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 For my three powerful princesses,

Paige, Julia, and Hope



 "If you are reading this, Antanasia, it means that fate

has unfolded as your father and I intended, and you have

found your way home. I hope that your existence up to

this point has been a happy one—and that you are

prepared for the challenges and risks to come..."



 Prologue

"MOTHER?"

The snow swirls around her, and she stands with her back to me, her body enveloped in a bright red cloak. Crimson ... Mihaela's color. The queen who once ruled the Dragomirs looks like a splash of blood against the expanse of white, and yet she is as strong and substantial as the jagged Carpathian rocks that rise out of the lonely Romanian mountain where we always meet.

I step toward her, not understanding. Why doesn't she turn to greet me? "Mother?"

And then Mihaela Dragomir does turn, her face obscured by the cloak. And in her hands she holds an object, something she presses against her chest the way a nun would cradle a cross. But Mihaela is no humble, pious sister, and that thing ... It is no holy relic.

The stake ... The bloodstained stake...

Lucius's stake, which he used to destroy his uncle—and which he'd once nearly used to—

"No! Never!"


 Thrashing, fighting off something that seemed to press against my chest, I struggled to sit up and opened my eyes to see firelight flickering against stone, and for a second I wasn't sure where I was.

Gradually, though, my surroundings sank in. I was in Lucius's home—our home. In our bed. That pressure on my chest ... it wasn't ... it was just the heavy blankets that we always needed in his —our —huge, chilly bedroom, even though a fire burned in the fireplace.

Taking a deep breath, I stretched out my arm and rested my hand on his shoulder, reassuring myself that everything was okay. As long as Lucius was with me, I'd be okay.

Still, images from the nightmare came rushing back.

The stake, which I hadn't seen since the night Lucius pressed his fangs against my throat and recreated me as a vampire...

Why had I dreamed about it? And why had my birth mother—who would never harm me—been holding it?

I'd started dreaming about Mihaela back in Pennsylvania, and those dreams had become more frequent since I married Lucius and moved to Romania. It was like my mother, destroyed shortly after my birth, was trying to protect me as I tried hard to follow in her footsteps and become a ruler, relying on a journal she'd left for me for help. A posthumous wedding gift to guide me as I learned to be a princess.

My heart started beating faster again. Was I learning? I was trying...

Wriggling back down under the blankets, I moved toward Lucius in the massive bed—in which, as he'd once confessed, he'd probably been expected by the Vladescu Elders to take my life, conveniently removing his Dragomir bride from power and allowing the Vladescus to have unchallenged dominion over both our families. I kicked at the covers, sort of swimming through them, suddenly impatient to be right next to him.

 Everything in his home—our home—seemed so big sometimes. Including the burdens.

Lucius slept on his side, facing away from me, and I pressed myself close to his back, feeling the coolness of his body. I shared that coolness, too, since he'd bitten me, sealing our fate and a decades-old pact that had decreed our marriage in the interest of stopping a war between our rival families. Pressing tighter against my husband—how weird that still sounded—I listened to his steady breathing, which always calmed me down when I got nervous. Lucius wasn't scared. He thrived on ruling the clans. That was what he'd been born and raised to do.

Or did he worry sometimes?

"Lucius?" I got up on one elbow and shook him gently, needing to see his dark eyes and hear his deep, reassuring voice. "Lucius?"

"Yes ... yes?" he mumbled. He rolled onto his back and fumbled for me under the covers, which were expensive and stiff and made me miss the soft, worn-in flannel sheets on my bed in Pennsylvania. But how could a princess ask for flannel? "Yes, Jessica...?"

Resting my hand on his chest, I felt it rise and fall so slowly that I wondered if he had already fallen back asleep. But I couldn't help asking in a whisper, so the guards outside our door wouldn't hear, "What does it mean if a vampire dreams about a stake?"

 Lucius didn't answer, and I realized he was definitely sleeping—probably exhausted from yet another day of struggling to unite our obstinate families—so I lay back down and nestled against him again. In response to the pressure of my body, he turned and pulled me close, so I could feel the entire length of his powerful warrior's body against mine, like a shield at my back.

High on top of that Romanian mountain, in the heart of a confusing castle that I supposedly governed but where I still got lost in the twisted corridors, the night got very still. Even the crackling fire seemed to get quieter. After a few minutes of forcing myself to forget about the nightmare, I started to drift off to sleep again, when suddenly Lucius muttered, barely whispering, his breath chilly against my neck, "Betrayal."

I stiffened in his arms. Was he answering my question or caught up in his own dreams? His own nightmares?

Even if it was the latter, that wasn't exactly comforting. Did my husband have disloyalty—treachery—on his mind? And Lucius, like all vampires, put great stock in dreams...

"Betrayal." I said the word out loud, trying to make sure it was even what I'd heard him say. "Betrayal."

At the sound of my voice, which was soft but audible enough to break the profound mountaintop silence, Lucius, seeming to get restless, wrapped his strong, scarred arm tighter around me, so I was trapped against his chest.


I took his hand and tugged to give myself some space to breathe. He didn't let go, though, and I tried to move him again. Against my fingertips, I could feel another deep scar—an X on his palm that marked him as mine, cut into his flesh at our marriage ceremony—and his wedding band on his left hand. His dominant hand. The one he'd used to wield the stake when he'd held me in a very different way, in that same castle, not too many months before.


 Chapter 1

Antanasia



OF ALL THE grim chambers in the Vladescu castle—not counting the subterranean dungeons, of course—the one that served as a courtroom had to be the worst.

Like every other room aboveground, this one had a fireplace with a blazing fire, but the flames seemed more hellish than cheerful. They cast scary, shifting shadows on the gray rock walls and definitely didn't do much to warm up the stark décor, which consisted of a semicircle of benches for witnesses, a worn spot on the stone floor where the accused would stand, and a long table, where I sat next to Lucius in a hard, straight-backed chair. The Elders waited in similar seats on either side of us, all of the ten older vampires sitting remarkably still.

Shifting in my chair, I tried—and failed—to get more comfortable.


 I should sue the people who designed the My Little Pony Crystal Rainbow Castle I played with in kindergarten. They led me to believe that castles were filled with rainbows and cupcakes and pastel-pink furniture. Not stone and fire and ... blood.

