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The huge, iron-studded front door groaned open to reveal a tall, thin man, silhouetted by the cold light that poured out from within.

The man stood silently, watching the twins approach. It was only when they reached the bottom of the stone staircase that he took a single step forward. Hands clasped in front of him, almost as if in prayer, he greeted them with a tight-lipped smile.

Adam and Lana stopped dead. They were both thinking exactly the same thing, but only Adam spoke.

‘Dracula!’ he breathed.



Books by Steve Rogers

Fright Night: The Shrieking Stones
Fright Night: The Howling Castle





[image: image1]

STEVE ROGERS

[image: logo]

PUFFIN





PUFFIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3

(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi — 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand

(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank,

Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

puffinbooks.com

First published 2008
1

Text copyright © CPI Hothouse, 2008

All rights reserved

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition

that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise

circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other

than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition

being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

978-0-14-191918-8





With special thanks to Simon Forward




[image: image]

1

The train clanked noisily away, puffing out a billowing cloud of steam that rolled back to smother the small group of passengers. For a moment, they all just stood there, surrounded by bags and suitcases, as if hoping that the steam would clear and reveal that their first impressions had been mistaken, and that they hadn’t been left on a lonely platform in the middle of nowhere.

Even Lana felt a creeping sense of unease as details of their surroundings began to emerge. The ‘station’ was more like a ramshackle shed perched on the side of the railway track. The moss-clad bricks and rotting woodwork glistened in the light of an almost full moon. Beyond the tracks, a gloomy pine forest stretched up the slopes of one of the many steep mountains that loomed over them.

After a long flight, followed by two rail journeys, she was suffering from jet-lag, train-lag and just about every other kind of lag, so she was wary of her imagination playing tricks on her. But she reluctantly had to admit that this place definitely looked spooky.

Lana shivered. Life had been a lot simpler when she didn’t believe in ghosts.

Only a few weeks earlier, on location in Ireland, Lana had not only met a real ghost — a mischievous Irish spirit called Fergus — she had also narrowly escaped becoming one herself. But even though she could no longer deny the existence of the supernatural, that didn’t mean she went looking for ghosts round every corner. She left that to her twin brother, Adam. He was already snooping around the deserted platform, peering through broken windows as if expecting a phantom to leap out at any moment.

‘Wow! This is brilliant!’

‘It’s only some run-down old station,’ sniffed Lana. ‘And I don’t care what it looks like. I just want to get to bed.’

‘Don’t we all.’

That sharp voice could only belong to Angela Clancy, the producer of Uncle Larry’s TV show Fright Night and bossy-boots extraordinaire. Ever since he had heard they were coming to Romania, Adam had taken to calling her ‘Bride of Dracula’. But only when she was a safe distance away. Everyone knew Angela had eyes in the back of her head, but she also had ears that could pick up the slightest mention of her name, no matter how quietly it was whispered.

‘Well,’ continued Angela, ‘the van should be waiting for us in the car park, so the sooner we get outside the better. Come along, everybody!’

The twins’ Uncle Larry picked up his own bags and set off after Angela with a spring in his step, sporting an eager expression that somehow managed to make his worry-lined face seem almost young again.

‘This is fantastic, isn’t it, children?’ he declared as the twins hauled on their backpacks. ‘Enor mous potential! I can feel it in my bones. You mark my words, we’re going to find something truly special here.’

Uncle Larry had been getting more and more excited ever since Angela had announced that their destination for the latest episode of Fright Night was this remote region of Romania. He’d reached fever pitch when the final leg of their journey had turned out to be along an isolated little branch line, where they still operated a steam engine, presumably for the benefit of tourists. Except Lana hadn’t seen any tourists. In fact, she hadn’t seen any other passengers at all. But then — she glanced at her watch with a sigh that turned into a yawn — it was very, very late.

Behind them, the rest of the crew brought up the rear, groaning and struggling under the combined weight of their personal luggage and all the essential TV equipment — cameras, microphones, and assorted tripods and cables. Lana sympathized with their quiet grumbles.

Emerging from the station, they found themselves in a car park as deserted as the platform. Several of the crew glanced nervously at Angela. As usual, she had taken charge of the whole journey, directing them through the airports at both ends, and assigning everybody their seats like a horribly strict teacher organizing a school trip. So the idea of something not happening according to her carefully prepared schedule was unlikely to go down well.

‘Where on earth is that blasted van?’

Uncle Larry cast an eye over the crew and their collective load. ‘Perhaps they’re having trouble finding one vehicle big enough to accommodate us all,’ he suggested nervously.

Angela shot him one of her famous withering glares — piercing enough to penetrate armour.

‘Nonsense. I arranged for the hotel to send a large van. I shall be having words with the Count. He’s the owner, so he’s supposed to be in charge.’

‘Look!’ called Adam, pointing towards a pair of lights approaching from a distance. ‘That could be it coming now.’

‘Whatever it is, it’s far too slow to be a van,’ said Lana.

