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Growing Up Dead

Dedication

––––––––

To all my p-s-or-fs.

Growing Up Dead

Chapter One

––––––––

YOU ASK ME WHAT my biggest wish right now is, and I'd say it's a toss up between three things. One, get my mother off my back. She thinks I'm a picky eater. I tell her I'm just conscientious. She's looking at me right now, across the dinner table, with her lips pursed and her teeth clenched. It doesn't take a telepath to know what she's thinking. She's thinking we come from a long line of "proper" vampires, that she won't stand for this, and if I roll my eyes at her one more time, she's going to send me to my room, and won't I regret it when I get hungry later.

There are four glasses of different kinds of blood on the table in front of me. If someone walked in, they'd think I was doing one of those taste tests. I'd put on a blindfold and take a drink, then say, "I can't believe it's not pig's blood!"

I refuse to try any of them. We've been sitting here for over an hour. You'd think she'd give in. But you didn't see the look on her face when I told her I was a vegetarian. You didn't see how her nostrils twitched when she watched me eat a tomato.

It was horrible, the worst thing I've ever tasted. Maybe I should go into acting, though, because she bought it. And it was worth it. Every nasty bite.

You see, I'm not really a vegetarian. I just told her that after she said I couldn't play my guitar in the house anymore. How are we supposed to win the junior high Battle of the Bands this Friday if I can't practice?

And that brings us to number two on my wish list. My band makes it big, our name in lights. Nox and the Daybreakers. I can picture it. People lining up around the building, screaming to get in. Some of them have had their tickets for months. Some of them don't have any because they're just teenagers, like me, and they're eternally broke. They're trying to sneak in. They're hoping they can buy tickets cheap off a scalper. And then there are the other kids—even more like me—who couldn't go even if they had the money, because their parents would never let them out of the suburbs alone and on a school night. That and because their parents, like mine, think all music written after the 1500s is loud and obnoxious.

It'll happen. Even if my mom has put a serious dent in my practicing time. And when it does, I'll finally have the guts to ask Lila out. And if she says no, I'll just shrug and turn to one of the hundreds of other girls who will no doubt be part of my entourage. Even though I'll be hurting on the inside.

My wish list doesn't go in any particular order, but you can probably guess that Lila's number three. She's a werewolf and she wears these over-sized pink movie-star glasses covered in silver sparkles with green feathers sticking off the end. She's not afraid to have people stare at her. She can wear what she wants, while I'm too chicken and will have to wait until I'm a rock star to become, as my father would put it, eccentric.

My mother is still staring at me from across the table. "Nox," she says, "you know I'm not leaving here until you at least take a sip. You know I work hard for you. You know this meal didn't just magic itself onto the table."

Like she didn't just buy it at the store and open the package. I'd call her on it, but then she'd say I have an attitude, and even worse than that, she'd go into a big spiel about how in the old days you had to hunt your own food. And about how much fresher it was back then. Before they started processing it and filling it with preservatives. Like Mom is above getting the low-fat kind with extra vitamins packed in. The kind that leaves much to be desired in the taste department.

She glances over her shoulder, into the living room. We can hear the sounds of the TV and Dad laughing at his sitcoms. He laughs like one of those vampires in the movies. Like The Count on Sesame Street. Mom frowns, her hands clasped together in front of her. She'd like to be there and not here, relaxing on the couch with him, curled up with one of her fantasy novels. She likes anything where the girl ends up with the hot vampire. I'm going to have to try and find one where the vampire has a band. Then maybe she'll change her mind about music.

Finally, Mom sighs. I can recognize the signs that mean I'm winning. "It's not right," she says. "It's unhealthy. You'll get sick."

If she cared about my health, she wouldn't try to stop me from playing. She'd know it's in my blood, that I'd go insane without it.

She gets up, frowning at the untouched glasses on the table. "This is a phase."

My mom likes to think saying something out loud like that will make it true. It doesn't.

"A phase. It's perfectly normal."

I'm going to write a song called "Perfectly Normal," and it's going to be bittersweet and tragic, about a girl named Perfect and a boy named Normal who realize they can never be together.

I ask Mom if she can spare two dollars so I can go to the store and buy a head of lettuce. I don't even have time to politely remind her, like she always does me, that you shouldn't roll your eyes because they might get stuck that way. That's how quickly she sends me to my room.

***

It’s the next morning, and Chug the Thug is lumbering down the street. Collision is imminent.

I'm not even halfway to school. I'm late, and even if I cared about getting there on time—which I don't—there's nowhere to hide.

Vampires used to not be able to go out during the day. My parents don't talk about that. Just like they don't talk about how vampire children used to not have to go to school. They got to stay inside their coffins and sleep in and play video games, or whatever they had back then to keep them from gouging their eyes out in severe boredom.

My mother always gets this look when I talk about how lucky they were in the old days. She tilts her head, with her lips pursed and her eyes all disappointed, like this whole mothering thing has been a complete failure. My father says I'm the lucky one and that I'd better not forget the conveniences modern medicine and technology have given us. I say big deal, and my mother says imagine if I actually had to make my curfew on time, and then I think I can see what she's getting at. Bursting into flames every time the sun hit me might make my life's suck-o-meter jump up another notch.

But still. Nobody asked me if I wanted to take advantage of the modern conveniences open to vampires these days—they didn’t even give me a chance to say no; they didn’t think that, instead of going to school, maybe I’d rather spend my time at home in the dark, avoiding the outside world like the plague that it is. Nowadays, there's a shot for sunlight immunization, doled out at birth. No bursting into flames, but my eyes are still a little sensitive. I'm supposed to wear sunglasses whenever I’m outside if I don't want to become “blind as a bat,” as my mom puts it. She thinks she's so funny. But having to wear sunglasses is one of the few side effects in my life that actually makes me look cooler. Not like the other side effect, which is that, in return for going outside during the day, vampires no longer have super strength.

Trolls didn’t used to be able to go out in the daylight, either. They used to turn to stone. Unfortunately, trolls and vampires have different inner workings. Meaning Chug the Thug gets to go outside and keep his super strength. Lucky him.

You’re thinking I’m a vampire, right? You’re thinking I could just bite him? Wrong. If you’d ever seen troll skin, you’d know what I mean, and you wouldn’t want to bite him either. Never mind how greasy and unappetizing he looks. Trolls have thick skin. My fangs would break on contact, I kid you not. That and he’d punch me with fists the size of my head before I got close enough.

My eyes might be sensitive to sunlight, but Chug doesn’t have that problem. His eyes are beady, and he probably doesn’t even need to use them because he can smell fear and lunch money from three miles away.

I’m thinking he didn’t see me. I’m thinking I might make it, and my heart is slowing down to a normal rate. I can feel the vibrations in the sidewalk each time Chug’s feet hit. Then they stop. I can’t help it—I look over.

He’s sniffing the air. His nostrils twitch. I will my heart to stay steady. I’m broke today, and that only leaves fear. If I can suppress it, I’ll be okay.

I keep walking. Nothing to smell here, just a regular vampire trying to make it to school on time. Is that Chug the Thug over there? Why, I didn’t notice. Maybe I’d stop and say hi if I wasn’t in such a hurry. Because, you know, I’m not afraid of him.

It’s not working. I’m terrified. I’m about to lose it and start running when I hear his footsteps smash against the ground. Coming toward me.

My father knows how to turn into a bat, but he won’t teach me. Not until I’m older, he says. Not until I’ve proven my responsibility and learned a few things. I’ve learned plenty, I can tell you that. Like how to smile at people I hate and hope they won’t kill me.

Chug doesn’t bother with greetings. He grunts and grabs me by the front of my shirt. He sniffs me again, and I can see inside his nose. I’ll spare you the description. Let’s just say it’s not pretty, and the half a radish I forced myself to eat while Mom was watching at breakfast is about to come up. Which is all I need, to throw up right in Chug the Thug’s face.

“You know the drill,” he says. He sounds bored. His life of petty crime must be in a rut. How sad. “Cough it up.”

“I don’t have any money.”

He squints at me, and his eyes almost disappear completely. He sniffs again. “I’m never wrong.”

Not good. Usually by this time, I’ve given him what he wants, he’s dropped me to the ground, and we’ve gone our separate ways. This is all Mom’s fault. She can’t just accept my decisions. She has to do crazy things in retaliation, like refuse to give me lunch money. She says if I’m not going to spend it on anything healthy, then there’s no point in giving it to me, because I’ll just waste it.

Waste it. Like my life isn’t worth two fifty a day. I’d say it’s a bargain, except that most people don’t have to pay a fee to stay alive. They just get to for free.

“My mom forgot to give me money today.” I say it as bitterly as I can. Maybe I’ll touch a nerve, something even Chug can relate to. He’s got a mother, after all. ‘Course, she probably doesn’t have to give him lunch money, since he can get plenty on his own.

Great. Even Chug the Thug is more successful and self-sufficient than me.

Chug lifts me up higher. I think he’s contemplating turning me upside down and shaking me. He doesn’t, though. Instead he jabs one greasy finger into my chest. I’m glad everyone else I know aspires to get to school on time, so they’re not around to see what a wuss I am for flinching.

“No money,” he grunts, and I can tell by the pained look on his face that he’s thinking over exactly what that statement means. Then he glares at me, like he’s accusing me of something. “Give it to me.”

“Give you what? I told you, I—”

“You’ve got something valuable. Something precious.”

He’s good.

“You know what the penalty is for not paying.”

No, I don’t, because I’m the only sucker at school who’s always given him what he wanted. I’m the only one whose mom never forgot to give them lunch money. “I’m afraid I don’t.” I’d argue that I’ve got a good track record, I’ve been a good client up till this point, but that would just be beyond sad. Right about now, bursting into flames sounds pretty darn good.

“You don’t pay, I keep something important. You want it back, you give me the money.”

Simple enough. Chug is one shrewd businessman. He’ll go far in the world, I tell you. He’s on the straight track to fame and fortune. “And if I don’t have anything valuable?” I don’t. I mean, nothing that would be valuable to him. Nothing worth anything to anybody but me.

Chug grins, and it’s worse than looking up his nose. He’s missing some teeth, and the ones that are still there are beyond yellow, and they’ve got cracks running down them. His tongue looks like it has warts on it. Festering warts. And as for his breath, I think I can guess what he had for breakfast. Month-old fish stuffed with garlic.

I have to find a more stable food. My half a radish does not want to stay put.

“You hold out on me, and I might get clumsy. I might break something.” He looks me over as he says it. Like he’s considering whether he should break my knees, or just my face. “Wouldn’t want those pretty fangs to fall out, would you?”

I shut my eyes. I will myself to turn into a bat. I think bat things. I think about eating bugs and fruit and living in a cave. I open my eyes, but nothing's changed.

Chug grabs my backpack and lets go of me. I slip out of the straps and land hard on the cement. My palms are all scraped up with bits of gravel in them and my knees hurt. Nothing I won’t get over. In therapy, ten years from now.

My therapist will suggest I get it all out by finally writing my memoirs that my fans have been begging for for years, and I’ll think it’s not such a bad idea. Doctor’s orders, right?

Chug rips open one of the side pockets of my bag. And by rip, I don’t mean he unzips it. I mean he rips the material right off. He pulls out one of those key chains, the kind you can put your own picture in, only this one doesn’t have any keys attached. My heart stops. I wonder if I’ll be able to whisper my killer’s name when the paramedics arrive, just before I die.

Chug smiles. “Very valuable,” he mutters. He’s an idiot, but he knows when he’s got something. “Wouldn’t want anyone to get their hands on it, would you?”

And I know when I’m defeated. “No.” The universe has it in for me today. My shoulders slump, and I don’t even bother to get the gravel out of my palms, even though it stings. He’s waiting for me to play along. My death isn’t good enough for him—he wants blood, too. And I’m supposed to be the vampire. “I’ll have the money tomorrow.” I’ll have to give up my vegetarianism for a day, tell Mom I’m back on the wagon. If I can trick her and Dad into both giving me lunch money, me and Chug should be all squared up. “My mom won’t forget twice in a row.”

Chug looks at me like I’m crazy. He dangles the key chain in front of me. It’s got pictures of Lila from last year’s yearbook. One side has Lila in wolf form, carefully cut out of the werewolf club's group photo. The other is her school picture, where she’s only half smiling and one of her eyes is more closed than the other. Her mom made her curl her hair and wear a yellow dress with puffy sleeves for picture day, and it was before she got her braces off. Someone has drawn hearts around the edge of the picture.

I bet it would be extremely embarrassing for that someone if a really cool girl who didn’t even know he existed discovered he’d cut out her dorky yearbook picture and drawn hearts around it. And written “Nox and Lila forever” on the back. I can just imagine how mortifying that would be. You know, for that person. Whoever he is.

Chug stuffs the key chain in his grimy pocket. “Fifty bucks.”

I mouth the word. Fifty. I’ve never seen fifty bucks in my life. Not all at once. And technically not mine, either. I’ve only seen it in lunch money, and that’s a transaction between my parents and Chug. I’m just the delivery guy.

My mouth is twitching as I try and come up with something to say. I hold my hands out instead. Here’s me, on my knees on the sidewalk, speechless and holding out my hands to Chug the Thug. Who didn’t get a name like Chug the Thug because of his mercy.

He licks his lips. “Fifty, by Friday, or I go public.” He turns to leave, not even in the direction of the school. His heavy footsteps kick up a cloud of dust in my face as he goes.

I start coughing just as I hear the school bell go off in the distance. It’s eight o’clock, and I’m late, broke, and starving. And to top it all off, my life is over.

Chapter Two

––––––––

VEGETARIANISM DOESN'T SUIT ME. Neither does starving to death, which is what's happening now. I can feel my body wasting away a little more with each stomach growl. It’s lunchtime—or just “time,” since I don’t have a lunch—and I’m sitting at our usual table. I'm outside, so I’m wearing my sunglasses. Except it’s hard to look cool when your stomach is gurgling at five times the accepted noise level.

Jordan elbows me in the ribs. He’s a werewolf—like Lila—and my best friend. He’s also our bass player. I know from experience that he looks cooler in my sunglasses than me. He smiles a lot, and he never has to worry about how he’s going to spend Friday night.

“You were late this morning.”

“I got Chugged. Big time.” I slump forward and stare at the plastic table. I think about Lila’s picture in Chug’s grimy hands. Maybe she won’t believe it was me who drew those hearts all over.

Jordan exchanges a glance across the table with K.X. She’s a pixie. She only comes up to my shoulder and has light-green skin and long, glimmering wings. She plays keyboards, but her wings are her real instrument.

K.X. has a lot of practice controlling her wing vibrations. She’s been working on just the right notes to annoy her parents ever since she was six.

She gets this serious look on her face and peers down her glasses at Jordan. She wears the square kind with big black rims. “Tell him, Jordan. Nox deserves to know.”

My stomach lets out another raging growl. I’d bite my own neck if I could reach it. I’m thinking maybe my wrist will do when Jordan takes a deep breath. His nostrils flare, and his ears go red, like they always do when he has to tell me something I don’t want to hear.

My first thought is that we lost already, our band totally bombed our audition, and we're not going to play in the Battle of the Bands. It wasn’t a big deal, just our big break, that’s all. I tell myself it doesn’t matter, things can’t get any worse after this morning. After all, my future stardom potential is looking pretty grim—hard to be a rock star if I’m not going to live past Friday. Death by embarrassment. Not a pretty obituary.

“Just tell me.” I don’t know if I should bother bracing myself. Nothing can get any worse.

Heath comes up to the table, trying to balance his heaping lunch tray. Heath is our drummer. Three-fourths minotaur, one-fourth dragon, with an awesome set of wings, but all they’re good for is knocking things over—especially expensive breakables. His horns have only half grown in, and he's a little on the scrawny side. He might have the potential to look really cool when he grows up, but for now he’s going through what the school councilor likes to call “an awkward stage.” Needless to say, Heath gets his teenage angst out through his drumming.

Heath gives us all the once over as he sits down. He looks worried. He raises his eyebrows at Jordan, who shakes his head.

K.X. folds her arms. “He hasn’t told him.”

Jordan scowls at her. “I’m getting to it.”

“We lost.” I try to shrug it off, but my stomach twists up in knots and there’s a moment where I’m ready to give anything for that not to be it. Playing the hottest club around would have been beyond cool, especially for our first gig.

Jordan thumps a hand on my shoulder. “Nox, buddy, listen. He got to her.”

I blink at him. The bloody smell from Heath's lunch—raw steak and hamburger "salad"—wafts across the table in the breeze. I stop myself from drooling. “Who?”

“Razor. He got to Lila.”

Razor, also known as “the enemy.” A werewolf with a voice and a leather jacket. His band has played a couple of local places and some parties. Funny coincidence that Razor and rival both start with R and have five letters.

I think my mouth is hanging open, but I can’t tell. All I know is that my tongue is going dry.

“He asked her to the Spring Fling.”

The Spring Fling. I knew it was coming up, but I tried to block it from my mind. I assumed she was already going with someone. Guess I was right. I look around the lunch area until I spot Lila. She’s sitting where she always sits, wearing her sparkly movie-star glasses and laughing with her group of friends. I don’t see Razor anywhere.

“She hasn’t answered him yet,” Jordan says.

“She’ll say yes.” I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life. As sure as Chug is going to destroy me on Friday, as sure as my mom doesn’t believe in vegetables, Lila will say yes to Razor. That’s just how my life works.

Jordan rolls his eyes at me. “You don’t know that.” Easy for him to say. All he has to do is snap his fingers and girls beg him to go out with them.

K.X. pulls a novel out of her backpack and starts reading, ignoring the rest of her lunch. I’d swipe her leftovers, but she’s a fellow vegetarian.

“Give me one good reason why she’d tell him no.” My life is so over, I don’t even feel the pain anymore—I’m just numb. Even my stomach has temporarily shut up.

“The thing is,” Jordan says, his teeth clenched, “he’s never shown any interest in her before.”

“So he finally realized how cool she is.” I sound like I’ve just gotten out of the hospital for having my enthusiasm removed.

Jordan slams his palm on the table and shakes his head. “Listen, man, she won that singing contest last week. That’s all he’s interested in.”

“She made it into the state finals for choir, and now he can’t wait to take her to the Spring Fling?”

“I think he wants her for the band. A female voice could give them an edge, you know? But he’s not going to just come out and ask her to join.”

Heath looks up from his food. “This is a band life and death situation. We’re already behind—Razor’s group has experience. Imagine if they get Lila, too.”

K.X. puts down her book. She doesn’t even keep her thumb in it to hold her place. “We all agree that we’ve got a serious mess on our hands.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says, looking at me, “and it’s your job to clean it up.”

My life’s suck-o-meter ratings are jumping off the charts. I glance across the lunch area just as the bell rings. I see Lila wave at someone. It’s Razor. He smiles at her, and he even waves back.

“There’s only one thing to do.” K.X. rubs her hands together, her wings vibrating with just the right tone to increase the drama. “Today, after school. Emergency Daybreakers meeting.”

***

This can’t be happening.

The four of us stand outside the most dreaded locale in town: Baby Bumpkin Burger. Not even Jordan's brave enough to go in, that’s how bad it is. Because I needed this day to get any worse. It’s not enough to find out you’ve only got four days to live, or that the greasiest guy on the planet asked Lila to the dance. No, that guy has to take up your spot at the nearby Tasty Treat, the burger and malt shop that’s been the location of Daybreakers meetings ever since time began, forcing you to go elsewhere.

Heath shivers and shakes his head. “This is a bad omen.”

K.X. scratches her chin. She turns her back to the restaurant. If you can call it that. “This is no good. You all know the rules. This place is crawling with the p-word.”

Baby Bumpkin Burger. The last resort for any teenager. Razor wouldn’t be caught dead in this place. Up until today, he wouldn’t have been caught at the Tasty Treat, either. His taste buds must have changed, like my parents are always telling me mine will someday. That’s why he left a couple of goons to “reserve” a spot by the tree—our tree, and the only spot still open—for him later. For him and “someone special,” was how his goons put it. Razor doesn’t hang out at places like Tasty Treat, but I know who does. Four letters, starts with L. I’ll give you three guesses.

“Come on, K.X. It’s just once.” Jordan's practically convulsing with disgust as he says it. None of us is convinced.

“You know the rules. Daybreakers meetings are never to be conducted around the p-word, the s-word, or the f-word.”

The f-word? I think my mouth is hanging open the farthest, because I’m the one she glares at most.

She counts them off on her fingers. “Parents, siblings, and families.”

Baby Bumpkin Burger has all three. I don’t see any of our own personal p-s-or-fs, but the attitude of this place is all wrong. It’s the kind of place worn-out parents take their screaming kids to go play on a gigantic plastic toy. I don’t think they have any non kids meals on the menu. They do have big glass windows, and the only empty seats in the place are pressed right up against them. If we go in, anyone who passes by is sure to see us. Sometimes I think it's too bad vampires can enter public places without getting invited in, because then I'd have an excuse to go home.

“So,” Jordan says, putting a hand on K.X.’s shoulder and steering her so she faces Baby Bumpkin Burger, “according to our rules, we can’t meet at one of our houses. This place has food. We’re going in.”

