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​Chapter One
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My name is Count Orlok, and I am a Nosferatu from the old world, in Transylvania. I am going to tell you one of the most remarkable tales I know.

All great tales may begin in many different places, and I have decided that this one shall begin on my most recent birthday, when I received a card from my most favourite—and only—niece, Lucia.

When I came up from my coffin that particular evening, my post was waiting for me at my castle door. As I rummaged through the usual collection of advertisements, catalogues and entirely unnecessary offers, I found something I had been waiting for—a card that had arrived all the way from England. I was already smiling before I had even opened it.

Inside, it read:


Dearest Uncle ‘O’



I hope this letter finds you well.




Congratulations on your five-thousandth birthday. I was going to send you a cake, but I couldn’t find one big enough to fit all the candles on it—lol.





Lots of love,

Your tiny vampire,

Lucia and family x




P.S. Don’t forget our video chat on Sunday 27th.



L.



I sat smiling for quite some time after I had finished reading it.

My tiny vampire was not so tiny any more. She had long since grown up, had a family of her own and, although life had become wonderfully busy for her, she had never forgotten her rather ancient uncle in Transylvania.

As I folded the card and placed it carefully upon the table beside my favourite chair, my thoughts wandered back through the years to a time when Lucia was only a little girl. Those memories returned with such warmth and clarity that I decided they deserved to be written down.

Just to let you know, I started calling Lucia ‘the tiny vampire’ when she was first born to my brother, Count Vlad Drago, and his wife, Lady Elisabeta, in a beautiful castle deep within the mountains of Transylvania.

When she reached the age of nine, my brother decided to emigrate to England because he believed that Lucia would receive a better and more modern education there; and because, being less secluded, it was the sort of place where she might acquire something she lacked—friends. I must confess that I, too, have a certain admiration for such institutions as Oxford and Cambridge Universities, and for the strict standards and remarkable diversity of England’s private schools, although I do find the country’s cuisine to be rather boring.

Anyway, my brother, being something of a suave ambassador to our lands, and his wife, a beautiful and aristocratic lady, they had no difficulty whatsoever in finding both employment and a suitable home. In fact, I have seen many photographs of their new castle and, although it is a little modern for my own tastes—sadly, it lacks portcullises, battlements and other such features—it does possess spectacular grounds, with ancient woodland surrounding the estate—a perfect place for any child to grow up, especially the vampire kind.

Now then...

You already know that my niece’s name is Lucia. This is her story, and I suspect it will not be quite what you expect.
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As the beautiful full moon began to rise above the jagged peaks of the Carpathian Mountains, Count Vlad stirred. He gently slid aside the wooden lid of his coffin and stepped out from the crimson silk-lined interior, onto the floor of the crypt, in the belly of his castle. The ancient stone was bathed in the warm glow of gas braziers—far cleaner than the smoky charcoal his father had relied upon when Vlad himself was a boy.

Beside his coffin, upon its own stone plinth, rested the coffin of his wife, Lady Elisabeta, her name neatly engraved on it, in the old Bavarian gothic style of writing.

And there, nestled neatly between theirs, lay a tiny coffin for a tiny vampire. This one was not engraved because, as everyone knows, vampire children out-grow their coffins very quickly.

Like all good vampire husbands, Vlad gently knocked upon his wife’s lid. When she replied, “Good evening,” he smiled and slid the lid open for her, and gently kissed her on the cheek.

In turn, once she had arisen, Lady Elisabeta reached over and knocked softly upon the little coffin.

Nothing.

She knocked again.

Still nothing.

“Lucia, young lady,” she called, gently. “It is time to get up, my love.”

A small, muffled voice drifted out from inside.

“Oh, Mama... just five more minutes.”

Elisabeta smiled and shook her head.

Vlad, the girl’s father, gently opened the coffin lid just a fraction and peeked inside. Lucia opened one eye and peeked back. For a moment they simply stared at one another. Then, despite herself, Lucia began to smile. A second later she was giggling.

At that, Vlad removed the lid fully, reached inside and scooped his daughter up into his arms, hugging her tightly against his chest.

“Time for breakfast,” he announced. “And afterwards I shall take you to the play park.”

The great oak door to the crypt creaked open as Vlad pulled upon its handle. Lucia slid down from her father’s arms, slipped one hand into her mother’s and the other into her father’s, and together they made their way through the castle.

As they walked along the cool, damp stone corridors, moonlight streamed through the great arched windows. The warm glow of gas lamps gleamed softly upon the polished walls, illuminating the many tapestries and portraits that decorated their castle. Elisabeta looked down and smiled at her daughter.

“I wonder what Alexandru has made for breakfast this evening?” she said.

“I hope he has made toasted bread with honey,” Lucia replied, licking her lips. “He makes the best toast.”

When they reached the dining chamber, the long oak table was already covered with food—bacon, eggs, toast, mushrooms, fried tomatoes and, most important of all, a large pot of delicious mountain honey.

Lucia scrambled onto her stool, seized one of the silver spreading knives and covered a thick slice of toast with a wonderfully generous helping of thick, golden honey. By the time she had finished, her fingers and the tip of her chin were already delightfully sticky.

Vlad filled his plate with a hearty breakfast and immediately began to eat, while Elisabeta smiled across at the castle’s cook.

“Just a black coffee for me, thank you, Alexandru.”

Through a mouthful of honey-covered toast, Lucia immediately copied her mother:

“Thank you, Alexandru!”

Alexandru chuckled, bowed his head towards the little vampire and replied, “You are most welcome, Lady Lucia.”

Soon, when breakfast was over, Lucia jumped down from her stool and ran over to her father.

“Can we go to the park now, Papa?” she asked.

Her mother reached gently for Lucia’s arm and drew her closer. Spitting lightly onto the corner of her sleeve, she wiped the sticky honey from the corners of her daughter’s mouth.

“You can’t go out in your pyjamas, either of you,” she said with a smile. “Off you go and get dressed first.”

“Okay, Mama.”

Lucia skipped happily from the dining chamber and disappeared along the corridor towards her bedroom, singing as she went.

“I suppose I had better get dressed too,” Vlad said, smiling at his wife. “Will you be joining us at the park?”

“In a little while,” Elisabeta replied. “I want to check my emails first.”

Vlad bent down and kissed his wife before making his way after Lucia, heading towards their bedchamber to change.
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The evening air was chilly as Vlad and Lucia stepped outside. In the distance, the snow-capped mountain peaks glowed beneath the light of the full moon, while under their feet, the grass crunched with the winter frost.

Vlad wore his long black cape, black trousers, white shirt and crimson sash, just as he always did. Lucia was dressed in much the same way, although her little cape was matched with a white blouse, black skirt and black tights, her shoes polished until they shone, hiding every little scuff she had earned the evening before.

To an ordinary person, the ancient woodland surrounding Castle Vlad might have seemed rather spooky: the old trees that twisted and creaked in the wind, the wisps of mist that drifted silently between them, the owls that called from the branches overhead and, every now and then, a bat darting silently through the moonlight.

To Lucia, however, it was a little paradise.