Turning a little bit sideways, I tried to meet Lucius's eyes, but he was staring straight ahead, obviously preoccupied. He was also very still, except for his left hand, which absently rubbed his jaw right where he had a small scar. I knew that meant he was hiding tension, and the butterflies in my stomach got worse.

If Lucius is tense, how can I even imagine handling this?

My husband seemed to sense that I was getting very nervous, and he shifted his eyes just long enough to remind me, "Don't freak out, Jess. We've talked about this. It's part of our duties."

Well, Lucius had never used the phrase "freak out," but we had discussed how my new responsibilities included handing down justice, and sometimes sentences of—

"Let the accused come forward."

I jumped as Lucius's commanding baritone suddenly echoed off the walls, and turned with a sinking heart to see that we had been joined by a vampire who stood at the back of the room, hands shackled and head hanging low.

He's a killer, I reminded myself as my mouth got dry. A bunch of witnesses saw him destroy my uncle Constantin Dragomir. And what I'm doing is just like serving on a jury. Regular humans do that all the time!

I glanced to my left, seeking reassurance that I wouldn't be alone in deciding the fate of the prisoner who was shuffling toward that pale spot on the floor. But my uncle Dorin—the only Elder I considered an ally—wasn't there, and I ended up meeting the gaze of Claudiu Vladescu, who smirked. Maybe at the growing panic that must have been apparent on my face—or maybe at the prospect of hearing testimony about a murder.

 My stomach got queasier. Claudius just like his older brother, Vasile—another evil, vicious vampire, whom Lucius destroyed.

Although I knew I was squirming way too much for a princess, I turned to watch Lucius again, just as he said, in a steady voice that I couldn't imagine summoning if I had to speak, "Tell your story to this panel, Dumitru Vladescu, and we will decide if you deserve mercy—or punishment."

I should have given my full attention to the vampire who was about to fight for his life, but I kept watching my husband, who had stood on that circle himself just months before and fortunately been found not guilty of Vasile's death. Luckily, the majority of the Elders—not counting Claudiu, of course—had believed that Vasile attacked first, giving Lucius no choice but to defend himself.

I never let myself think about what could have happened at that trial, and was glad I hadn't even known about it until long after the verdict had been handed down.

I continued studying Lucius. How can he even bear to be in this room, let alone coolly direct everything? And if today's verdict is guilty, won't he have to...?

"Speak," Lucius urged his relative. "This is your chance to save your existence."


 I heard both command and compassion in Lucius's order, but my cold blood suddenly felt like ice. An existence might really end today. I'm not just part of a jury. I'm the judge, and Lucius might be...

Fingers gripping my chair, I finally forced myself to face Dumitru Vladescu, who raised his head, so I could see his dark, terrified eyes, because if he was found guilty...

"No!"

I wasn't even sure I'd cried out loud, but the squeal of my chair as I jumped up probably drowned out my voice anyway. "Excuse me," I mumbled, bowing my head. "I ... I need to leave. I don't feel well..."

I couldn't look at Lucius as I stumbled from his side. And I certainly didn't look at Claudiu or the other Elders, who would be all too aware of why the American girl raised by vegans was rushing out of the room, nearly tripping over her long formal dress.

"Excuse me." The Elders pulled in their chairs so I could pass behind them. "Sorry..."

I knew that I was—again—hurting Lucius's and my chance of winning a crucial vote of confidence later that year, when the most influential Vladescu and Dragomir clan members would convene at a big summer congress of vampires. A vote that could elevate Lucius and me to king and queen. Yet I couldn't stay there, even if leaving doomed us to failure.

I practically ran past the prisoner, not looking at him, either. But as I hurried toward the door, I did catch the eye of one vampire I hadn't noticed before, even though I should have expected her to attend the trial of her father's killer. My cousin Ylenia Dragomir, eighteen, like me, small and wearing black, sat alone in a corner, blending into the shadows as if she didn't want anyone to see her face while she heard the story of her dad's murder recounted in detail.

I wasn't sure what the verdict on the prisoner would be, but I had never felt so guilty as when I left that room, letting down not just my husband, but the first friend I'd made in Romania.


 Chapter 2

Antanasia



"DON'T BE SO hard on yourself, Antanasia," my uncle Dorin urged. He hovered near my desk, twisting his hands nervously, sympathy in his eyes. "I ... I didn't make a very strong effort to attend the trial, either. Sitting in judgment—it's not for everyone, you know?"

"Claudiu seemed okay with it," I noted miserably. "And Lucius was fine!"

At least, he'd acted fine, which was what really counted.

"Yes, well, Vladescus are legendary for their sang-froid," Dorin reminded me. "They all have ice in their veins. And a few, like Claudiu, salivate to mete out some punishment. We Dragomirs, on the other hand, tend to be a little..." He couldn't find the right word, but I could finish the sentence easily enough.

Soft. Meek. Cowardly?

But was it so bad to want to avoid ending lives?


 I pushed myself upright in my huge office chair, which had once belonged to my birth mom. The silk nightgown I'd changed into—in a desperate attempt to make everyone believe I really was ill—kept making my butt slip off the leather seat, and when I shoved back, my feet dangled, so I felt even more like a kid playing at being a princess. A shamed kid.

At least one Dragomir—Mihaela—never shied away from a trial.

Have I gone too far, with the pajamas?

"I guess there's nothing I can do now except try to redeem myself at tomorrow's meeting with the Elders," I said, looking glumly at a huge ledger that was open on my desk. "I can at least try to make a few intelligent points when we discuss this budget."

Yet I didn't have much hope for that, either, as I scanned columns of numbers that supposedly represented how much Lucius and I intended to spend to govern a shifting, borderless, crazy kingdom of vampires I hadn't even known existed until recently.

I slumped in my seat, thinking, Sure, I'm a mathlete, but I'm also a teenager who just last year worked for three-dollar tips, not millions of euros in taxes!

And who even knew vampires collected taxes?

"Dorin?" I closed the ledger with a thud, because my worried, distracted mind kept skipping ahead to an even bigger meeting that would take place later that year, making it impossible to focus on numbers. "What is the vampire congress really like, anyhow? I have trouble picturing this event where Lucius's and my fate will be decided."


