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Vampires and werewolves and ... puberty? It’s all 

here. My name is Buddy. Yeah, that’s my real name, not 
a nickname. I’ll explain later. 

This story is all about me and my sister. There’s 
vampires and werewolves and bullies and even love, if 
you’re into that kind of thing. Although if you want the 
gushy details with all the hand-holding and smooching, 
you’ll have to ask my sister. Quite frankly, I don’t want 
to hear about it. No one curses in this book – not even 
the werewolves. 

Looking back, some of it was pretty scary, but it all 
ends happily. The good guys win, no one dies, and 
everything goes back to normal. More or less. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 

I guess I should tell you about my sister first. Even though 
this is really my story, she always finds a way to make everything 
about her, so why fight it? Her name is Amber. She's two and a 
half years older than me and never lets me forget it, so you 
should probably remember that, too. Everyone says she’s 
beautiful, but I don't think so. She's always twirling her blonde 
hair, which is annoying enough, and she's got these huge blue 
eyes. I swear she looks like a fish. Still, guys are always calling 
the house or shoving each other aside trying to carry her books 
and what not. And she was Homecoming Queen, which she also 
likes to talk about. A lot. But all it meant was that she got to sit 
on top of a bale of hay in an evening gown during the Fall 
Festival Parade. Big deal. I'd rather stay at home and read the 
latest issue of Haunted Man, my favorite comic. I'll tell you all 
about that later, because I guess that comic book was sorta 
responsible for this whole mess. 

Don't get me wrong, though – my sister isn't all bad. If she 
sees some guys messing with me, she'll chew their ear off, and 
they’ll usually stop, though mostly just to gawk at her. It's so 
pathetic. But the minute she's gone, they just go right back to 
pounding on my arm or throwing my books on the floor. My 
mom says I'm just a late bloomer. I don't know what that means 
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or what exactly I'm supposed to bloom into, but I wish it'd 
happen soon. It can kinda suck being me sometimes. 

I’m short for my age, which doesn’t help things, and I’m 
also real thin, and my hair sticks up all over the place, no matter 
how hard I comb it. I’ve been told I look like a troll, which I 
guess is kinda true. My hair is bright orange. I may as well paint 
a bull’s-eye on my forehead. And if that wasn’t bad enough, my 
parents named me Buddy. I mean, who does that? It’s not even 
short for anything. If it was, believe me, I’d use that instead. 

I asked my dad once why he had given me that awful name, 
and he said when I was born I came out smiling and immediately 
reached out my hand for him like I wanted to shake. Like we 
were old friends. His first words to me were, ‘Hey buddy, nice to 
meet you. I’m your daddy.’ Like I cared. All I probably wanted 
was to have a poop and some milk and to go to sleep somewhere 
warm. What if the first thing I did was throw up on him? Would 
they have called me Spew or Hurl? 

I’m telling you, if you’re a parent who’s reading this book 
just to make sure I don’t cuss, and if you’re thinking up baby 
names, try to imagine what kids do with funny-sounding names. 
There’s a girl in my class named Dorothea who is even weirder-
looking than me. She’s got black frizzy hair and a funny nose 
that curves down and out like a water slide. Everyone calls her 
Diarrhea. That should’ve been a no-brainer for her folks. Mostly 
they just call me Bud the Dud. Or Bud the Crud. Or Fuddy 
Duddy, which doesn’t even make sense. For a while they called 
me Muddy Buddy because it seemed like everyone was pushing 
me in the dirt. That sucked. But at least they never called me 
Diarrhea. I’d just about die if that ever happened. 

Anyway, this isn’t about Dorothea. I hope she grows up and 
looks like a super model, and all the guys are sorry they ever 
made squishing noises every time she sat down. This story is all 
about me and my sister. There’s vampires and werewolves and 
bullies and even love, if you’re into that kind of thing. Though if 
you want the gushy details with all the hand-holding and 
smooching, you’ll have to ask my sister. Quite frankly, I don’t 
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want to hear about it. No one curses in this book – not even the 
werewolves. Looking back, some of it was pretty scary, but it all 
ends happily. The good guys win. No one dies, and everything 
goes back to normal. More or less. So quit reading over your 
kid’s shoulder, and let him finish the book. He’ll like it – I 
promise. 