Food. My stomach rumbles. I think about going home and pretending to be a vegetarian—just until I can sneak into the kitchen when Mom’s not looking—and suddenly a room choked with screaming toddlers and angry parents has never looked so inviting.

***

We all crowd together in the one open table, which of course is by the window. Because what we really need right now is for everyone in town to see us. We can barely hear each other over the children screaming and their parents screaming back at them to shut up.

“We’ve got a plan,” Jordan shouts across the table at me.

“What?!” I shout back.

My food arrives, and a waitress tries to smile as she sets down the five glasses of warm blood I ordered. Maybe she doesn’t think I’m a pig. I could be buying for all of us. If I was buying at all and not borrowing from K.X., who already wrote out a repayment plan for me. But, I mean, just because I’m the only vampire at the table doesn’t have to mean I’m going to suck down all five servings by myself, right? Even if that’s what I fully intend to do.

Jordan cups his hands to his mouth like a megaphone. “I said we’ve got a plan!”

“I heard that part!” I wait for the waitress to leave, then gulp down the first glass. It’s not the healthy kind like Mom buys—it’s loaded with fat and no extra vitamins, and I’ve never tasted anything better in my life. “What’s the plan?”

Jordan, K.X., and Heath all exchange guilty looks.

“You—” Jordan begins, but K.X. cuts him off.

“You’ve got to do this,” she says, pushing her glasses up on her nose. “For the sake of the band. You want what’s best for the Daybreakers, don’t you?”

I have a bad feeling about whatever she’s getting at, but I can’t exactly argue. Without the band, how will I ever achieve rock stardom? I nod my head.

A smile slides across K.X.’s face. “Good,” she says. “I’m glad we all agree on that.”

K.X. can be really scary sometimes. I look to Jordan for help.

He shrugs. “There’s only one thing to do. You have to ask her out.”

I'm in the middle of my second glass when he says this. I choke so hard, some of the blood I'm drinking goes up my nose and dribbles out, so it probably looks like I have a nosebleed. “Ask out Lila? Are you insane!”

“Listen, Nox, it solves all your problems!”

A baby at the table behind ours starts wailing. I cringe. I glare at Jordan and scream to be heard over the baby. For a meeting that’s supposed to be helping the Daybreakers, this is awfully hard on my voice. “How’s that?”

Jordan sighs and grabs my arm. He drags me outside. The sudden silence and lack of screaming p-s-or-fs makes my ears ring.

“For one thing,” Jordan shouts, still used to being inside Baby Bumpkin Burger. He pauses and lowers his voice to a normal level. “For one thing, it’ll save you fifty bucks. If you and Lila are going out, then who cares if Chug shows anyone that picture?”

He’s got a point. “Assuming she said yes because she liked me, which is impossible and never going to happen.”

Jordan rolls his eyes. “Nox, why else would she say yes?”

“Pity? Or maybe as a joke? Don’t look at me like that—I’m just being realistic.” I can name ten things Razor has to offer a girl like Lila. I can’t even offer her one.

“She’ll say yes, if you ask her, and then you won’t have to worry about someone like Chug pushing you around. And it’ll help the band. You want to win, don’t you? Just think about it. The bright lights, the crowd! Us on stage at the hottest club around, soaking it all in.”

“Nox! Jordan!”

We look up to see Heath’s mom smiling at us. Heath’s twin younger siblings tug on either of her arms.

“Mooooommmmyyyy!” they wail, looking longingly at Baby Bumpkin Burger.

“Just a minute!” she snaps. She smiles at us. “How’s school?”

How’s school? School is great. It’s the not-school stuff that you have to worry about. Like Battle of the Bands, asking a girl out to the dance, and evading bullies three times your size who’ve somehow gotten the idea that you’re a vending machine for lunch money.

Jordan grins. “School’s great.”

Maybe for him. I’m just glad Heath’s mom caught us out here instead of inside. The last thing I need is for one of Mom’s friends to see me cheating on my vegetarianism.

The twins pull on her arms, trying to drag her inside. “Well,” she says, “I guess I should be going. Oh, and Nox, you’ve got a little something right here.” She drags her finger under her nose. “Given up on the vegetables, I see?”

“It’s just a nosebleed,” I tell her, thinking I forgot to wipe off the blood that dribbled out my nostrils.

She raises her eyebrows. “No, not that. I meant the blood mustache.”

I clamp my hand over my mouth. I can’t believe it—a blood mustache! Baby Bumpkin Burger must be rubbing off on me, because I haven’t had a blood mustache since I was, like, five. And here I’ve been standing outside, thinking I was perfectly safe, when the whole time I was broadcasting to the world that I’ve fallen off the wagon!

I shout the first excuse that comes into my head. “Pickled beets! That’s what it was—pickled beets.” I mimic shoving them into my mouth and making a mess. “I can see where you’d think it looked like a certain red liquid, but I can assure you, I don’t eat that stuff anymore. And even if I did, blood mustaches are for babies. I wouldn’t be caught dead with one.”

She blinks at me. She doesn’t buy it. Then she shakes her head, laughing to herself, and her screaming children drag her inside the fine establishment that is Baby Bumpkin Burger.

I let my head fall back and bang against the glass window. “She’s going to tell my mom. She’s going to tell my mom. She’s going to—”

“Nox!” Jordan grabs my shoulders and shakes me. “Get a hold of yourself! We’ve got bigger problems.”

“Right,” I say. “Huge problems. Because there is no way I’m ever asking Lila out.”

Chapter Three

––––––––

I KNOW FROM THE smug look Mom gives me when I get home that she knows. I can tell she and Heath’s mom have been in cahoots, and she knows I’m not really a vegetarian. Because a word from a parental type is worth more than the physical evidence of having watched me repeatedly choke down plant matter over the past couple days.

“How was school?” Mom says, grinning at me as she sets down three goblets on the table for dinner, one for each of us.

What is with parents and wanting to know how school was? I don't know how many hundreds of years it's been since Mom was in junior high, but I'm guessing she never got picked on or had her arch nemesis steal her potential dance partner away from her. Otherwise she wouldn't sound so cheery when she asked that.

Mom makes a big point of filling my glass to the very top. Plenty of vitamins for me tonight. I wonder if I should tell her it’s a waste of good nutrition, since I’m going to be dead in a couple days anyway.

“School was great, Mom. I’m learning so much.”

She finishes pouring our dinner and reaches for her purse. “Before I forget,” she says, rifling through it and pulling out a couple of one dollar bills. “This is for tomorrow. For your lunch. Which I trust won’t have any vegetables in it.” If she was gloating anymore than she already is, she’d probably explode.

“Mom,” I say, “there’s such a thing as a bad winner.” She’s probably going to burst into dance at any moment. Maybe if she gets really into it, I can play my guitar and she won’t try to stop me. She’ll be so happy to have something to dance to, she’ll give me permission to play any time I want. She might even apologize for making me turn vegetarian in the first place.

Probably not. But since she’s in such a good mood, what with enjoying gloating at her only son and all, now seems like the perfect opportunity to tell her that my big break might be coming up, and I might have to miss dinner Friday night because of it. That is, if I’m not dead, which I probably will be. Either way, it’s safe to say I’ll be missing out on the family dining experience.

“I’m not going to be here Friday night.”

“Tell Jordan’s mother I said hi.”

“I’m not going to Jordan’s.” I sit down at the table as my dad comes in from the living room.

“Back on the blood, I see,” he says, then chuckles to himself, as if I can’t hear him. I think my parents should get matching tattoos. The kind that go across the fingers of each hand, so people can read them when you make a fist. One hand should say very and the other should say smug.

“The Battle of the Bands contest is on Friday, and Nox and the Daybreakers might be performing.”

My mother makes a face. My father is too absorbed in his dinner to notice I mentioned my band. My parents don’t understand the whole “rock and roll” thing. They don’t get why four perfectly healthy thirteen-year-olds would want to play loud instruments together instead of doing their homework and becoming doctors or veterinarians or something.

Mom swirls the blood around in her glass before taking a sip and squints at me from across the table. “At the school?”

Now that I’m back on the wagon, I’m regretting my binge at Baby Bumpkin Burger. The glass of blood Mom poured for me is overly full, just like my stomach. “Not exactly.”

My father raises an eyebrow and peers down his nose at me. “Where, exactly?” He’s wearing a black and red cape like vampires always do in the movies. He pulls it over one arm out of habit, holding it close to him, as if he's about to throw down some flash powder, turn into a bat, and make a great getaway before the smoke clears. My parents are so dramatic.

Despite how full I am, I choose now to take a drink of my dinner. Having a glass pressed to my lips makes it easier to mumble when I tell them, “The Pink Stripe Graveyard.”

My mom’s mouth is pulled tight as she shakes her head. “You are not going there.”

She says it like that’s all there is to say. Like even though my band might be about to get our big break, even though this is the biggest event of my life, a single no from her means I’m going to just forget about it.

“It’s not a good place for kids,” my father says, as if that’ll be enough to make up for my broken dreams.

“They're having a special teen night, just for the Battle of the Bands. It'll be mostly kids from our school, plus we won’t actually be at the club, just on stage. It’s different.” They don’t understand. We’re serious musicians, and this is purely business. It’s essential for our future careers. As big time rock stars.

“No, you won’t.” My mom taps her nails against the table. “And that, my sanguinivorous son, is that.”

***

Jordan rolls his eyes at me. “Nox, come on, man. Just get it over with.”

It’s Tuesday morning, before school. Lila is standing across the hall from us at her locker, holding two brightly colored scarves and trying to decide between them. One has alternating blue and pink stripes, the other is one big rainbow, and both are really cool. She doesn’t have her movie-star glasses on today, which means if I go up to her, I’ll be able to see in her eyes that she doesn’t know who I am.

“She’s alone,” Jordan whispers. “You’ll never have a better opportunity.”

Sure I will. When I’m older and have had more time for my spine to grow in.

I try to look on the bright side. At least I didn’t run into Chug on my way here. At least it’s only Jordan watching me make a fool of myself and not the whole band.

I close my eyes and grit my teeth, working up the courage to walk across the hall. It can’t be that hard—lots of people do it every day. Ask someone out, I mean, not walk across the hall. Even I manage to walk across the hall on a daily basis with little to no trouble. Well, except for today.

“All right, I’m going to do it.”

Jordan claps me on the back. “That’s the spirit.”

“Even if she’s going to tell me no.” I open one eye and squint at him to see his reaction.

“Would you quit it with the negativity already? Just ask her. And hey, if it’s not enough for you that this is a band emergency—”

I hold up a hand to stop him. “You sound like K.X. And, anyway, you know I care about the band.” Even if everyone in the band is probably going to disown me when I fail to steal Lila away from the enemy.

Jordan gestures at Lila. “Think of it this way. If you ask her out now, she'll find out you like her. She might like you back, and then all your problems are solved.”

“Or she might say no and laugh every time she sees me for the rest of our lives.” Not that Lila is the type of person to laugh at another’s expense. But I’ll know she’ll be cringing on the inside.

Jordan shrugs. “But she’s going to find out anyway when Chug goes public with that picture on Friday. So either way, what have you got to lose?”

I hate how right he is all the time. I march across the hall before I can change my mind.

Lila notices me hovering by her locker. I wish I could actually hover, in the flying sense, like if maybe my dad had taught me that bat trick. Then my hovering would be cool instead of creepy. “I like the rainbow one.”

She blinks at me, then at the scarves in her hands. “Oh,” she says, and I can tell she’s trying not to sound weirded out, even though really she is. “Er, yeah... me too.”

I glance over my shoulder at Jordan. This isn’t going well. Just ask her, he said. It’s not so hard, he said. And when I look to him for help, he just smiles and gives me a thumbs up. Worse, light glints off his sharp front teeth when he smiles, like he’s in one of those commercials for tooth whitener, and a couple of girls are drawn in like moths. They crowd around him, completely blocking him from my view.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to live in a world where things were fair.

“I guess I’ll go with the rainbow,” Lila says, shutting her locker and trying not to be too freaked out by the crazy, scarf-loving vampire hovering-in-the-creepy-way next to her.

I stare at the rainbow scarf instead of at her, as if it can protect me from what I’m about to say. “I... I was wondering...”

Hi, I’m Nox, of Nox and the Daybreakers, an up-and-coming local band. Maybe you’ve heard of us? We might be getting our big break this weekend, and the only thing better than that would be having you by my side at the school dance, so what do you say, gorgeous?

That’s what I would say, if I was actually cool. I’d probably put my arm around her, too, only that might seem too sleazy. Kind of like how it seems now when Razor comes over and slides his arm over her shoulders. He pulls her close to him and runs a hand over his spiked up, greasy hair. “Hey, baby, no time to talk. I’ll call you tonight.” He makes a cool clicking sound with his tongue, tugs on the collar of his leather jacket, and then, just like that, he’s gone.

He didn’t even notice me. He has Lila’s phone number, he’s going to be calling her tonight, and I’m so little of a threat that he didn’t even think to say, “Hey, is this guy bothering you?” I guess I should feel lucky he didn’t want to bust up my fangs, but it’s bad enough that Lila doesn’t know who I am, and way worse that my arch nemesis doesn’t even realize we’re rivals.

Lila blinks at me, wrapping the rainbow scarf around her neck and shoulders. “Were you saying something? I kind of have to get going.”

I was going to ask would the lady like my heart roasted or grilled, and will she be having French fries or a salad with her meal this evening?

I could tell her no, I wasn’t going to ask anything, she must have been confused by all my hovering and mumbling, but then she might think I like her. And that I was, say, going to ask her to the dance, but lost my nerve when I saw that someone like Razor already had her in his clutches, and how could I possibly compete with him? You know, with my rival, whose band we’ll be up against this weekend if we make it into the finals.

“I was wondering if you...” I struggle to come up with something, anything, that won’t make me sound like an idiot. Maybe I can still win her over, if I say just the right thing. Maybe, just maybe, she’ll see that it’s me she should go to the dance with, not Razor, even if she’s obviously already told him yes. She’ll like what I have to say so much she’ll tell Razor when he calls tonight that she won’t be speaking to him ever again, now that all her social needs are going to be taken care of by a certain suave-tongued vampire.

“I was just wondering if you had fifty cents I could borrow.” And by cents, I mean dollars, to save her the embarrassment of finding out an idiotic creep like me drew hearts all over her yearbook picture and has been carrying it around with him. Yeah. Isn’t fifty bucks worth it to not be too creeped out to fall asleep at night?

“Sorry, I only have a quarter.” Lila fishes it out of her pocket and drops it in my hand. She shuts her locker and walks off, the end of her rainbow scarf trailing behind her.

I grip the quarter in my hand until it digs into my palm. Jordan slaps my shoulder. “How’d it go?” He has this huge grin on his face, as if he’s sure Lila walking away from me could in any way mean this went well. He forgot I’m not him.

I hold out the quarter. “She donated twenty-five cents to the ‘Don’t Let Nox Get Chugged’ fund.”

As if I’d ever let Chug or anyone else get their hands on it. I should write my will so they’ll know to bury me with it. Maybe my imminent death-by-embarrassment on Friday will inspire the Daybreakers to do an ode to me if they get into Battle of the Bands. Their lament over losing the best member of the band, a.k.a. me, will be enough to make up for the fact that not only will they be out a lead singer, but that Razor’s band will have Lila. It’ll look like the Daybreakers won’t stand a chance, but their deep feelings over my loss will urge them to play their rock-and-roll-loving hearts out. They’ll win the contest and spend their illustrious career dedicating every performance to me, and no matter how many people beg to join up, they’ll never replace me.

At least my death will be worth something.

***

K.X. sets her lunch tray on the table, grinning, even though she’s not the grinning type. Heath is trying not to laugh. Probably because when he laughs, he sounds like he’s mooing, and he's been known to accidentally breathe fire when he thinks something’s really hilarious. People have a tendency to stop and stare, and he can’t go to the movies to see a comedy anymore, since he got banned last summer. Normally I would sympathize, but today I know he’s laughing at me.

“Ha ha ha,” I say. “Nox is a great big loser—it’s all very funny.” I’d like to see them try. When have either of them even attempted to speak to someone of potential date material? Never, that’s when. I take a sip of my lunch. The school brand blood tastes almost as bad as the super healthy kind my mom buys, except without the healthy part.

“Nox.” K.X. rolls her eyes at me. Now I know why my mom says it’s very “unbecoming.” Especially when someone also sighs and looks down their pointy green nose at you. “Forget about how big a loser you are for one second and listen to me. The results are in. We made it.”

I’m so shocked, I spray my lunch all over the table, just like on TV when someone says something really outrageous. Except in my case it’s not a soft drink or milk or water or anything, it’s blood.

A nice shower of it covers K.X.’s vegetarian lunch, and a couple spatters land on her white shirt. “Nox!”

Heath can’t help it, he bursts into a fit of uncontrollable lowing. Me and K.X. both duck under the table, just in case he starts spitting flames.

K.X. glares at me, her wings vibrating in a low, angry buzz. “That was disgusting!”

“Just wipe it off.”

She looks down her nose and pushes her glasses up. She purses her lips and very deliberately shakes her head at me. She’d make a good angry librarian someday.

Forgive me if I don’t care that I've just spattered my nourishment all over K.X.’s nasty veggie lunch. I’m only thinking about one thing right now: our names in lights.

Heath is still moo-laughing above us, and I can hear him pounding his fist into the table, he thinks this is so funny. Then comes the unmistakable sound of crackling flames shooting out of his mouth and catching our lunches on fire.

“Whoa!” I hear Jordan’s voice. “Heath, buddy, lay off the hot peppers.”

That only gets Heath laughing even harder.

Jordan ducks down under the table. “What’s the party?”

K.X. pulls her hair out of her face and tries to wipe the blood off her shirt. She just smears it around, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She clears her throat. “The Daybreakers are in.”

Chapter Four

––––––––

MY PARENTS WOULD STAKE me if they knew where I was right now. But I couldn’t be the only member of the band who didn’t go to the Pink Stripe Graveyard after school to check out where we’ll be playing Friday night. And we will be playing, no matter what my parents say.

“This is it.” Jordan grins as we step through the doors. They’re gray and shaped like gravestones with pink streaks of lightning running down the centers. I certainly feel like I’ve been struck by lightning, that’s how cool this place is. Colored lights and disco balls flash on the ceiling. It’s still daytime, so there isn’t anything going on—no happening club stuff, whatever it is that goes on at clubs. I wouldn’t know, not being able to go out after dark. What kind of vampire parents do I have, I ask you? The kind who only let their vampire son go out during the day.

K.X. blinks and stares in wonder at the club, her mouth gaping open.

Heath sniffs the air. “Do you smell that, guys? That’s freedom.”

I take a big whiff. I don’t know if I smell freedom, exactly—more like sweat and French fries and stale cigarette smoke—but I think I know what he means. This is where it’s all going to take place. We’re actually going to play here, on that humongous stage with hot, bright lights streaming down on us, the disco balls flashing, and the crowd going wild. Razor might have had a couple gigs before, and his band might be more experienced than ours, but I bet people are going to cheer so much harder for us than for him.

He’ll probably start crying, and then Lila will have to console him. My success will drive the object of my unrequited affections and my rival closer together. I’ll be performing on stage, watching them in the audience, and no one will know the emotional struggle it is for me to go on wowing them by singing and playing my guitar.

“My friends,” Jordan says, sliding his arms over me and K.X.’s shoulders, “we have officially made it.”

I think Heath's going to start drooling. He reminds me of cartoons where someone's stuck on a desert island and everything around them starts looking like a steak or a chicken leg. That’s how Heath’s looking at the stage right now.

“Hey! What are you kids doing?!” A satyr with a clipboard spots us and rushes over, stomping his hooves.

Jordan shrugs. “Sorry, man, we just came to check it out.”

K.X. gives the satyr her librarian look, and he takes a step back. “We’re in the Battle of the Bands contest, the one going on this Friday.” She peers over the top of her glasses at him. “Maybe you’ve heard of it? We’re Nox and the Daybreakers.”

“Er... yes, ma’am.” He checks the clipboard like he’s looking up our band name, but I think he’s just afraid to face K.X. “All the same, you can’t be here. Especially you.”

He looks right at me. Then the rest of the band looks at me. I’m going to have to get used to being stared at if I want to be a rock star, but right now, it’s just kind of weird. “What?”

The satyr taps his nails on his clipboard. “I’m going to have to escort you off the premises.”

“Why?” But I think I already know the reason. He knows. I wonder if there’s some kind of detector or something when you walk through the door, or if he can tell just by looking at me. Even if I rock, I’m not cool enough for this place, not like Jordan and K.X. and Heath are, and he’s found me out.

“Can’t you read?” The satyr points to a sign on the door that I can’t believe I didn’t see. It says No Vampires!!!

The satyr shoos us toward the door. “Sorry, kiddles, but this is company policy now.”

“Company policy?!” K.X. screams. “You can’t kick him out just for being a vampire! It’s discrimination!”