The trees creaked and whispered to one another. Wolves sang their beautiful songs somewhere far away among the mountains. The wind danced through the branches and between the trunks, lifting golden leaves from the woodland floor and sending them tumbling through the air like tiny dancers.

As they wandered deeper into the woods, the trees suddenly gave way to a broad clearing. There stood a playground unlike any other, with a tall wooden chute, a tree swing hanging from the branch of an ancient oak, a climbing frame and long stone benches, all illuminated by a circle of softly glowing gas lanterns. There was even a permanent stone barbecue, but that was mainly for the summer evenings.

Lucia slipped her hand from her father’s and ran straight towards the swing, which had always been her favourite.

“Push me, Papa!” she called as she scrambled onto its wooden seat.

Smiling, Vlad walked over and stood behind her. He gave the swing a gentle push.

“Higher... higher...” Lucia giggled.

After a little while, Vlad sat upon one of the stone benches, happily watching as Lucia climbed the chute again and again before sliding down it, laughing and whooping with delight every single time.

It was then that Elisabeta arrived. Smiling, she waved to Lucia before sitting down beside her husband.

“Look what I can do, Mama!” Lucia shouted, throwing herself onto her tummy before shooting down the chute head first and sliding onto the padded mat below.

Elisabeta laughed and clapped her hands.

“Very impressive!”

Beaming with pride, Lucia scrambled to her feet and raced back towards the ladder to do it all over again.

“The e-tickets have arrived,” Elisabeta said quietly to Vlad. “We leave next month, mid-winter as planned.”

Vlad watched Lucia disappear to the top of the chute once more before nodding.

“We’ll tell Lucia tomorrow,” he said. “That will give her time to visit my brother and say goodbye before we leave.”

“Yes,” Elisabeta replied softly.

For a few moments they simply sat together, watching their daughter play beneath the moonlight. By now she had climbed onto the climbing frame and was dangling upside down from its overhead bars like a little spider.

Eventually Elisabeta raised her voice.

“Darling. Time for your lessons. Let’s not keep Miss Elena waiting.”

“Okay, Mama!”

Without complaint, Lucia jumped down from the climbing frame, brushed a few leaves from her skirt and skipped happily over to her parents.
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Miss Elena was a tutor quite unlike any other.

She was young, pretty, not too strict and, as far as Lucia was concerned, she knew absolutely everything. Being only nine years old, Lucia considered it her personal duty to discover whether there was anything at all that Miss Elena did not know.

The castle’s grand library was where all of Lucia’s lessons began. It was her favourite room after the kitchen. Great shelves climbed from floor to ceiling, filled with books, manuscripts and scrolls collected over hundreds upon hundreds of years. The familiar musky smell of old paper, leather and polished wood always made Lucia smile. It smelled like home.

She climbed onto her chair at the great oak table. Waiting for her, neatly arranged as always, were sheets of paper, a pencil, ruler, rubber, sharpener and calculator.

Standing beside a mobile blackboard was Miss Elena. Her long blonde hair had been braided around her head in the old German fashion. In one hand she held a stick of chalk; in the other, a long wooden pointer.

“Good evening, Miss Elena,” Lucia said with a warm smile.

“And good evening to you, Lady Lucia,” Elena replied. “I hope you slept well. A rested brain is...”

“...one ready to learn,” Lucia finished proudly before dissolving into giggles.

Miss Elena announced that today’s lesson would begin with numbers—adding and taking away. Lucia clapped her hands with delight because she liked numbers.

“Today we shall be using mental arithmetic. Do you know what that means?” Miss Elena asked.

Lucia thought about the question for a moment.

“It means using my brain instead of my calculator,” she replied.

“Very good,” Miss Elena smiled. “Now then... if I have four bats, and I give you two of them, how many bats do I have left?”

Lucia looked down at her fingers and began counting carefully before looking back up.

“You have two bats,” she announced. “And I have two bats.”

“Very good,” Miss Elena said. “Now then... if you have two cows, and they have a baby, how many cows do you have?”

Once again Lucia began counting on her fingers. Suddenly, a mischievous little smile spread across her face. Miss Elena noticed it immediately.

“Still two,” Lucia declared.

Miss Elena folded her arms.

“Oh? And how do you work that out, young lady?”

Lucia grinned.

“Well... two are cows,” she explained, “and one is a calf.”

She burst into giggles.

Miss Elena closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head.

“Du machst mich fertig,” she sighed. Then, opening one eye, she smiled. “Yes, Lady Lucia... I suppose you are correct on this occasion.”

A short while later, Miss Elena turned Lucia’s attention to a large map of the world which she had fixed to the blackboard. Taking up her pointer, she tapped the first country.

“And here?”

Lucia giggled.

“That is Transylvania, where I live. It is in Romania.”

“Very good. And here?”

“That is where you come from, Miss Elena—Bavaria. It is in Germany.”

“Joa. Very good...” Miss Elena moved the pointer across the map. “And this very big one?”

“Russia,” Lucia replied with a smile. “It is very big. My grandmother came from there.”

“Excellent. Now then...” Miss Elena tapped a tiny island. “What about this little one?”

Lucia leaned forward, squinting thoughtfully.

“Erm... I think... Britain?”

“Allerdings!” Miss Elena beamed. “Very good indeed. And for a prize...” She reached into the pocket of her dress and produced a wonderfully juicy-looking plum. “What language do they speak in Britain?”

Lucia rubbed her chin as she stared at the plum, already imagining biting into its sweet, juicy flesh.

“I know!” she exclaimed. “English! You were teaching me English words yesternight.”

“Very good.”

Miss Elena placed the plum into Lucia’s waiting hand.

“Now eat your prize, and then I would like you to spend the rest of this evening’s lesson writing me a story.”

Lucia happily devoured the plum before settling down to the very serious business of writing.

Satisfied that her pupil was fully occupied, Miss Elena wandered over to one of the towering bookshelves, selected an enormous leather-bound volume and settled into her chair to read.

Once Lucia had finished her story, she carried it proudly across to Miss Elena and handed it over.

“Very good,” Miss Elena said with a smile as she accepted the neatly folded pages. “Now then... off you go and play. I shall see you tomorrow evening.”

“Thank you, Miss Elena.”

Lucia scuttled happily from the library in search of her dolls.

Miss Elena waited until the little vampire had disappeared before reading the story. As she reached the final page, she quietly closed it again and sat for a thoughtful moment.

Then she rose and made her way through the castle to find Count Vlad and Lady Elisabeta.

She found them together in their study. Vlad was sitting comfortably in an armchair watching the evening news upon the television, while Elisabeta worked quietly beside him, answering emails on her laptop.

Miss Elena knocked gently upon the open door.

“Come in, Miss Elena,” Elisabeta said warmly. “How are you? Did Lucia behave herself?”

“Oh yes,” Miss Elena replied with a smile. “She always does. There is just... something I wished to mention, if I may.”

Elisabeta immediately closed her laptop.

“Of course. Please do. Is something the matter?”

Miss Elena hesitated for only a moment.

“I think Lucia may be lonely.”

The room fell quiet.