And if you named him Charles, for gosh sakes, don’t call 
him Buck. 



 

4 

 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
 

Saturday 
 

This all started exactly a week ago, October 24th. It was a 
Saturday. I know that because that was when the new Haunted 
Man issue was released. It only comes out quarterly, and it sells 
out fast (mostly because there’s only one comic book store in 
town), so if you miss it, you have to wait three more months just 
to get a recap of what happened. 

That’s why I always try to get to the store the same day. 
But since I’m only fourteen, I gotta rely on a ride from 
somebody else because the mall is clear across town. Dad’s 
usually too busy. He owns the local hardware store, and he’s 
always going in there for something or other. Mom says he just 
doesn’t trust the people who work for him. That stinks. I don’t 
trust anyone now, but I thought I’d grow out of it. And Mom 
doesn’t drive. Weird, right? 

When she was like five, she was playing in her parents’ 
Cadillac and accidentally put the car in neutral, and it slid right 
off the driveway into the street. An oncoming car swerved 
around her and ran up onto the neighbor’s yard and hit their cat 
Dancer. The cat lost a leg but was otherwise fine. And they still 
called him Dancer after that, which seems a little cruel, but 
that’s life. So that’s why Mom doesn’t drive. I’m not making any 
of that up. They even have a name for it – hodophobia, which is 
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the Greek term for fear of traveling. And that’s the closest to 
educational this book is going to get, so put down the remote 
and keep reading. 

So, it was Saturday night, and I just knew my sister was 
planning on going out to the mall with her friends. She’s always 
going to the mall on the weekends. I don’t know what she does 
there. It’s sure not to shop – she never comes home with 
anything. Normally I wouldn’t care. On the weekends I like to 
reread old issues of Haunted Man or draw. My room is covered in 
my drawings. Hopefully someday I’ll get my own comic and a fast 
car, and I won’t have to bug people for rides anymore. 

Anyway, Amber was padding around the house all night in 
her fuzzy bunny slippers and a robe like she had no intention of 
leaving, but I knew better. Every time the phone rang, she’d 
jump up and get it and go whispering into it in the other room. I 
figured she’d get dressed the second my back was turned, 
throwing off her ratty robe and slippers like a superhero and 
emerge in her jeans that were too tight and lipstick that made 
her face look like a stoplight, and try to tear out of the house 
before I had a chance to ask to go along. But I knew her 
kryptonite: Mom. 

Amber was filing her nails while I flipped through the TV 
channels. The whole time, she kept looking over at me, so I 
knew she was already late to pick up her friends. When I figured 
she wasn’t budging until I left the room, I yawned real big, then 
walked upstairs. Amber didn’t even let me get to the top of the 
stairs before I heard her opening the front door. 

“Not so fast, young lady,” Mom called out from the 
kitchen. “If you’re going out, take your brother with you.” 

I sat on the top step and waited. I couldn’t hear everything 
Amber said because her voice gets all whiney and high when she 
doesn’t get her way. Everything after, “But Mooooommm...” 
sounded like a wounded moose or something. 

A few seconds later, Amber stomped up the stairs and 
stood in front of me with her arms crossed and her big ol’ bug 
eyes narrow and squinty. I swear I don’t know why anyone thinks 
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she’s pretty. She’s no Gwen Mason, that’s for sure. That’s 
Martin’s sorta girlfriend in Haunted Man – he’s the hero. Don’t 
get the wrong idea though – they don’t do anything sticky and 
gross. Just hold hands and play catch. I’d love to meet a girl like 
that. 

“You rat-faced little weasel.” 
I just grinned. Truth is, I did feel a little bad going around 

Sis and asking Mom, but it wasn’t like I was going to tag along 
with her and her friends. Dang, why would I even want to? Her 
best friend Dawn is always complaining about how fat she is, 
even though she weighs like nothing. I swear, I could pick my 
teeth with her. And her other friend Carrie is the most nervous 
person I’ve ever met. Even more nervous than me. She’s always 
chewing on her hair or fingernails. It’s just gross. Dad says it’s 
because she developed early and doesn’t know what to do with 
it. I don’t know what ‘it’ is, but I hope I never get it. 