Before long the reason for the lights’ leisurely pace became obvious: an open carriage drawn by a pair of fine black horses emerged from the gloom. A couple of lanterns served as the vehicle’s headlamps. Eventually, it drew into the car park and the driver reined the horses to a halt and jumped down.

Clad in a long, dark coat, much of his face was muffled by a scarf, and his eyes were hidden under the broad brim of his hat. Slowly, he walked over towards the crew, leather boots creaking, and stopped in front of Angela. He tugged his scarf down, revealing swarthy features and a drooping moustache.

‘Welcome to Wallachia. My name is Benedikte,’ he said. Benedikte’s accent was almost as thick as his bushy eyebrows, but he grinned widely as he caught sight of the twins, and doffed his hat politely. ‘I will take you to Castle Dragomir.’

Adam took a deep breath. First a steam train, now a horse-drawn carriage. He suddenly felt that they had not only arrived in a foreign country, but also slipped back in time.
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Riding along in the open air, Lana felt a little like Cinderella. Or how she imagined Cinderella would have felt if she’d still been inside her carriage when it had turned back into a pumpkin. With all eight members of the crew crammed inside, it was such a tight squeeze that she was in danger of being squashed to a pulp. To make the ride even less comfortable, Lana had the bad luck to be next to Angela — pressed up much closer than she would ever have willingly chosen.

‘Can’t we ride up front?’ Adam asked, almost as soon as they were on their way.

‘No, no, no,’ replied Benedikte with a low chuckle. ‘Guests sit in the back. Only servants ride up front. Too dangerous.’

‘Now, children, I know it’s a little, um, cosy,’

said Uncle Larry, ‘but remember, Angela had to trim down the crew considerably to allow you two to come along. Besides,’ he added cheerfully, gesturing at the passing scenery, ‘this all adds to the adventure. Something to write about to your mum and dad.’

Lana didn’t rate her chances of fitting all her current complaints into a single letter. Assuming she could even find a post office in this wild and remote spot.

‘It’s certainly eerie,’ admitted Angela. ‘Although we could do with some snow to really set the mood. It’s not the season for it, but perhaps we’ll be lucky.’

Lana groaned inwardly. It was typical of Angela to wish for bad weather. She claimed it added ‘atmosphere’. Lana had to remind herself that they weren’t on holiday, and she had to admit that when you were in the business of making spooky TV shows, atmosphere counted for a lot.

In fact, it was a beautiful night. Only a few smears of cloud drifted across the stars and lightly smudged the face of the moon. The surrounding peaks and valleys lay under a great lunar spotlight; hedgerows marked out fields like dense stitching on a vast patchwork quilt. Lana looked forward to admiring the view in the morning, transformed by daylight and eyes that had benefited from plenty of sleep.

The road wound on, leaving behind pastures filled with sheep, and rising into the shadows of the forest. The thickening trees blocked out the moonlight. For some minutes they drove in silence. Then, suddenly, something caught Lana’s eye, far off through the trees: a pale glow that bathed the trunks and branches with flickering light.

‘What’s that?’ she said, pointing.

‘Campfire,’ said Benedikte. ‘Probably children from the village — making trouble!’ he added, with a wink at the twins.

‘Couldn’t it be a Romany camp?’ asked Adam. ‘I’ve heard that the Romany people live all over this part of Europe.’

Benedikte shook his head. ‘Not any more. Not in these lands anyway. Here, they vanished long ago. Once Romany people were as common as wolves in these parts, but now…’

Angela shifted nervously in her seat. ‘Wolves? Nobody mentioned anything about wolves.’

‘Oh yes,’ replied Benedikte cheerfully. ‘These mountains, they are ruled by the wolves more than any man.’ The coachman fell quiet, as though allowing the night to tell the rest of the story, but the only sound was the clip-clop of hooves and the faint grinding of wheels on the poorly surfaced road. ‘But beware. Speak of the devil and he will appear.’

‘Excuse me?’ said Uncle Larry.

Benedikte nodded to the other side of the road. Suddenly, silently, dozens of grey shapes slipped out from the trees, almost as though they had been lying in ambush.

Wolves.

The pack halted by the roadside, eyes shining as they sniffed the air. Then, as Adam and Lana watched, they broke into a steady lope, pouring up the hill after the carriage.

‘Is that normal behaviour?’ Angela asked, her voice squeaking slightly. Everyone looked to Benedikte, but the driver just shrugged his shoulders.

‘Well, are they dangerous?’

‘They look dangerous,’ said Adam, who was keeping his eyes on the animals. As the beasts quickened their pace, several of them bared their fangs — and growled. ‘Weird. Most wolves are more afraid of humans than we are of them.’

‘They will leave us alone once we get out of the forest,’ said Benedikte confidently.

‘Then perhaps you could get us out of the forest a bit quicker,’ suggested Angela, doing her best to conceal what sounded like fear under a nervous smile.

Benedikte glanced back. The wolves were close now, just a few metres behind the carriage. ‘I will see what I can do.’ He flicked the reins and cracked his whip. ‘Hyah! Hyah!’

The horses immediately quickened their pace from a trot to a canter. Adam and Lana looked behind, expecting to see the wolf pack dropping away. But the wolves seemed to take the change of speed as encouragement. Gleefully, they leaped to the chase.

