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			Chapter One

			Attack of the Knuckle Sweaters

			I knew something was up when I grew a beard in the fifth grade. Overnight.

			Yep…one day I was plain old beardless Bax, and the next day I was storing pencils in my face case.
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			To be honest, I was pretty scared when I woke up that morning. I scratched my chin and thought a possum was sleeping on my neck or something. I nearly whizzed the bed.

			And when I ran to the bathroom mirror and found a full-on chin shrub growing there instead, I was stumped. I called my parents in a panic—they both leave for work before I wake up—but neither one of them picked up their cell phone. It was a serious dilemma.

			I’d just got hit with, like, all of puberty at once. I’m eleven, bro!

			I stared at my suddenly hairy face for, like, twenty minutes, trying to decide what to do. Hide under my blanket? Go buy my first lotto ticket? Put on my dad’s suit and apply for a job?

			Ultimately, I decided to just go to school. Solid decision.

			The beard was an instant hit.

			My math teacher, Ms. Melvin, thought the beard was a prop and tried to yank it off during morning attendance. You should have seen her face when my whole head snapped forward and bonked off the desk. It was classic.

			Then, at lunchtime, my best friend, Rolando, threw a paper airplane at me from across the classroom…and it got stuck in my cheek mittens. It was the greatest moment of our lives.

			Even Sara Cogswell called my beard “Weird, because you’re eleven, but kind of cool.”

			It was the closest thing to a compliment I’d ever gotten.

			By the time I left school that day, I’d decided to keep my new chin rug forever.

			And then Dad got home.

			First, he almost fainted. Then he marched me upstairs and made me shave on the spot, because “Beards aren’t proper for eleven-year-olds…and why is it so much better than mine?!” The old man made it look easy, but trust me, shaving is tricky. I kept cutting myself and had to stick pieces of toilet paper all over my chin.

			I’d never felt more like a butt face in my entire life.

			Things returned to normal for a while after that. The Bax Beard didn’t come back—which probably should have been another clue this wasn’t just insta-puberty—and I decided the entire incident was a fluke. Mom had a working theory that the factory had put Rogaine in my shampoo bottle by accident, though I rubbed my face with it every night for three days to check and…nothing.

			I was back to storing pencils in a pencil case like a normal kid. I was devastated.

			And then, two weeks later, I woke up with knuckle sweaters.

			Yep. Hair mittens. Furry finger gloves. It was like my thumbs were wearing toupees. Still, the knuckle sweaters were way less cool and ruggedly handsome than my beard, so I shaved those bad boys off ASAP.

			But the hair wasn’t done there.

			A few days after that, I grew stubble socks while watching NBA highlights in my bedroom. Shaving your feet is mad hard, too…I basically had to learn yoga to get at those things.

			And when I started sprouting curly brown chest hair a week later, Mom and Dad dragged me to the clinic. Our seriously ancient family physician, Dr. Potts, looked me over for a very long time, tapping a wrinkly finger on the desk like the world’s worst drummer.

			“This is a new one,” he finally wheezed. “It’s a truly astounding amount of chest hair.”

			I was staring down at my chest, totally bummed that I looked like a cocker spaniel. Would I have to start going to a dog groomer? My barber was going to be super disappointed.

			“Should we be worried?” Mom asked, exchanging a very worried look with Dad.

			Dr. Potts shrugged. “It’s curious, but I don’t think it’s anything overly concerning.”

			“My son can grow a better beard than I can!” Dad shouted. We all gave him a strange look, and he cleared his throat. “And I’m very concerned for him. He’s only eleven, after all.”

			“We’ll run some tests,” Dr. Potts promised. “Meanwhile, remember to use aftershave. And if you nick a nipple with your razor, just use a little piece of toilet paper to stop the blood.”

			Bro…now my nipples were in danger? This was getting less cool by the day.

			I was terrified I was going to sprout nose hair like my grandpa—don’t even get me started on his ears—but there was no more hair for three weeks, and the blood tests didn’t turn up anything either. As far as anyone could tell, I was just an occasionally hairy eleven-year-old.

			Dr. Potts told me the worst was probably over, but to call him if anything else happened.

			Yeah. Something else happened.

			Just to clarify, I don’t do a lot of acting. I’m a basketball dude. I watch almost every NBA game, study highlights on YouTube before bed, and play point guard for the Anderson Eagles JV team.

			Well, I’m the backup. Third string, sometimes. We’ll get back to that.

			Anyway, Rolando was the star of the school play, and the director wanted some extras to dress up as creepy human tree children in the background and sway like it was windy. I get mega stage fright, but my only job was to wear green spandex, so I signed up as a favor to my boy.

