire’s arms. 


      “Matilda!” Gabriel elbowed his way through a crowd of people who had congregated in the foyer. They were desperate to see what had happened to Matilda. Some people said the strange illusionists had cast a spell on her. 


      “Do you know this girl?” Mr Spook enquired. 


      Gabriel nodded. “Yes, I am her friend. What is wrong with her?”


      “She needs some air. Everybody, please give the girl some space!”


      Mr Spook laid Matilda gently onto the ground. 


      Peggy ran over and handed Gabriel a cup of water. 


      “What happened to her, Gabriel?”


      “I think it was all a bit too much for her, Peg.”


      “Is there somewhere that we can take the girl away from all the commotion?” Mr Spook asked. 


      Gabriel didn’t notice Lord Lorenzo hurry out into the busy city streets. 


      “Follow me,” Peggy said. 


      Mr Spook picked Matilda up and carried her into the room at the back of the ticket office. He didn’t want to attract unnecessary attention to himself. 


      “I will leave you here,” Peggy said as she slipped out the door. 


      Mr Spook laid Matilda on a long table with a purple tablecloth. She was conscious again and muttering the name Valentine. However, her eyes remained closed. 


      “It’s alright, Tilly. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’m here,” Gabriel said reassuringly. The last thing he wanted was for Matilda to open her eyes to see Mr Spook standing over her. She might get a shock and faint again! His mother was going to kill him when he got home. 


      Matilda sat bolt upright on the table. It took a moment for her to figure out where she was and what was happening. Then it all came back to her. Valentine was flying through the air. She needed to get to him fast. She was determined not to lose her brother again. 


      “Not so fast, young lady! You need to rest,” Mr Spook announced. 


      “Please, I must get to him! He needs me.”


      “Matilda, what are you talking about? Who needs you?” Gabriel asked. He stared into Matilda’s hazel eyes. He was starting to wonder if Matilda was a bit cuckoo. 


      “Valentine.”


      “The boy on the stage?” Gabriel was confused. He wondered if Matilda had a concussion. 


      Matilda nodded. “He is my brother.”


      Mr Spook could not believe it. Then it seemed like the most obvious thing in the world. How had he not noticed? The girl had the same pale skin, the same almond-shaped eyes. Her long golden hair was different, but the family similarity was there. It was undeniable. Her accent was identical to the boy’s. This was Valentine Sorrow’s sister and he must do everything in his power to protect her. 
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“Bravo, bravo!” Antonella cheered as Clarabell and Valentine came offstage at the end of the performance. 


      The crowd were shouting for more. 


      Valentine smiled at Clarabell. He could hardly believe it. He was the star of the show. If only Matilda could see him now! She would be so proud of him. He hoped that he would meet his sister one day and tell her all about it. 


      “Did you see us, Mother? I think that Valentine made an excellent addition to the show.”


      “Yes, Clarabell. You were both tremendous.”


      “Don’t forget about us.” Rogue and Fable entered the dressing room. 


      Rogue had more make-up on his face than Clarabell! His blue velvet jacket matched his frilly silk shirt. 


      Valentine smiled. He had become quite fond of his new family. 


      “Wait, where is Mr Spook?” Valentine asked. 


      “Perhaps he went home early?” Antonella suggested. Although something told her that all was not right. She hoped Lorenzo wasn’t lurking around. Mr Spook had disappeared early in the first part of the performance. Antonella looked at Fable and Rogue and she could tell that they were thinking the same thing. She needed to get the children to safety. 


      “Valentine, Clarabell, I have sent for the carriage. Henry will be waiting for you at the stage door. You must go home and I will follow you shortly.”


      “But, Mother, the night is young. Can we not stay with you for another while?” Clarabell begged. 


      Fable noticed the weary look in Antonella’s eyes. 


      “Your mother is right, Clarabell. Go home, darling child, and we will follow soon. I can’t wait for a tour of the delightful Casino Marino.”


      “Why don’t you come in the carriage with us?” Valentine offered. 


      Antonella smiled reassuringly at the little vampire. He was so kind and considerate. His mother had raised him well. 


      “We will wait here for Mr Spook, Valentine. If he doesn’t come soon, we will fly home, I promise.”


      A knock on the dressing-room door stopped them all in their tracks. 


      Antonella breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Henry standing there. 


      “Your carriage is ready, my lady.”


      “Thank you, Henry. Please take Clarabell and Valentine back to Casino Marino.”


      “Yes, my lady.”


      Valentine and Clarabell followed Henry out of the stage door. 


      “Oh, Valentine, wasn’t it a wonderful night?”


      “Yes, Clarabell, it was.” Valentine felt happier than he had done in a long time. 


      He held Clarabell’s hand as she stepped into the carriage. The horse reared its head as Henry climbed up and grabbed the reins. 


      A bright moon shone down and stars sparkled in the sky. It was the perfect night for vampires. Mist rose outside the window. The branches of trees tapped the carriage, like fingernails, as they moved through the city streets. 


      “Shouldn’t we be heading out of the city by now?” Valentine asked Clarabell who was taking her white silk gloves off and placing them on her lap. 


      “I would have thought so, Valentine. Perhaps Henry knows a short cut.”


      They stopped for a moment as a tram passed by. 


      “There’s Mr Spook’s shop – this is definitely the wrong way!” Valentine started to panic. 


      Clarabell was up off her seat. She tugged at the carriage door but it was bolted from the outside. The children looked out of the window. People were spilling out of a tavern. A woman was singing loudly. An old man sat begging on the corner of the street, with his hand outstretched. A black cat walked across a window ledge and arched its back. 


      “Let us out!” Valentine pounded on the roof of the carriage with his fist. 


      Then the carriage started to go faster. 


      Clarabell was thrown onto the floor. She hit her head. Valentine pulled her up. 


      “Where is he taking us?” Valentine cried. 


      The carriage jolted. Clarabell screamed. Then they were turning right. Down a long road to a square with Georgian houses on either side. Each door was painted in a different colour. Black railings and stone steps led up to each house. Lamps lit the way. Clarabell recalled flying over the houses on the way to Dublin Zoo. 


      “Henry is kidnapping us!” Valentine cried as the carriage came to a halt outside a large Georgian house. 


      “I knew there was something strange about him!” Clarabell looked out the window and saw Lord Lorenzo coming towards them. 


      Lorenzo opened the carriage door. He gripped Valentine and covered his mouth with his gloved hand. Henry gripped Clarabell. Both children kicked their legs as hard as they could. But it was no use. Valentine and Clarabell were powerless against them. 


      “What will Antonella think when she realized that her two precious brats are missing?” Lorenzo said as the children were carried inside. 


      “These two need manners put on them,” Henry agreed. 


      “Wicked man!” Clarabell shrieked. 


      They were set on their feet and dragged up the stairs. As they climbed the first flight, Valentine noticed that a bedroom door was open. He could see a brown suitcase on the floor and a little white dog. It looked into Valentine’s eyes as they passed. 


      Lorenzo led them up another flight of stairs. Valentine noticed another small brown door. It led to an attic. 


      “Hold the boy,” Lorenzo ordered. 


      Henry gripped Clarabell with his right hand and Valentine with his left. 


      Inside the attic, it was dark and dusty. Lorenzo walked across the room and lit four candles. Henry threw the children on the floor with a thud. 


      There were no windows, which Valentine was grateful for. He did not want to turn into a doll again when the sun rose. 


      “You will pay for this!” Clarabell screamed. 


      Lorenzo laughed. “There is no use crying. Antonella and your friend Mr Spook will never find you here. Let us go now, Henry. You did a good job tonight, old friend.”


      They heard him turn the key in the door, then the sound of their boots walking down the stairs. 
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      The Vanishing Vampires 

    


    
      


Antonella flew over Dublin with Rogue and Fable by her side. It was such a beautiful city at night. The streets were illuminated by lamps that glowed like fireflies in the darkness. Antonella sighed as Dublin Bay then swept into view, like a giant snake. She wondered where Mr Spook had gone to. She was relieved that the children were at home tucked up in their beds. She felt grateful to have Henry there tonight – he was such a loyal servant. “I will take the time to get to know him better,” she said to herself. Antonella knew she would need all the friends that she could get now that her beloved Luca was gone. She knew that Lorenzo would stop at nothing to capture Clarabell. 


      “This way!” Antonella called to Rogue and Fable as they swooped down over Casino Marino. 


      They landed in the dew-soaked grass. The moon was the shape of a large white egg. 


      “What a stunning building!” Fable remarked as the three of them walked towards the entrance. 


      “Yes, it is,” Antonella agreed. “Luca adored it. The entire building is an optical illusion. From outside the building appears to contain just one room, but inside are many rooms and secret passageways.”


      “The perfect place for vampires,” Rogue said with a smile. 


      “There are eight long tunnels which lead to three chambers.  You are more than welcome to stay there.”


      “Thank you, Antonella,” Fable said. 


      “Look!” said Rogue, pointing upwards. 


      The two stone statues on the roof became animated and bowed to the vampires.  


      The stone Egyptian lions that guarded the entrance raised their heads and roared. 


      Mr Spook was standing outside the front door. 


      “Mr Spook, how good to see you!” Antonella ran towards her friend and took his hand in hers. She could tell by the expression on his face that something was wrong. 


