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"Just remember, girls: The young male vampire is a predator by nature. Some boys may look at you not only as a romantic interest, but as prey..." 

Chapter 1, "On the Verge of Adult Vampiredom," in Growing Up Undead: A Teen Vampire's Guide to Dating, Health, and Emotions








Chapter 1

THE FIRST TIME I saw him, a heavy, gray fog clung to the cornfields, tails of mist slithering between the dying stalks. It was a dreary early morning right after Labor Day, and I was waiting for the school bus, just minding my own business, standing at the end of the dirt lane that connected my family's farmhouse to the main road into town. 

I was thinking about how many times I'd probably waited for that bus over the course of a dozen years, killing time like any mathlete would, by doing calculations in my head, when I noticed him.

And suddenly that familiar stretch of blacktop seemed awfully desolate.

He was standing under a massive beech tree across the road from me, his arms crossed over his chest. The tree's low, gnarled branches twisted down around him, nearly concealing him in limbs and leaves and shadows. But it was obvious that he was tall and wearing a long, dark coat, almost like a cloak.

My chest clenched, and I swallowed hard. Who stands under  a tree at the crack of dawn, in the middle of nowhere, wearing a black cloak?

He must have realized I'd spotted him, because he shifted a little, like he was deciding whether to leave. Or maybe cross the road.

It had never struck me how vulnerable I'd been all those mornings I'd waited out there alone, but the realization hit me hard then.

I glanced down the road, heart thudding. Where is the stupid bus? And why did my dad have to be so big on mass transit, anyhow? Why couldn't I own a car, like practically every other senior? But no, I had to "share the ride" to save the environment. When I'm abducted by the menacing guy under the tree, Dad will probably insist my face only appear on recycled milk cartons....

In the precious split second I wasted being angry at my father, the stranger really did move in my direction, stepping out from under the tree, and I could have sworn—just as the bus, thank god, crested the rise about fifty yards down the road—I could have sworn I heard him say, "Antanasia."

My old name ... The name I'd been given at birth, in Eastern Europe, before I'd been adopted and brought to America, rechristened Jessica Packwood ....

Or maybe I was hearing things, because the word was drowned out by the sound of tires hissing on wet pavement, grinding gears, and the whoosh of the doors as the driver, old Mr. Dilly, swung them open for me. Wonderful, wonderful bus number 23. I'd never been so happy to climb on board.

With his usual grunted "Mornin', Jess," Mr. Dilly put the bus in gear, and I stumbled down the aisle, searching for an empty seat or a friendly face among the half-groggy riders. It sucked sometimes, living in rural Pennsylvania. The town kids were probably still sleeping, safe and sound in their beds. 

Locating a spot at the very back of the bus, I plopped down with a rush of relief. Maybe I'd overreacted. Maybe my imagination had run wild, or too many episodes of America's Most Wanted had messed with my head. Or maybe the stranger really had meant me harm.... Twisting around, I peered out the rear window, and my heart sank.

He was still there, but in the road now, booted feet planted on either side of the double yellow line, arms still crossed, watching the bus drive away. Watching me.

"Antanasia ..."

Had I really heard him call me by that long-forgotten name?

And if he knew that obscure fact, what else did the dark stranger, receding in the mist, know about my past?

More to the point, what did he want with me in the present?


Chapter 2

"SO THAT PRETTY MUCH sums up my summer at camp." My best friend Melinda Sue Stankowicz sighed, pulling open the heavy glass door to Woodrow Wilson High School. "Homesick kids, sunburn, poison ivy, and big spiders in the showers."

"Sounds like being a counselor was awful." I sympathized as we entered the familiar hallway, which smelled of cleanser and fresh floor wax. "If it helps, I gained at least five pounds waitressing at the diner. I just kept eating pie every time I got a break." 

"You look great." Mindy waved off my complaint. "Although I'm not sure about your hair..."

"Hey!" I protested, smoothing down my unruly curls, which did seem to be rebelling in the late-summer humidity. "I'll have you know I spent an hour with a hair dryer and this 'straightening balm' that cost me a week's tips..." I trailed off, realizing that Mindy was distracted, not listening to me. I followed her gaze down the hall and toward the lockers.

"And speaking of looking great," she said.

Jake Zinn, who lived on a farm near my family's place, was struggling with his new locker combination. Frowning at a scrap of paper in his hand, he spun the lock and rattled the handle. An obviously brand-new white T-shirt made his summer tan look especially deep. The sleeves hugged tight around bulging biceps.

"Jake looks amazing, Mindy whispered as we approached my neighbor. "He must have joined a gym or something. And did he get highlights ?"

"He lugged hay bales all summer in the sun, Min," I whispered back. "He doesn't need a gym—or bleach in his hair."

Jake glanced up as we walked past, and smiled when he saw me. "Hey, Jess."

"Hey," I replied. Then my mind went blank.

Mindy chimed in, preventing an awkward silence. "Looks like they gave you the wrong combination," she noted, nodding at Jake's still-closed locker. "Did you try kicking it?"


Jake ignored the suggestion. "You didn't work last night, huh, Jess?" 

"No, I'm done at the diner," I said. "It was just a summer job."

Jake looked a little disappointed. "Oh. Well, I guess I'll have to catch up with you around school, then."

"Yeah. I'm sure we'll have some classes together," I said, feeling my cheeks get warm. "See ya." I sort of dragged Mindy along with me down the hall.

"What was that all about?" she demanded when we were out of earshot. She glanced over her shoulder at Jake.

My face grew warmer. "What was what all about?"

"Jake looking all sad that you quit the diner. You turning bright red—"

"It's nothing," I advised her. "He came in a few times near the end of my shift and gave me a ride home. We hung out a little ... And I am not red."

"Really?" Mindy's smile was smug. "You and Jake, huh?"

"It was no big deal," I insisted.

The gleam in Mindy's eyes told me she knew I wasn't being completely honest. "This is going to be a very interesting year," she predicted.