 "Oh, goodness..." Dorin stepped back and wrung his hands again, but this time he seemed happy and nostalgic about a week that I dreaded. "The congress is quite an event! The most prominent Vladescus and Dragomirs gather from all over the world, and while business is conducted, of course, it's also a chance for us to socialize. Parties every evening for a full week, with the best food and music. In the past, the estates have been decorated beautifully enough to rival your wedding!"

His eyes practically glowed, and I wished that I could get excited about the prospect of hundreds of my relatives wandering around the castle. "So it's basically an oversized undead family reunion?"

"Yes." Dorin nodded. "It has been held each year since the pact that decreed your marriage was signed, uniting our clans. And this year will be extra special, as we celebrate the lasting peace achieved at your wedding." He smiled even more warmly. "Your mother hosted the very first congress, shortly before her destruction. She would be so proud to see you take over that role."

I slipped on the seat again and pushed myself back up.

How would I feed and entertain eight hundred vampires when I couldn't even order dinner from the kitchen for Lucius and me? I would mess up the whole event, and my relatives would all laugh as they cast their "no" ballots in the vote of confidence on the last day. I was doomed to bomb at my own party, and ruin Lucius's future, too.

"It's going to be a disaster," I admitted out loud, for the first time.


 "Antanasia!" I looked up to see Dorin pressing a finger to his lips, shushing me and nodding toward the door.

I knew immediately that I'd made yet another mistake. Emilian, the young guard who was always posted just outside the room whenever Lucius couldn't be with me, was never supposed to hear me complain or show weakness. Servants—even loyal ones—were notorious gossips, according to my husband, who'd dealt with "underlings" his whole life, while I'd been mucking out stalls on a no-kill farm.

If Emilian told anyone I was predicting disaster at the congress, word would spread like wildfire that I couldn't even handle planning a party.

Dorin and I looked at each other, both of us probably thinking the same thing. That the only thing I did royally was mess up.

How is Lucius doing at the trial without my support?

And is my cousin Ylenia, whom I also abandoned, crying behind her thick glasses?

"Let's get back to the budget," I sighed, opening the ledger again and speaking more quietly. "I think I'm translating the Romanian wrong, because it seems to me that Lucius wants to spend sixty-five thousand euros on rabbits next year."

"I do have a taste for hare—but I could never consume more than fifty thousand euros' worth in one twelve-month span."

I froze at the unexpected sound of a deep masculine voice and sensed my uncle seizing up, too, as we both swiveled to see Lucius leaning against the door frame, arms crossed.

And although he'd just made a joke, his face looked troubled, maybe because I'd admitted my ignorance too loudly after all, or maybe because of what he'd just done at the trial...

"Lucius?"


 Chapter 3

Antanasia



"I AM SURPRISED to see you here, Dorin," Lucius noted, then glanced over his shoulder to address Emilian. "Esti demis." My Romanian seemed to be getting worse, but even I knew that command. "You are dismissed." Not that I'd ever used it.

He pushed off from the door frame and entered the room, walking right up to my uncle without really greeting him—or me. "Your presence was needed at a trial, Dorin," he said, looming over the shorter vampire. "Did you forget the date?"

Lucius wasn't being rude—he was never rude, even with servants—but it was obvious that he was very displeased with my uncle, who licked his lips and stammered, "Yes, well ... I—I was running late, and then I heard that Antanasia wasn't well..."

Lucius didn't say anything as Dorin trailed off. He didn't have to. It was obvious that the next time a vampire was on trial, Dorin's butt had better be in his seat.

I shot my uncle an apologetic glance as he moved toward the door, bowing slightly and telling us both, "I'll be going now." He looked to Lucius for permission. "If that's all right."

 Lucius didn't try to stop him, and I wondered again, Why can't my two closest allies befriends? Why can't Lucius ever forgive Dorin for his weakness, which in Lucius's eyes is worse than insubordination? "Dangerous," he calls Dorin's instinct for self-preservation. "Dangerous for everyone, most of all Dorin!"

I wanted to understand that, but I didn't get it. Trying to survive seemed pretty reasonable to me. "I'll talk to you later," I told Dorin as he left us without even a good-bye.

Then, when the door closed behind my uncle and Lucius moved to me, still without a word, I braced myself for our confrontation. He had to know that I was faking.

But he didn't mention my pajamas, or the trial. He just took me in his arms and greeted me like he always did when we were alone: with a kiss.

Relieved yet somehow unnerved, I wrapped my arms around his neck, and the kiss became more intense.

I wanted to enjoy that rare private moment, but even as I felt the pressure of his fangs against my throat I found myself reaching for his hands, feeling for some small, sticky trace of the blood that I was afraid my husband, who was murmuring "I love you" against my ear again and again, had just shed, because I knew there was a chance that he hadn't been just jury and judge but executioner, too.


 Chapter 4

Antanasia



"LUCIUS, WHAT happened this morning?" I asked softly.

He didn't answer. He'd grown very quiet again since drinking from me, and toyed distractedly with my engagement ring, spinning it around my too-thin finger as he held me on the couch in my office.

"Lucius?" I lifted my head off his shoulder to see his face: his high cheekbones and straight, aristocratic nose and the strong jaw that made him look older than he was. Like most girls at Woodrow Wilson High School, including my best friend, Mindy Stankowicz, I'd been both drawn to and intimidated by his very mature good looks. And he seemed even more like a warrior prince since returning to Romania. "Lucius?"

"Yes?" He finally turned to look at me. "I am sorry ... I was lost in thought."

"What happened today?" I repeated—although I was pretty sure I knew right then, just from the look in his eyes. The unhappiness that he was finally fully revealing.

"The verdict was guilty," he said. "There was no question. No doubt in the Elders' minds."

My heart sank. "And you? Did you have any doubt?"

"I cannot afford doubt," he said. "If I'd had even a sliver, I couldn't have carried out the sentence. My hand might have hesitated, and I would have caused the prisoner more agony. I want to be just, never cruel." His frown deepened. "And if the Elders had sensed hesitation on my part, I would have hurt myself —us —as well, by appearing weak."

 "So you really did...?" I couldn't even say it.

But Lucius could. "Yes, Antanasia. I destroyed him. The law is clear. Destruction is punishable by destruction. And destruction of an Elder must be answered by none other than the highest-ranking clan member." His eyes hardened a little. "Besides, we both know that I am best suited to destroy with as little pain as possible. I have been trained since childhood to use a stake efficiently. Execution is not a chore to be passed off to a servant, like laundry."