      “Dear Antonella, I am glad to see you too. I have something important to tell you all. I had hoped to wait inside the house. However, your servant isn’t here.”


      “Not here! You must be mistaken. Henry left the theatre over an hour ago. He took the children with him.”


      The vampires looked from one to the other. 


      Antonella fumbled in her pocket for the key. Once inside, they ran from room to room frantically trying to find Valentine and Clarabell. 


      “Clarabell, Valentine, where are you?” Antonella cried. 


      They searched high and low, from the China Closet to the tunnels and chambers beneath the building. However, the two young vampires were nowhere to be found. Antonella fell to her knees and screamed so loud some of the windows shattered. 


      “My children, my children!” she cried as she realized with horror that Clarabell and Valentine were gone. 
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      Vampires in the Attic 

    


    
      


“Where are we?” Clarabell sobbed as she walked around the dusty attic. There were unusual objects of all manner of description. A golden harpsichord and a wooden cradle. There was also a paint box and an empty mousetrap. 


      “Look at this, Clarabell.” Valentine held a startling object in his hands. 


      Clarabell gasped in astonishment. Valentine Sorrow held Lord Lorenzo’s death mask. It was a plaster cast of Lorenzo’s face. It had been taken after he died. 


      “That’s not all – look what else I have found!”


      Valentine carefully placed the death mask on a shelf. Then he handed Clarabell an invitation. The invitation was for Lord Lorenzo to the funeral of King Charles II. It was dated 1685. 


      Clarabell went to a silver medicine cabinet. She opened the glass doors and discovered tiny bottles containing potions and vampire nectar. Valentine studied a model of a ship in a bottle. Next to it was a ship’s compass. 


      In the centre of the attic was a tall Georgian doll’s house, complete with miniature furniture. 


      “Do you think Lord Lorenzo lives here alone, Valentine?” Clarabell asked. Then she flicked through the musty pages of a first edition of Gulliver’s Travels dated 1726. 


      She turned to look at Valentine Sorrow. He was sobbing on the dusty floor. 


      “It’s alright, Valentine. Things will work out.” Clarabell sat down crossed-legged on the floor beside her brother. 


      “This is all my fault, Clarabell.” Black tears fell from his eyes. 


      “No, Valentine, you are wrong. None of this has anything to do with you. How can you even think such a thing?”


      “Don’t you see? Bad things happen to people I love. My mam, my dad and my brother Joe died of cholera. Matilda could be dead too, for all I know. Then we lost Luca. You will probably be next. It is all my fault!”


      “Look at me, Valentine.”


      Valentine peered up at Clarabell through tear-filled eyes. 


      “None of this is your fault. We will get through this together. I promise you.”


      Clarabell sounded determined – however, she was every bit as terrified as Valentine. Antonella would never discover Lorenzo’s secret attic. Fear rose like a fist in her chest. She was terrified that they would be trapped in the attic forever with no way out. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirty-seven 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      Antonella’s Mission 

    


    
      


Antonella led the determined vampires into the Zodiac room. It got this name due to the twelve signs of the zodiac that were depicted in a frieze around the domed ceiling. 


      “Don’t worry, Antonella, I will find the children. If it’s the last thing I do.”


      Antonella looked into Mr Spook’s eyes, she had only known him a short time yet he was so kind to her. 


      “I hope that you are right. I could not bear to lose them.”


      Mr Spook handed Antonella a handkerchief then he led her to a red-velvet throne. Antonella sat on the throne and buried her head in her hands. 


      “This must have something to do with Lord Lorenzo,” Fable said as he walked around the room. 


      “Without a doubt,” Mr Spook agreed. 


      “Antonella, is there any way that Henry could know Lord Lorenzo?”


      Antonella gasped as the realisation struck her like a bolt of lightning. She jumped to her feet and paced up and down the room. 


      “Yes! Luca was in correspondence with the Earl of Charlemont. They wrote to each other occasionally. In one of his letters the Earl mentioned that he had become friendly with a wealthy Italian man, whom he met at a meeting of the Royal Dublin Society. According to his letter, the man had recently arrived in Dublin and he allowed Henry to drive the man in his carriage, until he procured one of his own. Is it possible that this wealthy Italian man is Lord Lorenzo?”


      The elephant tattoo on Mr Spook’s cheek raised his trunk. 


      “It is possible, Antonella,” said Mr Spook. “Where is the Earl now?”


      “He is on a tour of China. He did not know that we were going to come here. We left Vampire Island in such a hurry! Oh, Mr Spook, what are we going to do? It appears that Henry has driven the children straight into the clutches of Lord Lorenzo.”


      “Remain hopeful, Antonella. There could be a simple explanation for all of this,” Mr Spook said and smiled reassuringly at Antonella. However, deep down he feared the worst. 


      Rogue levitated in the air. He was so agitated that he could not keep his feet on the ground. “Do you think it’s possible that Henry took Clarabell and Valentine back to the Café of Vampires?”


      “No, I don’t think so. Although there is no way of knowing.” Mr Spook shook his head in despair. He could not stop thinking about Valentine and then he suddenly remembered the girl. Valentine’s sister. He had promised to meet her and her friend Gabriel at his curiosity shop at one o’clock in the morning. 


      “Does anyone know what time it is?”


      Rogue took out his gold pocket watch. “It is a quarter past midnight.”


      “Oh! That gives me enough time.”


      “Do you have somewhere more important to be?” Antonella’s eyes turned red. She flashed an angry look in Mr Spook’s direction. She could not hide her annoyance. What did the time have to do with anything? They still had hours until sunrise. 


      “Of course not, Antonella. If you would allow me to explain.”


      “You did not tell us where you disappeared to during the performance, Mr Spook?” A horrible thought crossed Antonella’s mind. What if it was all a hoax and Mr Spook worked for Lorenzo after all? Logic told her that this was not true. Mr Spook helped to defeat Lorenzo in the Café of Vampires. Yet, she had trusted Henry with her children and he had disappeared. Nothing seemed clear anymore. If only Luca was here, he would know what to do. 


      Mr Spook noticed the change in Antonella’s tone of voice. He needed to reassure her. She would have to trust him if he was to save Clarabell and Valentine. 


      “Earlier tonight, during the performance, I thought I spotted Lorenzo. He was sitting in one of the boxes. I decided to go and wait at the entrance to the theatre. Hoping to intercept him on the way out. It was then that I saw her.”


      “Who?” Antonella stepped closer to Mr Spook. Her eyes changed colour and flashed bright green in the darkness. 


      “Valentine Sorrow’s sister.”


      “Clarabell was on the stage along with us,” Fable said as he placed his arm on the back of the red throne. 


      “Not Clarabell. Matilda.”


      “Valentine’s birth sister?” Antonella could not believe it. 


      “Clarabell and Luca took Valentine from his home in Sligo. How could the girl have found Valentine here in Dublin?”


      “I don’t know. However, Matilda was terrified when she saw Valentine flying across the stage. At first, she thought her eyes were deceiving her. That it was a trick of the light or someone with similar features. But Valentine is such an unusual name. She knew it had to be him.”


      “Where is she now? I must see this girl.”


      “I asked her to meet me at my shop at one o’clock this morning. I must go now.”


      “Then I am coming with you,” Antonella said, placing her hand on Mr Spook’s arm. “Rogue and Fable, you wait here in case the children return.”


      “Your wish is our command,” Fable replied. 


      Antonella and Mr Spook left the building and took flight. Time was running out and they were on a desperate mission. 
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      Mr Spook’s Emporium 

    


    
      


Matilda and Gabriel strode across the city using the River Liffey as their guide. Matilda carried a lantern. Her long golden hair fell in curls down her back. 


      “This way,” Gabriel whispered. He knew Dublin like the back of his hand. They crossed the Ha’penny Bridge and kept their heads low as they passed two men with grubby faces and red-rimmed eyes. The men observed them suspiciously. Everything was frightening at night, Matilda thought. 


      “How do we know that we can trust Mr Spook? He could be a friend of Lorenzo’s. Maybe we have walked into a trap.” Gabriel tugged at the brown collar of his overcoat. 


      The wind churned the River Liffey and fog concealed their feet as they walked along the banks. A dog barked somewhere in the distance and a cat jumped out of a rubbish bin. As they walked past a tavern, people spilt out onto the street. Gabriel led the way across streets full of overcrowded houses and down alleyways. 


      Matilda longed to be home in Sligo town. Where everything was familiar to her. However, she had to find her brother. He was somewhere in Dublin. 


      “Do you really believe that the boy flying across the stage was your brother, Tilly?”


      “With all my heart.”


      Matilda looked beautiful under the moonlight. Her large hazel eyes shone in the darkness. She thought of the cloth heart that she had given to Valentine, the last time she saw him. 


      Gabriel took his cap off and scratched his head. 


      “Matilda, that boy on the stage tonight. He wasn’t human.”


      “Don’t say that, Gabriel.”


      “Normal boys can’t fly, Tilly.”


      “Maybe it was a trick of the light. He could have been held up by ropes. Either way, I am Valentine’s sister and he needs me.”


      “Matilda, look!” Gabriel pointed towards the sky. 


      Two figures were flying through the air, silhouetted by the moon. 


      Matilda and Gabriel instinctively moved closer. 


      “Vampires,” Matilda said. 


      “If you have changed your mind about this meeting, now might be a good time to say so.” Gabriel’s teeth chattered and his hands shook. 


