CIRQUE DU FREAK

THE 3AGA OF PARREN SHAN

by Darren Shan

INTRODUCTION

I'VE ALWAY SBEEN FASCINATED BY spiders. | used to collect them when | was younger. I'd
spend hours rooting through the dusty old shed at the bottom of our garden, hunting the cobwebs for
lurking eight-legged predators. When | found one, I'd bring it in and let it loose in my bedroom.

It used to drive my mom crazy!

Usudly, the spider would dip away after no more than aday or two, never to be seen again, but
sometimes they hung around longer. | had one who made a cobweb above my bed and stood guard for
amost amonth. Going to deep, | used to imagine the spider cregping down, crawling into my mouth,
diding down my throat, and laying loads of eggsin my belly. The baby spiderswould hatch after awhile
and est me dive, from theinside out.

| loved being scared when | waslittle.

When | was nine, my mom and dad gave me asmall tarantula. It wasn't poisonous or very big, but it was
the greatest gift I'd ever received. | played with that spider amost every waking hour of the day. Gave it
al sorts of treats: flies and cockroaches and tiny worms. Spoiled it rotten.



Then, oneday, | did something stupid. I'd been watching a cartoon in which one of the characterswas
sucked up by avacuum cleaner. No harm cameto him. He squeezed out of the bag, dusty and dirty and
mad ashdll. It was very funny.

So funny, | tried it mysdlf. With the tarantula.

Needlessto say, things didn't happen quite like they did in the cartoon. The spider was ripped to pieces.
| cried alot, but it wastoo late for tears. My pet was dead, it was my fault, and there was nothing | could
do about it.

My parents practically hollered the roof down when they found out what I'd done the tarantula had cost
quite alot of money. They said | wasirresponsible, and from that day on they never again let me have a
pet, not even an ordinary garden spider.

| started with that tale from the past for two reasons. One will become obvious as this book unfolds. The
other reasonis.

Thisisatrue story.

| don't expect you to believe mel wouldn't bedieveit mysdf if | hadn't lived it but it is. Everything |
describe in this book happened, just as| tell it.

Thething about red lifeis, when you do something stupid, it normally costs you. In books, the heroes can
make as many mistakes asthey like. It doesn't matter what they do, because everything works out in the
end. They'll beat the bad guys and put things right and everything ends up cool.

Inred life, vacuum cleanerskill spiders. If you cross abusy road without looking, you get whacked by a
car. If you fdl out of atree, you break some bones.

Redl lifeésnagty. It's crud. It doesn't care about heroes and happy endings and the way things should be.
Inred life, bad things happen. People die. Fightsarelost. Evil often wins,

| just wanted to make that clear before | began.

One morething: my nameisn't redlly Darren Shan. Everything'struein thisbook, except for names. I've
had to change them because... well, by the time you get to the end, you'll understand.

| haven't used any real names, not mine, my sister's, my friends, or teachers. Nobody's. I'm not even
going to tell you the name of my town or country. | don't dare.

Anyway, that's enough of an introduction. If you're ready, let's begin. If thiswere amade-up story, it
would begin a night, with astorm blowing and owls hooting and rattling noises under the bed. But thisis
ared gory, 0| haveto begin whereit redly Sarted.

It sarted in atoilet.

CHAPTER ONE

| WASIN THE BATHROOM at school, sitting down on the toilet, humming asong. | had my pants on.
I'd comein near the end of English class, feding sick. My teacher, Mr. Ddton, isgreat about thingslike



that. He's smart and knows when you're faking and when you're being serious. He took onelook a me
when | raised my hand and said | wasill, then nodded his head and told me to go to the bathroom.

"Throw up whatever's making you sick, Darren," he said, "then get your behind back in here."
| wish every teacher was as understanding as Mr. Dalton.

Intheend, | didn't get sick, but till felt queasy, so | stayed on thetailet. | heard the bell ring for the end
of classand everybody came rushing out on their lunch break. | wanted to join them but knew Mr.
Ddton would be angry if he saw mein the yard so soon. He doesn't get mad if you trick him but he goes
quiet and won't speak to you for awhile, and that's amost worse than being shouted &t.

So, there | was, humming, watching my watch, waiting. Then | heard someone calling my name,
"Darren! Hey, Darren! Have you fadlenin or what?'

| grinned. It was Steve Leopard, my best friend. Steve'sredl last name was Leonard, but everyone cdled
him Steve Leopard. And not just becauise the names sound alike. Steve used to be what my mom calls"a
wild child." Heraised hell wherever he went, got into fights, stole from stores. Oneday hewas dtill ina
groller hefound asharp stick and prodded passing women with it (no prizes for guessing where he stuck
it!).

Hewas feared and despised everywhere he went. But not by me. I've been his best friend since
kindergarten, when we first met. My mom says | was drawn to hiswildness, but | just thought hewasa
great guy to bewith. He had afierce temper and threw scary tantrums when helost it, but | Smply ran
away when that happened and came back again once held calmed down.

Steve's reputation had softened over the years his mom took him to see alot of good counselors who
taught him how to control himsdlf but he was still aminor legend in the schoolyard and not someone you
messed with, even if you were bigger and older than him.

"Hey, Steve," | called back. "I'min here." | hit the door so held know which one | was behind.

He hurried over and | opened the door. He smiled when he saw me sitting down with my pantson. "Did
you puke?' he asked.

"No," | said.
"Do you think you're gonna?"

"Maybe" | said. Then| leaned forward al of asudden and made asick noise. Bluurgh! But Steve
Leopard knew metoo well to befooled.

"Give my boots a polish while you're down there," he said, and laughed when | pretended to spit on his
shoes and rub them with a sheet of toilet paper.

"Did | missanythingin class?' | asked, Sitting up.
"Nah," hesaid. "Theusud crap.”
"Did you do your history homework?" | asked.

"It doesn't have to be done until tomorrow, doesit?" he asked, getting worried. Steve's dways forgetting
about homework.



"The day after tomorrow," | told him.

"Oh," he said, rlaxing. "Even better. | thought..."

He stopped and frowned. "Hold on," he said. "Today's Thursday. The day after tomorrow would be..."
"Got you!" | yeled, punching him on the shoul der.

"Ow!" he shouted. "That hurt." He rubbed hisarm but | could tell he wasn't redly hurt. " Are you coming
out?' he asked then.

"l thought I'd stay in here and admire theview," | said, leaning back on thetoilet sest.

"Quit joking," he said. "We were down five-one when | camein. We're probably six or seven down
now. We need you." He was talking about soccer. We play agame every lunchtime. My team normaly
wins but we'd lost alot of our best players. Dave Morgan broke hisleg. Sam White transferred to
another school when hisfamily moved. And Danny Curtain had stopped playing soccer in order to spend
lunch hanging out with ShellaLegh, the girl helikes. Idiot!

I'm our best forward. There are better defenders and midfielders, and Tommy Jonesis the best
godkeeper in the whole school. But I'm the only one who can stand up front and score four or fivetimes
aday without fall.

"Okay," | said, standing. "I'll save you. I've scored ahat trick every day thisweek. It would be a pity to
stop now."

We passed the older guys smoking around the sinks as usua and hurried to my locker so | could change
into my cleets. | used to have agreat pair, which I won in awriting competition. But the laces snapped a
few months ago and the rubber along the sides started to fall off. And then my feet grew! The pair | have
now are okay, but they're not the same.

We were down eight-three when | got on the field. It wasn't aredl field, just along stretch of grasswith
painted goal posts at either end. Whoever painted them was atotal idiot. He put the crossbar too high at
one end and too low at the other!

"Never fear, Hotshot Shanishere!” | shouted as| ran onto thefield. A lot of playerslaughed or groaned,
but | could see my teammates picking up and our opponents growing worried.

| made agreat start and scored two goalsinsde a minute. It looked like we might come back to draw or
win. But timeran out. If I'd arrived earlier we'd have been okay, but the bell rang just as | was hitting my
stride, so we lost nine-seven.

Aswewere leaving thefield, Alan Morrisran toward us, panting and red-faced. They're my three best
friends. Steve Leopard, Tommy Jones, and Alan Morris. We must be the weirdest four people in the
whole world, because only one of us Steve has a nickname.

"Look what | found!" Alan yelled, waving asoggy piece of paper around under our Nnoses.
"What isit?' Tommy asked, trying to grabit.

"It's," Alan began, but stopped when Mr. Dalton shouted &t us.

"Youfour! Ingde!" he roared.

"We're coming, Mr. Dalton!" Steve roared back. Steve is Mr. Daton's favorite and gets away with stuff



that therest of us couldn't do. Like when he uses swearwords sometimesin hisstories. If | put in some of
the words Steve has, 1'd have been kicked out long ago.

But Mr. Dalton has a soft spot for Steve, because he's specia. Sometimes he's brilliant in class and gets
everything right, while other times he can't even spdll his own name. Mr. Daton says he's somewhat of
an idiot savant, which mean he'sa stupid geniug

Anyway, even though hes Mr. Daton's pet, not even Steve can get away with showing up late for class.
So whatever Alan had, it would have to wait. We trudged back to class, sweaty and tired after the game,
and began our next lesson.

Littledid I know that Alan's mysterious piece of paper wasto change my life forever. For the worsel

CHAPTER T¥0

WE HAD MR. DALTON again after lunch, for history. We were studying World War 11. | wasn't too
excited about it, but Steve thought it was great. He loved anything to do with killing and war. He often
said he wanted to be asoldier of fortune one who fights for money when he grew up. And he meant it!

We had math after history, and incredibly Mr. Daton for athird time! Our usua math teacher was out
sck, so othershad been filling in for him as best they could al day.

Steve was in seventh heaven. Hisfavorite teacher, three classesin arow! It wasthefirst time wed had
Mr. Ddton for math, so Steve started showing off, telling him where we were in the book, explaining
some of thetrickier problems as though speaking to achild. Mr. Daton didn't mind. He was used to
Steve and knew exactly how to handle him.

Normally Mr. Daton runsatight ship his classes are fun but we aways come out of them having learned
something but he wasn't very good at math. He tried hard but we could tell hewasin over hishead, and
while he was busy trying to come to grips with things his head buried in the math book, Steve by hisside
making "helpful” suggestions the rest of us began to fidget and whisper to each other and pass notes
around.

| sent anoteto Alan, asking to see the mysterious piece of paper held brought in. He refused at first to
passit around, but | kept sending notes and findly he gavein. Tommy stsjust two seats over from him,
so hegot it first. He opened it up and began studying it. Hisface lit up while he was reading and hisjaw
dowly dropped. When he passed it on to me having read it three times | soon saw why.

It was aflyer, an advertisng pamphlet for some sort of traveling circus. There was a picture of awolf's
head at the top. The wolf had its mouth open and salivawas dripping from its teeth. At the bottom were
pictures of a spider and a snake, and they looked vicious, too.

Just beneath the walf, in big red capita |etters, were the words:.
CIRQUE DU FREAK

Undernegth that, in smaller writing:



FOR ONE WEEK ONLY CIRQUE DU FREAK!!

SEE

SIVE AND SEERSA THE TWISTING TWINS!

THE SNAKE-BOY! THE WOLF-MAN! GERTHA TEETH!

LARTEN CREPSLEY AND HIS PERFORMING SPIDER

MADAM OCTA! ALEXANDER RIBS! THE BEARDED LADY!
HANSHANDS RHAMUS TWOBELLIESWORLD'SFATTEST MAN!

Benesth al that was an address where you could buy tickets and find out where the show was playing.
And right at the bottom, just above the pictures of the snake and spider:

NOT FOR THE FAINTHEARTED! SOME RESTRICTIONS APPLY'!

"Cirque Du Fresk?' | muttered softly to mysdlf. Cirque was French for circus... Circus of Freaks! Was
thisafreak show? It looked likeit.

| began reading the flyer again, immersed in the drawings and descriptions of the performers. In fact, |
was so immersed, | forgot about Mr. Daton. | only remembered him when | redlized the room was
slent. | looked up and saw Steve standing aone at the head of the class. He stuck out histongue at me
and grinned. Feeling the hairs on the back of my neck prickle, | stared over my shoulder and there was
Mr. Ddton, standing behind me, reading the flyer, lipstight.

"What isthis?" he sngpped, snatching the paper from my hands.
"It'san advertisement, Sir," | answered.

"Where'd you get it?" he asked. He looked redlly angry. 1'd never seen him thisworked up. "Whered
you get it?" he asked again.

| licked my lips nervoudly. | didn't know how to answer. | wasn't going to tell on Alan and | knew he
wouldn't own up by himsdlf: even Alan's best friends know he's not the bravest in the world but my mind
was stuck inlow gear and | couldn't think of areasonablelie. Luckily, Steve stepped in.

"Mr. Ddton, itsmine" he said.
"Yours?' Mr. Ddton blinked dowly.

"I found it near the bus stop, Sir," Steve said. "Some old guy threw it away. | thought it looked interesting,
S0 | picked it up. | was going to ask you about it |ater, at the end of class.”

"Oh." Mr. Daton tried not to look flattered but | could tell he was. "That's different. Nothing wrong with
an inquisitive mind. Sit down, Steve." Steve sat. Mr. Ddton stuck athumbtack on the flyer and pinned it
to the bulletin board.

"Long ago," he said, tapping the flyer, "there used to be redl fresk shows. Greedy con men crammed
malformed peoplein cagesand ™

"Sir, what's malformed mean?' somebody asked.



"Someone who doesn't look ordinary,” Mr. Daton said. "A person with three arms or two noses,
somebody with no legs, somebody very short or very tall. The con men put these poor people who were
no different from you or me, except in looks on display and caled them freaks. They charged the public
to stare a them, and invited them to laugh and tease. They treated the so-called freaks like animas. Paid
them little, beat them, dressed them in rags, never dlowed them to wash."

"That'scrud," DdanaPriceaqgirl near thefront said.

"Yes" he agreed. "Freak showswere cruel, monstrous cregtions. That'swhy | got angry when | saw
this." Hetore down the flyer. "They were banned years ago, but every so often you'll hear arumor that

they're dill going strong.”
"Do you think the Cirque Du Freak isared freak show?' | asked.
Mr. Daton studied the flyer again, then shook his head.

"l doubt it," he said. "Probably just acrud hoax. Still," he added, "if it was redl, | hope nobody here
would dream of going.”

"Oh, no, gr," wedl said quickly.

"Because freak showswereterrible," he said. "They pretended to be like proper circuses but they were
cesspits of evil. Anybody who went to one would be just as bad as the people running it."

"You'd haveto beredly twisted to want to go to one of those," Steve agreed. And then he looked at me,
winked, and mouthed the words. "Were going!™

CHAPTER THREE

STEVE PERSUADED MR. DALTON to let him keep the flyer. He said he wanted it for his bedroom
wall. Mr. Daton wasn't going to giveit to him but then changed his mind. He cut off the address at the
bottom before handing it over.

After schoal, the four of usme, Steve, Alan Morris, and Tommy Jones met outside and studied the
glossy flyer.

"It'sgot to beafake" | said.
"Why?"' Alan asked.

"They don't dlow freak shows anymore,” | told him. "Wolf-men and snake-boys were outlawed years
ago. Mr. Dalton said s0."

"It'snot afake" Alaninssted.
"Wheréd you get it?" Tommy asked.

"I goleit,” Alan said softly. "It belongsto my big brother.” Alan's big brother was Tony Morris, who
used to be the schoal's biggest bully until he got thrown out. He's huge and mean and ugly.

"You stole from Tony??" | gasped. "Have you got a death wish?!



"Hewon't know it wasme," Alan said. "He had it in apair of pantsthat my mother threw in the washing
machine. | stuck ablank piece of paper in when | took this out. Hell think the ink got washed off."

"Smart,” Steve said.
"Wheredid Tony get it?" | asked.

"Therewasaguy passing them out inan aley,” Alan said. "One of the circus performers, aMr.
Crepdey.”

"The one with the spider?" Tommy asked.

"Yeah," Alan answered, "only he didn't have the spider with him. It was night and Tony was on hisway
back from abar." Tony's not old enough to get served in bars, but hangs around with older guyswho buy
drinksfor him. "Mr. Crepdey handed the paper to Tony and told him they're atraveling freak show who
put on secret performancesin towns and cities across the world. He said you had to have aflyer to buy
tickets and they only give them to people they trust. Y ou're not supposed to tell anyone else about the
show. | only found out because Tony wasin high spiritsthe way he gets when he drinks and couldn't
keep his mouth shut.”

"How much are the tickets?' Steve asked.

"Twenty-three dollarseach,” Alan said.

"Twenty-three dollard" we al shouted.

"Nobody's going to pay twenty-three bucks to see abunch of freaks!" Steve snorted.

"l would," | said.

"Me, too," Tommy agreed.

"And me," Alan added.

"Sure" Steve said, "but we don't have twenty-three bucks to throw away. So it's academic, isn't it?"
"What does academic mean?"' Alan asked.

"It meanswe can't afford the tickets, so it doesn't matter if wewould buy them or not,” Steve explained.
"It's easy to say you would buy something if you know you can't.”

"I'dloveto go,” Tommy said sadly. "It sounds great." He studied the picture again.
"Mr. Daton didn't think too much of it," Alan said.

"That'swhat | mean,” Tommy said. "If Daton doesnt likeit, it must be super. Anything that adults hateis
normally avesome.”

"Arewe sure we don't have enough?' | asked. "Maybe they have discountsfor children.”
"| don't think children are dlowed in," Alan said, but he told me how much he had anyway. "Eight-fifty."
"I've got eighteen dollars exactly,” Steve said.

"I haveten dollarsand forty cents,” Tommy sad.



"And | have twelve dollars and thirty cents” | told them. "That's more than forty-nine dollarsin dl,” |
said, adding it up in my head. "We get our alowance tomorrow. If we pool our "

"But thetickets are nearly sold out," Alan interrupted. "Thefirst show was yesterday. It finishes Tuesday.
If wego, it'll have to be tomorrow night or Saturday, because our parentswon't let us out any other
night. The guy who gave Tony the flyer said the tickets for both those nights were dmost gone. Wed
haveto buy them tonight.”

"Well, so much for that," | said, putting on abrave face.

"Maybe not,"” Steve said. "My mom keeps awad of money in ajar at home. | could borrow some and
put it back when we get our dlowance”

"Y ou mean stedl 7" | asked.

"I mean borrow," he snapped. "It'sonly stedling if you don't put it back. What do you say?'
"How would we get the tickets?' Tommy asked. "It's a school night. We wouldn't be let out.”
"l can snesk out,” Steve said. "I'll buy them.”

"But Mr. Ddton snipped off the address," | reminded him. "How will you know whereto go?"

"I memorized it." He grinned. "Now, are we gonna stand here al night making up excuses, or are we
gonnago for it?"

We looked at each other, then one by one nodded silently.

"Right,"” Steve said. "We hurry home, grab our money, and meet back here. Tell your parents you forgot
abook or something. Well lump the money together and I'll add the rest from the pot at home.”

"What if you can't stedl | mean, 'borrow,’ the money?" | asked.
He shrugged. "Then the dedl's off. But we won't know unlesswetry. Now hurry!"

With that, he sprinted away. Moments later, making up our minds, Tommy, Alan, and | ran, too.

CHAPTER FOUR

THE FREAK SHOW WAS l | could think about that night. | tried forgetting it but couldn't, not even
when | was watching my favorite TV shows. It sounded so weird: a snake-boy, awolf-man, a
performing spider. | was especialy excited by the spider.

Mom and Dad didn't notice anything was up, but Annie did. Annieismy younger sister. She can be sort
of annoying but most of the time she's cool. She doesn't run to Mom telling on meif | misbehave, and she
knows how to keep a secret.

"What's wrong with you?" she asked after dinner. We were aonein the kitchen, washing the dishes.

"Nothing'swrong,” | sad.



"Yesthereis" shesad. "Youve been acting weird al night.”

| knew sheld keep asking until she got the truth, so | told her about the freak show.
"It sounds great,” she agreed, "but theré's no way you'd get in."

"Why not?"| asked.

"I bet they don't let children in. It sounds like agrown-up kind of show."

"They probably wouldn't let abrat like you in," | said nadtily, "but me and the others would be okay."
That upset her, so | gpologized. "I'm sorry,” | said. "I didn't mean that. I'm just annoyed because you're
probably right. Annie, 1'd give anything to go!"

"I've got amakeup kit | could lend you," she said. "Y ou can draw on wrinkles and stuff. It'd make you
look older.”

| smiled and gave her abig hug, which issomething | don't do very often. "Thanks, 55" | said, "but it's
okay. If weget in, we get in. If we don't, we don't."

We didn't say much after that. We finished drying and hurried into the TV room. Dad got home afew
minutes later. He works on building sites al over the place, so he's often late. He's grumpy sometimes but
wasin agood mood that night and swung Anniearound inacircle.

"Anything exciting happen today?" he asked, after he'd said hello to Mom and given her akiss.
"| scored another hat trick a lunch,” I told him.
"Redly?' hesad. "That's great. Well done."

Weturned the TV down while Dad was eating. He likes peace and quiet when he eats, and often asks us
guestions or tells us about his day a work.

Later, Mom went to her room to work on her stamp abums. She's a serious stamp collector. | used to
collect, too, when | was younger and more easily amused.

| popped up fo seeif she had any new stamps with exotic animals or spiders on them. She didn't. Whilel
wasthere, | asked her about freak shows.

"Mom," | said, "have you ever been to afreak show?'

"A what?" she asked, concentrating on the slamps.

"A freak show," | repeated. "With bearded ladies and wolf-men and snake-boys."

Shelooked up a me and blinked. "A snake-boy?' she asked. "What on Earth is a snake-boy?"

"Itsa..." | stopped when | redlized | didn't know. "Well, that doesn't metter,” | said. "Have you ever
been to one?!

She shook her head. "No. They'reillegd.”
"If they weren't,”" | said, "and one came to town, would you go?"

"No," shesad, shivering. "Those sorts of things frighten me. Besides, | don't think it would befair to the
peoplein the show."



"What do you mean?' | asked.

"How would you likeit," she said, "if you were stuck in acagefor peopleto look at?"
"I'm not afresk!" | said huffily.

"I know." Shelaughed and kissed my forehead. "Y oure my little angd.”

"Mom, don't!" | grumbled, wiping my forehead with my hand.

"Silly." She smiled. "But imagine you had two heads or four arms, and somebody stuck you on display
for people to makefun of. Y ou wouldn't like that, would you?'

"No," | said, shuffling my feet.

"Anyway, what's al this about afreak show?' she asked. "Have you been staying up late, watching
horror films?"

"No," | said.
"Because you know your dad doesn't like you watching "
"l wasn't staying up late, okay?' | shouted. It's really annoying when parents don't listen.

"Okay, Migter Grumpy," she said. "No need to shout. If you don't like my company, go downstairs and
help your father weed the garden.”

| didn't want to go, but Mom was upset that 1'd shouted at her, so | left and went down to the kitchen.
Dad was coming in from the back and spotted me.

"So thisiswhere you've been hiding." He chuckled. "Too busy to help the old man tonight?*
"l wasonmy way," | told him.
"Toolate" he said, taking off hisworkboots. "I'm finished.”

| watched him putting on his dippers. He has huge feet. He wears size twelve shoes! When | was
younger, he used to stand me on hisfeet and walk me around. 1t was like being on two long skateboards.

"What are you doing now?" | asked.

"Writing," he said. My dad has pen pasdl over theworld, in America, Audtralia, Russia, and China. He
says helikesto keep in touch with hisgloba neighbors, though | think it'sjust an excuseto gointo his
Study for anap!

Anniewas playing with dolls and stuff. | asked if she wanted to come to my room for agame of tennis
using asock for aball and shoesfor rackets, but she was too busy arranging her dollsfor a pretend
picnic.

| went to my room and dragged down my comic books. | have abunch of cool comic books Superman,
Batman, Spiderman, and Spawn. Spawn's my favorite. He's a superhero who used to be ademon in
hell. Some of the Spawn comics are pretty scary, but that'swhy | love them.

| spent the rest of the night reading comic books and putting them in order. | used to swap with Tommy,
who has a huge collection, but he kept spilling drinks on the covers and crumbs between the pages, so |



stopped.

Most nights | go to bed by ten, but Mom and Dad forgot about me, and | stayed up until nearly
ten-thirty. Then Dad saw the light in my room and came up. He pretended to be angry but he wasn't
redlly. Dad doesn't mind too much if | stay up late. Mom's the one who nags me about that.

"Bed,” hesad, "or I'll never be able to wake you in the morning.”

"Just aminute, Dad,” | told him, "while | put my comics away and brush my teeth.”
"Okay," hesaid, "but makeit quick.”

| stuck the comicsinto their box and stuffed it back up on the shelf over my bed.

| put on my pgamas and went to brush my teeth. | took my time, brushing dowly, and it was dmost
elevenwhen | got into bed. | lay back, smiling. | felt very tired and knew I'd fall adeep in acouple of
seconds. Thelast thing | thought about was the Cirque Du Freak. | wondered what a snake-boy |ooked
like, and how long the bearded lady's beard was, and what Hans Hands and Gertha Teeth did. Most of
all, I dreamed about the spider.

CHAPTER FIVE

THE NEXT MORNING, TOMMY, Alan, and me waited outside the gates for Steve, but there was no
sgn of him by thetimethe bell rang for class, sowehadtogoin.

"l bet he'shiding,” Tommy said. "He couldn't get the tickets and now he doesn't want to face us."
"Steve'snot likethat,” | said.

"I hope he bringsthe flyer back," Alan said. "Evenif we can't go, I'd liketo havetheflyer. I'd stick it up
over my bed and ™

"Y ou couldn't tick it up, stupid!" Tommy laughed.
"Why not?" Alan asked.

"Because Tony would seeit,” | told him.
"Ohyegh," Alan said glumly.

| was miserablein class. We had geography first, and every time Mrs. Quinn asked me aquestion, | got
it wrong. Normally geography's my best subject, because | know so much about it from when | used to
collect samps.

"Had alate night, Darren?" she asked when | got my fifth question wrong.
"No, Mrs. Quinn," | lied.

"I think you did." She smiled. "There are more bags under your eyesthanin theloca supermarket!”
Everybody laughed at that Mrs. Quinn didn't crack jokes very often and | did, too, even though | wasthe
butt of thejoke.



The morning dragged, the way it doeswhen you fed let down or disgppointed. | spent the timeimagining
the freak show. | made-believe | was one of the freaks, and the owner of the circus was a nasty guy who
whipped everybody, even when they got stuff right. All the freaks hated him, but he was so big and
mean, nobody said anything. Until one day he whipped me once too often, and | turned into awolf and
bit his head off! Everybody cheered and | was made the new owner.

It was a pretty good daydream.

Then, afew minutes before lunch, the door opened and guess who walked in? Stevel His mother was
behind him and she said something to Mrs. Quinn, who nodded and smiled. Then Mrs. Leonard left and
Steve strolled over to his seat and sat down.

"Wherewereyou?' | asked in afurious whisper.
"Atthedentis's"" hesad. "l forgot totell you | wasgoing.”
"What about "

"That's enough, Darren,” Mrs. Quinn said. | shut up ingtantly.

At recess, Tommy, Alan, and | dmaost smothered Steve. We were shouting and pulling at him at the same
time

"Did you get the tickets?" | asked.
"Wereyou redly at the dentist's?" Tommy wanted to know.
"Wheresmy flyer?* Alan asked.

"Patience, boys, patience,” Steve said, pushing us away and laughing. "Good things come to those who
wait."

"Comeon, Steve, don't mess around with us," | told him. "Did you get them or not?"
"Yesand no," hesaid.
"What does that mean?' Tommy snorted.

"It means | have some good news, some bad news, and some crazy news," he said. "Which do you want
to hear firg?"

"Crazy news?" | asked, puzzled.

Steve pulled us off to one side of the yard, checked to make sure no one was around, then began
gpesking in awhisper.

"| got the money," he said, "and sneaked out at seven o'clock, when Mom was on the phone. | hurried
across town to the ticket booth, but do you know who was there when | arrived?’

"Who?' we asked.

"Mr. Ddton!" he said. "He was there with a couple of policemen. They were dragging asmal guy out of
the booth it was only asmall shed, really when suddenly there was this huge bang and a big cloud of
smoke covered them dl. When it cleared, the small guy had disappeared.”



"What did Mr. Dalton and the police do?" Alan asked.
"Examined the shed, |ooked around a bit, then | eft.”
"They didn't see you?' Tommy asked.

"No," Steve sad. "l waswell hidden.”

"So you didn't get thetickets," | said sadlly.

"l didn't say that," he contradicted me.

"You got them?" | gasped.

