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To my little monsters,

Nate and Amalia.

Okay, you’re not that little anymore but you get the point. Love you.
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Sylvie Shaw was a monster, and everyone knew it.

The type with glistening fangs, pale skin, and a thirst for adventure to go along with her taste for blood.

She didn’t even try to hide it.

If anything, she flaunted that fact, arriving every single day to Evermore Middle School looking like she’d stepped straight out of her well-appointed casket. Black clothes guarding her skin—even on the hottest days—and huge sunglasses over her eyes to ward off the sun. Her hair was always down and parted in the center, emphasizing the widow’s peak she maintained with care. In her hand, a glittery black tumbler emblazoned with a merry, fanged “You Suck” and filled to the brim with a sloshing red liquid.

Okay, that’s not entirely true.

Sylvie arrived that way in her dreams. Because Sylvie was actually a human who just liked to role-play as a monster.

A vampire, to be exact.

Sylvie was the founder of Evermore Middle School’s first-ever Monster LARPing (aka live-action role-play) Club. Though her single dad wasn’t thrilled with her love of LARPing, the club was Dad-approved, mainly because he was always bent on Sylvie hanging out with real live humans and not just sitting in her room, mainlining all the classic monster shows and movies—The Munsters, The Addams Family, Dracula, The Invisible Man, and every cartoon counterpart. Most of them were her mom’s old DVDs, and so she wasn’t sure why her dad didn’t like her spending time with them, because in a way it was like spending time with her mom.

And for the last six years, they both very much missed spending time with her.

Anyhow, Ethan Shaw preferred Sylvie as she was.

He didn’t like it very much that she pretended to be a vampire. It was annoying and completely cut into Sylvie’s attempt to survive sixth grade by making every day an adventure in LARPing. So, Sylvie just made it so he wouldn’t worry… by making herself a monster when he wasn’t around.

Like in the bathroom at school before the bell.

Or in today’s case: in her bedroom after he was safely across town at a construction site.

Sylvie the Vampire had somewhere to be.

Dustin had agreed to meet Sylvie in Evermore Glade Park for a summer LARP.

As a LARP partner, he had some very specific requirements about the LARPs he would engage in, particularly that he and Sylvie were always adversaries. It wasn’t an ideal situation, though seeing as Dustin was the only person who’d joined her LARPing club… beggars couldn’t be choosers.

But today was the first day of summer, and Sylvie had decided all bets were off. With the sun shining, no classroom confines, and seventh grade on the horizon, Sylvie hoped against all hope that she could finally convince Dustin to do a LARP where they were on the same team.

Perhaps hunting a rogue monster together.

Or a rogue human who wanted to use Sylvie’s undead powers for no good.

Or any of the other common-but-cool scenarios in the dog-eared vampire novels Sylvie had on her bookshelf—ones she’d subsequently condensed and added to the three-ring binder she used for official LARP activities.

The point was, if Sylvie could convince Dustin to team up with her rather than kill her, they had options. And maybe, just maybe, by the end of the summer, they could convince others LARPing was fun too.

So, excited by the sheer possibility of it all—and bolstered by the fact that her dad had left for work at seven—Sylvie dressed in her best black jean shorts and black tank top; drew on her widow’s peak with fresh, waterproof eyeliner; applied her sharpest stick-on fangs; and walked to the park with her binder full of LARPing scenarios for her vampire and Dustin’s knight.

Sylvie arrived right at ten, but only saw a couple of moms and toddlers, no Dustin.

She plopped in the seat of a swing at the appointed playground and waited.

And waited.

By 10:10, Sylvie checked her phone. Nothing. By 10:15, she texted Dustin.

Hey. I’m here. Are you coming?

By 10:20, Sylvie was in the middle of digging a very nice ravine in the wood chips under the swings when a shadow fell over her from behind.

“If it isn’t Draculette.”

She knew that voice.

Sylvie whirled around to find Fisher Loggins, palming a basketball and wielding a grin that would make a hyena jealous.

Fisher had the unique distinction of thinking sixth grade at Evermore Middle School was totally fair because he had everything going for him. He was sporty. He was popular. And because of those things and the copious groundwork laid by his equally athletic big brothers, everyone from the kids to the teachers to the principal seemed to think he walked on water.

But that was because he was nice to the right people and totally, utterly horrible to everyone else.

Particularly Sylvie.

Fisher was the reason Sylvie had stopped wearing her stick-on fangs at school. The second week of sixth grade, the grade A jerk nailed her in the face during gym-class dodgeball, and one of them went up her nose.