      Matilda held the lamp to her face. “I’m not going anywhere.”


      Gabriel admired her determination. He hoped Valentine was worth it. 


      Suddenly they had arrived at Mr Spook’s Emporium and Curiosity Shop. 


      Matilda knocked on the door and Mr Spook answered straight away. He wore a royal blue turban on his head with a diamond in the centre. A tiger stood beside him. 


      “Matilda, Gabriel, you came!” Mr Spook said. “This is my friend Luna. There is no need to be afraid of her.” He smiled, sensing their fear. 


      They followed Mr Spook into the curiosity shop, where brightly coloured masks hung on the wall. 


      “This way.” Mr Spook said then he led them into a room at the back of the shop. 


      Matilda surveyed the opulent room. There was a green and red velvet couch. On the couch were brightly coloured cushions shaped like birds. The floor was carpeted in oriental rugs. A painting hung on the wall. The painting was of a gold and silver bird flying towards its nest on a mountain top. A piano sat in the corner of the room. Beside it was a skeleton with three legs and a patch over his left eye socket. He was carrying a silver sword. But there was no sign of Valentine.


      “You said that you know Valentine. Where is he?” Matilda’s voice was frantic and high-pitched. What if Gabriel was right? What if it was a trap? 


      “Won’t you sit down?”


      Matilda and Gabriel sat down on the couch as a monkey appeared from behind them carrying a silver tray with a teapot and two cups. 


      Matilda gasped in amazement and Gabriel smiled as the monkey poured two cups of tea. 


      Suddenly, a beautiful woman stepped out from behind the red-velvet curtains that framed the window. 


      “Is this the girl?” Antonella enquired. 


      Mr Spook nodded. 


      Antonella moved gracefully towards Matilda and Gabriel. She looked as though she had stepped out of an oil painting. Her skin was like porcelain, her eyes shone like emeralds. Her cheekbones were perfectly sculpted. She wore a green-velvet cloak. 


      “Who are you?” Matilda asked as Antonella reached forward and stroked her cheek with the back of her hand. 


      “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Antonella. Your brother Valentine has been staying with my family.”


      “Oh!” Tears filled Matilda’s eyes. “That’s wonderful!” She leapt to her feet. It really was her brother. She knew it! “Where is he? I want to see him!”


      Antonella turned her head away and walked towards Mr Spook. 


      “That is not possible, Matilda,” Mr Spook said. 


      “Why not? What have you done with my brother?”


      “Maybe we should go, Matilda. Your brother isn’t here. They’re playing a trick on you.” Gabriel stood and tugged Matilda’s sleeve but she didn’t move. 


      Her feet were planted firmly on the ground. 


      “Valentine is missing,” Mr Spook explained as the tiger walked around them in circles. 


      “Missing? How can that be? I saw him with my own two eyes only a few hours ago.”


      “It happened after the performance. Your brother and my daughter Clarabell have been kidnapped,” Antonella explained. 


      “Kidnapped!” Gabriel exclaimed. 


      “Have you called the police?” Matilda said. 


      “I am afraid that is not possible.”


      “Why ever not?”


      “Well, we are all vampires, Matilda,” said Antonella, “and so is the man who has the children.”


      Matilda gasped. “Then all the more reason we should go to the police. We are wasting precious time, while Valentine and your daughter are in danger.”


      “Hold on, Matilda. You must calm down.” Gabriel placed his hand on Matilda’s arm. “The police could do nothing against a vampire.”


      “Calm down! How can I possibly calm down, Gabriel? My brother is out there somewhere. He is all that I have left. I lost him once. I can’t bear to lose him again.”


      Gabriel turned to Antonella. “Did you get a ransom note from this person?”


      “No, there has been no ransom note nor will there be.” She smiled faintly. “Vampires have no need of money.”


      “So why has he taken them? And how do you know who he is?” Gabriel demanded. 


      “He has taken them because he needs them – particularly Clarabell – to make a magic potion,” Mr Spook said quickly, feeling it better not to tell Matilda the full horrible truth at this point. He threw a warning glance at Antonella. “The potion would allow him to live in the sunlight.”


      “Yes, dear girl,” said Antonella, “I have successfully protected my daughter from Lord Lorenzo for centuries – but now at last he has her. And he is incredibly dangerous. He killed my husband Luca last night.”


      “Lord Lorenzo!” Gabriel could not believe his ears. He looked wildly at Matilda. 


      Matilda’s eyes were wide with shock. She stared at Antonella. “You believe that Lord Lorenzo has my brother and your daughter?”


      “Yes, Matilda. We believe that he is responsible for this. We believe that a man we know well – Henry, the butler of a friend of ours – betrayed us and drove the children to Lorenzo instead of taking them home after the performance.”


      Antonella reached out for Matilda’s hand but she pulled it away. 


      “Tell me the truth,” Matilda demanded. “Is Valentine a vampire too?”


      “Yes, Matilda, he is,” Mr Spook whispered. 


      The words hit Matilda hard. She placed her head in her hands and burst into tears. 


      Gabriel placed his arm reassuringly around Matilda’s shoulders 


      “Don’t cry, Tilly. If Lord Lorenzo has captured the children, then we can help.”


      “How can you possibly help? Did you not hear anything that Antonella just said?” Mr Spook needed Matilda and Gabriel to understand just how wicked Lord Lorenzo was. He didn’t want them getting mixed up in all this – it was too risky. 


      “Believe me, I know more about Lord Lorenzo than you could possibly imagine.”


      “How could you?” Antonella asked. 


      “Matilda and I work for him.”


      Mr Spook could not believe what he was hearing. 


      “Work for him! In his house?” he said. 


      “Yes.” Gabriel nodded. “In his house. And, what’s more, I already suspected he hides people in his attic.”


      Antonella’s eyes sparkled with delight. She clasped her hands in front of her heart. “You must take us there, right away!”


      “Not so fast!” Mr Spook held up his right hand. 


      “If Valentine and Clarabell have been captured by Lord Lorenzo and we go charging into the house, there will be a battle. It might not end well for the children.”


      “You are right.” Antonella bowed her head and thought of her beloved Luca. “However, Lord Lorenzo would never suspect that his servants would betray him. Gabriel and Matilda could find out if the children are in the attic and rescue them without any battle.” A smile erupted on her lips. 


      “If you do find the children tonight and succeed in rescuing them, bring them here to my emporium,” said Mr Spook. “We will be waiting here for you. If you fail to find them, stay at the house. Watch Lorenzo’s every move and try to eavesdrop on his conversations. The same goes for that traitor Henry, should he be there. But be careful. You are both risking your lives to do this. There is no guarantee that you will survive.”


      Gabriel sighed, feeling he had bitten off more than he could chew. But he knew there was no going back. He had to get rid of Lord Lorenzo once and for all. If not for his own sake, then for his mother and Matilda. 


      Antonella led Matilda and Gabriel to the door. 


      “Matilda, I want to give you something that I believe is yours.”


      Antonella held out her hand. On it was the little red heart that Matilda had given to Valentine when they were in Sligo. 


      “Valentine kept it under his pillow. May it give you strength.” Antonella hugged Matilda. 


      Then Gabriel took Matilda by the hand and together they ran through the empty Dublin streets, praying that they would not be too late. 
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      “I am longing to be with you, and by the sea, where we can talk together freely and build our castles in the air.”


      


      Bram Stoker – Dracula – 1897 
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      The Escape Plan 

    


    
      


Matilda and Gabriel were standing at the iron railing at the corner of the square where Lorenzo lived. They could see a candle flickering in the window of the withdrawing room. Lord Lorenzo was home. It was unusual for the Lord to be home at night-time. However, this was no ordinary night. If Matilda and Gabriel’s suspicions were right, Lord Lorenzo would have returned home early to meet Henry and his two prisoners Clarabell and Valentine Sorrow. 


      “I know where there is a key to the back door,” Gabriel said. “We will have to tread carefully as my mam sleeps in a room off the kitchen. If we wake her, she will be angrier than one hundred vampires put together!”


      Matilda managed a little smile. 


      “That’s the girl, Tilly. Keep the chin up.”


      Matilda was so grateful to Gabriel, for taking care of her and treating her with so much kindness. 


      “What if Valentine and Clarabell are not there?”


      “Then we will keep on looking until we find them, Tilly.”


      Matilda placed her hand on Gabriel’s arm. 


      “Thank you, Gabriel.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      “Gabriel, look!”


      Matilda pointed to the window in Lord Lorenzo’s withdrawing room. The candle had gone out. 


      “Let’s go now, Gabriel. We have to do this before sunrise. If Valentine and Clarabell are vampires, we have to get them to safety before the sun comes up.”


      They followed the pavement around the square until they reached the house and then went along the wall of the back yard. 


      Gabriel clambered over the wall and opened the gate for Matilda. They quickly and quietly approached the house, their hearts pounding. There were several plant pots on a window ledge. Gabriel lifted one of them to reveal a small worm and a silver key. 


      “Follow me,” he murmured as he carefully turned the key in the back door. 


      They tip-toed into the kitchen. The table was set for the morning. There were two bowls. One for Matilda, one for Gabriel. His ma’s bowl was missing. Gabriel was relieved when he remembered that his mother had gone to Sligo to look for Johanna. Pearl, the dog, was fast asleep in front of the warm range. They tip-toed past her. 