“I don’t make the rules. All I know is, some vampires were in here the other day, and they started a big brawl. It took us ages to clean up and people got injured.” He looks each of us in the eye as he says it. Except it’s more like scowling. He scowls each of us in the eye, as if we're all wearing shirts that say Hi, I’m a teenager and I LOOOOVE violence!

“What’s that got to do with Nox?” Heath asks, spreading his dragon wings while tendrils of smoke drift out his nostrils.

The satyr backs into the club, ready to shut the door on us in case Heath decides to light him on fire. “Vamps have caused enough trouble around here recently. Company policy is to keep them out until further notice.” He shrugs. “Hope you kids can find a replacement by Friday, or you can forget about playing in the Battle of the Bands contest.”

***

Nobody says anything as we walk back from the Pink Stripe Graveyard. Everyone’s too sad about not getting to play this Friday. I wonder if this is all an elaborate scheme of my parents, who're conspiring to keep me from becoming a rock star. I bet they told the club owners if they saw Nox and the Daybreakers to tell them Nox couldn’t be in the contest, or even in the club itself. I bet they said make sure to stomp on his dreams extra good, so they won’t grow back again.

I glance over at K.X. She’s got her arms wrapped around herself and stares at her feet, her forehead wrinkling. She’s probably planning a protest or something. She’ll get a group together and picket the Graveyard until they let vampires in, because this is a very serious act of discrimination, and one of her own personal good friends was the target of such a heinous act.

Heath's picking his nose with his tongue, like cows do, when I look over at him. I guess our plight doesn’t bother him as much, or maybe that’s the way he deals with tough blows in life. He keeps rustling his wings, and his hooves clack against the sidewalk extra hard.

Then there’s Jordan. He’s got his hands in his pockets. He sighs to himself and shakes his head. I bet he’s worrying about how Razor’s band will beat us for sure if we’re not even in the contest. They’ll get Lila—not like they don’t already have her—and we won’t even be there to try and compete against them.

My stomach's all bunched up, like I’ve been eating vegetables again. My mind races. Another good situation where turning into a bat would be helpful. Even if I couldn’t play my guitar and sing properly in bat form, at least I could sneak past security. And then once I was on stage, we could get a song in before they dragged me off. And maybe by then the crowd wouldn’t let them, because they’d be so in love with us.

It’s sort of not fair to the others that this is all happening because of me. I mean, they didn’t do anything except befriend a vampire with a guitar. How were they supposed to know it would lead to both the building up of their hopes and the smashing of their dreams?

I clear my throat. “You know, guys, this really isn’t fair.”

They all nod and groan in agreement.

“You bet it’s not,” K.X. says.

Jordan’s ears are turning red. Never a good sign.

“It’s especially not fair to you guys,” I say. Because it’s not, and if they didn’t have me, they wouldn’t have a problem. But we all know they couldn’t have a band without me, and this is the perfect opportunity for them to tell me that. So I know they’re not too mad at me for ruining their chances. Not that it’s my fault—my only crime was being born a vampire—and my dreams are crushed just as much as theirs.

Jordan's ears are getting redder. “I’m glad you feel that way.”

Uh-oh. Something tells me I don’t want to hear whatever he’s about to say. My blood runs cold, and even the blood I had for lunch feels frozen in my stomach.

“It’s just...”

“Oh, spit it out already!” K.X. says. She marches up in front of me. “There is no way we’re missing the Battle of the Bands. Not when we’ve come this far!”

A spark of relief creeps over me. I didn’t want to give up, either. And together, I know our band can figure something out. We can convince the owners of the club to let vampires in, or... or something. I picture us standing outside the night of the contest, nervous but determined. We set up our instruments and get rocking. First one person from inside the Pink Stripe Graveyard hears us, and, curious about the amazing sound, ventures outside. Then another. As we get louder, getting really into our music, more and more people are drawn away from the contest going on inside and to our meager-but-awesome performance. And I won’t even be in the club, so my parents won’t be able to get mad at me.

K.X. looks away, not meeting my eyes, and not because vampires are supposed to have hypnotic powers, or at least they do in the movies. “We’re all really sorry.”

They haven’t had a chance to talk yet, but she’s using we?

“Sorry, man,” Jordan mumbles. “We can’t pass this up. You... you understand that.”

“It’s for the band,” Heath adds. “Just for this one gig.”

Just for this one? Just for the first and biggest one that’s going to jump-start our career! How can they even think about playing without me? I slide my tongue across my fangs, thinking about biting myself and getting it over with. Life, I mean.

I realize our walk has led us to my house. They’re not just dropping me off at home, but dropping me out of the band. They’re going to leave me here and go off together and dream about Friday night.

I shrug and don’t look at any of them. “Yeah. Of course I understand.”

“Good,” Jordan says, standing up straight in relief and grinning at me. His ears have cooled down to just bright pink.

“You need me out of the band, so just like that, you're getting rid of me. No more Nox and the Daybreakers.”

K.X. does her best exasperated sigh. So much for caring about my feelings. “Nox,” she says, “not everything is about you. Don't be so dramatic—nobody said anything about you not being in the band anymore.”

But I bet they're just going to be The Daybreakers at the gig on Friday. They're going to leave out the Nox part, just like they're leaving out me.

“Just one gig,” Jordan says, holding up a finger for emphasis, or in case I can't count to one.

I mutter my most bitter, “Yeah, right.”

K.X. purses her lips like she's going to keep arguing with me, but then she flicks her hair over her shoulder and storms off down the street. Jordan and Heath follow.

Not that it matters that they just kicked me out of my own band. I mean, I was going to be dead on Friday anyway, right? At least now they’ve got a couple days to figure out what they’re going to do without me.

It just would have been nice if they’d sounded, you know, broken up about it. Because that’s what our band is now—broken up.

Chapter Five

––––––––

THE NEXT MORNING, I'M just getting to school when I see Lila and Razor. Oh, great. The one thing I need, after having my so-called “friends” kick me out of my own band, is to see those two together. Some days, I don’t know why I even bother leaving the house, but the suck that is my life would probably still find me, no matter where I hid.

Lila's wearing her movie-star glasses, and she’s got a sparkly green shawl draped over her shoulders. She looks so cool—I don’t know what I was thinking yesterday, stalking her at her locker like that. As if she would have said yes to me anyway. I bet guys like me—guys who want to be as cool as her but can’t even hope to come close—come up to her every day and say something dumb. But I bet if Jordan had asked her for fifty cents, she would have borrowed the extra quarter from someone, just to not disappoint him.

Like she probably would have done for Razor, because even if he’s a different kind of cool than Lila—leather-jacket, greasy-hair, rock-band type of cool—he’s still, well, the kind of guy girls don’t usually say no to, no matter who they are.

Lila's sitting on top of one of the picnic tables we use for lunch. Razor's standing next to her, his hair extra spiky today. Maybe I should spike my hair, except my father will say it’s not “traditional” enough, and my mom will just look at me like “Thirteen years and he’s still a failure? What am I going to do?” and I think I could do without their comments right now. I mean, maybe putting on a dorky vampire cape was enough for my dad to get my mom, but times have changed.

I’d take it as a good sign that Razor is standing next to Lila, not sitting with her, except with her sitting on the table and him standing, they’re actually level with each other. The perfect height to... you know, the k-word.

Ugh. I don’t even want to think it. But then, just as I’m walking by, I feel the suck-o-meter shoot off the scales when Lila leans forward and kisses Razor on the cheek. At least if I’d stayed home, I wouldn’t have had to witness that.

***

I have Home Ec class first period with Mrs. Wittenberg. She’s a zombie, and everyone knows she volunteered to teach Home Ec because her body's falling apart, and this way she can get the students to sew everything back on for free.

Today is my turn to help her. Another reason I should have stayed home. And a perfectly valid reason why my parents should have signed the letter I conveniently wrote for them, suggesting that Home Ec is against our religion and I shouldn't be required to take it. I did all the hard work—all they had to do was sign—but Mom said we were vampires, not slobs, and that I especially needed all the Home Ec help I could get.

“Hold still, Mrs. Wittenberg.” I’m not tall enough to reach her head to sew her ear back on, and she has to lean down. Her ear is soft and flappy in my hand, and all I want to do is get rid of it.

Just as I find the right spot to sew it on, needle poised, Mrs. Wittenberg jerks up, yelling, “Girls! If I see you running with those scissors one more time!”

I sigh, trying not to look at the dead ear in my hand, because every time I do, one side of my face twitches, and I have a feeling that would seem impolite if Mrs. Wittenberg saw me doing it.

“Sorry, dear,” she says, leaning over again.

I suggest that I stand on a chair, so we can get this over with as quickly as possible, except I leave out that last part because I don’t want her to think I’m totally disgusted. Even if me keeping quiet might mean I puke up this morning’s blood all over her, and wouldn’t that be even more offensive than me just saying her fallen ear grosses me out? Maybe I should pretend I have to go to the nurse.

I get up on the chair and hold the ear to her head. I try to make sure it’s level with the other one, but I don’t know why I bother. It’s just going to fall off again tomorrow. I bet nobody else thinks about getting her ear on just right, just about getting it over with. Like me, only I’m boldly overcoming my grossed-out-ness to make sure Mrs. Wittenberg has her ear on straight for once. All the other teachers will ask her, “Who did your ear today? It looks perfect!”

“It doesn’t have to be perfect, dear,” Mrs. Wittenberg says, as if she can read my mind. “Just get it over with, will you?”

So much for my newest claim to fame. If I couldn’t be a rock star, I was going to be a sewer-on of lost ears, but I guess Mrs. Wittenberg put a stop to that.

The door opens and K.X. creeps across the room and stands in front of me and Mrs. Wittenberg. I pretend I don’t see her. K.X., I mean, not Mrs. Wittenberg, who it’s pretty hard not to see, since I’m in the middle of sewing on her ear.

“Hello, K.X.” Mrs. Wittenberg smiles at her. “I trust you have a hall pass?”

“Good morning, Mrs. Wit.” K.X. hands the pass to her, then folds her arms and squints at me. “You’re four-and-a-half millimeters off, Nox.”

Did you hear anything? Because I certainly didn’t hear anything, especially not from a former band member who doesn’t have the courtesy to stay away from someone she just voted out of his own band. “K.X.,” I say, not listening to her about the ear, “if you’ve come to apologize, then I have to warn you, I might not accept. I’m going to have to think about it, and if you’re lucky—”

“Lila’s not going with Razor.”

I go quiet, my mouth sort of slumping open. If someone walked in right now, they’d see a vampire with his gaping mouth poised above a zombie’s head, as if he’s thinking about biting her while sewing her disgusting ear back on. I don’t know which is more repulsive—sewing her rotting ear on, or biting her. I try not to shudder.

I swallow back both my revulsion about Mrs. Wittenberg and my shock about what K.X. just said. I lick my lips and focus really hard on the needle and thread, not looking at my ex-friend and former band member. “Is that so?”

“Nox, not so tight, dear,” Mrs. Wittenberg says, her eyes watering.

I ease up on the thread, which isn’t just pulling too hard on her head, but is also starting to cut through the ear itself. I guess, being dead flesh, it’s kind of fragile. I clear my throat and don’t look at K.X. “I saw them this morning. She said yes.”

K.X. rolls her eyes. “Weren’t you listening? She said no. She told him this morning.”

“She...” I look at Mrs. Wittenberg. I don’t know if I can say this, especially in front of a teacher. “She K.I.S.S.ed him. I saw her.”

K.X. and Mrs. Wittenberg both groan at the same time, sounding particularly exasperated.

“Nox,” K.X. says, somehow looking down her nose at me, even though I’m standing on a chair and towering over her, “G.R.O.W. U.P. She said no. You have to ask her. For reals this time.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What do you care? I’m not in the band anymore, remember?”

K.X. vibrates her wings, playing a low, sad song, as if this was a movie and we needed sappy background music. “How could you say such things?” She doesn’t resemble an angry librarian now—more like a criminal mastermind. “We’re friends. Just because you can’t come on Friday doesn’t mean you’re out of my life.” She puts a hand to her chest, then points at me. “I’m looking out for you.”

“You just don’t want Razor to have her.”

K.X. scowls, cutting her music short in the middle of a dramatic swell.

Mrs. Wittenberg quickly wipes her eyes. “Are you almost done up there, Nox?”

I look down at her ear. I finished sewing it on without realizing it. And without looking, apparently. The stitches are uneven and go all over the place. It looks like the handiwork of a five-year-old troll, not a thirteen-year-old, sophisticated vampire. “Er, I think it’s about done.” The top of Mrs. Wittenberg’s ear sags, toppling over the rest of it. I poke at it, trying to prop it up before getting off the chair.

Mrs. Wittenberg smiles and reaches a hand up to touch it, like people do after getting a haircut. “Thank you, Nox. You’ve earned yourself an A in participation today.”

Me and K.X. both cringe as soon as Mrs. Wittenberg’s back is turned.

“Now’s your chance, Nox,” K.X. says, giving me her most serious look.

“That’s what Jordan said. Look how that turned out.”

She grabs my arm and drags me into the hall. “Do you want to be a loser all your life?”

“I’m not—”

“You’ve got to grow some fangs, vamp-boy. Scarfy-werewolf girl is out there, just waiting for you to ask her. Properly.” She tilts her head to one side, glaring with the power of two angry librarians. “I heard what you did last time.”

“I have fangs.”

“Yeah?” K.X. takes my hand and leads me down the hall. “Then prove it.”

***

K.X. opens a classroom door and shoves me inside. That’s it—no words of encouragement like Jordan would have given me.

Lila's standing in front of a chemistry beaker, with big ugly goggles on, holding two vials of liquid, one green and one purple. She stares at me when K.X. shoves me in, but so does the whole class.

I try not to notice them. I try to think about the opportunity K.X. has given me with her no-nonsense, really pushy methods. Lila said no to Razor, and I’m not going to blow it this time.

I ignore all the bewildered kids in white lab coats staring at the strange vampire who just landed in their classroom. I storm right past them and go straight to Lila’s table.

She might be wearing lab goggles instead of movie-star glasses, but she’s still the werewolf of my dreams. I think about the key chain Chug stole and what he’s going to do with it if he doesn’t get the money, and for a second, I can see it all working out. Me and Lila, in love, and Chug left crying in the dust with no way to embarrass me. Not that Chug would ever cry and not that he wouldn’t still take my lunch money.

I plant my hands down on the table, startling Lila. She holds back the vials she was about to pour into the beaker just in time to not spill any. She peers at me through her goggles, and her eyes look extra big.

“Hi,” I say, not giving myself time to back out of this. “I’m Nox, of—” I almost say “of Nox and the Daybreakers,” but then I remember I’m not anymore. “I’m just Nox.”

Lila looks really nervous, and sweat beads on her forehead, but that might be because of the complicated chemistry experiment it looks like she’s in the middle of, and not because a certain, possibly creepy vampire is standing next to her. “Tell me you’re here to replace my missing lab partner.” She gives me a half grin, but she doesn’t pull it off very well—she looks like she’s going to throw up right in her chemistry experiment. I bet that would throw off her results. Lila looks around the room, then lowers her voice and whispers, “I’m so bad at this.” On second thought, she sounds like she might start crying.

I haven’t even had chemistry yet, so I can’t help her. I shrug.

She looks up at the clock—only five minutes left till class is out—and tilts one of the vials, carefully pouring in a couple drops of green liquid.

“Lila, I might not know anything about chemistry, but I’ve admired you from afar for too long!” Did that just come out of my blood-sucking mouth? If I could go any paler than I already am, I would. “What I mean is, you’re really cool, and so am I, and we should go to the dance together this Saturday.” Did I just say I was cool? Did I say really cool?

Lila jerks her head up, not paying attention anymore to her vials. Her hand slips during her moment of shock, and all of the purple liquid slides into the beaker. The whole world runs in slow motion as we watch the chemicals fall, then collide.

Then explode.

A puff of green smoke spews out of the beaker. It’s more stinky than scary, and everyone in the room covers their mouths, gagging and trying to wave away the bitter stench with their hands. The fire alarm blares and the emergency sprinklers in the ceiling go off, drenching everything in the room.

The teacher glares at us as she shoos students toward the door. “Everybody out!”

“I’m sorry,” Lila says, but with all the smoke from the beaker and all the water spraying down from the ceiling, I can’t tell if she means it, or if she's just saying it to be nice. “But I’m... I’m sort of going with somebody else.” She purses her lips together, then makes a sour face as she gets a whiff of the concoction in the beaker. “You should have asked me yesterday!”

Before I have time to lament—before I have time to do anything but stand there, mouth gaping and letting in the stink (and it does not taste good, let me tell you)—Lila grabs her now-soaked backpack and runs for the door.

I stumble after her, feeling lamer than ever. K.X. is waiting for me in the hall. “Smooth, Nox,” she says, peering down her glasses at me and shaking her head. “Real smooth.”

***

“You lied.” I glare at K.X., doing my best to imitate her as we stand in front of the building, waiting with the rest of the school for the fire alarms to stop. I don’t think I’m half as scary as her, but I’m not letting her get away with anything. I can’t believe she’d do this to me. She’s supposed to be my friend. Then again, all my so-called friends just booted me out of my own band, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised.

For once, K.X. doesn’t look me in the eyes. Her cheeks turn bright red, and she looks away. “I did not.”

She sounds like she means it, but she looks pretty guilty to me. This must have been what it was like for my mom when I told her it wasn’t me who accidentally “lost” her lock of Bram Stoker’s hair in the fireplace. While the fire was going. She muttered something about keeping it nice for over a hundred years, and wasn’t it suspicious that it didn’t disappear until just then.

For the record, I only burned it because I was trying to summon Bram Stoker’s ghost, so I could ask him some questions about Dracula that just happened to also be on my book report. The same book report I’d had three weeks to do but hadn’t started on until the night before I had to turn it in.

The summoning didn’t work, and Mom knew I was guilty, just like I know K.X. is guilty now, and it looks pretty dumb for her to go on denying it.

“Lila said yes to Razor.” I shake my head at K.X., clucking my tongue in disappointment. She tricked me with her sad music and her dragging me through the hall and shoving me in front of the girl of my dreams. I can’t believe I fell for it.

K.X. puts her face in her hands. “Not exactly. I mean, she said no to him. She just sort of...” She shrugs and doesn't finish, as if it's too painful to go on. Probably because then she'll have to admit she lied. And as if that wasn't proof of her guilt enough, she takes off as soon as a teacher gives the signal to go back inside the building, without even finishing the conversation, like she can't wait to get away from me.

I run in front of her and hold my hand up to stop her. “Lila’s going with somebody else, and you knew it, didn’t you?”

K.X. glares at me, her face still red, which looks kind of Christmassy against her green skin. “I’m going to be late for my next class.”

“But—”

She glares so hard, I wouldn’t be surprised if lasers shot out of her eyes, like some kind of robot pixie. Her wings play background music that could be from a horror movie, and it sends chills down my spine.

I swallow back what I was going to say. K.X. pushes past me, stomping her feet all the way back to the school, her horror music following her. Anyone in her path dives out of the way when they hear her coming.

I don’t know what got K.X. so mad. All I know is that Lila is going to the dance, but not with Razor. And not with me.

Chapter Six

––––––––

I'M SITTING WITH THE mummy twins at lunch. This is how low I've fallen. Just yesterday, I was the leader of my own band, and now I’ve been reduced to sitting with two of the weirdest kids in school, on the edge of the lunch grounds. They’re not even real mummies, they just wrap themselves together in bandages to pretend they’re Siamese twins instead of boring old regular twins. But they like to think that they’re real mummies, and they stink like embalming fluid.

“Nox, my new friend,” they both say at once—which is really disturbing—“would you like to share some of my orange juice?” They both hold out their juice boxes.

Do I look like I drink orange juice? “No thanks.” I try to say that as politely as I can while not making direct eye contact with them. I don’t know if I should correct them about me being their new friend. I hope they know that me sitting here is just on a trial basis. I haven’t made any lifelong commitments to be their pal or anything.

Ben, the “mummy” on the left, jabs Dave, his “not-so-Siamese twin,” in the ribs. “Did you see The Mummy Stole my Baby last night?”

Which is a stupid question, because they probably watched it together. They do everything together, what with being fake joined at the hip and all.

“Of course!” Dave throws his hands up as he says it, that’s how excited he is. “And the baby turned out to be—” He stops, and they both look at me. “Did you see it, Nox? We wouldn’t want to spoil the ending.”

I should lie and say yes, but my brain doesn’t work fast enough. “No.” No, I was busy lamenting over my band members breaking my poor little heart and then stomping on it. I think there must be an illness going around called “Be Mean to Nox” disease—BMNs, they call it—and it’s spreading all over. First my parents, then Chug, and now the whole band. I’m probably the carrier, since the only thing they all have in common is that they’ve come in close contact with me. It’s only a matter of time before Ben and Dave catch it, too, so maybe I should enjoy their mummy talk and offerings of orange juice while I can.

“It was great!” They’re back to speaking at the same time. It sounds like there’s an echo. “It was all about this lady, and she hires a detective to find her missing baby, but then it turns out a mummy stole it and— Do you mind if we spoil it?”

I wave my hand at them to go ahead.