Then Mr. Sharp told her no more fangs in gym class. It wasn’t fair because Mr. Sharp wasn’t the one who lost a tooth to Fisher Loggins, and he didn’t have to pay for them anyway. And even more unfair was the fact that Sylvie’s schedule included gym every single school day, like it was math or English or something actually important.

But if Sylvie had learned anything about middle school, it was that literally nothing was ever fair unless you were good at a sport or at the top of the class or, in the case of total unicorns, both.

Sylvie was neither nor both.

And so, she’d spent her entire sixth grade year trying to recruit anyone who was also neither nor both to be a monster too.

Through LARPing.

Sylvie made some really rad posters, and even convinced Miss Tottenham to sponsor the Evermore Middle Monster LARPing Club. Except instead of creating a trove of character sheets and a band of monsters and misfits eager for regular quests and battles… the club had been less than successful.

All Sylvie had for her trouble was Dustin.

And now instead of Dustin, she had trouble brewing with Fisher.

Flanking him were his usual boneheaded minions, Kyle and Kiefer. Each of them held water bottles and blank expressions. They would have to pass Sylvie to get to the basketball court on the other side of the park. Just her luck.

Sylvie hugged her binder tighter and ground her Converse firmly into the wood chips. “Leave me alone, Fisher.”

His smile only widened. “I’m just being nice. Helping a lonely girl by checking on her.”

That was absolutely not what he was doing.

Sylvie’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not lonely and I don’t need your help.”

“Of course you do,” Fisher argued. “Where’s your boyfriend? What’s his name? Justin? Derek?”

“Dustin is not my boyfriend.”

“Oh no, Draculette, did Dust-Mop break up with you? That’s it, isn’t it? You look like you want to fling yourself into the sun.” He glanced at his buddies. “How about we help you out and give you a push?”

Before Sylvie could realize what he meant, Fisher chucked the basketball to free up his meaty hands as he and his minions converged on Sylvie’s swing. She hadn’t been holding on to the swing chains, but now she grabbed furiously with her right hand, her left clutching the binder with all the strength she had from her weekly climbing-gym jaunts with her dad.

“No! Hey, stop!” All three of them had hold of the chains now and were pulling her back as if to swing her up in a deep arc, sniggering like hoarse hyenas. “Stop!”

Sylvie started kicking. She nailed one of the minions in something fleshy. Kyle and Kiefer flew apart, giving Sylvie the sliver of space she needed to flee from the swing and onto solid ground outside of their tangled fence of limbs.

But in her escape, the corner of Sylvie’s binder caught on somebody and jolted straight out of her hands and right onto the toes of Fisher’s expensive high-tops. With some sort of soccer move—because of course he played all the sports—Fisher flipped the binder from the top of his laces into his outstretched hands.

“Did Dust-Mop get sick of playing pretend with you?”

“It’s role-playing, not pretend—”

“Same thing, Draculette! You were going to meet him and play, weren’t you? And then he stood you up. That’s it, isn’t it?” Fisher held up her binder as if it were proof—and it did say “Sylvie’s LARP Book” on the side, so maybe it was. “You even brought your little guide. And then he just left you here!”

Sylvie gave him her best scowl. “That’s mine! Give it back!”

Fisher’s mean grin only widened, his blue eyes narrow slits. “You want it back? Pretend you’re a killer vampire and take it!”

Sylvie was starting to get nervous. She leapt for the binder, but he swung it above his shoulder, out of reach. Then, because he was truly a jerk, Fisher yelled, “Go long, Kyle!” and tossed her binder in a quarterback’s perfect spiral in the direction of the picnic tables.

Kyle started running, and so did Sylvie. He was fast, but she was faster, darting ahead of him. Unfortunately, she was also a head shorter, and not classically athletic, so when they both leapt over the wooden railroad-tie boundary of the swing sets and onto the grassy lawn for the incoming binder, Kyle easily caught it.

Sylvie gritted her teeth and jumped again, trying to get a finger on the spine to tip it out of his hands. But Kyle was a good minion and immediately slung it right back to Fisher as Sylvie tumbled to the grass, still slick with morning dew.

She skidded to a stop just as Fisher caught her binder in his meaty hands. Triumphant, he hopped up onto the nearest picnic table and loomed over her.

“If this really is your manual to being a vampire, it’s trash, Draculette. You can’t fly. You aren’t super strong. You don’t even bite.”

“It’s not—” Sylvie heaved.

“I said I’d help you, and I will, because I’m a nice guy.”