      A candle was lit in the hallway. It stood in a silver candlestick on a small, round table. Matilda picked it up and noticed that the withdrawing-room door was slightly open. She was terrified as they walked up the stairs. 


      Suddenly Pearl came running after them, barking at their ankles. 


      “What is all this noise about?” Lord Lorenzo’s voice boomed. 


      Gabriel gripped Matilda’s sleeve. They stumbled up the stairs as fast as they could. Pearl followed them. They ran into Matilda’s room and she gently shut the door. Her heart was thumping in her chest. She carefully placed the candle on the mantelpiece. 


      “Do you think he saw us?” Matilda asked. She was petrified. Any moment now Lord Lorenzo could burst into the room and turn them both into vampires. 


      “I don’t know,” Gabriel said as he picked up the little dog and petted her. “You nearly got us killed, Pearl.” She licked his face. 


      They heard the sound of Lord Lorenzo’s boots outside Matilda’s room and breathed a sigh of relief as they kept on walking. 


      They waited for an hour. Eventually Matilda got the courage to open the door. 


      “The coast is clear,” she said as she tip-toed out onto the landing. 


      “Wait, Matilda. We need to get the key to the attic.”


      Matilda knew that they were taking a huge risk. The key to the attic was in the withdrawing room. What if Lord Lorenzo was there? Despite the risk, she knew that she would have to do everything in her power to save Valentine and Clarabell. 


      Gabriel handed Pearl to Matilda. “I will go into Lord Lorenzo’s withdrawing room and get the key from behind the painting. You stay here with Pearl in case she barks and attracts his attention.”


      “Wait, Gabriel! What if it’s not the right key? And we have no way of knowing where Lord Lorenzo is right now. He might be in the withdrawing room. What if he’s there?”


      “It’s alright, Matilda. It must be the key – why else would he hide it – and remember that Lord Lorenzo does not suspect us of knowing anything about vampires. I will simply make an excuse. I will say that I am looking for something or other. Please don’t worry.” But his heart was pounding wildly in his chest. 


      “Here – take this candle with you and be careful.”


      Gabriel held the flickering candle in front of him. It cast shadows on the wall as he walked slowly down the stairs. Lord Lorenzo’s withdrawing room door was open slightly. It creaked as Gabriel placed his hand on it. He stepped inside. 


      What’s that smell, Gabriel wondered. He looked all around the room. Red-velvet curtains covered the window and Leopold the owl was sitting on the piano. His large yellow eyes shone in the darkness. Gabriel glanced up at the silver chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. He sighed with relief when he realized that Lord Lorenzo was nowhere to be seen. 


      Gabriel walked over to Lord Lorenzo’s oil painting. He reached out his hand and traced one of the tombstones with his fingers as Lord Lorenzo’s dark eyes stared down at him. Gabriel flashed a look at the door, then he put the candle down on the piano and carefully lifted the painting from the wall. He gasped when he realized that one of the keys was missing. He reached for the candle again and studied the remaining key. It had the letter A engraved on it. He placed the key in his pocket. If his suspicions were right, then this was the key to the attic. The key to the cellar was missing. It didn’t matter now. The attic was where he hoped he would find Valentine and Clarabell. Gabriel placed the candle down again and carefully replaced the painting on the wall. 


      He tip-toed out of Lord Lorenzo’s withdrawing room and climbed the stairs. 


      Matilda was peering out of her bedroom door. She breathed a sigh of relief as Gabriel walked towards her. 


      She glanced back at Pearl. The little dog had stretched out on the bed and fallen asleep. Matilda gently shut her bedroom door behind her, so as not to wake her. 


      Gabriel climbed the next flight of stairs and Matilda followed him. 


      At the top of the stairs was a brown door. Matilda hoped and prayed with all her heart that Valentine was there, or it had been all for nothing. 


      Gabriel took the key from his pocket and fitted it into the lock. He almost fainted as he looked up and saw two young vampires glaring at him, one hanging upside-down from the ceiling. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Forty 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      Together Again 

    


    
      


Valentine scrambled down the wall and landed in front of Matilda. He could hardly believe his eyes. 


      “Matilda Clancy, is that really you, or are you a figment of my imagination?”


      “Oh, Valentine! I have missed you so much.”


      Valentine hugged his sister. The attic seemed a great deal brighter with Matilda in it. 


      “How did you find me?”


      “With the help of my good friend Gabriel.”


      Gabriel blushed. Matilda stood back. Valentine looked at the boy standing beside his sister. Gabriel shook Valentine’s hand. 


      “Great to meet you, Valentine.”


      “You must be Clarabell.” Matilda stared at the girl, who somersaulted in the air and bowed in front of them. 


      “Have you come to rescue us?” Clarabell asked. 


      Matilda wiped a tear from her eye. “Yes, Clarabell, we have.”


      “We don’t have any time to lose. We need to get to safety before the sun rises,” said Valentine. 


      Suddenly Matilda felt guilty. She might have found her family, but she was taking Gabriel away from his. 


      “What about your mother, Gabriel?” Mrs O’Reilly had been so kind to her! She could not bear for anything to happen to her in their absence. 


      Gabriel scratched his head. “With everything that happened tonight, Tilly, I forgot to tell you. My mam has gone.”


      “Gone where?”


      “She said that she couldn’t stop thinking about her niece Johanna, all on her own. After all, she is her only living relative. Her sister’s child. She left by coach this evening, to go to check on her. She left me in charge. She said that she will return as soon as she knows that Johanna is alright.”


      Matilda thought of Johanna and how kind she had been to her. She felt relieved that Mrs O’Reilly had gone to Sligo. 


      Clarabell picked up a candle. Then together they all left the attic and crept down the first flight of stairs. 


      “Just a minute. There is something I must take with me.” Matilda carefully opened her bedroom door. 


      Pearl was still fast asleep on Matilda’s metal bed. Matilda’s items from her home in Sligo were on her bedside table. There was a bible and a small mirror and hairbrush. Matilda left them there, as she had no time to pack her belongings. 


      However, there was one thing that she could not leave behind. The little dog stretched and yawned as Matilda picked her up. Then she settled down again in her arms. 


      Gabriel smiled at Matilda as she emerged from the bedroom. 


      Then they led the two young vampires down the stairs and out into the darkness. 
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“I simply can’t stand this. What if something has happened to Gabriel and Matilda?” Antonella paced up and down on the oriental rugs that carpeted the floor. 


      Mr Spook sat on the red-and-green velvet couch. Luna lay at his feet and purred like a domestic cat. 


      “I am going after them!” Antonella announced. 


      “Wait! I hear something.”


      There was the sound of voices and footsteps outside the shop. 


      Mr Spook was on his feet immediately. 


      Antonella ran towards the door. 


      “Wait, Antonella! It could be a trap.”


      Antonella hid behind the velvet curtain. There was a loud bang on the door. Mr Spook took a deep breath and went to investigate with Luna by his side. 


      “Mr Spook, it is Valentine! Let me in!”


      Mr Spook opened the door and, to his delight, found Valentine, Clarabell, Matilda, Gabriel and the little dog Pearl standing in front of him. He hurried them in and bolted the door shut. 


      “Antonella, come quick!”


      Antonella ran to Clarabell and Valentine. She hugged them both tightly. 


      “My children! You are both safe.”


      “Matilda and Gabriel rescued us!” Clarabell ran to Matilda and held her hand. “Thank you, Matilda.”


      “Do you think that Lorenzo will find us here?” Gabriel asked. 


      Valentine turned to him. “Lorenzo won’t rest until he finds you. That is why you must take Matilda and go. I have worked out a plan to defeat him once and for all. But first, you must get to safety.”


      “We have only just found each other! I can’t leave you again!” Matilda sat down on the couch and buried her head in her hands. Pearl barked at her ankles. 


      Gabriel placed his hand on her shoulder. “Valentine is right, Matilda. I know Lorenzo. He will look for us everywhere and he won’t stop until he finds us. We must get out of Dublin – we should go to Sligo.”


      “I thought Valentine was coming with us. I won’t leave without him.”


      “Matilda, listen to me,” said Valentine. 


      Matilda looked into Valentine’s eyes. 


      “Gabriel is right. You must go to Sligo.”


      “There is nothing for me in Sligo now, Valentine.”


      “Sligo is your home, Matilda. I will come to visit you as soon as this is all over.”


      “Come with me, Valentine. I will look after you. You are my little brother.”


      Valentine knelt down in front of Matilda. He took her hand in his. 


      “I know that this is hard for you to understand, Matilda. But I am not the boy who once lived in Sligo. I am a vampire now.”


      “Please come home, Valentine!”


      “No, Matilda, I can’t. People will get suspicious if I never grow old. They will start to ask questions. Questions like why am I am not allowed out in daylight? Questions we won’t be able to answer. That is why I must stay with Clarabell, Antonella and Mr Spook.”


      Clarabell levitated. Then she sat with her legs crossed and arms folded. 


      Matilda realized that the vampires were Valentine’s family now. She didn’t belong here. 


      “You might as well have died of cholera, like Mammy, Daddy and Joe!” she sobbed. 


      “Matilda! Don’t say that!”


      “I mean it, Valentine. You are leaving me all alone.”


      “You have Gabriel now. He will take care of you.”