“The baby turns out to be a crocodile! It’s the reincarnation of the pharaoh’s long lost pet, and he just wanted to get it back so he could rest in peace.”

Ben sighs. “It gets lonely in the pyramid.”

Great. I ignore them for a minute and take a sip of my lunch, hoping to disguise the fact that I’m actually watching my ex-friends at their table. Not that the mummy twins would notice anything besides themselves, but I don’t want it to look like I actually care what’s going on over there. Because I don’t. I don’t care that Heath has his face buried in his lunch, like always, or that K.X. is reading her book with a very angry scowl on her face, instead of actually eating. And I especially don’t care that Jordan is pulling out a chair for Lila and sitting awfully close to her and... and holding her hand.

I feel so sick, I stop in mid drink. My brain ceases functioning, so that I can’t set my cup down and I can’t swallow the blood that’s already in my mouth. I can only sit there, frozen in place.

“Hey, Ben,” Dave says, “remember that time when we died and our loyal subjects pulled our brains out through our nose to prepare us for the afterlife?’

“Yeah,” Ben says with a nostalgic sigh. “That was awesome.”

***

I can’t help it. I have to make an appearance at the old Daybreakers’ table. While the mummy twins are busy fake reminiscing about the good ol’ times they had not being pharaohs, I mumble that I have some business to attend to, then hurry across the lunch grounds. Except I don’t want to look like I’m running, so I slow down as I get to the table. I hope nobody notices that I’m kind of out of breath.

Jordan is the first one to spot me. His eyes light up, like he’s actually happy I came. “Nox! Where have you been, buddy?”

Not sitting with the traitors I thought were my friends, that’s where.

Lila sort of waves at me—I guess she doesn’t have any hard feelings over what happened in the chemistry lab—but she doesn’t stop holding Jordan’s hand.

Jordan suddenly looks really worried. “You didn’t get Chugged, did you?”

I shake my head. I hate Jordan for caring about me right now. I hate that he’s actually glad to see me and can act like nothing happened. Like he didn’t vote me out of my band and steal away the girl I like. “I have other friends, you know. Other people who need my attention. I can’t always sit with you guys.”

“Psh,” K.X. says. “Yeah, right. Like you really care about the bandage brothers.” She glances up from her reading, gets a quick peek at Jordan and Lila, then gets so involved in her book again that I think her nose is going to get stuck in the spine. Her cheeks are red, and she’s looking a little Christmassy again.

“Nox,” Heath says, chewing his raw pork chops like cud, “this is Lila. She’s going to be our lead singer for the Battle of the Bands contest.”

“I can’t wait!” Lila says, squeezing Jordan’s hand extra hard. I see the same stars in her eyes that've been in mine for years. “I’ve never... I mean, I’ve sung on stage for competitions, but never at a club. All my friends are going to come cheer us on. It’s going to be awesome!”

Finally, Jordan looks a little awkward. He clears his throat. “We’re going to the dance together, so I asked her if she wouldn’t mind singing on Friday.”

Lila looks really confused right now. I bet on top of her having absolutely no idea who I was until I borrowed a quarter from her yesterday—a quarter I still have in my pocket; maybe I should draw hearts all over it, too, just in case Chug loses my key chain and needs a backup—she had no idea I was in the band. And obviously nobody thought to tell her she’s a scab.

I’m about to, but then I see the look on Lila’s face—confusion mixed with disappointment and hurt, like she’s already figuring this out and thinking of resigning as lead singer—and I can’t do it. How can I accuse the girl I love of stealing my place in the spotlight? Especially when she had no idea she was doing it, and you can tell she’s really excited about going to the Pink Stripe Graveyard Friday night and singing her heart out. Plus, that would leave the band with no lead singer at all.

Okay, so I don’t care so much about them. So what if they end up with no lead singer and find out they can’t make it without me? But I don’t want to ruin Lila’s dreams. If they’re the same dreams that I have, then I know how much it’ll hurt to lose them.

“That’s great.” I'm lying through my pointy teeth, but I hope it doesn’t show.

K.X. raises an eyebrow at me.

Jordan breathes a sigh of relief. “So, Nox, are you going to sit down or what?”

He means at their lunch table, because I’m still standing around like an idiot. I glance over my shoulder at the mummy twins’ table, where my lunch is getting cold. Ben and Dave are practicing wrapping bandages around their heads and probably haven’t noticed I’m gone.

I sit down next to Lila. I could pretend I’m being bold and daring and trying to give Jordan a run for his money, but really it was just the only empty seat.

***

“I do not like Jordan,” K.X. says. “Not like that, anyway.” But I don’t know if I believe her, because she’s not even giving me her stern librarian look. She’s not looking at me at all.

But maybe that’s because we’re in the boys’ bathroom and she can’t stop gaping at the urinals and holding her nose. I guess, in retrospect, this wasn’t the best place to hold a secret anti-Daybreakers meeting, or to accuse her of liking Jordan and having ulterior motives for getting me to ask out Lila, but knowing K.X., if I’d said I wanted to talk to her in private, she would've dragged me off somewhere awful, probably the girls’ bathroom, and I didn’t want to risk that. I’ve had enough embarrassment for one day. Oh, wait, I mean lifetime.

“I used to like him,” she adds, “but that was, like, in sixth grade. Back when we formed the band.” Her wings twitch as she talks, and she keeps playing with a lock of her hair. “I’m so over him now.” It helps that she gags when she says it, but that’s probably because of the smell in here. For a second, I think she’s going to be sick in one of the urinals. “Seriously, Nox, can we find somewhere else to discuss this?”

I squint at her and open my mouth so my fangs show. I hope I look intimidating and not just like a mouth breather. “So you wouldn’t have had any reason to, say, get me to ask out Lila, even though you already knew she was going to the dance with someone else?” That someone else being Jordan, of course. I couldn't help noticing how uncomfortable K.X. looked at lunch today whenever she snuck a glimpse of Jordan and Lila holding hands. So wouldn't it be convenient if I asked out Lila, she said yes, and Jordan was free again?

K.X. sucks in her breath. “It’s not what you think.”

Someone comes in the bathroom. A seventh grader. K.X. and I both glare so hard at him, he turns and walks back out before he can finish pointing and saying, “A g-g-girl!”

“Well?” I ask K.X., getting back to business. My spine might not have fully grown in, but so far today I’ve had the guts to both ask out Lila and stand up to K.X. I'm not letting her weasel out of giving me an answer. “If it’s not what I think, then what is it?”

She puts a finger to her lips to shush me and stares at the floor, focusing on a stray square of toilet paper and thinking really hard. Then a smile wriggles across her face, and she gives me her criminal mastermind look. “Nox, listen, I’m sorry about deceiving you and all that, but I’ve got a plan. To solve all your problems.”

The bell's going to ring soon, but even when it does, I’m not letting her go without giving me an answer. “Don’t change the subject. And how am I supposed to believe you about anything if I know you’re just using me?”

“It’s a really clever plan—”

“K.X.!”

“All right.” She wraps her arms around herself. Her wings droop. “But if you ever tell anyone what I’m about to say... Maybe I liked being the only girl in the band, okay?” Her eyes dart over to see my reaction. “I mean, it’s not like I want to go out with any of you guys.” She pauses to roll her eyes, so I know how much she doesn’t think about any of us in that way.

Great. Even my closest female friend—er, ex-friend—thinks I’m too much of a loser to ever be thought about as boyfriend material.

“But it’s still attention. And maybe I liked being the only one to get it. I know I said you should ask out Lila, for the sake of the band, but that was before she actually joined up. I thought I could handle it.”

I’m about to say I think I understand, except that I don’t. “So let me get this straight. You are or you aren’t jealous that Jordan and Lila are going to the dance together?”

She lifts up her glasses and peers at me from underneath them. Her eyes look weird because I’m not used to seeing them not magnified, but it doesn’t matter how small they are, because they’re scarier than ever. “It’s just a stupid old dance, Nox. Who really goes to those things anyway?”

Jordan always does, but I don’t mention that. “Yeah. It’s kind of lame.” At least it probably would be, if I ever got to go to one.

“Anyway,” K.X. says, grinning and rubbing her hands together, “I was about to tell you my clever plan.”

The bell rings, but before I can go, she grabs my arm. “You’ll want to hear this, vamp-boy, because I know how to save you from Chug.”

Chapter Seven

––––––––

I WAS WRONG. K.X. isn’t just my ex-friend. She isn’t just one of the traitors who voted me out of my own band. She’s trying to kill me.

I wish I was joking, but that clever plan she was talking about? Well, it sounded a lot more appealing while we were standing around the boys’ bathroom, and now that we’re crouching under Chug’s bedroom window, at his house, it doesn’t sound so cool.

“All right, Nox, let’s go over the plan one more time.” K.X. is shorter than me and her skin is green, so she blends in with the bush we’re hiding behind a lot better than I do. And even if her wings stick out a little, I doubt anyone would notice them before they noticed the pasty-white vampire lurking next to her.

K.X. counts out the steps of her plan on her fingers. “One, you get inside via the window. Note the open window directly above us—”

“I know what window you’re talking about. I’m not stupid.”

K.X. looks down her nose at me, as if I’ve just been shouting in the library, then goes on. “Two, you find the stupid key chain. Step two A, you don’t get caught.”

I roll my eyes at her. It really bugs me that she thinks I’m so dumb. Okay, maybe K.X. kind of treats everyone like that, even Jordan, so I don’t know why I’d be the exception. But we’ve known each other for years. She should realize we’re not all completely stupid, especially me. What did I ever do to her to make her think I was incompetent?

“Nox? Are you listening?!”

My thoughts snap back to reality. “Er, well...”

“You’re always so spacey. Did you get step number three, or should I repeat—”

“Step three, get back outside. I’ve got it down, don’t worry. There’s just one problem with your little plan.”

K.X. glares, not believing me at first. Then she chews her lip, her forehead wrinkling. Her glasses slide down her nose, but she doesn’t fix them.

I’m not going to gloat, just because I thought of something K.X. didn’t. Just because I found a flaw in her marvelous plan doesn’t mean I’m going to rub it in her face. Even if the gloating gene is something I’ve probably inherited from my mom, who doesn’t ever waste an opportunity for gloating, especially when it involves her being right and me being wrong. I’m not going to do that. It’s much cooler of me to sit here, waiting for K.X. to figure it out.

I can’t help grinning at her when she looks stumped. “Give up?”

She snaps her fingers. “You can’t go in!” She smacks her forehead, the leaves of the bush rustling from her movement. “It’s not like you and Chug are best buddies. He wouldn’t have ever invited you.” She breathes a deep sigh of relief and wipes the sweat off her forehead.

As much as I wanted to have one up on K.X., maybe it’s better she figured it out on her own. If she’d thought she was actually wrong about something, she might have had a nervous breakdown. And I’d be the only one around to deal with it, which means I’d have to flag down a stranger—or worse, go knock on Chug’s door and beg whoever’s home for help—and make them call 911 or take us to the hospital. Or wherever it is you go when someone has a nervous breakdown.

On the other hand, maybe if all that did happen, as scary as it would be, K.X. might be impressed with how well I handled the situation. You know, once she was herself again. She’d realize I was the one who’d saved her and that I’m not so incompetent after all.

“Okay,” K.X. says, “slight change of plans.” Before she can tell me what they are, she stands up, brushing stray leaves off her wings, and double-checks to make sure no one's watching. She’s really obvious about it—she might as well be wearing a ski mask and a black and white striped shirt, that’s how criminal she looks. Then she reaches up toward the window and pushes it farther open. Lucky for us, Chug likes a breeze in his room. I just hope he’s not crouched under it on the other side, listening to our plans.

For a second, I picture K.X. climbing through, only to have Chug waiting to pound her. I shudder when I think about how she’ll look with broken wings. I wonder how well pixie wings heal from something like that. What if K.X.’s music career is over? Not that she wasn’t perfectly happy to end mine by throwing me out of the band, but still. Her music is as important to her as mine is to me, and deep down, I really don’t want to see her get mangled for life.

“Wait—” I stand up, grabbing K.X.’s arm. “I can’t let you do this.”

She gives me one of her looks. “Nox, what crazy nonsense has wormed its way into your undead brain now?”

I can’t tell her that if one of us is going to get pounded, it should be me. “It’s just... what if he’s in there? And the window’s open, and he might have heard everything, and he might just be waiting for one of us to go in—”

“Nox.” K.X. shoves my hand off her arm. “Do you honestly think Chug has the patience to just huddle in his room while listening to us talk about breaking into his house?”

I think about it. “I don’t know.”

K.X. shrugs. “Me neither, but I figure we’d still be able to hear him breathing.” She breathes really loudly through her mouth, making gurgling sounds. “The boy is loud and smelly and definitely not here. And as long as you’re just standing there, give me a boost.”

K.X. holds out one foot. I think I’m supposed to cup my hands together so she can step on them, but I’ve led such a busy life of, well, not breaking into people’s houses that I’ve never done it before.

I hold my hands out, and K.X. doesn’t waste any time putting her foot on them and scrambling up to the window. I never really looked at her shoes before, but they’re gold sandals with sequins across the front strap and kind of cool, almost in a Lila kind of way. And at least she’s not wearing cleats or high heels or something else that would, you know, leave holes in my palms. That's kind of an added bonus.

K.X. pops the screen out of the window like a pro—seriously, how many times has she done this?—and climbs through the open space, then reaches down to help me up.

“Hey, vamp-boy,” she says, grinning in triumph, “why don’t you come in?”

***

Chug’s room isn't at all how I pictured it. I’m thinking filthy dirty troll with festering teeth and the boogeriest nose in town probably has a decor to match. I pictured piles of garbage everywhere, old tuna-fish sandwiches rotting under the bed, and, worst of all, crusty, months-old underwear strewn all over.

I think K.X. was expecting all that, too, because she looks just as shocked as I do to see that Chug’s room is spotless. His bed is made, with the edges tucked in and everything, and there aren’t any clothes lying around anywhere. His dresser drawers aren’t even hanging open. And there’s definitely no garbage. You can actually see the floor, unlike in my room.

Great. That’s another thing Chug does better than me. Even the filthiest kid in school picks up after himself. I can’t tell you how glad I am right now that my mom and Chug’s mom aren’t friends and won't ever be comparing notes on their sons' cleanliness habits.

“Wow.” K.X.’s mouth drops open. “Maybe we landed in the guest room.”

I point to a row of framed pictures of Chug beating up on smaller kids. He’s got one picture for each grade since Kindergarten. Luckily, I’m not in any of them. Yet. All the picture frames are premade with fancy handwriting on the edges, things that say stuff like Baby's First Step and Times to Cherish. Ugh. I notice that the one that says Eighth Grade Memories is empty, probably just waiting for my picture. My only claim to fame is going to be being immortalized on Chug’s dresser.

“This is definitely his room,” I tell K.X.

The door's closed, but I think about how easily Chug could walk in and find us here. My stomach twists up, and panic twitches through my veins. I don’t think I can move, and all I want to do is turn around and jump back out that window before anyone finds us here.

But I don’t want K.X. to think I’m a baby any more than she already does. I look over at her in what I hope seems like a casual glance, and not like I’m checking to see if she’s as scared as I am. She holds her head up, and her hands are balled into fists, but I see her wings tremble just a little.

“Come on.” I try to sound brave, despite how opposite of brave I feel right now. “Let’s find the key chain and go.”

“What does it look like?” K.X. ducks down and peers under the bed.

“It’s a key chain... One side has Lila’s picture from the yearbook last year. You know, the one where even though she had to wear that yellow dress with the poofy sleeves and she has braces and her eyes are kind of only half open, she still looks pretty cool. I mean, if anybody can look cool like that, you know it would be her—”

“No, Nox.” K.X. squints at me. “I don’t know. Unlike everybody else, I’m not obsessed with a certain scarfy werewolf.”

I shrug and check under Chug’s pillows. Who knows, maybe he thinks the Tooth Fairy will give him a better deal than he’ll get from blackmailing me. “And on the other side, there’s a picture of her in wolf form—”

“Shapeshifting is overrated. Is that why you like her so much?”

“No. Lila's really brave. She doesn't care what other people think about her.” Not like I do. “It's part of her charm.”

K.X. squeezes one of the pillows so hard, I think it’s going to explode and spew feathers all over, and I can't tell if she's listening to me or not. “Did you ever think that maybe Lila only goes out with other werewolves? I mean, first Razor, and now Jordan.”

“I don’t think the key chain’s in that pillow.”

K.X. looks down at her hands, which are squeezing the life out of it. She sets it back on the bed and tries to smooth out the wrinkles in the pillow case. “It’s just that it must be easier for them to... you know, be with other werewolves. Because other people, like us, we probably wouldn’t understand what it was like to... Oh, never mind!” She glares at the wall, her cheeks turning bright pink.

Maybe if I could shapeshift and turn into a bat, I'd know what she’s talking about. Maybe then I’d long for someone else who could share in my batly ways. But I think I know what she’s talking about anyway. On top of my fear that Chug is going to walk in on us any minute, a worse, more sickening feeling crawls its way up through my feet and into my stomach.

Is that why Lila said yes to Jordan? Because he’s a werewolf like her? Okay, maybe plenty of girls have said yes to Jordan without being fellow werewolves, but... but K.X. is right. With Jordan, she can share all sorts of things that she couldn’t ever share with me.

I move to Chug’s dresser, feeling numb, my legs hardly working. If Chug does catch us, I wonder if I’ll be able to run away, or if I’ll just fall over in a daze. I’m picturing Jordan and Lila, together in wolf form, running through the woods at night and howling and... barking, and whatever else it is that wolf-types do for fun. Lila’s even in the werewolf club—that’s how I got that picture of her in the first place—so being able to share her wolfiness with others must be important to her.

I’m so caught up in my thoughts that I almost don’t notice the jingle of coins when I pull open one of Chug’s dresser drawers. And when I say coins, I mean a lot of coins. I mean what must be years’ worth of lunch money. I look down into the face of more cold hard cash than I will ever have in my entire life, especially considering that my life is about to end in only a couple days.

“It’s not here,” K.X. says, finishing rifling through Chug’s desk. “He must, like, keep it on him.” She shudders at the thought. “Unless you found it?”

“No,” I tell her, “but I have a brilliant idea. I know how I’m going to pay off Chug.”

***

Finding fifty bucks’ worth of quarters in Chug’s room is just as good as finding the key chain, right? There’s so much here, he won’t notice if I skim a little. I wonder what Chug’s doing with all this cash. I guess I always assumed he spent my lunch money as soon as he got his grimy hands on it, like I do every time I get my allowance. I didn’t know he was hoarding it in his room.

“I need to find something to put these in,” I say, pulling up handfuls of quarters.

“Gee,” K.X. says, “if only we’d brought our money bags with big dollar signs on them.”

“It’s not like I’m robbing him.” I consider stuffing as much change as I can into my pockets, but I don’t think there’s enough space. Plus, with my luck, all that heavy change would just weigh my pants down, and they’d probably end up around my ankles. That’s the last thing I want K.X.—or Chug, when he will inevitably walk in on her laughing at me—to see. “I’m sure I’ve contributed my fair share to the pile. So, I’m not stealing anything Chug didn’t already steal from me.”

“You’re pathetic,” K.X. says with a sigh. Then she looks down her glasses at me, only this time she’s not mad—she seems approving. “But paying Chug’s ransom with his own money, that is pretty cool. Even for you.”

Did K.X. just say I was cool? I try not to let it go to my head as I slip some change into my pockets and look around for something to stuff the rest into. Especially since I don’t care what K.X. thinks, what with her being my ex-friend and all. The fact that she’s of the female variety and has extremely high standards and just called me cool means nothing.

“Nox, are you going to stand around all day, or are you—”

The sound of heavy footsteps cuts her off. We both freeze. Slowly, I push the drawer shut. It scrapes against the dresser as it goes in, and the change inside makes little jingly noises, even when I go slow. The footsteps get closer, and I can hear Chug’s muffled voice.

“Come on!” K.X. mouths. She scrambles across the room to the window and motions for me to come with her, her eyes darting from me to the door.

I want to make a run for it, but I can’t. I can’t move. And even if I could, the door is opening now. There’s no time. “Go!” I whisper.

K.X. hesitates, but then the knob turns, Chug lumbers into the room, and when I look at the window again, K.X. is gone. I crouch down beside the dresser. I’m on the far side of Chug’s bed, so maybe, just maybe, he won’t notice me.

He’s on the phone, talking to someone.

“Hey, Razor. Everything worked out down at the Pink Stripe?” he asks, pacing across the room.

Since when did Razor start hanging out with Chug?

Chug pauses to sniff the air, his nostrils twitching. He looks in my direction, but then the voice on the phone gets his attention again. He snorts. “Free tickets aren’t going to cut it. You come to the bank of Chug, you pay the bank of Chug. In cash.”

Did Razor borrow money from Chug?

Chug grins, showing all his cracked yellow teeth. “You’re going to owe me interest. That was a spendy little stunt you pulled.” He sits down on the bed. All he’d have to do is turn his head a little to see where I’m cowering.