“Sorrrrry.” I made the word longer than it was supposed to 
be, thinking it’d sound more apologetic. 

Amber sighed. “Well?” She threw her hands down. “You 
coming?” 

“Thanks,” I mumbled. 
“Yeah, yeah.” She marched out of the house, and I 

followed. “Another Ghost Guy, huh?” 
“Haunted Man,” I corrected. I knew the names of all her 

friends, and it really ticked me off that she couldn’t remember 
the one thing I cared about the most. 

“Haunted Man,” she repeated and opened the back door of 
the car. God forbid I should be seen sitting next to her. 
Sometimes she actually makes me crouch down so people won’t 
know I’m with her. Pretty crummy, right? At least in the back 
it’s harder to watch her driving. 

Amber has an early birthday, so she’s the only one in her 
group that can drive, if you can call it that. She doesn’t pay 
attention to a darned thing except her hair, the radio, or cute 
boys in the car next to her. Her driving makes my stomach hurt, 
I swear. But, like I said, I don’t have any other options. 
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Mom and Dad have an old Chevy, the kind with wide seats 
like a diner booth. When Amber drives, I usually go sliding all 
over the place, even with my seatbelt on. Dawn and Carrie 
usually sit up front, though, so I can lie down in the back and 
just pretend I’m on a stagecoach or something until we get 
there. Believe me, it helps. 

Amber slammed on the gas as she backed out of the 
driveway, and I immediately went flying into the backside of the 
front seat. 

“Sorry, sorry!” she said, then suddenly slammed on the 
brakes even harder and sent me flying backwards. “Dang it.” 

“Geez, Sis, at least let me get my seatbelt on first before 
you try to kill me.” 

“It’s not as easy as it looks.” 
“You’re a menace.” 
Dad sometimes uses that word to describe the guys who 

deliver packages to him. They’re always dropping the boxes with 
the light bulbs. 

“Okay!” she snapped. 
I probably should have just been glad I was getting a ride to 

the mall, but I couldn’t resist one more. “A gosh-darned 
menace.” 

“I said I’m sorry, you little crud!” 
Usually I don’t care when somebody makes fun of me. I’m 

mostly used to it by now, but hearing it from my sister really 
hurt. We argue a lot, but we never take shots at each other. I 
keep the bug-eyes thing all to myself. I felt some snot coming 
out of my nose, so I sniffled. My eyes stung, like right away, too, 
but I tried not to rub them so she wouldn’t see me crying. 

Amber slammed on the brakes and put the car in park, 
even though we were right in the middle of the darned road now. 
She turned around and put her hand on my cheek. I was trying 
to hold back the tears because I didn’t want to get her arm all 
slimy. 

“I’m sorry, Buddy. I didn’t mean that.” 
“It doesn’t matter.” I stared out at the window. 
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“Hey,” she said and turned my face so I had to look right at 
her bug eyes. “You shouldn’t ever have to hear that from me. 
Okay? It just slipped out.” She mussed my hair playfully. “I love 
you, bro. You know that, right?” 

I nodded. The truth is that Amber is a pretty good sister. 
It’s like we’re playing dodge ball on the same side. Sure, Mom 
and Dad are great, but parents pretty much have to love you and 
tell you you’re special and wonderful and all that baloney. I’ll bet 
even Topaz’s parents send him a birthday card every year, along 
with a little cash. That’s the arch enemy of the hero in Haunted 
Man. But with a sister or brother, you pretty much spend your 
whole life just fighting over stuff. So when they tell you they love 
you, it really means something. 

“Here, hang on.” Amber dug through her purse, then 
handed me a ten dollar bill. “For Haunted Dude. My treat this 
time.” 

I didn’t even care that she got the name wrong again. I 
leaned forward and gave her a big hug around her neck. “Thank 
you!” 

I know ten bucks doesn’t sound like a lot of money, but I’m 
fourteen. I can’t even get babysitting jobs because I’m shorter 
than most of the kids I’d have to watch. I pretty much spend 
three months checking the couch cushions for loose change or 
begging Mom and Dad for odd jobs. I usually get some birthday 
money, but that’s the only time, and my birthday wasn’t for 
another week. Now I could get my comic and maybe even a kiwi 
fizz to drink while I read and waited for Amber and her friends 
to finish whatever they do at the mall. 