“Whenever I ask her to write a story, she writes about having friends to play with... children to sit beside during lessons... companions to share adventures with. This is not the first time she has written such things.” She smiled apologetically. “Forgive me. It is not really my place to interfere, but I felt you should know.”

Elisabeta and Vlad exchanged a gentle glance. After a moment, Vlad rose from his chair and walked towards her.

“Well, Miss Elena,” he said quietly, “there is something that Elisabeta and I have been meaning to speak to you about.”

“We are leaving Transylvania next month,” Elisabeta explained. “For England. We have a new home there.”

Miss Elena’s eyebrows lifted slightly, though she said nothing.

“That,” Vlad continued, “is why we asked you to begin teaching Lucia about Britain and the English language. We believe... we hope... she will have a happier childhood there.”

“It is far less secluded,” Elisabeta added softly. “And perhaps she will finally find the friends she longs for.”

For a few moments, none of them spoke.

Then Vlad smiled.

“There is something else we wished to ask.”

Miss Elena looked at him expectantly.

“Would you consider coming to England with us and continuing as Lucia’s tutor?”

Before Miss Elena could answer, Elisabeta leaned forward.

“Everything would, of course, be provided for. Your room, your travel, your salary... and whenever you wished to visit your family in Bavaria, we would gladly arrange it.”

Miss Elena scarcely needed to think. A warm smile immediately spread across her face.

“Joa,” she said. “I would not leave mei Spatzl for all the sausage in Germany.”

Vlad and Elisabeta both laughed.

Outside, somewhere beyond the castle walls, Lucia’s happy laughter drifted faintly through the open window.

The decision had been made. Next month, the tiny vampire’s life would change forever.
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Lucia sat just outside the castle, upon the broad stone step beneath the kitchen door. From inside she could hear Alexandru singing quietly to himself as he prepared the evening meal.

As she waited, Lucia played with a set of very, very old Russian dolls that her grandmother had given her when she was only a baby. They were among her most treasured possessions, and she carefully placed one inside another before opening them all up again to begin afresh.

While she was playing, something caught her eye.

Something moved amongst the trees.

Lucia looked up.

A large grey wolf stepped quietly from the shadows and into the moonlight. Her amber eyes caught the pale light as she paused at the edge of the woodland, watching the little vampire upon the step.

Lucia’s face lit up.

“Hello, Violeta,” she called happily. “Are you hungry?”

She turned towards the kitchen door.

“Alexandru! Do we have anything for Violeta and her puppies?”

A moment later, Alexandru appeared carrying a small cloth sack.

“I was saving these,” he said, handing it to her. “A little rabbit... and some venison.”

Then, looking around to make quite certain nobody else was watching, he reached into his apron pocket and produced a little sweet treat.

“And this,” he whispered, “is for you. Shhh... don’t tell.”

Lucia’s eyes grew wide.

“I won’t!”

She popped the sweet into her mouth in a single bite before skipping happily across the grass towards Violeta.

“There you go,” she said, emptying the contents of the sack onto the ground.

For a moment, Violeta simply stood watching.

Then she gave a soft call.

Almost immediately, three tiny wolf puppies came tumbling out of the undergrowth, scrambling over one another as they hurried towards the food. They buried their little noses in the rabbit and venison with such enthusiasm that Lucia burst into laughter.

She knelt down beside them, gently stroking their wonderfully soft fur as they ate.

“You babies are so cute,” she whispered. “Where is Sofia and Alun? Are they hunting?”

Violeta looked up for a moment, her tail giving a slow, gentle wag before she lowered her head and quietly joined her puppies. Behind them, Alexandru leaned against the kitchen doorway with a warm smile, humming softly to himself as he watched the little vampire and the little wolves enjoying the moonlit evening together.

***
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Soon, Alexandru rang the little brass bell to let everyone know that dinner was ready.

As Lucia skipped into the dining chamber, she sniffed eagerly at the air.

“What have you cooked tonight, Alexandru?” she asked.

“Your favourite soup,” Alexandru replied with a smile. “Sour soup with tomatoes, pork meatballs and rice.”

Lucia clapped her hands.

“Oh, yummy!”

Then she hurried to her place at the table.

It was not long before little splashes of soup decorated both the tablecloth and Lucia herself. There was soup upon her sleeves, soup upon her chin and, somehow, even a little piece of rice on the end of her nose. Looking up through a mouthful of meatball, she grinned proudly at her mother.

Elisabeta simply smiled and shook her head.

“My little vampire,” she sighed, unable to hide her amusement.

When there was only a little soup remaining, Lucia abandoned her spoon altogether and lifted the bowl with both hands, carefully drinking the last delicious mouthful.

As she placed the empty bowl back upon the table, Elisabeta smiled across at her.

“Go and clean yourself up now, Lucia. Then come through to the sitting room. Your Papa and I have something we’d like to talk to you about.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Lucia slid from her chair and wandered off towards one of the bathrooms to wash the soup from her hands and face.

A few minutes later she wandered into the sitting room.

Her mother and father were already waiting upon the large leather sofa, surrounded by soft cushions. Spread across the coffee table before them lay a neat pile of papers, colourful brochures and a large folder.

Curious, Lucia climbed up between her parents, nestled herself comfortably against her father and rested her head upon his shoulder.

“What are we looking at?” she asked.

Elisabeta lifted the large folder onto her lap and opened it. On one page was a photograph of a beautiful castle. On the next was a picture of the ancient woodland that surrounded it for acres and acres.

“What do you think of that castle?” Elisabeta asked.

Lucia studied the picture carefully.

“It looks like a princess castle from my story books,” she said at last. “And those woods look just like our garden. There are old man trees there too.”

Vlad smiled.

“There is also a village nearby,” he said. “Not like here, where the villages are very far apart. This one is only a short distance away, and perhaps there are boys and girls there who might become your friends.”

Lucia looked from the photograph to her parents. Her little smile slowly disappeared.

“But...” she said quietly, “this is my home.”

Vlad slipped an arm gently around her shoulders.

“I know.”

Lucia looked up at him, her eyes beginning to fill with tears.

“I have Alexandru... and Miss Elena... and Ionut... and Uncle Orlok lives nearby.” Her voice became smaller still. “...and the wolves.”

Elisabeta stroked Lucia’s hair.

“My darling, Alexandru is coming with us.”

“And Miss Elena,” Vlad added.

“And Ionut,” Elisabeta smiled.

Lucia blinked.

“All of them?”

“All of them,” Vlad nodded.

“And...” he continued with a grin, “I knew you would be worried about Violeta and her puppies.”

Lucia’s eyes widened.

“So I made some arrangements.”

“You did?”

“I did. It was not easy. We had to build two large fences around the grounds, employ a gamekeeper to care for them and obtain a rather complicated licence...” He smiled. “...but yes. Violeta and her family will be coming too.”

For the first time since the conversation had begun, Lucia smiled.

“What your Papa is trying to say,” Elisabeta laughed softly, “is that everyone who makes this place home for you... will still be with you.”

“And there,” Vlad added gently, “perhaps you’ll find something you’ve never had before.”