			At first, the show went pretty well.

			I was chilling in my skintight leotard and enjoying a front-row seat. Rolando was doing a sweet tap number—the guy is a natural star—and I was just starting to think I could make a living as a human stage prop. I even cut loose at one point and made some soothing whooshing noises as I swayed. I was stepping the game up for all future tree children.

			And then Rolando started to tap dance his way toward the back of the stage. The spotlight shifted to follow him…and overshot the mark, landing right on my pimply, wide-eyed mug.

			And I started to get…itchy.

			I know what you’re thinking. Hives. Maybe “backne.” Maybe he’s having a reaction to the dollar store spandex his mom bought for him because “When will you ever wear it again?”

			But no. It was the hair.

			I saw it sprouting on the back of my hands first…the accursed knuckle sweaters were back. My spandex shirt began to bulge. My socks puffed out like hair balloons.

			In a panic, I felt my chin…yep.

			The Bax Beard was back. Awesome, but it was not the time.

			People in the audience started to shout. Rolando stopped mid-pirouette and almost fell over when he saw me. I could hear my poor dad shouting, “It’s just a little facial hair, people …”

			But it was too late for that, Pops.

			The other tree-children fled in horror, paper leaves flying everywhere. My gums began to itch, and I felt my teeth…oh no. I’d grown fangs.

			Dazed, my eyes drifted to the spotlight. The bright, white light…

			I took off and sprinted all the way home, dodging honking cars and a cat that probably had a heart attack. Racing inside, I stopped in front of the mirror in the foyer, horrified at what I was seeing. And no, I don’t just mean the leotard.

			This wasn’t just random spots anymore. The hair was everywhere.

			Like I said…something was definitely up.
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			I didn’t go to school for the rest of that week. Or the next.

			I wasn’t technically suspended, but I guess the principal called my parents and said something like “Maybe Baxter should let things cool down a bit.”

			It was a nice way of saying “We don’t allow hair-bears in our middle school.”

			I tried to stay positive. I played, like, forty-seven and a half hours of video games over the first two days, ate six bags of ketchup chips—my pajama pants were a total write-off—and generally tried very hard to pretend I hadn’t just grown a butt carpet in front of my peers.

			But three days into my informal house arrest, I started to feel crummy. I missed school. I missed Rolando.

			And I missed basketball.

			I may have slightly undersold how much of a “basketball guy” I am. My bedroom is pretty much a shrine: posters, shiny collectible sneakers on display, NBA League Pass playing all day on my TV. I even studied coaching textbooks and created my own plays for the team. I didn’t share them with my JV coach anymore, though. He told me he “didn’t need advice from an eleven-year-old beanpole” and to “stick to improving my game.” Beanpole? Coach was so not a bro sometimes.

			Anyway, my team was 0–2, which wasn’t that shocking since we’d gone 3–11 last year. But I was still itching to get back. At the very least, I wanted to go cheer my teammates on.

			So, a week after my suspension, I decided to go undercover.

			I bought some oversized sunglasses and a fake beard—the beard was probably a bad call, in hindsight—and snuck into the gym after school to watch our third game from the bleachers.

			It was the best twenty-three and a half minutes I’d had all week.

			But when I saw Lyle lose his man on defense, I suddenly forgot I was incognito and screamed a warning. Everyone turned to look at me, frowning. No unusually small, bearded adult would ever be so passionate about a JV defensive zone. The jig was up.

			The principal showed up soon after and made me take off the sunglasses—I think he presumed the beard was au naturel—then he sighed and told me I had to leave the premises.

			“But the team needs me!” I protested. “I’m not even hairy today! Look at my knuckles!”

			Alas, not even hairless knuckles could save me.

			I was escorted out of my own school. It was super embarrassing, bro.

			“I’m sorry, Baxter,” the principal said as I did my walk of shame out the front doors. “People just need time to get over the…incident. It’s alarming when a student grows fangs.”

			“How much time?” I asked. “Can I come back for the next game? Monday practice?”

			“I don’t think you’ll be playing basketball this season,” he said as he locked the doors.

			And as I stood there staring at those locked doors, it felt like my stomach had turned into a lead ball. I was strangely…heavy. The feeling didn’t go away, either. I went into a straight-up mental spiral, bro. I was beginning to wonder if I could ever rejoin my team.

			My entire life revolved around basketball…the thought of losing it was terrifying.

			And what about the hair? What if it never stopped growing? Would I have to start waxing soon?! I’d watched a YouTube video, and it looked super painful.