God, if you ever, like, wanted to do me a favor, now would be a good time. Just to, you know, show that we’re friends and all. I know you would never kick me out of my own band or steal the girl I like just because you’re a werewolf and I’m not. Because you’re not a werewolf, I don’t think, and, either way, I could just really use the help right now.

“Don’t forget that you owe me,” Chug says, little bits of froth flying from his mouth onto the phone. “You wanted a vamp-free environment, and my funds made it possible. Don’t you—” Chug stops and sniffs one more time. Really loudly, taking in a good whiff. I wonder if he smells how badly I’m sweating, or if it’s the ten bucks of change in my pockets. He sniffs again, then whirls around, spotting everyone’s favorite vampire crouched behind his bed. “I’ll call you back,” he says into the phone, then pushes the button to hang up.

Chapter Eight

––––––––

“NOX!” K.X. SCREAMS WHEN I climb back out of Chug’s window a couple minutes later. Her wings are buzzing, and she stops pacing and runs up to meet me, practically tackling me before I hit the ground. “Are you okay?” She gets a hold of herself, realizing that her behavior isn’t very librarian-like, and stands back to assess the situation. “No bruises,” she mutters, putting a hand to her chin. “Nothing visible, anyway. And you’re not bleeding. Not externally.”

“Thanks for your concern.”

“I am concerned.” She gestures to her face, which doesn’t look all that concerned to me. But I remember how she ran up to greet me just a moment ago, so I know deep down she cares. Probably. “So, how badly did he beat you?”

I swallow. All I want to do right now is get away from Chug’s house. I wish I was still speaking to Jordan. Okay, maybe I’m not officially not speaking to him, but I can’t talk to him like I used to. Not after he took over my band and stole my not-quite-girlfriend. That he knew I was pretty much in love with and have been for years. And I certainly can’t talk to him about how me liking said not-quite-girlfriend, who’s now his girlfriend, is causing me trouble.

If Jordan was here, he’d say I looked like I got Chugged, even without any sign of bruises. I’ve got that “someone just ruined my life” look—I can feel it.

“Well?” K.X. says as I stumble down the road from Chug’s house.

“He didn’t beat me up.” He shoved me up against the wall, and he laughed at me. A lot. But no beating.

“Oh.” K.X. sounds bored. I guess my suffering is only entertainment to her, and not a real cause for worry.

“It’s worse.” I pull the change out of my pockets and hand it to K.X. “Here. It’s what I borrowed from you.” I have to pay her back now, because I might not be around after tomorrow. I don’t want to die without squaring up my debts. “I don’t need to pay Chug anymore.”

“Nox...” She bites her lip. Her wings twitch, making a high-pitched squeal, but I don’t think she notices. “But... is he still going public on Friday? With the key chain?”

I shake my head. “No. It’s worse than that. He’s going public tomorrow, and there’s no way I can stop him. He doesn’t even want the fifty bucks anymore. And, even worse than that, I think he and Razor are conspiring against me. They wanted me out of the band.”

K.X. just stares.

“I overheard him on the phone with Razor. Razor borrowed money from Chug, so he could pull some stunt at the Pink Stripe Graveyard. He said—”

“Oh, no.” K.X. holds up a hand to stop me. “Listen, Nox, I hate to break this to you, but not everyone is conspiring against you.”

“I didn’t say everyone, just Chug and Razor—you know, my two worst enemies? Chug said something about Razor wanting a vamp-free environment. It’s got to be them.”

“What has to be them?” She folds her arms. Any admiration she had for me making it back out of Chug’s room alive disappears. Her wings go still, leaving only a tense silence.

“Isn’t it obvious? Razor wanted to take out the competition, so he had to get rid of me as your guys’ lead singer. So he borrowed money from Chug to stage some kind of... what did that guy at the club say? Some vampires start up a big brawl, and now vampires aren’t allowed in the same club I was supposed to play against Razor in. Funny coincidence, isn’t it? It has to be what they’re talking about.”

“The same club you were supposed to play in? Don’t you mean we?” K.X. is really glaring now. Like I knocked over a towering shelf of books, and it fell onto another shelf of books, knocking down a whole row of them like dominoes. It’s that kind of super powered librarian look, with an extra shot of angst. “The entire world doesn’t revolve around you, you know.”

“They’re up to something, and it’s the same something that got me kicked out of the band!”

“Because it was so important to get you out of our band? I don’t think so.”

“Out of my band, you mean.” Me and K.X. glare at each other, and I’m proud to say I don’t back down, even though she looks like she’s going to kill me. If Chug ever wants to retire, K.X. could take his place in the lunch money extortion business. “It’s Nox and the Daybreakers, remember?”

“Not anymore.” K.X. sniffs and whirls around, so her back is to me, and stomps off. I’m wondering if I’m supposed to go after her, but then she shouts, “And you can forget about joining back up with us when we make it big in the Battle of the Bands!”

I let her storm off, but I don’t feel good about it. Even if they kicked me out of my own band, and even if K.X. has no right to emphasize it being “our band,” as if it was only theirs all along and I wasn’t ever even part of it, it still makes me feel all inside out to let her go off like that. My innards feel like they’ve turned into bats without me and are flapping around inside, because now, watching her walk away, it’s like I don’t have any friends at all.

***

“Nox?” Jordan sounds surprised to hear my voice when he picks up the phone later. “What have you been—” He breaks off in a giggling fit. “Hey, not there! I’m on the phone!” The laughter dies down, and then he says, “So, man, what’s up?”

I'm lying on my bed, staring at my unused guitar in the corner. It’s blue and silver and the most beautiful thing I’ve ever owned. My fingers itch to play it, but Mom would know as soon as I touched it, even if I didn’t actually play anything. She just would. I sigh and say into the phone, “Oh, nothing, just that I’ve discovered a conspiracy against me—us. Against us.” After K.X.’s outburst earlier, I’ve learned my lesson. If I want anyone to help me, they have to think they’re involved, too. Which they are. I was the heart and soul of the Daybreakers, and without me, they’re just not Nox and the Daybreakers anymore. “Somebody wanted our band out of the contest, and I know who it was.”

“Who?” I can hear Jordan smiling.

He’s not taking me seriously, but I go on anyway. It took a lot of effort for me to call him, even though I call him all the time. But usually when I call him, he’s not going out with the girl of my dreams. Plus I’m still mad at him for kicking me out of the band. I don’t want him to think I’m forgiving him by talking to him or anything.

“It’s Razor.”

“Oh, right, ‘cause we’re real competition for him.”

“We are! Haven’t you been listening? To our band, I mean. Every time we play, we’re better than ever—”

Jordan explodes in a fit of laughter. “Lila!” he shouts while still giggling. “No tickling me while I’m on the phone!”

Lila. I swallow. My teeth clamp down in my mouth, so that my fangs are digging into my tongue. Lila’s not just going to the dance with Jordan, but she’s over at his house, having fun. She’s making him laugh and... tickling him. Which, last time I checked, involves touching. My stomach does a 360 flop. Maybe next time I call Jordan, it should be from the bathroom, in case I have to throw up.

“Nox? You still there?”

“Um, yeah.” I stare at my guitar, but all I can think about is Lila and Jordan.

“Something wrong? You sound—”

“Like everyone I know's turned against me? This is a band emergency, and you're not taking it seriously.”

“What are you— Hey, not the whipped cream! Nox, I gotta go, okay?”

Some friend he is. “Jordan, listen. Razor borrowed money from Chug to start something down at the Pink Stripe Graveyard! He wanted to get vampires banned!”

“Sure he did, Nox.” Jordan laughs, but this time it’s at me and not because of whatever Lila’s doing to him. Ugh. “I really have to go. It’s the full moon tonight, and me and Lila are sort of doing a group thing. I’d, um, invite you, but...”

“Let me guess. It’s wolves only.”

His voice sounds constricted when he answers, and I bet his ears are bright red. “Yeah. Something like that. The whole werewolf club's coming over. No hard feelings, though, right? I mean, it’s just a little get together—”

Whatever he says after that, I don’t hear it, because I slam down the phone. Okay, I push the button that ends the call, since it’s a wireless, and then I throw it down on my bed. It bounces a little, which kind of ruins the effect.

Jordan didn’t even take me seriously. He doesn’t care at all. All he wants to do is werewolf stuff with Lila that apparently involves a lot of giggling and whipped cream.

Oh, suck-o-meter, can you even measure this much suck?

Chapter Nine

––––––––

IT'S THREE O'CLOCK IN the morning when I finally have my brilliant idea. It’s not like I could fall asleep, knowing what’s going to happen tomorrow. Not only have all my friends deserted me, stolen Lila, and replaced me with her in the band, but tomorrow, when Chug goes public, everyone's going to know about it. They’re going to know I have a huge crush on Lila. And worse than that, they’re going to see her with Jordan, and they’re going to know she doesn’t like me back. At all.

There’s nothing I can do to stop Chug, but there is something I can do to lessen the blow. I’ve been lying in bed, not sleeping, for hours and hours, and it finally hit me like Chug’s fist on a cold day. Or at least I think it did, since I’ve never actually felt the wrath of Chug’s fist. Because up until Monday, I always paid my dues on time.

I have to talk to K.X. I pick up the phone, but then I realize it’s way too late to call. Her parents might answer, and they probably won’t be very happy about getting woken up at three in the morning. I’ll have to go over there.

I tiptoe downstairs. Vampires are supposed to be quiet and sneaky, at one with the shadows, but I trip and stumble, landing sprawled at the foot of the staircase. It’s really loud, and a few seconds later, I see my parents’ bedroom light come on. My father comes out, wearing striped pajamas and his vampire cape, which he holds out with one arm. I guess it works, because if I was an intruder, I’d be pretty scared right now.

“Oh, Nox. It’s just you,” he says, lowering his cape arm.

Yes, yes, just your only child, falling down the stairs at three in the morning. Nothing to worry about. “I was just, um, having a snack.”

My father looks back and forth, then over his shoulder at his and my mom’s room. “Come here,” he whispers when he decides the coast is clear, gesturing for me to follow him.

I feel a spark of hope flare to life. Maybe he’s going to teach me that bat trick. Right now. And I’ve been waiting for this for so long that I’ll work really hard, I’ll watch every movement, and he’ll only have to explain it once, because I’ll get it down on my first try. Dad will be so proud, he’ll realize he was wrong and should have taught it to me a long time ago. Maybe he’s got other things to teach me, too, and he won’t hold back on them anymore.

And learning to turn into a bat would be perfect right now. It would make sneaking over to K.X.’s house a lot easier, and it would be a really cool trick to be able to do tomorrow. What? Everyone’s laughing because they know I like Lila and she doesn’t like me back? Well, who cares, because I can turn into a bat! Can Jordan do that? I don’t think so. I’ll start my own turn-into-a-bat club, even if I’m the only member.

My dad double-checks that no one’s watching one more time, then opens up one of the cupboards. He reaches in, pulls out a false panel in the back, and takes out a dusty bottle of blood. He blows on it, and a cloud of dirt poofs into the air.

“Your mother would kill me if she knew about this,” he says. He smiles, but I can’t tell if it’s at me or at the bottle, which he shoves into my hands.

It’s dark red and has a label that reads Louis XIV, 1715. Below that it just says Sang. And I know it’s not the English word that has to do with singing, but the French word for blood. I make a face. “Dad. That’s gross.”

He takes the bottle back and gives it a friendly pat. His nails ding against the glass. “This is the good stuff, Nox. You don’t know what you’re missing. This isn’t the healthy stuff your mother buys.” He licks his lips. “I’ve been saving this a long time. I was going to share it with your mother, but she’ll just remind me about my diet.”

“Dad, that’s...” I can’t help cringing. I might not enjoy the vitamin-enriched crap Mom insists on, but everyone knows human blood is so bad for you—even if it wasn’t super fattening, it’s full of all kinds of toxins. Like the plague. It’s like eating out of a used syringe you found at the doctor’s office. One that was also fried in bacon grease. But I don’t tell Dad that because I don’t want to ruin the moment.

He takes two glasses out of the cupboard and waves them at me. “You want some? A little won’t hurt, not at your age. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

One side of my face twitches in revulsion. I kind of feel sorry for my parents, because they had to eat this stuff for so long that they think it actually tastes good. And even though I haven’t tried it myself, I’m sure it’s nasty. Maybe not vegetable nasty, but it can’t be much better.

I mean to say no, but my curiosity gets the better of me. Plus, if I say yes, Dad might decide I'm ready for other important things, like turning into a bat. I nod, and my father pours some in both glasses. I should have told him just a little, because he pours my glass so full, it almost overflows.

He winks at me. "To make up for your vegetarian phase."

Gee, thanks, Dad. Even though I pick up the glass carefully, a little blood sloshes out and splatters on the counter. I'm pretty sure Dad's going to lick it off later, when I'm not watching. I stare down the awful glass of what amounts to syringe waste and lard. I can already taste the bile rising in the back of my mouth just thinking about drinking this stuff.

I put the glass to my lips and hesitate. I can still back out and not die of the plague, but then Dad pats me hard on the back—"Come on, son, one glass never killed anyone"—and the blood spills into my mouth and all down my shirt.

It tastes like someone made garbage stew in water they'd soaked year-old socks in, and then added iron and salt to taste. I spit it out. Maybe I should start doing everything in the bathroom, since the need to vomit is becoming a bigger and bigger issue in my life.

Dad has a good chuckle at my expense. I picture myself getting some super mutated form of the plague and becoming decrepit and covered with disease pustules. Thanks to modern medicine, they'll manage to save my life, but I'll never be the same lively, both-legged vampire I was in my oft-remembered youth. I can see myself doing commercials where I hobble out in front of the camera and say, "Don't let this happen to you, kids! Stay off the human stuff!"

Sure, my parents used to drink this crap all the time, and they're not covered in disease, but they don't count. They grew up on it. They've built up plague immunities.

I push the rest of my glass away. "Thanks anyway, Dad, but I'm not that hungry anymore."

***

It’s almost four when I knock on K.X.’s bedroom window. I changed my shirt, then had to wait for my dad to finish his snack and go back to bed before I tiptoed my way out the back door, being as one with the shadows as possible.

It takes a couple of loud taps on K.X.’s window before I hear footsteps. Then the window slides open and K.X. glares at me. She doesn’t have her glasses on, which is weird. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen her without them. Even weirder, though, are her pajamas. You can tell they were custom made because they have real-life photos printed on them.

K.X. rubs her eyes and blinks at me. “Nox, is that you?”

I squint at her pajama shirt. Jordan’s face is plastered all over it. “Is that Jordan?!”

K.X. suddenly stops rubbing her eyes, and her face turns bright red. She looks down at herself, then glares at me. “They’re pictures of my friends, Nox. That’s why you’re not on there.”

“Can I come in?”

“Hmm, let me see...” She taps a finger to her lips, pretending to think about it. “No. This area is friends only, and friends don’t wake up friends at four in the morning. And they don’t act like arrogant jerks.”

“You were right.”

She cups a hand to a pointed ear. “Keep talking.”

“Jordan and Lila... they’re doing werewolf things together. With whipped cream.” Whatever that means.

K.X. makes a disgusted face, and I see her suck in her breath. But then she folds her arms and shakes her head. “So? They’re going to the dance together, Nox. You have to understand that these things are going to happen.”

I don’t know what she means by that—what things are going to happen? Jordan and Lila are going to turn into wolves together and throw parties? Parties we’re not invited to.

“That’s not what I thought you meant when you said I was right. The window is closing, Nox.” K.X. waves good-bye to me as she slides the glass shut.

“Wait! I’m sorry about earlier!” I stick my hand in the windowsill just in time to stop her. Well, almost in time, since I'm not quite fast enough and she accidentally smashes my hand.

I cry out, and K.X. puts her hands to her mouth in shock. “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry!”

“Open the window!”

She flings it open again, releasing my hand. “I guess you can come in now.”

I climb in the window, though it’s not easy with my injury. K.X. turns on the light. “Psh,” she says, inspecting the damage. “You’ll heal.” She sounds disappointed that my hand isn’t broken or spurting blood.

“Thanks.”

“Did you really mean what you said about being sorry?” She picks her glasses up from the nightstand and puts them on. She raises an eyebrow at me, as if she doubts my sincerity.

“K.X., I have to tell you something.” I put my good hand on her shoulder, covering up a picture of Jordan stuffing cake in his mouth at his last birthday party. “I need you to be my girlfriend.”

I say that right as the door opens and K.X.’s parents appear in robes and bunny slippers. Her mom has her hair in big fat curlers. She wipes her eyes with one finger. “Our little girl is getting so popular!”

“Mom!” K.X. cries, practically jumping out of my grasp.

“We heard a commotion,” her dad says. He puts his hands on his hips and gives me a stern look.

K.X. gestures to me. “Er, this is Nox... You guys remember Nox.”

Her mom nods. “Oh, yes. The one who’s not in your band anymore. Of course I remember him.”

“He hurt his hand, but he’s better now.” K.X. smiles through clenched teeth. “In fact, he was just leaving.”

“Boys in her room,” her dad mutters, his wings twitching. “This is how it starts, Martha. I’m telling you!”

“It’s just Nox, dear.” K.X.’s mom pats her husband’s arm. “He’s harmless.”

Great. I get caught in a girl’s room in the wee hours of the morning, begging her to be my girlfriend, and even her parents don’t take me seriously.

K.X. pushes me toward the window. “Get out.”

“But—”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” She leans close and whispers, “Not in front of the p-s-or-fs!” Then she shoves me out the window, head first.

“Don’t worry,” I hear K.X.’s mom say as I land on the ground. “You know she likes that Jordan fellow.”

K.X. shrieks, “Mom!” right before she slams the window shut.

Chapter Ten

––––––––

I'M WAITING FOR K.X. outside her door the next morning. Not right outside her door, more like on her lawn. Her mom keeps peeking out through the drapes at me. I feel like I should wave or something, but I also don’t want to acknowledge the fact that I’m skulking in their yard.

“Tell me you haven’t been out here all night,” K.X. says when she finally comes out. She looks different, but I can’t place why.

“No, of course not.” I went home and got an hour of sleep first. “Is there something different about your face?”

“No.” K.X. scowls at me, and then I realize what was different about her. She was smiling. “So,” she says, flicking her hair, which I notice she’s curled today, the same way she does on picture day, “you wanted to talk to me. About a certain something?”

“Chug’s going public today, and I need you to pretend to be my girlfriend.”

“Pretend.” K.X. doesn’t sound very enthusiastic. She stops in mid hair flick. I guess I don’t blame her for not even wanting to pretend to be the girlfriend of the crazy vampire who wakes her up at four a.m. and then loiters on her lawn all morning. At least we’re good enough friends that I don’t have to try and explain that I’m not stalking her, even if that’s what it might look like to her parents.

“Just pretend. You don’t have to really go out with me.” I try to laugh, but I guess me having to assure K.X. that she won’t get my icky boy cooties doesn’t seem that funny. “It’s just, if Chug shows everyone that key chain, they’re going to know I like Lila.”

“Doesn’t everyone?” K.X. is definitely not smiling now, and her mouth twists in a sneer.

“But if I was going out with someone else, then it would look like me liking Lila was old news.” Plus it would look like someone actually liked me back for once. “And, obviously, if I was going out with you—just pretend, of course—then everyone would think I was over Lila, and there wouldn’t be anything to make fun of.” I wait for K.X. to respond, and when she just stares at me, I add, “Jordan might get jealous. If he sees us together.”

“Who said I liked Jordan?!” K.X.’s wings twitch, making an angry, blood-curdling screech. I know it’s blood curdling because I can feel my breakfast go sour.

I hold up my hands, backing away from her. “Nobody!”

“I don’t care what bass-playing werewolf boy does with scarfy werewolf girl, okay?” K.X.’s hands are fists, and she takes deep, seething breaths.

“Okay.”

“All right.” K.X. calms herself down. She slides her glasses up the bridge of her nose, then leans down to straighten out her socks. They’re black and gold striped and go up to her knees. I notice she’s not wearing the gold sandals today, but her boots with the belt buckles all over them that she begged her parents to get her for Christmas. She painted Nox and the Daybreakers 4EVR in sparkly green puffy paint on them and wore them for a month straight, even though a couple of girls said puffy paints were so sixth grade. K.X. just stared down her nose at them until they shut up, because she's tough like that. I wonder if she’ll pick off the Nox part, now that I’m not in the band.

“I suppose,” K.X. says, “if you’re going to be that pathetic about this whole Lila thing, I could just pretend. We wouldn’t have to kiss or hug or do any of that mushy stuff.” She sticks out her tongue and pretends to gag.

“Er, right...” Even though this is just pretend, it still kind of hurts that the thought of kissing me grosses her out so much.

“And we wouldn’t have to call each other every night and talk for hours or anything.”

“Yeah... of course not.”

“Because that would cut into my homework and practice time too much.” She buzzes her wings on the word practice, so I know she means her instruments.

“But we should maybe sit next to each other at lunch. And hold hands.” I hold mine out to her. It seems kind of weird, especially since she made such a big deal about not wanting to do anything mushy.

K.X. rolls her eyes and slides her hand into mine while purposely not looking, as if it’s that horrible of an experience.