Then, with the grace of the Evermore Middle sixth-grade point guard that he’d been last year, Fisher shot her binder in a perfect arc… right into the nearest park trash can.

“Give up the ghost, Draculette. You’re a terrible monster.”
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Sylvie didn’t give up the ghost.

Or the LARP.

Even after Fisher had stalked off with his minions to the basketball court, laughing the whole way.

No, instead, she stood up and dusted herself off. Her knees were scraped up and stained green by the grass, and wood chips dotted her socks. But she clenched her teeth, pinned her eyebrows together, and marched over to the trash can.

Sylvie fished out the binder. A banana peel clung to the outside corner, and some of the pages bore the neon-green mark of the last of someone’s Mountain Dew.

She didn’t care. She had her binder back.

But… Sylvie didn’t have her phone.

Upon further inspection, Sylvie saw it was back toward the swings, over the railroad-tie barrier and half-buried in wood chips. Sylvie rescued it, brushed off a fine layer of clingy debris, and was surprised to see it light up with a message—two, actually.

Both from Dustin.

Sylvie sunk to the bench of the same picnic table Fisher had climbed and read.

Oops. Forgot to text you. Got into the most awesome camp! Gonna hone my survival skills!

I guess phones aren’t allowed. Later.

Sylvie stared at the screen. Her heart fluttered once in her chest and then began a slow slide into the pit of her gut. Without meaning to, one hand snaked up to the silver crescent-moon necklace at her throat—one last present from her mom—and her fingers rubbed along the edge.

The comforting motion calmed her like it always did, but she’d be lying to herself and the power of her mom’s necklace if she said it made her actually feel better.

Dustin wasn’t her boyfriend. He wasn’t even her friend, really. But it still hurt that he had stood her up. He hadn’t even thought to tell her where he was. If she hadn’t texted him, she never would’ve known.

He’d arrived to her third LARP meeting with headphones on and carrying the latest iPhone in his palm like it was surgically attached. Before that day, she’d never said two words to him—the over-the-ear headphones didn’t exactly invite conversation—yet Dustin knew what the club was, and he wanted to play.

At first, Sylvie was elated.

But after filling out a character sheet, which he’d titled “Knight of the Night,” Dustin informed Sylvie that the only way he would play would be if he got at least one chance to kill a monster.

And that was how every LARP Sylvie Shaw ever did ended in her murder.

Specifically, Dustin, as Knight of the Night, wanted to role-play methods he picked up in the stupid game he was always playing on his phone: Monster SLAY 3000.

“SLAY” stood for something Sylvie never cared to learn. And even though she didn’t exactly want to prance around as a vampire on the verge of a second death every single time she LARPed, at least she’d had someone to engage with.

This was like that first day of Monster LARPing Club all over again.

Big expectations. Same lonely result.

Suddenly, she had a lump in her throat, and tears pricked the edges of her eyes, hot and heavy. She couldn’t LARP. Not alone. Not today.

Sylvie walked home as fast as she could. Through the park to downtown, past the clock tower, with a right turn at her street, with its ancient brick sidewalks and stately but marginally maintained Victorian homes. The one she shared with her dad was ahead, painted a whimsical cacophony of bright blues her mother had loved.

As she approached, Sylvie’s drying eyes caught on the second-floor window—the one with the built-in seat where she’d cuddled up with her mom daily the summer Sylvie was five, sounding out words until she could actually, truly read them. That made her both want to cry all over again and distracted her enough that the toe of her black-and-white Converse All Stars snagged an uprooted brick.

For the second time in as many hours, the ground was rushing up toward Sylvie’s face.

In one swooping toss, she sent the binder hurtling toward the safety of Mr. Mortimer’s pristine lawn. Hands free, Sylvie got them out front just in time, her palms skidding on the bricks, her bent knees catching next, the rest of her body in a total heap after that.

For a long moment, Sylvie lay there, facedown and panting.

Then, all at once, she finally began to cry.

Big fat tears streamed out of her eyes and down her cheeks before leaping off the point of her chin to the stupid sidewalk below.

Heaving, Sylvie rolled over and rubbed at the tears with her forearms, hands too caked with dusty dirt to be of any use. Lips wobbling, Sylvie squeezed her eyes shut and pulled her knees to her chest.

“The first day of summer and it’s already been the worst day of summer,” she muttered under her breath, her voice doing a stupid, pitchy, trembly thing that was completely embarrassing.

Then it became even more embarrassing because, with the snap of a twig to her right, Sylvie realized she wasn’t alone.