"l turned to leave," he said, "and found the small guy behind me. Hewastiny, and dressed in along cloak
that covered him from head to toe. He spotted the flyer in my hand, took it, and held out the tickets. |
handed over the money and ™

"Y ou got them!" we roared delightedly.
"Yes," he beamed. Then hisfacefell. "But there was acatch. | told you there was bad news, remember?!
"What isit?" | asked, thinking he'd lost them.

"He only sold metwo,” Steve said. "I had the money for four, but he wouldn't takeit. He didn't say
anything, just tapped the part on the flyer about 'some restrictions,’ then handed me acard that said the
Cirque Du Freak only sold two tickets per flyer. | offered him extramoney | had amost a hundred
dollarstota but he wouldn't accept it."

"He only sold you two tickets?' Tommy asked, dismayed.
"But that means..." Alan began.

"...Only two of uscan go," Stevefinished. Helooked around at us grimly. "Two of uswill haveto Say a
home"

CHAPTER 9K

IT WASFRIDAY AFTERNOON, the end of the school week, the start of the weekend, and
everybody was laughing and running home as quickly asthey could, ddighted to be free. Except a
certain miserable foursome who hung around the schoolyard, looking like the end of theworld had
arrived. Their names? Steve Leonard, Tommy Jones, Alan Morris, and me, Darren Shan.

"It'snot fair," Alan moaned. "Who ever heard of acircus only letting you buy two tickets? It's stupid!™

Weadll agreed with him, but there was nothing we could do about it but stand around kicking the ground
with our feet, looking bummed out.

Finally, Alan asked the question that was on everybody's mind.
"S0, who gets the tickets?"



Welooked at each other and shook our heads uncertainly.

"Well, Steve has to get one," | said. "He put in more money than the rest of us, and he went to buy them,
s0 he hasto get one, agreed?”

"Agreed,” Tommy sad.

"Agreed," Alan said. | think he would have argued about it, except he knew he wouldn't win.
Steve smiled and took one of the tickets. "Who goeswith me?" he asked.

"I brought inthe flyer," Alan said quickly.

"Forget that!" | told him. " Steve should get to choose.”

"Not on your lifel" Tommy laughed. ™Y ou're hisbest friend. If welet him pick, hell pick you. | say we
fight for it. | have boxing gloves a home."

"Noway!" Alan squeaked. HE's small and never getsinto fights.

"l don't want to fight either,” | said. I'm no coward but | knew | wouldn't stand a chance against Tommy.
His dad taught him how to box and they have their own punching bag. He would have floored mein the
first round.

"Let'spick strawsfor it," | said, but Tommy didn't want to. He hasterrible luck and never wins anything
likethat.

We argued about it abit more, until Steve came up with anidea. "1 know what to do," he said, opening
his school bag. He tore two sheets of paper out of anotebook and, using hisruler, carefully cut them into
small pieces, each one roughly the same size astheticket. Then he got his empty lunch bag and dumped
the paper insde.

"Heréshow it works," he said, holding up the second ticket. "I put thisin, squeeze the bag shut, and
shakeit around, okay?' We nodded. "Y ou stand side by side and I'll throw the pieces of paper over
your heads. Whoever getsthe ticket wins. Me and the winner will give the other two their money back
when we can afford it. Isthat fair enough, or does somebody have a better idea?"

"Sounds good to me," | said.
"l don't know," Alan grumbled. "I'm the youngest. | can't jump ashighas™

"Quit yaoping,” Tommy sad. "I'm the smalest, and | don't mind. Besides, the ticket might come out on
the bottom of the pile, float down low, and bein just the right place for the shortest person.

"All right," Alan sad. "But no shoving."

"Agreed,” | said. "No rough stuff."

"Agreed." Tommy nodded.

Steve squeezed the bag and gave it agood long shake. "Get ready,” hetold us.

We stood back from Steve and lined up in arow. Tommy and Alan were side by side, but | kept out of
theway so I'd have room to swing both arms.



"Okay," Steve said. "I'll throw everything in the air on the count of three. All set?* We nodded. "One"
Steve said, and | saw Alan wiping sweat from around hiseyes. "Two," Steve said, and Tommy's fingers
twitched. "Three!" Steve yelled, and he jerked open the bag and tossed the paper high up into the air.

A breeze came adong and blew the pieces of paper sraight at us. Tommy and Alan started yelling and
grabbing wildly. It wasimpossible to see the ticket in among the scraps of paper.

| was about to sart grabbing, when al of asudden | got an urge to do something strange. It sounds
crazy, but I've dways believed in following an urge or ahunch.

Sowhat | did was, | shut my eyes, stuck out my hands like ablind man, and waited for something
magica to happen.

AsI'm sure you know, usualy when you try something you've seen inamovie, it doesnt work. Likeif
you try doing awhedie with your bike, or making your skateboard jump up inthe air. But every oncein
awhile, when you least expect it, something clicks.

For asecond | felt paper blowing by my hands. | was going to grab at it but something told me it wasn't
time. Then, asecond later, avoiceingde meyeled, "NOW!"

| closed my handsreadlly fast.

The wind died down and the pieces of paper drifted to the ground. | opened my eyes and saw Alan and
Tommy down on their knees, searching for the ticket.

"It'snot herel" Tommy said.

"I can't find it anywherel" Alan shouted.

They stopped searching and looked up a me. | hadn't moved. | was standing stills my hands closed tight.
"What'sin your hands, Darren?' Steve asked softly.

| stared at him, unable to answer. It waslike | wasin adream, where | couldn't move or spesk.

"He doesn't haveit,” Tommy said. "He can't have. He had his eyes shut.”

"Maybe s0," Steve said, "but there's something in thosefigsof his

"Openthem,” Alan said, giving meashove. "Let's seewhat you're hiding."

| looked a Alan, then Tommy, then Steve. And then, very dowly, | opened my right fist.

There was nothing there.

My heart and stomach dropped. Alan smiled and Tommy started |ooking down at the ground again,
trying to find the missing ticket.

"What about the other hand?' Steve asked.

| gazed down at my left fist. I'd amost forgotten about that one! Sowly, even dower than thefirst time, |
openedit.

Therewas apiece of green paper smack-dab in the middle of my hand, but it was lying facedown, and
since there was nothing on its back, | had to turn it over, just to be sure. And there it was, in red and blue



|etters, themagica name:
CIRQUE DU FREAK.

| had it. Theticket was mine. | was going to the freak show with Steve.
"Y EEEEEEESSSSSSSSSSSSS!!!™ | screamed, and punched the air with my fist. I'd won!

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE TICKETS WERE FOR the Saturday show, which was just aswell, snceit gave me achanceto
talk to my parentsand ask if | could stay over at Steve's Saturday night.

| didn't tell them about the freak show, because | knew they would say no if they knew about it. | felt bad
about not telling the whole truth, but at the sametime, | hadn't really told alie: al I'd done was keep my
mouth shut.

Saturday couldn't go quickly enough for me. | tried keeping busy, because that's how you maketime
pass without noticing, but | kept thinking about the Cirque Du Freak and wishing it wastimeto go. | was
pretty grumpy, which was odd for me on a Saturday, and Mom was glad to see me go when it wastime
to leavefor Steve's.

Annie knew | was going to the freak show and asked meto bring her back something, aphoto if
possible, but | told her cameras weren't dlowed (it said so on the ticket) and | didn't have enough money
for aT-shirt. | told her I'd buy her apinif they had them, or aposter, but she'd have to keep it hidden
and not tell Mom and Dad where she got it if they found it.

Dad dropped me off at Steve's at six o'clock. He asked what time | wanted to be picked up in the
morning. | told him noon if that was okay.

"Don't watch horror movies, okay?" he said before heleft. "I don't want you coming home with
nightmeares.”

"Oh, Dad!" | groaned. "Everyonein my class watches horror movies."

"Ligten," hesaid, "I don't mind an old black-and-white film, or one of the less scary Draculamovies, but
none of these nasty new ones, okay?"

"Okay," | promised.
"Good man," he said, and drove off.

| hurried up to the house and rang the doorbell four times, which was my secret sgna to Steve. He must
have been standing just insde, because he opened the door right away and dragged mein.

"About time," he growled, then pointed to the Sairs. "See that hill?* he asked, spesking likeasoldier ina
war film.

"Yes, gr," | sad, clicking my hedstogether.



"We haveto takeit by dawn."
"Arewe uging riflesor machine guns, Sr?" | asked.

"Areyou crazy?' he barked. "Wed never be able to carry amachine gun through al that mud.” He
nodded at the carpet.

"Riflesitis gr," | agreed.
"And if were taken," hewarned me, "savethe last bullet for yoursdf.”

We garted up the stairs like a couple of soldiers, firing imaginary guns at imaginary enemies. It was
childish, but great fun. Steve "logt" aleg on the way and | had to help him to the top. ™Y ou might have
taken my leg," he shouted from the top of the stairs, "and you might take my life, but you'll never take my
country!"

It was adtirring speech. At leas, it stirred Mrs. Leonard, who came up from the downgtairs living room
to see what the racket was. She smiled when she saw me and asked if | wanted anything to egt or drink.
| didn't. Steve said held like some caviar and champagne, but it wasn't funny the way he said it, and |
didn't laugh.

Steve doesn't get dong with hismom. He lives done with her his dad left when Steve was very young

and they're dways arguing and shouting. | don't know why. I've never asked him. There are certain things
you don't discuss with your friendsif you're boys. Girls can talk about stuff like that, but if you're aboy
you haveto talk about computers, soccer, war, and so on. Parents aren't cool.

"How will we sneak out tonight?' | asked in awhisper as Steve's mom went back into the living room.

"It'sokay," Steve said. "She'sgoing out.” He often called her she instead of Mom. "Shelll think werein
bed when she gets back."

"What if she checks?'
Steve laughed nadtily. "Enter my room without being asked? She wouldn't dare.”

| didn't like Steve when he talked like that, but | said nothing in case he went into one of hismoods. |
didn't want to do anything that might spoil the show.

Steve dragged out some of his horror comics and we read them out loud. Steve has great comic books,
which are only meant for adults. My mom and dad would hit theroof if they knew about them!

Steve dso has abunch of old magazines and books about mongters and vampires and werewolves and
ghodts.

"Does a stake have to be made out of wood?"' | asked when I'd finished reading a Dracula comic.

"No," hesaid. "It can be metal or ivory, even plagtic, aslong asit's hard enough to go right through the

"And that will kill avampire?' | asked.
"Every time," hesad.

| frowned. "But you told me you have to cut off their heads and stuff them with garlic and throw themina
river.”



"Some books say you haveto," he agreed. "But that's to make sure you kill the vampire's spirit aswell as
its body, so it can't come back as aghost.”

"Can avampire come back asaghost?' | asked, eyeswide.

"Probably not," Steve said. "But if you had the time, and wanted to make sure, cutting off the head and
getting rid of it would be worth doing. Y ou don't want to take any chances with vampires, do you?'

"No," | said, shivering. "What about werewolves? Do you need silver bulletsto kill them?”

"I don't think s0," Steve said. "1 think normal bullets can do the job. Y ou might have to use lots of them,
but they should work."

Steve knows everything there isto know about horror facts. He's read every sort of horror book thereis.
He saysevery Sory hasat least sometruth init, even if most are made up.

"Do you think the wolf-man at the Cirque Du Fresk isawerewolf?' | asked.

Steve shook hishead. "From what I'veread,” he said, "the wolf-men in freak shows are normaly just
very hairy guys. Some of them are more like animals than people, and eat live chickens and stuff, but
they're not werewolves. A werewolf would be no good in ashow, becauseit can only turn into awolf
when therésafull moon. Every other night, it would beanormd guy.”

"Oh," | said. "What about the snake-boy? Do you "

"Hey," he laughed, "save the questions for later. The showslong ago wereterrible. The owners used to
starve the freaks and keep them locked up in cages and treat them like dirt. But | don't know what this
onewill belike. They might not even bered fresks. they might only be peoplein costumes.”

Thefreak show was being held at a place near the other side of town. We had to leave shortly after nine
o'clock, to make sure we got there in time. We could have got a cab, except we'd used most of our
alowance to replace the cash Steve took from his mom. Besides, it was more fun walking. It was

spookier!

Wetold ghost stories as we walked. Steve did most of the talking, because he knows way more than
me. He wasin rare form. Sometimes he forgets the ends of stories, or gets names mixed up, but not
tonight. It was better than being with Stephen King!

It was along walk, longer than we thought, and we amost didn't make it on time. We had to run the last
quarter-mile. We were panting like dogs when we got there.

The venue was an old theater that used to show movies. I'd passed it once or twicein the past. Steve
told me once that it was shut down because a boy fell off the balcony and got killed. He said it was
haunted. | asked my dad about it, and he said it was apack of lies. It's hard sometimes to know whether
you should believe the stories your dad tells you or the ones your best friend tells you.

There was no name outside the door, and no cars parked nearby, and no waiting line. We stopped out
front and bent over until we got our breath back. Then we stood and looked at the building. It wastall
and dark and covered in jagged gray stones. Lots of the windows were broken, and the door looked like
agiant'sopen mouth.

"Areyou surethisisthe place?' | asked, trying not to sound scared.

"Thisiswhat it says on thetickets," Steve said and checked again, just to be sure. "Y ep, thisisit.”



"Maybe the police found out and the freaks had to move on,” | said. "Maybe there isn't any show
tonight."

"Maybe," Steve sad.
| looked at him and licked my lips nervoudly. "What do you think we should do?"' | asked.

He stared back at me and hesitated before replying. "1 think we should go in,” hefinaly said. "Weve
comethisfar. It'd beslly to turn back now, without knowing for sure.”

"l agree,” | said, nodding. Then | gazed up at the scary building and gulped. It looked like the sort of
place you saw in ahorror movie, where lots of people go in but don't come out. "Areyou scared?’ |
asked Steve.

"No," hesaid, but | could hear histeeth chattering and knew hewaslying. "Are you?" he asked.

"Coursenot,” | said. Welooked at each other and grinned. We knew we were both terrified, but at least
we were together. It's not so bad being scared if you're not alone.

"Shall we enter?" Steve asked, trying to sound cheerful.
"Might aswdl," | sad.

We took adeep breath, crossed our fingers, then started up the steps (there were nine stone steps
leading up to the door, each one cracked and covered with moss) and went in.

CHAPTER EIGHT

WE FOUND OURSELVES STANDING inalong, dark, cold corridor. | had my jacket on, but
shivered anyway. It was freezing!

"Why isit so cold?' | asked Steve. "It was warm outside.”
"Old houses arelikethat,” hetold me.

We dtarted to walk. There was alight down by the other end, so the farther in we got, the brighter it
became. | was glad for that. | don't think | could have made it otherwise: it would have been too scary!

The walls were scratched and scribbled on, and bits of the ceiling were flaky. It was a creepy place. It
would have been bad enough in the middle of the day, but this wasten o'clock, only two hours avay
from midnight!

"Therésadoor here," Steve said and stopped. He pushed it gjar and it creaked loudly. | dmost turned
and ran. It sounded like the lid of a coffin being tugged open!

Steve showed no fear and stuck his head in. He said nothing for afew seconds, while his eyes got used
to the dark, then he pulled back. "It's the stairs up to the balcony,” he said.

"Wherethekid fdl from?' | asked.

"Yan



"Do you think we should go up?' | asked.

He shook hishead. "I don't think so. It'sdark up there, no sign of any sort of light. Well try it if we can't
find another way in, but | think "

"Can | help you boys?' somebody said behind us, and we nearly jumped out of our skins!

Weturned around quickly and the tallest man in the world was standing there, glaring down on us asif
we were acouple of rats. He was so tall, his head almost touched the ceiling. He had huge bony hands
and eyes that were so dark, they looked like two black coas stuck in the middle of hisface.

"lsnt it rather late for two little boys like yourselves to be out and about?' he asked. Hisvoice was as
deep and croaky asafrog's, but hislips hardly seemed to move. He would have made agresat
ventriloquig.

"We..." Steve began, but had to stop and lick hislips before he could continue. "We're here to seethe
Cirque Du Fregk," he said.

"Are you?' The man nodded dowly. "Do you have tickets?"
"Yes" Steve said, and showed his.

"Very good,” the man muttered. Then he turned to me and said: "How about you, Darren? Do you have
aticket?'

"Yes" | said, reaching into my pocket. Then | stopped dead in my tracks. He knew my name! | glanced
at Steve and he was shaking in his sneakers.

Thetal man smiled. He had black teeth and some were missing, and his tongue was adirty shade of
ydlow. "My nameisMr. Tdl," hesad. "I own the Cirque Du Fresk."

"How did you know my friend's name?' Steve asked bravely.

Mr. Tdl laughed and bent down, so he was eyeball-to-eyebal with Steve. "I know lots of things," he said
softly. | know your names. | know whereyou live. | know you don't like your mommy or your daddy."
Heturned to face me and | took a step back. His breath stank to the high heavens. "'l know you didn't
tell your parents you were coming here. And | know how you won your ticket.”

"How?' | asked. My teeth were shaking so much, | wasn't sureif he heard me or not. If hedid, he
decided not to answer, because next he stood up and turned away from us,

"We must hurry," he said, beginning to walk. | thought he would take giant steps, but he didn't, he took
short ones. "The show is about to begin. Everyone eseis present and seated. Y ou arelate, boys. You're
lucky we didn't start without you."

Heturned a corner at the end of the corridor. He was only two or three stepsin front of us, but when we
turned the corner, he was sitting behind along table covered with a black cloth that reached down to the
floor. He was wearing atal red hat now, and apair of gloves.

"Tickets, please," he said. He reached out, took them, opened his mouth, put the tickets in, then chewed
them to pieces and swallowed!

"Very well," hesaid. "Y ou may go in now. We normaly don't welcome children, but | can seeyou are
two fine, courageous young men. We will make an exception.”



There were two blue curtainsin front of us, drawn across the end of the hall. Steve and me looked at
each other and gulped.

"Dowewak straight on?' Steve asked.

"Of course," Mr. Tdl said.

"lsn't therealady with aflashlight?’ | asked.

Helaughed. "If you want someone to hold your hand," he said, "you should have brought a babysitter!™

That made me mad and | forgot for amoment how afraid | was. "All right,” | snapped, stepping forward,
surprisng Steve. "If that'stheway itis..." | walked forward quickly and pushed past the curtains.

| don't know what those curtains were made of, but they felt like spiderwebs. | stopped once | passed
them. | wasin ashort corridor and another pair of curtains were draped acrossthewalsafew yardsin
front. There was a sound behind and then Steve was by my side. We could hear noises on the other side
of the curtains.

"Doyou think it'ssafe?" | asked.

" think it's safer to go forward than backward," he answered. "I don't think Mr. Tal would likeit if we
turned back.”

"How do you think he knew al that stuff about us? "1 asked.

"He must be ableto read minds," Steve replied.

"Oh," | said, and thought about that for afew seconds. "He nearly scared the life out of me," | admitted.
"Me, t0o," Steve said.

Then we stepped forward.

It was a huge room. The chairs had been ripped out of the theater long ago, but deck chairs had been set
up intheir place. Welooked for empty seats. The entire theater was packed, but we were the only
children there. | could fed people watching us and whispering.

The only spaces were in the fourth row from the front. We had to step over lots of legsto get there and
people were grumbling. When we sat down, we redlized they were good seets, because we wereright in
the middle and nobody tall wasin front of us. We had a perfect view of the stage and could see

everything.
"Do you think they sdll popcorn?” | asked.

"At afreak show?' Steve snorted. "Get redl! They might sall snake eggsand lizard eyes, but I'll bet
anything you like they don't sell popcorn!”

The peoplein the theater were a mixed bunch. Some were dressed stylishly, othersin swestsuits. Some
were asold asthe hills, othersjust afew years older than Steve and me. Some chatted confidently to
their companions and behaved as though at asoccer game, others sat quietly in their chairs and gazed
around nervoudy.

What everyone shared was alook of excitement.



| could seeit in thelr eyes, the same light that was shining in Steve's and mine, We al somehow knew that
wewerein for something specid, the likes of which we'd never seen before.

Then abunch of trumpets blew and the whole place went quiet. The trumpets blew for ages and ages,
getting louder and louder, and every light went out until the theater was pitch black. | began to get scared
again, but it wastoo late to leave.

All of asudden, the trumpets stopped and there was silence. My ears were ringing and for afew seconds
| felt dizzy. Then | recovered and sat up straight in my Sest.

Somewhere high up in the theater, someone switched on agreen light and the stage lit up. It looked eeriel
For about a minute nothing el se happened. Then two men came out, pulling a cage. It was on whedlsand
covered with what |ooked like ahuge bearskin rug. When they got to the middle of the stage they
stopped, dropped the ropes, and ran back into the wings.

For afew seconds more silence. Then the trumpets blew again, three short blasts. The rug came flying off
the cage and thefirst freak wasreveded.

That was when the screaming began.

CHAPTER NINE

THERE WASNO NEED for the screaming. The freak was pretty shocking, but he was chained up
ingdethe cage. | think the people who screamed did it for fun, the way people scream on aroller
coadter, not because they were actudly afraid.

It was the wolf-man. He was very ugly, with hair al over his body. He only wore a piece of cloth around
hismiddle, like Tarzan, so we could see hishairy legs and belly and back and arms. He had along bushy
beard, which covered most of hisface. His eyes were yellow and histeeth were red.

He shook the bars of the cage and roared. It was pretty frightening. Lots more people screamed when he
roared. | nearly screamed mysdlf, except | didn't want to look like ababy.

The wolf-man went on shaking the bars and jumping around, before calming down. When he was sitting
on his backside, the way dogs do, Mr. Tdl waked on and spoke.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, and even though his voice was low and croaky, everybody could hear
what he was saying, "welcome to the Cirque Du Freak, home of the world's most remarkable human
beings.

"Weare an ancient circus,” he went on. "We have toured for five hundred years, bringing the grotesque
to generation after generation. Our lineup has changed many times, but never our aim, which isto astound

and terrify you! We present acts both frightening and bizarre, acts you can find nowhereesein the
world.

"Those who are easily scared should leave now," he warned. "'I'm sure there are people who came
tonight thinking thiswas ajoke. Maybe they thought our freaks would be people in masks, or harmless
midits Thisis not so! Every act you seetonight isredl. Each performer isunique. And none are
harmless"



That was the end of his speech and he walked offstage Two pretty women in shiny suits came on next
and unlocked the door of the wolf-man's cage. A few people looked scared but nobody €ft.

The wolf-man was yapping and howling when hefirst came out of the cage, until one of theladies
hypnotized him with her fingers. The other lady spoke to the crowd.

"You must be very quiet,” she said in aforeign accent. " The wolf-man will not be ableto hurt you aslong
aswe control him, but aloud sound could wake him up, and then he would be deadly!"

When they were ready, they stepped down from the stage and walked the hypnotized wolf-man through
the theater. Hishair was adirty gray color and he walked with astoop, fingers hanging down around his
knees.

The ladies stayed by his side and warned people to be quiet. They let you stroke him if you wanted, but
you had to do it gently. Steve rubbed him when he went by but | was afraid he might wake up and bite
me, so | didn't.

"What did it fed like?' | asked, asquietly as| could.

"It was spiky," Stevereplied, "like ahedgehog.”" Helifted hisfingersto his nose and sniffed. "It smells
Strange, too, like burning rubber.”

The wolf-man and |adies were about halfway down the rows of seets when therewasabig BANG! |
don't know what made the noise, but suddenly the wolf-man began roaring and he shoved the ladies
away fromhim.,

People screamed and those nearest him legped from their seats and ran. One woman wasn't quick
enough, and the wolf-man legped on her and dragged her to the ground. She was screaming at the top of
her lungs, but nobody tried to help her. Herolled her over onto her back and bared histeeth. She stuck a
hand up to push him away, but he got histeeth onit and bit it off!

A couple of peoplefainted when they saw that and a bunch more began yelling and running. Then, out of
nowhere, Mr. Tall appeared behind the wolf-man and wrapped his arms around him. The wolf-man
struggled for afew seconds, but Mr. Tal whispered something in his ear and he relaxed. While Mr. Tall
led him back to the stage, the women in the suits calmed down the crowd and told them to return to their
Sedts.

While the crowd hesitated, the woman with the bitten-off hand went on screaming. Blood was pumping
out of the end of her wrist, covering the ground and other people. Steve and | were staring at her, our
mouths wide open, wondering if shewasgoingto die.

Mr. Tdll returned from the stage, picked up the severed hand, and gave aloud whistle. Two peoplein
blue robes with hoods over their heads ran forward. They were short, not much bigger than me or Steve,
but with thick arms and legs and lots of muscles. Mr. Tal sat the woman up and whispered something in
her ear. She stopped screaming and sat iff.

Mr. Tal took hold of the wrist, then reached into his pocket and took out asmall brown leather pouch.
He opened it with hisfree hand and sprinkled a sparkly pink powder onto the bleeding wrist. Then he
stuck the hand againgt it and nodded to the two peoplein the blue suits. They produced a pair of needles
and loads of orange string. And then, to the amazement of everybody in the theater, they started to stitch
the hand back onto the wrist!

The peoplein blue robes gtitched for five or sx minutes. The woman didn't feel any pain, even though



their needles were going in and out of her flesh, dl the way around the wrist. When finished, they put their
needles and unused thread away and returned to wherever they'd come from. Their hoods never dipped
from their faces, so | couldn't tell if they were men or women. When they'd gone, Mr. Tdl let go of the
woman's hand and stepped back.

"Moveyour fingers" he said. Thewoman stared at him blankly. "Move your fingerd" he said again, and
thistime she gavethem awiggle.

They moved!

Everybody gasped. The woman stared at the fingers as though she didn't believe they wereredl. She
gave them another wiggle. Then she stood and lifted the hand above her head. She shook it ashard as
she could, and it was as good as new! Y ou could see the stitches but there was no more blood and the
fingers seemed to be working fine.

"Youwill beokay,” Mr. Tdl told her. "The stitches will fal out after acouple of days. It will befine after
thet."

"Maybe that's not good enough!™ someone shouted, and a big red-faced man stepped forward. "I'm her
husband,” he said, "and | say we should go to adoctor and then the police! Y ou can't let awild animal
likethat out into acrowd! What if hed bitten her head off?"

"Then shewould bedead,” Mr. Tdl said camly.

"Listen, buster," the husband began, but Mr. Tdl interrupted.

"Tel me, gr," Mr. Tal said, "where were you when the wolf-man was attacking?'
"Me?' the man asked.

"Yes" Mr. Tdl said. Y ou are her husband. Y ou were sitting beside her when the beast escaped. Why
did you not leap to her rescue?”

"Wdl, I... Therewasnotime... | couldn't... | waan't..."

No matter what he said, the husband couldn't win, because there was only one true answer: he had been
running away, looking after himsdif.

"Listentome” Mr. Tdl said. "l gavefar warning. | said this show could be dangerous. Thisisnot anice,
safe circus where nothing goes wrong. Mistakes can and do happen, and sometimes people end up alot
worse off than your wife. That'swhy this show isbanned. That'swhy we must play in old theetersin the
middle of the night. Most of the time, things go smoothly and nobody gets hurt. But we cannot guarantee
your safety.”

Mr. Tdl turned around in acircle and seemed to ook everybody in the eye while turning. "We cannot
guarantee anybody’'s safety,” heroared. " Another accident like thisisunlikely, but it could happen. Once
agan| say, if you are afraid, leave. Leave now, beforeitistoo late!™

A few people did leave. But most stayed to see the rest of the show, even the woman who nearly lost her
hand.

"Do you want to go?' | asked Steve, half-hoping he'd say yes. | was excited but scared aswell.

"Areyou crazy?' hesaid. "Thisisgreat! You don't want to go, do you?"



"Noway," | lied, and dapped on ashaky little smile.

If only I hadn't been so scared of looking like acoward! | could have |eft and everything would have
been fine. But no, | had to act like abig man and St it out to the end. If you only knew how many times
I've wished since then that I'd fled with al the speed in my body and never looked back...

CHAPTER TEN

ASSOON ASMR. TALL had |eft the stage and we'd settled back into our seats, the second freak,
Alexander Ribs, came out. He was more of acomedy act than a scary one, which wasjust what we
needed to cdm us down after the terrifying start. | happened to look over my shoulder while he was on,
and noticed two of the blue-hooded people down on their knees, cleaning blood from the floor.

Alexander Ribswasthe skinniest man I'd ever seen. Helooked like a skeleton! There seemed to be no
flesh on him. He would have been frightening, except he had awide friendly amile.

Funny music played and he danced around the stage. He was dressed in ballet clothes and |ooked so
ridiculous that soon everyone was laughing. After awhile, he stopped dancing and began stretching. He
said he was a contortionist (somebody with bones like rubber, who can bend every which way).