“What’s that?”

“Friends.”

Lucia was quiet for a long moment.

Then another thought suddenly struck her.

“But...” she whispered. “What about Uncle Orlok?”

“Well,” Vlad said with a smile, “why don’t we pay Uncle Orlok a visit and tell him all about our plans? I am quite sure he will be very happy for you.”

Lucia thought about it for a moment.

“Okay, Papa... but on two conditions.”

Vlad raised an eyebrow.

“And what are those?”

Lucia held up two tiny fingers.

“First... if Uncle Orlok says no... then no. I don’t want him to be sad.”

Vlad nodded solemnly.

“That seems only fair.”

Lucia’s finger then moved to one of the corner turrets in the photograph of the castle.

“And second...” she said. “I want that room for my bedroom.”

She looked up at her mother.

“Like a real princess.”

At that, Elisabeta wrapped an arm around her daughter and kissed the top of her head.

“Deal.”

At that, Elisabeta lifted a small brass bell from the table and rang it twice.

A few moments later, a tall, thin gentleman with long grey hair appeared quietly in the doorway. Dressed in an immaculate black suit, he folded his hands respectfully before him.

“Yes, my lady?”

“Ionut, would you please see that the horses and carriage are ready for tomorrow evening? We shall be visiting Castle Orlok.”

“Very good, my lady.”

With a slight bow, Ionut disappeared as quietly as he had arrived.

Vlad smiled at Lucia.

“Come along,” he said. “Time for your little hunt before you get into your pyjamas.”

Taking Lucia gently by the hand, he led her through the great oak doors of the castle and out beneath the moonlit sky.

The woodland welcomed them with its familiar evening chorus. Owls called softly from the branches overhead, crickets sang amongst the long grass, and somewhere deeper beneath the ancient trees came the distant, haunting song of wolves greeting the moon.

“Now remember what we taught you,” Vlad said.

Lucia nodded.

“I will, Papa.”

Then, like a little streak of black, she darted happily amongst the trees.

Vlad remained where he was, patiently waiting while his daughter relieved her blood-hunger.

A few minutes later, Lucia emerged quietly from the woodland. She looked perfectly content. Only as she stepped into the moonlight did Vlad notice the faint crimson upon her lips.

As she reached him, Lucia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I didn’t hurt the stag, Papa,” she said proudly. “I only took a little... and I said thank you.”

Vlad smiled warmly.

“Good,” he said. “That is the way. Never take more than you need.”

Lucia nodded.

“I won’t.”

“Do you feel full now?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Good. Then off you go and get ready for coffin.”

“Okay, Papa.”

With that, Lucia skipped happily back towards the castle, while Vlad lingered for a moment beneath the moonlight, looking out into the peaceful woodland before following his little vampire back inside.

As Lucia passed the sitting room on her way towards the staircase, she heard her mother’s voice call after her.

“Lucia, don’t forget to brush your teeth. And remember your points.”

“I won’t forget, Mama,” Lucia called back as she darted happily up the stairs.

***
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Ever since she was a baby, Lucia had loved riding in the horse-drawn carriage. In fact, when she was very little, the gentle motion used to send her to sleep in her little carriage-chair.

Cezar and Calin were two magnificent black geldings, and they pulled the carriage effortlessly along the narrow, winding roads that threaded their way through the Carpathian Mountains.

She loved everything about the journey to Uncle Orlok’s castle. She loved gazing from the carriage window into the great chasms whose depths disappeared into darkness. She loved watching waterfalls tumble down the mountainsides, and she loved the way the carriage bounced and rattled over the uneven road. But more than all of that, she loved knowing that her favourite uncle would almost certainly have special treats waiting for her when she arrived.

Then, at last, it appeared.

Perched high upon its rocky crag stood Uncle Orlok’s castle, its dark stone walls gleaming silver beneath the full moon.

“There!” Lucia cried, just as she always did.

The carriage rolled beneath ancient pines before emerging into the broad outer courtyard. With a gentle pull upon the reins, Ionut brought Cezar and Calin to a halt before the great timber gates.

As Vlad, Elisabeta and Lucia climbed down from the carriage, Ionut stepped forward and struck the great circular iron knocker against the heavy wooden gate.

Boom... Boom... Boom...

For a moment, nothing happened. And as they waited, Lucia began to speak.

“Papa...”

“Yes,” her father said with a smile, before Lucia could continue. “Cezar and Calin are coming with us too.”

Lucia smiled.

Soon the gates slowly creaked open.

Standing there was a tall, spindly old gentleman who, at first glance, might almost have been Ionut’s twin brother. His long silver hair was tied neatly behind his head, and he wore an equally immaculate black suit.

“Good evening, Ionut,” he said with a courteous nod. “Count Orlok has been expecting you.”

He clicked his fingers.

A younger man appeared from the shadows and immediately took hold of the horses’ reins.

“Bogdan,” the old gentleman said, “please see to our guests’ carriage, and make sure the horses are tended to.”

“Yes, Cordel.”

With practised ease, Bogdan led Cezar, Calin and the carriage through the gates towards the stables.

Cordel smiled warmly at Lucia.

“Welcome to Castle Orlok, Lady Lucia.”

Lucia beamed.

“Hello, Cordel!”

“If you would be so kind as to follow me,” he said, bowing politely, “the Count is expecting you.”

Without hesitation, Lucia skipped happily after him towards the great doors of the castle, while Vlad and Elisabeta followed at a more leisurely pace, hand in hand.

Inside Castle Orlok, in a spacious and comfortably furnished sitting room, Count Orlok sat upon a large sofa watching the football on his enormous flat-screen television. Romania were already one goal ahead against France.

Just as Orlok reached into the bowl for another generous handful of popcorn, he heard it.

The great front doors creaking open.

He paused.

Then, without taking his eyes from the doorway, he picked up the remote control and muted the television.

He listened.

A moment later, the shouting came.

“Uncle! Uncle Orlok! It is Lucia!”

A broad smile spread across Orlok’s face.

“Well,” he murmured to himself, “that is considerably more important than football.”

He set the popcorn aside, straightened his black velvet cape with great dignity and strode purposefully from the sitting room into the main hall.

Lucia came charging along the corridor like a little whirlwind.

“Uncle!”

She launched herself into the air, and Orlok caught her effortlessly, lifting her high before wrapping her in a great hug.

“My tiny vampire,” he said warmly. “It is so very nice to see you again.”

Lucia wrapped both arms tightly around his neck.

“It is nice to see you too!”

As Lucia slid back down to the floor, Orlok took her little hand and led her towards the sitting room.

“Cordel,” he called over his shoulder, “coffee, juice... and those treats, if you please.”

Then, turning back to the others, he smiled.

“Come in, come in.”

Everyone followed him into the sitting room, and settled comfortably into the soft armchairs and sofas.

A few moments later, Cordel returned carrying a large silver tray. Upon it were fresh coffee for the adults, a tall glass of fresh goat’s milk for Lucia and a mountain of profiteroles dripping with chocolate and cream.