      Gabriel smiled reassuringly at Matilda. “Valentine is right, Tilly. I will look after you.”


      “What about the cholera epidemic, Gabriel? It could kill you.”


      “It is a chance that I am willing to take, Matilda. If we stay here, Lord Lorenzo will kill us anyway. Besides, my mam should be in Sligo now. We need to warn her not to go back to Dublin. She will be in great danger too, when Lord Lorenzo discovers that we have helped Valentine and Gabriel to escape.”


      Matilda nodded at Gabriel. Everything that he said made perfect sense. She turned and looked at Valentine. He looked like her brother, yet he was different. More determined and stronger than she remembered him. Her mother would have been proud of the boy he had become. Yet she felt abandoned. 


      “I am going to miss you, Matilda.” Valentine hugged his sister. 


      Matilda was unable to stop crying. She took a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped away the tears that were streaming from her eyes. Then she hugged Valentine tightly and turned to Mr Spook. 


      “Will you keep Pearl safe here with your animals, Mr Spook? She is a good little dog and I don’t want anything to happen to her.”


      Mr Spook smiled. “Of course, Matilda. She will make a wonderful addition to my animal family.”


      Valentine whispered into Matilda’s ear as they said their final goodbyes. “I love you with all my heart and always will. Go quickly.”


      Mr Spook put his hand on Valentine’s shoulder. 


      “We need to go and hide in my basement, Valentine. It is time for vampires to sleep.”


      Matilda and Gabriel watched as Mr Spook removed a large oriental rug from the floor to reveal a trapdoor. He carefully opened it and guided the rest of the vampires into the basement where they could hide from the glare of the sun. 


      Outside, Dublin was waking up. People were walking to work. Carriages trundled down the bustling city-centre streets. The sun had risen in the sky and birds were singing their morning songs in the trees. Matilda took a deep breath. Then she looked at Gabriel and smiled. As much as she hated leaving Valentine behind her, she knew that the time had come for her to return home to Sligo – only this time she had Gabriel by her side. 
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The vampires waited in the curiosity shop until the moon rose in the sky. Valentine scrambled down from the ceiling. He hoped that Matilda and Gabriel had arrived in Sligo and that they would be safe there. 


      Valentine approached Antonella who was playing the piano. Her eyes shone with delight. Mr Spook sat on a pink stool beside her, playing the harp. It was the oldest harp in Ireland and had once belonged to the ancient king Brian Ború. His eyes were shut tight. Clarabell was singing sweetly. Valentine hesitated – he did not want to spoil the special moment. 


      Then Antonella saw him and stopped playing. 


      “Are you alright, Valentine?” she asked anxiously. 


      He looked as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. 


      “Mother, the time has come for our final battle with Lorenzo.”


      “We have waited a long time for this night.” Antonella tied her long red hair up in a bun and secured it with a golden hairclip as she spoke. Her neck was pale and a ruby necklace hung there. 


      Mr Spook leaned in close. He wore a carnival mask decorated with feathers and diamonds. Rings and bracelets adorned his right hand. 


      It looked to Valentine as if the three vampires were dressed as though they were about to perform on the stage in a great opera house. 


      Valentine realized that there would be a performance. However, it would be on the battlefield. Something none of them were prepared for. 


      “What is your plan, Master Valentine?” Spook asked, sensing Valentine’s fear. 


      “Tonight we will defeat Lord Lorenzo.”


      “How?” Antonella asked. 


      “It will all start with a visit to his house.”


      “Valentine, that is very dangerous! I won’t let you do it. What if he locks you up again?” Antonella shook her head. She had promised herself she would never put the children in harm’s way again. 


      “That is why you must go, Mother.”


      “Are you serious?” She threw her head back and laughed raucously. It was as though Valentine had told her that birds could read books. 


      “Don’t you see? It is perfect, Mother. When Lorenzo discovers that we have escaped from his attic he will be furious. You must visit him at his home. The address is Number 75 Cordelia Square.”


      “Then what?” Antonella placed her hands on her hips.


      Valentine dreaded telling her the next part of his cunning plan. 


      “Tell Lord Lorenzo that the Island of Vampires is where Clarabell and I have gone to.”


      Antonella was confused. “What! The Island of Vampires has always been our safe place, Valentine. Luca was determined that Lorenzo would never know where it is.”


      “Don’t you see? It will be a trap, Antonella. Mr Spook and Clarabell will accompany me there. We will ask the vampires on the island to help us.”


      “Lorenzo is no fool, Valentine. He will know it’s a trick. Why would I lead him to my children? He will know that I would never do that.”


      Mr Spook took off his mask. A bird tattoo flew across his forehead. 


      “It could work,” he said. “Think about it, Antonella. Lorenzo would do anything to create that magical potion. Tell him that you will lead him to the children if he can give you the potion too. That you want nothing more than to be able to walk around in daylight, like a real person. With him. Tell him that, now that Luca is gone, you are free to be with him.”


      Antonella knew that Mr Spook was right. Lorenzo would risk everything if he thought that she could lead him to the children. And he, being heartless himself, would probably not understand that a mother would never sacrifice her children in that way. Nor would he understand that her love for Luca would never die. 


      “Can you think of any better plan, Mother?” Clarabell asked as she somersaulted across the oriental rugs. 


      Antonella frowned. She had to admit that she couldn’t. 


      “It is what Father would want us to do. We have to defeat Lord Lorenzo. The vampires on Vampire Island have the power to harness lightning. They will help us.”


      Mr Spook placed an emerald-green turban on his head and reached for a yellow-silk cloak with flowers on it. If he was going into battle he wanted to dress for the occasion. The birds-of-paradise flew onto his shoulders. 


      Antonella took a deep breath. She knew in her heart that the children were right. They could never defeat Lord Lorenzo on their own. With the help of the Lightning Vampires on the island, they could succeed once and for all. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Forty-three 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      The Visitor 

    


    
      


The dark veil of evening cloaked the houses on Cordelia Square. A sprinkling of starlight punctuated the darkness. Candlelight adorned the windows of Lord Lorenzo’s house. 


      Antonella stood in the shadows outside. A cat with an arched back hissed from the black railings. 


      This was the house that Lord Lorenzo lived in. Antonella hung her head in despair as she thought about what she was about to do. Her green cloak swirled in the breeze, along with autumn leaves that danced along the pavement. 


      Anyone who passed by could not help but notice the beautiful woman in the green cloak. She cut a striking figure. Her red lips matched her hair. Black eyelashes framed her large eyes. They would wonder what she was doing out alone on such a cold night. 


      Antonella took a deep breath in and filled her lungs. Her heels clicked as she walked over to the house. No 75, that is what Valentine told her. How could she pretend to like Lord Lorenzo? She did not know. Valentine and Clarabell’s words swam like a whirlwind in her mind. She tapped lightly on the window with her fingernails. 


      Moments later she heard the shuffling of feet. A woman in a navy woollen overcoat and black boots stood in front of her. Her dishevelled hair was tied up in a loose bun. Dark rings sat beneath her eyes. Light and heat spilt out from the house and into the square, like music from piano keys. 


      This must be Gabriel’s mother, thought Antonella – but didn’t he say she had gone to Sligo? 


      “Can I help you, madam?”


      Mrs O’Reilly was astounded by the beautiful woman who stood on the doorstep. She had only returned home herself moments earlier and did not expect a visitor so late in the evening. She looked up and down the street and was surprised not to see a carriage waiting. Instinctively she placed her hand to her head and tried to tame the strands of hair that had sprung free from her hairclip. Being in the presence of such a well-kept woman made her conscious of her own shabby appearance. 


      “I am here to see Lord Lorenzo,” Antonella announced. She could tell at once that the woman was not a vampire. 


      “Lord Lorenzo isn’t at home,” Mrs O’Reilly replied wearily. 


      Antonella could sense a great sadness from Mrs O’Reilly. What should she do now? She hadn’t expected Lord Lorenzo to be out so early in the evening.


      “Then I will wait.”


      “He could be quite a while. He often stays out until just before dawn.”


      Suddenly the clouds grumbled in the sky. They spat rain down in a furious outburst, like a petulant child. 


      “Are you on foot, madam?” Mrs O’Reilly asked, still puzzled by the absence of a carriage. 


      “Eh, yes,” said Antonella, amused by the question. 


      “Well, come in then and shelter till the rain passes.” Mrs O’Reilly stepped back and allowed Antonella to follow her into the house. 


      “I don’t think that I caught your name, madam.”


      “I don’t think I threw it!” Antonella smiled. 


      Mrs O’Reilly laughed despite all the stress she was under. 


      “I am sorry, madam. I have had an awful time of it.”


      “What has happened to you?”


      “I don’t want to burden a lady like yourself with my silly problems.”


      “It would be a welcome escape from my own problems, believe me.”


      “Well, if you are sure. You see, I had planned to go to see my niece Johanna. She was left orphaned because of the cholera epidemic. The poor girl! I hate to think of her all alone.”


      “How tragic!” Antonella thought of Valentine and how he had been orphaned in the same way. 


       “I left early yesterday morning, just as the sun was rising. But the wheel came off the coach that I was travelling on. It happened in a place called Mullingar and was quite an ordeal! My luggage was thrown on the road. A man I was travelling with almost got trampled on by a horse. I had no choice other than to return home. I walked some of the way back on foot. Then it was getting late, so I had to stay overnight in a coach house. I made the rest of the journey home today on the back of a farmer’s horse and cart.”