Firgt, hetilted his head back so far, it looked like it had been cut off. He turned around so we could see
his upsde-down face, then went on leaning backward until his head was touching the floor! Then he put
his hands around the backs of hislegs and pulled his head through until it was sticking up in front of him.
It looked like it was growing out of his stomach!

He got a huge round of gpplause for that, after which he straightened up and began twisting his body
around like a curly-wurly straw! He kept twisting and twisting, five times around, until his bones began to
creek from the strain. He stood like that for aminute, then began to unwind redlly, redly fast.

Next, he got two drumsticks with furry ends. He took the first drumstick and hit one of hisbony ribswith
it. He opened his mouth and amusical note sprang out! It sounded like the noise pianos make. Then he
closed his mouth and struck arib on the other side of hisbody. Thistime it was alouder, higher note.

After afew more practice notes, he kept his mouth open and began playing songs! He played "L.ondon
Bridge Is Fdling Down," some songs by the Bestles, and the theme tunes from afew popular TV shows.

The skinny man |eft the stage to shouts for more. But none of the fresks ever came back to do an encore.

After Alexander Ribs came Rhamus Twobdllies, and he was asfat as Alexander wasthin. Hewas
eNOR-mous! The floorboards creaked as he walked out onto the stage.

Hewalked close to the edge and kept pretending he was about to topple forward. | could see peoplein
the front rows getting worried, and some jumped back out of the way when he got close. | don't blame
them: he would have squashed them flat as a pancakeif hefell!

He stopped in the middle of the stage. "Hello," he said. He had a nice voice, soft and squeaky. "My name
is Rhamus Twaobellies, and | redlly have two bellies! | was born with them, the same way certain animals
are. The doctors were stunned and said | was afreak. That'swhy | joined this show and am here
tonight."



The ladies who had hypnoatized the wolf-man came out with two cartsfull of food: cakes, chips,
hamburgers, packages of candy and heads of cabbage. There was stuff there that | hadn't even seen
before, never mind tasted!

"Yum yum," Rhamus said. He pointed to a huge clock being lowered by ropes from above. It stopped
about ten feet above hishead. "How long do you think it will take meto eat dl this?' he asked, pointing
to thefood. "There will be aprize for the person who guesses closest.”

"An hour!" somebody yelled.
"Forty-five minutes!" somebody €l se roared.

"Two hours, ten minutes, and thirty-three seconds,”" another person shouted. Soon everybody was caling
out. | said an hour and three minutes. Steve said twenty-nine minutes. The lowest guess was seventeen
minutes.

When we were finished guessing, the clock started to tick and Rhamus started to egt. He ate like the
wind. Hisarms moved so fast, you could hardly see them. Hismouth didn't seemto close at al. He
shoveled food in, swallowed, and moved on.

Everybody was amazed. | felt sick as| watched. Some people actualy were sck!
Findly, Rhamus scoffed the last bun and the clock above his head stopped ticking.

Four minutes and fifty-six seconds! Hed esten dl that food in lessthan five minutes! | could hardly
believeit. It didn't seem possible, even for aman with two bellies.

"That wasnice" Rhamussaid, "but | could have used more dessert.”

While we clapped and laughed, the ladiesin shiny suitsrolled the carts away and brought out a new one,
packed with glass statues and forks and spoons and bits of metal junk.

"Beforel begin," Rhamussaid, "1 must warn you not to try thisat home! | can egt things that would
choke and kill norma people. Do not try to copy me! If you do, you may die."

He began eating. He started with a couple of nuts and bolts, which he sucked down without blinking.
After afew handfuls he gave his big round belly a shake and we could hear the noise of the metd inside.

Hisbelly heaved and he spat the nuts and bolts back out! If there had only been one or two, | might have
thought he was keeping them under histongue or at the sides of his cheeks, but not even Rhamus
Twobdliess mouth was big enough to hold that load!

Next, he ate the glass statues. He crunched the glass up into small pieces before swalowing it with a
drink of water. Then he ate the spoons and forks. He twisted them up into circleswith his hands, popped
them into his mouth, and let them dide down. He said histeeth weren't strong enough to tear through
metd.

After that, he swalowed along metal chain, then paused to catch his breath. His belly began rumbling
and shaking. | didn't know what was going on, until he gave aheave and | saw the top of the chain come
out of hismouth.

Asthe chain came out, | saw that the spoons and forks were wrapped around it! He had managed to
poke the chain through the hoopsinsde hisbelly. It was unbdievable.



When Rhamus | eft the stage, | thought nobody could top such an act.

| waswrong!

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A COUPLE OF PEOPLE in the blue-hooded robes came around after Rhamus Twobdllies, sdling gifts.
Therewas someredlly cool stuff, like chocolate models of the nuts and bolts that Rhamus ate, and rubber
dollsof Alexander Ribsthat you could bend and stretch. And there were clippings of the wolf-man's hair.
| bought some of that: it was tough and wiry, sharp asaknife.

"Therewill be more novdties|ater,” Mr. Tal announced from the stage, "so don't spend al your money
right away."

"How much isthe glass satue?' Steve asked. It was the same kind that Rhamus Twobedl lies had eaten.
The person in the blue hood didn't say anything, but stuck out asign with the priceonit. "I can't reed,”
Stevesad. "Will you tell me how much it costs?’

| stared at Steve and wondered why he was lying. The person in the hood il didn't speak. Thistime he
(or she) shook his head quickly and moved on before Steve could ask anything else.

"What was that about?" | asked.
Steve shrugged. "I wanted to hear it speak,” he said, "to seeif it was human or not.”
"Of courseit'shuman,” | said. "What else could it be?”

"l don't know," he said. "That'swhy | was asking. Don't you think it's strange that they keep their faces
covered dl thetime?"

"Maybethey'reshy,” | said.
"Maybe," hesaid, but | could tdl he didn't believe that.

When the people sdlling the gifts were finished, the next freak came on. It wasthe bearded lady, and at
first | thought it was meant to be ajoke, because she didn't have a beard!

Mr. Tal stood behind her and said, "Ladies and gentlemen, thisisavery specia act. Truskahereis new
to our family. Sheisone of the most incredible performers | have ever seen, with atruly unique talent.”

Mr. Tall waked off. Truskawas very beautiful, dressed in flowing red robes that had many dashes and
gaps. Lots of the men in the theater began to cough and shift around in their sests.

Truska stepped closer to the edge of the stage, so we could see her better, then said something that
sounded like a seal barking. She put her hands on her face, one at either Sde, and stroked the skin
gently. Then she held her nose shut with two fingers and tickled her chin with her other hand.

An extraordinary thing happened: she began to grow abeard! Hairs crept out, first on her chin, then her
upper lip, then the sdes of her face, findly al over. It waslong and blonde and straight.

It grew about four or five inches, then stopped. She took her fingers away from her nose and stepped



down into the crowd, where she walked around and let people pull on the beard and strokeit.

The beard continued growing as she walked, until findly it reached down to her feet! When she arrived at
the rear of the theater, she turned and walked back to the stage. Even though there was no breeze, her
hair blew about wildly, tickling peopl€'s faces as she passed.

When she was back on the stage, Mr. Tall asked if anybody had a pair of scissors. Lots of women did.
Mr. Tdl invited afew up.

"The Cirque Du Freak will give one solid bar of gold to anyone who can dice off Truskasbeard,” he
sad, and held up asmall yellow piece of metal to show he wasn't joking.

That got alot of people excited and for ten minutes nearly everybody in the theater tried cutting off her
beard. But they couldn't! Nothing could cut through the bearded lady's hair, not even apair of garden
shearsthat Mr. Tal handed out. The funny thing was, it till felt soft, just like ordinary hair!

When everyone had admitted defeat, Mr. Tall emptied the stage and Truska stood in the middle again.
She stroked her cheeks as before and held her nose, but thistime the beard grew back in! 1t took about
two minutesfor the hairs to disappear back insde, and then she looked exactly as she had when shefirst
came out. Sheleft to huge applause and the next act came out amost directly after.

His name was Hans Hands. He began by telling us about hisfather, who'd been born without legs. Hans's
father learned to get around on hishandsjust aswell as other people could on their feet, and had taught
his children his secrets.

Hansthen sat down, pulled up hislegs, and wrapped hisfeet around his neck. He stood on his hands,
walked up and down the stage, then hopped off and challenged four men picked at random to arace.
They could race on their feet; held race on his hands. He promised abar of gold to anyone who could
beat him.

They used the aides of the theater as aracetrack, and despite his disadvantage, Hans beat the four men
eadly. He clamed he could sprint ahundred yardsin eight seconds on his hands, and nobody in the
thesater doubted him. Afterward he performed some impressive gymnadtic fegts, proving that a person
could manage just aswell without legs as with them. His act wasn't especidly exciting but it was
enjoyable.

There was a short pause after Hans had |eft, then Mr. Tall came out. "L adies and gentlemen,” he said,
"our next act is another unique and perplexing one. It can aso be quite dangerous, so | ask that you
make no noise and do not clagp until you aretold it is safe.”

The whole place went quiet. After what had happened with the wolf-man earlier, nobody needed to be
told twice!

When it was quiet enough, Mr. Tal walked off the stage. He shouted out the name of the next freak as
he went, but it was a soft shout: "Mr. Crepdey and Madam Octal”

The lights went down low and a creepy-looking man waked onto the stage. He wastall and thin, with
very white skin and only asmall crop of orange hair on the top of his head. He had alarge scar running
down hisleft cheek. It reached to hislips and madeit look like his mouth was stretching up the sde of his
face.

He was dressed in dark-red clothes and carried a small wooden cage, which he put on atable. When he
was set, he turned and faced us. He bowed and smiled. He looked even scarier when he smiled, like a



crazy clowninahorror moviel once saw! Then he started to explain about the act.

| missed thefirst part of his speech because | wasn't looking at the stage. | was watching Steve. Y ou see,
when Mr. Crepdey walked out, there had been total silence, except for one person who had gasped
loudly.

Seve.

| stared curioudy at my friend. He was amost as white as Mr. Crepdey and was shaking dl over. Hed
even dropped the rubber model of Alexander Ribsthat he'd bought.

His eyeswerefixed on Mr. Crepdey, asthough glued to him, and as | watched him watch the fregk, the
thought that crossed my mind was. "He looks like he's seen aghost!™

CHAPTER TWELVE

"IT ISNOT TRUE that dl tarantulas are poisonous,” Mr. Crepdey said. He had adeep voice. |
managed to tear my eyes away from Steve and trained them on the stage. "Mogt are as harmless asthe
spiders you find anywhere in the world. And those which are poisonous normaly only have enough
poison inthemto kill very smal creatures.

"But some are deadly!" he went on. "Some can kill aman with one bite. They arerare, and only foundin
extremely remote areas, but they do exist.

"l have one such spider," he said and opened the door of the cage. For afew seconds nothing happened,
but then the largest spider | had ever seen crawled out. It was green and purple and red, with long hairy
legsand abig fat body. | wasn't afraid of spiders, but this one looked terrifying.

The spider walked forward dowly. Then itslegs bent and it lowered its body, as though waiting for afly.

"Madam Octa has been with mefor severa years,” Mr. Crepdey sad. "Shelivesfar longer than ordinary
spiders. The monk who sold her to me said some of her kind live to be twenty or thirty yearsold. Sheis
an incredible cregture, both poisonous and intelligent.”

While he was speaking, one of the blue-hooded people led a goat onto the stage. It was making a
frightened bleating noise and kept trying to run. The hooded person tied it to the table and | eft.

The spider began moving when it saw and heard the goat. It crept to the edge of the table, where it
stopped, asif awaiting an order. Mr. Crepdey produced ashiny tin whistle he caled it aflute from his
pants pocket and blew afew short notes. Madam Octaimmediately |egped through the air and landed on
the goat's neck.

The goat gave aleap when the spider landed, and began blesting loudly. Madam Octatook no notice,
hung on, and moved afew inches closer to the head. When she was ready, she bared her fangs and sunk
them deep into the goat's neck!

The goat froze and its eyes went wide. It stopped bleating and, afew seconds later, toppled over. |
thought it was dead, but then redlized it was till bresthing.

"Thisfluteishow | control Madam Octa," Mr. Crepdey said, and | looked away from the fallen goat. He



waved the flute dowly above his head. "Though we have been together such along time, sheisnot apet,
and would surely kill meif | ever lost it.

"Thegoat ispardyzed," hesaid. "'l have trained Madam Octanot to kill outright with her first bite. The
goat would dieintheend, if weleft it thereis no cure for Madam Octa’s bite but we shdl finish it
quickly." He blew on the flute and Madam Octa moved up the goat's neck until she was standing on its
ear. She bared her fangs again and bit. The goat shivered, then went totaly sill.

It was dead.

Madam Octa dropped from the goat and crawled toward the front of the stage. The peoplein the front
rows became very darmed and some jumped to their feet. But they froze at a short command from Mr.

Crepdey.
"'Do not move!" he hissed. "Remember your earlier warning: a sudden noise could mean desth!”

Madam Octa stopped at the edge of the stage, then stood on her two back legs, just like adog! Mr.
Crepdey blew softly on hisflute and she began waking backward, still on two feet. When she reached
the nearest leg of the table, she turned and climbed up.

"You will be safe now," Mr. Crepdey said, and the peoplein the front rows sat down again, asdowly
and quietly asthey could. "But please," he added, "do not make any loud noises, becauseif you do, she
might come after me."

| don't know if Mr. Crepdey wasreally scared, or if it was part of the act, but he looked frightened. He
wiped the deeve of hisright arm over hisforehead, then placed the flute back in his mouth and whistled a
drangelittletune.

Madam Octa cocked her head, then appeared to nod. She crawled across the table until she wasin front
of Mr. Crepdey. Helowered hisright hand, and she crept up hisarm. The thought of those long hairy
legs cregping aong his flesh made me sweet dl over. And | liked spiders! People who were afraid of
them must have been nervoudy chewing theinsides of their cheeksto pieces.

When she got to the top of hisarm, she scuttled aong his shoulder, up his neck, over hisear, and didn't
stop until she reached the top of his head, where she lowered her body. She looked like afunny kind of a
het.

After awhile, Mr. Crepdey began playing the flute again. Madam Octa did down the other Side of his
face, along the scar, and walked around until she was standing upside down on his chin. Then she spun a
string of web and dropped down onit.

She was hanging about three inches below his chin now, and dowly began rocking from sdeto sde.
Soon she was swinging about level with his ears. Her legswere tucked in, and from where| was Sitting
shelooked like aball of wool.

Then, as she made an upward swing, Mr. Crepdey threw his head back and she went flying straight up
into the air. The thread snapped and she tumbled around and around. | watched her go up, then come
down. | thought she/d land on the floor or the table, but she didn't. Instead, shelanded in Mr. Crepdey's
mouth!

| nearly got sick when | thought of Madam Octa diding down histhroat and into hisbelly. | was sure
sheld bite him and kill him. But the spider was alot smarter than | knew. As she wasfaling, shed stuck
her legs out and they had caught on hislips.



He brought his head forward, so we could see hisface. His mouth was wide open and Madam Octawas
hanging between hislips. Her body throbbed in and out of his mouth and she looked like a balloon that
he was blowing up and letting the air out of.

| wondered where the flute was and how he was going to control the spider now. Then Mr. Tall
appeared with another flute. He couldn't play aswell as Mr. Crepdey, but he was good enough to make
Madam Octa take notice. She listened, then moved from one side of Mr. Crepdey's mouth to the other.

| didn't know what shewas doing at first, so | craned my neck to see. When | saw the bits of white on
Mr. Crepdey'slips| understood: she was spinning aweb!

When she was finished, she lowered hersdlf from his chin, like she had before. There was alarge web
spun across Mr. Crepdey's mouth. He began chewing and licking the web! He ate the whole thing, then
rubbed his belly (being careful not to hit Madam Octa) and said, "Delicious. Nothing tastier than fresh
spiderwebs. They are atreat where | come from.”

He made Madam Octa push aball across the table, then got her to balance on top of it. He set up small
pieces of gym gear, tiny weights and ropes and rings, and put her through her paces. She was able to do
al the things a human could, like lift weights above her head and climb ropes and pull hersdf up onthe

nngs.

Then he brought out atiny dinner set. There were mini plates and knives and forks and teeny-weeny
glasses. The plateswere filled with dead flies and other small insects. | don't know what wasin the
glasses.

Madam Octa ate that dinner as neatly asyou please. She was able to pick up the knives and forks, four
at atime, and feed herself. There was even afake saltshaker that she sprinkled over one of the dishes!

It was around the time she was drinking from the glass that | decided Madam Octa was the world's most
amazing pet. | would have given everything | owned for her. | knew it could never be Mom and Dad
wouldn't let me keep her even if | could buy her but that didn't stop me from wishing.

When the act was over, Mr. Crepdey put the spider back in her cage and bowed |ow while everybody
clapped. | heard alot of people saying it wasn't fair to have killed the poor goat, but it had been thrilling.

| turned to Steveto tell him how grest | thought the spider was, but he was watching Mr. Crepdey. He
didn't look scared anymore, but he didn't look normal, either.

"Steve, what'swrong?" | asked.
Hedidn't answer.
"Steve?'

"Ssshhh!™ he snapped, and wouldn't say another word until Mr. Crepdey had |eft. He watched the
odd-looking man walk back to the wings. Then he turned to me and gasped: "Thisisamazing!"

"The spider?’ | asked. "It was great. How do you think "

"I'm not talking about the spider!™ he snapped. "Who cares about asilly old arachnid? I'm talking about
Mr... Crepdey." He paused before saying the man's name, as though he'd been about to cdl him
something different.

"Mr. Crepdey?' | asked, confused. "What was so greet about him? All he did was play the flute.”



"Y ou don't understand,” Steve said angyily. "Y ou don't know who heredly is."
"And you do?' | asked.

"Yes" hesad, "asamatter of fact | do." He rubbed his chin and started looking worried again. "l just
hope he doesn't know | know. If he does, we might never makeit out of heredive..."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THERE WAS ANOTHER BREAK &fter Mr. Crepdey and Madam Octas act. | tried getting Steveto
tell me more about who the man was, but hislipswere sedled. All he said was. "' haveto think about
this."" Then he closed his eyes, lowered his head, and thought hard.

They were sdlling more cool stuff during the break: beards like the bearded lady's, modd s of Hans
Hands, and, best of al, rubber spidersthat looked like Madam Octa. | bought two, one for me and one
for Annie. They weren't as good as the real thing but they'd have to do.

They were aso selling candy webs. | bought six of those, using up the last of my money, and ate two
while waiting for the next freak to come out. They tasted like cotton candy. | stuck the second one over
my lipsand licked at it the same way Mr. Crepdey had.

The lights went down and everybody settled back into their seats. Gertha Teeth was next up. Shewasa
big woman with thick legs, thick arms, athick neck, and athick head.

"Ladiesand gentlemen, | am Gertha Teeth!" she said. She sounded dtrict. 1 have the strongest teeth in
the world! When | was a baby, my father put his ringersin my mouth, playing with me, and | bit two of
them off!"

A few people laughed, but she stopped them with afuriouslook. "1 am not acomedian!” she snapped. "If
you laugh a me again, | will come down and bite your nose off!" That sounded pretty funny, but nobody
dared chuckle.

She spoke very loudly. Every sentence was a shout and ended in an exclamation mark(!).

"Dentigs dl over the world have been astounded by my teeth!” she said. "I have been examined in every
major dental center, but nobody has been able to figure out why they are so tough! | have been offered
huge amounts of money to become aguineapig, but | liketraveling and so | have refused!™

She picked up four sted bars, each about ten incheslong, but different widths. She asked for volunteers
and four men went up onstage. She gave each of them abar and said to try bending them. They did their
best, but weren't able. When they had failed, she took the thinnest bar, put it in her mouth, and bit clean
throughit!

She handed the two halves back to one of the men. He stared at them in shock, then put oneend in his
own mouth and bit on it, to check that it was rea stedl. His howls when he amost cracked histeeth
proved that it was.

Gertha did the same to the second and third bars, each of which was thicker than the first. When it came
to thefourth, the thickest of the bunch, she chewed it to pieceslike acandy bar.



Next, two of the blue-hooded ass stants brought out alarge radiator and she bit holesin it! Then they
gave her abike and shegnashed it up into alittle ball, tiresand dl! | don't think there was anything in the
world Gertha Teeth couldn't chew her way through if she set her mindtoit.

She cdled more volunteers up onstage. She gave one adedgehammer and alarge chisdl, one ahammer
and smdler chisdl, and the other an eectric saw. Shelay flat on her back and put the large chisdl in her
mouth. She nodded &t the first volunteer to swing the dedgehammer at the chisdl.

The man raised the dedgehammer high above his head and brought it down. | thought he was going to
smash her face open and so did lots of others, judging by the gasps and people covering their eyeswith
their hands.

But Gerthawas no fool. She swung out of the way and the dedgehammer dammed into the floor. She sat
up and spat the chisdl out of her mouth. "Hah!" she snorted. "How crazy do you think | am?”

One of the blue-hoods came out and took the dedgehammer from the man. "I only caled you up to show
the dedgehammer isred!" shetold him. "Now," she said to those of usin the audience, "watch!"

Shelay back again and stuck the chisdl in her mouth. The blue-hood waited a moment, then raised the
dedgehammer high and swung it down, faster and harder than the man had. It struck the top of the chisdl
and therewas afierce noise.

Gerthasat up. | expected to seeteeth falling out of her mouth, but when she opened it and removed the
chisdl, there wasn't as much as a crack to be seen! She laughed and said: "Hah! Y ou thought | had bitten
off morethan | could chew!"

She let the second volunteer go to work, the one with the smaller hammer and chisdl. She warned him to
be careful of her gums, then let him position the chisel on her teeth and whack away at it. He nearly
hammered hisarm off, but he wasn't able to harm her teeth.

Thethird volunteer tried sawing them off with the dectric saw. He ran the saw from one side of her
mouth to the other, and sparks were flying everywhere, but when he put it down and the dust cleared,
Gerthas teeth were as white, gleaming, and solid as ever.

The Twigting Twins, Sive and Seersa, came on after her. They were identica twins and they were
contortionists like Alexander Ribs. Their act involved twisting their bodies around each other so they
looked like one person with two fronts instead of aback, or two upper bodies and no legs. They were
skillful and it was pretty interesting, but dull compared to the rest of the performers.

When Sive and Seersawerefinished, Mr. Tal came out and thanked us for coming. | thought the freaks
would come out again and line up in arow, but they didn't. Instead, Mr. Tall said we could buy more
stuff at the back of the hall on our way out. He asked us to mention the show to our friends. Then he
thanked us again for coming and said that the show was over.

| was alittle disappointed that it had ended so weakly, but it was late and | suppose the freaks were
tired. | got to my feet, picked up the stuff 1'd bought, and turned to say something to Steve.

He was looking behind me, up at the bal cony, hiseyeswide. | turned to see what he was looking at, and
as| did, people behind us began to scream. When | looked up, | saw why.

There was ahuge snake up on the balcony, one of thelongest | had ever seen, and it was diding down
one of the polestoward the people at the bottom!



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE SNAKE'STONGUE FLICKED IN and out of its mouth and it seemed mighty hungry. It wasn't
very colorful dark green, with afew flecks of brighter colors here and there but it looked deadly.

The people beneath the balcony ran back toward their seats. They were screaming and dropping stuff as
they ran. A few people fainted and some fell and were crushed. Steve and | were lucky to be near the
front: we were the smallest people in the theater and would have been trampled to degth if we'd been
caught in the rush.

The snake was about to dither onto the floor when astrong light fixed itself to the snakesface. The
reptile froze and stared into the light without blinking. People stopped running and the panic died down.
Those who had fallen pulled themselves back to their feet, and fortunately nobody appeared to be badly
hurt.

There was a sound behind us. | turned to look back at the stage. A boy was up there. He was about
fourteen or fifteen, very thin, with long yellowy-green hair. His eyes were oddly shaped, narrow like the
snake's. He was dressed in along white robe.

The boy made a hissing noise and raised hisarms above his head. Therobefell avay and everybody
who was watching him let out aloud gasp of surprise. His body was covered in scales!

From head to toe he sparkled, green and gold and yellow and blue. He was wearing a pair of shorts but
nothing el se. He turned around so we could see his back, and that was the same as the front, except a
few shades darker.

When he faced us again, helay down on hisbelly and did off the stage, just like a snake. It was then that
| remembered the snake-boy on the flyer and put two and two together.

He stood when he reached the floor and walked toward the back of the theater. | saw, as he passed,
that he had strange hands and feet: hisfingers and toes werejoined to each other by thin sheets of skin.
Helooked alittle like that monster | saw in an old horror film, the onewho lived in the black lagoon.

He stopped afew yards away from the pillar and crouched down. Thelight that had been blinding the
snake snapped off and it began to move again, diding down the last stretch of pole. The boy made
another hissing noise and the snake paused. | remembered reading somewhere once that snakes can't
hear, but can fed sounds.

The snake-boy shuffled alittle bit to hisleft, then hisright. The snake's head followed him but didn't
lunge. The boy crept closer to the snake, until hewaswithinitsrange. | expected it to strike and kill him,
and | wanted to scream at him to run.

But the snake-boy knew what he was doing. When he was close enough he reached out and tickled the
snake beneath its chin with hisweird webbed fingers. Then he bent forward and kissed it on the nosel!

The snake wrapped itself around the boy's neck. It coiled about him a couple of times, leaving itstall
draped over his shoulder and down his back like a scarf.

The boy stroked the snake and amiled. | thought he was going to walk through the crowd, |etting the rest



of usrub it, but he didn't. Instead he walked over to the sde of the theater, away from the path to the
door. He unwrapped the snake and put it down on the floor, then tickled it under its chin once more.

The mouth opened wide thistime, and | saw itsfangs. The snake-boy lay down on his back a short
distance away from the snake, then began wriggling toward it!

"No," | said softly to mysdlf. "Surely he'snot going to...."
But yes, he stuck his head in the snake's wide-open mouth!

The snake-boy stayed inside the mouth for afew seconds, then dowly eased out. He wrapped the snake
around him once more, then rolled around and around until the snake covered him completely, except for
his face. He managed to hop to hisfeet and grin. He looked like arolled-up carpet!

"And that, ladies and gentlemen,” said Mr. Tall from the stage behind us, "redlly istheend.” He smiled
and legped from the stage, vanishing in midair in a puff of smoke. When it cleared, | saw him by the back
of thethester, holding the exit curtains open.

The pretty ladies and mysterious blue-hooded people were standing to hisleft and right, their armsfilled
with traysfull of goodies. | was sorry | hadn't saved some of my money.

Steve sad nothing while we were waiting. | could tell from the serious ook on hisface that he was il
thinking, and from past experience | knew there was no point trying to talk to him. When Steve went into
one of hismoods, nothing could jolt him out of it.

When the rows behind us had cleared out, we made our way to the back of the theater. | brought the
stuff 1'd bought with me. | dso lugged Steve's gifts, because he was so wrapped up in histhoughts, he
would have dropped them or |eft them behind.

Mr. Tdl was standing at the back, holding the curtains open, smiling at everyone. The smile widened
when we approached.

"Well, boys," he said, "did you enjoy the show?"

"It wasfabulous!" | said.

"Y ou weren't scared?’ he asked.

"A little," | admitted, "but no more than anybody ese."
Helaughed. "Y oure atough pair,” he said.

There were people behind us, so we hurried on, not wanting to hold them up. Steve looked around when
we entered the short corridor between the two sets of curtains, then leaned over and whispered in my
ear: "Go back by yoursdf."

"What?" | asked, stopping. The people who had been behind us were chatting with Mr. Tal, so there
was no rush.

"You heard," hesad.
"Why should I?"| asked.

"Because I'm not coming,” hesaid. "I'm staying. | don't know how thingswill turn out, but | haveto Say.
I'll follow you home later, after I've..." Hisvoicetrailed off and he pulled me forward.



We pushed past the second set of curtains and entered the corridor with the table, the one covered by
thelong black cloth. The people ahead of us had their backs to us. Steve looked over his shoulder, to
make sure nobody could see, then dived undernegth the table and hid behind the cloth!

"Stevel" | hissed, worried he was going to get usinto trouble.
"Go on!" he hissed back.

"But you can't ," | began.

"Dowhat | say!" he snapped. "Go, quick, before we're caught.”

| didn't likeit but what else could | do? Steve sounded like hed go crazy if | didn't obey him. I'd seen
Steve get into fierce rages before and he wasn't someone you wanted to mess with when he was angry.

| started walking, turned the corner, and began down the long corridor leading to the front door. | was
walking dowly, thinking, and the peoplein front got farther ahead. | glanced over my shoulder and saw
there was till nobody behind me.