I don’t know how tightly I should hold her hand, and it occurs to me that I’ve never even held hands with anyone before. Not since I was a little kid and my mom made me hold hers everywhere we went so I wouldn’t get lost. And that so doesn’t count.

K.X.’s hand is kind of limp, but if I let my hand go limp to match, we won’t really be holding hands. But if I tighten my grip, she might think I want to be more than just her pretend boyfriend, and then she’d probably call the whole thing off.

I sigh and settle for letting my hand hang really loose. Hers and mine slide apart, so that we’re barely touching. I bet everyone will know we’re not really going out, because right now I think it’s pretty obvious we’re only pretending to like each other. I asked her to be my pretend girlfriend, and I guess that’s what I got.

***

I squeeze K.X.'s hand when we get to school. I can't help it. If everyone doesn't know that I like Lila yet, they're about to. My stomach twists up and my palms are sweaty.

"Nox," K.X. whispers through clenched teeth, “knock it off." She pulls her hand free of mine and wipes it on her pants, making a disgusted face.

"Don't do that! People might be watching." I grab her hand back, holding it in mine and smiling at everyone I see, just to show how in love me and K.X. are. Just in case someone nearby thought maybe we weren't and that maybe I liked a certain werewolf who's going out with my ex-best friend.

K.X. rolls her eyes. "Nobody's looking. You really have to get over yourself, vamp-boy."

The first thing I do is look for Jordan, partially out of habit and partially because Lila's probably with him, and I need to know if they're laughing at my expense. Then I'll march up to them with K.X. so they'll know I've moved on. I wonder what Jordan will think when he sees me with her. I wonder if he knows she's got pajamas with pictures of him eating cake on them. Maybe seeing us together will spark some jealousy in his canine heart, and he'll realize he doesn't want Lila, he wants K.X., and then they'll be together and Lila will be free to go to the dance with someone else. Not that she'd pick me, because that would be too good to be true. The best I could probably get would be her putting in a good word for me with the band, to see if they'd let me join up again.

But Jordan isn't with Lila. We find him leaning against the front of the building near the main doors. He's staring down at his shoes and possibly chewing on his tongue. Or maybe some gum. He looks so forlorn, I wonder if Lila broke up with him. Maybe when Chug released the key chain to the public, Lila realized how strong my feelings for her were and she knew in her heart that she and Jordan weren't meant to be. And to think less than twenty-four hours ago they were giggling together and hosting werewolves-only parties.

Jordan looks up when we come over to him. I grab for K.X.'s hand, but she says, “Not now, Nox,” and moves closer to Jordan and out of my reach.

“Boy am I glad you guys are here.” He smiles.

K.X. grins back.

I know what's coming. But I'm not going to accept his triple apology—one for kicking me out of the band, two for stealing Lila, and three for not believing me about the Razor-Chug conspiracy—unless he sounds like he really, really means it.

“Have either of you seen Lila?” He slips his hands into his pockets and shrugs under his leather jacket. It makes him look even cooler than usual.

K.X.'s grin withers and she bares her teeth, which are small and sharp and pointy, despite pixies being strictly vegetarians. She steps back and hooks her arm through mine, dragging me close. “Who cares? Nox and I have something to tell you.”

She's cutting off circulation to my arm. “We're going to the Spring Fling—”

“We're going out. With each other. Not just to the dance.” K.X. stomps on my toes. I can't tell if it was supposed to be a warning for me to follow her lead, or if she's practicing her dance moves. I bet “Doing the Nox Stomp” will catch on at the Spring Fling and become a big hit. I'll probably get trampled to death, but at least my name will live on.

The bell rings and the three of us go inside, walking together before we have to split up to go to our separate homerooms.

“Listen, Jordan,” I say, scrambling out of K.X.'s arm hold—forget being a librarian; she should get into wrestling—“I need to know if it's too late. Am I dead? Did Chug reveal the key chain?” I should have prepared an obituary. I grit my teeth until my fangs stab into my tongue. I can't look. I can't bear to see the mob of people storming past us, on their way to Homeroom, all pointing and laughing at me. Any second now, I'll feel the sting of a flung tomato hitting me in the face. I just hope none of it gets in my mouth.

I work up the courage to take a quick glance around. Knowing everyone's staring at me is the worst feeling I've ever had, except... No one's looking. At all. I breathe a sigh of relief, then freeze in dread. Chug hasn't released the photo yet. My safety can only last so long, and then I have to go through all of this again.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “He showed it around to everyone.” He nudges me with his elbow. “It's a good thing you're so broke all the time, or else you would've been stupid enough to give him the fifty bucks.”

Let me repeat a sentiment I've expressed before: Jordan is completely insane. “What are you talking about?” The excitement of the full moon and the werewolf party must have rattled his brain and he doesn't have it sorted back out yet. “He showed it to everyone?!”

“Pretty much. Anyone who was standing around got a good look.”

Now would be the best time to be able to turn into a bat. Or to change my name and move to another state. Maybe another country.

“You're so pathetic,” K.X. says. To me, her pretend boyfriend. Telling me I'm pathetic isn't what I'd call keeping up appearances.

“Nox. Buddy.” Jordan sighs and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Chug showed it to everyone he could find, but guess what?”

“No one cares.” He and K.X. say it at the same time, in a fit of BMNs disease. They say a sudden loss in friendliness is the first symptom.

I look around, noticing that everyone's passing us in the hall. If anyone glances over at me, it's because I'm blocking their way to Homeroom, not because they know my embarrassing secret.

“They probably didn't know who I was.” I feel lower than grave dirt. Then my spirits rise when I think how great a cover being so unknown is. All I have to do is never tell anyone my name, and I'll be fine. Maybe Lila doesn't know my name. Maybe she forgot already, and I can beg Jordan not to tell her. From now on, I'll be Martin. Of Martin and the Daybreakers. Or just... Martin, a vampire with a guitar. I'll give it—I mean, her—a name, and we'll travel the country together, singing sad folk songs about unloved vampires whose friends have abandoned them. I'll call her Ginger-Jo.

Jordan shakes his head at me, his disapproval rays set on kill. Or maybe not kill, but definitely above stun, if there's some kind of in-between stage. “It doesn't matter,” he says. “Nobody cares about some stupid key chain. Get over yourself, Nox, and just forget about it.” He ups his disapproval settings to completely incinerate and then stomp on the ashes and walks away.

“I have to get to Homeroom,” K.X. says. “Try not to O.D. on yourself.”

I'd tell her how misguided both she and Jordan are, but she wouldn't understand. Ginger-Jo's the only woman who really gets me.

Chapter Eleven

––––––––

BECAUSE CHUG STOLE MY key chain and I couldn't get it back, Lila's crying her eyes out in the bathroom. The girl of my dreams is crying because of me, and I didn't even have to get near her, that's how awful I am. It's probably because she heard I like her and can't stand the shame, even though she's already got Jordan, who's much cooler and more shapeshifty than me.

I'm an idiot. I'm never going to be able to show my face in public again. I'm going to have to call my mom at work during lunch and ask her if we can move to Europe. I'll pretend I'm interested in the “Old Country” and getting back to my ancestral roots. And if that doesn't work, I'll ask if she'll send me to boarding school, somewhere really far away. When she asks why, I'll tell her it's because I'm too dangerous to be allowed around other people. I need to be quarantined so my BMNs doesn't cause any more problems.

I have to apologize to Lila and tell her I'm moving away to boarding school and she'll never have to think about me again. I'm probably the last person she wants to see right now, but it'll only be the one time. Then I'm off to boarding school and she can be free of me and have my place in the band guilt-free. I'll probably hear about their success someday while I'm over in Europe, where I'll be busy learning boarding school stuff and eating cabbage soup for every meal. I bet they also don't let you bring your guitar or practice indoors, kind of like at my house. It might as well be prison.

I squeeze my eyes shut as I stand in front of the girls' bathroom, working up the courage to go inside. In order for my apology to work, I have to actually get to where Lila is. On second thought, maybe standing here all day and waiting for her to come out is a better idea. She should have her space. But I think of what K.X. would say, that I was being a loser, and I know I have to go in.

The girls' room smells a lot better than the boys'. There are a couple of zombies looking at themselves in the mirror. I imagine sneaking by them, using my vampire power of not having a reflection to avoid them noticing me, but they're already turning their heads and shrieking for me to get out. I bet they could learn the bat trick really easily, since they're already good at making high-pitched noises. They'd have the sonar part down in an instant.

They run out of the room, and then it's quiet, except for the sound of someone crying. A stall door opens, and Lila peeks out, probably thinking that with the zombie girls making their crazy getaway, the room is empty. She takes one look at me and slams the door shut again. She doesn't have her movie-star glasses on right now, so I can see how puffy her eyes are from crying.

My stomach's a tight knot, like I've been eating vegetables again. I have to picture K.X. giving me her sternest librarian look before I can say anything. “Lila?”

“Go away.”

She sounds mad. I'm going to write her a quick note about how sorry I am and about cabbage soup and boarding school and slip it under the door before disappearing into the shadows. Or I could just run away.

“I'm sorry,” I tell her.

“How could you do this?” she asks. “The whole school's laughing about it!”

“Chug smelled it on me. It wasn't my fault.” That's probably not what she meant. She wants to know how such an uncool loser like me could ever hope to have a chance with an awesome, interesting girl like her.

The stall door flies open and Lila stomps out. She rubs her eyes with the palms of her hands. “If you wanted your spot back in the band, you could have said something. Instead of getting some thug to show everyone embarrassing pictures of me!”

Hey, Chug the Thug isn't just any thug. “I didn't—”

“What did you do, pay him or something? You asking me to the dance was just a joke, wasn't it?”

“No!” How can she think it was so easy for me to ask her that I'd do it as a joke? I step back, because she looks like she might kick me. But then her lower lip trembles and she retreats to the safety of the stall and sits on the closed toilet seat, her chin in her hands.

“It took me all summer to get over everyone seeing that picture! I had to tell everyone my mom made me wear that dress. The ugly puffy yellow one with all the frills. I was so dumb. I loved that thing. I wanted to wear it. I thought it was pretty and it made me look like a Southern belle.” She swallows and glares at me. “Go ahead and laugh so you can make me feel dumb. Everyone else did.”

“I didn't.”

She squints her eyes in disbelief, or maybe they just look squinty, since they're so puffy. “I was so dorky! Even my werewolf club picture was lame. Did you see the way my tongue was lolling out of my mouth? And my fur was so messy, I looked like I have fleas. I tried to put that yellow dress in the fireplace, but Mom wouldn't let me, since it was a present from Grandma. I vowed I'd never wear something that embarrassing again, and I spent all summer going to thrift stores, so when I showed up for the first day of eighth grade, nobody remembered how dorked out I looked in the yearbook. I was terrified they'd make fun of me again, but they just suddenly thought I was cool. So I kept doing it.”

“You are.” I want to tell her about Chug and how he took that picture from me and that it wasn't my fault it got spread around, but it sounds too lame. I also want to tell her how she shouldn't worry about what people think because she's Lila and she doesn't care about those things, but then... something changes in me, like a light going out or a balloon deflating. I thought Lila was the bravest person I knew, but suddenly I'm not so sure anymore.

Lila looks me over, deciding if I really mean it or not. “It doesn't matter,” she says. “Everyone's already laughing about it. You just had to find the two worst pictures of me ever taken.” She gives me a half smile, but even someone as idiotic as me can tell she's still upset.

That's when I know what I have to do, and unfortunately, it doesn't involve running away to boarding school.

***

Chug's asleep in Study Hall. He has Study Hall every day, when the rest of us have electives, like Choir or Photography. Chug's only hobby is stealing lunch money from the spinally-challenged kids like me, so he doesn't need electives. The life of a bully involves getting up really early to catch potential victims on their way to school, so he can really use the extra time Study Hall provides for taking a nap.

I skipped Homeroom to find Lila, and now I'm missing out on Home Ec. Which is too bad because Mrs. Wittenberg might need her ear sewn on again, and it'll be someone else's turn, and I bet they won't do as good a job as I did. Then she'll really appreciate how wonderful my help was the other day. No more “It doesn't have to be perfect”s from her—from now on, she'll only want me to sew her body parts back on. And I'm missing my moment of glory so I can sneak up on Chug and avenge the girl of my dreams, even if she hates me and my love is now extra unrequited.

Study Hall takes place in the library, so I pretend I'm looking for a book. Something cool, like how to be a rock star or just look like one. The librarian, Mr. Hanson, squints at me with his beady eyes, pursing his puckered old-man lips. Mr. Hanson's a centaur. He covers his hooves in soft material so they don't make noise—he's very strict about noise in the library—but he's always knocking shelves over with his horse half. He acts like it's always “the kids'” fault for disturbing him and making him nervous. I don't know why he'd get a job at a school library, since he obviously hates kids. He's looking over at me now, like he's just waiting for me to do something awful, like touch one of the books. The books the school bought for people like me to read. Mr. Hanson's ideal library would be one that only allowed psychics, so they could read the books without opening them.

Mr. Hanson watches me for a second—or maybe he's glaring at Chug, who's now snoring—then tromps off to check on a girl on the other end of the library who might be getting fingerprints on one of the magazines.

It's all clear. Just me, the books, and a sleeping Chug. He's passed out at one of the tables. There are a few other kids in Study Hall, but nobody sits by Chug. It could be because he's so great at what he does—you know, being a thug—and they're so in awe of his skill, they're honoring him by giving him his space. Or it could be because they're terrified of him. And because he smells.

I creep up behind him. Vampires are supposed to be naturally stealthy. I put one foot down and admire how silent I am. I bet I could creep through a dense forest and sneak up on wild animals without even snapping any twigs. I slide my other foot up. The sole of my shoe makes a slight squeak against the floor, but this is my first serious attempt at sneaking up on someone. I bet I'm still really good at it. The shoe squeak doesn't count.

I'm right behind Chug. His hulking shoulders rise and fall with each gurgling snore. I take the last step, the one putting me in reach of him, and bang my knee on a chair leg. I sink my fangs into my tongue and breathe in deep, forcing myself not to make any sounds of pain. That would wake up Chug for sure—he has a sixth sense for that kind of thing. As it is, one nostril twitches and he sniffs the air in his sleep. I pretend I'm someone cool, like K.X. or Jordan or... I would have said Lila up until half an hour ago, but after she confessed to caring so much about what everybody thinks... Well, instead of Lila, I think about Heath's fiery guffaws, K.X.'s frustration that no one's as awesome as she is, and Jordan's casual confidence in everything he does. I don't think about being me, cowardly and shaking with fear.

Chug stops sniffing and drifts back into deep sleep, his snores even and loud.

If I was Chug, where would I keep the key chain? I should have thought of this before I snuck up on him, but I was too busy practicing my stealthy vampire skills. One of Chug's pants pockets has flies circling it and some green, moss-like substance oozing out the corner. I don't have to see the outlined shape of the key chain against the fabric to know that's the one. If there's a clean pocket with nothing gross in it, and a filthy, nasty pocket Chug probably keeps his collection of leftover lunch meat in, guess which one I'm going to have to stick my hand into?

This is for Lila. Who will never appreciate me the way I appreciate her. I reach my fingers into Chug's gross pocket. Slowly. Cringing as I touch what feels like broken fish bones and slugs. My fingers brush against the edge of the key chain. I grab it and try to pull it out, but not only is it heavy, like it actually has keys on it, but it's also stuck on something. Probably more bones. Chug snorts and I panic, pulling hard until the whole mess comes free and I lose my balance, falling flat on my back. The key chain, which has all of Chug's keys attached to it, goes flying across the room, along with a small collection of fish bones.

Chug grunts, his sleep disturbed. He reaches out and grabs my wrist before he's even fully awake. “Caught you,” he growls.

Mr. Hanson stomps over to us. His hooves are loud against the floor, despite his soft coverings. “All right, boys,” he says, holding up Chug's keys. “Who threw these?”

There's a red mark on his forehead where they must have hit. Before Chug knows what's going on, I point at him with my free hand and say, “He did!” Chug loosens his grasp in the confusion and I slip free and snatch the key chain, keys and all, back from Mr. Hanson. I hear him chewing out Chug as I make a break for the door.

Chapter Twelve

––––––––

TODAY'S TURNING OUT TO be better than I thought, if you don't include me breaking Lila's heart with all this “passing around embarrassing photos of her” business. But that wasn't really me, it was Chug. Considering I thought I'd show up for school and have everyone laughing at me, it's not so bad. Add to that the fact that I not only braved the girls' bathroom, but stole something back from Chug, and I can almost forget all the bad stuff. I have to look on the bright side. I won't be playing with the band on Friday and getting my big break that'll lead to rock stardom, but at least I'm not dead.

Jordan claps me on the back when I sit down at lunch. He's grinning at me. I smile, until I see he's got his other arm around Lila. Then my stomach crumples up into a cold ball, but I try to ignore it. I'm no longer a cowardly vampire, but a braver of bathrooms and a stealer from thugs. Jordan congratulates me on getting the key chain back, even if I took all of Chug's keys in the process, and Heath offers to buy me dessert, until he counts his leftover change and realizes he only has fifty cents.

His leathery wings twitch, making a dry, papery sound, and he sticks his tongue up his nose. “Sorry, Nox. Rain check?”

“Don't worry about it,” Jordan says. “We can all pitch in.”

Jordan, Heath, and Lila all dig through their backpacks for spare change. I'm too honored and too busy basking in this moment of appreciation—it looks like their BMNs is finally clearing up—to tell them it's okay, they don't have to do all that.

“Hey, K.X., you got ten cents?” Jordan asks after they count up their money.

K.X. doesn't look up from her book. She pushes her glasses up as far as they'll go on her nose, until they're way too close to her eyes. “It was just a stupid key chain.” Her cheeks turn pink as everyone stares at her in shock. My moment of glory, and she's the only one who doesn't care.

Jordan's eyes shift from me to K.X. “It's ten cents. I'll pay you back tomorrow.”

“That's not the point.” K.X. slams her book shut. “They were just some stupid pictures nobody cared about anyway. He stole them from Chug—big deal.”

Jordan pulls back, shocked that she would belittle my victories so easily. Heath coughs and chokes as smoke drifts out his nose. Lila stares down at the table, playing with the fringe of her rainbow scarf, while I'm too flabbergasted to do anything.

“Well, it's not,” K.X. says, wrinkling her nose. “If little miss scarfy—if she wanted it back so much, she should have gotten it herself. If she's really as great as I keep hearing, that is. It's not like Nox gave it to Chug. It's not like he wanted him to spread it around.” She rolls her eyes and grits her pointy teeth as she gets up from the table, grabbing her lunch so hard, half her salad falls off the tray. She doesn't even remember to take her book before storming off to go sit under a tree by herself.

“What did I do?” Lila mutters, looking to Jordan for an answer.

Jordan's too busy consoling me to notice. “Don't listen to her, Nox. You know how K.X. gets. Stealing that key chain from Chug was the bravest, least cowardly thing you've ever done. You have to keep these things relative, right? She's just... being K.X. Ignore her, okay? It was a big step for you. We're still on for dessert tomorrow—you've earned it.”

Heath munches on bits of K.X.'s spilled salad when he thinks no one's looking. Unlike me, he can eat vegetables if he wants to, but usually sticks to raw, bloody meat, since he gets self-conscious about chewing his cud in public.

I don't listen to Jordan, though. I get up from my seat at our table, remembering what it was like when I ate lunch with the mummy twins—I don't want K.X. to have to sit by herself until the bell rings. Even if Jordan's right about her “being K.X.” and ruining my moment for me. Because being K.X. might make her a little cranky sometimes, but it's also what makes her wear cool shoes with lots of buckles on them and tell off satyrs who won't let me in their club. It's why she spends so much time practicing perfect wing pitch and making our band rock that much harder.

K.X. glares at me as I approach. She's slumped against a tree, staring down at her lunch tray and not eating, though she shoves a forkful of salad in her mouth when she sees me. She makes a big deal about chewing for a long time, then says, “You better not have come over here to tell me how great Lila is. Believe me, I've heard it enough times.”

I sit down just as Jordan arrives.

“Oh, great,” K.X. says, rolling her eyes at both of us. “Another scarf supporter.”

Jordan ignores her. “Will both of you come back to the table? We have band business to discuss.”

I raise a hopeful eyebrow. “Like how Chug and Razor are conspiring against me?” Maybe Jordan's finally come to his senses.

He groans. “No, like how we're going to win on Saturday.”

“We.” K.X. licks her lips. “By we you mean us and Lila?”

“Yeah, of course.” Jordan scratches his head.

K.X. scowls. “I can't believe you don't see what a loser...” She bites her lip and stares at her lunch.

“And by we,” I add, letting out a deep breath, “you don't mean me, since I'm not in the band.”

“Geez, what has gotten into you guys?” Jordan holds out his hands in a pleading gesture. “Getting into Battle of the Bands is the best thing that's ever happened to the Daybreakers, no matter how we have to get there.” He looks at K.X. “I thought you were cool with Lila joining up?”

K.X. shifts uncomfortably, not looking up at Jordan, who hasn't sat down and is kind of looming over us. “I was, but that was before the whipped crea—er, that was before I changed my mind.”