"And speaking of interesting..." I started to tell my best friend about the scary stranger at the bus stop. But the moment I thought of him, the hair on the back of my neck prickled, almost like I was being watched.

"Antanasia ..."

The low, deep voice echoed in my brain, like a half-remembered nightmare.


I rubbed the back of my neck. Maybe I would tell Mindy the story later. Or maybe the whole thing would just blow over and I'd never even think about the guy again. 

That was probably what would happen.

Yet the prickly sensation didn't go away.


Chapter 3

"THIS IS GOING to be such an exciting class," Mrs. Wilhelm promised, bubbling over with enthusiasm as she handed out the reading list for Senior English Literature: Shakespeare to Stoker. "You are all going to love the classics I've selected. Prepare yourselves for a year of epic quests, heart-stopping romances, and the clashes of great armies. All without ever leaving Woodrow Wilson High School."

Apparently not everybody was as ecstatic about clashing armies and thumping hearts as Mrs. Wilhelm, because I heard a lot of groans as the reading list circulated through the class. I accepted my copy from my longtime tormentor Frank Dormand, who'd plopped into the seat in front of me like a massive, gooey spitball, and did a quick survey. Oh, no. Not Ivanhoe. And Moby Dick... who had time for Moby Dick? This was supposed to be the year I had a social life. Not to mention Dracula... please. If there was one thing I hated, it was spooky fairy tales with no basis in reality or logic. That was my parents' territory, and I had no interest in going there.

Stealing a quick look across the aisle at Mindy, I saw panic and misery in her eyes, too, as she whispered, "What does 'wuthering' mean?"


"No idea," I whispered back. "We'll look it up." 

"I also want you to pass around this seating chart," Mrs. Wilhelm continued, squishing around on her sensible shoes. "The desk you've selected will be your assigned seat for the year. I see some new faces out there, and I want to get to know you all as quickly as possible, so do not move."

I slouched in my seat. Great. I was destined for a whole year of Frank Dormand's moronic, but mean, comments, which I was certain he'd spew every time he turned to hand something back down the aisle. And legendarily bitchy cheerleader Faith Crosse had claimed the seat directly behind me. I was sandwiched between two of the school's nastiest people. At least Mindy was across from me. And—I looked back to my left—Jake had found a desk near mine. He grinned when I met his eyes. It could have been worse, I guess. But not much.

Frank slid around in his chair to toss the seating chart at me. "Here you go, Packrat," he sneered, using the name he'd bestowed on me in kindergarten. "Put that on the chart." Yup. Moronic and mean, just like I'd predicted. And only 180 school days to go.

"At least I can spell my name," I hissed at him. Jerk.

Dormand squirmed back around, scowling, and I dug into my backpack for my pen. When I went to write my name, though, my ballpoint was bone dry, probably because it had lingered uncapped in my pack all summer. I gave the pen a shake and tried again. Nothing.

I started to turn to my left, thinking maybe Jake could loan me one of his pens. Before I could ask him, though, I felt a tap on my right shoulder. Not now ... Not now... I considered ignoring it, but the tapper struck me lightly again.


"Excuse me, but are you in need of a writing instrument?" 

The deep voice with the unusual Euro accent came from close behind me. I had no choice but to turn around.

No.

It was him. The guy from the bus stop. I would have recognized the strange outfit—the long coat, the boots—not to mention his imposing height anywhere. Only this time, he was just a few feet away. Close enough for me to see his eyes. They were so dark as to appear black and were boring into me with a cool, somehow unnerving, intelligence. I swallowed thickly, frozen in my seat.

Had he been in class all along? And if so, how could I have failed to notice him?

Maybe because he was sitting sort of apart from the rest of us. Or maybe it was because the very air in his particular corner seemed murky, the fluorescent light directly above his desk snuffed out. But it was more than that. It was almost like he created the darkness. That's ridiculous, Jess.... He's a person, not a black hole....

"You require a writing instrument, yes?" he repeated, stretching his arm up the aisle—a long, muscular arm—to offer me a shiny gold pen. Not the plastic Bics that most people used. A real gold pen. You could tell just by the way it glittered that it was expensive. When I hesitated, a look of annoyance crossed his aristocratic face, and he shook the pen at me. "You do recognize a pen, right? This is a familiar tool, yes?"

I didn't appreciate the sarcasm, or the way he'd crept up on me twice in one day, and I kept staring, stupidly, until Faith Crosse reached forward and pinched my arm. Hard. "Just sign the chart,  Jenn, all right?"

"Hey!" I rubbed what would be a bruise, wishing I had the nerve to tell Faith off, both for pinching me and calling me by the wrong name. But the last person who'd tangled with Faith Crosse had ended up transferring to Saint Monica's, the local Catholic school. Faith had made her life at Woodrow Wilson that miserable.

"Hurry it up, Jenn," Faith snapped again.

"Okay, okay." Reluctantly reaching out to the stranger, I accepted the heavy pen from his hand, and as our fingers touched, I felt the most bizarre sensation ever. Like déjà vu crashing into a premonition. The past colliding with the future.

He smiled then, revealing the most perfect set of even, white teeth I'd ever seen. They actually gleamed, like well-tended weaponry. Above him, the fluorescent light sizzled to life for a second, flickering like lightning.

Okay, that was weird.

I slid back around, and my hand shook a little as I wrote my name on the seating chart. It was stupid to be freaked out. He was just another student. Obviously a new guy. Maybe he lived somewhere near our farm. He'd probably been waiting for the bus, just like me, and missed getting on somehow. His somewhat mysterious appearance in English class—a few feet from me—probably wasn't cause for alarm, either.

I looked to Mindy for her opinion. She'd obviously been waiting to make contact. Eyes wide, she jabbed her thumb in the guy's direction, mouthing a very exaggerated, "He's so hot!"


Hot? "You're crazy," I whispered. Yes, the guy was technically good-looking. But he was also totally terrifying with his cloak and boots and ability to materialize near me seemingly out of nowhere. 