And then | spotted the door.

It was the one we'd stopped by on our way in, the one leading up to the balcony. | paused when |
reached it and checked behind one last time. Nobody there.

"Okay," | said to mysdlf, "I'm staying! | don't know what Steve's up to, but hes my best friend. If he gets
into trouble, I want to be there to help him out.”

Before | could change my mind, | opened the door, dipped through, shut it quickly behind me, and stood
inthe dark, my heart beating asfast asamouse's.

| stood there for along time, listening while the last of the audiencefiled out. | could hear their murmurs
asthey discussed the show in hushed, frightened, but excited tones. Then they were gone and the place
was quiet. | thought 1'd be able to hear noises from inside the theater, people cleaning up and putting the
chairs back in place, but the whole building was as slent asagraveyard.

| climbed the stairs. My eyes had gotten used to the dark and | could see pretty well. The stairswere old
and creaky and | was haf-afraid they would snap under my feet and send me hurtling to my desth, but
they held.

When | reached thetop | discovered | was standing in the middle of the bacony. It was very dusty and
dirty up there, and cold, too. | shivered as| crept down toward the front.

| had agrest view of the stage. The lights were till on and | could see everything in perfect detail.
Nobody was around, not the freaks, not the pretty ladies, not the blue-hoods not Steve. | sat back and
waited.

About five minutes later, | spotted a shadow creeping dowly toward the stage. It pulled itself up, then
stood and walked to the center, where it stopped and turned around.

It was Steve.

He started toward the left wing, then stopped and set of f toward the right. He stopped again. | could see
him chewing on hisnails, trying to decide which way to go.

Then avoice came from high above his head. "Are you looking for me?" it asked. A figure swooped



down onto the stage, itsarms out to its Sides, along red cloak floating behind it like apair of wings.

Steve dmogt jumped out of his skin when the figure hit the stage and rolled into aball. | toppled
backward, terrified. When | rose to my knees again, the figure was standing and | was able to make out
itsred clothes, orange hair, pale skin, and huge scar.

Mr. Crepdey!

Stevetried gpeaking, but his teeth were chattering too much.

"l saw you watching me," Mr. Crepdey said. "Y ou gasped doud when you first saw me. Why?"
"B-b-b-because | kn-kn-know who you a-are,”" Steve stuttered, finding his voice.

"I am Larten Crepdey,” the cregpy-looking man said.

"No," Stevereplied. "I know who you really are.”

"Oh?' Mr. Crepdey smiled, but there was no humor init. "Tell me, little boy," he sneered, "who am,
really?'

"Your real nameisVur Horston," Steve said, and Mr. Crepdey'sjaw dropped in astonishment. And then
Steve said something else, and my jaw dropped, too.

"You're a vampire," he said, and the sllence that followed was aslong asit wasterrifying.
CHAPTER EIFTEEN

MR. CREPSLEY (OR VUR HORSTON, if that was hisreal name) smiled. "So," hesaid, "I have been
discovered. | should not be surprised. It had to happen eventudly. Tell me, boy, who sent you?”

"Nobody," Steve said.

Mr. Crepdey frowned. "Come, boy," he growled, "do not play games. Who are you working for? Who
put you onto me and what do they want?"

"I'm not working for anybody," Steve inssted. "1've got lots of books and magazines a home about
vampires and mongers. There was apicture of you in one of them."

"A picture?' Mr. Crepdey asked suspicioudy.

"A painting," Stevereplied. "It wasdonein 1903, in Paris. Y ou were with arich woman. The story said
the two of you amost married, but she found out you were avampire and dumped you.”

Mr. Crepdey smiled. "Asgood areason as any. Her friends thought she had invented a fantastic story to
make hersalf ook better.”

"But it wasn't astory, wasit?' Steve asked.

"No," Mr. Crepdey agreed. "It was not." He sighed and fixed Steve with afierce gaze. "Though it might
have been better for you if it had been!" he boomed.



If I'd beenin Steve's place, | would have fled as soon as he said that. But Steve didn't even blink.
"Youwont hurt me" hesaid.
"Why not?" Mr. Crepdey asked.

"Because of my friend," Steve said. "l told him al about you and if anything happensto me, helll tdl the
police”

"They will not believe him," Mr. Crepdey snorted.

"Probably not," Steve agreed. "But if | turn up dead or missing, they'll haveto investigate. Y ou wouldn't
likethat. Lots of police asking questions, coming herein the daytime..."

Mr. Crepdey shook his head with disgust. "Children!™ he snarled. "I hate children. What isit you want?
Money? Jewd s? The rightsto publish my story?"

"l want tojoinyou," Steve said.

| amogt fell off the balcony when | heard that. Join him?

"What do you mean?' Mr. Crepdey asked, as stunned as | was.

"l want to become avampire," Steve said. "'l want you to make me a vampire and teach me your ways."
"You arecrazy!" Mr. Crepdey roared.

"No," Steve sad, "I'm not."

"l cannot turn achild into avampire,” Mr. Crepdey said. "1 would be murdered by the Vampire Generals
if | did."

"What are Vampire Generals?' Steve asked.

"Never you mind," Mr. Crepdey said. "All you need to know is, it cannot be done. We do not blood
children. It createstoo many problems.”

"So don't change meright away,” Steve said. "That's okay. | don't mind waiting. | can be an apprentice. |
know vampires often have assstants who are haf-human, haf-vampire. Let me be one. I'll work hard
and prove mysdlf, and when I'm old enough. ...”

Mr. Crepdey stared at Steve and thought it over. He snapped hisfingerswhile he wasthinking and a
chair flew up onto the stage from the front row! He sat down on it and crossed hislegs.

"Why do you want to be avampire?' he asked. "It is not much fun. We can only come out at night.
Humans despise us. We haveto deep in dirty old placeslike this. We can never marry or have children
or settledown. Itisahorriblelife”

"l don't care," Steve said stubbornly.

"Isit because you want to live forever?' Mr. Crepdey asked. "If so, | must tell you we do not. Welive
far longer than humans, but we die dl the same, sooner or later.”

"| don't care," Steve said again. "'l want to come with you. | want to learn. | want to become avampire.”

"What about your friends?' Mr. Crepdey asked. ™Y ou would not be able to see them again. Y ou would



have to leave school and home and never return. What about your parents? Would you not missthem?"

Steve shook his head miserably and looked down at the floor. "My dad doesn't livewith us," he said
softly. "I hardly ever see him. And my mom doesn't love me. She doesn't care what | do. She probably
won't even notice I'm gone.”

"That iswhy you want to run away? Because your mother does not love you?

"Partly,” Steve said.

"If you wait afew years, you will be old enough to leave by yoursdf,” Mr. Crepdey said.
"| don't want to wait," Steve replied.

"And your friends?' Mr. Crepdey asked again. Helooked very kind a the moment, though ill alittle
scary. "Would you missthe boy you came with tonight?!

"Darren?' Steve asked, then nodded. "Yes, I'll miss my friends, Darren especidly. But it doesn't matter. |
want to be avampire more than | care about them. And if you don't accept me, I'll tell the police and
become avampire hunter when | grow up!"

Mr. Crepdey didn't laugh. Instead he nodded serioudy. ™Y ou have thought this through?' he asked.
"Yes" Stevesaid.

"You arecertain it iswhat you want?"

"Yes" camethe answer.

Mr. Crepdey took adeep breath. "Come here" he said. "I will haveto test you firgt."

Steve stood beside Mr. Crepdey. His body blocked my view of the vampire, so | couldn't see what
happened next. All | know is, they spoke to each other very softly, then therewasanoiselike acat

lgpping up milk.

| saw Steve's back shaking and | thought he was going to fal over but somehow he managed to stay
upright. | can't even begin to tell you how frightened | was, watching this. | wanted to legp to my feet and
cry out, "No, Steve, stop!"

But | wastoo scared to move, terrified that, if Mr. Crepdey knew | was here, there would be nothing to
gtop him from killing and esting both me and Steve.

All of asudden, the vampire began coughing. He pushed Steve away from him and stumbled to hisfeet.
To my horror, | saw his mouth was red, covered in blood, which he quickly spat out.

"What'swrong?' Steve asked, rubbing hisarm where he had fallen.

"Y ou have bad blood!" Mr. Crepdey screamed.

"What do you mean?' Steve asked. His voice was trembling.

"You areevil!" Mr. Crepdey shouted. "I can taste the menace in your blood. Y ou are savage.”
"That'saliel"” Steveyelled. "Y ou take that back!"

Steveran a Mr. Crepdey and tried to punch him, but the vampire knocked him to the floor with one



hand. "It isno good,” he growled. "Y our blood isbad. Y ou can never be avampire!™
"Why not?' Steve asked. He had started to cry.

"Because vampires are not the evil mongters of lore,” Mr. Crepdey said. "We respect life. You have a
killer'singtincts, but we are not killers.

"l will not make you avampire,” Mr. Crepdey inssted. "Y ou must forget about it. Go home and get on
withyour life

"No!" Steve screamed. "1 won't forget!" He stum-bled to hisfeet and pointed a shaking ringer at thetall,
ugly vampire. "I'll get you for this" he promised. "I don't care how long it takes. One day, Vur Horston,
I'll track you down and kill you for rgjecting me!"

Steve jumped from the stage and ran toward the exit. "One day!" he cdled back over his shoulder, and |
could hear him laughing asheran, acrazy kind of laugh.

Then he was gone and | was done with the vampire.

Mr. Crepdey sat where he wasfor along time, his head between his hands, spitting blood out onto the
stage. He wiped histeeth with hisfingers, then with alarge handkerchief.

"Children!" he snorted aoud, then stood, still wiping histeeth, glanced one last time out over the chairs at
the theater (1 ducked down low for fear he might spot me), then turned and walked back to the wings. |
could see drops of blood dripping from hislips as he went.

| stayed where| wasfor along, long time. It was tough. 1'd never been as scared as | was up there on
the balcony. | wanted to rush out of the theater asfast as my feet would carry me.

But | stayed. | made mysalf wait until | was sure none of the freaks or hel pers were around, then dowly
crept back up the bacony, down the sairs, into the corridor, and findly out into the night.

| stood outside the theater for afew seconds, staring up a the moon, studying the trees until | was sure
there were no vampires lurking on any of the branches. Then, as quietly as| could, | raced for home. My
home, not Steve's. | didn't want to be near Steve right then. | was dmost as scared of Steve as| was of
Mr. Crepdey. | mean, he wanted to be avampire! What sort of lunatic actualy wants to be avampire?

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

| DIDN'T CALL STEVE THAT Sunday. | told Mom and Dad we'd had asmall argument and that was
why 1'd come home early. They weren't happy about it, especiadly my having walked home so late at
night by myself. Dad said he was going to dock my alowance and was grounding me for amonth. |
didnt argue. Theway | saw it, | was getting off lightly. Imagine what they'd have doneto meif they knew
about the Cirque Du Freak!

Annieloved her presents. She gobbled the candy down quickly and played with the spider for hours. She
made metell her all about the show. She wanted to know what every freak looked like and what they'd
done. Her eyes went wide when | told her about the wolf-man and how he bit off awoman's hand.



"You'rejoking," shesaid. "That can't betrue.”

"Itis" | vowed.

"Crossyour heart?' she asked.

"Crossmy heart."

"Swear on your eyes?’

"l swear onmy eyes,”" | promised. "May ratsgnaw them out if I'mtelling alie.”

"Wow!" she gasped. "I wish I'd been there. If you ever go again, will you take me?"

"Sure" | said, "but | don't think the freak show comes here that often. They move around alot.”

| didn't tell Annie about Mr. Crepdey being avampire or Steve wanting to become one, but | thought
about the two of them al day long. | wanted to cal Steve but didn't know what to say. He would be
bound to ask why | didn't go back to hisplace, and | didn't want to tell him that I'd stayed in the theater
and spied on him.

Imagine: ared-life vampire! | used to believe they werered but then my parents and teachers convinced
me they weren't. So much for the wisdom of grownups!

| wondered what vampires were really like, whether they could do everything the books and movies said
they could. | had seen Mr. Crepdey make a chair fly, and I'd seen him swoop down from the roof of the
theater, and 1'd seen him drink some of Steve's blood. What else could he do? Could heturninto a bat,
into smoke, into arat? Could you see himinamirror? Would sunlight kill him?

Asmuch as| thought about Mr. Crepdey, | thought just as much about Madam Octa. | wished once
againthat | could buy onelike her, one | could control. | could join afreak show if | had aspider like
that, and travel the world, having marvelous adventures.

Sunday came and went. | watched TV, helped Dad in the garden and Mom in the kitchen (part of my
punishment for coming home late by mysdif), went for along walk in the afternoon, and daydreamed
about vampires and spiders.

Then it was Monday and time for school. | was nervous going in, not surewhat 1 was going to say to
Steve, or what he might say to me. Also, | hadn't dept much over the weekend (it's hard to deep when
you've seen ared vampire), so | wastired and groggy.

Stevewasin the yard when | arrived, which was unusua. | normaly got to school before him. He was
standing apart from the rest of the kids, waiting for me. | took a deep breath, then walked over and
leaned againg the wdl beside him.

"Morning," | said.

"Morning," he replied. Therewere dark circles under hiseyesand | bet hed dept even lessthan methe
last couple of nights. "Where did you go after the show?" he asked.

"l went home," | told him.
"Why?" he asked, watching me carefully.

"It was dark outside and | wasn't looking where | was going. | took afew wrong turns and got lost. By



thetime | found myself somewhere familiar, | was closer to home than to your house."

| made the lie sound as convincing as possible, and | could see him trying to figure out if it wasthe truth
or not.

"Y ou must have gotten into alot of trouble," he said.

"Tell meabout it!" | groaned. "No alowance, grounded for amonth, and Dad said I'm going to have to
do abunch of chores. Still,” | said with agrin, "it wasworth it, right? | mean, wasthe Cirque Du Freak
superb or what!"

Steve studied me for one more moment, then decided | wastelling thetruth. Y eah,”" he said, returning
my smile. "It wasgreat.”

Tommy and Alan arrived and we had to tell them everything. We were pretty good actors, Steve and |.
Y ou'd never have guessed that he had spoken to avampire on Saturday, or that | had seen him.

| could tell, asthe day wore on, that things would never be quite the same between me and Steve. Even
though he believed what 1'd told him, part of him still doubted me. | caught him looking a me oddly from
timeto time, asthough | was someone who had hurt him.

For my part, | didn't want to get too close to him any longer. It scared me, what he'd said to Mr.
Crepdey, and what the vampire had said to him. Steve was evil, according to Crepdey. It worried me.
After al, Steve was prepared to become avampire and kill people for their blood. How could | go on
being friends with someone like that?

We were chatting about Madam Octalater that afternoon. Steve and | hadn't said much about Mr.
Crepdey and his spider. We were afraid to talk about him, in case we let something dip. But Tommy and
Alan kept pestering us and eventudly wefilled them in on the act.

"How do you think he controlled the spider?’ Tommy asked.
"Maybeit was afake spider,” Alan said.

"It wasn't afake," | snorted. "None of the fresks were fake. That waswhy it was so brilliant. Y ou could
tell everything wasred.”

"So how did he control it?" Tommy asked again.

"Maybethefluteismagic,”" | said, "or else Mr. Crepdey knows how to charm spiders, the way Indians
can charm snakes."

"But you said Mr. Tdl controlled the spider, too,” Alan said, "when Mr. Crepdey had Madam Octain
hismouth."

"Oh. Yeah. | forgat,” | sad. "W, | guessthat meansthey must have used magic flutes."

"They didn't use magic flutes," Steve said. He had been quiet most of the day, saying less than me about
the show, but Steve never could resst hammering someone with facts.

"Sowhat did they use?' | asked.
"Telepathy,” Steve answered.
"Isthat something to do with telephones?* Alan asked.



Steve smiled, and Tommy and | laughed (although | wasn't entirely sure what "tel epathy” meant, and | bet
Tommy wasn't ether). "Moron!" Tommy chuckled, and punched Alan playfully.

"Goon, Seve" | sad, "tdl him what it means.”

"Telepathy iswhen you can read somebody esgsmind," Steve explained, "or send them thoughts
without spesking. That's how they controlled the spider, with their minds."

"So what'swith the flutes?" | asked.
"Either they'rejust for show,” Steve said, "or, more likely, you need them to attract her attention.”
"Y ou mean anyone could control her?' Tommy asked.

"Anyonewith abrain, yes" Steve said. "Which counts you out, Alan," he added, but smiled to show he
didnt meanit.

"Y ou wouldn't need magic flutes or specid training or anything?' Tommy asked.
"l don't think s0," Steve answered.

The talk moved on to something el se after that soccer, | think but | wasn't listening. Because dl of a
sudden there was a new thought running through my mind, setting my brain on firewith idess. | forgot
about Steve and vampires and everything.

"You mean anyone could control her?"

"Anyone with a brain, yes."

"You wouldn't need magic flutes or special training or anything?"

"I don't think so."

Tommy's and Steve's words kept bouncing through my mind, over and over, like astuck CD.

Anyone could control her. That anyone could be me. If | could get my hands on Madam Octaand
communicate with her, she could be my pet and | could control her and...

No. It wasfoolish. Maybe | could control her, but | would never own her. Shewas Mr. Crepdey'sand
there was no way in the world that he would part with her, not for money or jewelsor...

Theanswer hit mein aflash. A way to get her from him. A way to make her mine. Blackmail! If |
threatened the vampire | could say 1'd get the police after him held haveto let me keep her.

But the thought of going face to face with Mr. Crepdey terrified me. | knew | couldn't doit. That left just
one other option: I'd haveto steal her!

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

EARLY MORNING WOULD BE THE best timeto stedl the spider. Having performed so late into the
night, most members of the Cirque Du Freak would probably deep in until eight or nine. I'd sneak into



camp, find Madam Octa, grab her, and run. If that wasn't possible if the camp was awake I'd just return
home and forget about it.

The difficult part was picking aday. Wednesday might beided: thelast show would have played the
night before, so the circuswould in dl likelihood have pulled out before midday and moved on to its next
venue before the vampire could awake and discover the theft. But what if they left town directly after the
show, inthe middle of the night? Then I'd missmy big chance.

It had to be tomorrow Tuesday. That meant Mr. Crepdey would have al of Tuesday night to search for
his spider for me but that wasarisk I'd just have to take.

| went to bed earlier than usual. | wastired and ready to fall adeep, but was so excited, | thought |
wouldn't be ableto. | kissed Mom good night and hugged Dad. They thought | was trying to win my
allowance back, but it was in case something happened to me at the theater and 1 never saw them again.

| have aradio that isalso an alarm clock, and | set the darm for five o'clock in the morning, then stuck
my headphones on and plugged them into the radio. That way, 1 could wake up nice and early without
waking anyonedse.

| fell adeep quicker than 1 expected and dept straight through till morning. If | had any dreams, | cantt
remember them.

Next thing | knew, the darm was sounding. | groaned, turned over, then sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes.
| wasn't surewhere | wasfor afew seconds, or why | was awake so early. Then | remembered the
spider and the plan, and grinned happily.

Thegrindidn't last long, because | redized the darm wasn't coming through my headphones. | must have
rolled over in my deep and pulled the cord out! | legped across my bed and dammed the dlarm off, then
sat in the early morning darkness, heart pounding, listening for noises.

When | was sure my parents were still adeep, | did out of bed and got dressed as quietly as| could. |
went to the bathroom and was about to flush the toilet when | thought of the noise it would make. |
yanked my hand away from the lever and wiped the sweet from my brow. They would surely have heard
that! A narrow escape. I'd have to be more careful when | got to the theater.

| dipped downgtairs and let mysdlf out. The sun was coming up and it looked likeit would be abright
day.

| walked quickly and sang songs to pep mysdf up. | was abundle of nerves and amost turned back a
dozen times. Once actudly did turn and start walking home, but then | remembered the way the spider
had hung from Mr. Crepdey'sjaw, and the tricks she had performed, and swung around again.

| can't explain why Madam Octameant so much to me, or why | was placing my lifein such danger to
have her. Looking back, I'm no longer sure what drove me on. It wasjust thisintense need | couldn't
ignore.

The crumbling old building looked even creepier by day. | could see cracks running down the front, holes
nibbled by rats and mice, spiderwebsin the windows. | shivered and hurried around to therear. It was
deserted. Empty old houses, junkyards, scrap heaps. There would be people moving around later in the
day, but right then it looked like aghost town. | didn't even see acat or adog.

As|'d thought, there were plenty of waysto get into the theater. There were two doors and tons of
windowsto choose from.



Severd cars and vans were parked outside the building. | didn't spot any signs or pictures on them, but |
was sure they belonged to the Cirque Du Freak. It suddenly struck me that the freaks probably dept in
the vans. If Mr. Crepdey had ahomein one of them, my plan was sunk.

| snuck into the theater, which felt even colder than it had on Saturday night, and tiptoed down along
corridor, then another, then another! It was like amaze back there and | started worrying about finding
my way out. Maybe | should go back and bring abal of string, so | could mark my way and

No! It wastoo late for that. If | |eft, I'd never have the gutsto return. I'd just have to remember my steps
asbest | could and say alittle prayer when it cametimeto leave.

| saw no sign of any freaks, and began to think | was on afool's errand, that they were dl in the vansor
in nearby hotels. 1'd been searching for twenty minutes and my legsfelt heavy after so much walking.
Maybe | should quit and forget the crazy plan.

| was about to give up when | found aset of sairsleading down to acellar. | paused at the top for along
time, biting my lips, wondering if | should go down. I'd seen enough horror moviesto know thiswasthe
most likely spot for avampire, but I'd aso seen a bunch where the hero walked down to asimilar cellar,
only to be attacked, murdered, and chopped up into little pieces!

Findly | took a deep breath and started down. My shoes were making too much noise, so | eased them
off and padded along in just my socks. | picked up abunch of splinters, but was so nervous, | didn't fed
the pain.

There was a huge cage near the bottom of the airs. | edged over to it and looked through the bars. The
wolf-man wasinsde, lying on hisback, adeep and snoring. He twitched and moaned as | watched. |
jumped back from the cage. If he woke, his howls would bring the whole freak show down on mein
secondsflat!

As| was stumbling backward, my foot hit something soft and dimy. | turned my head dowly and saw |
was standing over the snake-boy! He was stretched out on the floor, his snake wrapped around him, and
his eyes were wide open!

| don't know how | managed not to scream or faint, but somehow | kept quiet and stayed on my fest,
and that saved me. Because, even though the snake-boy's eyes were open, he was fast adeep. | knew
by theway he was breathing: deeply, heavily, in and out.

| tried not to think about what would have happened if I'd falen on him and the snake and woken them
up.

Enough was enough. | gave one last look around the dark cdllar, promisng mysdf I'd leaveif | didn't
spot the vampire. For afew seconds | saw nothing and got ready to scram, but then | noticed what might
have been alarge box near one of thewalls.

It might have been alarge box. But it wasn't. | knew dl too well what it redly was. It was a coffin!

| gulped, then walked carefully over to the coffin. It was about Six feet long and two and a half feet wide.
The wood was dark and stained. Moss was growing in patches, and | could see afamily of cockroaches
in one of the corners.

I'd loveto say | was brave enough to lift the lid and peek insde, but of course | wasn't and didn't. Even
the thought of touching the coffin gave me the shiverd

| searched for Madam Octa's cage. | felt sure she wouldn't be far from her master, and sure enough,



there was the cage, on the floor by the head of the coffin, covered by abig red cloth.

| glanced insde to make sure, and there she was, her belly pulsing, her eight legs twitching. Shelooked
horrible and terrifying this close up, and for asecond | thought about leaving her. All of asudden it
seemed like astupid idea, and the thought of touching her hairy legs or letting her anywhere near my face
filled me with dreed.

But only atrue coward would turn back now. So | picked up the cage and laid it in the middle of the
cdlar. The key was hanging from the lock and one of the flutes wastied to the bars at the Side.

| took out the note | had written back home the night before. It was smple, but had taken me forever to
write. | read it as| stuck it to the top of the coffin with a piece of gum.

Mr Crepsley,

| know who and what you are. |

have taken Madam Octa and am keeping her. Do not come looking

for her. Do not come back to this

town If you do, | will tell everyone

that you are a vampire and you will

be hunted down and killed | am not

Seve. Steve knows nothing about this | will take good care of the spider
Of course, | didn't Sgniit!

Mentioning Steve probably wasn't agood idea, but | was sure the vampire would think of him anyway,
0 it wasjust aswell to clear hisname.

With the note stuck in place, it wastimeto go. | picked up the cage and hurried up the sairsasfast as|
could (being as slent as possible). | dipped my shoes back on and found my way out. It was easier than
I'd imagined: the hallslooked brighter after the dark of the cdllar. When | got outside | walked dowly
around to the front of the theeter, then ran for home, stopping for nothing, leaving the theeter and the
vampire and my fear far behind. Leaving everything behind except for Madam Octal

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

| MADE IT BACK ABOUT twenty minutes before Mom and Dad got up. | hid the spider cage at the
back of my closet, under apile of clothes, leaving enough holes so Madam Octa could bresthe. She
should be safe there: Mom | eft cleaning up the room to me, and hardly ever came in snooping around.

| dipped into bed and pretended to be adeep. Dad called me at quarter to eight. | put on my school
clothes and walked downgtairs, yawning and stretching like I'd just gotten up. | ate breakfast quickly and
hurried back upstairsto check on Madam Octa. She hadn't moved since I'd stolen her. | gavethe cagea
small shake but she didn't budge.



| would have liked to have stayed home and kept an eye on her but that was impossible. Mom aways
knowswhen | fake being sick. She'stoo smart to be fooled.

That day fdt like aweek. The seconds seemed to drag like hours, and even break and lunchtime went
dowly! | tried playing soccer but my heart wasn't iniit. | couldn't concentrate in class and kept giving
stupid answers, even to simple questions.

Findly it ended and | was able to rush home and up to my room.

Madam Octawas in the same spot as earlier. | was haf-afraid she was dead, but | could see her
breathing. Then it struck me: shewaswaiting to befed! 1'd seen spidersthisway before. They could St
gill for hours at atime, waiting for their next meal to come dong.

| wasn't surewhat | should feed her, but | guessed it wasn't too different from what ordinary spiders ate.
| hurried out into the garden, pausing only to snatch an empty jelly jar from the kitchen.

It didn't take long to collect a couple of dead flies, afew bugs, and along wriggly worm. Then | raced
back indde, hiding thejdly jar insde my T-shirt, so Mom couldn't seeit and start asking questions.

| closed my bedroom door and stuck achair against it so nobody could comein, then placed Madam
Octa's cage on my bed and removed the cloth.

The spider squinted and crouched down lower at the sudden surge of light. | was about to open the door
and throw the food in when | remembered | was dedling with a poisonous spider who could kill mewith
acouple of bites.

| lifted thejar over the cage, picked out one of the live insects, and dropped it. It landed on its back. Its
feet twitched in the air and then it managed to roll over onto itsbelly. It began crawling toward freedom
but didn't get far.

As soon as it moved, Madam Octa pounced. One second she was standing still as a cocoon in the
middle of the cage, the next she was over the insect, baring her fangs.

She swallowed the bug down quick. It would have fed anorma spider for aday or two, but to Madam
Octait was no more than alight snack. She made her way back to her origina spot and looked at me as
if to say, "Okay, that was nice. Now where's the main course?’

| fed her the entire contents of the jar. The worm put up agood fight, twisting and turning madly, but she
got her fangsinto it and ripped it in half, then into quarters. She seemed to enjoy the worm the most.

| had an ideaand grabbed my diary from underneath my mattress. My diary ismy most prized
possession, and it's because | wrote everything down in it that I'm able to write thisbook. | remember
most of the story anyway, but whenever | get stuck, al | have to do is open the diary and check the
facts.

| folded the diary open to the back page, then wrote down all that | knew about Madam Octa: what Mr.
Crepdey had said about her in the show, the tricks she knew, the food she liked. | put one checkmark
beside food she liked alot, and two checkmarks beside food sheloved (so far, only the worm). This
way 1'd be able to figure out the best way to feed her, and what to give her asatreat when | wanted her
to do atrick.

| brought up some grub from the fridge next: cheese, ham, |ettuce, and roast beef. She ate just about
everything | gave her. It looked like | was going to be kept busy trying to feed thisugly lady!