“And come on, Nox,” Jordan says. “Give it a rest with the not-being-in-the-band angst, will you? I know you wanted to play, but...” He crouches down beside us, lowering his voice and whispering, “It's just a band, you know? It's not really life and death.”

K.X. narrows her eyes. “Are you out of your moon-loving mind?”

“What do you mean, just a band?!” I shriek, my voice so loud and shrill I wonder if maybe I do have bat genes after all.

But Jordan doesn't cover his ears or show any sign of having been blasted by my sonar powers. Instead, he motions for me to calm down. Then he shrugs, like we're having a very casual, non-life-and-death conversation. “Sure, it's fun and all, but you don't have to get so worked up over it. It's not like we're actually rock stars or anything.”

“Not yet.” I can't believe I can still speak, considering how numb with shock I feel. Jordan just said we weren't rock stars. And not just me, his best friend with the most rock star potential of everyone he knows, but the whole band.

K.X. stares at Jordan like she's never seen him before. “You've got to be kidding me.”

“About what?”

Her nostrils flare and her eyes burn with rage. Her wings make harsh twitching noises. She points a finger at him. “You're telling me that all this time, the years we've been having emergency Daybreakers meetings and practicing like crazy and talking about making the big time, you didn't mean a word of it?”

“K.X.,” he says, “I hate to break it to you, but we're only thirteen.” He reaches out to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, but she pulls away before he can touch her.

“Only thirteen?!” K.X. sputters. “But what about Mozart? And Beethoven? They got their starts when they were little kids. Nobody told them they couldn't be famous.”

“Those guys were geniuses,” Jordan says, looking at K.X. like she's crazy for comparing us to them. “We're just a group of eighth graders who like to rock out sometimes. It's fun—don't get me wrong. I love emergency Daybreakers meetings, and you guys are my best friends.”

“But you don't think we're geniuses,” I say, my voice cold and dead, like the rest of me, and not just because I'm a vampire.

“Well...” He rubs the back of his neck, his ears turning pink. “It's not like anybody actually grows up to be rock stars. It's not like becoming a doctor or a lawyer or something.”

“I'm going to.” I look Jordan in the eyes and stare him down. He actually said it was “just a band,” like he doesn't know my music is my life. I thought it was all of our lives. It was what united us. The fact that we could stick together and beat the odds, no matter what, because all four of us shared a dream we weren't willing to let go of—ever—meant we were going places. That's how we got into Battle of the Bands, and that's how we were going to become rock stars. I guess Jordan didn't see it that way.

K.X. gets to her feet, towering over us. Her voice shakes as she glares at Jordan and says, “When we were in sixth grade, you told me we were going to be big stars. You said you were starting a band, and that I should be in it, because I was one of the coolest musicians you knew, and if we got enough cool people together, we could do anything. That's what you said, and I ate up every word, but now I know you didn't mean any of it.”

“I was only eleven—I meant it back then, I just didn't understand reality.” He shakes his head at us.

K.X. stares down at him, and not in the usual way she stares at Jordan, like she's admiring everything he does and hanging on his every word. She looks at him like he wouldn't deserve to be a rock star, even if he wanted to be. Like he barely deserves to be in the band. She shakes her head, once, and to me it feels like slow motion. One back and forth head shake, and she's done. When it's over, the admiration is gone from her face, and all I see is pity. For once, I'm glad I'm not Jordan.

Jordan swallows, now that she's released him from her gaze. “I'm sorry I said it was just a band—I wasn't thinking, all right? I didn't mean to get your wings all in a buzz. I forgot how seriously you guys take this stuff, but I should have known—that's why you and Nox are perfect for each other, right?”

Right, because as far as Jordan knows, me and K.X. aren't pretend boyfriend and girlfriend, we're the real thing. I was sure everyone would see through it, especially when K.X. wiped her hands off after touching mine, but maybe it's a more convincing disguise than I thought. That, or Jordan's just crazy. He is, after all, the one who said the Daybreakers were “just a band.”

“P-perfect?” Any last traces of a glare fade from K.X.'s face, which goes all Christmassy. She glances between me and Jordan, and I think I see her start to smile. Then she suppresses it, takes a deep breath, and clenches her fists. “Come on,” she says, bending down to get her lunch tray, then heading toward the table. “We've got important band business to discuss, because even if only me and Nox care about the Daybreakers, we have to win this Saturday. Or else.”

***

“Chug and Razor are conspiring against me,” I say, once we're back to the lunch table and our emergency Daybreakers meeting has started.

Jordan groans. “Don't start that again.”

“Nox,” K.X. mutters, “this is not what I meant when I said we had band business to discuss.”

“Why would they care?” Heath says. “No offense,” he adds, slowly grinding on the same bite of salad over and over.

“Maybe Razor thought the Daybreakers wouldn't play without me and was trying to thwart all of us. But luckily you guys proved him wrong.”

Lila swallows and scratches her cheek, half trying to take in our expressions, half trying to avoid looking at anyone. Especially K.X.

“Nox.” Jordan rolls his eyes. He's starting to sound like he regrets apologizing to me. “You're not out of the band, just out of the battle. And believe me, Razor and Chug aren't conspiring against you. Conspiracies aren't Chug's style. He'd just come right out and sucker punch you. And Razor? He doesn't know you exist.”

“Face it,” Heath says. “We're not on his radar.”

“Sorry, vamp-boy,” K.X. says, “but you've never shown enough fang before for Chug or Razor to think you're a threat.”

I take back what I said earlier. Maybe today's not such a good day after all. Having the whole school laughing at me is starting to sound better than having my friends treating me like I'm crazy and self-centered. Their BMNs is flaring up like mad, but maybe there's a point to what Jordan's saying. Razor doesn't know who I am—no one does.

I don't acknowledge their potential rightness. Not out loud anyway. I take the key chain, the object of my earlier glory, with all of Chug's keys hanging off of it, and hand the whole thing over to Lila. Stealing it back from Chug was the bravest thing I've ever done, but after making Lila cry her eyes out in the bathroom and finding out Jordan doesn't care about the band like I thought he did, I don't really want to see it anymore. The key chain, I mean, which Lila's busy getting off of Chug's keyring. I'll have to mail Chug back his keys or something, since there's no way I can give them to him in person. Not without getting beaten to a pulp anyway.

Lila finishes separating the rings and then inspects Chug's collection. There's a tiny notebook attached to the key ring. I got one once in one of those machines where you put a quarter in and a plastic bubble comes out. I thought it was cool, but then I shoved it in a drawer and never touched it again. This one looks pretty beat up, so I'm guessing Chug's gotten better use out of his. Lila flips through it, her tongue poking out of her mouth.

“Hey, what's this?” She pauses on a page of the tiny notebook and brings it close to her face, squinting at what must be really tiny writing. Then she smiles and holds it up so we can all see.

Scrawled out on the piece of paper, in Chug's jagged handwriting, it says, AGENDA: collect lunch money.

I shrug. “So Chug has to remind himself to take my money.” Not only is his room clean, but he's more organized than me. Way to rub it in, tiny agenda notebook.

“Read below that,” Jordan mutters.

Underneath the part about the lunch money, it says, REMINDER: Razor still owe $178.45 for club thrashing. Make pay now.

“Whoa,” Heath says, leaning across the table and squinting at it. The writing's pretty small and hard to read, but even so, Heath always has to sit in the front row to read the board. We're all pretty sure he needs glasses, but he won't admit it.

K.X. peers at it, her wings buzzing with excitement. “You know what this smells like.”

“Yeah.” Jordan sucks in a deep breath. “Smells like evidence. Maybe it wasn't all in your head, Nox.”

“Yeah,” K.X. agrees. “For once.”

***

Here I am, everyone's favorite cowardly vampire, hiding in the bushes again. I'm beginning to think skulking is overrated. So is spying on your enemies from a somewhat safe distance—ten feet away—and using binoculars.

“Give me those,” K.X. whispers, grabbing them from me, even though the cord's still around my neck. She jerks them over to her, knocking me down in the process. I struggle to get free. The bushes rustle and a stick snaps, but luckily Razor's too engrossed in what Lila's saying to notice any potential spies.

“Hmmph,” K.X. mutters. She keeps doing that. Mostly when she looks at Lila.

We're on the far side of the school, out behind the building, where the groundskeepers have really let things go. Which is good for us skulking types, because otherwise I'd have to carry around a cardboard cutout of a bush and hide behind it, instead of using the real thing. Heath was voted too dangerous on a stakeout, and Jordan's planted around the corner of the building, in case Lila needs any backup. Lila's job is to get Razor to confess to hiring vamps to start a brawl at the Pink Stripe Graveyard so he could conveniently get me out of the picture, which Lila will get on tape. Meanwhile me and K.X. are practicing our spy skills for when we become an international secret-agent team, because there's no way we were going to miss this. Plus you can never have too much backup, and K.X. provided the tape recorder, so she's entitled to supervise.

“I guess Miss Scarfy Werewolf's good for something,” K.X. mutters. “I can't wait until you're back in the band. And not just because I'm sick of hearing about her,” she adds, clearing her throat. “The band needs you. You care, unlike a certain bass-playing werewolf I could name.” She glances away from the binoculars for a second to look at me, her voice kind of quiet. “You know, Nox, sometimes I really... I really admire...” She swallows and shakes her head, not finishing whatever she was about to say. “I wish Jordan was more like you, that's all.”

Jordan, more like me? Am I hearing things, or could it be that BMNs just has to run its course, and then it burns itself out? Will the survivors be left immune to it for the rest of their lives, or just until a new strain develops?

Out past the bushes, Lila grins at Razor and holds her hands behind her back. “If I'd known you were the one who got the Pink Stripe Graveyard to ban vampires, I never would have said no about the dance.” Lila bats her eyelashes and fans herself with one hand.

“She's overdoing it,” K.X. says out the side of her mouth, shaking her head.

Whatever she's doing, it's working, because Razor's slurping it up like a recovering vegetarian vampire on a blood binge. “Yeah?” he says, slicking his hair back. “It's not too late.”

“I don't know,” she says. “I'd have to hear how you did it first. To see if you're... dance material.” Lila sighs. “You might not be cool enough, despite everything I've heard.”

Razor's forehead creases, and his lip starts to curl, but then he shrugs. “Whatever, babe. I'll tell you.” He starts from the beginning, telling her all about how he had to stoop so low as to ask Chug for money.

“Wow,” I whisper to K.X. “She's good. This is way easier than I thought it'd be.” Maybe too easy.

K.X. grinds her teeth together. I think I hear little bits of them chipping off. “Right, because no one can resist her.”

“You said it yourself. Jordan and her are werewolves. They like being werewolves together.” It's so simple, yet so painful. My best friend stole away the only girl I've ever loved, and he claims he did it for the good of the band.

K.X. swings the binoculars around until she's looking right at me. She's only a couple inches away from my face, so I must look like one big pasty blur. “You're so dense. I'm talking about you, Nox. You think she's so brave and interesting, but you're so blind! Why can't you see who's really interesting and who's not? Not like anyone else is any less dense. I bet even Chug likes her. That's probably the real reason he took that key chain.”

“Chug and Lila? I don't think so.”

“Fine, so there's one boy in the whole school who doesn't think she's the coolest thing since fat-free I Can't Believe It's Not Pig's Blood. Big deal.”

“Heath doesn't—”

“Heath doesn't count.” K.X. flips her hair over her shoulder and chews on her lip. Her teeth leave little dents. “One word from her, and Razor's confessing to a horrendous crime. And if she thinks she's becoming a Daybreaker, just because she's going out with Jordan... Oh, wait, they're getting to the good part.”

“So I gave these guys the cash, and they did their thing. No more vamps in the club, and I'm home free for Battle of the Bands.” Razor rubs dirt off his fingernails on his leather jacket. “You could join me. We've got our four already, but Jimmy could sit this one out, if you want a shot.”

Lila's obviously supposed to be impressed by his offer. “Oh, could I?!” she says, jumping up and down.

K.X. shuts her eyes and puts her fingers to her temples, like she's trying to psychically tell Lila to tone it down. It's not surprising that it doesn't work, since K.X. doesn't have psychic powers. I'm wondering if I should try, in case I have any latent mind-messaging powers of my own I never noticed before, but then Lila says, “I guess you got rid of that pesky Nox kid, huh?”

Is it just me, or does she sound a little too sincere on the “pesky Nox” part?

Razor blinks. He yawns. “Who?”

“Nox. You know, the lead singer of Nox and the Daybreakers?”

“The who and the what?”

“Daybreakers,” Lila mutters, scuffing the ground with her neon green tennis shoes that actually look like tennis balls. “They're playing Friday night.”

Razor scrunches up his forehead until it looks like it's going to implode. “Never heard of 'em.”

Lila sticks her hands in her pockets, then tosses out a piece of lint. “So... you weren't trying to get rid of them?”

“Get rid of them? I don't even know who they are.” He slides his arm around her shoulders. “Lila, baby, you don't have to worry when you're with me. I take care of the competition, okay? These Daybreakers, they're not competition.”

“He's just not remembering me right,” I whisper to K.X. “It'll come to him. He had to have had a reason for borrowing all that money from Chug and starting trouble.”

“But... the club. You got all the vampires banned,” Lila goes on.

“Yeah. Because Blasphemous Pie was totally going to whomp us tomorrow night. They're these four vamp chicks. They totally rock, but the drummer, see, I went out with her sister last summer. And her cousin. They found out, and that girl still hates my guts. I can't risk her having the satisfaction of winning. So.” A smile spreads over Razor's lips, his teeth showing. “She's out of the competition. And you, sweets, are totally in.”

I can't believe it. “He's lying,” I tell K.X.

She tilts her head in disbelief. “You mean when he says the world revolves around someone other than you? Yeah, that's got to be a mistake, Nox.”

“It was a conspiracy against me! I mean, us. Against us!”

“You hear something?” Razor asks, peering in our direction.

“I, um, can throw my voice,” Lila says. “My grandma taught me. It's great at parties.”

Razor takes his arm off her shoulder. “There's someone over there.”

“Someone,” I tell K.X. “That's right. I'm someone. The someone he got banned!”

“Nox!” she whispers. “Shut up!”

But I can't stop. After all this, after finding out the conspiracy wasn't just in my head, now Razor has to go and say he's never even heard of me? Of the Daybreakers? “He's basically responsible for getting me kicked out of my own band and keeping me from the biggest opportunity of my life, and he doesn't even know who I am!”

“Oh, great,” K.X. says. “Now you've done it.”

I hear Razor's voice coming closer. “What's going on?”

“Fine! Let him come over here. Then maybe me and him will have words about ruining other people's lives! We'll—”

K.X. throws the binoculars into the bushes and grabs my face with both hands. Before I know what's going on, her lips are on mine, cutting me off from my rant. Just as Razor kicks at the bushes, his nostrils twitching with hate. He relaxes when he sees it's just a vampire and a pixie kissing in semi-privacy.

“Do you mind?” K.X. growls.

Razor snorts and steps back. “Come on, Lila. Let's find a new locale to discuss our future. One without so much trash.”

Lila exchanges a glance with us, then shrugs and agrees to go with him.

K.X. waits until they're gone before shoving me in the chest. “Thanks a lot, Nox. Because of you, I had to waste my first kiss. At least we got the confession.”

It was my first, too, but I don't think I need to tell her that.

Jordan rushes over to us. “Whoa, you guys. What was that all about?”

K.X. turns ultra Christmassy. “Nothing. Nox here was going to give us away. We would have lost everything.”

“It was just a cover,” I say, nodding at K.X. “It didn't mean anything.”

Jordan raises his eyebrows. “But aren't you guys going to the dance together?” He shakes his head. “Look, if you're worried about band politics, we can have a Daybreakers meeting. But I don't care if you're going out, okay? And I'm sure Heath's cool with it.”

“Don't worry about it,” K.X. says, getting to her feet and dusting off her hands. She picks up the binoculars from out of the undergrowth and wipes them clean on her pants. “We're not going to the Spring Fling. Not when he'd rather be there with her.”

“Wait. Don't I get a say in this?” I ask. Because being told I wasted someone's first kiss isn't bad enough—I have to make her tell me she doesn't want to be anywhere near me, too. “Because I thought—” I thought she said she wished Jordan was more like me. I thought she was starting to think I was cool.

“Forget it,” K.X. says. “All that's important now is Friday night, and with Razor's confession on tape, we just sealed the deal.”

Chapter Thirteen

––––––––

“THIS IS PERFECT,” JORDAN says, climbing the last rung of the ladder and hoisting himself into Lila's backyard tree house. “No p-s-or-fs in sight.” He grins at K.X. “You can't argue with that. This could be our new headquarters.”

“Emergency only,” K.X. mutters, thunking down in the corner.

I'm standing at the window, peering into Lila's backyard. It's almost dark, almost time for my batty brethren to fly through the skies and do cool bat things, like, um, eat bugs. I hear they're big on mosquitoes. I wonder if I'll like mosquitoes when I turn into a bat, if I ever learn how. I'll probably have a driver's license and be a famous drag racer by then.

“Come on, Heath!” Jordan calls down the ladder. “You can do it!” He motions for him to hurry and get up here. Heath mutters something about hooves, but then sucks it up and starts climbing. There's no way any of us is missing this meeting.

Lila's sitting in the center of the tree house, a giant smile on her face. She's got on pink-and-black-striped tights, a mini-skirt covered in rhinestones, and a shirt made of shiny purple material that kind of looks like fish scales. She holds the tape from the recorder in her hand and hugs it to her chest, then kisses it. “This is it, guys,” she says. “This is how we're going to take down Razor.”

We all crouch down on the floor in a circle. K.X. leans over and whispers in my ear, “She acts like this makes her a Daybreaker.”

Lila gets up on her knees, holding the tape in her outstretched palm. “With this, we're not just taking down our enemies—we're getting vampires back into the Pink Stripe Graveyard.”

K.X. opens her mouth, like she's going to continue commenting on everything Lila says, but I glare at her and she shuts up. This is the most important Daybreakers meeting of the year, possibly of the century, and I don't need her distracting me.

“Come on,” Jordan says. “Let's do this.” He pushes a button on the tape recorder and it clicks open.

We hold our breath as Lila places the tape inside the machine. I guess I only know for sure that I'm holding my breath, and maybe no one else is as excited about this, but then I hear Heath gasp for air, and I know it's not just me.

Lila smooths out her skirt. She shuts her eyes and presses play.

The tape makes a garbled squeak as it starts up. Then a hiss. Nobody breathes or says a word, waiting for Razor's confession. The only problem is, even with being extra quiet—all my spy practice must be paying off—I don't hear anything. I glance over at K.X., since pixies have excellent hearing. She puts a finger under her chin and tilts her head toward the recorder. She frowns, just like everybody else is doing.

Lila slides the volume button up as far is it'll go, but we still don't hear anything. “Maybe it wasn't rewound?”

“It was a new tape.” K.X. buzzes her wings, starting out low and speeding into frantic, high-pitched twitches of anxiety that make my nerves race. “Straight out of the plastic. So unless you did something to it—”

“I didn't!”

“—Razor's confession should be at the beginning. You must not have pressed the record button. You messed up.”

Jordan lets out a slow breath. He scratches the back of his neck. “Sorry, Lila, but she's right about the tape. And K.X., cool it with the wing noise already.”

“Noise?! Cool it?! These are my instruments!”

“We're not at an audition. Or a horror movie. We need to think, and you're not helping.”

But K.X.'s background music has already gotten to me. That, or the seriousness of the situation is sinking in. Maybe nobody else cares like I do, because they don't have as much at stake. They still get to play tomorrow night, even if they'll, you know, probably lose horribly without me, their beloved lead singer. I slump back against the tree trunk growing through one side of the room, with my mouth open and my fangs hanging out like an idiot.

“We didn't get it,” Heath says, voicing my thoughts and sounding as numb as I feel. “We didn't get the confession.”

“Oops.” Lila swallows and twirls a lock of her hair around her finger. Her hair's pretty short, so she only gets a couple of twists before she's poking herself in the scalp. “I'll just... I'll get him to say it again.” She nods, pulling her finger out of her hair. “He fell for it once, he'll—”

Jordan shakes his head. “There's no way. You told him you changed your mind and couldn't go to the dance, right?”

The plan was for Lila to butter up Razor with her “I should have said yes” spiel, and then, after she got the confession, tell him she forgot she's going camping this weekend with her family and can't make it Saturday. I can tell by the way Lila's forehead's wrinkled up in horror that she already carried out this part of the plan.

“That's twice you've changed your mind on him.” Jordan holds up two fingers. “There's no way you can get another confession without arousing major suspicion. Without any hard evidence, the last thing we want to do is tip him off that we know what he did.”

“So that's it?” K.X. says. She gets to her feet with a loud stomp, using her wings to help propel herself up from the floor. “We give up, is that what you're saying? You're just going to let Nox sit out on one of the most important moments in history? He's part of this band, you know, and he cares a whole lot more about it than some people.”

Jordan's ears turn red and he casually strolls around the tree trunk, avoiding K.X. He picks at a knothole in the bark. “I'm not saying we're giving up. But, I mean, we'd already planned for Nox to sit this one out. Even if we don't get Razor's confession, it's not like anything's changed.”