Amber always seems to have money. I think Dad slips her 
cash because she’s his ‘princess’ or some garbage like that. Girls 
have it so easy. 

“Alright, alright!” She laughed and shrugged my arms off. 
Amber drove to pick up Dawn first. She lives just two 

streets up from us. Our whole block is one big circle of cul-de-
sacs and houses that all look pretty much the same. That’s 
because we have lawn Nazis (that’s what Mom calls them) who 
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come by and write you up if you put anything colorful in your 
yard. For a week, Mom had an army of pink flamingos staked 
around her new bird bath. One morning we woke up, and they 
were all just gone. Even the birdbath, and that thing weighed a 
ton. Mom made sure of that. This town doesn’t like anything 
new or different. If they can’t make it just disappear, then they’ll 
pound it into submission. Personally, I liked the flamingos. It’s 
really tough to stand like that with one foot tucked underneath 
you. Seriously, try it. 

Aside from always talking about how fat she is, Dawn isn’t 
so bad. She and Amber have been friends ever since I was a baby, 
and Mom said Dawn used to love holding me. She said that 
Dawn was a natural. Natural what, I don’t know. Every now and 
then Dawn still looks at me like I’m a drooling infant; you know, 
kinda sad, but like a happy sad. She’s never made fun of me 
once. 

We pulled up to her house, which looks exactly the same as 
ours except hers has aluminum siding and we have brick. Dawn 
was already outside, sitting on the driveway with a cigarette in 
her hand. She doesn’t actually smoke. She just likes to hold it. I 
think she’s been carrying around that same cigarette for like 
two months now, because it’s all crumpled up like a clown’s top 
hat. Sometimes she’ll dig through her purse and say things like 
‘Dang, I forgot my lighter’ or ‘I really need to quit, but it helps 
with the weight loss.’ Once or twice I caught Amber smirking to 
herself about it, but she’s never said anything bad about Dawn 
to me. She isn’t the kind of person who would talk about 
somebody behind their back. If she doesn’t like you, she’ll just 
tell you right to your face. 

When she saw us, Dawn got up, brushed off her jeans, and 
bounced over to the car. Amber rolled down her window, and 
Dawn said, “Hey girl,” as she leaned in through the opening. “I 
was just about to burn one when you pulled up.” 

Yeesh. 
“Hey, Buddy.” 
“Hi,” I whispered. I have a hard time talking around girls 
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besides my sister and mom. Especially pretty ones, and Dawn 
definitely qualifies. You don’t have to be all dopey and into girls 
to think so. She could sell soap. Seriously. She’s got really black 
hair, and she sweeps it up into all these cool twists. And she 
smells like vanilla. It’s like being in an ice cream shop when 
you’re near her. Plus her eyes are green. As green as our old cat 
Spooky’s eyes. Maybe that’s why it bugs me when she complains 
about how fat she is. It’s like listening to an Olympic medalist 
gripe about getting a silver instead of a gold. 

Dawn got in, buckled her seatbelt, and turned to Amber. 
“You think he’ll be there again tonight?” 

“Shhh.” Amber nodded in my direction. Like I care what 
she’s talking about. Anyways, Mom’s always grilling me for 
information about Amber and the guys that hang around her, so 
the less I know, the better. 

“You going to talk to him this time?” 
“Dawn,” Amber pleaded. 
“Because if you don’t, I wouldn’t mind–” 
“Knock it off!” she shouted, and both Dawn and I looked at 

her. Even Amber must’ve been a little surprised at how ticked 
off she was, because she slouched down in the seat. “Sorry. 
Where’s Carrie? I thought she was coming over to your house.” 

“Sick. Sore throat or something. Does the car lighter 
work?” Dawn fumbled with the glove compartment. She knew it 
didn’t. Dad took out the cigarette lighter when he gave the car 
to Amber and replaced it with a big plastic stick with an eyeball 
on the end of it. His idea of a joke. Dad thinks he’s a real cut-up, 
but Mom’s the only one who laughs. I guess it’s good they found 
each other. 

The car lurched a few times, then stalled out. “Cripes,” 
Amber said, restarted the car, finally found the right gear, and 
headed out to Muldavia Mall. 