Tuesday night was horrible. | wondered what Mr. Crepdey would think when he woke and found his
pider missing and anotein its place. Would he leave like | told him, or would he come looking for his
pet? Maybe, since the two of them could speak with each other telepathically, he would be able to trace
her here!

| spent hours sitting up in bed, holding acrossto my chest. | wasn't sureif the cross would work or not. |
know they work in the movies but | remembered talking to Steve once and he said a cross was no good
by itsdlf. He said they only worked if the person using them was good.

| findly fell adeep about two inthe morning. If Mr. Crepdey had come, | would have been completely
defensdless, but luckily, when | woke in the morning there was no Sgn of his having come, and Madam
Octawas dtill resting in the closet.

| felt alot better that Wednesday, especialy when | popped by the old theater after school and saw the
Cirque Du Freak had |eft. The cars and vans were gone. No trace of the freak show remained.

I'd doneit! Madam Octawas minel

| celebrated by buying a pizza. Ham and pepperoni. Mom and Dad wanted to know what the specid
occasonwas. | said | just felt like something different and offered them and Annie adlice, and they left it
at that.

| fed the scraps to Madam Octa and she loved them. She ran around the cage licking up every last
crumb. | made anotein my diary: "For aspecid trest, a piece of pizzal"

| spent the next couple of days getting her used to her new home. | didn't et her out of the cage, but |
carried it around the room so she could see every cor-ner and get to know the place. | didn't want her to
be nervouswhen [ findly freed her.

| talked to her dl thetime, telling her about my life and family and home. | told her how much | admired
her and the kind of food | was going to get her and the type of tricks we were going to do. She might not
have understood everything | said, but she seemed to.

| went to the library after school on Thursday and Friday and read as much about spidersas| could find.
Therewas dl sorts of stuff | hadn't known. Like they can have up to eight eyes, and the threads of their
webs are gluey fluids that harden when they're let out into the air. But none of the books mentioned
performing spiders, or ones with telepathic powers. And | couldn't find any pictures of spiderslike
Madam Octa. It looked like none of the people who wrote these books had seen a spider like her. She
was unique!

When Saturday came, | decided it wastimeto let her out of her cage and try afew tricks. | had
practiced with the flute and could play afew very smple tunes quite well. The hard part was sending
thoughts to Madam Octawhile playing. It was going to betricky, but | felt | wasuptoit.

| closed my door and shut my windows. It was Saturday afternoon. Dad was working and Mom had
goneto themall with Annie. | wasdl aone, so if anything went wrong it would be entirdy my fault, and |
would be the only oneto suffer.

| placed the cage in the middle of thefloor. | hadn't fed Madam Octa since the night before. | figured she
might not want to perform if shewasfull of food. Animas can belazy, just like humans.

| removed the cloth, put the flute in my mouth, turned the key, and opened the tiny door to the cage. |
stepped back and squatted down low, so she could see me.



Madam Octa did nothing for awhile. Then she crept to the door, paused, and sniffed the air. She looked
too fat to squeeze through the gap, and | began to think | must have overfed her. But somehow she
managed to suck her sidesin and ease out.

She sat on the carpet in front of the cage, her big round belly throbbing. | thought she might walk around
the cage to check the room out, but she didn't show the faintest Sgn of having any interest in the room.

Her eyeswere glued to me!

| gulped loudly and tried not to let her sense my fear. It was difficult but | managed not to shake or cry.
Theflute had dipped about an inch from my lipswhile

| waswatching her but | was till holding it. It wastimeto Start playing, so | pressed it back between my
lips and prepared to blow.

That was when she made her move. In one giant leap, she sprang across the room. She flew forward, up
into theair, jaws open, fangs ready, hairy legstwitching straight at my unprotected face!

CHAPTER NINETEEN

IF SHE HAD CONNECTED, shewould have sunk her fangsinto me and | would have died. But luck
was on my side, and ingtead of landing on flesh, she dammed againgt the end of the flute and went flying
off totheside.

Shelanded in abdl and was dazed for a couple of seconds. Reacting rapidly, aware that my life
depended on speed, | stuck the flute between my lips and played like amadman. My mouth was dry but
| blew regardless, not daring to lick my lips.

Madam Octa cocked her head when she heard the music. She struggled to her legs and swayed from
sdeto side, asthough drunk. | sneaked aquick breath, then started playing adower tune, which
wouldn't tiremy fingersor lungs.

"Hello, Madam Octa," | said ingde my head, shutting my eyes and concentrating. "My name's Darren
Shan. I'vetold you that before but | don't know if you heard. I'm not even sureif you can hear it now.

"I'm your new owner. I'm going to treat you real good and feed you loads of insects and mesat. But only
if you are good and do everything | tell you and don't attack me again.”

She had stopped swaying and was staring at me. | wasn't sureif she waslistening to my thoughts or
planning her next lesp.

"I want you to stand on your back legsnow," | told her. "I want you to stand on your two back legsand
takealittle bow."

For afew seconds she didn't respond. | went on playing and thinking, asking her to stand, then
commanding her, then begging her. Finaly, when | was amost out of bresth, sheraised hersalf and stood
on two legs, theway | wanted. Then shetook alittle bow and relaxed, awaiting my next order.

She was obeying me!



The next order | gave wasfor her to crawl back into her cage. Shedid as| told, and thistime | only had
to think it once. As soon as shewasingde, | closed the door and fell back on my butt, |etting the flute fall
from my mouth.

The shock I'd gotten when she jumped at me! My heart was beating so fas, | was afraid it was going to
run up my neck and legp out of my mouth! | lay on thefloor for along time, saring at the spider, thinking
about how closeto death | had come.

That should have been warning enough. Any sensible person would have | eft the door shut and forgot
about playing with such adeadly pet. It wastoo dangerous. What if she hadn't hit the flute? What if Mom
had come home and found me dead on the floor? What if the spider then attacked her or Dad or Annie?
Only the world's dumbest person would run arisk like that again.

Step forward Darren Shan!

It was crazy, but | couldn't sop mysdlf. Besides, theway | saw it, there was no point having stolen her if
| was going to keep her locked upinaslly old cage.

| wasalittle smarter thistime. | unlocked the door but didn't open it. Instead | played the flute and told
her to push it open. She did, and when she came out she seemed as harmless as a kitten and did
everything I'd communicated.

| made her do lots of tricks. Made her hop around the room like akangaroo. Then had her hang from the
ceiling and draw pictures with her webs. Next | got her lifting weights (apen, abox of matches, a
marble). After that | told her to Sit in one of my remote control cars. | turned it on and it looked like she
wasdriving! | crashed it into a pile of books, but made her jump off at the last moment, so she wasn't
hurt.

| played with her for about an hour and would have happily continued al afternoon, but | heard Mom
arriving home and knew shewould think it was strangeif | stayed up inmy room dl day. Thelast thing |
wanted was her or Dad prying into my private affairs.

So | stuck Madam Octa back in the closet and ran downstairs, trying to look as natural as possible.

"Were you playing aCD up there?' Mom asked. She had four bags full of clothes and hats, which she
and Annie were unpacking on the kitchen table.

"No," | sad.

"l thought | heard music,” shesaid.

"l was playing aflute,” | told her, trying to sound casud.

She stopped unpacking. ™Y ow.f* she asked. "Playing a flute?"

"I do know how to play one," | said. ™Y ou taught me when | wasfive years old, remember?’

"I remember." Shelaughed. "I aso remember when you were six and told me flutes werefor girls. You
swore you were never going to look a one again!™

| shrugged as though it was no big thing. "I changed my mind,” | said. "l found aflute on the way home
from school yesterday and got to wondering if | could still play.”

"Wheredid you find it?" she asked.



"On theroad.”

"I hope you washed it out before you put it in your mouth. There's no telling where it might have been.”
"l washedit," | lied.

"Thisisawonderful surprise.” She amiled, then ruffled my hair and gave my cheek abig wet kiss.
"Hey! Quitit! "l yelled.

"Well make aMozart out of you yet," shesaid. "'l can seeit now: you playing apiano in ahuge concert
hall, dressed in a beautiful white suit, your father and | in the front row..."

"Get red, Mom." | chuckled. "It'sonly aflute.”

"From smdll acorns, oak trees grow,” she said.
"He'sasthick asan oak treg," Anniesaid, and giggled.
| stuck my tongue out at her in response.

The next few dayswere great. | played with Madam Octawhenever | could, feeding her every afternoon
(she only needed one medl aday, aslong asit wasalarge one). And | didn't have to worry about locking
my bedroom door because Mom and Dad agreed not to enter when they heard me practicing the flute.

| consdered telling Annie about Madam Octa but decided to wait awhile longer. | was getting along well
with the spider but could tell shewas gtill uneasy around me. | wouldn't bring Anniein until | wassureit
was completely safe.

My schoolwork improved during the next week, and so did my goal-scoring. | scored twenty-eight goa's
between Monday and Friday. Even Mr. Daton was impressed.

"With your good gradesin class and your prowess on thefield,” he said, "you could turn into the world's
first professiona soccer player-cum-university professor! A cross between Pele and Eingtein!”

| knew hewas only pulling my leg, but it was nice of himto say it dl the same.

It took along time to work up the nerve to let Madam Octa climb up my body and over my face, but |
finally tried it on Friday afternoon. | played my best song and didn't let her start until 1'd told her severa
timeswhat | wanted her to do. When | thought we were ready, | gave her the nod and she began

creeping up the leg of my pants.

It wasfine until she reached my neck. Thefed of those long thin hairy legs dmost caused meto drop the
flute. 1 would have been adead duck if | had, because she was in the perfect place to sink her fangs.
Luckily, my nerve hdd and | went on playing.

She crawled over my |eft ear and up to the top of my head, where shelay down for arest. My scap
itched beneath her but | had enough sense not to try scratching it. | studied myself in the mirror and
grinned. She looked like one of those French hats, a beret.

| made her dide down my face and dangle from my nose on one of her web-gtrings. | didn't let her into
my mouth, but | got her to swing from side to side like she/d done with Mr. Crepdey, and had her tickle
my chinwith her legs.

| didn't et her tickle metoo much, in case | started laughing and dropped the flute!



When | put her back in her cage that Friday night, | felt like aking, like nothing could ever go wrong, that
my whole life was going to be perfect. | was doing well in school and at soccer, and had the kind of pet
any boy would trade al hisworldly goodsfor. | couldn't have been happier if I'd won the lottery or a
chocolate factory.

That, of course, was when everything went wrong and the whole world crashed down around my ears.

CHAPTER TYENTY

STEVE POPPED OVER FOR A VISIT late Saturday afternoon. We hadn't said much to each other dl
week and hewasthe last person | was expecting. Mom let him in and caled me downgtairs. | saw him
when | was halfway down, paused, then shouted for him to come up.

He gazed around my room as though he hadn't been there for months. "'1'd dmost forgotten what this
placelookslike" hesaid.

"Dont beslly,” | said. ™Y ou were here acouple of weeks ago."

"It ssemslonger." He sat on the bed and turned his eyes on me. His face was serious and londly. "Why
have you been avoiding me?' he asked softly.

"What do you mean?' | pretended | didn't know what he was talking aboui.

"Y ou've been steering clear of me these past two weeks," he said. "It wasn't obvious at first, but each
day you've been spending lesstime with me. Y ou didn't even pick me when we were playing basketbdl
ingymlast Thursday."

"You're not very good at basketbal," | said. It was alame excuse, but | couldn't think of a better one.

"l was confused at firgt," Steve said, "but then | figured it out. Y ou didn't get lost the night of the freak
show, did you? Y ou stuck around, up in the balcony probably, and saw what happened between me and
Vur Horgton."

"No, | didn't! "I snapped.

"No?" he asked.

"No," | lied.

"Y ou didn't see anything?"

"No."

"Y ou didn't see me talking to VVur Horston?"
"No!"

"Youdidnt"

"Look, Steve," | interrupted, "whatever happened between you and Mr. Crepdey isyour business. |
wasn't there, didn't seeit, don't know what you're talking about. Now if "



"Dont lieto me, Darren,” he said.

“I'mnot lying!" | lied.

"Then how did you know | was talking about Mr. Crepdey?' he asked.
"Because..." | bit my tongue.

"l said | wastakingto Vur Horston." Steve smiled. "Unless you were there, how would you know that
Vur Horston and Larten Crepdey are one and the same?”

My shoulders sagged. | sat on the bed beside Steve. "Okay," | said, "I admit it. | wasin the balcony.”
"How much did you see and hear?' Steve asked.

"Everything. | couldn't see what he was doing when he was sucking out your blood, or hear what he was
saying. But gpart from that...."

"Everything," Steve finished with asigh. "That'swhy you've been avoiding me: because he said | was
evil."

"Partly,” | said. "But mostly because of what you said. Steve, you asked him to turn you into avampire!
What if he had turned you into one and you'd come after me? Most vampires go after people they know
firgt, don't they?"

"In books and movies, yes" Steve said. "Thisisdifferent. Thisisred life. | wouldn't have hurt you,
Daren."

"Maybe," | said. "Maybe not. The point is, I don't want to find out. | don't want to be friends with you
anymore. Y ou could be dangerous. What if you met another vampire and this one granted your wish? Or
what if Mr. Crepdey wasright and youreredly evil and ™

"I'm not evil!" Steve shouted, and shoved me back on the bed. He legped on my chest and stuck his
fingersin my face. "Take that back!" heroared. "Take that back, or so help me, I'll jerk your head off
and"

"| takeit back! | takeit back!" | shrieked. Steve was heavy on my chest, hisface flushed and furious. |
would have said anything to get him off.

He sat perched on my chest afew seconds|onger, then grunted and rolled off. | sat up, gasping, rubbing
my face where he had poked it.

"Sorry," Steve mumbled. "That was over thetop. But I'm upset. It hurt, what Mr. Crepdey said, and you
ignoring me at school. Y ou're my best friend, Darren, the only person | can redlly talk to. If you break up
our friendship, | don't know what I'll do."

He started to cry. | watched him for afew seconds, torn between fear and sympathy. Then my nobler
sef got the better of meand | put an arm around his shoulder. "It'sokay,” | said. "I'll still be your friend.
C'mon, Steve, quit crying, okay?'

Hetried but it took awhile for the tearsto stop. "I must look like atota fool," he finaly sniffed.

"No," | said. "I'mthefoal. | should have stood by you. | was a coward. | never stopped to imagine what
you must be going through. | was only thinking of mysdlf and Madam " | made aface and stopped
taking.



Steve stared at me curioudly. "What were you going to say?" he asked.
"Nothing," | said. "It wasadip of thetongue.”
He grunted. "Y ou're abad liar, Shan. Alwayswere. Tell mewhat it was you were about to let dip.”

| studied hisface, wondering if | should tell him. I knew | shouldn't, that it could only mean trouble, but |
felt sorry for him. Besides, | needed to tell someone. | wanted to show off my wonderful pet and the
gresat tricks we could do.

"Can you keep asecret?" | asked.
"Of course" he snorted.

"Thisisabig one. Y ou can't tell anyone, okay?If | tell you, it hasto stay between the two of us. If you
evertak..."

"You'll talk about me and Mr. Crepdey,” Steve said, grinning. ™Y ou have me over abarrel. No matter
what you tell me, you know | can't blab, even if | wanted to. What's the big secret?"

"Wait aminute," | said. | got off the bed and opened the door to the room. "Mom?" | shouted.
"Yes?' came her muffled reply.

"I'm showing Steve my flute," | yelled. "I'm going to teach him how to play it, but only if were not
disturbed, okay?'

"Okay," she called back.

| closed the door and smiled at Steve. Helooked puzzled. "A flute?' he asked. "Y our big secretisa
flute?'

"That'spart of it," | said. "Listen, do you remember Madam Octa? Mr. Crepdey's spider?

"Of course," he said. "'l wasn't paying much attention to her when she was on but | don't think anyone
could ever forget acreature like that. Those hairy legs: brrrr!”

| opened the door to the closet while he was speaking and got out the cage. His eyes squinted when he
saw it, then widened. "That's not what | think it is, isit?" he asked.

"That depends,” | said, whipping off the cloth. "If you think it's adeadly performing spider you're right!”
"Oh man!" he gasped, dmost faling off thebed in shock. "That'sa... she'sa... wheredid... Wow!"

| was delighted with his reaction. | stood over the cage, smiling like aproud father. Madam Octalay on
the floor, quiet as ever, paying no attention to me or Steve.

"She's awesome!" Steve said, crawling closer for abetter look. " She looksjust the same asthe onein the
circus. | can't believe you found one that looks so similar. Whered you get her? A pet shop? From a
zoo?'

My smiledipped. "I got her from the Cirque Du Fresk, of course,” | said uneasily.

"From the freak show?" he asked, face crinkling. "They were selling live spiders?| didn't see any. How
much did she cog?"



| shook my head and said: "I didn't buy her, Steve. 1... Can't you guess? Don't you understand?’
"Understand what?" he asked.
"That'snot a smilar spider,” | said. "That'sthe same one. It's Madam Octa."

He stared at me, as though he hadn't heard what I'd said. | was about to repest it, but he spoke up
beforel could. "The... same... one?" he asked in adow, trembling voice.

"Yes, "l sad.

"You mean... that's... Madam Octa? The Madam Octa?'

"Yes," | said again, laughing at his shock.

"That's... Mr. Crepdey's spider?”

"Steve, what's wrong? How many timesdo | haveto say it for youto™

"Wait aminute," he snapped, shaking his head. "If thisisreally Madam Octa, how did you get your hands
on her? Did you find her outside? Did they sdll her off?

"Nobody would sall agreet spider likethis" | said.
"That'swhat | thought,” Steve agreed. "So how did..." Heleft the question hanging inthe air.

"l stole her," | said, puffing up proudly. "I went back to the theater that Tuesday morning, crept in, found
where shewas, and snuck out with her. | left anotetelling Mr. Crepdey not to come looking for her or
I'd report his being avampire to the police.”

"You... you..." Steve was gasping. His face had turned white and he looked like he was about to
collapse.

"Areyou dl right?" | asked.
"You... imbecile" heroared. "Y ou lunatic! Y ou moron!"
"Hey!" | shouted, upset.

"Idiot! Dumbo! Cretin!" heyelled. "Do you redize what you've done? Do you have any ideawhat kind of
troubleyou'rein?'

"Huh?"| asked, bewildered.

"You stoleavampire's spider!" Steve shouted. "Y ou stole from a member of the undead! What do you
think he's going to do when he catches up with you, Darren? Spank your bottom and scold you? Tell
your parents and make them ground you? Were talking about a vampire! Hell rip out your throat and
feed you to the spider! Hell tear you to piecesand ™

"No, hewon't,” | said camly.
"Of course hewill,"” Stevereplied.

"No," | said, "he won't. Because he won't find me. | stole the spider the Tuesday before last, so he's had
nearly two whole weeksto track me down, but there hasn't been asign of him. He left with the circus
and won't ever come back, not if he knows what's good for him."



"l dunno,” Steve said. "'V ampires have long memories. He might return when you're grown up and have
kids of your own."

"I'll worry about that when and if it happens” | said. "I've gotten away with it for thetime being. | wasn't
sure would | thought he'd track me down and kill me but | did. So quit with the names, al right?"

"Y ou're something se." He laughed, shaking his head. "I thought / was daring, but stedling avampire's
pet! 1 never would have thought you had it in you. What made you do it?"

"I had to have her," | told him. "'l saw her onstage and knew 1'd do anything to get her. Then | discovered
Mr. Crepdey wasavampire and realized | could blackmail him. It'swrong, | know, but he'savampire,
soit'snot too bad, isit? Steaing from someone bad in away it'sagood thing, right?”

Stevelaughed. "I don't know if it'sgood or bad," hesaid. "All | know is, if he ever comeslooking for her,
| wouldn't want to be in your shoes."

He studied the spider again. He stuck hisface up close to the cage (but not close enough for her to strike
him) and watched her belly bulging in and out.

"Haveyou let her out of the cage yet?' he asked.

"Every day," | said. | picked up the flute and gave atoot. Madam Octa jumped forward a couple of
centimeters. Steve yelped and fell back on hisbutt. | howled with laughter.

"Y ou can control her?' he gasped.

"I can make her do everything Mr. Crepdey did,” | said, trying not to sound boastful. "It'sredly easy.
Shel's perfectly safe aslong as you concentrate. But if you let your thoughts wander for even asecond...”
| drew afinger across my throat and made achoking noise.

"Have you let her make aweb over your lips?* Steve asked. His eyeswere shining brightly.

"Not yet," | said. "I'm worried about |etting her in my mouth: the thought of her dipping down my throat
terrifies me. Besides, 1'd need a partner to control her while she spun the web, and so far I've been
done”

"Sofar." Steve grinned. "But not anymore." He got up and clapped his hands. "Let'sdo it. Teach me how
to use that fancy tinwhistleand let me at her. I'm not afraid to let her in my mouth. C'mon, let'sgo, let's
go, let'sgo go go go GO!"

| couldn't ignore excitement like that. | knew it was unwise to involve Steve with the spider on such short
notice | should have made sure he got to know her better but 1 ignored common sense and gaveinto his
wishes

| told him he couldn't play the flute, not until he'd practiced, but he could play with Madam Octawhilell
was controlling her. | ran him through the tricks we were going to do and made sure he understood

everything.

"Being quietisvitd," | said. "Don't say anything.

Don't even whistle loudly. Becauseif you disturb my attention and | lose contral of her..."
"Yeah, yeah," Steve sghed. "1 know. Don't worry. | can be quiet as amouse when | want.”

When hewas ready, | unlocked Madam Octa's cage and began playing. She moved forward a my



order. | could hear Steve drawing in his bregth, alittle scared now that she was out in the open, but he
gave no sign that he wanted to stop, so | went on blowing and started her off on her routine.

| let her do alot of stuff by hersalf before allowing her near Steve. We'd developed a great understanding
over the last week or s0. The spider had grown used to my mind and the way it thought, and had learned
to obey my commands amost before | finished sending them. I'd learned that she could work from the
shortest of ingtructions: | only had to use afew words to prompt her into action.

Steve watched the show in totdl slence. He dmost clapped afew times but caught himsdlf before his
hands could meet and produce anoise. Instead of clapping, he gave me the thumbs-up sign and mouthed
thewords"great." "super.” "awesome," and so on.

When the time came for Steve to take part in the act, | gave him the nod that we had agreed upon. He
gulped, took a deep breath, then nodded back. He rose to his feet and stepped forward, keeping to the
side so | wouldn't lose sight of Madam Octa. Then he sank to his knees and waited.

| played anew tune and sent anew set of orders. Madam Octa sat ill, listening. When she knew what |
wanted, she started creeping toward Steve. | saw him shivering and licking hislips. | was going to cancel
the act and send the spider back to her cage, but then he stopped shaking and became calmer, so |
continued.

He gave asmall shudder when she started crawling up the leg of his pants, but that was anatural
response. | fill got the shakes sometimes when | felt her hairy legs brushing againgt my skin.

| made Madam Octa crawl up the back of his neck and tickle hisearswith her legs. He giggled softly

and the last traces of hisfear vanished. | felt more confident now that he was camer, so | moved the
gpider around to the front of hisface, where she built small cobwebs over hiseyes and did down hisnose
and bounced off hislips.

Steve was enjoying it and so was|. There were lots of new things| was ableto do now that | had a

partner.

She was on hisright shoulder, preparing to dide down his arm, when the door opened and Annie walked
in.

Normally Annie never enters my room before knocking. She'sagrest kid, not like other brats her age,
and dmost always knocks politely and waitsfor areply. But that evening, by sheer bad luck, she
happened to bargein.

"Hey, Darren, wheresmy ," she started to say, then stopped. She saw Steve and the monstrous spider
on hisshoulder, itsfangs glinting as though getting ready to bite, and she did the naturd thing.

She screamed.

The sound darmed me. My head turned, the flute did from my lips, and my concentration snapped. My
link to Madam Octa disintegrated. She shook her head, took a couple of quick steps closer to Steve's
throat, then bared her fangs and appeared to grin.

Steve roared with fear and surged to hisfeet. He swiped at the spider, but she ducked and his hand
missed. Before he could try again, Madam Octa lowered her head, quick as a snake, and sank her
poison-tipped fangs deep into his neck!



CHAPTER TVENTY-ONE

STEVE STIFFENED AS SOON asthe spider bit him. Hisyells stopped dead in histhroat, hislips
turned blue, his eyes snapped wide open. For what seemed an eternity (though it couldn't have been
more than three or four seconds), he tottered on his feet. Then he crumpled to the floor like ascarecrow.

Thefdl saved him. Aswith the goat at the Cirque Du Freak show, Madam Octas first bite knocked
Steve out, but didn't kill him right away. | saw her moving aong his neck before he fell, searching for the
right spot, preparing for the second, killer bite.

Thefdl disturbed her. She dipped from Steve's neck and it took her afew secondsto climb back up.
Those secondswere al | needed.

| wasin agtate of shock, but the Sight of her emerging over his shoulder like someterrible arachnid
sunrise spurred me back to life. | stooped for the flute, jammed it d most through the back of my throat,
and blew theloudest note of my entirelife.

"STOP!" | screamed inside my head, and Madam Octa legped about two feet into the air.

"Back inddethe cagel" | commanded, and she hopped down from Steve's body and sped acrossthe
floor. As soon as she passed the bars of the door, | lunged forward and dammed it shuit.

With Madam Octa taken care of, my attention turned to Steve. Annie was still screaming but | couldn't
worry about her until 1'd seen to my poisoned friend.

"Steve?' | asked, crawling closeto hisear, praying for an answer. "Are you okay? Steve?' There was no
reply. He was breathing, so | knew hewas dive, but that was all. There was nothing € se he could do.
He couldn't talk or move hisarms. He wasn't even ableto blink.

| became aware of Annie standing behind me. She'd stopped screaming but | could fedl her shaking.
"Is... ishe... dead?' sheasked in atiny voice.

"Of course not!" | snapped. "Y ou can see him breathing, can't you? Look at hisbelly and chest.”
"But... why can't he move?' she asked.

"He's paralyzed,” | told her. "The spider injected him with poison that stops hislimbs. 1t's like putting him
to deep, except hisbrain's fill active and he can see and hear everything.”

| didn't know if thiswastrue. | hoped it was. If the poison had |eft the heart and lungs aone, it might aso
have skipped hisbrain. But if it had gotten into hisskull. ..

The thought was too terrible to consider.
"Steve, I'm going to help you up,” | said. "1 think if we move you around, the poison will wear off."

| stuck my arms around Steve'swaist and hauled him to hisfeet. He was heavy but | took no notice of
the weight. | dragged him around the room, shaking hisarms and legs, talking to him as | went, tdling him
hewas going to be dl right, there wasn't enough poison in one bite to kill him, he would recover.



After ten minutes of this, there was no change and | wastoo tired to carry him any longer. | dropped him
on the bed, then carefully arranged his body so he would be comfortable. His eyelids were open. His
eyes |ooked weird and were scaring me, so | closed them, but then helooked like a corpse, so | opened
them again.

"Will hebedl right?* Annie asked.

"Of course hewill," | said, trying to sound positive. "The poison will wear off after awhile and hell be
fine. It'sonly amatter of time."

| don't think she believed me but she said nothing, only sat on the edge of the bed and watched Steve's
face like ahawk. | began wondering why Mom hadn't been up to investigate. | crept over to the open
door and listened at the top of the stairs. | could hear the washing machine rumbling in the kitchen below.
That explained it: our washing machineis old and clunky. Y ou can't hear anything over the noise it makes
if you'rein thekitchen and it'sturned on.

Annie was no longer on the bed when | returned. She was down on the floor, studying Madam Octa.

"It'sthe spider from the freak show, isn't it?" she asked.

"Yes" | admitted.
"The poisonous one?!
"YS."

"How did you get it?" she asked.
"That's not important,” | said, blushing.
"How did she get l0ose?" Annie asked.
"I let her out," | said.

"You what?2"

"It wasn't thefirst time" | told her. "I've had her for dmost two weeks. I've played with her lots of times.
It's perfectly safe aslong asthere are no noises. If you hadn't come barging in when you did, shewould
have been™

"No you don't," she growled. "Y ou aren't laying the blame on me. Why didn't you tell me about her? If
I'd known, | wouldn't have come busting in.”

"l wasgoingto,” | said. "l waswaiting until | was sure it was safe. Then Steve came and..."| couldn't
continue.

| stuck the cage back in the closet, where | wouldn't have to look at Madam Octa. | joined Annie by the
bed and studied Steve's motionless form. We sat silently for dmost an hour, just watching.

"I don't think he's going to recover,” shefinaly said.
"Giveit moretime,” | pleaded.

"I don't think timewill help," sheingsted. "If he was going to recover, he should be moving alittle by



"What do you know about it?" | asked roughly. "Y ou're achild. Y ou know nothing!”