‘We should get the cameras out,’ suggested Adam. ‘This would be pretty amazing footage.’

‘No, that’s perfectly all right,’ Angela told him tightly, staring dead ahead. ‘We can stick to my original plan for an atmospheric opening shot of the castle, thank you very much.’

Now they were racing up the steep, winding road, weaving around shadowy bends, through the murky forest. The wolves threw themselves eagerly after their prey. They were so close, Lana could see muscles rippling under their silver-grey fur. Uncle Larry yelped as his wig slipped over his eyes, blinding him. He reached up to hold it in place — as a wolf snapped at the side of the carriage, right where his hand had just been. Angela let out a stifled scream.

‘Better get a move on!’ yelled Adam.

‘Hyah! Hyah! ’ Benedikte lashed the whip again.

The trees sped past in a blur and Adam and Lana — along with everyone else — were shaken roughly about. If they hadn’t been so tightly crammed into their seats, they would have been thrown out. The wolves seemed to delight in their panic, panting keenly as they fought to stay with the carriage, their eyes blazing even brighter in the darkness.

Then, as the carriage rounded another bend, the hill steepened still further. The twins glanced at each other, afraid the exhausted horses might slacken their pace. But Benedikte wouldn’t allow it. He lashed them again. ‘Hyah! Hyah!’

The coachman drove the horses into a mad gallop for the gateway they could just make out at the top of the road. Stone gargoyles perched on top of each gatepost, but despite their twisted, demonic features they were a welcome sight. As the carriage sped past them, Adam and Lana looked behind again. Finally, the wolves were slowing.

Still panting, tongues lolling between gleaming fangs, the animals dropped to a walk. But their eyes gazed longingly after the carriage, watching Adam and Lana, it seemed, all the way up the drive until they disappeared from view. A mournful howl echoed through the night behind them.

‘Castle Dragomir!’ proclaimed Benedikte as he reined in the horses and brought them to a smart halt. Despite the terrifying carriage ride, he sounded like a bus driver announcing one of his more routine destinations. ‘Fun ride, huh?’

The enormous castle looked like something from a dark fairy tale. Ivy clung reluctantly to crumbling walls and spires, seeming as if it would rather have been somewhere else. The moon edged the rooftops and high battlements with an eerie blue glow, giving the building the sickly look of something recently dead. Most of the windows were dark, and where light did shine out, it seemed cold and hard rather than warm and inviting.

‘Wow! This gets better and better!’ Adam nudged his sister and pointed up at the ancient facade of brick and stone. ‘It’s the ultimate haunted castle!’

Lana rolled her eyes. ‘I’m just glad we got here in one piece. That man drives like a maniac.’

‘It was pretty cool,’ laughed Adam.

‘Pretty dangerous, more like. Now all I want to do is go to bed.’

Adam smirked. ‘Assuming you can sleep. A place like this will be crawling with creepy goings-on, I’ll bet.’

Lana tutted and shook her head. She looked back at the carriage, where the crew were unloading the luggage. Angela had paused from supervising it all in her usual stern and fussy way to cast an eagle eye over the castle. She sniffed, but spoke with a rare tone of satisfaction. ‘Yes, well, this certainly has qualities we can work with. We had all just better hope we can conjure up something as special as we managed in Ireland.’

‘Can we go in now?’ prompted Lana impatiently.

‘Not until everything is unloaded and —’

In the distance, a wolf howled.

Angela jumped nervously and shot a worried look back down the drive in the direction of the gates. ‘On second thoughts, yes. Let’s go.’ She grabbed her own designer suitcase and set off towards the main door of the castle at something like a run.

Adam and Lana glanced back, wondering whether they should wait for Uncle Larry, but he seemed to be busy rooting through a pile of luggage, looking for something.

As the twins walked towards the flight of steep stone stairs that led up to the hotel entrance where Angela was ringing the bell impatiently, the carriage finally pulled away. With the light from the carriage-lanterns gone, the shadows in the castle courtyard deepened threateningly. Lana frowned.

‘Something up, sis?’

‘Probably nothing.’ She looked at her brother, who had fallen into step beside her. ‘But don’t you think it’s a bit odd that no one’s come out to meet us?’

Adam smiled, his eyes widening. ‘Oh, so now who’s imagining creepy goings-on?’

‘No,’ insisted Lana. ‘I should have known you’d try to make it sound sinister. I just mean it’s not very good service. I know it’s late, but we are expected, after all.’

As Lana was pondering this minor mystery and wondering whether Angela might complain about the lack of a warmer welcome, the huge, iron-studded front door groaned open to reveal a tall, thin man, silhouetted by the cold light that poured out from within.

The man stood silently, watching the twins approach. It was only when they reached the bottom of the stone staircase that he took a single step forward. Hands clasped in front of him, almost as if in prayer, he greeted them with a tight-lipped smile.

Adam and Lana stopped dead. They were both thinking exactly the same thing, but only Adam spoke.

‘Dracula!’ he breathed.
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