"The chart already," Faith growled behind me.

"Here." I passed the seating chart over my shoulder, getting a deep, razor-thin cut as impatient Faith snatched the paper from my hand. "Ouch!"

I shook the stinging, bleeding finger, then jabbed it into my mouth, tasting salt on my tongue, before I twisted back around to return the pen. The faster, the better..."Here. Thanks."

The guy who generated his own gloom stared at my fingers, and I realized that I was dripping blood on his expensive pen. "Um, sorry," I said, wiping the pen on my leg, for lack of a tissue. Ugh. And will that stain come out of my jeans?

His gaze followed my fingers, and I thought maybe he was revolted by the fact that I was bleeding. Yet I swore I saw something quite different than disgust in those black eyes.... And then he ran his tongue slowly across his lower lip.

What the hell was that?

Tossing the pen at him, I spun around in my seat. I could change schools, like that girl who messed with Faith. Go to Saint Monica's. That's the answer. It's not too late....

The seating chart made its way back to Mrs. Wilhelm, and she read through the names, then glanced up with a smile that was directed just past my desk. "Let's take a moment to welcome our new foreign exchange student, Lucius ..." Frowning, she referred back to her chart. "Vlades ... cooo. Did I say that correctly?"


Most students would have just muttered, "Yeah, whatever." I mean, who really cared about a name? 

My early-morning stalker, that's who.

"No," he intoned. "No, that is not correct."

Behind me, I heard the scrape of a chair against linoleum, and then a shadow loomed over my shoulder. My neck prickled again.

"Oh." Mrs. Wilhelm looked slightly alarmed as a tall teenager in a black velvet coat advanced up the aisle toward her. She raised a cautionary finger, like she was about to tell him to sit down, but he strode right past her.

Grabbing up a marker from the tray beneath the whiteboard, he flipped off the cap with authority and scrawled the word Vladescu in a flowing script.

"My name is Lucius Vladescu," he announced, pointing to the word. "Vla-DES-cu. Emphasis on the middle syllable, please."

Locking his hands behind his back, he began pacing, as though he was the teacher. One by one, he made eye contact with each student in the room, obviously summing us up. I sensed from the look on his face that we were found wanting somehow.

"The Vladescu name is rather revered in Eastern Europe," he lectured. "A noble name." He paused in his pacing and locked onto my eyes. "A royal name."

I had no idea what he was talking about.

"Does it not 'ring a bell,' as you Americans say?" he asked the class in general. But he was still staring at me.

God, his eyes were black.


I flinched away, looking to Mindy, who was actually fanning herself, totally oblivious to me. It was like she was under a spell. Everyone was. No one was fidgeting, or whispering, or doodling. 

Almost against my will, I returned my attention to the teenager who'd hijacked English lit. It really was almost impossible not to watch him. Lucius Vladescu's longish glossy black hair was out of place in Lebanon County, Pennsylvania, but he would have fit right in with the European models in Mindy's Cosmopolitan magazines. He was muscular and lean like a model, too, with high cheekbones, a straight nose, and a strong jaw. And those eyes...

Why wouldn't he quit staring at me?

"Would you care to tell us anything else about yourself?" Mrs. Wilhelm finally suggested.

Lucius Vladescu spun on his booted heel to face her and capped the pen with a firm snap. "Not particularly. No." The answer wasn't rude ... but he didn't address Mrs. Wilhelm like a student, either.

More like an equal.

"I'm sure we'd love to hear more about your heritage," Mrs. Wilhelm prompted, admitting, "It does sound interesting."

But Lucius Vladescu had returned his attention me.

I slunk down in my seat. Is everyone noticing this?

"You shall learn more about me in due time," Lucius said. There was a hint of frustration in his voice, and I had no idea why. But it scared me again. "That is a promise," he added, boring into my eyes. "A promise."

Yet it sounded more like a threat.



Chapter 4

"DID YOU SEE how the foreign guy was looking at you in English lit?" Mindy cried when we met up after school. "He's gorgeous, and he is so into you! And he's royal." 

I squeezed her wrist, trying to calm her down. "Min ... before you buy a gift for our 'royal' wedding, I have to tell you something scary about the so-called gorgeous guy."

My friend crossed her arms, skeptical. I could tell that Mindy had already made up her mind about Lucius Vladescu, basing her opinion entirely on broad shoulders and a strong jaw. "What could you know about him that's scary? We just met him."

"Actually, I saw him earlier this morning," I said. "That guy—Lucius—was at the bus stop. Staring at me."

"That's it ?" Mindy rolled her eyes. "Maybe he takes the bus."

"He didn't get on."

"So he missed the bus." She shrugged. "That's stupid, but not scary."

Mindy wasn't getting it at all. "It's weirder than that," I insisted. "I ... I thought I heard him say my name. Just as the bus pulled up."

Mindy looked puzzled.

"My old name," I clarified.

My best friend sucked in her breath. "Okay. That could be a little weird."

"Nobody knows that name. Nobody."


In fact, I hadn't even shared much of my past with Mindy. The story of my adoption was my closely guarded secret. If it ever got out ... people would think I'm a freak. I felt like a freak every time I thought about the story. My adoptive mother, a cultural anthropologist, had been studying an off-the-wall underground cult in central Romania. She'd been there with my dad to observe their rituals, in hopes of writing one of her groundbreaking insider journal articles about unique subcultures. However, things had gone wrong over in Eastern Europe. The cult had been a little too strange, a little too offbeat, and some Romanian villagers had banded together, intent on putting an end to the whole group. By force. 

Just before the mob attacked, my birth parents had entrusted me, an infant, to the visiting American researchers, begging them to take me to the United States, where I would be safe.

I hated that story. Hated the fact that my birth parents had been ignorant, superstitious people duped into joining a cult. I didn't even want to know what the rituals were. I knew the kind of things my mom studied. Animal sacrifices, tree worship, virgins tossed into volcanoes ... maybe my birth parents had been involved in some sort of deviant sexual stuff. Maybe that's why they had been murdered.