"I'm so sorry..." For poor, murdered Constantin Dragomir, and my orphaned cousin Ylenia, and the prisoner, too. And for Lucius, whom I shouldn't have left...

"I am sorry, too, Jessica." His use of my old name told me that Lucius was also struggling inside. He had fought against using "Jessica" in Pennsylvania, insisting that I was "Antanasia." But lately he'd taken to calling me Jess in private. I thought he especially used the nickname when he missed just being an American teenager, like I did a lot of the time. Most days, I just wished we could go live in my adoptive parents' garage apartment, married but still sort of kids. But I couldn't even call Mom and Dad, who were on a research trip in a remote part of South America.

I knew they were traveling to avoid their new "empty nest," and I understood that, but I wished I could talk to them—even though I knew what my cultural anthropologist mother would say about the trial. "You have to learn to live by the harsh norms of your new culture. Lucius warned you..."

 I remembered something from my birth mother's journal, too: "As a princess you will be called upon to witness destruction. "

"I hate rule of law," I muttered.

For the first time that day, Lucius smiled. "Princess! We have agreed that rule of law is what is most needed in this kingdom, have we not?"

"Yes, but—"

"There are no buts!" He grew serious again. "Our clans have ignored our own laws for too long. Even in the last ten years, what you would call lynch mobs have been more common than trials, among vampires. And laws protect rulers, too." His smile returned. "See how much I learned in America, with its Constitution and orderly succession of leaders and endless licensing and regulation?"

"I know," I agreed. "Laws are good. But I just couldn't be there to enforce them today."

"Please, do not be so hard on yourself," he said. "You were raised among kittens by vegans." Then he made a rare admission: "It was difficult even for me, raised by killers on a diet of violence."

"But you did it."

"Yes, and I will do it again. And you will learn to stand at my side as you become accustomed to this culture, the way I became accustomed to yours."

My voice dropped to a whisper. "What if I can't?"

Lucius grinned. "I used to ask myself that same question when faced with your mother's lentil casseroles. 'What if I literally cannot lift the fork today?' And yet I did it, Jessica."

 My eyes widened. "You can't compare today's trial to lentil casserole. "

But Lucius arched an eyebrow and laughed. "Didn't you taste it?"

Then he rose and I saw him transform—like he often did—from spouse to ruler. Why couldn't I do that trick? "I am sorry, but I need to go now," he said, bending to give me a quick kiss. "I need to prepare for the meeting with the Elders tomorrow."

My heart sank again. "Where Claudiu will mention my freak-out..."

"Do not worry, Jessica," Lucius urged. "You are growing too thin, worrying so much. I promise you—I will handle Claudiu."

"Lucius..." I knew what the answer would be, but I couldn't help asking, for the hundredth time. "Are you sure we shouldn't postpone the vote of confidence? Maybe wait a year, so I have some time to impress the Elders?"

But he was already shaking his head. "The titles of king and queen are protective, like law," he reminded me. "They carry infinitely more force than prince and princess—and when you are as young as we are, trying to rule two nations of ruthless vampires, you need every advantage you can secure. The greater risk—to you, especially—would be to postpone the vote. I cannot leave you vulnerable when I know of a way to protect you."

I had to admit that I didn't want to be vulnerable. "Okay."


He kissed me again, then went to the door and, summoning Emilian back to his post, left me alone with a bunch of dusty Romanian books I couldn't read, papers I wasn't sure I should sign, and worries I didn't know how to handle. So I did the last thing I probably should have done, as a princess.

I grabbed my cell phone, went to hide in the closest bathroom, and dialed a familiar international number, desperate to hear an even more familiar voice.


 Chapter 5

Mindy



"SURE, EVERY WOMAN should be financially independent, but there's nothing wrong with loving a guy who has a few dollars in the bank—or a Mercedes in the garage, for that matter."

"Yeah, totally," I said, way too loud.

Kinda embarrassed, I slid way down in my seat and looked around to see if anybody in class heard me talking to myself about the very interesting Cosmo article "Rich Man, Poor Man—Why Not Love a Guy with Money?" But lucky for me, everybody was busy listening to Dr. Wayne Prentiss talking on and on about the boring Italian art slides he was clicking through while he wandered around the back of the dark room, like he did every week.

I slid even lower, so I was practically lying down on the floor. Stupid community college "core curriculum requirements." I'd figured Foundations of Renaissance Art would be the easiest "humanity," but I hated the class, which turned out to be all about ... Italy! And all the Italian paintings and naked marble guys made me think about ... Italians. And I did not want to think about Italians. Not even Italian shoes. I hardly even ate spaghetti anymore.

 I tried hard to shut out Dr. Prentiss's voice, but he kept blah-blah-blahing behind me, telling us all, "Contemporary artists still try—and inevitably fail—to imitate the way in which Michelangelo imbued in the male form a sense of grandeur."

There was a flash of light, and I looked up to see another slide of a naked Italian guy. A guy with a perfect body. I knew a body like that...

Stop remembering him!

I held the empty notebook I was using to hide my magazine up a little higher, to block out the screen, but when I turned the page to finish "Rich Man, Poor Man"—which I totally agreed with, after seeing my best friend get very happily married in a castle—I came face-to-face with an ad for Versace. And—big surprise!—another pretty-much-naked Italian guy.

They were, like, everywhere, with their rock-hard chests and their six-pack abs.

I didn't wanna do it, but I kept staring at that ad, and it was like I got hypnotized and fell back in time all the way to summer and Romania and that amazing wedding where Jess Packwood turned into Princess Antanasia Dragomir Vladescu—after turning into a vampire, of course. The wedding where I'd kinda changed, too, and not in a good way.

 I could still see how it all started way too clear in my brain. It figured that I couldn't remember anything I studied in books, so I was bombing all my classes at Lebanon Valley, but I couldn't forget a single word of that conversation, no matter how hard I tried.

"You would like to take a walk, Mindy Sue? See the moonlight with me, yes?"

I am, like, nodding and shaking my head at the same time, so my brain is sloshing around in circles, 'cause I do not understand Raniero Vladescu Lovatu's crazy way of asking questions and telling you what to do at the same time. Is the right answer yes? Or no? Do I even know how I wanna answer? Do I wanna "see the moonlight" with the bloodsucking, tattooed best man who is looking unbelievably hot in his tux, with his longish, wavy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail so you can actually see his very different, gray-green eyes?