      “You poor woman! You must be exhausted.”


      “I have to admit I am tired. But that’s not all. When I arrived home, I discovered that my son Gabriel and the new maid Matilda were nowhere to be seen. They were supposed to be looking after the place in my absence. Lord Lorenzo was in a bit of a rage when he discovered they weren’t here attending to their work. I was just about to go and look for them when you arrived – to ask other servants around the neighbourhood.”


      “What a terrible ordeal!” Antonella thought of Gabriel and Matilda and wondered if they had arrived in Sligo yet. She knew that she could not utter a word of this to Mrs O’Reilly. Yet, she could not help but feel sorry for the poor woman. 


      Mrs O’Reilly’s cheeks flushed. “It was … but forgive me. I have said too much. If Lord Lorenzo knew that I was chatting to one of his guests like this, he would have my guts for garters!”


      Antonella smiled. “I won’t tell him if you won’t.”


      “Thank you, madam. I appreciate your discretion.”


      Mrs O’ Reilly was intrigued by this beguiling woman, who had arrived with the rain. “May I take your cloak, madam.?”


      Antonella held out her hand. 


      “Please, call me Antonella. I am charmed to make your acquaintance.”


      “I am Mrs O’Reilly.”


      Antonella unpinned her small cat-shaped brooch. Then she took off her cloak and handed it to Mrs O’Reilly. 


      Mrs O’Reilly was curious about Lord Lorenzo’s beautiful guest. She had the same lilting Italian accent as Lord Lorenzo’s. She wondered if the woman was a relative of his. 


      “Follow me.” Mrs O’Reilly led Antonella to the withdrawing room where a fire danced in the grate. 


      Antonella gasped. She recognized the piano right away. It was her own piano from her home in Italy. Lord Lorenzo must have stolen it. 


      “May I play the piano while I wait?”


      “Of course, madam. I will go and take off my coat and fetch some hot tea and some fruitcake.”


      A large owl with yellow eyes flew into the room and sat on a bookshelf. 


      Antonella’s slender fingers moved gracefully over the keys as they had done hundreds of years ago at her villa in Italy. 


      A short time later Mrs O’Reilly returned, carrying a silver tray. On it was a cup and saucer. A yellow rose was delicately painted on the cup. There was a silver teapot, a side plate with some slices of fruitcake, a small silver knife and linen napkin. Mrs O’Reilly placed the tray on a small table and proceeded to pour a cup of tea for her visitor. Antonella came and sat by the table. 


      “Will that be all for now, madam? As I said, Lord Lorenzo could be gone for quite some time and it is getting very late.”


      “That is a pity. I need to speak to him about a matter of great importance,” Antonella said as she sipped the hot tea. “I wonder where he’s gone?”


      “I don’t know, madam. My son Gabriel might know but I don’t know where he’s got to, despite the fact he was supposed to mind the house while I was in Sligo.”


      “Sligo?” Antonella asked. 


      “Yes, didn’t I say? My niece Johanna lives in Sligo town – where Matilda comes from – and myself. We’re all from Sligo.”


      Without warning, Antonella rose to her feet. 


      “Thank you for the tea, Mrs O’Reilly. I will go now and let you rest after your ordeal. It was lovely to meet you.”


      “The pleasure was all mine. Do you want me to give Lord Lorenzo a message for you?”


      “No. It is alright. I will find him myself.”


      Antonella hurried out into the hallway. She took her cloak off the coat-stand, flung it around her and left 75 Cordelia Square. And then like a bird of prey, she took flight. 
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Dusk transformed into night as Gabriel and Matilda arrived in Sligo town. Gabriel was fast asleep. His head was pressed against the carriage window. His breath formed condensation on the glass. Matilda and Gabriel were the only passengers in the carriage. No-one wanted to visit Sligo, the county that the cholera epidemic held firmly in its grip. 


      “Wake up, Gabriel. We have arrived.”


      Gabriel yawned and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. 


      Matilda smiled. She recalled how lonely she felt when her mother died and when Valentine disappeared. She was grateful to have a friend such as Gabriel in her life. 


      Wind whipped the trees as they made their way alongside the Garavogue river. Barrels of tar were on fire. Gabriel noticed three birds dead on the riverbank. An old man with a large red nose coughed into a handkerchief. He glowered at Matilda. 


      “Can I help you, sir?” Matilda asked. 


      “I am grand, thank you.”


      A coffin cart drove passed. 


      “What kind of place is this, Tilly?”


      “You’ve not seen anything yet, Gabriel. I warned you that you are in great danger coming to Sligo. Cholera has taken the lives of many people.”


      “Don’t worry about me, Tilly. I am stronger than I look.”


      “Come on this way, Gabriel.”


      Matilda ran down the alleyway that led to Johanna’s house. She banged on the front door and the windows rattled. 


      Suddenly, the door opened. 


      “Tilly! I didn’t expect to find you back so soon!” Johanna cried as she coughed into her sleeve. 


      Matilda hugged her friend. She was shocked by Johanna’s appearance. The girl was skin and bone. 


      “I’m sorry that I couldn’t go with you, Matilda. I hope that you found the house in Dublin and got the job.”


      “Yes, I did, thank you, Johanna. But you are unwell. You should go to the fever hospital.”


      Johanna shook her head. “No, Tilly, I am better off here. The hospital is overcrowded. It was worse than when you were there.”


      Matilda shuddered. She recalled her own experiences of the fever hospital and was glad that she escaped with her life. 


       “Who is this then?” Johanna smiled at the handsome chap who stood behind Matilda. 


      “This is Gabriel. The boy that your aunt has raised as her own.”


      A smile erupted on Johanna’s lips. “Gabriel O’Reilly! My mother has told me all about you. I am happy to meet you at long last. Tell me, how is your mother?”


      Gabriel flashed a worried look in Matilda’s direction. 


      “I am pleased to meet you too, Johanna. Is my mother not here? She left yesterday to visit you. I thought that she would have arrived by now.”


      Johanna coughed again. “I haven’t seen her.”


      Matilda saw the concerned look on Gabriel’s face, and she smiled at him reassuringly.  “Perhaps she has been delayed, Gabriel. Or maybe she got tired and stopped off in a coach house somewhere. I am sure that it is nothing to worry about.”


      Gabriel looked around the house. Conditions in Sligo were worse than he could have imagined. It was cold and damp. There were logs by the fire. However, Gabriel could tell from the gaunt expression on Johanna’s face that she wasn’t well enough to light the fire. 


      “It looks like you could do with a bit of help, Johanna,” he said. “Why don’t you sit down and I will get a fire going?”


      “Gabriel, you are an angel.”


      Matilda smiled at Gabriel. He was a treasure. Then she helped Johanna over to a chair and covered her legs with a green woollen blanket. 


      “What happened to you and the woman and children after I left, Johanna?”


      “Oh, it was terrible, Matilda. We walked for days on end. I helped the mother as best I could. She was weak and both her children had bad coughs. Eventually a travelling man and his family took pity on us. They were on their way to Sligo town to sell some pots and they gave us a lift on their wagon. We would never have survived without them.”


      A tear fell from Matilda’s eye. She reached out and took Johanna’s hand. 


      “Thank you, Johanna. You risked everything for me. I will never forget everything that you have done for me.”


      “Don’t cry, Matilda. I am happy that you are well again. Oh, I almost forgot. A man called here a couple of hours ago. He said that he was looking for you. I thought that it was strange. He said that one of the neighbours told him we were friends and that he might find you here. I thought it was peculiar as you were in Dublin.”


      Matilda jumped to her feet and Gabriel dropped the logs on the floor. 


      “This man, Johanna? What did he look like?” Matilda asked. 


      “He was dressed from head to toe in the finest clothes I have ever seen. He wore a cloak with a star on its back and had a strange accent. I couldn’t for the life of me work out why he was looking for you, Matilda. He has offered a handsome reward to anyone who finds you.”


      “Lord Lorenzo knows we are in Sligo! The entire town will be looking for us!” Matilda burst into tears and ran over to Gabriel. 


      A thought suddenly occurred to Gabriel. “How could I have been so stupid? Lord Lorenzo knows that my mother came from Sligo town. She must have told him that you came from here too, Matilda. Why didn’t I think of it earlier? Sligo is the last place we should have come! It seems so obvious now.”


      “There is no time for regrets, Gabriel.”


      Johanna looked from Gabriel to Matilda, confused. “Isn’t Lord Lorenzo the man who employs you in Dublin, Matilda?”


      “Yes, he is, Johanna. But he is not an ordinary man.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Matilda turned to Gabriel who knelt down in front of Johanna and placed his hands on her shoulders. 


      “Lord Lorenzo is a vampire, Johanna.”


      Johanna gasped. Then she blessed herself and put her hand to her lips. 


      “A vampire? Matilda, you don’t believe this, do you?”


      “What Gabriel has told you is true, Johanna. By being here we are putting your life in danger. Can you remember anything else that he said to you?”


      Johanna coughed once more and then she took a deep breath. “He said that he will be staying in the Thomas Connolly Tavern tonight, Matilda.”


      Gabriel turned to Matilda. “We can’t stay here a moment longer. Lord Lorenzo could return here before the night is out.”