"That'sright," she agreed camly. "But you don't know any more about it than me, do you?" | shook my
head unhappily. "So stop pretending you do,” she said.

Shelaid ahand on my arm and smiled bravely to show she wasn't trying to make me fed bad. "We have
totdl Mom," she said. "We haveto get her up here. She might know what to do.”

"And if she doesn't?' | asked.

"Then we have to take him to ahospitd," Annie said.

| knew shewasright. I'd knownit dl along. | just didn't want to admit it.
"Let'sgiveit another fifteen minutes” | said. "If he hasn't moved by then, we cdl her."
"Fifteen minutes?' she asked uncertainly.

"Not aminute more," | promised.

"Okay," she agreed.

We sat in silence again and watched our friend. | thought about Madam Octa and how | was going to
explain thisto Mom. To the doctors. To the police! Would they believe me when | told them Mr.
Crepdey wasavampire? | doubted it. They'd think | waslying. They might throw meinjail. They might
say, Sncethe spider was mine, | wasto blame. They might charge me with murder and lock me away!

| checked my watch. Three minutesto go. No changein Steve.

"Annie, | need to ask afavor,” | said.

Shelooked a me suspicioudy. "What?'

"l don't want you to mention Madam Octa," | said.

"Areyou crazy?' she shouted. "How else are you going to explain what happened?’

"l don't know," | admitted. "I'll tell them | was out of the room. The bite marks aretiny. They look like
small bee ings and are going down all the time. The doctors might not even notice them.”

"Wecan't do that,” Annie said. "They might need to examine the spider. They might "

"Annig, if Stevedies, I'll beblamed,” | said softly. "There are partsto this| can't tdll you, that | can't tell
anybody. All | cansay is, if theworst happens, I'll be |eft holding the bag. Do you know whet they do to
murderers?’

"Y ou're too young to be tried for murder,” she said, but sounded uncertain.

"No, I'mnot," | told her. "I'm too young to go to areal prison but they have specia placesfor children.
They'd hold mein one of those until | turned eighteen and then... Please, Annie." | started to cry. "1 don't
wanttogotojail.”

She started crying, too. We held on to each other and sobbed like a couple of babies. "I don't want them
to take you away," she wept. "l don't want to lose you."

"Then do you promise not to tell 7" | asked. "Will you go back to your bedroom and pretend you saw



and heard none of this?'

She nodded sadly. "But not if | think the truth can save him,” she added. "'If the doctors say they can't
save him unlessthey find what bit him, I'm telling. Okay?'

"Okay," | agreed.

She got to her feet and headed for the door. She stopped in the middle of the room, turned, came back,
and kissed me on the forehead. "I love you, Darren,” she said, "but you were afool to bring that spider
into thishouse, and if Stevedies, | think you are the one who should be blamed.”

Then she ran from the room, sobbing.

| waited afew minutes, holding Steve's hand, begging him to recover, to show some sign of life. When
my prayers weren't answered, | got to my feet, opened the window (to explain how the mystery attacker
got in), took adeep bregth, and then ran downstairs, screaming for my mother.

CHAPTER TYENTY-TYO

THE AMBULANCE ATTENDANTSASKED MY mother if Steve was diabetic or epileptic. She
wasn't sure but didn't think so. They aso asked about dlergies and everything, but she explained that she
wasn't his mother and didn't know.

| thought they'd take us with them in the ambulance, but they said there wasn't room. They got Steve's
phone number and the name of his mom, but she wasn't home. One of the attendants asked my mother if
sheld follow them to the hospitd, to fill out as many of the forms as she could, so they could make a gart.
She agreed and bundled me and Annie into the car. Dad gtill wasn't home, so she called him on hiscell
phone to explain where we'd be. He said held comeright over.

That wasamiserableride. | sat in the back, trying not to meet Anni€'s eye, knowing | should tell the
truth, but too afraid to. What made it even worse was, | knew if | wasthe onelying in acoma, Steve
would own up immediately.

"What happened in there?' Mom asked over her shoulder. She was driving asfast as she could without
breaking the speed limit, so she wasn't ableto look back at me. | wasglad: | don't think | could have lied
graight to her face.

"I'mnot sure" | said. "We were chatting. Then | had to go to the bathroom. When | got back..."
"You didn't see anything?"' she asked.
"No," | lied, feeling my ears reddening with shame,

"l can't understand it,” she muttered. "He fdt so stiff and his skin wasturning blue. | thought he was
dead."

"| think hewas bitten,"” Annie said. | dmost gave her adigintheribs, but at the last second remembered
| was depending on her to keep my secret.

"Bitten?' Mom asked.



"There were acouple of markson hisneck,” Annie said.
"l saw them,” Mom said. "But | don't think that'sit, dear.”

"Why not?" Annie asked. "If asnakeor a... spider gotinand bit him..." She glanced over a me and
blushed allittle, recaling her promise.

"A spider?' Mom shook her head. "No, dear, spiders don't go around biting people and sending them
into shock, not around here.”

"So what wasit?' Annie asked.
"I'm not sure," Mom replied. "Maybe he ate something that didn't agree with him, or had aheart atack."
"Children don't have heart attacks," Annie retorted.

"They do,"” Mom said. "It'srare, but it can happen. Still, the doctorswill sort dl that out. They know
more about these things than we do.”

| wasn't used to hospitals, so | spent some time looking around while Mom wasfilling out the forms. It
was the whitest place I'd ever seen: whitewalls, white floors, white uniforms. It wasn't very busy but
there was abuzz to the place, a sound of bed springs and coughing, machines humming, doctors

Speaking softly.

Wedidn't say much while sitting there. Mom said Steve had been admitted and was being examined but
it might be awhile before they discovered what waswrong. "They sounded optimistic,” she said.

Anniewasthirsty, so Mom sent me with her to get drinks from the machine around the corner. Annie
glanced around while | was putting in the coins, to make sure nobody could overhear.

"How long are you going to wait?' she asked.

"Until | hear what they haveto say,” | told her. "WEell let them examine him. Hopefully they'll know what
sort of poison it isand be ableto cure him by themselves.”

"And if they can't?" she asked.

"Then| tdl them,” | promised.

"What if he diesbeforethat?' she asked softly.
"Hewont," | said.

"But what if

"Hewon't!" | snapped. "Don't tak like that. Don't even think like that. We have to hope for the best.
We must believe hewill pull through. Mom and Dad have aways told us good thoughts help make sick
people better, haven't they? He needs usto believein him."

"He needs the truth more," she grumbled, but |et the matter drop. We took the drinks back to the couch
and drank in sllence.

Dad arrived not long after, still in hiswork clothes. He kissed Mom and Annie and squeezed my
shoulder. Hisdirty hands | eft grease marks on my T-shirt, but that didn't bother me.



"Any news?" he asked.

"Noneyet,” Mom said. "They're examining him. It could be hours before we hear anything.”

"What happened to him, Angela?' Dad asked.

"Wedon't know yet," Mom said. "Well haveto wait and see.”

"I hate waiting," Dad grumbled, but since he had no other choice, he had to, the same astherest of us.

Nothing el se happened for a couple of hours, until Steve's mom arrived. Her face was white like Steve's,
and her lips were pinched together. She made straight for me, grabbed me by the shoulders and shook
me hard. "What have you done to him?" she screeched. "Have you hurt my boy? Have you killed my
Seve?!

"Hey! Stop that!" Dad gasped.

Steve'smom ignored him. "What have you done?' she screamed again, and shook me even harder. |
tried to say "Nothing" but my teeth were clattering. "What have you done? What have you done?' she
repeated, then suddenly stopped shaking me, let go, and collapsed to the floor, where she bawled like a
baby.

Mom got off the couch and crouched beside Mrs. Leonard. She stroked the back of her head and
whispered soothing words to her, then helped her up and sat down with her. Mrs. Leonard was il
crying, and was now moaning about what a bad mother she'd been and how much Steve hated her.”

"Y ou two go and play somewhere e Mom said to Annie and me. We started away. "Darren,” Mom
called me back. "Don't pay attention to what she was saying. She doesn't blame you. She'sjust afraid.”

| nodded miserably. What would Mom say if she knew Mrs. Leonard wasright and | was to blame?

Annie and me found acouple of video gamesto keep us busy. | didn't think I'd be able to play but after a
few minutes | forgot about Steve and the hospital and got caught up in the games. It wasniceto dip

away from theworries of thered world for awhile, and if | hadn't run out of quarters, | might have
Sayed there dl night.

When we returned to the waiting room, Mrs. Leonard had calmed down and was off with Mom, filling
out forms, Annie and | sat and the waiting began dl over again.

Annie began yawning about ten o'clock and that set me off, too. Mom took one look at us and ordered
ushome. | sarted to argue but she cut me short.

"You can't do any good here," shesaid. "I'll call as soon as| hear anything, evenif it'sthe middle of the
night, okay?"

| hesitated. Thiswould be my final chance to mention the spider. | came very closeto spilling the beans,
but | wastired and couldn't find the words. "Okay," | said glumly, then left.

Dad drove us home. | wondered what hed do if | told him about the spider, Mr. Crepdey, and the rest.
He would have punished me, I'm sure, but that's not why | didn't tell him: | kept quiet because | knew
he'd be ashamed of the way 1'd lied and put my own well-being before Steve's. | was afraid he'd hate
me

Annie was adeep by the time we got home. Dad lifted her in from the backseat and took her to bed. |



walked dowly up to my room and got undressed. | kept cursing mysalf under my bregth.

Dad looked in as | was putting my clothes away. "Will you be okay?' he asked. | nodded. " Steve will
recover," hesad. "I'm sure of it. The doctors know their stuff. They'll bring him around.”

| nodded again, not trusting myself to answer. Dad stood in the doorway a moment longer, then sighed,
left, and stomped downstairsto his study.

| was hanging my pants up in the closet when | noticed Madam Octa's cage. Slowly, | pulled it out. She
waslying in the middle, breathing easily, cdm asever.

| studied the colorful spider and wasn't impressed by what | saw. She was bright, yes, but ugly and hairy
and nasty. | began to hate her. She wasthered villain, the one who bit Steve for no good reason. | had
fed her and cared for her and played with her. This was how sherepaid me.

"Y ou stupid mongter!" | snarled, shaking the cage. Y ou ungrateful creep!”

| gave the cage another shake. Her legs gripped the barstightly. This made me madder and | yanked the
cage roughly from side to side, trying to make her lose her grip, hoping to hurt her.

| spuninacircle, whirling the cage around by the handle. | was swearing, caling her every name under
the sun, wishing she was dead, wishing I'd never set eyes on her, wishing | had the guts to take her out of
the cage and squeeze her to death.

Finally, asmy rage reached its boiling point, | hurled the cage asfar away from me as possible. | wasn't
looking where | was throwing, and got a shock when | saw it sail through the open window and out into
thenight.

| watched it flying away, then hurried after it. | was scared it would hit the ground and bresk open,
because | knew if the doctors weren't able to save Steve by themselves, they might be able to with the
help of Madam Octa: if they studied her, they might find out how to cure him. But if she escaped. ..

| rushed to the window. | wastoo late to grab for the cage but at least | could see where it landed. |
watched asit floated out and down, praying it wouldn't break. It seemed to take forever to fall.

Just beforeit hit the ground, a hand darted out from the shadows of the night and snatched it from the air.
A hand?!

| leaned forward quickly for abetter view. It was adark night and at first | couldn't see who was down
there. But then the person stepped forward and all was revealed.

Firg, I saw hiswrinkly hands holding the cage. Then hislong red clothes. Then his cropped orange hair.
Then hislong ugly scar. And, findly, his sharp toothy grin.

It was Mr. Crepdey. The vampire.

And hewas amiling up a me!

CHAPTER TYENTY-THREE



| STOOD BY THE WINDOW, expecting him to turn into a bat and comeflying up, but he did nothing
gpart from shake the cage gently to make sure Madam Octawas dl right.

Then, still smiling, he turned and waked away. Within ameatter of seconds he had been swallowed from
sght by the night.

| shut the window and fled to the safety of my bed, where my mind turned inside out with questions. How
long had he been down there? If he knew where Madam Octawas, why hadn't he taken her before this?
| thought he'd be furious, but he seemed amused. Why hadn't he ripped out my throat like Steve said he
would?

Seep wasimpossible. | was moreterrified now than | had been the night after stealing the spider. Back
then | could tell mysdlf that he didn't know who | was and therefore couldn't find me.

| thought about telling Dad. After all, avampire knew where we lived and had reason to bear agrudge
againgt us. Dad should know. He should be warned and given a chance to prepare adefense. But...

Hewouldn't believe me. Especialy not now that Madam Octawas gone. | imagined trying to convince
him that vampireswere redl, that one had been to our house and might come back. He'd think | was
insane.

| was able to snooze alittle when dawn rolled around, because | knew the vampire couldn't launch an
attack until sunset. It wasn't much of adeep, but even asmall amount of rest did me good and | was able
to think clearly when | woke. | reslized, as | thought it over, that | had no reason to be afraid. If the
vampire had wanted to kill me, he could have doneit last night when | was unprepared. For some
reason, he didn't want me dead, at least not yet.

With that worry off my mind, | could focus on Steve and my redl problem: whether to reved the truth or
not. Mom had stayed at the hospital al night, taking care of Mrs. Leonard, calling around to let friends
and neighbors know of Steve'sillness. If she had been home, | might have told her, but the thought of
telling Dad filled me with dread.

Ourswas avery quiet house that Sunday. Dad cooked eggs and sausages for breakfast, and burned
them as he normally does when he cooks, but we didn't complain. | hardly even tasted the food as|
gulped it down. | wasn't hungry. The only reason | ate wasto pretend it was any other average Sunday.

Mom called aswe werefinishing. She had along talk with Dad. He didn't say much, only nodded and
grunted. Annieand | sat ill, trying to hear what was being said. He camein and sat down when hewas
finished talking.

"How ishe?' | asked.

"Not good," Dad said. "The doctors don't know what to make of it. It ssems Anniewasright: itis
poison. But not like any they know. They've sent samplesto expertsin other hospitals, and hopefully one
of them will know more about it. But..." He shook his head.

"Will hedie?' Annie asked quietly.

"Maybe," Dad said, being honest. | was glad for that. All too often adults lie to kids about serious
matters. I'd rather know the truth about desth than be lied to.

Annie started to cry. Dad picked her up and perched her on hislap. "Hey, now, theré's no need to cry,”
he said. "It'snot over yet. HE's still dive. He's breathing and his brain doesn't seem to have been affected.
If they can figure out away to fight the poison in hisbody, he should befine."



"How long does he have?' | asked.

Dad shrugged. "Theway heis, they could keep him aive for along time with machines.”
"Y ou mean like someonein acoma?" | asked.

"Exadtly.”

"How long before they have to start usng machines?’ | asked.

"A few days, they think," Dad answered. "They can't say for sure, seeing as how they don't know what
they're dedling with, but they think it will be a couple of days before his respiratory and coronary systems
begin to shut down."

"Hiswhat?' Annie asked between sobs.

"Hislungsand heart,” Dad explained. "Aslong asthose are working, he'sdive. They haveto useadrip
to feed him but otherwise he's okay. It'swhen if he stops breathing by himself that the trouble redlly

begins"
A couple of days. It wasn't much. The day before, hed had awhole lifetime to look forward to. Now he
had a couple of days.

"Canl goseehim?' | asked.
"Thisafternoon, if youfed uptoit,” Dad said. "I'll fed uptoit,” | vowed.

The hospital was busier thistime, packed with visitors. I'd never seen so many boxes of chocolates and
flowers. Everybody seemed to be carrying one or the other. | wanted to buy something for Steve at the
hospita store but had no money.

| expected Steve to bein the children'sward but he wasin aroom by himself, because the doctors
wanted to study him, and aso because they weren't sure if what he had was catching. We had to wear
masks and gloves and long green gowns when we entered.

Mrs. Leonard was adeep in achair. Mom made asign for usto be quiet. She gave us hugs, one by one,
then spoke to Dad.

"A couple of results have comein from other hospitals" shetold him, her voice muffled by the mask. "All
negative.”

"Surdy someone knowswhat thisis," Dad said. "How many different types of poison can there be?!

"Thousands," she said. "They've sent specimensto foreign hospitas. Hopefully one of them will havea
record of it, but it's going to be some time before they get back to us.”

| studied Steve while they were talking. He was tucked nestly into the bed. A drip was attached to one
arm, and wires and stuff to his chest. There were needle marks where doctors had taken samples of his
blood. His face was white and stiff. Helooked terrible!

| started crying and couldn't stop. Mom put her arms around me and hugged me tight, but that only made
it worse. | tried telling her about the spider but | was crying too much for my wordsto be heard. Mom
kept hugging and kissing and shushing me, and eventudly | quit trying.



New vigtors arrived, rdatives of Steve's, and Mom decided to |eave them aone with him and his mother.
She led us out, removed my mask, and wiped the tears from my face with atissue.

"There," shesaid. "That's better." She smiled and tickled me until | grinned back. "Hell be okay," she
promised. "I know he looks bad, but the doctors are doing al they can. We have to trust them and hope
for the best, okay?"

"Okay," | sghed.

"| thought he looked pretty good,” Annie said, squeezing my hand. | smiled thankfully &t her.
"Are you coming home now?' Dad asked Mom.

"I'm not sure," shesaid. "'l think | should stick around alittle longer in case”

"Angela, you've done enough for thetime being,” Dad said firmly. "1 bet you didn't get any deep last
night, did you?'

"Not much," Mom admitted.

"And if you stay on now, you won't get any today either. Come on, Angie, let'sgo." Dad callsMom
"Angie" when he'strying to sweet-talk her into something. "There are other people who can look after
Steve and his mother. Nobody expects you to do everything.”

"All right," she agreed. "But I'm coming back tonight to seeif they need me."

"Fair enough," he said, and led the way out to the car. It hadn't been much of avist but | didn't complain.
| was glad to get away.

| thought about Steve as we drove home, how he looked and why he looked that way. | thought about
the poison in hisveins and fdt pretty sure the doctors would fail to cureit. | bet no doctor in the world
had ever come across poison from a spider like Madam Octa before.

However bad Steve had looked, | knew he'd look alot worse after another couple of days. | imagined
him hooked up to a breathing machine, hisface covered with amask, tubes sticking into him. It wasa
horrible thought.

There was only one way to save Steve. Only one person who might know about the poison and how to
best it.

Mr. Crepdey.

Aswe pulled into the driveway back home and got out of the car, | made up my mind: | wasgoing to
track him down and make him do what he could to help Steve. As soon asit got dark, 1'd sneak out and
find the vampire, wherever he might be. And if | couldn't force it out of him and come back with acure...

... | wouldn't come back at al.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



| HAD TOWAIT UNTIL ALMOST deven o'clock. | would have gone earlier, while Mom was at the
hospital, but acouple of Dad's pa's came around with kids of their own and | had to play host.

Mom returned home at about ten. She wastired, so Dad quickly cleared the house of visitors. They had
acup of teaand a chat in the kitchen, then went up to bed. | let them drift off to deep, then snuck
downstairs and let mysalf out the back door.

| sped through the dark like a comet. Nobody saw or heard me, | moved so fast. | had acrossin one
pocket, which I'd found in Mom's jewelry box, and a bottle of holy water in the other, which one of
Dad's pen pals had sent to us years ago. | wasn't able to find a stake. 1'd thought about bringing a sharp
knife instead, but probably would only have cut mysdf. I'm clumsy with knives.

The old theater was pitch black and deserted. | used the front door thistime.

| didn't know what I'd do if the vampire wasn't there, but somehow | sensed hewould be. It was like the
day Steve threw the scraps of paper up in the air with the winning ticket hidden amongst them, and | shut
my eyes and reached out blindly. It was destiny.

It took awhileto find the cdllar. I'd brought aflashlight but the battery was amost dead and it flickered
out after a couple of minutes, leaving me to grope through the dark like amole. When | did find the steps,
| started straight down, not giving fear timeto catch up.

Thefarther down | went, the brighter it got, until | reached the bottom and saw fivetal flickering candles.
| was surprised weren't vampires supposed to be afraid of fire? but glad.

Mr. Crepdey waswaiting for me at the other end of the cellar. Hewas Sitting at asmdll table, playing a
game of cardswith himsdf.

"Good morning, Magter Shan," he said, without looking up.
| cleared my throat before replying. "It'snot morning,” | said. "It'sthe middle of the night.”

"To me, that ismorning,” he said, then looked up and grinned. His teeth were long and sharp. Thiswas
the closest to him I'd been and | expected to spot al sorts of details red teeth, long ears, narrow eyes but
he looked like anorma human, abeit atremendoudy ugly one.

"Y ou've been waiting for me, haven't you?" | asked.
"Yes. "He nodded.

"How long have you known where Madam Octawas?"
"| found her the night you stole her,” he said.

"Why didn't you take her then?’

He shrugged. "1 was going to, but | got to thinking about the sort of boy who would dare stedl from a
vampire, and | decided you might be worth further study."

"Why?" | asked, trying to stop my knees from knocking together.

"Why indeed?" he replied mockingly. He snapped hisfingers and the cards on the table jumped together
and did back into the pack by themselves. He put it away and cracked his knuckles. "Tell me, Darren
Shan, why have you come?Isit to stedl from me again? Do you still desire Madam Octa?



| shook my head. "I never want to see that monster again!” | snarled.
Helaughed. "She will be so sad to hear that.”

"Don't makefun of me" | warned him. "'l don't like being teased.”
"No?" he asked. "And what will you do if | continue?

| pulled out the cross and bottle of holy water and held them up. "I'll strike you with these!™ | roared,
expecting him to fall back, frozen with fear. But he didn't. Instead he smiled, snapped hisfingers again,
and suddenly the cross and plastic bottle were no longer in my hands. They werein his.

He studied the cross, chuckled and squeezed it into alittle ball, asthough it were made of tinfoil. Next he
uncorked the holy water and drank it.

"Y ou know what | love?' he asked. "I love people who watch |ots of horror movies and read horror
books. Because they believe what they read and hear, and come packing silly things like crosses and
holy water, instead of weaponsthat could do rea damage, like guns and hand grenades.”

"You mean... crossesdon't... hurt you?' | sammered.

"Why should they?" he asked.

"Becauseyoure... evil," | said.

"Am|1?" he asked.

"Yes" | sad. "You must be. Youreavampire. Vampires are evil.”

"Y ou should not believe everything you aretold,” he said. "It istrue that our appetites are rather exatic.
But just because we drink blood does not mean that we are evil. Are vampire bats evil when they drink
the blood of cows and horses?!

"No," | sad. "But that's different. They're animas."

"Humansare animals, too," hetold me. "If avampirekillsahuman, then yes, heisevil. But onewho just
takesalittle blood tofill hisrumbling belly... whereisthe harmin that?"

| couldn't answer. | was numb and no longer knew what to believe. | was at his mercy, alone and
defensdless.

"l seeyou are not in the mood for adebate," he said. "Very well. | will save the speechesfor another
time. So tell me, Darren Shan: what isit you want if not my spider?'

"Shehit Steve Leonard,” | told him.

"The oneknown as Steve Leopard,” he said, nodding. "A nasty business. Still, little boyswho play with
thingsthey do not understand can hardly complain if *

"I want you to make him better!" | ydled, interrupting.

"Me?" he asked, acting surprised. "But | am not adoctor. | am not aspeciaist. | am just acircus
performer. A freak. Remember?’

"No," | said. "You'remore. | know you can save him. | know you have the power."



"Maybe," he said. "Madam Octas bite is deadly, but for every poison there exists an antidote. Maybe |
do have the cure. Maybe | have a bottle of serum that will restore your friend's naturd physica
functions™

"Yed" | shouted glefully. "I knew it! | knew it! I "

"But maybe," Mr. Crepdey sad, raisng along bony finger to slence me, "itisasmal bottle. Maybe
thereisonly atiny amount of serum. Maybeit isvery precious. Maybe | want to saveit for ared
emergency, in case Madam Octa ever bites me. Maybe | do not want to wasteit on an evil little brat."

"No," | said softly. "Y ou haveto giveit to me. You haveto useit on Steve. HEs dying. You can't let him
die"

"I most certainly can." Mr. Crepdey laughed. "What is your friend to me?Y ou heard him the night he
was here: he said he would become avampire hunter when he grew up!”

"Hedidn't meanit,” | gasped. "He only said that because he was angry.”

"Perhaps," Mr. Crepdey mused, tugging a his chin and stroking his scar. "But again, | ask: why should |
save Steve Leopard? The serum was expensive and cannot be replaced.”

"I can pay forit," | cried, and that was what he had been waiting for. | saw it in his eyes, the way they
narrowed, theway he hunched forward, smiling. Thiswaswhy he hadn't taken Madam Octathat first
night. Thiswaswhy he hadn't Ieft town.

"Pay for it?" he asked dyly. "But you are only aboy. Y ou cannot possibly have enough money to buy the
cure”

"I'll pay in smdl amounts” | promised. "Every week for fifty years, or aslong asyou want. I'll get ajob
when | grow up and giveyou dl my money. | swear."

He shook hishead. "No," he said softly. ™Y our money does not interest me.”

"What does interest you?' | asked in alow voice. "I'm sure you have aprice. That'swhy you waited for
me, isntit?'

"You areaclever young man,” hesaid. "I knew that when | woke up to find my spider gone and your
notein her place. | said to mysdlf, ‘Larten, there goes amost remarkable child, atrue prodigy. There
goes aboy who isgoing places.™

"Quit with the bull and tell mewhat you want,” | snarled.

He laughed nadtily, then grew serious. "'Y ou remember what Steve Leopard and | talked about?" he
asked.

"Of course," | replied. "He wanted to become avampire. Y ou said he was too young, so he said hedd
become your assstant. That was al right by you, but then you found out he was evil, so you said no.”

"That about sumsit up,” he agreed. "Except, if you recall, | was not too keen on the idea of an assistant.
They can be useful but also aburden.”

"Wheresdl thisleading?' | asked.

"I have had arethink sncethen,” he said. "I decided it might not be such abad thing after al, especidly
now that | have been separated from the Cirque Du Freak and will have to fend for mysalf. An assistant



could be just what the witch doctor ordered.” He smiled at hislittle joke.
| frowned. "Y ou mean you'll let Steve become your ass stant now?"

"Heavens, no!" he yelped. "Tha mongter? Thereisno telling what he will do as he matures. No, Darren
Shan, | do not want Steve Leopard to be my assistant.” He pointed at me with hislong bony finger again,
and | knew what he was going to say seconds before he said it.

"Youwant me!" | sghed, beating him to the punch, and hisdark, snister smiletold mel wasright.

CHAPTER TVENTY-FIVE

"YOU'RE CRAZY!" | YELLED, STUMBLING backward. "There's no way |'d become your ass stant!
Y ou must be mad to even think such athing!"

Mr. Crepdey shrugged. "Then Steve Leopard dies,” he said smply.
| stopped retreating. "Please,” | begged, "there must be another way."

"Theissueisnot open to debate," he said. "If you wish to save your friend, you must join me. If you
refuse, we have nothing further to discuss.”

"Whetif | "

"Do not waste my time!l" he snapped, pounding on thetable. "I havelivedin thisdirty hole for two
weeks, putting up with fleas and cockroaches and lice. If you are not interested in my offer, say soand |
will leave.

But do not waste my time with other options, because there are none."
| nodded dowly and took afew-stepsforward. "Tell me more about being avampire's assstant,” | said.

Hesmiled. "Y ou will be my traveling companion,” he explained. ™Y ou will travel with me acrossthe
world. Y ou will be my eyesand hands during the day. Y ou will guard mewhile | deep. Y ou will find
food for meif itisscarce. Y ou will take my clothesto thelaundry. Y ou will polish my shoes. Y ou will
look after Madam Octa. In short, you will seeto my every need. In return, | will teach you the ways of
the vampires.”

"Do | have to become avampire?' | asked.

"Eventudly," hesad. "At first you will only have some vampire powers. | will make you ahaf-vampire.
That means you will be able to move about during the day. Y ou will not need much blood to keep you
satisfied. Y ou will have certain powersbut not al. And you will only age at afifth the regular rate, instead
of thefull vampirestenth.”

"What does that mean?' | asked, confused.

"Vampiresdo not live forever," he explained, "but we do live far longer than humans. We age at about
one-tenth the regular rate. Which means, for every ten yearsthat pass, we age one. Asahaf-vampire,



you will age oneyear for every five"

"Y ou mean, for every five yearsthat pass, I'll only be one year older?’ | asked.
"Thatisright."

"I dunno,” | muttered. "It sounds sketchy to me."