Raniero doesn't wait for an answer anyhow. He smiles—he's, like, always smiling—and takes my hand, and his skin is really cool, like Jess's is now. But Raniero's skin is dark from spending so much time at the beach, which has also given him this amazing surfer's body.

We start walking, leaving the reception, and I look over my shoulder and see Jess dancing with Lukey in the big clearing that he has paid, like, a million dollars to decorate just to make her happy for one night, and I'm pretty sure I am making a BIG mistake, but I go with Raniero, 'cause there's just something about him, that night...


 My heart started racing right there in class, and I seriously wasn't sure if I was getting sick over that memory or excited, like I'd got that night, when I'd had my very first real kiss in the mountains Jess told me were Carpathi-something. A kiss that started pretty much the second me and Ronnie set foot on that dark, scary path through the woods and kept on going all the way back to the giant castle that was still lit up with a bazillion candles for the wedding. Everything had been, like, on fire that night. And Raniero had looked better than the Versace model in his tux—and out of his shirt.

Those muscles ... That big mistake ... That next morning ... That whole summer!

"Oh, gosh!"

I yelped out loud 'cause I could hardly stand those memories, but also 'cause my magazine was all of a sudden being ripped out of my fingers, and I jumped straight up in my chair just in time to hear Dr. Prentiss tell the whole class, "It appears that Melinda has discovered a male form that interests her even more than Michelangelo's David!"

Then my face got beet red when my professor held up my Cosmo and spun around real slow to make sure every single person could see the almost-nude model—and, of course, laugh like crazy at me. It was a wonder some of them didn't pee their pants, they laughed so hard.

And before I could tell everybody that I wasn't drooling over that guy—I really wasn't—Dr. Prentiss slapped the magazine down on my desk and said just to me, "See me after class, Melinda."


 "Yeah, I know the drill," I grumbled, sliding back down in my chair again.

All my professors at that stupid college were always asking to see me after class. And it was never to say, "Good job, Mindy!" They just didn't get that I'd never been so great at studying to begin with and now I couldn't seem to think at all.

I hung out as close to the floor as possible until my cheeks started cooling down; then I sat up again, crossed my arms on my desk, and buried my face, not caring that everybody would know I'd totally given up on even pretending to pay attention to Renaissance art and its "foundations."

STUPID ITALIANS!

And just when I thought I'd been humiliated as much as possible, my phone that I'd forgot to turn off started making noise, and by the time I got it to shut up—with the whole class laughing again at my Hello Kitty theme song ring tone and Dr. Prentiss sounding like it was the very last straw when he said, "Melinda, please!"—I saw I had two texts.

One from an Italian vampire who just would not give up, that said, "Buon grno, Mindy Sue!"

And one from a Romanian princess who musta been having a bad day, too, 'cause all it said was "[image: [Image]]."


 Chapter 6

Mindy



"SPEAK UP, JESS," I told her. "It sounds like you're in a cave or something!"

A million miles away in Romania, Jess kept whispering. "I'm not in a cave. I'm in a bathroom. And I can't talk louder."

I held my pink Motorola flip away from my ear and gave it a shake, 'cause there was no way I'd heard that right. "You're, like, on the toilet? Because that is just gross."

"I'm not on the toilet," Princess Jess said, a little louder. "I'm just in the bathroom so my bodyguard can't hear everything I say."

I plopped down onto a bench outside Dr. Prentiss's office, which was in an ugly building full of cheap furniture. "You're a princess in a freakin' castle," I reminded her. "If you want privacy, go to a ... tower or something. Don't hide on the toilet!"

There was a big, long silence, so I thought the connection got cut, like it did half the time I talked to Jess. That was the only problem with Jess's whole life. Her part of Romania was more stuck in the past than Amish country. They didn't even have malls where she lived. I shook my phone again. "Jess, are you there?"

"Yeah." She sounded super bummed. "I mean, yes."

"So what's wrong?" I asked. "What's with the frowny-face text?"

How come my very best—let's face it, my only—friend never seemed into being the only thing I'd ever wanted to be in my entire life, which was royalty?

 Well, that and a hairstylist to the stars.

"I'm just having a rough day," she said. "There was this trial, and Lucius came back acting weird—kissing me like crazy without even talking about how everything had gone wrong—and the whole thing is going to mess up our chance at being king and queen—"

I didn't mean to laugh at her, but seriously, that was a rough day? She was hiding from her servants so she could complain about how the incredibly hot, rich prince she was married to wanted to make out in their castle? And jeez, she might not get to be queen and just get stuck at princess for the rest of her life!

Yeah, I wanted to, like, cry.

For me!

I'd had a guy who coulda been practically a prince—and a really rich one, at that—but gave it all up to ... surf!

"Hey, Jess," I kinda cut her off. "This will make you feel better. I got a D on my Critical Thinking paper about recycling, 'cause my professor said I couldn't cite Elle as an academic source. Then my whole art class laughed at me, 'cause I got caught looking at a half-naked Italian guy, and now..."

I got this crazy feeling somebody was watching me, and I looked up and saw Dr. Prentiss standing in the door to his office. He had his arms crossed, and I couldn't tell if he was laughing at me or ready to kill me. Probably both. That seemed to be how everybody at community college looked at me.


 He uncrossed his arms and crooked his finger, and I said, "Hey, Jess, I'm sorry, but I gotta go."

She gave a big sigh I could hear even from Romania and said, "I guess I gotta go, too. My friend Ylenia's supposed to come by any minute now."

I stood up and started following Dr. Prentiss's hideous tweed blazer into his office. "Okay, we'll talk later."

"Min!" I heard Jess try to stop me from hanging up. "You wouldn't want to come over here for a while, would you? I'll pay for everything—"

I didn't get a chance to answer, 'cause I was already clicking the phone shut. It was just too late to stop my hand. And what could I have said, anyway? "Yeah, Jess, I'll ditch community college and just hang out in Romania"?

But a few minutes later, when Dr. Prentiss swung his computer screen around so I could see all my grades in all my classes—the biggest bunch of 60s and 65s probably in the history of community colleges—I started thinking Romania might not be such a bad idea.

"You have got to focus," he kept saying, over and over.