Who knew? Who wanted to know?

I didn't ask for details, and my adoptive parents never pressed the issue. I was just happy to be Jessica Packwood, American. Antanasia Dragomir didn't exist, as far as I was concerned.

"Are you sure he knew your name?" Mindy asked.

"No," I admitted. "But I thought I heard it."


"Oh, Jess." Mindy sighed. "Nobody knows that name. You probably just imagined the whole thing. Or else he said a word that sounds like Antanasia." 

I looked at Mindy crosswise. "What word sounds like Antanasia?"

"I don't know. How about 'nice to meetcha'?"

"Yeah, right." But that did kind of make me laugh. We walked toward the street to wait for my mom to come pick me up. I had called at lunch to tell her I was not taking the bus home.

Mindy added her last two cents. "I'm just saying maybe you should at least give this Lucius a chance."

"Why?"

"Because ... because he's so tall,' Mindy explained, like height was proof of good character. "And did I mention European?"

My mom's rusty old VW van rattled up to the curb, and I waved to her. "Yes. It's so much better to be stalked by a tall European than an American of average height."

"Well, at least Lucius is paying attention to you." Mindy sniffed. "Nobody ever pays attention to me."

We reached the van, and I opened the door. Before I could even say hi, Mindy shoved me aside, leaned in, and blurted, "Jess has a boyfriend, Dr. Packwood!"

Mom looked puzzled. "Is that true, Jessica?"

It was my turn to shove Mindy out of the way. I climbed in and slammed the door, shutting my friend safely on the other side. Mindy waved, laughing, as Mom and I pulled away from the curb.


"A boyfriend, Jessica?" Mom asked again. "On the first day of school?" 

"He's not my boyfriend," I grumbled, clicking on my seat belt. "He's a creepy foreign exchange student who's stalking me.

"Jessica, I'm sure you're exaggerating," Mom said. "Male adolescents are frequently socially awkward. You're probably misinterpreting innocent behaviors."

Like all cultural anthropologists, Mom believed she knew everything about human social interactions.

"You didn't see him at the bus stop this morning," I argued. "He was standing there in this big black cloak ... And then when my finger bled, he licked his lip..."

When I said that, Mom hit the brakes so hard that my head nearly smacked the dashboard. A car behind us honked angrily.

"Mom! What was that about?"

"Sorry, Jessica," she said, looking a little pale. She stepped on the gas again. "It was just something you said ... about getting cut."

"I cut my finger, and he practically drooled over it, like it was a ketchup-covered French fry," I shuddered. "It was so gross."

Mom grew even paler, and I knew something was up.

"Who ... who is this boy?" she asked as we pulled up to a stop sign near Grantley College, where my mom taught. "What's his name?"

I could tell she was trying hard to sound unconcerned, and that made me more nervous.

"His name is..." Before I could say Lucius, though, I spotted him. Sitting on the low wall that surrounded the campus. And he was watching me. Again. Sweat broke out on my forehead. But this time, I was pissed.  Enough is enough, already. "He's right there," I cried, jabbing my finger at the window. "He's staring at me again!" It was not "socially awkward behavior." It was stalking. "I want him to leave me alone!"

Then my mom did something unexpected. She pulled over to the curb, right next to where Lucius waited, watching. "What is his name, Jess?" she asked again as she unbuckled her seat belt.

I figured Mom was going to confront him, so I grabbed her arm. "Mom, no. He's, like, unbalanced or something."

But my mother gently peeled my fingers from her arm. "His name, Jess."

"Lucius," I answered. "Lucius Vladescu."

"Oh, goodness," Mom muttered, looking past me at my stalker. "I suppose this really was inevitable..." She had a queer, distant look in her eyes.

"Mom?" What was inevitable?

"Wait here," she said, still not looking at me. "Do not move." She sounded so serious that I didn't protest. Without another word, Mom climbed out of the van and strode directly toward the menacing guy who'd tailed me all day. Was she crazy? Would he try to run away? Go berserk and hurt her? But no, he slipped gracefully off the wall and bowed—a real bow, at the waist—to my mother. What the ...?

I rolled down the window, but they spoke so softly I couldn't hear what they were saying. The conversation went on for what seemed like eons. And then my mother shook his hand.


Lucius Vladescu turned to go, and Mom got back in the van and turned the key. 

"What was that all about?" I asked, dumbfounded.

My mother looked me straight in the eye and said, "You, your father, and I need to talk. Tonight."

"About what?" I demanded, a prickly feeling in the pit of my stomach. A bad prickle. "Do you know that guy?"

"We'll explain later. We have so, so much to tell you. And we need to do it before Lucius arrives for dinner."

My jaw was still on the floor when Mom patted my hand and pulled out into traffic.


Chapter 5

MY PARENTS NEVER got a chance to explain what was happening, though. When we got home, my dad was in the middle of teaching his tantric yoga class for oversexed, over-the-hill hippies, out in the studio behind the house, so Mom told me to go ahead with my chores.

And then Lucius arrived early for dinner.

I was in the barn mucking out stalls when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shadow cross the open barn door.

"Who's there?" I called nervously, still jumpy from the day's events.

When there was no answer, I got the bad feeling my visitor was our dinner guest. Mom invited him, I reminded myself as, sure enough, a tall European exchange student strode across the dusty riding ring. He can't be that dangerous.


Mom's endorsement aside, I kept a firm hold on my pitchfork. "What are you doing here?" I demanded as he approached. 

"Manners, manners," Lucius complained in his snooty accent, kicking up little puffs of dust with each long stride. He arrived within a few feet of me, and I was struck again by his height. "A lady doesn't bellow across barns," he continued. "And what sort of salutation was that?"

Is the guy who spied on me all day lecturing me on etiquette? "I asked you why you're here," I repeated, clutching the pitchfork a little tighter.