K.X. bites her lip. “It's time I shopped for new pajamas,” she mutters.

Jordan shrugs. “Sorry, Nox.”

Sorry? He's sorry? He's not the one who has to “sit this one out,” and he doesn't even care about being a rock star. I survived Chug and all his thuggy goodness, I dug up the dirt on Razor and his anti-vampire conspiracy, and I accidentally made the girl of my dreams cry her eyes out in a bathroom stall. I didn't come all this way only to be thwarted by my friends. Even if we don't make it, even if we don't win, a chance to spend Friday night on stage at the Pink Stripe Graveyard will be the highlight of my thirteen-year-old life, and I'm not going to miss it.

“You're wrong, Jordan,” I tell him. “Something has changed.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah, man? What's that?”

I don't know why, but I look at K.X. instead of Jordan. Her eyes light up and her mouth starts to twitch into a smile. I grin at her and say, “I have a plan.”

***

I thought I wasn't going to be dead on Friday. I thought I was saved. And now I'm about to ruin all that hard-earned still-being-alive stuff.

Razor's leaning against his locker Friday morning, talking to a couple of his cronies. One of them's a werewolf. He has a bulbous nose and laughs at everything Razor says, even when he's not making a joke. The other one's a satyr. His horns are just growing in. They look itchy, and he keeps rubbing them on the lockers.

“Nox,” Jordan whispers as we stand across the hall from Razor and friends, trying hard not to look like we're staring at them, “don't do this.”

I grip the tape recorder, my fingers tightening around the buttons, but not quite hard enough to push them. “This is a band emergency. I have to.”

He shakes his head. “You're killing me. Listen, Battle of the Bands is tonight. If you want to play with us, you can't afford to screw anything up. I mean it, man. We'll think of something, but one wrong move and Razor's going to get away with this, and you're not going to be on stage.”

And if I don't do this, I'll be sitting at home tonight with my parents, drinking my vitamin-packed dinner and watching reruns on the History Channel while my dad complains about how they always get everything wrong. I've suggested more than once that if he knows so much, maybe he should go work for them and set things straight, but I think he just likes complaining.

“You thought I was crazy when I said there was a conspiracy,” I remind him.

“Well...” He shrugs. “Technically Razor and Chug weren't out to get you.”

“It was still a conspiracy. I was still right about them working together to keep vamps out of the club. But you barely listened. And you kicked me out of my own band!”

“Let it go already. I said I was sorry.”

“No, you didn't.”

“Then I'm saying it now.” Jordan makes the Daybreakers' sign of maximum truth—the hand balled into a fist with the thumb sticking out between the middle and ring fingers—and says, “Nox, I'm sorry. Really sorry. I want you to play tonight, and, I don't know, there might still be a chance we can do what Lila said and get another confession. That's why I don't want you to go through with this. Repeat after me: it's not going to work. That tape in there?” He points to the tape recorder in my hand. “I don't know how well you remember the incident in the tree house last night, but that thing's blank.”

“Not quite.” I grin at him, extra smug that for once I have the upper hand. This must be how Mom feels every day of her life, or at least every day since she had me.

I don't wait for Jordan to try and stop me again—I stroll, maybe even saunter, across the hall. Okay, it's more of a trembling lurch, but I still feel cool.

Razor and his friends don't even pause their conversation when I march up to them. Their eyes flick toward me, then away, and that's all the acknowledgment I get.

“Hey, Razor.” I know I'm undead, but my blood feels extra cold when Razor glares at me for interrupting his very important conversation. He doesn't look shocked that I know his name—he's probably used to random people knowing who he is.

“Private conversation,” he says. “Get lost.”

I wish I could get out of here and just forget the whole thing. But the good of the band is at stake, not to mention the reputation of vamps everywhere. “I have something you might want to hear.” I hold up the tape recorder, hoping he thinks my hand is shaking so hard from some kind of terminal illness, and not because I'm terrified of him. “You remember what you said to Lila yesterday?”

His eyebrows twitch into points as understanding kicks in, or at least realization that I might have some connection to him. His cronies are hovering between laughing at me for trying to speak to someone as cool as Razor, and actually taking the situation seriously, waiting to take his lead. He snaps his fingers and says, “Take a time out, boys.”

They don't argue. They just leave. Forget the bat trick—I want to learn how to snap my fingers and have other people do what I want.

“You got something to say?” Razor asks.

“I've got it on tape. Your whole confession.” I keep my grip on the tape recorder, half expecting him to reach out and take it from me.

“Oh, yeah?” He's not convinced. He turns his shoulder to me and rummages through his locker.

“You borrowed money from Chug to pay some vampires to mess up the Pink Stripe Graveyard.”

He flinches. His stiff leather jacket squeaks every time he moves. Razor pulls a guitar string from his locker and pinches it between his thumb and forefinger on each hand, uncurling it and holding it out straight. “No vamps? I guess that means you can't play. It's not like you would've won.”

He sounds so sure about it, even though he's never heard us, that I kind of believe him. Light glints off the guitar string, making it look like it's glowing gold. It's too perfect for someone as uncool as me to look at, let alone touch. “I have evidence,” I tell him, my voice screechy and off kilter, like an out of tune instrument.

“Sure you—”

I hit the play button. Lila's voice sounds tinny coming from the little speaker: “If I'd known you were the one who got the Pink Stripe Graveyard to ban vampires, I never would have said no about the dance.” I press stop before Razor can hear any more of what's on the tape, which is pretty much nothing, minus the pretty much. It's just nothing. Lila recorded her line from memory, but obviously we couldn't ask Razor to fill in his part.

Razor loses his grip on the guitar string. His eyes go wide and he bares his teeth, then pretends like nothing happened and adjusts the collar of his leather jacket. He laughs. “I guess you're going to turn me in unless I pay up, huh?”

As cool as it would be to make Razor borrow money from Chug to pay me not to get him in trouble, that's not what I'm after. K.X. wanted to go to the police, but then there'd be a bunch of legal stuff to deal with, or so I gather from what I've seen on TV, and it might be days, even weeks, before the Pink Stripe Graveyard lets vamps back in. “I want you to confess. To the club owners.”

“I'd get kicked out of Battle of the Bands!” One side of his face twitches in horror. His eyes focus on the tape recorder.

“You'll get kicked out anyway if I have to take this to the police. I'm giving you a chance to settle this privately.”

A smile spreads across Razor's mouth, his jagged teeth showing. He points to my shirt and says, “You got a little something right—” As soon as I glance down, he flicks my chin and grabs the tape recorder out of my hand. “I'll give you a chance to settle this privately if you be good and get out of here. Don't mess with me, uh... vampy. Whoever you are.”

“Nox. His name is Nox.” K.X.'s booted feet stomp across the hall. She keeps her wings still, though the rest of her is shaking with rage. “Of Nox and the Daybreakers,” she says. “You haven't heard of us, but you will. And since I know you're thinking of destroying that tape, don't bother.” She flicks her wrist and holds up another one. “I've got copies.” K.X. tilts her glasses down and peers at Razor over the top of them. “Lots of copies.”

Razor grits his teeth. The bell rings, but none of us moves.

“You're going to go to the club owners the second school gets out—preferably sooner—and tell them there was a misunderstanding. Or else we're going to the police.”

“Who says the club won't just go to the cops anyway?” Razor keeps his shoulders stiff, his breathing even, undisturbed by any of this. But he must be taking this more seriously than he seems, because he's still here, arguing with us.

“You can tell them whatever you want, as long you get them to let vampires back in for the battle tonight.”

“Try not to get kicked out,” I tell him. “The point of us not going to the police is we still want you guys to play tonight.”

“We're not like you,” K.X. says. “Winning wouldn't mean much if we got our competition banned.” She snaps her fingers. “I suggest you get to it. You only have so much time to come up with a believable story.”

Razor's frozen in place, but then he thaws, his muscles remembering how to move, and he rushes off without even closing his locker.

K.X. folds her arms across her chest and cocks her head to one side. “The Daybreakers are so in.”

“Nice save,” I tell her. “I thought he had me.”

“You should have been more careful. But, you know, I think you've got some fangs after all.” She moves to punch me in the shoulder, but the blow lands kind of soft, and her fist stays touching me a little too long. We stand there in silence. I don't know if Jordan's still around, or if he went to class, but I'm not going to turn around and look. I'm going to pretend we're the only two people in the hall, because I like it better that way.

I should be thinking about how awesome it'll be to play tonight, but the reality of it hasn't sunk in yet. Instead I'm wondering if K.X. meant it when she said we weren't going to the dance together. Because she thinks I still want to go with Lila, which I'm not so sure about anymore. “K.X., about Saturday...”

Her cheeks puff out and her ears turn red. “Sorry, Nox. I can't talk now—have to get to class.” And just like that, she runs off before I can tell her who I really want to go to the dance with.

Chapter Fourteen

––––––––

GETTING INTO THE PINK Stripe Graveyard is the least of our problems. All five of us are backstage of the coolest stage in town, possibly the coolest stage we'll ever be behind in our entire lives, and we're set to go after the next band. My chest's going to explode. I'm going to have a heart attack at thirteen and keel over right before the big moment. My parents will shake their heads and say, “We told him not to go to that club, but he never listened. I guess that parenting thing wasn't for us after all.” But my heart exploding isn't what's going to keep me from playing tonight.

The satyr who kicked me out before comes up to us, clipboard in hand. He narrows his eyes at Heath, who's wildly twirling his drumsticks and doing his anti-fire breathing exercises—K.X. says they're a bunch of crap, since they never work, but Heath keeps at it anyway—and accidentally knocking over a mic stand with his wings. The satyr taps his clipboard and adjusts his tie and says, “Which of you will be playing tonight?”

“All of us,” Lila says. We decided we could both live our dream of performing on stage in front of the biggest, coolest crowd I've ever seen. Lila's going to sing lead, and I'm going to play guitar and sing some backup. I won't be as in the spotlight as I wanted to be, but at least we're a band again.

“Somebody's going to have to sit out.” The satyr clucks his tongue, making sharp clicks of disapproval. “You auditioned with four, you battle with four.” He sighs, like he hates teenagers as much as our school librarian, and says, “So who's it going to be?”

Heath stops twirling his sticks. Jordan and Lila's hands find each other like magnets. K.X. crosses her fingers. They all look at me.

“It's your choice, Nox,” Heath says.

“No way.” K.X. turns Christmassy, but out of anger this time, not embarrassment. “We didn't do all that work to get vampires back in the club so he can sit in the audience! It's not his call—he's playing, or else.”

“I'll step out,” Jordan says. “You guys can play.”

“No,” I tell him. “You're part of the band.” Even if he's not as serious about it as the rest of us, he's still a Daybreaker.

“We're all part of the band. But you were right, I didn't believe you, about Chug and Razor, and I...” He glances at Lila, then at me. “It was Nox and the Daybreakers, and we kicked you out, just like that. You deserve this, okay? So I'm—”

“I'll go,” Lila says, her voice small and squeaky. If I hadn't heard her sing before, I'd never guess she had talent. “I'm new. I didn't even audition.”

The satyr rolls his eyes. “Oh, will someone puhlease decide?”

I could have everything I ever wanted, but then Lila wouldn't get her dream. I saw how her eyes lit up when she thought she was going to sing at the club, with Jordan and everybody backing her up. I know how that feels, and I know what it's like to lose it. “I'll go.”

“What? No.” Jordan looks ready to kill me. “If somebody has to leave, it's—”

“It's my choice, right?” I turn to the satyr, to make sure he gets this. “I'm out. Those four are playing.”

“Good,” he says. “Then the four of you”—he gestures to everyone but me—“are on in five minutes.”

“I can't believe you!” K.X.'s wings give off shrill, angry notes.

“Save it for the show,” I tell her. “This is for the good of the band. You guys have been practicing with Lila. Jordan can play guitar, and you can do bass and your wings at the same time. Everything's covered.”

I grin at the four of them, but nobody smiles back. Finally K.X. swallows, her wings a little droopy, and says, “For the good of the band.”

***

At least milling around in the crowded audience is cooler than staying at home with my parents tonight. I'm in the front row, as close as I can get to the stage without actually being on it. I keep getting elbowed and jabbed by my excited peers jumping up and down next to me. I can't help thinking it should be me under all those bright lights when The Daybreakers make their entrance and everyone cheers. They haven't even heard them play, and they're screaming and clapping for my friends just because they're there. The whole club's hyped up on the excitement of tonight. The Daybreakers are probably going to win this thing, even though Razor's band's still playing. I'm not going to be part of the big event that hurtles them into stardom, and that's okay. Really.

“Oh, there he is.”

All these good deeds—getting vamps back in the club, letting Lila be in the band instead of me—must be messing with my brain and making me delusional, because I think I hear my mom. Then someone taps me on the shoulder.

I turn around just as Heath counts off on stage and the band launches into our best song, “Growing Up Dead.” It's our best because it captures the emotional turmoil of what it's like to be thirteen, undead, and not having anyone—especially your parents—listen to a word you say. Which is the perfect background music to be playing when I turn around and see my parents standing behind me, glaring.

“I believe I remember telling you that you couldn't come here Friday night,” Mom says. “Did you think we wouldn't figure it out?” I can barely hear her over the crowd and the band.

“It was important!” I shout, trying to be heard. But I don't think she'd hear me even if we were the only two people in the room.

“We're going home,” my dad says, glancing around the club with his cape over one arm, like he's ready to turn into a bat at any moment, in case someone he knows sees him in this place.

“After this song,” I say, turning to face the stage. Mom puts her hand on my arm, but I plant my feet on the floor. No one's dragging me away from this.

“Isn't that your band?” Dad asks, pointing at my friends. He seems surprised, even though I told them we were playing tonight.

The band finishes up the intro, completely in sync. Everything's perfect—they're the best they've ever been—and it's obvious they don't need me. Then Lila holds up the microphone and opens her mouth. Nothing comes out.

The band exchanges worried glances and repeats the last part of the song, giving Lila another shot. Her hand shakes and this time when the lyrics are supposed to start, all that comes out of her is a squeak. She looks more like a scared, rainbow-colored bunny than the gorgeous werewolf I thought she was.

My dad makes a face at her failure, one of his eyes twitching. Mom frowns. She seems like she's about to drag me out of here, just to spare me the humility.

The Daybreakers are losing it, that's for sure. It might be my imagination, but I swear Lila peers down into the front row, straight at me, and her eyes say only one thing: Help. Before I know what's going on, I'm pushing my way through the crowd and onto the stage. Lila, unable to look away from the audience, makes a blind attempt to shove the mic at me. I grab it from her numb hands and sing my blood-loving heart out. I'm not warmed up, but I've never been so into the music before in my life.

The hot stage lights pour down on me, making it hard to see the crowd out in the darkness. But I can see enough to know they're jumping up and down and screaming as I sing the line, “You can take away my blood, but never my guitar.”

Lila finally unfreezes enough to do backup, and when we finish, it sounds like everyone in the building's clapping for us. Maybe even my parents.

Chapter Fifteen

––––––––

“THIS IS IT,” JORDAN says Saturday night as we make our way through the crowd to where the results of the Battle of the Bands are posted on the wall. All five of us are at the dance. Me and K.X. are the only ones without dates. Even Heath's here with someone—his cousin set him up—though so far he's gone out of his way to avoid her. Dancing and Heath don't get along. My parents grounded me for going to the Pink Stripe Graveyard last night after they told me not to, but since they could tell how serious I was about my music, they said my sentence could start tomorrow. I don't want to get my hopes up, but maybe my song about being a misunderstood teen actually got to them. Or maybe they just felt bad for being so smug all the time.

We're about to see the results and find out who won the battle when Razor shoves his way past us, bashing me in the shoulder and pretending he doesn't notice. Maybe he didn't know we were rivals before, but he does now. He stomps over to the list, pushing other people out of the way, and checks the first line. That's it, just the first line. I can tell by the way he mutters angrily under his breath that it isn't his band. I guess all he cares about is winning, because he doesn't even look to see what place they got.

A jolt of hope leaps up in my chest. K.X. suddenly grabs my hand. “You were a little off key last night,” she whispers. “But whatever happens, I just want you to know that that was the most awesome thing you've ever done.”

I don't know how to respond, so I squeeze her hand and don't let go. All five of us gather at the wall and gaze up at the results. Like Razor, I jump straight to the first line. There's a surge of adrenaline and hope, but first place reads, Blasphemous Pie. It takes a second for it to sink in that we didn't win. All that work, and we didn't make it.

“We're not even on the list,” K.X. says after scanning the page. “How can they do that to us?!”

Jordan points to an asterisked line at the bottom. “We were disqualified.”

Nox and the Daybreakers: disqualified for too many performers on stage.

“Don't worry about it,” he says to me. “You did what you had to.”

Lila tries to smile. “It's my fault. I thought it would be like performing in choir. But there were so many people, and it was all so cool. I felt like I didn't belong, you know? We were done for either way, but at least now everyone knows how awesome the Daybreakers are.”

“She's right,” K.X. mutters, her eyes on her shoes. “For once.”

“It's okay,” I tell them. I think a week ago I would have been upset, but now? I'm just happy we all got to be in the spotlight together.

Jordan grins. “Next year, man. They won't know what hit 'em.”

A slow song comes on, and Jordan and Lila wander into the middle of the dance floor. Heath's date finally tracks him down. She's a full minotaur and thinks his wings are the best thing ever. She's wearing bright pink lipstick and a lot of mascara. She grabs Heath's arm, not letting him finish his glass of punch, and insists he dances with her.

That leaves me and K.X. completely alone. Well, except for the couple hundred other kids crowding the room, but it feels like we're the only ones here.

“We could... you know.” I stuff my hands in my pockets, feeling lint balls and grit.

“Dance?” she says, raising an eyebrow. She jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “You don't wish you were here with a certain scarfy werewolf?”

“No.” After the events of this week, Lila doesn't seem so cool anymore. Not nearly as cool as K.X. K.X. would never freeze on stage, or forget to press the record button, or care what people think about her clothes. “Don't you wish you were here with Jordan?”

She shakes her head. “I've known him for years, but it turns out he's not who I thought he was. He's not... he's not you,” she says, her cheeks pink.

I shrug, trying to act casual and not like I'm super thrilled that not just any girl, but K.X. prefers me over Jordan. “Well, we're both here, and it's not like we're doing anything else. I've never danced with anyone,” I add.

“It is part of the junior high experience,” K.X. says, “so I suppose we should at least try it. Since we're already here. But I'm only going to dance with you on one condition.”

Here it comes. I knew it was too good to be true. She's going to lay it out and tell me we can only be friends, and that even if she's over Jordan and thinks I'm cool, she's only doing this because there's no one else and she doesn't want me to feel left out.

“We can only dance if—”

“Hey, are you Nox?” A vamp girl runs up to us, her eyes wide, a couple of her friends trailing after her. She clams up when she sees K.X. and realizes she might have been interrupting something. It doesn't help that K.X. flashes her her scariest librarian look. “We saw you play last night,” she says quickly, probably not wanting to hang around with an angry pixie glaring at her like that, “and, well, I know it's short notice, but... my birthday party's next weekend, and it would be so cool—”

“So, so cool,” one of her friends says.

“—if you guys could play. At my party. I can pay you,” she adds, when we just stare at her. “Not much, but something, and there'll be cake. And pizza.”

K.X. reaches out and grabs her hand. At first I think she's doing some kind of attack, maybe a karate move that involves body slamming the other person with just their arm, and then I realize she's shaking hands. “We'll do it,” she says. “Now, if you don't mind, we've got important band business to discuss.”

The girl nods. She and her friends run off, screeching about how awesome the party's going to be.

“Important band business?” I ask. I can't help noticing the slow song's at least halfway over.

“Yeah, well, we're both in the band, right? So anything concerning us is important band business. I was going to say we could dance together, but only on the condition that it's not as pretend boyfriend and girlfriend, okay?”

I kind of like the idea of at least being her pretend boyfriend—it's better than being nothing at all—but I guess it's time to let it go. “Yeah, of course. I'm sorry I asked you to do that. It was stupid.” I head for the dance floor, but K.X. holds back.

“There's one more thing, before we... you know.”

“Dance?”

She nods. “You remember the other day, when I said you made me waste my first kiss?”

How could I forget? “It sounds familiar.”

Her cheeks go completely red, making her look beyond Christmassy and more like a tomato. “I thought maybe we could try again. Someday—”

I lean in and put my lips on hers before she can finish. We wrap our arms around each other, just for a little bit, and then the song's over and they're playing something fast again. “Like that?” I ask when we break apart.

“Uh-huh,” K.X. says, pushing her square-rimmed glasses back on her nose. “Just like that.”

“That's not something a pretend boyfriend would do, right?”

“No.” She grins. “More like the real thing.”

And I can't help thinking how once upon a time I wanted to be here with Lila, and I would have been heartbroken about getting disqualified from Battle of the Bands. I wouldn't have dreamed of being here with K.X., but now there's no one I'd rather be with. I guess things don't always turn out the way you expect them to, but honestly?

This is the best night of my life.
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