"Yeah," I kinda agreed, looking past him to a big framed poster of that David Michelangelo statue and thinking, Could I possibly get away from naked Italians in Romania?

'Cause I knew that one half-naked Italian, at least, hated that place.

And when my professor said, "You understand that you're failing, don't you, Melinda?" I just nodded, hardly listening, 'cause the next-to-last thing Jess had said finally sank into my brain, and I felt like an even lonelier loser.


I could handle Jess having a husband who took her away from me. He was a guy, and he'd never take my place.

But did she really have a new girlfriend?


 Chapter 7

Antanasia



I CLICKED SHUT my black luxury Vertu Signature cell phone—standard issue for Vladescu nobility—and sighed as I reached for the bathroom door.

I was pretty sure Mindy hadn't heard my desperate invitation before she hung up her own crystal-covered pink phone, which I could picture as clearly as my best friend's light brown eyes and wavy chestnut hair. Or maybe Min hadn't wanted to hear about spending winter break on a bleak mountaintop with vampires because she was caught up in the excitement of college, with new professors and "critical thinking" and... half-naked Italians? Seriously, though, who would choose to spend the holidays in a place that held executions?

Yanking too hard, I opened the door—and jumped to find myself face-to-face with a girl who had a head full of almost-black curls, a mouth that was a little too broad to be classically pretty, and dark eyes that were half hidden behind thick glasses.

A girl who looked—discounting the glasses—a lot like me.


 Chapter 8

Antanasia



"I BROUGHT YOU some soup," Ylenia Dragomir said, pulling a Thermos out of a huge tote that was slung over her shoulder. At least, the bag looked big on my cousin. In reality, it probably wasn't half the size of Mindy's favorite Louis Vuitton knockoff with the faux leopard trim. "I thought it might help you feel better."

"Thanks." I accepted the container, not sure if I should tell Ylenia that I wasn't really sick, because we were becoming friends. I knew what Lucius would advise: "Trust no one..."

"Have some," she suggested, before I could decide whether to admit the truth.

I twisted off the cap and sniffed, trying not to make a face at the strange odor. "This smells ... great," I fibbed some more. "Delicious!"

"It's ciorba de pui," Ylenia explained. "Sour chicken soup with lemon. It's very healthy!"

"Did you ... make this?" I asked, stalling, leading us to the part of my office that was like a living room.

Ylenia followed me and perched on the edge of a chair while I sat down on the couch again. "Yes!" She smiled and shrugged. "Those of us who are still Dragomirs, not Vladescus, don't have a bunch of servants to prepare food. We learn to cook!"

She was laughing, but I felt bad. Should I ask Lucius about spending some of the money in that budget to fix up and staff my family's old castle, which was pathetically supported by tourists who paid to gawk?

 Ylenia must've realized that her joke wasn't funny to me. "Hey, I was just kidding," she said. "I feel lucky to just have a place to live, now that my father is gone. I didn't have anywhere else to go, and it was nice of you and Dorin to give me a room."

Poor Ylenia. Her mother had abandoned the family when she was a little girl, and her father had shipped her off to boarding school for most of her childhood. Until he lost his meager fortune in a bad deal with Dumitru Vladescu, which had led to a fight to the death. She was not just parentless but poor and homeless, too, and I felt a twinge of guilt for thinking my existence was difficult. I had parents, and Lucius.

I set the Thermos and cap down on the mahogany coffee table. "So, do you want to talk about the trial? Although I understand if you don't."

"No, it's okay." My cousin leaned forward and poured a good dose of yellowish liquid into the cap, pushing it toward me. "The trial was difficult. Lucius dragged the whole story out of my father's killer, and it was hard to hear that. But now I feel like justice has been done."

I took a sip of the soup and forced myself not to make a face. "How did Lucius get him to talk?"

Ylenia smoothed an outdated long skirt over her knees. "He's Lucius. How could anyone not give up information under that stare? Your husband was intimidating as a child, and the older he gets, the more powerful he seems to become."

I took another drink, and suddenly the soup didn't seem as strange as most of what she'd just said.


 I'm an outsider in my own marriage. Ylenia had crossed paths with Lucius before I even knew he existed. They'd been attending those summer congresses back when I'd been raising calves for 4-H and swimming in Conewago Lake while Mindy sat on the shore, not wanting to touch dirty water.

"Ylenia?" I suddenly needed to know if I was the bigger wimp, too, of the two Dragomir cousins. "Did you stay for...?"

She clearly understood the question before I had to finish it, and she shook her head, so her curls, a frizzier version of mine, trembled. "No! I couldn't watch that, even to see my father's death avenged."

"I couldn't be there, either," I admitted then. "I just couldn't."

We sat quietly for about a full minute, me finishing the soup, because although I didn't love the taste, I actually felt hungry for what seemed like the first time in weeks, after having confessed that. I'd never had a close girlfriend, except for Mindy, and I needed one now that she was so far away. Dorin was great, but he was my uncle. And Lucius—while my eternal love—was also a guy. There were things he just couldn't understand or talk about like a girl could.

"I should get going now," Ylenia eventually said. "You look tired."

I was starting to get drowsy. We both stood up. "Yeah, I think I'm going to turn in."

"Sure." Ylenia screwed the cap back on the Thermos and handed it to me. "You can finish this later. Dorin says you hate trying to order food from the kitchen."


Lucius definitely would have frowned at that comment, but I didn't care right then. I have a friend here, who understands what I'm facing. "Thanks."

Then Ylenia led me to the door and used her fluent Romanian to direct Emilian to escort me to my room, because I was getting beyond tired. I was exhausted, and eager to get to the one place in that castle where I felt safest and most at home—at least, until later that night.


 Chapter 9

Lucius



To: nightsurfer3@freeweb.net

From: LVVladescu@euronet.com

Raniero—

Instantaneous greetings from the heart of Romania, where the arrival of "broadband" is rendering it so much easier to keep in contact—and thus in control—of all my far-flung kin and kingdom. (I refer specifically to you, "nightsurfer3," as one cannot get "flung" much farther from the cold, wild heart of the Carpathians than onto the "mellow," sunny sands of Southern California, can one?)