Lucia’s eyes grew wonderfully wide. Without the slightest hesitation, she picked up one of the profiteroles and pushed the whole thing into her mouth. Her cheeks immediately puffed out like a little hamster’s.

She looked up at her uncle and smiled.

Orlok burst into laughter.

“I had a feeling you might like those.”

Still chewing industriously, Lucia gave him an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

Cordel carefully poured three cups of coffee before handing one to Vlad, one to Elisabeta and finally one to Orlok.

“Strauss coffee,” Orlok announced proudly before taking a thoughtful sip.

He closed his eyes.

“Ahhh... I have it delivered by post from a little artisan roastery in Austria.” He smiled contentedly. “Life is simply too short to drink bad coffee... even when one has lived for nearly five thousand years.”

Vlad chuckled.

“I see your priorities have not changed.”

“Certainly not.”

Orlok reached for the remote control and switched off the television. Then he turned his full attention to Lucia.

“Well then, my tiny vampire,” he said. “I hear you have some rather important news for me.”

At that, Lucia licked the cream and chocolate from her fingers, picked up her glass of milk and gently nestled herself upon her uncle’s lap.

“Mama and Papa want us to move to a new home,” she said. “In England. But I told them we can’t just leave you here all by yourself.”

Orlok smiled.

“Oh?”

“You might get sad and lonely.”

For a moment, Orlok simply looked at his little niece.

“I hear it is a very beautiful castle,” he said.

“It is, Uncle. And it has real princess towers. Mama says I can have my bedroom in one of them.”

“I also hear there is a village nearby,” Orlok continued. “With lots of boys and girls.”

Lucia nodded eagerly.

“There is. And Miss Elena said that, if they wanted to, they could come to my lessons. She is very clever. I think they would like her... don’t you?”

“I think they would,” Orlok agreed. “And I think it sounds like a wonderful place for a little vampire to grow up.”

Lucia’s smile faded.

“But...” she whispered. “I don’t want you to be sad.”

Orlok’s expression softened.

“My tiny vampire...” He gently brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You need never worry about me.”

He was quiet for a moment, as though considering something. Then he smiled.

“Come with me.”

Taking Lucia’s little hand, he stood up. As he did so, he glanced towards Vlad and Elisabeta and gave them a familiar wink. It was the same wink they had known for years:

Leave this to Uncle Orlok.

Orlok led Lucia into his study.

Unlike the great library, where he happily spent hours buried amongst ancient tomes, this room was much smaller and far more practical. It was his office. Upon the large oak desk lay neat piles of papers, a few well-used books and his laptop.

Beside them sat a carefully wrapped parcel.

Orlok picked it up and placed it gently into Lucia’s hands.

“What is it?” she asked, looking up at him.

“Well...” Orlok replied as he settled comfortably into his chair. “You’ll never find out if you don’t open it.”

He somehow sounded even more excited than Lucia.

Lucia eagerly peeled away the wrapping paper.

Inside was a smart phone.

Not just any smart phone...

The very latest iPhone.

Her eyes grew wonderfully wide.

“For me?”

“For you.”

“Take it out,” Orlok urged. “It’s all charged, all set up and the monthly bill comes to me. You’ll never have to worry about it.”

Very carefully, Lucia lifted the phone from its box. It felt smooth and shiny in her little hands.

While she admired it, Orlok quietly began tapping away upon his laptop. A moment later, the phone chimed.

Lucia jumped.

“It’s making noises!”

“It certainly is,” Orlok chuckled. “Now press the green button.”

Very cautiously, Lucia did exactly as she was told. The screen suddenly lit up. There, smiling back at her, was Uncle Orlok.

Lucia stared.

Then she burst into delighted laughter.

“Uncle!” she squealed. “You’re inside my phone!”

Orlok laughed just as hard.

“No, my tiny vampire. I’m still sitting right here.”

Lucia looked from the phone...

...to her uncle...

...then back to the phone again.

“Well,” she declared very seriously, “there are definitely two of you.”

Orlok smiled.

“That,” he said, “is called a video call.”

Lucia nodded slowly.

“Ohhh...”

“So,” Orlok continued gently, “even when you’re in England, all you have to do is press one little button...” He touched the screen. “...and your favourite uncle will be right here to talk to you.”

Lucia threw her arms around him.

Then she looked up at her uncle.

“And you won’t be sad if I go to England?”

“A little,” Orlok admitted with a gentle smile. “I shall miss you very much.”

Lucia’s little face fell.

“But...” Orlok continued, “we shall talk whenever we wish on your new phone. And every winter holiday you shall come and stay with me.”

He smiled warmly.

“So I think we shall manage rather well.”

Lucia wrapped her arms around him once more.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Then I will go.”

“Good.”

Orlok rose from his chair, taking Lucia gently by the hand. As he did so, he picked up a small sheaf of papers from his desk. Together they wandered back into the sitting room.

The moment they stepped through the doorway, Lucia let go of her uncle’s hand and ran excitedly towards her parents.

“Look what Uncle Orlok gave me!” she cried, proudly holding up her new phone. “Now, when I go to England, we can talk on... video... whenever we want!”

“So...” Elisabeta smiled. “We are going then?”

Lucia nodded enthusiastically.

“Yes, Mama.”

Orlok handed the papers across to Vlad.

“Brother, these may interest you.”

Vlad glanced down at the first page.

“A witches’ coven?”

“Indeed,” Orlok nodded. “They live not far from your new home. We’ve corresponded for years.”

He shrugged.

“For reasons known only to themselves, they insist upon writing proper letters instead of emails.”

Vlad smiled.

“That sounds rather old-fashioned.”

“Says the man who still writes birthday cards with a fountain pen,” Orlok replied.

Elisabeta laughed.

“And they have children?” Vlad asked.

“Oh yes,” Orlok said. “Several about Lucia’s age. I suspect they would all get along rather well.”

Lucia looked up from her phone.

“Real witches?” she asked, sounding rather doubtful.

Orlok looked at her in mock astonishment.

“Well, of course.”

He paused for just a moment.

“I certainly wouldn’t waste my time writing to pretend witches, would I?”

Lucia thought about that very carefully.

“No...” she concluded. “That would be silly.”

Orlok nodded gravely.

“Precisely.”
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​Chapter Three
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Castle Vlad was a bustle of activity over the following weeks, and Lucia could hardly contain her excitement. In fact, the more she thought about England and her new home, the more excited she became.

Her mother and father had promised her a magnificent journey aboard one of Europe’s great old express trains. It would carry them all the way from Transylvania to London, and from there they would travel on to their little English town, nestled amongst the gentle green countryside not far from the sea.

Every evening Lucia packed another little part of her life into one of the waiting suitcases.

One night it was her favourite dresses and little velvet capes. The next, it was books, dolls and games. Her Russian dolls, however, she packed herself, wrapping each one carefully before placing them safely inside her case.

As the days passed, her excitement only grew, and so did her questions.

Miss Elena scarcely had time to sit down before they began.

“How many people live there?”

“Is it cold?”

“Will it snow?”

“Do they really speak English all the time?”

Patiently, Miss Elena answered every one.