"It isyour choice," hesaid. "'l cannot force you to become my assistant. If you decideit isnot to your
liking, you arefreeto leave."

"But Steve will dieif | dothat!" | cried.

"Yes," heagreed. "It isyour assstance or hislife.”

"That's not much of achoice,” | grumbled.

"No," he admitted, "itisnot. But it isthe only onel offer. Do you accept?”

| thought it over. | wanted to say no, run away, and never return. But if | did, Steve would die. Was he
worth such aded?Did | fed guilty enough to offer my lifefor his? The answer was:

Yes.

"Okay," | 9ghed. "I don't likeit, but my hands aretied. | just want you to know this: if | ever get the
chanceto betray you, | will. If the opportunity arisesto pay you back, I'll takeit. Y ou'll never be ableto
trust me."

"Far enough," hesaid.
"I meanit," | warned him.

"I know you do," hesaid. "That iswhy | want you. A vampire's ass stant must have spirit. Y our fighting
quality isexactly what drew meto you. Y ou will be adangerouslad to have around, | am sure, butina
fight, when the chips are down, | am just as sure you will beaworthy aly."

| took adeep breath. "How do we do it?' | asked.

He stood and pushed the table aside. Stepped forward until he was about afoot away. He seemed tall as
abuilding. Therewasafoul smell to himthat | hadn't noticed before, the smell of blood.

He raised hisright hand and showed me the back of it. His nailsweren't especidly long but they looked
sharp. Heraised hisleft hand and pressed the nails of theright into the fleshy tips of hisleft-hand fingers.
Then he used his other set of nailsto mark the right-hand fingersin the sameway. Hewinced ashedid it.

"Lift your hands" he grunted. | was watching the blood drip from hisfingersand didn't obey the
command. "Now!" he yelled, grabbing my hands and jerking them up.

He dug his nailsinto the soft tips of my fingers, dl ten of them a once. | cried out with pain and fdll back,
tucking my handsin at my sides, rubbing them against my jacket.

"Do not be such ababy," hejeered, tugging my handsfree.
"It hurts "I howled.

"Of courseit does." Helaughed. "It hurt metoo. Did you think becoming avampire was easy? Get used



to the pain. Much of it liesahead.”

He put acouple of my fingersin his mouth and sucked some blood out. | watched as herolled it around
his mouth, testing it. Finaly he nodded and swallowed. "It isgood blood,” he said. "We can proceed.”

He pressed hisfingers against mine, wound to wound. For afew seconds there was a numb feding at the
endsof my arms. Then | felt agushing sensation and redlized my blood was moving from my body to his
through my left hand, while his blood was entering mine through my right.

It was astrange, tingling fedling. | fdt hisblood travel up my right arm, then down the sde of my body
and over to theleft. When it reached my heart there was a stabbing pain and | almost collapsed. The
same thing was happening to Mr. Crepdey and | could see him grinding histeeth and swesting.

The pain lasted until Mr. Crepdey's blood crept down my left arm and started flowing back into his
body. We remained joined for a couple more seconds, until he broke free with ashout. | fell backward
to thefloor. | wasdizzy and felt sick.

"Givemeyour fingers," Mr. Crepdey said. | looked across and saw him licking his. "My spit will hed the
wounds. You will losedl your blood and die otherwise."

| glanced down at my hands and saw blood leaking out. Stretching them forth, | let the vampire put them
in hismouth and run his rough tongue over thetips.

When he released them, the flow had stopped. | wiped the leftover blood off on arag. | studied my
fingers and noted they now had ten tiny scars running across them.

"That ishow you recognize avampire,” Mr. Crepdey told me. "There are other ways to change ahuman
but the fingers are the smplest and least painful method.”

"Isthat it?" | asked. "Am | ahaf-vampire now?'
"Yes" hesad.
"I don't fed any different,” | told him.

"It will take afew daysfor the effects to become apparent,” he said. "There isadways a period of
adjustment. The shock would be too grest otherwise.”

"How do you become afull vampire?' | asked.
"The sameway," he said, "only you stay joined longer, so more of the vampire's blood enters your body."
"What will | be ableto do with my new powers?' | asked. "Will | be able to changeinto abat?"

His laughter rocked the room. "A bat!" he shrieked. "Y ou do not believe those silly stories, do you? How
on Earth could somebody the size of you or | turninto atiny flying rat? Use your brain, boy. We can no
more turn into bats, rats, or fog than we can turn into ships, planes, or monkeys!"

"Sowhat canwe do?' | asked.

He scratched his chin. "Thereistoo much to explain right now," he said. "We must tend to your friend. If
he does not get the antidote before tomorrow morning, the serum will not work. Besides, we have plenty
of timeto discuss secret powers.” He grinned. "Y ou could say we have dl thetimein theworld.”



CHAPTER TVENTY-SIX

MR. CREPSLEY LED THE WAY up the stairsand out of the building. He walked confidently through
the darkness. | thought | could see a bit better than | could when coming in, but that might just have been
because my eyes were used to the dark, not because of the vampire blood in my veins.

Once outside, he told me to hop up on his back. "Keep your arms wrapped around my neck,” he said.
"Do not let go or make any sudden movements.”

As| was getting up, | looked down and saw he was wearing dippers. | thought it was strange but didn't
say anything.

When | was on hisback, he started running. | didn't notice anything strange at first, but soon began to
redlize how fast buildings were zipping by. Mr. Crepdey'slegs didn't seem to be moving that quickly.
Instead, it was asif the world was moving faster and we were dipping past it!

We reached the hospital in acouple of minutes. Normally it would have taken twenty minutes, and that
wasif you sprinted dl the way.

"How did you do that?" | asked, diding down.

"Speedisreative," he sad, tugging hisred cloak tight around his shoulders, pulling back into the shadows
so we could not be seen, and that was al the answer he gave.

"Which roomisyour friend in?" he asked.

| told him Steve's room number. He looked up, counting windows, then nodded and told me to hop back
up on hisback. When | wasin position, he walked over to the wall, took off hisdippers, and laid his
fingers and toes againgt the wall. Then he shoved his nails forward into the brick!

"Hmmm," he muttered. "It iscrumbly but it will hold us. Do not panicif wedip. | know how to land on
my feet. It takesavery long fal to kill avampire”

He climbed up thewall, digging hisnailsin, moving ahand forward, then afoot, then the other hand and
foot, one after the other. He moved quickly and within moments we were at Steve's window, crouching
ontheledge, gazingin.

| wasn't sure of thetime, but it was very late. No-body was in the room except for Steve. Mr. Crepdey
tried the window. It waslocked. He laid the fingers of one hand beside the glass covering the latch, then
clicked thefingers of hisother hand.

The latch sprang open! He shoved the window up and stepped insde. | got down from his back. While
he checked the door, | examined Steve. His breathing was more ragged than it had been and there were
new tubes dl over hisbody, hooked up to menacing-looking machines.

"The poison hasworked rapidly,"” Mr. Crepdey sad, gazing down a him over my shoulder. "We might
betoo lateto save him." | felt my inddesturnto ice at hiswords.

Mr. Crepdey bent over and rolled up one of Steve's eydlids. For afew long seconds he stared at the



eyebal and held Steve'sright wrist. Findly he grunted.

"Weareintime" hesaid, and | felt my heart lifting. "But it isagood thing you did not wait any longer. A
few more hours and he would have been agoner.”

"Just get on with it and cure him," | sngpped, not wanting to know how close to death my best friend had
come.

Mr. Crepdey reached into one of his many pockets and produced asmall glassvid. He turned on the
bedside lamp and held the bottle up to the light to examine the serum. "1 must be careful,” hetold me.
"Thisantidote isamost as letha asthe poison. A couple of dropstoo many and..." Hedidn't need to
finish.

Hetilted Steve's head to one side and told meto hold it that way. He leaned one of hisnails against the
flesh of Steve's neck and made asmall cut. Blood oozed out. He stuck hisfinger over it, then removed
the cork of the bottle with his other hand.

Helifted the vial to his mouth and prepared to drink. "What are you doing?' | asked.

"It must be passed on by mouth,” he said. A doctor could inject it but | do not know about needles and
thelike"

"Isthat safe?" | asked. "Won't you pass on germs?”’

Mr. Crepdey grinned. "If you want to call adoctor, fed free" he said. "Otherwise, have somefaithina
man who was doing thislong before your grandfather was born.”

He poured the serum into his mouth, then rolled it from Side to side. He leaned forward and covered the
cut with hislips. His cheeks bulged out, then in, as he blew the serum into Steve.

He sat back when he wasfinished and wiped around his mouth. He spat the last of the fluid onto the
floor. "I am dways afraid of swallowing that stuff by accident,” he said. "One of these nights, | am going
to take a course and learn how to do this the easy way."

| was about to reply, but then Steve moved. His neck flexed, then his head, then his shoulders. Hisarms
twitched and hislegs sarted to jerk. His face creased up and he began to moan.

"What's happening?' | asked, afraid that something had gone wrong.

"Itisdl right," Mr. Crepdey said, putting away the bottle. "He was on the brink of death. The journey
back is never apleasant one. He will bein pain for sometime, but hewill live."

"Will there be any sde effects?" | asked. "He won't be paralyzed from the waist down or anything?”

"No," Mr. Crepdey sad. "Hewill befine. Hewill fed abit tiff and will catch colds very eadily, but
otherwise hewill be the same as he was before.™

Steve's eyes shot open suddenly and focused on me and Mr. Crepdey. A puzzled look swept across his
face and hetried spesking. But his mouth wouldn't work, and then his eyes went blank and closed again.

"Steve?' | cdled, shaking him. " Steve?”

"That isgoing to happen alot,” Mr. Crepdey said. "Hewill be dipping in and out of consciousness al
night. By morning he should be awake and by afternoon he will be sitting up and asking for dinner.



"Come" hesad. "Let usgo.”
"I want to stick around awhile longer, to make sure he recovers,” | replied.

"Y ou mean you want to make sure | have not tricked you.” Mr. Crepdey laughed. "Wewill come back
tomorrow and you will seethat heisfine. Weredly must go now. If we stay any "

All of asudden, the door opened and anurse walked in!
"What's going on here?' she shouted, stunned to see us. "Whothe hdll are”

Mr. Crepdey reacted quickly, grabbing Steve's bedcovers and throwing them over the nurse. Shefdll
down as she tried to remove the sheets, getting her hands stuck in their folds.

"Come," Mr. Crepdey hissed, rushing to the window. "We haveto leave immediatdy.”
| stared at the hand he was holding out, then at Steve, then at the nurse, then at the open door.

Mr. Crepdey lowered hishand. "1 see,”" he said in ablesk voice. ™Y ou are going to go back on our dedl.”
| hesitated, opened my mouth to say something, then acting without thinking turned and made a dash for
the door!

| thought he would stop me, but he did nothing, only howled after meas| ran: "Very wel. Run, Darren
Shan! It will do you no good. Y ou are a creature of the night now. Y ou are one of us! Y ou will be back.
Y ou will come crawling on your knees, begging for help. Run, foal, run!”

And he began to laugh.

Hislaughter followed me through the corridor, down the stairs, and out the front door. | kept glancing
over my shoulder as| ran, expecting him to swoop down on me, but there was no sign of him on the way
home, not aglimpse or asmell or asound.

All that remained of him was his laughter, which echoed through my brain like awitch's cackling curse.

CHAPTER THENTY-SEVEN

| ACTED SURPRISED WHEN MOM GOT off the phone that Monday morning and told me Steve
had recovered. Shewas excited and did alittle dance with me and Anniein the kitchen.

"He snapped out of it by himsaf?' Dad asked.

"Yes" shesaid. "The doctors can't understand it, but nobody's complaining!™

"Incredible" Dad muttered.

"Maybeit'samiracle" Anniesaid, and | had to turn my head aside to hide my smile. Some miracle!

While Mom went off to see Mrs. Leonard, | started out for school. | was haf-afraid the sunlight would
burn mewhen | l&ft the house, but of courseit didn't. Mr. Crepdey had told me | would be able to move
around during the day.



| wondered, from timeto time, if it had been abad dream. It seemed crazy, looking back. Deep down |
knew it wasred, but | tried believing otherwise, and sometimes amost did.

The part | hated most was the thought of being stuck in thisbody for so long. How would | explainit to
Mom and Dad and everybody else?1'd look silly after a couple of years, especidly at schoal, stuck ina
class with people who looked older than me.

| went to visit Steve on Tuesday. He was sitting up, watching TV, eating abox of chocolates. He was
delighted to see me and told me about his stay in the hospital, the food, the games nurses brought him to
play with, the presents that were piling up.

"I'll have to get bitten by poisonous spiders more often,” he joked.
"I wouldn't make ahabit of it if | wereyou," | told him. ™Y ou might not get well next time."

He studied me thoughtfully. "Y ou know, the doctors are baffled,” he said. "They don't know what made
me sick and they don't know how | recovered.”

"You didn't tell them about Madam Octa?"' | asked.

"No," hesaid. "There didn't seem much point. It would have meant trouble for you.”
"Thanks"

"What happened to her?' he asked. "What did you do with her after she bit me?”

"I killed her," I lied. "1 got mad and stomped her to death.”

"Redly?"he asked.

"Redly."

He nodded dowly, never taking his eyes off me. "When | first woke up," he said, | thought | saw you. |
must have been mistaken, because it was the middle of the night. But it was alifelike dream. | even
thought | saw someone with you, tall and ugly, dressed in red, with orange hair and along scar down the
left Sde of hisface."

| didn't say anything. | couldn't. | looked down at the floor and squeezed my hands together.

"Another funny thing," he said. "The nurse who discovered me awake swore there were two peoplein
the room, aman and aboy. The doctorsthink it was her mind playing tricks and said it doesn't matter.
Strange, though, isnt it?"

"Very strange,” | agreed, unableto look himin the eye.

| began noticing changesin mysalf over the next couple of days. | found it hard getting to deep when |
went to bed, and kept waking in the middle of the night. My hearing improved and | was able to hear
peopletalking from far away. In schoal, | could listen to voices from the next two rooms, dmost asif
there were no walls between my class and theirs.

| began to get in better shape. | was able to run around the yard during break and lunch without working
up aswest. Nobody could keep up with me. | was aso more aware of my body and was able to control
it. I could make asoccer bal do pretty much what | wanted, dribbling around opponents at will. | scored
Sxteen goas on Thursday.



| grew stronger, too. | was able to do push-ups and pull-ups now, asmany as| liked. | didn't have new
muscles nonethat | could see but there was a strength flowing through me that hadn't been there before. |
had yet to test it properly but | believed it might be immense.

| tried hiding my new taents but it was difficult. | explained away the running and soccer skillsby saying |
was exercising and practicing alot more, but other things weretrickier.

Like when the bell rang on Thursday at the end of lunch. The bl had just been kicked into the air by the
godiewho I'd put sixteen goals past. It was coming toward me, so | stuck up my right hand to catchit. |
did, but as| squeezed, my nailssunk in and burt it!

And when | was eating dinner at home that night, | wasn't concentrating. | could hear our next-door
neighbors having afight and | waslistening to their argument. | was egting french fries and hot dogs, and
after awhile | noticed the food was tougher than it should have been. | glanced down and redlized I'd
bitten the head off the fork and was chewing it to pieces! Luckily, no one saw, and | wasableto dip it
into the wastebasket as | was washing up.

Steve cadlled that night. HE'd been let out of the hospital. He was supposed to take things easy for afew
days and not come to school until after the weekend, but he said he was going crazy with boredom and
had persuaded his mother to let him come tomorrow.

"Y ou mean you want to come to school 7" | asked, shocked.

"Soundsweird, doesn't it?" He laughed. "Normally I'm looking for an excuse to stay home. Y et now,
when | have one, | want to go! But you don't know how dull it isbeing stuck indoors aonedl thetime. It
was fun for acouple of days, but awhole week ofit...brrr!"

| thought of telling Steve the truth but wasn't sure how held take it. He had wanted to become avampire.
| didn't think he'd like knowing Mr. Crepdey had picked meinstead of him.

And tdling Annie was out of the question. She hadn't mentioned Madam Octa since Steve recovered but
| often found her watching me. | don't know what was going through her head, but my guessisit was
something like: " Steve got better, but it wasn't because of you. Y ou had the chance to save him and you
didn't. Youtold alie and risked hislife, just so you wouldn't get into trouble. Would you have done the
sameif it had been me?'

Steve was the center of attention that Friday. The whole class crowded around and begged for his story.
They wanted to know what had poisoned him, how held survived, what the hospital had been like, if
they'd operated on him, if he had any scars, and so on.

"I don't know what bit me," he said. "l was a Darren's house. | was sitting by the window. | heard a
noise but before | could ook to see what it was, | got bitten and passed out.” Thiswasthe story we had
agreed upon when | went to visit him at the hospitd.

| felt stranger than ever that Friday. | spent the morning gazing around the classroom, fedling out of place.
It seemed s0 pointless. "I shouldn't be here” | kept thinking. "I'm not anormal kid anymore. | should be
out earning my living asavampire's assistant. What good will English, history, and geography do me
now? Thisisn't my scene.”

Tommy and Alan told Steve about my skill on the soccer fidld. "He's running like the wind these days,”
Alansad.

"And playing like Pele," Tommy added.



"Redly?' Steve asked, looking a me oddly. "What's brought on the big change, Darren?”
"Thereisnt any change” | lied. "I'm just onarall. I'm lucky."

"Listento Mr. Modest!" Tommy laughed. "Mr. Daton has said he might put him at forward for the
under-seventeen soccer team. Imagine one of us playing for the under-seventeens! Nobody our age has
ever made that team.”

"No," Steve mused. "They haven't.”
"Aw, it'sjust Ddtontaking,” | said, trying to brush it aside.
"Maybe" Steve said. "Maybe"

| played badly that lunchtime, on purpose. | could tell Steve was suspicious. | don't think he knew what
was going on, but he sensed something was different about me. | ran dowly and missed chances|
normally would have put away even without the specia powers.

My ploy worked. By the end of the game he'd stopped studying my every move and was beginning to
jokewith me again. But then something happened that ruined everything.

Alan and me were running for the same ball. He shouldn't have been going for it, because | was closest.
But Alan wasalittle younger than the rest of us and sometimes acted stupidly. | thought about pulling
back but | was sick of playing badly. Lunch was amost over and | wanted to score at least one god. So
| decided, "The hdll with Alan Morris. That'smy ball and if he getsin my way, tough!”

We clashed with each other just before reaching the ball. Alan gave ayell and went flying. | laughed,
trapped the ball under my foot, and turned toward god.

The sight of blood stopped mein my tracks.

Alan had landed awkwardly and cut his|eft knee. It was a bad gash and blood was welling up. He had
started to cry and was making no move to cover it with atissue or scrap of cloth.

Somebody kicked the ball away from beneath my foot and ran off with it. | took no notice. My eyes
were focused on Alan. More specificaly, on Alan'sknee. More specificdly ill, on Alan's blood.

| took astep toward him. Then another. | was standing over him now, blocking the light. He gazed up
and must have seen something odd in my face, because he stopped crying and stared at me uneasily.

| dropped to my knees and, before | knew what | was doing, | had covered the cut on hisleg with my
mouth and was sucking out his blood and gulping it down!

Thiswent on for afew seconds. My eyeswere closed and the blood filled my mouth. It tasted amazing.
I'm not sure how much | would have drank or how much harm | would have doneto Alan. Luckily, |
didn't get the chanceto find out.

| became aware of people around me and opened my eyes. Nearly everyone had stopped playing and
was staring at mein horror. | removed my lipsfrom Alan's knee and looked around a my friends,
wondering how to explainthis.

Then the solution hit me and | jumped up and spread my arms. "'l am the vampirelord!” | yelled. "l am
the king of the undead! | will suck the blood from all of you!"

They stared at mein shock, then laughed. They thought it was ajoke! They thought | was only



pretending to be avampire.
"You'reanut, Shan," somebody said.
"That's grossl" agirl squedled as fresh blood dripped down my chin. "Y ou should be locked away!"

The bell rang and it wastimeto return to class. | wasfeding pleased with mysdlf. | thought I'd fooled
everybody. But then | noticed someone near the back of the crowd and my joy faded. It was Steve, and
his dark face told me he knew exactly what had happened. He hadn't been fooled at al. He knew.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

| AVOIDED STEVE THAT EVENING AND rushed straight home. | was confused. Why had |
attacked Alan? 1 didn't want to drink anybody's blood. | hadn't been looking for avictim. So how come
I'd jumped on him like awild anima? And what if it happened again? And what if next time there was
nobody around to stop me and | went on sucking until ...

No, that was a crazy thought. The sight of blood had taken me by surprise, that was dl. | hadn't been
expecting it. | would learn from this experience and next time 1'd be able to hold myself back.

The taste of blood was till in my mouth, so | went to the bathroom and washed it out with severd
glasses of water, then brushed my teeth.

| studied mysdlf inthe mirror. My face looked the same as ever. My teeth weren't any longer or sharper.

My eyes and ears were the same. | had the same old body. No extramuscles, no added height, no fresh
patches of hair. The only visible difference wasin my nails, which had hardened and darkened.

Sowhy was| acting so strangely?

| drew one of my nailsaong the glass of the mirror and it made along deep scratch. "I'll haveto be
careful of those" | thought to mysdlf.

My attack on Alan aside, | didn't appear to be too badly off. In fact, the more | thought about it, the less
dreadful it seemed. Okay, it would take along timeto grow up, and I'd have to be careful if | saw fresh
blood. Those were downers.

But apart from that, life should be fine. | was stronger than anybody else my age, faster and fitter. | could
become a sprinter or aboxer or asoccer player. My age would work againgt me but if | was talented
enough, that wouldn't matter.

Imagine: avampire soccer player! I'd make millions. I'd be on TV talk shows, people would write books
about me, afilm would be made of my life, and | might be asked to make a song with afamous band.
Maybe | could get work in the movie business as astuntman for other kids. Or...

My thoughts were interrupted by aknock on the door. "Who isit? "] asked.
"Annie," camethereply. "Areyou finished yet? I've been waiting forever to use the bathroom.”
"Comein," | told her. "I'm done."

She entered. "Admiring yoursdlf in the mirror again?' she asked.



"Of course" | grinned. "Why shouldn't 17

"If I had afacelike yours, I'd stay away from mirrors." She giggled. She had atowel wrapped around
her. She turned on the bath faucets and ran ahand under the water to make sure it wasn't too hot. Then
she sat on the edge of the tub and studied me.

"Youlook strange," she said.

"l don't,”" | said. Then, looking inthemirror, | asked: "Do 17"

"Yeah," shesad. "l don't know what it is, but theré's something different about you.”
"Yourejust imagining things," | told her. "I'm the same as| dwayswas."

"No," shesad, shaking her head. "Y ou're definitdly..." The tub began filling up, S0 she stopped spesking
and turned aside to turn off the faucets. As she was bending over, my eyes focused on the curve of her
neck, and suddenly my mouth went dry.

"As| was saying, you look ," she began, turning back around.
She stopped when she saw my eyes.
"Darren?' she asked nervoudy. "Darren, what are ™

| raised my right hand and she went quiet. Her eyes widened and she stared silently a my fingersas|
waved them dowly from sideto side, then around in small circles. | wasn't sure how | wasdoing it, but |

was hypnotizing her!

"Come here," | growled, my voice degper than normd. Annie rose and obeyed. She moved asif
deepwalking, eyes blank, arams and legs iff.

When she stopped before me, | traced the outline of her neck with my fingers. | was breathing heavily
and seeing her asthough through amisty cloud. My tongue dowly licked around my lipsand my belly
rumbled. The bathroom felt as hot asafurnace, and | could see beads of sweet rolling down Annie's
face.

| walked around the back of her, my hands never leaving her flesh. | could fed the veinsthrobbing as|
stroked them, and when | pressed down on one near the bottom of her neck, | could see it standing out,
blue and beautiful, begging to be ripped open and sucked dry.

| bared my teeth and leaned forward, jaws wide open.

At the last moment, as my lipstouched her neck, | caught sight of my reflection in the mirror, and
thankfully that was enough to make me pause.

Thefacein the mirror was atwisted, unfamiliar mask, full of red eyes, sharp wrinkles, and avicious grin.
| lifted my head for acloser look. It was me but at the sametime it wasn't. It was like there were two
people sharing one body, anorma human boy and asavage animd of the night.

Asl| stared, the ugly face faded and the urge to drink blood passed. | gazed at Annie, horrified. I'd been
about to bite her! | would have fed on my own sister!

| fell away from her with acry and covered my face with my hands, afraid of the mirror and what | might
see. Annie staggered backward, then looked around the bathroom in a dazed kind of way.



"What's going on?' she asked. "l fed weird. | cameinfor abath, didnt 1?1sit ready?
"Yes" | sad softly. "It'sready."

| was ready, too. Ready to become avampire!

"I'll leaveyou done," | said, and let mysdf out.

| fel againgt thewadll inthe hal, where | spent a couple of minutes taking deep breaths and trying to cam
down.

It couldn't be controlled. Thethirst for blood was something | wouldn't be ableto beet. | didn't even have
to see spilled blood now. Just thinking of it had been enough to bring out the monster in me.

| stumbled to my room and collapsed upon my bed. | cried as| lay there, because | knew my lifeasa
human had cometo an end. | could no longer live as plain old Darren Shan. The vampirein me could not
be controlled. Sooner or later it would make me do something terrible and | would end up killing Mom
or Dad or Annie.

| couldn't let that happen. | wouldn't. My lifewas no longer important, but those of my friends and family
were. For their sakes, | would haveto travel far away, to a place where | could do no harm.

| waited for dark to fdl, then let mysdlf out. No hanging around thistime until my parentsfell adeep. |
didn't dare, because | knew one of them would come to my room before going to bed. | could pictureit,
Mom bending over to kiss me goodnight, getting the shock of her lifeas| bit into her neck.

| didn't leave anote or take anything with me. | wasn't able to think about such things. All | knew was, |
had to get out, the sooner the better. Anything that delayed my exit was bad.

| walked quickly and was soon at the theater. It no longer looked scary. | was used to it. Besides,
vampires have nothing to fear from dark, haunted buildings.

Mr. Crepdey waswaiting for me inside the front door.
"I heard you coming,”" he said. "Y ou lasted longer in theworld of humansthan | thought.”
"I sucked blood from one of my best friends," | told him. *And | dmost bit my younger sster.”

"Y ou escaped lightly," he said. "Many vampireskill someone close to them before redizing they are
doomed."

"Therésno way back, isthere?" | asked sadly. "No magic potion to make me human again or keep me
from attacking people?"

"The only thing that can stop you now," he said, "isthe good old stake through the heart."

"Very well," | Sghed. "I don't likeit, but | guess|'ve got no other choice. I'm yours. | won't run away
again. Dowith me asyou wish."

He nodded dowly. "Y ou probably will not believethis" he said, "but | know what you are going through
and | fed sorry for you." He shook his head. "But that is neither here nor there. We have work to do and
cannot afford to waste time. Come, Darren Shan," he said, taking my hand. "We have much to do before
you can assume your rightful place as my assgtant.”

"Likewhat?' | asked, confused.



"Hrg of dl," hesad, withady smile, "we haveto kill you!"

CHAPTER THENTY-NINE

| SPENT MY LAST WEEKEND SAYING slent good-byes. | visited every one of my favorite spots:
library, swvimming pool, cinema, parks, soccer field. | went to some of the placeswith Mom or Dad,
some with Alan Morrisor Tommy Jones. | would have liked to spend time with Steve but couldn't bear
tofacehim.

| got the fedling, every so often, that | was being followed, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on
end. But whenever | turned to look, nobody was there, Eventualy | put it down to nerves and ignored it.

| trested every minute with my family and friends asif it was specid. | paid close attention to their faces
and voices, so | would never forget. | knew I'd never see these people again and that tore me apart
insgde, but it wastheway it had to be. There was no going back.

They could do nothing wrong that weekend. Mom's kisses didn't embarrass me, Dad's orders didn't
bother me, Alan's stupid jokes didn't annoy me.

| spent more time with Annie than with anybody ese. | was going to miss her the most. | gave her
piggyback rides and swung her around by the arms and took her to the soccer field with me and Tommy.
| even played with her dolld!

Sometimes | felt like crying. I'd look at Mom or Dad or Annie and realize how much | loved them, how
empty my life would be without them. | had to turn aside a moments like that and take long, deep
bregths. A couple of timesthat didn't work and | rushed away to cry in private.

| think they guessed something was wrong. Mom came into my room that Seturday night and stayed for a
long time, tucking me into bed, telling me stories, listening to metak. It had been years snce we'd spent
timetogether likethat. | felt sorry, after sheld gone, that we hadn't had more nightslike this.