"To become acquainted, of course," he said, continuing to appraise me, actually circling me, staring at my clothes. I spun around, trying to keep him in view, and caught him wrinkling his nose. "Surely you're eager to get to know me, too."

Not really... I had no idea what he was talking about, but the head-to-toe survey of my person was not cool. "Why are you staring at me like that?"

He stopped circling. "Are you cleaning stalls? Is that feces on your shoes?"

"Yeah," I said, confused by his tone. Why did he care what is on my shoes? "I muck the stalls every night."

"You?" He seemed baffled—and appalled.

"Somebody has to do it," I said. Why does he think this is his business?

"Yes, well, we have people for that, where I come from. Hired help." He sniffed. "You—a lady of your stature—should never do such a menial chore. It's offensive."

When he said that, my fingers tightened again on the pitchfork—and not out of fear. Lucius Vladescu wasn't just intimidating. He was  infuriating. "Look, I've about had it with you creeping up on me, and your attitude," I snapped. "Who do you think you are, anyhow? And why are you following me?"

Anger and disbelief flickered in Lucius's black eyes. "Your mother still hasn't informed you, has she?" He shook his head. "Dr. Packwood vowed that she would tell you everything. Your parents are not so good at keeping promises."

"We ... we're supposed to talk later," I stammered, my outrage fading a little in the face of his obvious anger. "Dad's teaching yoga..."

"Yoga?" Lucius gave a harsh laugh. "Contorting his frame into a series of ridiculous configurations is more important than informing his daughter about the pact? And what manner of man practices such a pacifist pastime? Men should train for war, not waste their time chanting 'om' and blathering about inner peace."

Forget the yoga and the blathering. "Pact? What pact?"

But Lucius was staring at the beamed ceiling of the barn, pacing around, hands clasped behind his back, muttering to himself. "This is not going well. Not going well at all. I advised the Elders that you should have been summoned back to Romania years ago, that you would never be a suitable bride..."

Whoa, there. "Bride?"

Lucius paused, turning on his heel to face me. "I grow weary of your ignorance." He moved closer to me, leaning down and peering into my eyes. "Because your parents refuse to inform you, I will deliver the news myself, and I shall make this simple for you." He pointed to his chest and announced, as though talking to a child, "I am a vampire." He pointed to my chest. "You are a vampire. And we are to be married, the moment you come of age. This has been decreed since our births." 

I couldn't even process the "getting married" part, or the thing about "decreed." He'd lost me at "vampire."

Nuts. Lucius Vladescu is completely nuts. And I'm alone with him, in an empty barn.

So I did what any sane person would do. I jammed the pitchfork in the general direction of his foot and ran like hell for the house, ignoring his yowl of pain.


Chapter 6

"I AM SO not undead," I wailed.

But of course, no one paid attention. My parents were too focused on Lucius Vladescu's injured foot.

"Lucius, sit down," Mom ordered, looking none too happy with either of us.

"I prefer to stand," Lucius replied.

Mom pointed firmly at the ring of chairs around the kitchen table. "Sit. Now.

Our injured visitor hesitated like he was going to disobey, then, muttering under his breath, took a chair. Mom yanked off his boot, which bore the visible imprint of a pitchfork tine, while my dad puttered about the kitchen, searching under the sink for the first aid kit while he waited for the herbal tea to brew.

"It's just bruised," Mom announced.


"Oh, good." Dad crawled out from under the sink. "I can't find the bandages, anyway. But we can still have tea." 

The lanky self-proclaimed bloodsucker who had commandeered my seat at the kitchen table glared at me. "You are very lucky that my cobbler uses only the finest leather. You could have impaled me. And you do not want to impale a vampire. More to the point, is that any way to greet your future husband—or any guest, for that matter? With a pitchfork?"

"Lucius," my mother interrupted. "You did catch Jessica off guard. As I explained to you earlier, her father and I wanted to speak to her first."

"Yes, well, you certainly lingered over the task—for seventeen years. Someone had to take charge." Lucius pulled his foot from Mom's grasp and stood up, limping around the kitchen with one boot on, like a restless king in his castle. He picked up the container of chamomile, sniffed the contents, and frowned. "You drink this?"

"You'll like it," Dad promised. He poured four mugs. "It's very soothing in a stressful time like this."

"Enough with the tea. Just tell me what's going on," I begged, sitting down to reclaim my chair from Lucius. It wasn't warm at all. Almost like no one had been there just moments before. "Anybody. Please. Fill me in."

"As your parents wish, I will relinquish that duty to them," Lucius conceded. He lifted his steaming mug to his lips, sipped, and shuddered. "Good god, that's foul."

Ignoring Lucius, Mom shared a knowing glance with my dad, like they had a secret. "Ned ... what do you think?"

Apparently he understood what she was hinting at, because Dad nodded and said, "I'll get the scroll," then left the kitchen.


"Scroll?" Scrolls. Pacts. Brides. Why is everyone talking in code? "What scroll?" 

"Oh, dear." Mom sat in the chair next to mine and cradled my hands. "This is rather complicated."

"Try," I urged.

"You've always known that you are adopted from Romania," Mom began. "And that your birth parents were killed in a village conflict."

"Murdered by peasants," Lucius scowled. "Superstitious people, given to forming vicious hordes." He unscrewed the lid on Dad's organic peanut butter, tested it, and wiped his finger on his pants, which were black and hugged his long legs, almost like riding breeches. "Please tell me there's something palatable in this house."

Mom turned to address Lucius. "I'm going to ask you to stay quiet for a few minutes while I tell the story."

Lucius bowed slightly, his glossy blue-black hair gleaming under the kitchen lamp. "Of course. Continue."

Mom returned her attention to me. "But we didn't tell you the whole story, because the topic seemed to upset you so much."

"Now might be a good time," I suggested. "I couldn't get much more upset."

Mom sipped her tea and swallowed. "Yes, well, the truth is, your birth parents were destroyed by an angry mob trying to rid their village of vampires."