By the time lessons were over, Lucia would be hurrying down to the kitchens in search of Alexandru.

“What do they eat?”

“Do they have sour soup?”

“What sort of treats do they make?”

Alexandru smiled as he stirred a great pot simmering upon the stove.

“Well... they are rather fond of burgers and fries.”

Lucia frowned thoughtfully.

“What are burgers? And what are fries?”

Alexandru chuckled.

“I have a feeling you’re going to like both.”

Her parents received no fewer questions.

“Papa, what about my coffin?”

“There is a new one waiting for you,” Vlad answered.

“What about my wardrobe, Mama?”

“There is a new one waiting too,” Elisabeta said, patiently.

“My dolls?”

“They’re coming.”

“My dresses?”

“They’re coming.”

“My capes?”

“They’re coming.”

“My shoes?”

“They’re definitely coming,” Elisabeta laughed.

Lucia considered everything very carefully before giving a satisfied nod.

“Well,” she announced, “as long as nobody forgets my Russian dolls.”

Vlad smiled.

“I don’t think your grandmother would ever forgive us if we did.”

As the nights slipped quietly by, the packed suitcases grew into neat rows by the front door, the excitement inside the castle grew a little more each evening, and before any of them quite realised it, the day of their departure had finally arrived.

And twice each night, her father took her outside for her little hunt. Twice rather than once. It was unusual, but Lucia simply assumed Papa had decided that, with so much excitement, one extra little hunt couldn’t possibly hurt.

One particular evening, while Lucia was in her bedroom carefully packing away some of her favourite board games, she heard her father’s voice calling up the staircase.

“Lucia!”

“Coming, Papa!”

She hurried from her room and skipped downstairs two steps at a time.

Waiting in the entrance hall beside her father stood a young man with broad shoulders and a friendly smile. He wore sturdy walking boots, green trousers and a thick woollen jumper, making him look as though he belonged outdoors whatever the weather.

Vlad rested a hand upon the young man’s shoulder.

“Lucia, this is Jonathan, our new gamekeeper. He will be looking after the grounds at our new home... and he has promised to take very good care of your wolves.”

Lucia looked up at Jonathan.

“But... how are you going to get Violeta and the puppies all the way to England?”

Jonathan smiled.

“I was rather hoping you would help me.”

“Me?”

“You know where Violeta likes to meet you better than anyone else. If you show me those places, I’ll leave some special food for her.”

“What sort of special food?”

“The sort that makes wolves very sleepy.”

Lucia’s eyes grew wide.

“Really?”

Jonathan nodded.

“They’ll have a nice long nap while our wildlife vet checks that they’re healthy enough to travel. Then they’ll be tucked into large, comfortable travelling crates and flown safely to England.”

He smiled.

“They’ll almost certainly arrive before you do.”

Lucia thought about that for a moment.

“Will they like it there?”

“I think they will,” Jonathan replied. “There are deer and rabbits in the woods, a beautiful lake for fresh water and chalk caves where they can make a fine new home.”

Lucia smiled.

“That does sound nice.”

Jonathan held out his hand.

“So... shall we go and find them?”

Lucia immediately slipped her little hand into his.

“Yes.”

Then she stopped suddenly.

“Oh!”

Jonathan looked down.

“Sofia and Alun,” Lucia said very seriously. “Don’t forget them. They are a part of our family too.”

Jonathan laughed.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Together they stepped out beneath the moonlight and made their way towards the woodland.

It was the following evening at breakfast, with the wolves now safely on their way to England, that Lucia looked across at her father.

“Papa?”

“Yes, my little vampire?”

“Does Jonathan know we’re... different?”

Vlad smiled.

“You mean that we’re vampires?”

Lucia nodded.

“Yes.”

“He does.”

Lucia frowned.

“But I thought you said we must never tell people because some humans can be dangerous and might want to hurt us.”

“That is true,” Vlad said gently. “Some do believe the old stories, and some are frightened by things they do not understand.”

He buttered another piece of toast before continuing.

“But most people are kind and sensible.”

Lucia looked thoughtful.

“So how do we know who to tell?”

Vlad smiled.

“That,” he said, “is one of the reasons grown-ups are useful.”

Lucia giggled.

“We get to spend our whole lives learning who can be trusted.”

Lucia considered that for a moment before giving a small nod.

“That makes sense.”

Then, deciding the matter had been thoroughly settled, she returned to the much more important business of spreading mountain honey upon another slice of toast.

***
[image: ]


The chauffeur’s car rolled quietly to a stop outside Castle Vlad.

With only a single suitcase of clothes each, Vlad, Elisabeta and Lucia climbed inside, while the driver carefully placed their luggage into the boot.

As the car pulled away, Lucia looked around in confusion.

“Papa... where is everyone? And where are all our things?”

Vlad smiled.

“They’ve all gone ahead of us by aeroplane.”

Lucia frowned.

“But... aren’t we flying?”

“No.”

“Are we still going on the train to England?”

Vlad’s smile grew even broader.

“Yes. We’re taking the train.”

Lucia blinked.

“You mean like the ones you watch in your old black-and-white films?”

“The very same.”

“With the steam... and the chug, chug, chug... and the whoooo... whoooo?”

Vlad laughed.

“Yes, my tiny vampire. Exactly like that.”

Lucia gasped.

“A real steam train?”

“A very real steam train.”

She bounced excitedly in her seat.

“This is going to be the best journey ever!”

As the car wound its way down the mountain road, Elisabeta glanced towards her husband.

“The gas?” She asked, with a worried expression.

“Switched off. Alexandru did it, and I checked.”

“The keys?”

“Where the new tenants will find them. In the plant pot by the front doors, as we agreed.”

Elisabeta smiled.

“And the tiny vampire?”

“Mama,” Lucia laughed, “I’m sitting right here!”
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​Chapter Four
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Having left the confines of the mountains and arrived at the railway station in Transylvania, this was the very first place beyond the grounds of Castle Vlad that Lucia had ever visited, and to her it was a world of wonder and discovery.

The moment they stepped from the car, Lucia stopped.

Everywhere she looked there were people. More people than she had ever seen in any one place. Families hurried along the platforms pulling suitcases behind them, porters pushed trolleys piled high with luggage, whistles sounded in the distance and loudspeakers announced the arrival and departure of trains.

Then she heard it.

A long, echoing whistle.

She turned just in time to see a magnificent steam locomotive rolling into the station, white clouds of steam billowing around its great black wheels as it slowed towards the platform.

It came to a halt with a loud hiss.

Lucia jumped. Then she burst into giggles.

“They’re much louder in real life,” she announced.

Vlad smiled.

“They certainly are.”

While Lucia stood drinking in everything around her, Vlad quietly handed one of the station attendants twenty bani.

“Thank you, sir,” the man said, taking charge of their luggage trolley.

Lucia was still turning round and round, trying to look everywhere at once.

Then, suddenly, she froze.

“There!” she shouted, pointing excitedly across the station.

“Papa... look!”

Standing at Platform Three was another magnificent steam train. Its polished locomotive gleamed beneath the station lights, and behind it stretched carriage after carriage, disappearing so far into the distance that Lucia could not see where the train ended.