If Mr. Mortimer caught her like this, her dad would be getting a frantic phone call as fast as her neighbor could run his fingers through the dial of his rotary phone. If it was someone else? Someone from school? That would be even worse.

Gritting her teeth, Sylvie’s eyes snapped open to meet whoever had come across her in this shameful state. She first spotted her LARP binder sprawled open on Mr. Mortimer’s lawn, and sitting on its mussed-up pages was the largest orange tabby this side of the Mississippi.

“Gunther,” Sylvie sighed with relief to the cat, who blinked at her with his big yellow eyes, his enormously fluffy tail beating out a whole silent rant. “I’d appreciate it if you kept this between you and me.”

Gunther’s tail stopped swishing for a moment as if he were considering her request. He was the neighborhood cat—not really anyone’s as much as everyone’s. The Ortegas three houses down made sure he stayed up-to-date on shots, and everyone else kept him fed. Gunther probably had the best gig of any cat in Evermore, and he knew it.

Sylvie tried smiling at him. He tilted his big orange head. And then, in one fluid motion, he stood up, arched his back, and hissed.

“Well, geez.”

Annoyed as much as she was disappointed, Sylvie bared her own fangs and hissed right back.

Gunther’s eyes only narrowed further, and then, because apparently he didn’t like a dose of his own medicine, the cat ran away.

Okay, now, officially, today was the first day of summer and also the worst.
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Magnus the ancient corgi met Sylvie at the door.

His smile, bark, and eternally erect ears gave away that he did not yet know this was the worst day of the summer. Additionally, he was the kind of corgi with a long tail, and that tail swished merrily as Magnus trotted behind Sylvie, who entered the house in a mood.

Her grumpy, stomping steps on the hardwood didn’t deter him. In fact, Magnus happily watched Sylvie with his big, cataracts-cloudy brown eyes and not a hint of concern as she tried to shake off her terrible morning with a shower and a change of clothes.

As she dried her hair in front of the mirror, Sylvie forced her mouth into something that was more of a quivering grimace than a smile and saw that her stick-on fangs were still there. Straight and sharp and perfect.

It almost felt like a win.

“I’m a good monster, Fisher Loggins,” Sylvie told her reflection.

For some reason, that made her want to cry all over again.

Magnus trailing, Sylvie made herself a fang-safe cheese sandwich, flipped on the little TV in her room, and popped in her mom’s old DVD of The Addams Family.

The doggie took up position at her side, his short little legs splayed straight back as he lay on his tummy, knowing that Sylvie’s next move was to plop into the massive beanbag chair nuzzled up against the foot of her bed and draw up the blanket there.

Sylvie patted Magnus on his graying head, took a bite of her sandwich, trained her eyes on the screen, and spent the rest of the day in someone else’s world.



Sylvie’s dad found her midway through the second movie in the 1990s live-action Addams Family redux, Addams Family Values.

He came in, removed his ball cap, and dropped into the roll-y chair at Sylvie’s desk that was entirely too small for him. It squeaked under his weight, but he didn’t flinch, as solid and stiff as his work jeans were after his construction foreman’s shift.

With one look of his tired gray eyes, Sylvie wasn’t surprised when instead of “Hey there, Syl-Bear,” he greeted her with a question. He watched her with those eyes and asked in his stubble-rumbling voice, “Do you want to talk about it?”

That lump in Sylvie’s throat was back, hard as a rock.

Her lips started trembling and tears were forming, hot and fierce, before she could look away.

Sylvie swallowed, trying to clear that roiling ball of sadness and frustration. It didn’t work. To buy herself time, she paused the movie, right at the point when it becomes very clear that the Addams kids and all the other camp “misfits” are about to turn the pageant featuring the first Thanksgiving into a fiery lesson about mistreating others.

Dropping the remote in her lap, Sylvie rubbed Magnus’s soft ears and didn’t look her dad in the eye as she asked him a question in return. “How did you know?”

“Doesn’t take twenty-twenty vision to see the storm cloud over your head. Heck, Magnus can probably make it out.”

The very blind dog wagged his tail at the sound of his name and booped Sylvie on the arm with a wet nose.

Her dad had the kind of patience that meant he could sit there for hours, just waiting for her to finally spill. But Sylvie hated to waste his time like that, so she ripped off the Band-Aid and immediately launched into the whole sordid tale.

Being stood up by Dustin.

The convergence of Fisher and his minions.

How they stole her LARP binder and tossed it in the trash can.

Her whole body shaking, Sylvie drew her knees to her chest beneath her blanket, the beanbag sighing gently, and waited for her dad to say something.