"Vampires?" Surely she was joking.

"Yes," Mom confirmed. "Vampires. Your parents were among the vampires I was studying at the time."

Okay, now it was not uncommon to hear words like fairy or earth spirit or even troll in my house. I mean, folk culture and legends were my mom's research interest, and my dad had been known to host the occasional "angel communication" seminar in his yoga studio. But surely even my flaky parents didn't believe in Hollywood  movie monsters. They couldn't have honestly believed that my birth parents had turned into bats, or dissolved in sunlight, or grew big fangs. Could they?

"You said you were studying some sort of cult," I countered. "A subculture that had some unusual rituals ... but you never said anything about vampires."

"You have always been very logical, Jessica," Mom said. "You do not like things that cannot be explained by math or science. Your father and I were afraid the truth about your birth parents might deeply disturb you. So we kept things ... vague."

"You're saying my birth parents actually thought they were vampires?" I sort of yelped.

Mom nodded. "Well ... yes."

"They didn't just think they were vampires," Lucius grumbled. He'd retrieved his boot and was hopping around on one foot, attempting to pull it on. "They were vampires."

As I gawked at our guest in disbelief, the most disgusting thought in the world crossed my mind. Those rituals my mom had alluded to, related to my birth parents..."They didn't ... actually drink blood..."

The expression on Mom's face said it all, and I thought I might pass out. My birth parents: deviant, disturbed blood drinkers.

"Tasty, tasty, stuff," Lucius commented. "You wouldn't, perchance, have any here, in lieu of this tea—"


Mom shot him a look. 

Lucius frowned. "No. I suppose not."

"People do not drink blood," I insisted, my voice spiking kind of high. "And vampires do not exist!"

Lucius crossed his arms, glowering. "Excuse me. I'm right here."

"Lucius, please," Mom said in the calm but serious tone she reserved for hard-to-control students. "Give Jess time to process. She has an analytical bent that makes her resistant to the paranormal."

"I'm resistant to the impossible," I cried. "The unreal."

At this low point, Dad returned with a mildewed scroll cradled in his hands. "Historically, a lot of people are resistant to the idea of the undead," Dad noted, carefully placing the document on the table. "And the late 1980s were an especially lousy time for vampires in Romania. Big purges every few months. Lots of very nice vampires eliminated."

"Your birth parents—who were quite powerful within their subculture—realized that they were likely marked for destruction and entrusted you to us before they were killed, hoping we could keep you safe in the United States," Mom added.

"People don't drink blood," I repeated. "They don't. You didn't see my parents act like vampires, did you?" I challenged. "You never saw them grow fangs and bite necks? I know you didn't. Because it didn't happen."

"No," Mom admitted, taking my hands again. "We were not allowed that kind of access."

"Because it didn't happen," I repeated.

"No," Lucius interjected. "Because biting is very private, very intimate. You don't just invite people to watch. Vampires are a sensual race but not given to exhibitionism, for god's sake. We're discreet." 

"But we have no reason to believe anyone lied to us about drinking blood," Mom added. "And it's nothing to be upset about, Jess. It was quite normal to them. Had you grown up in Romania in that subculture, it would have seemed ordinary to you, too."

I yanked my hands away. "I really don't think so."

With a deep sigh, Lucius resumed pacing. "Honestly, I can't stand this going around anymore. The story is quite simple. You, Antanasia, are the last of a long line of powerful vampires. The Dragomirs. Vampire royalty."

Now that made me laugh, a squeaky, kind of hysterical laugh. "Vampire royalty. Right."

"Yes. Royalty. And that is the last part of the story, which your parents still seem reluctant to relate." Lucius leaned over the table across from me, bracing his arms, staring me down. "You are a vampire princess—the heir to the Dragomir leadership. I am a vampire prince. The heir to an equally powerful clan, the Vladescus. More powerful, I would say, but that's not the point. We were pledged to each other in an engagement ceremony shortly after our births."

I looked to my mom for help, but all she said was, "The ceremony was quite dramatic, very elaborate."

"In an enormous cave in the Carpathians," Dad added. "With candles everywhere." He gazed at my mom with loving admiration. "No other outsider ever had such access."

I glared at them. "You were there ? At this ceremony?"


"Oh, we met lots of vampires on that trip and saw so many interesting cultural events." Mom smiled a little, remembering. "You should read my research summary in the Journal of Eastern European Folk Culture. It was rather landmark insider work, if I do say so myself." 

"Let me finish, please," Lucius grumbled.

"Easy there," Dad chided gently. "In this little democracy, everybody gets a chance to speak."

From the disdainful look Lucius shot my dad, I could tell he didn't care much for democracy. The delusional Dracula wannabe resumed pacing. "The betrothal ceremony sealed our destinies, Antanasia. We are to be married soon after you come of age. Our bloodlines united, consolidating our clans' strength and ending years of rivalry and warfare." His black eyes gleamed, and his gaze drifted far away. "It shall be a glorious moment in our history, when we ascend to power. Five million vampires—your family, my family combined—all under our rule." My so-called betrothed snapped back to reality and glanced at me, sniffing, "I'll do all the 'heavy lifting,' of course, leadership-wise."

"You're all insane," I declared, staring from one face to the next. "This is crazy."

Moving closer to me, Lucius crouched so we were face to face. For the first time, I saw curiosity, not disdain or mockery or raw power, in his dark eyes. "Would it be so repugnant, really, Antanasia? To be with me?"

I wasn't sure what he meant, but I thought he was talking about ... the two of us together, not in a bid for political power, but in a romantic way.


I didn't say anything. Did Lucius Vladescu really think I would fall for him, just because he had a handsome face? A killer body? That I would care that he smelled like the sexiest, spiciest cologne I'd ever sniffed... 

"Let's show her the scroll," Dad interrupted, breaking the moment.

"Yes, it's time," Mom agreed.