			Dr. Potts conducted a bunch more tests, but he couldn’t figure out the problem. I had an ultrasound, an X-ray, and a CT scan. He even hit my knee with a little hammer, but I just accidentally kicked him in the crotch.

			We were getting nowhere.

			Mom and Dad tried to stay upbeat, but they didn’t have a plan either. Even Rolando’s parents wouldn’t let him hang out with me anymore. In fairness, he was super allergic to dog hair, but it was still a bummer.

			I showed up to his house one night…and he had to talk to me from his bedroom window.

			“I’m sorry, bro,” Rolando called down. “My parents are weirdly afraid of fangs.”

			I pointed at my teeth. “But I’m fangless now. See? Come down.”

			“I told them you’d never bite me!” he said. “That’s when they brought up the allergies.”

			I hate to admit it, but my eyes got a little watery. It was probably just, like, pollen. But I was standing on a lawn shouting up at my lifelong best friend…and he wouldn’t even come down. Maybe it was a dog allergy. Or maybe he was weirdly afraid of fangs too…afraid of me.

			And that just…hurt.

			“I’m only occasionally hairy,” I murmured, trying to hold back the tears.

			“I’m sorry, bro. This is going to blow over. But they made me swear on my tap shoes.”

			I gasped and turned away. He loved those tap shoes. He’d made an unbreakable vow.

			“How long?”

			Rolando paused. “Until they’re sure you’re not, like, contagious, I think.”

			“Bro!” I said.

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Contagious?

			“I’m sorry, Baxter,” he said miserably. “We’re best bros. Just…from a safe distance.”

			Yeah. Ouch.

			He closed the window, and I just stood there like a sad dog left out in the rain. I noticed Rolando’s parents watching through the living room window, and then they blanched and shut the curtains. They’d had me over there a hundred times. We’d eaten goulash the night of the show.

			Now I was getting the curtain treatment?!

			If I was sad before, it was next level after visiting Rolando. I became a total recluse.

			The hair came and went in patches, but it never went full-on Bax-squatch like it did on stage. Weirder still, sometimes the hair went away on its own. I’d get the old razor and shaving cream out of the cabinet and mutter something about being “over the hill,” and then the hair would just be…gone. That confusing game of whack-a-hair went on for three and a half weeks.

			And then he showed up.

			It was almost ten o’clock on a Friday night. Mom, Dad, and I were sitting in the living room when there was a knock at the front door. I went to answer it because Dad was wearing his TV pants—only his TV pants—and Mom was playing Sudoku. No one disturbs Mom’s Sudoku.

			I hurried to the front door, then hesitated, peering through the glass. We have a motion sensor porch light—my dad is inexplicably terrified of raccoons—but it wasn’t turning on for some reason.

			I opened the door anyway and found a short, shadowy figure standing on the porch.

			“Greetings, Baxter Brooks,” a super deep voice said. “May I enter?”

			“Aunt Beryl?” I asked, squinting into the darkness.

			“I am the Dean of Prodigium Academy.” He cleared his throat. “May I enter?”

			I couldn’t make out his face in the darkness, but I guess I’d be a subpar security guard because I just shrugged and let him inside.

			“Sure,” I said. “What was that part about the academy—”

			I stopped mid-sentence as the man swept into the foyer. He was wearing a high-collared black cape and matching stovepipe hat, and he had pudgy cheeks and Black skin. The hat and cape were a bit unusual, I guess, but not nearly as strange as his glittering purple eyes. Or the huge twin fangs protruding over his bottom lip. Or the fact that he was also wearing a bright yellow jersey under his cape with the strangest logo I’d ever seen…a buff cartoon pug holding a basketball.
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			The stranger turned to the living room, where my parents were peeking over the couch.

			Dad was giving me a wide-eyed look, like…really, Bax?

			“Let’s all sit down, shall we?” the man said. “We have a lot to discuss.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I am Literally a Monster

			“I presume you know why I’m here, Baxter,” the man said, settling into our creaky recliner.

			I shook my head from where I was sandwiched between Mom and Dad on the couch. Dad had managed to find a T-shirt, but he kept rubbing his neck nervously.

			Like, stop tempting the probable vampire, Pops!

			“I’m here with an offer of admission, of course,” the man continued.

			“Who are you again?” Mom asked, slapping Dad’s hand away from his neck. “Mr….”

			“Everyone just calls me the Dean,” he said. “Sometimes Nosferatu, but only my very oldest friends.” He chuckled as he leaned forward, meeting my eyes. “Baxter, you’re a monster.”

			Bro. That was super mean.