In the morning, Dad asked if there was anything | wanted to discusswith him. He said | was agrowing
young man and would be going through lots of changes, and hed understand if | had mood swings or
wanted to go off by mysdlf. But he would always be there for meto talk to.

"You'll bethere, but | won't bel" | felt like crying, but | kept quiet, nodded my head, and thanked him.

| behaved as perfectly as possible. | wanted to leave afine find impression, so they would remember me
asagood son, agood brother, agood friend. | didn't want anybody thinking badly of me when | was

gone.

Dad was going to take us out to arestaurant for dinner that Sunday, but | asked if we could stay home to
eat. Thiswould be my last med with them and | wanted it to be special. When | was|ooking back on it
inlater years, | wanted to be able to remember us together, at home, a happy family.

Mom cooked my favorite food: chicken, roast potatoes, corn on the cob. Annie and me had freshly
sgueezed orange juice to drink. Mom and Dad shared a bottle of wine. We had strawberry cheesecake
for dessert. Everybody was in agood mood. We sang songs. Dad cracked terrible jokes. Mom played a
tunewith apair of spoons. Annie recited afew poems. Everybody joined in for agame of charades.



It was aday | wished would never end. But, of course, all days must, and findly, asit dways does, the
sun dropped and the darkness of night crept across the sky.

Dad looked up after awhile, then at hiswatch. "Time for bed,” he said. ™Y ou two have schoal inthe
morming.”

"No," | thought, "I don't. | don't have school ever again.” That should have cheered me up but al | could
think was. "No school means no Mr. Daton, no friends, no soccer, no school trips.”

| delayed going to bed aslong as| could. | spent forever taking off my clothes and putting on my
pajameas, longer sill washing my hands and face and brushing my teeth. Then, when it could be avoided
no longer, | went downgtairs to the living room, where Mom and Dad were talking. They looked up,
surprised to see me.

"Areyou dl right, Darren?' Mom asked.
"I'mfing" | said.
"You'renot feding Ssck?'

"I'm fine," | assured her. "l just wanted to say good night.” | put my arms around Dad, then kissed him on
the cheek. Next | did the samewith Mom. "Good night,” | said to each.

"Thisisonefor the books" Dad laughed, rubbing his cheek where | had kissed him. "How long since he
kissed the two of usgood night, Angie?’

"Toolong." Mom smiled, patting my heed.

"I loveyou," | told them. "I know | haven't said it very often, but | do. I love the both of you and aways
will."

"Weloveyou, too," Mom said. "Don't we, Der-mot?’
"Of coursewe do,” Dad said.
"Wdl, tell him," sheinssted.

Dad sighed. "'l loveyou, Darren," he said, rolling hiseyesin away he knew would make melaugh. Then
he gave meahug. "Redly | do," hesaid, seriousthistime.

| 1eft them then. | stood outside the door awhile, listening to them talk, reluctant to depart.
"What do you think brought that on?" Mom asked.

"Kids," Dad snorted. "Who knows how their minds work?"

"Theré's something up,” Mom said. "He's been acting oddly for sometime now."

"Maybe he'sgot agirlfriend,” Dad suggested.

"Maybe," Mom said, but didn't sound convinced.

I'd lingered long enough. | was afraid that if | waited any longer, | might rush into the room and tell them
what wasredly the matter. If | did, they'd stop me from going ahead with Mr. Crepdey's plan. They'd
say that vampires weren't red and fight to keep me with them, in spite of the danger.



| thought of Annie and how close I'd cometo biting her, and knew | must not let them stop me.
| trudged upstairsto my room. It was awarm night and the window was open. That was important.

Mr. Crepdey waswaiting in the closet. He emerged when he heard me closing the door. "It istuffy in
there," he complained. "l fed sorry for Madam Octa, having had to spend so much timein ™

"Shut up,” | told him.
"No need to berude," he sniffed. "I was merely making acomment.”

"Well, dont,” | said. "Y ou might not think much of thisplace but | do. This has been my home, my room,
my closet, ever sincel can remember. And I'm never going to seeit again after tonight. Thisismy last
littlewhile here. So don't bad-mouthit, l right?"

"l ansorry," hesad.

| took onelong last Iook around the room, then sighed unhappily. | pulled abag out from underneath the
bed and handed it to Mr. Crepdey. "What isthis?" he asked suspicioudly.

"Some persond Suff,” | told him. "My diary. A picture of my family. A couple of other things. Nothing
that will be missed. Will you wetch it for me?’

"Yes" hesad.
"But only if you promise not to look throughiit,” | said.

"Vampires have no secrets from each other," he said. But, when he saw my face, he shrugged. "I will not
openit," he promised.

"All right," | said, taking adeep breath. "Do you have the potion?* He nodded and handed over asmal
dark bottle. | looked insgde. Theliquid was dark and thick and foul-smelling.

Mr. Crepdey moved behind me and laid his hands on my neck.

"You're surethiswill work?' | asked nervoudly.

"Trust me" hesaid.

"| always thought a broken neck meant people couldn't walk or move," | said.

"No," hereplied. "The bones of the neck do not matter. Paralysis only happensif the spina cord along
nerve running down the middle of the neck breaks. | will be careful not to damageit.”

"Won't the doctorsthink it's strange?" | asked.

"They will not check," he said. "The potion will dow your heart down so much, they will be sureyou are
dead. They will find the broken neck and put two and two together. If you were older, they might go
ahead with an autopsy. But no doctor likes cutting achild open.

"Now, areyou totally clear on what is going to happen and how you must act?' he asked.
"Yes" | sad.

"There must be no mistakes," hewarned. "'If you make just one dip our planswill fal apart.”



"I'm not afool! | know what to do!" | snapped.
"Thendoit," hesad.
Sol did.

With one angry gesture, | swallowed the contents of the bottle. | grimaced at the taste, then shuddered as
my body started to stiffen. There wasn't much pain but an icy fegling spread through my bones and veins.
My teeth began to chatter.

It took about ten minutes for the poison to work its deadly charms. At the end of that time | couldn't
move any of my limbs, my lungsweren't working (well, they were, but very, very dowly), and my heart
had stopped (again, not fully, but enough for its beat to be undetectable).

" am going to snap the neck now," Mr. Crepdey said, and | heard aquick clicking sound as he jerked
my head to one side. | couldn't fed anything: my senseswere dead. "There," he said. "That should do it.
Now | am going to throw you out of the window."

He carried me over and stood there amoment with me, breathing inthe night air.

"I have to throw you hard enough to make it look genuine,” he said. "Y ou might break some bonesin the
fdl. They will gtart hurting when the potion wears off after afew daysbut | will fix them up later on.

"Herewego!"
He picked me up, paused amoment, then hurled me out and down.

| fell quickly, the house whizzing past in ablur, and landed heavily on my back. My eyeswere openand |
found mysdf staring at adrain at the foot of the house.

For awhile my body went undetected, so | lay there, listening to the sounds of the night. Intheend, a
passing neighbor spotted me and investigated. | couldn't see hisface but | heard his gasp when he turned
me over and saw my lifeless body.

He rushed straight around to the front of the house and pounded on the door. | could hear hisvoice as he
shouted for my mother and father. Then their voices as he led them around back. They thought he was
pulling their leg or had been mistaken. My father was marching angrily and muttering to himself.

The footsteps stopped when they rounded the bend and saw me. For along, terrible moment there was
complete slence. Then Dad and Mom rushed forward and picked me up.

"Darren!” Mom screamed, clutching meto her chest.
"Let go, Angie," Dad shouted, prying me free and laying me down on the grass.
"What's wrong with him, Dermot?' Mom wailed.

"I don't know. He must havefalen." Dad stood and gazed up a my open bedroom window. | could see
hishandsflexinginto figs.

"He'snot moving," Mom said camly, then grabbed me and shook mefiercely. "He's not moving!" she
screamed. "He's not moving. He's™

Dad once again eased her hands away. He beckoned our neighbor over and handed Mom to him. "Take
her insde," he said softly. "Call for an ambulance. I'll stay here and look after Darren.”



"Ishe... dead?' our neighbor asked. Mom moaned loudly when he said it and buried her facein her
hands.

Dad shook his head softly. "No," he said, giving Mom's shoulder alight squeeze. "He's just pardyzed,
likehisfriend was."

Mom lowered her hands. "Like Steve?" she asked haf-hopefully.
"Yes" Dad smiled. "And hell snap out of it like Steve. Now go cal for help, okay?"

Mom nodded, then hurried away with our neighbor. Dad held his smile until she was out of sight, then
bent over me, checked my eyes, and felt my wrist for a pulse. When he found no sgn of life, helaidd me
back down, brushed alock of hair out of my eyes, then did something I'd never expected to see.

He started to cry.

And that was how | came to enter anew, miserable phase of my life, namely death.

CHAPTER THIRTY

IT DIDN'T TAKE THE DOCTORS long to pronounce their verdict. They couldn't find any breath or
pulse or movement. It was an open-and-shut case asfar as they were concerned.

The worst thing was knowing what was going on around me. | wished that I'd asked Mr. Crepdey to
give me another potion, which could have put meto deep. It wasterrible, hearing Mom and Dad crying,
Annie screaming for me to come back.

Friends of the family began arriving after a couple of hours, the cue for more sobbing and moans.

I'd have loved to avoid this. | would have rather run away with Mr. Crepdey in the middle of the night,
but he'd told me that wasn't possible.

"If you run away," held said, "they would follow. There would be posters up everywhere, picturesin the
papers and with the police. We would know no peace.”

Faking my desth was the only way. If they thought | was dead, 1'd be free. Nobody comes searching for
adead person.

Now, as| heard the sadness, | cursed both Mr. Crepdey and mysdlf. | shouldn't have doneit. | shouldn't
have put them through this.

Still, looking on the bright side, at least thiswould be the end of it. They were sad, and would be for
sometime, but they would get over it eventudly (I hoped). If I'd run away, the misery could have lasted
forever: they might have lived the rest of their lives hoping I'd come back, searching, believing | would
one day return.

The undertaker arrived and cleared the room of visitors. He and a nurse undressed me and examined my
body. Some of my senseswere returning and | could fedl his cold hands prodding and poking me.



"He'sin excdlent condition,” he said softly to the nurse. "Firm, fresh, and unmarked. I'll have very littleto
do with this one. Just some rouge to make him look alittle redder around the cheeks."

Herolled up my eyelids. He was a chubby, happy-looking man. | was afraid he'd spot lifein my eyes but
he didn't. All he did wasroll my head gently from side to side, which made the broken bonesin my neck
creak.

"Sofragileacreatureisman," he sghed, then went ahead with the rest of the examination.

They took me back home that night and laid mein the living room on along table with alarge cloth
spread acrossit, so people could come and say goodbye.

It was weird, hearing al those people discussing me as though | weren't there, talking about my life and
what 1'd been like as a baby and how fine aboy | was and what agood man | would have grown up to
beif I'd lived.

What a shock they'd have gotten if | legped up and shouted: "Boo/”

Timedragged. | don't think | can explain how boring it wasto lie fill for hours on end, unable to move or
laugh or scratch my nose. | couldn't even stare at the ceiling because my eyes were shut!

| had to be careful asfedlings returned to my body. Mr. Crepdey had told me thiswould happen, that
tinglesand itches would start, long before | fully recovered. | couldn't move, but if I'd made ared effort,
| could have twitched alittle, which might have given me away.

Theitches nearly drove me crazy. | tried ignoring them but it wasimpossible. They were everywhere,
scampering up and down my body like tiny spiders. They were worst around my head and neck, where
the bones had snapped.

People finaly began leaving. It must have been late, because soon the room was empty and totaly slent.
| lay there by mysdf for atime, enjoying the quit.

And then| heard anoise.
The door to the room was opening, very dowly and very quietly.

Footsteps crossed the room and stopped by the table. My insides went cold, and it wasn't because of
the potion. Who was here? For amoment | thought it might be Mr. Crepdey but he had no reason to
come creeping into the house. We were set to meet at alater date.

Whoever it was, he or she was keeping very quiet. For a couple of minutestherewasno sound at all.
Then | fdt handson my face.

He raised my eyelids and shined asmall flashlight onto my pupils. The room wastoo dark for meto see
who hewas. He grunted, lowered the lids, then pried open my mouth and laid something on my tongue: it
felt like apiece of thin paper but it had astrange, bitter taste.

After removing the object from my mouth, he picked up my hands and examined the fingertips. Next
there was the sound of a camera taking photos.

Findly he stuck asharp object it felt like aneedle into me. He was careful not to prick mein places
where | would bleed, and stayed away from my vitd organs. My senses had partialy returned, but not
fully, so the needle didn't cause much pain.



After that, heleft. | heard hisfootsteps crossing the room, as quietly as before, then the door opening and
closing, and that wasthat. The visitor, whoever it had been, was gone, leaving me puzzled and alittle bit
scared.

Early the next morning, Dad camein and sat with me. He spoke for along time, telling me dl the things
he'd had planned for me, the college | would have goneto, the job hed wanted for me. He cried alot.

Toward the end, Mom camein and sat with him. They cried on each other's shoulders and tried to
comfort themselves. They said they still had Annie and could maybe have another child or adopt one. At
least it had been quick and | hadn't been in pain. And they would aways have their memories.

| hated being the cause of so much hurt. | would have given anything in the world to spare them this.

Therewasalot of activity later that day. A coffin was brought inand | waslaid inside. A priest came and
sat with the family and their friends. People streamed in and out of the room.

| heard Annie crying, begging meto stop fooling and Sit up. 1t would have been much easier if they'd
taken her away, but | guessthey didn't want her to grow up fedling they'd robbed her of her chanceto
say good-bye to her brother.

Finally, thelid was placed on the coffin and screwed into place. | waslifted off the table and led out to
the hearse. We drove dowly to church, where | couldn't hear much of what was being said. Then, with
Mass out of the way, they carried meto the graveyard, where | could hear every word of the priest's
gpeech and the sobs and moans of the mourners.

And then they buried me.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

ALL SOUNDSFADED AWAY ASthey lowered me down the dark, dank hole. Therewas ajolt
when the coffin hit bottom, then the rainlike sound of thefirst hand-fuls of soil being tossed upon thelid.

Therewasalong silence after that, until the grave diggers began shoveling the earth back into the grave.

Thefirst few shovdfulsfel like bricks. The heavy dull thuds shook the coffin. Asthe gravefilled and earth
piled up between me and the topside world, the sounds of the living grew softer, until finaly they were
only faraway muffles

At the end there were faint pounding noises, as they patted the mound of earth flat.
And then complete sllence.

| lay inthe quiet darkness, listening to the earth settle, imagining the sound of worms crawling toward me
through the dirt. I'd thought it would be scary but it was actudly quite peaceful. | felt safe down here,
protected from the world.

| spent the time thinking about the last few weeks, the flyer for the freak show, the strange force that had
made me close my eyes and reach blindly for the ticket, my first glimpse of the dark theater, the cool
balcony where | had watched Steve talking with Mr. Crepdey.



There were so many important moments. If I'd missed the ticket, | wouldn't be here. If | hadn't goneto
the show, | wouldn't be here. If | hadn't stuck around to see what Steve was up to, | wouldn't be here. If
| hadn't stolen Madam Octa, | wouldn't be here. If I'd said no to Mr. Crepdey's offer, | wouldn't be
here.

A world of "ifs," but it made no difference. What was donewas done. If | could go back intime...

But | couldn't. The past was behind me. The best thing now would be to stop looking over my shoulder.
It wastimeto forget the past and |ook to the present and future.

Asthe hours passed, movement returned. It cameto my fingersfirst, which curled into fists, then dipped
from my chest, where they had been crossed by the un-dertaker. | flexed them severd times, dowly,
working theitches out of my pams.

My eyes opened next but that wasn't much good. Open or closed, it was all the same down here: perfect
darkness.

The fedings brought pain. My back ached from where I'd falen out of the window. My lungs, and heart
having been out of the habit of beating hurt. My legs were cramped, my neck was tiff. The only part of
me that escaped the pain was my right big toe!

It waswhen | started breathing that | began to worry about the air in the coffin. Mr. Crepdey had said |
could survive for up to aweek in my comalike tate. | didn't need to eat or use thetoilet or breathe. But
now that my bresth was back, | became aware of the small amount of air and how quickly | wasusing it

up.

| didn't panic. Panic would make me gasp and use more air. | remained calm and breathed softly. Lay as
gill as | could: movement makes you bresthe more.

| had no way of knowing thetime. | tried counting insgde my head but kept losing track of the numbers
and having to go back and start over.

| sang slent songsto myself and told stories beneath my breath. | wished they'd buried mewithaTV or
aradio, but | guessthere's not much cal for such items among the dead.

Findly, after what seemed like severa centuries stacked one on top of the other, the sounds of digging
reached my ears.

He dug quicker than any human, so fast it seemed he wasn't digging at dl, but rather sucking the soil out.
He reached mein what must have been record time, less than fifteen minutes. Asfar as| was concerned,
it wasn't amoment too soon.

He knocked three times on the coffin lid, then arted unscrewing it. 1t took a couple of minutes, then he
threw thelid wide open and | found mysdf staring up at the most beautiful night sky | had ever seen.

| took adeep breath and sat up, coughing. It was afairly dark night but after spending so much time
underground it seemed bright as day to me.

"Areyou dl right?* Mr. Crepdey asked.
"| fed dead tired.” | grinned weskly.

He smiled a thejoke. "Stand up so | can examineyou," he said. | winced as| stood: | had pins and
needlesdl over. Heran hisfingerslightly up my back, then over my front. Y ou were lucky," he sad.



"No broken bones. Just abit of bruising, which will die down after a couple of days.”

He pulled himself up out of the grave, then reached down and gave me ahand up. | was dlill pretty tiff
and sore.

"| fed like a pincushion that's been squashed,” | complained.

"It will take afew daysfor the aftereffectsto pass,” he said. "But do not worry: you are in good shape.
We are lucky they buried you today. If they had waited another day to put you under, you would be
feding muchworse

He hopped back into the grave and closed the coffin lid. When he emerged, he picked up his shove and
began tossing the earth back in.

"Do you want meto help?' | asked.

"No," hesaid. "Y ou would dow me down. Go for astroll and walk some of the stiffness out of your
bones. | will call when | am ready to move on.”

"Did you bring my bag?' | asked.
He nodded at a nearby headstone, from which the bag was hanging.

| got the bag and checked to seeif held searched it. There was no sign of his having invaded my privacy,
but | couldn't tell for sure. I'd just have to take him at hisword. Anyway, it didn't matter much: there was
nothing inmy diary he didn't aready know.

| went for awalk among the graves, testing my limbs, shaking my legsand arms, enjoying it. Any feding,
even pins and needles, was better than none at al.

My eyes were stronger than ever before. | was able to read names and dates on headstones from severa
yards away. It wasthe vampire blood in me. After dl, didn't vampires spend their whole livesin the
dark?1 knew | was only a haf-vampire, but al the

Suddenly, as | was thinking about my new powers, a hand reached out from behind one of the graves,
wrapped itself around my mouth, then dragged me down to the ground and out of sight of Mr. Crepdey!

| shook my head and opened my mouth to scream, but then saw something that stopped me dead in my
tracks. My attacker, whoever he was, had ahammer and alarge wooden stake, the tip of which was
pointing directly at my heart!

CHAPTER THIRTY-TVO

IFYOU MOVE EVEN A fraction," my attacker warned, "I'll drive thisright through you without
blinking!™

The chilling words didn't have half as much impact on me asthe familiar voice that uttered them.

"Steve!" | gasped, glancing up from thetip of the stake to find hisface. It was him, sure enough, trying to
look brave, but obvioudy terrified. "Steve, what the..." | began but he cut me short with a poke of the
stake.



"Not aword!" he hissed, crouching down behind the stone pillar. "1 don't want your friend overhearing.”
"My... ?Oh, you mean Mr. Crepdey,” | said.

"Larten Crepdey, Vur Horston,” Steve sneered. "1 don't care what you call him. Hesavampire. That's
al that bothersme."

"What are you doing here?' | whispered.

"Vampire hunting," he growled, prodding me again with the stake. "And lookee here: seemslikel found
meapair!"

"Ligten," | said, more annoyed than worried (if he was going to kill me, hewould have done it
immediately, not sat around talking first, like they do in the movies), "if you're going to stick that thing in
me, doit. If you want to talk, put it away. I'm sore enough asit iswithout you making new holesin me."

He stared, then pulled the stake back afew centimeters.
"Why areyou here?' | asked. "How did you know to come?"

" wasfollowing you," hesaid. "I followed you al weekend after seeing what you did to Alan. | saw
Crepdey going into your house. | saw him toss you out the window."

"Y ou're the one who snesked into the living room!" | gasped, remembering the mysterious late-night
vigtor.

"Yes." He nodded. "The doctors were very quick to sign your death certificate. | wanted to check for
mysdf, to seeif you were dill ticking.”

"The piece of paper in my mouth?" | asked.

"Litmus paper,” he said. "It changes color when you stick it on adamp surface. When you stick it on a
living body. That and the marks on the fingerstipped me off."

"Y ou know about the marks on the fingers?' | asked, amazed.

"| read about it in avery old book," he said. "The same one, in fact, that | found Vur Horston's portrait
in. There was no mention of it anywhere ese, so | thought it was just another vampire myth. But then |
studied your fingersand "

He stopped and cocked hishead. | redlized | could no longer hear digging sounds. For amoment there
was slence. Then Mr. Crepdey's voice hissed across the graveyard.

"Darren, where areyou?' he cdled. "Darren?’

Steve's face collapsed with fear. | could hear his heart beating and see the beads of sweat rolling down
his cheeks. He didn't know what to do. He hadn't thought this through.

"I'mfine," | shouted, causing Steve to jump.

"Where are you?' Mr. Crepdey asked.

"Over here" | replied, standing, ignoring Steve's stake. "My legs were week, o | lay down for aminute.”
"Areyou dl right?" he asked.



"I'mfing," 1 said. "I'll rest alittle longer, then try them again. Give me ashout when you're ready.”

| squatted back down so | was face to face with Steve. He didn't look so brave anymore. Thetip of the
stake was pointing down at the ground, athreat no more, and his whole body sagged miserably. | felt
sorry for him.

"Why did you come here, Steve?' | asked.

"Tokill you," he sad.

"To kill me? For heaven's sake, why?" | asked.

"Youreavampire," hesaid. "What other reason do | need?

"But you've got nothing againgt vampires,” | reminded him. " You wanted to become one."

"Yes" hesnarled. "I wanted to, but you're the onewho did. Y ou planned thisal along, didn't you? Y ou
told him | wasevil. Y ou made him regject me so that you could "

"You'retaking nonsense.” | Sghed. "1 never wanted to become avampire. | only agreed to joinhimin
order to saveyour life. You would have died if | hadn't become his assstant.”

"A likely story," he snorted. "To think | used to believe you were my friend. Hal"

"l amyour friend!" | cried. "Steve, you don't understand. | would never do anything to harm you. | hate
what's happened to me. | only diditto "

"Spare me the sob tory,” he sniffed. "How long were you planning this?'Y ou must have goneto him that
night of the freak show. That's how you got Madam Octa, wasn't it? He gave her to you in return for
your becoming his assgtant.”

"No, Steve, that's not true. Y ou mustn't believe that.” But he did believeit. | could seeit in hiseyes.
Nothing | said was going to change his opinion. Asfar as he was concerned, I'd betrayed him. | had
golenthelife hefdt should have been his. He would never forgive me.

"I'm going now," he said, dtarting to crawl away. "1 thought I'd be able to kill you tonight, but | was
wrong. I'm too young. I'm not strong enough or brave enough.

"But heed this, Darren Shan," he said. "I'll grow. I'll get older and stronger and braver. I'm going to
devote my entire life to developing my body and my mind, and when the day comes... when I'm reedy ...

when I'm fully equipped and properly prepared...

"I'm going to hunt you down and kill you" he vowed. "I'm going to become the world's best vampire
hunter and there won't be a single hole you can find that | won't be able to find, too. Not ahole or arock
oracdlar.

"I'll track you to the ends of the Earth if | haveto.” he said, hisface glowing madly. ™Y ou and your
mentor. And when | find you, I'll drive stedl-tipped stakes through your hearts, then chop off your heads
and fill them with garlic. Then I'll burn you to ashes and scatter you across running water. | won't take
any chances. I'll make sure you never come back from the grave again!"

He paused, produced aknife, and cut asmall crossinto the flesh of hisleft padm. Heheld it up so | could
see the blood dripping from the wound.

"Onthisblood, | swear it!" he declared, then turned and ran, disappearing in secondsinto the shadows of



thenight.

| could have run after him, following thetrail of blood. If I'd called Mr. Crepdey, we could have tracked
him down and put an end to both Steve Leopard and histhreats. It would have been the wise thing to do.

But | didn't. | couldn't. Hewas my friend...

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

MR. CREPSLEY WAS SMOOTHING OVER the mound of earth when | returned. | watched him
work. The shovel waslarge and heavy but he handled it asif it were made out of paper. | wondered how
strong he was and how strong | would one day be.

| considered telling him about Steve but was afraid held go after him. Steve had suffered enough.
Besides, histhreat was an idle one. Hed forget about me and Mr. Crepdey in afew weeks, when
something new grabbed his atention.

| hoped.

Mr. Crepdey looked up and frowned. "Areyou sureyou are al right?' he asked. "Y ou seem very
uptight.”

"So would you if you'd spent the day in acoffin,” | replied.

Helaughed out loud. "Master Shan, | have spent more time in coffins than many of the truly dead!” He
gave the grave one last hard whack, then broke the shovd into little pieces and tossed them away. "Isthe
diffnesswearing off?" he asked.

"It'sbetter thanit was," | said, twisting my armsand waist. "1 wouldn't like to fake my degth too often,
though.”

"No," he mused. "Wdll, hopefully it will not be necessary again. It isadangerous stunt. Many things can
gowrong."

| stared at him. "You told mel'd be safe" | said.

"| lied. The potion sometimes drivesits patients too far toward death and they never recover. And |
could not be sure they would not perform an autopsy on you. And... Do you want to hear dl this?' he
asked.

"No," | said sckly. "I don't." | took an angry swing at him. He ducked out of the way easily, laughing as
hedid.

"Youtold meit wassafel" | shouted. "You lied!"
"l had to," he said. "There was no other way."
"What if I'd died?' | snapped.

He shrugged. "I would be down one assistant. No greet loss. | am sure | could have found another.”



"You... you... Ohl" | kicked the ground angrily. There werelots of things | could have caled him but |
didn't like using bad language in the presence of the dead. I'd tell him what | thought about histrickery
leter.

"Areyou ready to go?' he asked.

"Givemeaminute,” | said. | jumped up on one of the taller headstones and gazed around at the town. |
couldn't see much from here but thiswould be my last glimpse of the place where | had been born and
lived, so | took my time and treated every dark aley as aposh cul-de-sac, every crumbling house asa
sheik's palace, every two-story building as a skyscraper.

"You will grow used to leaving after atime," Mr. Crepdey said. He was standing on the stone behind me,
perched on little more than thin air. His face was gloomy. "Vampires are aways saying good-bye. We
never stop anywhere very long. We areforever picking up our roots and moving on to new pastures. It is
our way."

"Isthefirst timethe hardest?' | asked.

"Yes" hesad, nodding. "But it never getseasy.”

"How long before | get used to it?" | wanted to know.

"Maybe afew decades," he said. "Maybe longer.”

Decades. He sad it as though he wastaking of months.

"Can't we ever make friends?" | asked. "Can't we ever have homes or wives or families?’
"No," hesghed. "Never."

"Doesit get londy?"' | asked.

"Terribly s0," he admitted.

| nodded sadly. At least he was being truthful. AsI've said before, I'd dways rather the truth however
unpleasant it might be than alie. Y ou know where you stand with the truth.

"Okay," | said, hopping down. "I'm ready." | picked up my bag and dusted some graveyard dirt fromiit.
"Y ou may ride on my back if youwish," Mr. Crepdey offered.

"No, thank you," | replied politely. "Maybe later, but I'd rather walk the gtiffness out of my legsfirgt.”
"Very wdl," hesad.

| rubbed my belly and listened to it growl. "I haven't eaten since Sunday,” | told him. "'I'm hungry."
"Metoo," he said. Then hetook my hand in hisand grinned bloodthirgtily. "L et usgo eat.”

| took adeep bresth and tried not to think about what would be on the menu. | nodded nervoudy and
sgueezed his hand. We turned and faced away from the graves. Then, side by side, the vampire and his
assgtant, we began walking... into the night.

TO BE CONTINUED in book 2.