I had almost forgotten the musty paper, but now Dad sat down and carefully unrolled the scroll on the kitchen table. The brittle paper crackled as he smoothed it with gentle fingers. The words—Romanian, presumably—were unintelligible to me, but it looked like some sort of legal document, with lots of signatures at the bottom. I shifted my gaze, refusing to look any closer at a bunch of nonsense.

"I shall translate," Lucius volunteered, standing up. "Unless, of course, Antanasia's studied her Romanian?"

"It's next on my to-do list," I said through gritted teeth. Multilingual show-off.

"You would be wise to start learning, my future bride," Lucius replied, edging even closer and leaning over my shoulder to read. I could feel his breath on my cheek. It was unnaturally cool, sweet. Against my better judgment, I kept inhaling that unusual cologne, too, drawing it deep into my lungs. Lucius was so close that my curly dark hair brushed his jaw, and he absently swept the stray locks away, the back of his fingers grazing my cheek. I jolted at the touch. The sensation hit me, right in the pit of my stomach.

If Lucius felt the same shock I did, he didn't betray it as he focused intently on the document. Am I getting dizzy from sniffing cologne? Imagining things?


I shifted slightly in my chair, trying not to touch him again, as our arrogant visitor ran his finger beneath the first line of the scroll. "This declares that you, Antanasia Dragomir, are promised in marriage to me, Lucius Vladescu, shortly after the achievement of your maturity at the age of eighteen, and that all parties in witness agree to this covenant. And upon the marriage, our clans shall be united and at peace." He leaned back. "As I said, it's quite simple, really. And see: your adoptive father's signature. And your mother's." 

I couldn't resist glancing when he said that, and sure enough, Mom and Dad's scrawled signatures were on the document, amid dozens of unfamiliar Romanian names. Traitors. Shoving the scroll away, I crossed my arms and glared at my parents. "How could you promise me away like ... like ... a prize cow?"

"We didn't 'promise you away,' Jessica," Mom soothed. "You weren't our daughter then. We were merely there to witness a unique ritual, in the interest of my research. This was weeks before the purge, weeks before we adopted you. We had no idea what the future held for any of us."

"Besides, no one promises cows," Lucius scoffed. "Who would promise cattle? You are a vampire princess. Your destiny is not entirely your own."

Princess ... He honestly thinks I'm a vampire princess.... The strange, almost pleasurable, sensation I'd felt when he'd brushed my cheek was forgotten as reality hit me again. Lucius Vladescu was a lunatic.

"If I were a vampire, I'd want to bite someone. I'd be thirsty for blood," I said in a last ditch attempt to interject reason into a discussion that had devolved into the absurd.


"You will come into your true nature," Lucius promised. "You are coming of age right now. And when I bite you for the first time, then you will be a vampire. I've brought you a book—a guide, so to speak—which will explain everything—" 

I stood up so fast my chair tipped over, smashing to the floor. "He is not going to bite me," I interrupted, pointing a shaky finger at Lucius. "And I'm not going to Romania and marrying him! I don't care what kind of 'betrothal ceremony' they had!"

"You will all honor the pact," Lucius growled. It wasn't a suggestion.

"Now don't get dictatorial on us, Lucius," Dad urged, kicking back in his chair and stroking his beard. "I told you. This is a democracy. Let's just all just take a deep breath. Like Ghandi said, 'We must become the change we want to see.'"

Lucius had clearly never grappled with a master of passive resistance before, because he seemed genuinely caught off-balance by Dad's firm, yet mellow, and totally off-kilter, assessment of the situation. "What does that even mean?" he finally asked.

"No one's making any decisions today," Mom translated. "It's late, and we're all tired and a little overwhelmed. Besides, Lucius, Jessica is not ready to contemplate marriage. She hasn't even kissed a boy yet, for goodness' sake."

Lucius smirked at me, raising one eyebrow. "Really? No suitors? How shocking. I would have thought your pitchfork skills would be attractive to certain bachelors here in farm country."

I wanted to die. Die right there. I wanted to run to the knife drawer, grab the biggest blade I could find, and plunge it into my heart. To be exposed as never even being kissed ... it was almost worse than being a vampire princess. The vampire thing was a ridiculous fantasy, but my total lack of experience ... that was real. "Mom! That is so embarrassing! Did you have to tell him that?" 

"Well, Jessica, it's true. I don't want Lucius thinking you're some sort of experienced young woman, ready for marriage."

"I shan't take advantage," Lucius promised seriously. "And she can't be forced into a marriage, of course. It is a new century. Unfortunately. But I am afraid that I am compelled to pursue this courtship until Antanasia realizes her place at my side. As she will."

"I will not."

Lucius totally brushed this off. "The linkage of our clans is mandated by the oldest, most powerful members: the Elders of the Vladescu and Dragomir families. And the Elders always get their way."

Mom stood. "It will be Jessica's decision, Lucius."

"Of course." The condescending half-smile on Lucius's face said otherwise, though. "Now where shall I stay?"

"Stay?" Dad blinked, confused.

"Yes. Sleep," Lucius clarified. "I've had a long journey, endured my first stultifying day at the so-called public school here, and I am weary."

"You're not going back to school," I objected, panicking. I'd forgotten about school. "You just can't!"

"Of course I shall attend school," Lucius replied.

"How did you enroll?" Mom asked.

"I'm here on what's called a 'student visa,'" Lucius explained. "The Elders thought it would be difficult to explain my extended presence here otherwise. Vampires don't like to raise suspicions, as you can imagine. We like to blend in."


Blend in? In a velvet topcoat in summer? In Lebanon County, Pennsylvania? The conservative, bologna-making heart of the state's farm country, where sturdy people of Germanic descent still think pierced ears are radical and possibly portals to hell? 

"You're really a foreign exchange student?" Dad was frowning.

"Yes. Your foreign exchange student, to be exact," Lucius clarified.

Mom raised a cautionary hand. "We never agreed to that."

"Yeah," Dad added. "Wouldn't we have to sign something? Isn't there paperwork?"