Assuming that you've not yet been swept away by the "tasty waves" of which you speak so reverently—you don't actually taste that water, do you, Raniero?—I write, first, to inquire as to how you've fared since we last met, at my wedding. (I will restate that it was an honor to have you stand at my side—and the fact that you deigned to wear pants, as opposed to "board shorts," was a source of great appreciation on my part. Appreciation—and no small measure of relief.)

 I will also admit: your failure to respond to my written invitation to serve as my best man did give me pause. Yet I did not ask anyone else to stand with me in the event that you should fail to show up. Not only could I think of no one whom I respect enough to fill that most meaningful role, but I trusted you, Raniero, to do the right thing, just as I trusted you to stay your hand in that pivotal moment when you could have ended our training—not to mention my existence—in a pool of blood in the Vladescu dungeons.

It is that unshakable faith I invest in you that also compels me to write today.

The next six months are crucial to my future as leader of the newly united clans. My goal is to press for a vote of confidence at the July convocation and coronation before the year is out.

You know me well enough to understand half of my motives. I have never been shy about seeking power, and I am confident that I have the vision and capacity to lead the clans out of the dark ages in which our families seem irrevocably trapped, socially, educationally, and technologically. (Honestly, Raniero, are we the only noble-born Vladescus who would know, for certain, that Bluetooth is not some dread, vampire-specific disorder involving lack of oxygen to the gums? I fear it is true.)

Beyond my personal ambitions, though, I wish to expedite this process for Antanasia's sake. She is striving, admirably, to transform from human teenager into vampire princess, yet the road is difficult for her. Even more difficult than I anticipated when I married her.

 I was selfish, Raniero, in my desire to make her mine. And now, to protect her, I must put more weight upon her shoulders, pressing for early coronation so that I, especially, may rise to kingship. For as our ruthless but undeniably shrewd uncle Vasile always noted, "'Prince' is to 'KING' as 'cub' is to 'LION.' And one may kick a cub—but NO ONE baits a lion!"

So what do you say, brother? Will you temporarily—or permanently!—hang up your surfboard, shelve your Buddhist texts, and become once again the "wise warrior" that your very name, "Raniero," destines you to be? Will you assume your place at my right hand? There would be no dire consequences, as you fear. The past is past. Do your "philosophies" not teach you that?

I will add that it would ease my mind to know that someone else in Romania who doesn't suffer the contagion of cowardice was looking out for Antanasia. She forges alliances with vampires who seem harmless but whose very weaknesses pose threats she cannot recognize. She instinctively seeks out the soft kittens of her upbringing—and ones that are declawed, at that. (Actually, to equate Dorin Dragomir to a newborn cat is to insult the mettle of kittens everywhere. And of course, you recall Ylenia Dragomir's disposition...)

I look forward to your response, not demanding your presence here, which would be within my rights, but asking as a friend.

Lucius

P.S. Did you know that tradition holds that the "best man" is not a second for the groom but rather guardian of the bride? Believe me, brother, I would not leave that responsibility—even symbolically—to a vampire whose self-control I did not trust. Indeed, if I believed you posed the slightest risk to Antanasia, I would destroy even you, my closest friend, without mercy, before 
I let you come within one hundred miles of our home. Can you not have faith in yourself ?

P.P.S. Bring Mindy if you like!



 Chapter 10

Mindy



I WAS LYING in bed reading Celebrity World magazine to forget about how I'd pretty much flunked out of community college, when my phone rang. I almost didn't answer it, 'cause honestly, if Jess was gonna tell me she was bummed 'cause Lucius was buying her, like, a solid gold tiara instead of the platinum one she wanted, I was gonna scream so loud she'd hear me in Romania, even if the connection got cut off.

But when I flipped open the phone, I didn't recognize the number, so I answered. "Yeah?"

"Buona sera, Mindy Sue." There was a lot of static on the line. Or maybe that was wind. Or waves in the background. "Ciao!"

I smacked Celebrity World against my head. "Oh, gosh, Raniero ... What are you calling about?" I pulled the phone away and checked the number again. "And whose phone is that?"

I could, like, hear Raniero Vladescu Lovatu smiling in his peaceful beatnik way. "I am standing with my feet in the warm sand, watching the most beautiful sunset, with many colors, and I think of you, because you are very beautiful and colorful, yes?"

 I totally ignored the compliment. And I tried, real hard, not to picture Raniero standing on the beach in his olive-drab surf trunks that kinda hung off his hips, maybe with some drops of water on his broad, muscular, tanned, naked chest. The arm that held the phone would be bent, so his bicep would be like a perfect, rock-hard ... rock, and his teeth would be so white...

No, Mindy! Focus on the shack in the background! The way those teeth change!

"Seriously, Ronnie, did you get a new phone?" I asked, 'cause it wasn't like him to get a new anything. "What's with the weird number?"

"I do not know whose phone this is," he said. "I am walking past a beach towel, I see a phone, I think of you, and I call."

I thought I heard him wrong—he was always messing up English, so past and present especially were just a big jumble—and I sat up in bed. "What? That's, like, stealing!"

"Not stealing," he said, like I was crazy. "I am borrowing. Just as I allow others to borrow from me. There is too much worry about who owns what in this world. But if it makes you feel better, I will leave the mango I have just purchased for dinner on the towel."

I flopped down again. Of course he wouldn't buy a new phone. It was a miracle he spent, like, forty-five cents on a mango, even though his family had a gazillion dollars.

"Honest, Raniero, I don't care if you give your fruit away. I am having a really bad day, so why don't you just tell me what you want?"

 "I want nothing." He burned up some stranger's minutes on more philosophy. I could picture him shrugging those broad, bare shoulders. "I just think of you, and call." I could also just see his gray-green eyes getting all sad when he gave me some pity. "I am sorry to hear that you are unhappy, though. There is something I can do to help, no?"

"No!" I sat up again and crossed my legs. "Not unless you can fix my brain before I flunk out of college in about two days."

He got real quiet. All I heard was that wind. Then he said, "I think your brain is perfetto, Mindy Sue. Just perfect. And I think you will be happy to leave college, because I do not believe it was ever your dream to attend."

"You don't know what my dreams are," I said, getting mad at him. Maybe my dream was to have a boyfriend who would at least get a job, if not use his trust fund. And one who would stand up for me when I needed it. And who would at least offer to bite me, even if I didn't want that, 'cause it meant commitment, to bloodsuckers. "You do not know my dreams at all!"