He rubbed a hand through his brown hair, which had been matted into weird, forked lines by the hard hat he wore all day at work (there was a reason he rocked a ball cap after-hours). His fingers then moved to scratch at the stubble lining his chin as if in thought.

Finally, he said, “Maybe it’s a good thing you can’t LARP this summer, Syl-Bear. It’ll give you a chance to try new things.”

Talk about a stake through the heart.

“I don’t want to try new things.”

“Come on, sure you do! Isn’t that the point of LARPing anyway? To have an adventure?”

Sylvie’s mind answered: Yeah, as a vampire.

But Sylvie knew her dad didn’t want to hear that.

Instead, she ran her tongue over her fangs and shrugged. Her fingers scrambled to the crescent moon at her throat. She held on for dear life to that little piece of silver as her dad talked through his thoughts, all of which centered on the idea that Sylvie shouldn’t spend every minute of her free time pretending to be the undead.

“Right? It is,” he said, answering his own question. “Let’s figure out a way for you to have an adventure this summer.”

When Sylvie didn’t say anything, her dad slipped his hat back on his head and leaned toward her, his big, dusty elbows propped up on his big, dusty work jeans.

“Don’t you want to do more than just sit in your room, watching the same movies for the thousandth time?” He gestured to the TV as if it were exhibit A in why Sylvie needed to get out more. “How many times have you seen this one? At least eight million viewings, right? Maybe eight million and two?”

Sylvie rolled her eyes.

“Dad, that’s physically impossible.”

“I don’t know, my Syl-Bear is pretty special. If anyone could do it, it’s her.” He scrunched up his nose, and all his stubble scrunched with it. “That said, repetition isn’t exactly an adventure.”

Sylvie nearly snorted—he was totally showing his cards that he didn’t know the first thing about adventure. Sylvie had definitely gotten that knowledge from her mom, along with every single iota of monster love. “Dad, quests are all about repeated forward movement.”

Sylvie unpaused the TV. Wednesday Addams’s revenge roared to life in a screaming chaos of burning torches and confused parents.

“How about camp?” he asked, very pointedly looking at Sylvie’s little TV, but clearly only seeing Camp Chippewa and not the fact that Wednesday and Pugsley Addams had just put it to flame.

“Dad, have you ever watched this movie?” Sylvie cried, gesturing to the smoke on the screen. “They hated camp and destroyed it after pretending to cooperate. Would you like to set me up to be an arsonist?”

“It’s a movie. It’s not real life, Sylvie.”

He tapped his temple. As if her brain couldn’t tell the difference. Sylvie frowned.

“That’s exactly why I want you to go to a camp, Syl-Bear.” Her dad’s voice was all hoarse, and he was looking at her with those big gray eyes and leaning so far forward in his chair, he might tip into Magnus’s snoring jelly roll of a body. “I know you love your movies and your LARPing, but all of that’s make believe. You need to make real memories with real kids and real fun.”

Suddenly, the tears were back, threatening Sylvie’s eyeballs. “Dad, I just told you all about the real, terrible memories I made today with real, terrible kids in real, terrible time.”

Her voice was pitchy and hot, and the second she was done, that lump in Sylvie’s throat rolled back into her windpipe, and she heaved. Tears formed faster.

“Well, those kids from the park won’t be at whatever camp you pick. I’ll make sure of it.” Her dad was confident, but Sylvie frowned. “You don’t know it, but you could have a new best friend out there, just waiting to meet you. All you have to do is show up and be yourself.”

It was on the tip of Sylvie’s tongue to tell him that being herself was exactly what had gotten her in trouble today. The real Sylvie was her fangs and her widow’s peak and quests laid out neatly in a LARP. It was part of the reason she hadn’t ever made up some funny LARP name like “Dustin, Knight of the Night,” because “Sylvie the Vampire” was Sylvie.

But then something truly spine-tingling hit Sylvie square on the nose.

“Dad, why are you so sure about camp being good for me?”

He immediately blushed. Her dad’s poker face was absolutely terrible.

“I may have done some research before I got home from work.”

He stood up, left the room, and came back far too quickly with a mound of brochures. He dropped them on Sylvie’s blanket-covered lap like some benevolent LARP king doling out a sack of gold upon completion of a quest.

There had to be at least thirty brochures. The one on the top of the pile featured a photo of a kid who looked enough like Dustin to make her relive the unpleasant memory of him ditching her all over again.

“Where… where did you get so many of these? So quickly?”