She looked up at her father, her eyes shining.

“Is that ours?”

Vlad nodded.

“It is.”

Lucia stared for another moment before whispering,

“It’s even bigger than in your films.”

Vlad laughed.

“They usually are.”

He unfolded their tickets and glanced down at them.

“Come along, my tiny vampire.”

He smiled.

“We’re in Carriage Five.”

As Lucia stepped up the small ladder and into the long railway carriage, she stopped and looked around.

“Mama... Papa... there’s nobody here.”

Elisabeta smiled.

“That, my love, is because this carriage is just for us.”

Lucia looked all the way down its polished corridor.

“All of it?”

“All of it,” Vlad replied. “At the front there are comfortable chairs where we can watch the world go by. In the middle is our dining room, and at the back are our bedrooms and bathrooms.”

Lucia’s eyes grew wider with every word.

“How long will it take to get to London, Mama?”

“About five days and four nights.”

“So long?”

Elisabeta nodded.

“But that’s because we’ll be travelling through some of the most beautiful cities in Europe. Budapest... Vienna... Munich... Paris... and then, at last, London.”

Lucia could scarcely contain herself.

“Wow... So many places.”

Lucia jumped up onto one of the padded seats and pressed her nose to the window, watching as the last few passengers hurried aboard. Porters wheeled away their empty trolleys, station staff checked along the length of the train, and then a gentleman in a smart navy-blue uniform and peaked cap stepped onto the platform.

He lifted a polished brass whistle to his lips.

Peeeeep!

Then, cupping his hands around his mouth, he called in a great booming voice,

“All aboard!”

The last carriage door clunked shut.

A moment later, the great locomotive answered with a long, proud whistle.

Whoooo... Whoooo...

Lucia couldn’t resist.

“Whoooo... Whoooo...” she copied, grinning from ear to ear. “Here we go, Papa!”

There was a gentle jolt. Almost imperceptibly at first, the train began to move.

Chug... Chug... Chug...

Slowly the wheels gathered rhythm.

Chug, chug, chug... Chug, chug, chug...

The platform drifted away. The station buildings slipped behind them. Soon the countryside began to race past the windows.

Lucia bounced excitedly in her seat.

“We’re going ever so fast!”

Vlad glanced across at Elisabeta.

She smiled knowingly.

“I told you she’d love it, my darling.”

Vlad watched Lucia, who had pressed both hands and her nose against the glass.

“You were right,” he said quietly. “I think she already does.”

As the train rolled onwards, Lucia watched the mountains slowly fall away, along with the great forests, until they gave way to open farmland and wide green fields.

“Look, Mama—fluffy sheep! They look like little clouds on the grass.”

Soon they were passing little villages and scattered farmsteads. As the locomotive steamed past one such farm, a boy standing atop a hay bale looked up and waved. Lucia waved back enthusiastically, smiling from ear to ear.

“That boy waved at me, Papa.”

“So he did.”

Everything was a wonder to Lucia, from the little streams that ran beside the railway to the black-and-white cows grazing peacefully in the fields. She sat for hours with her nose pressed against the window, drinking in every sight and gasping with delight at each new discovery.

Suddenly a large aeroplane passed overhead.

“Do you think Violeta and her puppies are on that plane, Mama?”

“Oh, I think they might be,” Elisabeta replied with a smile.

Unable to resist, she leaned over and wrapped Lucia in a gentle hug.

“I’m so glad you’re enjoying the train journey.”

Later, a lady pushing a silver cart knocked on the carriage door and entered.

“Dinner, Sir and Madam,” she said with a gentle Austrian accent. “Vegetable soup and ham and cheese sandwiches.”

She rolled the cart to the dining area and set one of the tables with bowls of soup and a platter of sandwiches. She placed a bottle of red wine on the table for Vlad and Elisabeta, then turned to Lucia.

“What is your favourite juice, little one? I have orange, I have mango, and I have a little fizzy cola.”

“What is cola?” Lucia asked.

The lady took a glass and filled it with cola. Lucia watched the fizzy bubbles rise to the top and nearly spill over.

“Here, try some.”

Lucia took a sip.

“Oh, it’s fizzy up my nose! I like that!”

The lady winked at her and placed the bottle on the table.

“For you, little one.”

Then she left, the wheels of the cart ringing softly behind her.

Lucia began to tuck into her soup and sandwich, but she could barely take her eyes away from the window. By the time she had finished, the tablecloth looked every bit as untidy as it always did at home.

A short while after eating, as the last of the daylight waned, Lucia began to tire, and she laid her head upon her mother’s lap.

Gently stroking her hair, Elisabeta began to sing a soft lullaby.

Nani, nani, little chick,

Nani, nani, sleep easy.

Momma will rock you,

And sing to you.

Nani, nani, little chick,

Nani, nani, sleep easy.

Before long, Lucia had drifted off to sleep.

Vlad smiled.

“I’ll put her into bed in a little while. Otherwise, she’ll be very tired when she wakes up later tonight.”

The carriage bedroom was not completely dark, but once the blind was drawn, it was dark enough. The bed was soft, warm and wonderfully comfortable. Vlad carefully carried Lucia inside, gently tucked her into bed, and gave her a final good-sleep kiss on the forehead.
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Later that evening, while Vlad and Elisabeta sat at the dining table playing Romanian whist and sipping their wine, Lucia came staggering out of her bedroom and plonked herself into a chair beside her mother. Her hair was a wondrous tangle, and her eyes smarted a little in the lamplight.

“Oh, Mama, I’m soooo tired.”

“It’s all right, Lucia. You were awake through much of the day light, and your little bedroom isn’t perfectly dark. That’s why you’re still so sleepy. It will pass, my love.”

“Why aren’t you and Papa tired like me?”

Vlad looked up from his cards and smiled.

“Practice.”

Lucia climbed down from her chair and wandered over to one of the windows. Cupping her hands around her eyes to block the reflections, she peered out into the night.

“The lights are so pretty,” she whispered, watching a grand church drift past, beautifully lit up with soft amber lamps.

“If you go to the front of the carriage,” her father suggested, “and turn down the lamps, you’ll see even better.”

Lucia made her way to the front of the carriage, dimming the lamps as she went. Then she curled up on one of the seats, resting her chin on the windowsill as she gazed out into the night.

As she looked out, she watched the lanterns of little stations slip quietly past. Farther away, lights glowed in houses and farm buildings, but she could see no people.

“All the people must be asleep,” she mumbled.

Then something new made her smile. From one of the other carriages, she could hear a piano playing. Closing her eyes, she listened carefully.

It was one of the songs Uncle Orlok had taught her to play.

Smiling, she returned to the dining table, picked up her iPhone and opened her uncle’s contact.

Uncle Orlok,


I’m on the train, and I can hear someone playing Pe loc on the piano.


Lucia x

Only a few seconds later, a reply appeared.

That’s wonderful.

Enjoy the train ride.

Uncle Orlok xxxx

She smiled and laid her phone back on the table.

“Papa, I’m hungry.”