Lucius laughed. "Oh, paperwork. A small detail worked out in Romania. No one with any good sense turns down a request from the Vladescu clan. It's just bad form. And the consequences of refusing us a favor ... well, let's just say that people everywhere tend to stick their necks out for us."

"Lucius, you should have consulted with us first," Mom objected.

Lucius's shoulders slumped, but just slightly. "Yes. Well, perhaps we did overstep our bounds there. But you must admit, you are honor bound to welcome me. You knew this day—and I—would arrive."

Dad cleared his throat and looked at Mom. "We did promise the Dragomirs years ago that when the time came—"

"Oh, Ned, I don't know. We need to consider Jessica's feelings..."

"You made an oath to my family," Lucius reminded them again. "Besides, I have nowhere else to go. I will not return to the so-called country inn downtown where I slept last night. The room had a pig theme, for god's sake. Pig wallpaper, pig tchotchkes everywhere. And a Vladescu does  not slumber with swine."

Mom sighed, laying her hands on my shoulders reassuringly. "I suppose for now, Lucius can stay in the guest apartment above the garage while we figure things out. Okay, Jessie? It's just temporary, I'm sure."

"Hey, it's your farm," I mumbled, knowing I was defeated. My parents always took in strays. Nasty cats, nippy dogs ... if it was homeless, it could live on our farm, even if it threatened to bite you.





And that is how a teenager who claimed to be a vampire came to reside in our garage at the start of my once-in-a-lifetime senior year. And not just any vampire. My arrogant, overbearing vampire betrothed. The last person in hell—or from hell—I wanted to share a ride to school with, even, let alone be bound to for eternity.

I lay awake half the night thinking about my ruined life. My birth parents: cult members who swore they drank blood—and whom I'd try never, ever to think of again. There was nothing I could do about them now except put them out of my mind. Their story could—and would—remain hidden in the past.

But the future ... all I'd wanted was a chance to go out with Jake Zinn, a normal guy, and instead I'd gotten a freakish fiancé, right in my garage. As if everyone at school didn't already think my family was bizarre enough, with Dad's yoga and his unproductive, organic, anti-meat farm, and my mom being the breadwinner, studying make-believe mumbo jumbo. Now ... now I would really be a pariah. The high school girl engaged to the ghoul. 

And what a ghoul.

Lying in bed, I couldn't stop recalling the smell of Lucius's cologne, as he'd leaned close to me. The power he'd exuded striding around my English lit class. The touch of his fingers against my cheek. His assertion that one day, he would sink his teeth into me.

God, what a psycho.

Tossing back the covers, I sat up and pushed aside the curtain, looking out the window toward the garage. A light still burned in the second-floor apartment. Lucius was awake out there. Doing what?

Swallowing hard, I fell back on my pillow and pulled the covers up tightly around my throat—my tender, vulnerable, as yet un-kissed throat—half wishing for and half dreading the morning.


Chapter 7

DEAR UNCLE VASILE,

I write to you from my "loft" above the Packwoods' rundown garage, where I am housed, not unlike some sort of unwanted automobile or forgotten piece of luggage, no doubt breathing in stale vehicle exhaust day and night.

Although here only a few weeks, how I mourn the rugged splendor of the Carpathians, the way the wolves howl in the night, chilling and beautiful. Only when one is in a place that completely  lacks danger or mystery can one understand how profoundly the dark places of the world can be missed.

Here, one worries only about colliding on the narrow lanes with a wagon overloaded with hay (and people say Romania is backward!) or whether there will be a "good show" on the television at night. (The Packwoods have been kind enough to supply me with a TV out here in my backyard exile, to which I can only reply with the Americanism "Whoopee.")

But of course I realize that I am here not for the entertainment, the arts, or the architecture. (Can I ever again be happy in our soaring Gothic castle after walking the halls of Woodrow Wilson High School, a literal ode to linoleum?) Nor should I be focused on the cuisine. (Really, Vasile—vegans?) Or the scintillating conversation of my fellow students. (The word like has become completely unlikable.)

But I digress.

The girl, Vasile. The girl. Imagine my shock at finding my future wife—my "princess"—knee-deep in animal waste, barking at me from across a barn and then attempting to stab me in the foot with a farm implement, like a demented stable hand. I will not address the fact that the horse excrement seemed permanently encrusted on her man-boots; it is probably bad manners even to bring it up.

Regardless. She is rude. She is uncooperative. She lacks any appreciation of her culture—and certainly of her duty, her destiny, the rare opportunity being afforded to her by the simple fact of her birth.

In sum, Jessica Packwood is not a vampire. Living in America seems to have cleansed our future princess of all traces of the royal blood that we know must have coursed through her veins at birth. She has undergone a terrible cultural dialysis, so to speak.


Blessed with the black, curling hair that makes Romanian women so distinctive, she tugs and greases it into submission in a vain attempt to look like every other American teenager. But why be someone else? 

And her fashion sense ... How many manifestations of denim can there be? And the T-shirts with the horses and the arithmetic-related "puns"...Is it really "Hip2B"? Would it hurt to wear a dress now and then?

To smile?

Vasile, I realize that I am honor bound to form a relationship with this young woman, but really, can she lead our legions? And as for the two of us sharing any sort of physical intimacy ... Well, any details you can provide regarding my responsibilities toward that end would be greatly appreciated.

You know I am always willing to "take one for the team"—a new expression I've learned here; rather like that one—but honestly, this all seems a bit out of hand. Perhaps we'd be wiser to call the whole thing off and just hope for the best. Are we really certain there would be an all-out war between the clans if the contract is not fulfilled? If we're talking only a few minor clashes, with minimal losses, I say let's think about this marriage pact. But, of course, your opinion must prevail.

In the meantime, I shall continue my thus far fruitless efforts to educate and engage this impossible American female, in that order. But please, Vasile—do consider my concerns.

Your nephew, duty bound,

Lucius Vladescu

P.S. I've been recruited for basketball. The coach thinks I might start!
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