      “Johanna, if he returns tell him that you haven’t seen us. He has no reason to hurt you if you don’t know anything about us.”


      “Of course I will, Matilda. But where will you go?”


      “My grandma’s old cottage has been vacant for years. It overlooks the beach at Strandhill. He would never think to look for us there.”


      “That sounds perfect, Tilly,” Johanna agreed. 


      Gabriel put another log on the fire. It would be a long night and he wanted to make sure that Johanna was warm before they left her. 


      Suddenly the front door flew open. Lord Lorenzo stood there. With him was the man that Matilda and Gabriel saw coughing earlier. There was also a policeman with them. 


      They realized that it was too late. There was no escape. 


      “Here they are, sir,” the man said. “I saw them walking along the Garavogue river and I followed them here.”


      “Thank you, kind fellow.” Lord Lorenzo smiled, revealing his gold tooth. Then he handed the man a bag of coins. 


      The police officer stepped forward. 


      Gabriel and Matilda could tell from his pale cheeks and sharp teeth that he wasn’t just a police officer. He was a vampire working the night shift – presumably a friend of Lord Lorenzo’s. 


      “Are you Matilda Clancy and Gabriel O’Reilly?”


      Matilda wiped the tears from her eyes. 


      “Yes,” she replied. 


      “This man said that you work for him in Dublin. He has accused you of stealing his money.”


      “We did no such thing!” Gabriel protested. 


      “He kindly agreed not to press charges if you go with him right away.”


      “I will not go anywhere with that man!” Matilda screamed. 


      “It is either that or a night in Sligo gaol.”


      Matilda didn’t relish a night in the gaol with the fevered prisoners and the rats. 


      Suddenly two more men appeared in the doorway. Gabriel recognized them right away. They were two of Lorenzo’s vampire friends from the Café of Vampires. 


      “We can take it from here, officer,” Lord Lorenzo sneered. “I don’t think we can expect any more nonsense from these two.”


      Panic rattled through Matilda’s bones. Lord Lorenzo had found them. There was no escape. Their fate was in his hands. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Forty-five 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      


      The Island of Vampires 

    


    
      


Thunder rumbled. Moonlight glistened on the sea and Antonella inhaled the tang of seaweed as she flew past the lighthouse. Her heart ached as she thought of the last time she crossed the sea, when Luca and Clarabell were by her side. How could things have possibly gone so wrong? 


      Vampires were out harnessing the power of the lightning storm. They zoomed through the air. Antonella realized that they were preparing for their battle with Lorenzo. 


      Clarabell was standing on the rocks watching the foamy waves dance with the sandy shore when she noticed her mother flying towards the island. 


      “It’s Mamma! Valentine, come quick!”


      Valentine walked out of the mouth of the rugged cave. Drac was perched on his shoulder. 


      “Something has gone wrong. Mother is alone.” His heart sank. He had been sure that his plan would work. 


      Antonella landed on the shore. 


      “Where is Lorenzo?” Valentine’s voice wrestled with the wind. 


      “I was too late, Valentine. Lorenzo had gone.”


      “Gone where, Mother?” Clarabell asked. 


      Antonella wiped black tears from her eyes. “I’m sure he has followed Matilda and Gabriel to Sligo.”


      Valentine’s eyes widened in disbelief. He paced up and down the shore. 


      “How did he know that Gabriel and Matilda were in Sligo?”


      “Until I spoke to Gabriel’s mother, I didn’t know that Mrs O’Reilly is from Sligo town herself. I then realized she would have been bound to mention to Lorenzo that Matilda came from her own hometown. Sligo was the worst place for them to go.”


      Of course, thought Valentine. Anger seared through his veins. How could he have been so stupid? Of course Lorenzo would know where Mrs O’Reilly and Matilda came from. It was the last place in the world Matilda and Gabriel should have gone. 


      Thick fog covered the Vampires’ Lair. There were vampires as far as the eye could see in the dark, forbidding cave. With them were barrels containing vampire nectar. They drank enough to quench their thirst. Valentine and Clarabell drank a couple of drops each of the potion that they needed to survive. All of them were waiting to do battle. They had harnessed more lightning than ever before. Candles flickered in the gloom. Water dripped down the walls. Thousands of bats squeaked and hung upside down on the roof of the cave. 


      Antonella walked through the mouth of the cave. She sat on a red-velvet throne and pulled down the hood of her green-velvet cloak. Her flame-coloured hair shone like a fire in the darkness. A ruby necklace shimmered on her pale throat. Mr Spook stood by her side, his long black hair hidden beneath his green turban. Clarabell and Valentine sat at her feet. The magnificent vampires waited with bated breath for Antonella to speak. 


      “My dear friends and family, these are challenging times. We lost my husband Luca at the hands of the evil Lord Lorenzo. I had hoped to lure Lorenzo here tonight, where we would do battle. However, things have changed. We must leave right away and go to Sligo town. That is where the greatest battle in vampire history will commence. Valentine Sorrow will lead the way. He is your leader now.”


      There was a great commotion. Vampires screeched and squealed. 


      They followed Valentine as he zoomed out of the cave, somersaulting through the sky most spectacularly. Lightning sizzled from the sky. Thunder crackled and roared. 


      Valentine Sorrow was determined. He and his army of vampires were going to save Matilda and there was nothing Lord Lorenzo could do to stop him. 
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      The Battle of Sligo Abbey 

    


    
      


Sligo Abbey burst through the fog. Lorenzo’s vampires gathered under cover of night as the sea grappled with the shore around the ancient land. Vampires twisted their bodies and clambered over the walls of the ancient abbey. The wind howled, and an icy chill entered their lungs. They crawled around the gravestones and danced around a huge bonfire singing songs as they waited for their ruler to arrive. 


      The vampires had tied up Gabriel and Matilda and brought them to the abbey.  Matilda was in a trance since Lorenzo’s vampires had cast a spell on her. 


      “Somebody help us!” Gabriel shouted as the vampires tied him to a crooked gravestone. 


      Matilda looked at him, smiled, then held her arm above her head. A brown owl landed on her shoulder. A cat arched its back and rubbed against her leg. 


      Gabriel realized with horror that Matilda didn’t recognise him. 


      Without warning the cackling and singing stopped. All the vampires pointed towards the heavens. 


      Lightning struck the clouds as a magnificent sight appeared. 


      All the vampires gasped as Lord Lorenzo descended from the sky. He was a terrifying sight. His pale face and dark eyes seemed to pierce their soul. He hovered over Sligo Abbey like a ghost. 


      “Vampires of Sligo! Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lorenzo, your king! A war has been waged. Tonight I am here to seek my revenge on a group of vampires and I will take the blood from the child vampires to make a magical potion. This potion will allow us to walk around during daylight hours, like humans do. Will you help me?”


      The vampires clapped and cheered. They shouted and screamed, waved their hands and shrieked. Grim faces contorted and stretched, like cats in front of a fire. Their mangled hearts were ready for battle. They zoomed and zipped into the sky. It was quite a spectacle to behold. 


      Gabriel looked at Matilda beseechingly. 


      She frowned back at him. “Who is that boy, and why is he staring at me?” she asked. 


      “He is your enemy, Matilda,” Lord Lorenzo said. The memory spell was potent. 


      Tiny pains scratched the back of Matilda’s eyelids like needles. Something about the boy seemed familiar to her. The glint in his eye. The dimple in his chin. 


      “Never mind him, Matilda. You are coming with me.”


      Lord Lorenzo gripped Matilda beneath the arms. Then they rose off the stony ground. Matilda observed Gabriel. He was tied to a gravestone far below. 


      The name Gabriel flittered through her mind. Then she saw images. The fever hospital, a carriage journey, a large Georgian House, a performance in a theatre. 


      Gabriel, that’s your name, Matilda said to herself. She rested her chin on Lord Lorenzo’s shoulder, and they flew up into the sky. Moments later, they were surrounded by hundreds of angry, bloodthirsty vampires. The vampires carried lightning rods. 


      “Antonella! It is so nice to see you again!”


      The two vampires flew towards each other. Antonella reached out and scratched Lorenzo’s cheek. Blood appeared. Then the cut miraculously healed. 


      “Still as hot-headed as ever, I see!”


      Clarabell and Valentine snarled. They appeared at their mother’s side. 


      “Give me back my sister, Lorenzo!” Valentine hissed. 


      “Never.”


      “Your army of vampires are no match for mine, Lorenzo.”


      “Let’s see, shall we, Valentine Sorrow? Let the battle commence!”


      The sky rumbled like thunder as vampires collided with one another. It was a terrifying sight. They shot lightning bolts, cast spells rendering each other powerless. 


      Matilda closed her eyes and held tight to Lorenzo. 


      “Matilda!”


      Matilda looked up. A young vampire stared down at her.  Another name came to mind. Claire … Clara … Clarabell …


      “Let my sister go, you wicked vampire!”


      Clarabell’s face had turned a deep shade of red. Her eyes were blood-red. Two sharp little teeth bit Lorenzo’s arm. 


      “Get off me, you disgusting little wretch! I will make a potion from your blood before the night is out.”


      Lord Lorenzo swiped his arm and Clarabell fell backwards. She tumbled through the air. 


      Then Valentine Sorrow took over. 


      “Matilda, come with me!” He reached out for his sister. 