			Dad shifted, looking uncomfortable. “Granted, our Bax gets a little moody in the mornings, but I hardly think that qualifies him as a—”

			“No,” the Dean cut in. “Baxter is a literal monster. A werewolf, to be precise.”

			The room fell silent for a moment.

			My mom laughed awkwardly. “Mr…. Dean. Baxter is not a werewolf. First of all, they don’t exist.” She eyed him, probably remembering that there was clearly a real-life vampire in our living room. “Second of all, he isn’t transforming on a full moon and howling.”

			The Dean waved a hand in dismissal. “Those were the olden days. Technology started throwing everything off in the twentieth century. Anything bright enough that isn’t direct, hideous sunlight can do the trick. Spotlights, headlights…I once knew a lovely old werewolf named Agatha Tull who was set off by fireworks. It was always a memorable Fourth of July.”

			“I don’t…but…what?” Dad said.

			“Monsters are evolving with the times, Mr. Brooks,” the Dean explained patiently. “For example, most vampires don’t even drink real blood anymore. We drink artificial blood, and it even comes in these handy little juice boxes.” He fished one out of his pocket and held it up for us. “I like AB-Berry the best,” he said brightly. “Though O-Juice is very good for you. Want to try?”

			“Maybe later,” Dad murmured.

			I rubbed my forehead, trying to make my brain work.

			“But…I grew a beard first…”

			“That was just a mini-transformation,” the Dean said. “Very common in new werewolves. They can be totally random for the first year or so, and often manifest in unusual ways. Light is usually the trigger…you were probably just staring at your cell phone before bed.”

			My mouth fell open. “Are you saying YouTube gave me a beard?!”

			“Possibly. Anyway, how you initially became a werewolf, I’m not sure. Maybe a little friendly nip from another werewolf as a child. Maybe Mom and Dad have some in their blood…” He eyed my mom thoughtfully. “Have you ever grown a beard, Mrs. Brooks?”

			“Excuse me—” Mom sputtered, turning bright red.

			“Never mind,” he said. “Anyway, I’m afraid you can’t go back to human school anymore, Bax. Those are the official rules.”

			“Whose rules?” I asked incredulously.

			“The International Federation of Monster Identification, Management, and Human Avoidance.”

			“That’s a long name,” I said weakly.

			“Monsters are notoriously verbose,” he agreed. The Dean leaned forward, lowering his voice. “They’re always watching for new monstrous children emerging in the human world. It’s very rare, these days. But if they identify one, they automatically investigate and prepare a file. If the candidate is at least nine years old, they submit the individual to the appropriate monster boarding academy for formal consideration. All monsters are homeschooled until the age of nine. It reduces fatal incidents.”

			Dad scratched his neck again. “That all seems a little…intrusive, doesn’t it?”

			“Absolutely. On the plus side, you are officially inducted into Prodigium Academy, Baxter.” He handed me a laminated pamphlet. “You can start first thing Monday morning.”

			I stared at the pamphlet, which read: Prodigium Academy: The Best of the Rest.

			“It’s not much of a tagline,” I said.

			“But very true!” he replied. Then he drained the blood box in one noisy slurp and seemingly teleported to his feet. “Prodigium automatically accepts all the students the other schools refuse. You were put forward for the very prestigious werewolf school in eastern Iowa, Moonbeam Academy, but they turned you down.” The Dean swept toward the front door, his cape fluttering along the carpet behind him. “But their loss is our gain! Anyway, see you on Monday, Baxter.”

			“What if I don’t want to go to monster school?”

			The Dean abruptly turned back, giving me a pitying, fanged smile.

			“Here I am, forgetting that you’ve lived in the human world your whole life. That really is rare these days, as monsters and humans went their separate ways centuries ago and there is little to no contact. Monsters have become ever so secretive in this changing world. You can choose to stay home, of course, but you won’t be able to return to school. Or play sports. Or basically do anything that might reveal you’re a monster…it’s still a touchy subject with most humans, as you might imagine. You will have to live a very isolated life, Baxter Brooks.”

			The Dean slipped his hat off and held it to his chest. He was as bald as a bowling ball.

			“I know this is a lot to take in,” he said gravely. “But I assure you, Prodigium Academy is a fine school filled with wonderful students just like you. I understand you play basketball?”

			I raised my eyebrows at the sudden change of topic. “Yes…”

			“Perfect! I’ve already arranged a tryout for you with our world-famous Prodigium Pugs. They could use a new player, as it turns out.”

			I perked up at that. “You…have a basketball team?”

			“Of course!”

			My mind was spinning now. All of a sudden, there was a chance to play ball again. To join an actual, real-life team. I loved being a part
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