“A couple came in the mail. The rest I got from the library.” He put his hands on his hips, clearly super proud to share this. “They have a whole trove of summer-fun brochures up at the front. Did you know that? I had no idea until Lara told me.”

The cheese sandwich in Sylvie’s gut bottomed out.

Lara. Of course Lara knew that.

Lara was her dad’s friend from high school who owned the ice-cream shop next to the Evermore clocktower. Ever since her dad had reconnected with Lara after Sylvie’s mom’s death, it seemed like if there was one person who popped into Sylvie’s life like an ever-present, nonplaying character, it was Lara.

Sylvie swallowed. She couldn’t even be mad because she loved the library.

Her dad shifted his weight, and Sylvie knew this conversation was over before he confirmed it. “Welp, I’m about eighty-percent sawdust and twenty-percent sweat. I’m gonna take a shower, and while I do that, you’re gonna take a look at those brochures.” That didn’t feel like a fair split. “Just have a look-see. It might make you feel better, Syl-Bear.”

Sylvie had a hard time believing that.
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Her door newly shut and her dad rummaging around his room down the hall, Sylvie unfolded from her beanbag chair and dumped herself and the brochures onto her bed.

Magnus couldn’t hop up on the bed himself—short-dog problems—and whined until Sylvie hoisted him up. Being a Cardigan corgi, he also couldn’t curl into a ball because his spine just didn’t bend like that, so he wound himself into a bread loaf, his nose pointed toward his toes at the foot of the bed.

Sylvie arranged herself cross-legged on the opposite end, her back propped against her pillow and the headboard, the brochures fanned out in front of her bare feet.

A shiny picture of a space shuttle caught her eye first. While it would’ve been cool to bum around in a simulation of zero gravity, Sylvie was sure that space camp would likely involve lots of math. Ew.

Next, she snagged on the survivalist-camp brochure that had been on top. It touted “real-life skills” and “high-adventure” and some sort of special “hunting expedition” for those taking some extra-long two-week course. The only combination of skills, adventure, and expedition Sylvie was interested in was the purely fictional sort.

On the far right of the rainbow of brochures, there was one covered in exaggerated-smiling-and-frowning theatre masks and a picture of a bunch of kids in silly costumes bowing on stage. Sylvie picked it up, examining their heavily painted faces and earnest expressions. With a sigh, she opened the trifold. Acting was a little like live-action role-play. Sort of. You got to play a character. To be somebody else for a while.

But… it was like comparing a chocolate chip cookie to an oatmeal raisin one. From afar, they looked similar, but in practice, they were completely different. And depending on your tastes, either could be a complete and total letdown. (Sylvie was team chocolate chip, for the record.)

Still, it might be fun. And perhaps she could get some ideas to flesh out her quests. Or something. Sylvie set that one on Magnus’s tail to keep it separate from the others. It was a maybe.

As Sylvie settled back against the headboard, something black caught her eye. It’d been wedged under the drama one and some sort of “rodeo skills” extravaganza. Her fingers brushed the paper, and she was surprised at the strangely silky texture.

Fully exposed to the light, Sylvie saw now that the brochure was upside down, the back facing her, labeled with her name and address written out in delicate, beautiful handwriting.

That was a surprise, indeed.

“Huh,” Sylvie said to both no one and Magnus, who flicked an ear.

Just below the address label was a sticker, sealing it closed in a super good impression of berry-colored stamped wax. It was even raised and irregular and felt like candle drippings.

It looked like the letters MC.

Something about the fact that it was addressed to her—not her dad, nor “Current Resident”—made Sylvie’s heart flutter. When she turned it over, it stopped beating altogether.

Because there, in pearly white type, glittering with the force of a hundred stars, were the words “Monster Camp.”

With a high-pitched gasp, Sylvie’s heart kicked back into motion, a new and steady drumbeat in her chest.

Fingers tingling, Sylvie scrambled for the seal. It fell away in an easy crumble, wax—real wax—scattering on her comforter. As the trifold unfurled in her hands, Sylvie’s jaw dropped.


MONSTER CAMP: A PLACE TO BE YOURSELF



Her eyes flew over the text, the words jamming into her eyeballs faster than Sylvie could read them.


Spend a week with other monster friends…

All monsters will experience adventure away from home…

Sleep as a monster! Eat as a monster! Play as a monster! No humans allowed!



Amid all the words were several small pictures of literal monsters doing literal camp things.

Hiking in the woods.

Crowding around a campfire.

Cheesy smiles on the side of a dock, feet dangling in a misty body of water.