      She shook her head. 


      “Matilda, you have to trust me. I am your brother.”


      “Not so fast, Matilda! You are not going anywhere!” Lord Lorenzo boomed. 


      “I wouldn’t bet on it!” Mr Spook swept down from behind a raincloud. “Matilda, let go now!”


      Matilda let go of Lord Lorenzo. She closed her eyes and screamed. Mr Spook grabbed her. 


      “Good girl, Matilda.”


      “You will pay for this!” Lord Lorenzo shrieked. Then he flew off to join the other vampires. 


      “Valentine, take Matilda and go to Gabriel! I need to help Antonella,” Mr Spook said. He handed Matilda over to Valentine. 


      They followed Clarabell down onto solid ground where she stood beside Gabriel, trying to bite through the rope that bound him. 


      “Oh, Gabriel, I am so sorry!” Matilda sobbed. “Those wicked vampires cast a spell on me! I lost my memory for a while.”


      Valentine helped Clarabell to bite through the rope that secured Gabriel. 


      They all ran past the bonfire and looked up at the sky. They were filled with terror. Vampires fought with each other in a ferocious battle. Valentine’s vampires fired lightning bolts at Lorenzo’s vampires. They screeched and retaliated, using spells to disarm their enemies. Vampires tumbled from the clouds. Their injured bodies lay all around. 


      Matilda looked down and noticed blood on her chest. She staggered away from Valentine and fell to the ground. 


      “Matilda!” Valentine cried. 


      “She must have got injured in the battle.” Gabriel leaned over her. 


      Valentine cradled his sister’s head in his arms. 


      “I think it’s too late, Valentine!” Matilda cried as pain shot through her stomach. 


      “No, Matilda. You can become a vampire. We can be together forever. Matilda and Valentine, just like the old days.”


      “No, Valentine. I don’t want to be a vampire. I want to live and die like a normal girl.”


      “But, Matilda!” Tears streamed down Valentine’s cheeks. 


      “You had your choice, Valentine. You chose to go with Clarabell. You must grant me that choice too. Go now.” Matilda closed her eyes tight. 


      “I love you, Matilda. You are the best sister ever. Thank you for always being there for me.”


      Clarabell glanced over and noticed an angry mob of people running towards Sligo Abbey, brandishing torches. 


      “We have to go right now, Valentine.”


      “No. I can’t leave Matilda, I won’t.”


      Clarabell grabbed Valentine and pulled him, kicking and screaming, into the sky. They flew away from the battle. 


      Matilda opened her eyes. She saw the silhouette of the two young vampires above her head. A tear fell from her eye. Gabriel appeared at her side. She looked up, and the sky was empty. The battle was over. Matilda had no way of knowing who won. 


      “Everything is going to be alright, Matilda. I am here with you now. I will take care of you.”


      “Thank you, Gabriel.” Matilda cried then she shut her eyes and drifted off into a peaceful sleep. 

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Forty-seven 

    


    
      [image: bat.tif]

    


    
      


      Sligo 1845 – The Year of 


      the Great Famine 

    


    
      


Valentine Sorrow stood in the empty graveyard. A full moon erupted in the sky. An owl hooted on a wall. Its yellow eyes pierced the darkness. 


      Lorenzo’s vampires had proved stronger than they had ever imagined. Antonella and Mr Spook both lost their lives at the Battle of Sligo Abbey. Vampire Hunters had killed them with stakes through the heart. Yet Lorenzo still remained. 


      Valentine placed a bunch of yellow roses on his family’s grave where Drac and Sebastian were perched. Yellow roses were his mother’s favourite. It still seemed strange to Valentine that his name was on a gravestone. Matilda thought it would be a nice idea. So that Valentine would never be forgotten. 


      The wind stirred the trees and shadows moved all around. Vampires were coming. 


      “There you are, Valentine.” Clarabell walked over and placed her arm around Valentine. 


      “It only seems like yesterday that we said goodbye to Antonella and Mr Spook. I still miss them.” Valentine sighed as he looked at the tombstone. 


      “Me too,” Clarabell sighed. 


      “Mr Spook would have been so happy to know that we managed to return to the lighthouse all those years ago to release the mermaid and the porcelain dolls.”


      “Yes, he would, Valentine. If only we had the chance to tell him.”


      “Yes. It’s wonderful that all of the dolls have transformed back to vampires now! I certainly got my revenge on Mr Victor Hunter! Now we are no longer the only child vampires in the world – and the mermaid has become a very dear friend to both of us.”


      “Do you mind if we join you?”


      Valentine turned and was delighted to see Matilda and Gabriel walking towards them, smiling. Little Pearl was trotting beside them – old now but still quite lively. Dreamer and Luna were also still going strong, having found a home with one of Mr Spook’s friends. 


      Matilda looked down at the gold wedding ring on her finger. It glistened under the moonlight. She looked at her dear brother. She still found it hard to believe that no matter how old she got, Valentine would always be a twelve-year-old boy. 


      Matilda smiled at Gabriel. He winked back at her. He held their daughter Nella’s hand. Nella was seven years old. She adored her Uncle Valentine and Aunt Clarabell, who told her stories about Antonella the Magnificent Vampire. The little girl was named after Antonella. Nella said that she wanted to be just like Antonella when she grew up. 


      “We should get back to the cottage now for our midnight feast – Mrs O’Reilly will be waiting for us,” Matilda announced. 


      Every year, on the anniversary of the Battle of Sligo Abbey, they met at the graveyard. Then they took a carriage to their home which overlooked the beach at Strandhill. 


      



      Later that night Valentine Sorrow flew through the sky. Clarabell was by his side. They stood on top of Benbulben, the ancient mountain formed during the Ice Age when Ireland was under glaciers. 


      Valentine looked at Sligo town. Sligo Abbey and the house Valentine grew up in remained. Sligo had survived many things over the years. Including the cholera epidemic of 1832. There were whispers that a Great Famine was on its way. Valentine knew that epidemics and times of hardship would come and go. But as long as there was friendship, there was always hope. 


      Valentine Sorrow understood that as long as Lorenzo survived, he and Clarabell could never rest. His own name would become legendary one day. In the meantime, there was still work to be done. 


      The words his mother spoke to him all those years ago travelled through the winds of time. 


      “You are meant for great things, Valentine. Just spread your wings, take a leap of faith and fly!”
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      A Ghost in the Sky
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“Run, Albert!” Lottie Hope screamed. Then she gripped her young brother’s hand and ran like a lightning bolt from a storm cloud towards the air-raid shelter. Her flame-red hair flowed about her shoulders and matched the colour of the burning sky. 


      Houses huddled together like a mouth of overcrowded teeth. One by one their windows blinked at Lottie. They were covered with blackout blinds by terrified families who feared for their lives. Another night of bombing had begun. 


      The air-raid shelter was at the end of the street in an ancient crypt beneath the cathedral. The children could hear bombs falling somewhere in the distance. Sparks and flames danced like a volcanic eruption in the sky. 


      A plane emerged like a ghoul from behind the black clouds. It came so close that Lottie thought if she reached out her hand she could touch it. Smoke billowed in the air and the smell of gas coming from a burst pipe caused the children to feel lightheaded. They looked into the cockpit and directly into the eyes of a German fighter pilot. His hazel eyes glistened behind goggles which made him resemble a large fly. He seemed as scared as they were and for a moment it was as though time stood still. 


      The pilot wasn’t much older than Lottie. He was a sixteen-year-old boy from Hamburg. He was the eldest of six boys. His name was Günther which meant ‘warrior’. But he didn’t feel like a warrior at all. In fact, he was petrified. His pale hands trembled, while his teeth chattered like a sparrow falling from its nest. Günther had a jagged scar above his left eyebrow which was shaped like a shooting star. He had acquired it when he fell from his bike on his eighth birthday. He was being chased by a gang of bullies when the accident happened. It always reminded him that danger was never too far away. 


      Albert waved at Günther as though he were an old friend and he waved back, while Lottie covered her head with her hands and waited for a bomb to fall on them. A tear fell from her eye and landed on Albert’s shoulder. 


      After a while, Lottie looked towards the sky and realised that the plane and its young pilot had vanished. All that remained was a thin wisp of fog. Lottie rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Then she began to wonder if she had imagined it or if she had just witnessed some kind of magic trick. 


      Her father said that magic was real. He told her stories about magical kingdoms inhabited by witches and wizards . . . but that was before the war. There was no room for fairy tales in Lottie’s head any more – she’d had to grow up fast. 


      Lottie turned to her six-year-old brother. She hated him sometimes – he had a wicked temper and, since he was born, she sometimes had the feeling that her mum and dad hardly noticed her – but deep down she loved him and she felt relieved that he did not understand how close they had come to dying. 


      “Lottie! Albert! Come quick!” A shrill voice pierced Lottie’s thoughts like a needle through a piece of silk. 


      The children looked up and saw their mother running towards them. She looked like a wild animal. Her arms were outstretched and the moonlight cast a shadow across her face, which made her skin look blue. Flames licked the remains of a house that had been bombed close by. Fuelled by love and fear, she scooped Albert into her arms and called out to Lottie to keep pace with her. They ran towards the cathedral and down the worn steps into the crypt. A cockroach scuttled up the side of the red sandstone wall and disappeared into a small crack in the stone. Seconds later another bomb fell. 
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