Vlad stood, walked to the side of the carriage and pulled a long chain. A few moments later, a steward appeared at the carriage door.

“Yes, sir?”

“Could I have three bowls of tejbegríz, please?”

“Right away, sir.”

The steward disappeared once more.

“What is tejbegríz?” Lucia asked.

Her father smiled.

“Porridge, my love.”

***
[image: ]


Later, while Lucia was sitting watching out of the window, Vlad and Elisabeta had taken the opportunity for a little nap. They awoke to the sound of Lucia calling excitedly.

“Mama, Papa—look, look!”

As they stepped out of the bedroom, Lucia turned to them, her eyes shining.

“A huge bridge and a big, fast river!”

“It’s the River Danube,” Vlad told her. “It runs through Romania too. But this is Budapest, in...”

“Hungary,” Lucia finished for him, giggling.

With a knock on the carriage door, the Austrian stewardess from the day before appeared, pushing her silver cart. She laid the breakfast table with coffee, toast, jam, bacon, eggs and crackers, together with a small dish of Beluga caviar. There was also a little glass of orange juice for Lucia.

Lucia, however, had no intention of moving from the window—not until the train had crossed the bridge.

As the train rolled onto the bridge, she listened to the steady clatter of the wheels as her carriage passed over each section. It seemed to take forever to reach the other side.

Then, at last, the city opened up before her.

Huge buildings of grey and red brick stretched away into the distance, many with beautifully decorated façades beneath roofs of red and green tiles.

“There are so many houses!” Lucia whispered.

“There are,” Vlad agreed. “More than you’ve ever seen.”

A great bell tower rose above the rooftops, and Lucia could even make out the enormous bell hanging inside it.

“Come, my love,” her mother called with a smile. “Time for breakfast—and then, I think, a little nap.”

Lucia sat down and went straight for the caviar—one of her favourites. As she ate and tried to talk at the same time, cracker crumbs sprayed everywhere.

Her mother didn’t have the heart to tell her off. Lucia was simply too happy and excited.

Once she had finished eating and was sipping her orange juice, she looked at her father.

“Papa, what do we do if the blood hunger comes while we’re on the train?”

“It won’t, my love,” he said. “That’s why we went out on our little hunts twice each night instead of once during the weeks before we left.”

“Oh, that’s why.” Lucia said, completely satisfied with the answer.

With that, she yawned. Already the morning sun was beginning to rise.

“Come now, my tiny vampire,” Elisabeta said, standing and taking Lucia gently by her little hand. “Time for a nap.”

“Okay, Mama.”
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While Lucia slept peacefully through much of that short winter’s day, the great express continued steadily westward across Hungary and into Austria. Outside, frost lingered in the fields beneath a pale afternoon sun, while inside the carriage, the gentle rhythm of the wheels and the warmth of the stove made it difficult to imagine the bitter cold beyond the windows.

Over the next part of the journey, Lucia continued to watch the world go by in wonder. They passed through Vienna, where she caught glimpses of elegant little cafés. People sat outside drinking coffee and eating pastries while violinists played nearby, their violin cases lying open for people to drop in a few coins.

Later in the evening, a steward spoke over the tannoy with some welcome news.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we shall be stopping in Munich for a few hours. There will be plenty of time to stretch your legs before we continue our journey.”

To Lucia, this was wonderful news.

After finishing off the last of their Bratwurst sausages, Elisabeta slipped on her dark purple velvet cloak and pulled up the hood against the evening chill.

“Come, my love,” she said.

Lucia slipped her little hand into her mother’s, and together the three of them stepped off the train for the first time since leaving Transylvania.

As the drifting steam slowly cleared, the platforms bustled with travellers arriving and departing in every direction.

Lucia suddenly stopped and pointed upwards.

“Wow, Mama—look at that!”

High above the station stood a huge clock, keeping watch over everyone below.

Elisabeta smiled.

“It is rather magnificent, isn’t it?”

Vlad looked towards a nearby café.

“How about we find you a pretzel—and perhaps a coffee for us, my darling?”

“Yes, please!”

A few minutes later they were sitting outside a little café beside the station. While Vlad and Elisabeta sipped their coffee, Lucia happily munched her giant salted pretzel, savouring every mouthful as her eyes wandered everywhere at once, taking in yet another city she had never imagined existed.
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By the following afternoon, the train was gliding through France.

Lucia watched the neat little villages and bare winter vineyards hurry past the window until, little by little, the buildings became larger and more closely packed together.

“We’re nearly there,” Vlad said. “Paris.”

Before long the train eased beneath the great glass roof of the station.

A gentle knock came at the carriage door.

“Bonjour,” said a smiling young stewardess as she entered, pushing a polished silver trolley. Her accent was unmistakably French. “Fresh pastries for this afternoon. We have croissants, pains au chocolat, and little fruit tarts.”

Lucia’s face lit up.

“Bonjour, Madame,” she said proudly.

The stewardess smiled.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle.”

“Merci.”

“You speak French?” the stewardess asked.

“A little,” Lucia replied. “Miss Elena taught me.”

“Très bien.”

Lucia looked at her parents with a smile almost as wide as the station itself.

“I knew what she said!”

After choosing a warm chocolate-filled pastry, she carried it back to the window, watching the crowds bustling across the platforms below. Paris, she decided, looked very busy indeed.

Before long, Paris was behind them. The winter afternoon faded quickly into evening, and the lights of northern France flickered past the carriage windows as the great express made its way towards the coast.

The train gradually slowed, and Lucia looked up.

“Why are we stopping, Papa?”

“We’re joining another train.”

“Another train?”

“Not quite. This one carries trains.”

Lucia blinked.

“It carries... trains?”

“It does indeed.”

She hurried back to the window as the great express rolled gently onto the waiting shuttle. The doors closed behind them with a deep metallic thud. Everything became strangely quiet.

“Ready?” Vlad asked.

Lucia nodded eagerly.

He smiled.

“Five...”

She grinned.

“Four...”

Her nose pressed against the glass.

“Three...”

The train began to move.

“Two...”

Darkness swallowed the windows.

“One...”

Vlad gently squeezed her hand.

“We’re in England.”

Lucia’s eyes grew even wider.

“We’re under the sea?”

“We are.”

For a little while she simply stared into the darkness beyond the glass.

Then she whispered, “I think this is the cleverest thing humans have ever built.”

Vlad laughed.

“It is rather impressive.”

Perhaps half an hour later, tiny points of light began appearing beyond the windows.

One by one they became roads. Roads became streets. Streets became rows of houses.

Then suddenly... Lights.

Hundreds...

Thousands...

As far as Lucia could see.

The train slowed beneath great iron bridges before finally gliding into one of the largest stations she had ever imagined. Steam drifted beneath the enormous glass roof while porters hurried in every direction, whistles blew, luggage trolleys rattled over the platform, and voices echoed all around them.

English voices.

Lucia looked up at her parents.

“Are we really here?”

Vlad smiled.

“We’re home.”

Lucia looked back out of the window. It certainly didn’t look anything like home. But somehow... She thought she was going to like it very much.
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