Some kids wore full Frankenstein’s-monster face paint; some bandages as mummies; a couple of witches huddled over a pottery wheel, clearly making little baby clay cauldrons together.

Under the photo of someone in a skeleton costume was a caption that read: Our groundbreaking HURT program instructors will train, prepare, and role-play with all campers to ensure better experiences back home.

Sylvie stared at the word “role-play.”

As in live-action role-play?! At this camp she could LARP. For an entire week.

Goosebumps climbed Sylvie’s arms. She suddenly straightened with a jolt.

If she was going to camp, this was it.

In the bottom right-hand corner was a neat listing of dates. According to the brochure, there were different weeks for various age groups, and the dates for rising seventh graders were… next week! Running Sunday through Sunday!

That was so quick, so soon… but there had to be a spot for her. There had to be.

This was meant to be!

Sylvie gripped the smooth black brochure tightly with both thumbs and forefingers, extremely concerned it would just—POOF—vanish from her grasp.

Without delay, while it was still whole and real in her hands, Sylvie staggered out of bed. Magnus lifted his head in question but let her go without a single yelp of “Help me down, Sylvie!” because even he knew it was crucial she show her dad this glorious piece of paper right away.

On shaking legs, Sylvie crossed her room. The entire hallway was heavy with shower steam and smelled of her dad’s old-man soap, the bathroom door hanging open. His bedroom door was shut.

But then, because every single bit of this felt like it was meant to be, the door yawned open before Sylvie even raised a hand to knock.

“This one! I want to do this one! It starts Sunday. Can you call and make sure I have a spot? Or I could call! Maybe they want prospective campers to call?”

“Whoa, whoa, there.” He brandished one placating hand while adjusting the hem of his shirt so it didn’t crinkle weirdly out over the drawstring of his sweatpants. “Hold on, let me see.”

Sylvie struggled to unclench her grip on the brochure so that her dad could read it. Taking the silky black paper, her dad flipped it around to inspect the description and pictures inside.

In real, excruciating time, Sylvie watched as his face sank from open and joyous to pinched and concerned. Suddenly, his whole expression was a flat line of trying not to show he was angry.

Which surprised Sylvie.

Finally, he said, “I’d remember this one. I didn’t pick this up. Where’d you get this?”

His voice was all weird and controlled, and when Sylvie spoke again, so was hers. Like walking on eggshells and she didn’t know why, exactly.

“It was in the pile. I didn’t conjure it or anything.” Sylvie flipped it over. “Dad, it has my name on it.”

“Oh, so it does.”

The way he said it, Sylvie had a feeling he’d seen it before—and hadn’t expected to see it again.

“Syl-Bear, I’m sorry to get your hopes up, but a camp where you pretend to be a monster all week is the exact opposite of why we’re doing this.” His gray eyes lifted to hers and there was a sigh heavy in the cut of his shoulders.

Those eggshells under her feet shattered anyway, and suddenly, Sylvie wasn’t being careful anymore. She was being reckless.

“But Dad!” she whined. “It’s exactly what I want to do. Look, it came to me! Maybe they found out about my LARPing site. I’m up to thirty-eight subscribers, you know.”

“I do know because I get an email every time someone subscribes, so I can make sure they’re not a creep.” Her dad waved a hand. “The point is that I’m sorry to let you down, but you can go to any camp but that one, Syl.”

“Why?”

His answer was immediate. Almost as if it had been rehearsed, even though her dad most definitely couldn’t act to save his life.

“I want you to be yourself, Sylvie, I mean that from here to the moon and back—but you’re also my little girl, Mom’s little girl, and it’s my job to protect you. Sylvie, you’re a normal girl, with normal thoughts and feelings, and you need to get used to life as a boring old human.” It was meant to be a balm, but it hurt. “The sooner you come to terms with the fact that you’re not a vampire, no matter how much you pretend to be, the better your actual life will get, Syl. That’s the tough truth of it.”

To Sylvie’s horror, her dad crumpled the beautiful silky paper into a ball and tossed it over his shoulder to the wastebasket by the desk he had wedged in his bedroom.

Sylvie gaped after the brochure.

“Dad!”

She tried to get past him, but he blocked the door and her view of the trash.

“Leave it, Sylvie.”

She reared back, arms wound about her body, tears suddenly hot in her eyes at the indignity of it all. “Dad, that’s not fair!”

Her voice was so high she was sure Magnus lifted his head.

“It might not be, but it’s my rules.” He thrust a blunt hand in the general direction of her bedroom. “There are two dozen good camps in there where you can make friends and focus all that creative energy toward something real.”