"Perhaps not." There was that shrug again. He was always shrugging those hot, buff shoulders. "But I think you wish to be a stylist of hair."

"Yeah, like, to the stars," I told him for the millionth time. "But that's a stupid fantasy that's not gonna happen. If I go to some lame beauty school here, I'll end up cutting hair at MasterCuts at the mall, working on screaming little kids, and I'll never even meet a decent guy with a future, like maybe I would've in college!"

 Oh, gosh. All of that came out wrong. I didn't mean to hurt him, 'cause in a lot of ways he was a decent guy. He was sweet. Too sweet...

But like usual, Ronnie didn't care at all if I put him down or talked about other guys. "Do you wish to come here?" I heard him smiling again. "There is sunshine, and always room for you—although perhaps not for all of your shoes! And I am sure you can find a place to study beauty here, very near the stars you wish to meet."

What could I say to that?

Of course I'd love to go to the world-famous Ashton Academy of Aesthetics in Hollywood, where pretty much every stylist ever featured in Celebrity Hairstyle had studied, but I didn't have money to get to California, let alone pay tuition if I got into the school. I wouldn't even be able to buy a mango for lunch. And the minute I got there, he'd probably go to Tahiti, like he was always talking about.

No, if I was gonna travel anywhere, it was to visit Jess, 'cause she, thanks to her rich husband, could pay.

"Melinda, are you there?" Ronnie asked. "You are considering my offer, yes?"

I didn't answer him, 'cause I was "considering," all of a sudden, Romania, where I knew Raniero wouldn't go, 'cause for some reason he didn't like that country at all. "It is too cold therefor me," he'd told me. "Much, much too icy and treacherous."

There was more to it than ice and snow and bad roads, though. I'd almost flunked high school English, too, and I didn't get metaphors and stuff like Jess and Lukey did, but I'd got just from the look on his face that Raniero was talking about way more than the weather when he said that place was "icy" to him.

 "Um, I'm actually thinking about going to visit Jess for a while," I finally said. "Winter break starts in a few days, and she offered to fly me there."

I heard wind and waves for about fifteen minutes—some poor sucker's minutes getting totally wasted—and then for the first time since I met Ronnie, he sounded super, super unhappy. "I wish that you would not."

"Well, I think I am." I pretty much made up my mind right then. I had to cut off this thing between us. This thing that kept me talking to and daydreaming about the world's most homeless, jobless, no-ambition, New Agey, long-haired undead guy. A bloodsucker whose very worst fault was the way he'd shrugged at me when I'd told him, "I really don't think this is working out, Ronnie."

I knew he didn't believe in fighting and had an arm full of peace tattoos to prove it. But couldn't he have at least fought for me? Offered to change, just a little?

"I gotta go," I told him.

The last thing I heard before I cut the connection was a vampire standing on a beach at sunset telling me, "I love you very much, Mindy Sue."

I jammed the phone under my pillow like I could snuff out those words, which didn't mean anything. Raniero loved everybody and everything. Even bugs, which he wouldn't kill if they crawled on you in that disgusting apartment in Lancaster where he'd crashed for a while.


If I'd really been special, he would've fought—and changed—for me.

STUPID, STUPID ITALIAN VAMPIRES!


 Chapter 11

Raniero

To: LVVladescu@euronet.com

From: nightsurfer3@freeweb.net

Lucius—

It is good to hear from you! But I think from your words that you secretly envy the cousin you are much too kind to call brother, who is just now waking up, at noon, thinking only of eating a fresh pineapple and not even needing to shower before going into the ocean for the day. A king-to-be has many burdens by comparison, yes?

I am sorry to hear of your worries. I beg of you—do not waste any of your regal energies fearing for Raniero, who does taste the waves of the Pacific, occasionalmente. What is a little water fouled by fishes to one who has dined on the dirt of the Vladescu dungeon floors, my poor, suffering head crushed to its present emptiness by the heel of your boot? (LOL!)

Like you, I joke—too much, I think, with a prince. You are kind to indulge my teasing and not remove what is left of my head for the sheer amusement of doing so. So I become serious now, yes?

Lucius ... I do not understand this "faith"you have in me. It is misguided, no?



 You sat at the table when the Elders decided my fortuna, my fate. You know what I am. What I have done. You see the look in my eyes when I kneel above you, stake in hand!

I wish to help you. I wish to repay what I owe you, and for you to become king, because while I do not share your desire for worldly power anymore, I believe that you do possess a very rare and unworldly power inside of your heart. Compassion. Yes? Something new for a vampire ruler, and very much needed!

It is unfortunate, though, that I am just learning to find such a quality within myself. I fear that the Raniero who was, just two years before, still exists inside of me—even peeks out at your wedding to catch a glimpse of his uncle Claudiu. Then, I am happy to say, I soothe him back to sleep by riding the steady waves, watching the restful sunset, and breathing deep, peaceful breaths.

Let us leave that unruly, angry vampiro undisturbed again, yes?

Certainly we should not allow him anywhere near to your wife! I see you look at Princess Antanasia when you speak your vows, and I do believe that you would destroy any who pose a threat to her. I prefer very much that this dead vampire not be me!

I am sorry, Lucius, that I cannot do more than stay far from Romania. If, though, you should ever wish to leave the pressure of your royal life behind, for even a few days, know that while my home is humble, the view is nice. And the door is never locked ... because there is no door, really. Just a shower curtain with fishes on it. Push aside and come in!

Pace, Lucius ... Peace!

Raniero

 


I forget something and so "P.S." to you, too. I am afraid that per una volta—for once—you are wrong, my future king. Mindy Sue is not with Raniero. (I think she is very surprised, when we return to America, to learn that I do not wear a tuxedo every day!) We are opposites who attract very much, though, and I wait patiently for her to realize that clothes are not so important. There is time, yes? Unless, of course, this very sweet girl comes to harm in your home, for I understand that she plans to travel there without myself.

Who, I wonder, needs protection more, Lucius? A vampire princess brave enough to enter your castle, eyes open, or an innocent young woman who is blind to evil and wishes only to make the world beautiful, one hair at a time? (This is the very thing that I love most about her. That, and her ossessione with shoes. How can this be, when I own but one pair? But it is true!) You spare my life twice, and I do not dare to ask you the favor of protecting one whom I very much love, but the question is something to meditate upon, no?
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