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      To my love Eli, for believing in me

      To Solomon and Samuel, my little ghouls, I will love you forever.
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      Dear Me,

      Ghoul School has a code. We live by the code. We have to because we are the undead, and we must follow the rules or we’ll be dead-dead if you know what I mean.

      My name is Vlad Vulconi, and if you say it with my vampirish accent, it sounds pretty cool. But this is my diary so it’s not like you can hear me say it.

      I dare you to try it out loud. Vlad Vulconi.

      See. I told you.

      I’m a vampire. Yes, we exist. It was hard for me to even believe it at first. You would think we’d come knowing we’re different than most people, but it doesn’t work that way.

      
        
        There is a secret to our survival.

      

      

      We play by the rules, and we don’t get caught. The smart ones, anyway. I like to think I’m smart. I made all A’s in 3rd grade.

      Mrs. Hairy wrote on my last grade report before the summer, “Vlad is a precocious young man with a knack for making friends.”

      I’m smart but I still had to go look up precocious. It’s worth checking into.

      
        
        Just in case you’re wondering.

        My self-portrait, age 11.
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      I like moonlit-soccer games. I play all spooky video games with the jump scares. Gym with Mr. Gary, our certified gargoyle in residence, is my favorite class of the day. I’m your typical boy. But not. I just have fangs and can fly if I choose to.

      And just like Mrs. Hairy said, it’s easy for me to make friends. I do nothing but smile. Don’t know what powers I have yet, but I’m sure they will appear one day. Dad assures me they will.

      Fangs might draw people in.

      It might be my charismatic nature. I had to look that word up too. My mom says vampires have ways of persuasion. Wonder if that could work on getting out of homework?

      My heart doesn’t beat, but if it did, I’m telling you who it would race for. Sara Howl. Maybe this year I can tell her how I feel.

      But that’s our secret. Dad was right. It’s good to have a place to write my thoughts where no one else will see, and if you found this diary, then that means I am dead-dead, and it won’t matter at that point anyway.

      You’ll think it’s a fake story. Keep believing that. I don’t mind. I understand.

      He said vampires can get sad being away from the day for their whole lives and writing can bring in a little sunlight, even in the darkest of times.

      It can also help me think. I’m thinking of all the ways I can tell Sara Howl I like her.

      Here’s the best line I’ve got –

      I don’t have my license yet, but you drive me wild.

      I think that might be the one I use tonight.

      It’s the first day back from summer vacation.

      I have to say goodbye to our night flights to Eldritch Park. It’s so cool to be there after hours. The whole amusement park is ours. Dad says it’s always better at night because we have no lines or have to hear the kids cry after their moms. He plays the Soul Man’s greatest hits on his playlist as we walk through the empty park to give us spooky chants that fill up all the spaces.

      We make the best of this life, but I know there’s still so much for me to figure out.

      Goodbye, summer.

      Hello, school.

      Helloooooooo, Sara Howl. I’m seeing you soon.

      Bye,

      Me
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            UNWELCOME TO GHOUL SCHOOL
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      Our opening assembly was led by the awful and infamous headmaster, Mr. Sinister Whip. He was once a vile executioner, the nastiest of the nastiest. Some things never change.

      He was punished by the Ghoul Council to work as our principal for eternity. We don’t know if he was the one meant to be punished or the students left in his charge. Mr. Whip was the only reason I didn’t want to come back to school. Everyone else was cool.

      Conjuring, Curses & Cookery class would be a piece of bloody cake. I’d been practicing spell casting since I was old enough to memorize a rhyme. Miss Mary Mack did not differ from a witch’s hack. You just had to know the proper words. Thank goodness my best friend was a witch.

      Well, a wizard. His name is Jack Greenwand, or Greenie. He’s a green wizard, the kind that can make things grow.

      Our voices rose in unison around the cavernous auditorium. We were one eerie bunch at the midnight hour.

      
        
        “We always give a helping hand.

        We help our fellow ghoul and man.

        We live to tell the stories of old but never break the elder code.

        We hide in shadows and never fright.

        We keep our wits and stay out of sight.

        One for all and all worth fighting for.

        A ghoul of legend and of lore.

        We will in life or death be forevermore a ghoul.”

      

      

      “Unwelcome to Ghoul School.” Mr. Whip’s raspy voice sent chills down my spine. “It’s so not nice to see you sniffling, slobbering haints. This year will be even more treacherous than last. I hope you don’t survive. Get to class. Don’t be late or face the spikes. Wait! Be late! Let my pets catch you in their webs!”

      He held up the detonator and let the first bell of the year explode, shaking the scaffolds holding up the crumbling ceiling. We had one minute to get to class. The abandoned mine was difficult to maneuver even for a precocious student like me. Sometimes the rocks would cave, forcing us to learn new routes to class.

      First day threats were common.

      Mrs. Anagen Hairy waved her long black hair frantically at them to make it inside the safety of the classroom in time. They all had three seconds before the time bomb alerted the hallway monitor spiders, who were sent out to collect them.

      Last year, I couldn’t count the time Greenie had to go to the web remover contraption room. Each time he came out greener and queasier than when he walked into the chamber. No one wanted to get caught by the strong web wraps of the monitor spiders. Their sticky silk threads were almost impossible to remove.

      We all found our crude wooden desks, and I couldn’t help but smile at my teacher. She tried her best to take our darkened cave and make it cool. I prefer the dark but we had Sara and Zoe who always wanted to decorate the classroom. Little twinkle lights the humans used to decorate trees looped around Mrs. Hairy’s board.

      She had pictures of famous ghouls over the centuries nailed into the rock walls. Professor Ulysses P. Apparitionis was my favorite to study. His contributions to the ghostly community with fades, dreamwalking, and haunts led many ghosts to a more active and fulfilling afterlife, where they could mingle with the living without detection.

      The torches let off a soft glow against the walls, and I found myself mesmerized by the patterned shapes I could discover there. I always imagined a face of a warlock or a vampire bat. It was so easy to get lost in the…

      “My lovely little darlings.”

      Mrs. Hairy caught my attention. Her hair was all she had to wave and it continued to sway as she made her way to the podium. Mrs. Hairy was only hair. Nothing but hair. From top to bottom. One long purple streak set her apart from Mr. Hairy, the school janitor. He was the mop. The easiest job interview he ever had.

      She warned, concerned etched in her kind voice, “Ghoulish fiends, settle down. Please learn the new route. We can’t have you on the torture spikes on the second.”

      “Save it for never,” howled Sara. “I still have the marks on my back to prove being late to class never pays.”

      Mrs. Hairy shook her mane. “Even though
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