His voice was fraught, and his eyes were big gray orbs of pleading. Which just made Sylvie’s heart sink further, because why was he begging her? It was his idea! And she was the one with the right to beg. Because she didn’t want to go!

After a tense pause, he said, “Just think about it.”

Sylvie had thought about it.

Why couldn’t he see that? She’d spelled it out for him.

But maybe he couldn’t see it because he didn’t want to.

Her dad took Sylvie’s silence as contemplation. Unfortunately.

“I’ll tell you what. How about I pick out the camp for you?”

“Dad.”

“Or we can do a blind draw. Where’s that old black witch hat you made Magnus wear last Halloween? Your closet?” His voice was lifting as he described the whole silly, stupid idea. “We can stuff the brochures inside and choose one. Fair and square.”

“Dad.”

He jabbed her with a finger, trying to lighten the mood. “Oooh, or we can fold them up into little paper planes and the one that travels the farthest down the hall wins.”

“Dad.” This time Sylvie said it with a sigh attached. He straightened accordingly, ready to listen to an actual sentence instead of a plea. “I’ll pick the camp myself.”

“From the brochures I got you.”

Sylvie swallowed.

“From the brochures you got me.”

Her dad seemed satisfied with that answer. He nodded and leaned forward from the doorway to palm her head like he used to do when Sylvie was much smaller and had bangs that fell into her eyes. Now the move just conveniently (for him) covered up her drawn-on widow’s peak. “Great. I’ve got an early site call tomorrow, but I should be able to be home for a quick lunch. How about a decision then? That way, I can make sure you have a spot with time to spare?”

Rather reluctantly, Sylvie nodded into his palm.

“Good girl.” He removed his hand. “Okay, how about something to eat? Dad’s special dinner pancakes or Dad’s special Pizza Tito’s delivery?”

“Pancakes,” Sylvie answered. It was more fang friendly, and Pizza Tito’s always added extra garlic, much to a little vampire’s dismay. Perhaps that was why her dad liked it so much.




[image: ] CHAPTER 5 The Way to Monster Camp

Pancakes were yummy, but after enough maple syrup to call her plate both dinner and dessert, Sylvie’s mind was racing. The finish line: finding a way to get to Monster Camp.

If there was anything that LARPing with Dustin had taught Sylvie, it was to not give up easily. If Dustin had his monster-slaying way, every single LARP she’d done with him would’ve been over in thirty seconds flat.

And so, hopped up on both gumption and grade A maple syrup, Sylvie decided that it wasn’t time yet to give up on her Monster Camp dream.

Step one: retrieving the brochure.

Luckily, her dad ate his pancakes not with sugar-packed syrup but with a boatload of butter and nearly an entire package of turkey bacon, which meant that the meal had almost the same effect as a large Thanksgiving feast.

Add in the fact that he was totally zonked from a ten-hour construction shift in the new summer heat, and he was asleep on the couch before seven, sprawled out in front of some baseball game he’d wanted to watch. Which only reinforced Sylvie’s belief that baseball was the most boring of all the sports.

But in that moment, she thanked the baseball gods for being so very boring, because on bare feet, she walked very silently into her dad’s room and plucked the Monster Camp brochure out of his trash.

Of course, Magnus found this very interesting and wasn’t quiet at all in trailing Sylvie, his nails click-clacking loudly on the scuffed wood floors. Worse, when she picked up the pace to her room, the dog thought it was a game and decided to both chase and bark after her.

“Shhhhhhhhhh,” Sylvie commanded, finger to her lips, while herding her herding dog into her room. With one breathless glance down the turn of the stairs to the couch, she confirmed her dad was still a drooly pile of bones and sealed herself and Magnus into her room with the soft click of the big wooden door latching shut.

Happy to be with Sylvie, Magnus immediately gave up the chase and the cacophony that came with it and simply went to his favorite spot by the beanbag and lay down like the good boy he was. Which left Sylvie with an opening as long as her dad’s evening catnap to investigate how to make Monster Camp happen.

Step two: mark down the dates and location of Monster Camp.

Step three: hide the brochure in her desk for safekeeping.

(Hopefully her dad didn’t have a habit of riffling through his trash. Sylvie was pretty sure he was too busy to do that.)

The dates and location carefully noted, Sylvie next grabbed all the pamphlets from her bed and separated them into two piles. The ones with dates that corresponded with Monster Camp went to her right, the ones with dates that didn’t overlap to her left. When she was done
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