 
* * * * * 

 
So, I never told you about Haunted Man. It’s the coolest. 
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It’s all about this kid named Martin who gets turned into a 
vampire by this evil dude named Topaz. Martin has all these 
special powers, like he can fly and turn into smoke, and he’s 
super strong. But he doesn’t like using them. He just wants to 
be a normal kid. He moves from town to town and tries out for 
the local baseball teams and Forest Scouts, and once he even 
went to the circus. Sometimes the kids pick on him because he 
can only go to school when it’s cloudy, or because he’s so pale, 
but he never does anything about it. Mostly, it doesn’t even 
seem to bother him. I like that. But the minute he gets 
comfortable somewhere, Topaz shows up and does something 
evil like stealing an elephant or threatening his teachers, and he 
has to move again. It’s kinda sad, I guess. But sometimes Martin 
gets really angry and goes totally vampire. Those are the parts I 
like the best. And I just know that’s going to happen in the 
newest issue. Topaz really went too far this time. He kidnapped 
Gwen, Martin’s only friend, and now he’s threatening to turn her 
into a vampire just like him. So you just know there’s a big 
showdown coming. That’s why I’m so stoked. I hope he totally 
stakes Topaz once and for all. Otherwise, he’s just going to keep 
coming back and making his life miserable. At least that’s how 
it is in real life. Martin never seems to get that. He thinks if he 
just moves away, all his problems will stay behind him. He’s 
usually pretty smart, but I guess even smart people can be 
stupid sometimes. 

 
* * * * * 

 
Muldavia Mall was built three years ago, right on top of the 

duck pond where Dad always promised we’d go fishing someday. 
Sometimes I wonder if the ducks are still there, swimming 
underneath the pretzel stand, or if one day they might come 
flying out the fountain in the center of the mall. I’ll bet they’d 
be pretty cheesed off by now. Weird, I know, but I can’t help 
thinking like that. That’s just how my brain works. 

The comic book store is located past the food court at the 
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very end of the mall, sandwiched between two empty stores. I 
think the architects got a little ambitious when they designed 
the mall so big. People here seem to make stuff last a long time. 
Don’t get me wrong, this town sucks. Most of the people are just 
big phonies, or so stuck up they can’t even see their shoes (my 
mom likes to say that a lot). But they are pretty self-sufficient. If 
something’s broken, they know how to fix it. There’s one 
handyman in the whole town, and he pretty much just helps out 
the folks at the old-age home who mostly can’t even tie their 
own shoes. My dad was pretty smart to open up a hardware 
store. People are always working on something. It’s kinda sad 
though, if you think about it. Everything breaks or goes bad 
eventually. Even people. 

If it weren’t for the comic store, I’d never go down to this 
end of the mall. Quite frankly, it’s creepy. I know it’s stupid. I 
mean, the place was built on a duck pond, not a cemetery, so 
it’s not like it’s haunted. But the lights on this side are always 
flickering. You almost never see people down here unless they 
get lost looking for the bathroom, and there’s this weird 
humming sound all the time. Probably just the generator or 
something, but still... 

I followed Amber and Dawn to the fountain, which is in the 
middle of the food court. Amber said, “Back here in two hours, 
okay?” She sounded just like Mom when she said that. I figured 
she was just showing off for Dawn, to prove she could boss 
someone around. 

“Yes ma’am,” I said. Every once in a while, you’ve got to 
throw her a bone to make her happy. Dad taught me that. He 
said women really go for that kind of thing. But mostly I don’t 
care what women or girls want. I don’t know a single one who 
reads Haunted Man, so what does that say? 

Amber smiled, all pleased. 
I saw a group of guys walk by and nudge each other and 

point over at Amber and Dawn like they’d never seen a girl 
before. One nearly walked into a wall. I don’t get it. If I ever get 
like that, please slap me or something. 
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“Hey, isn’t that him?” Dawn ignored the looky-loos and 
stared across the food court at a guy dressed all in black, 
slouched down in his chair at one of the back tables. 

“Yeah,” Amber said, but so softly, you could only hear it if 
you were standing right next to her. 

“Make your move, girlie,” Dawn whispered, like this guy 
could hear them. Heck, he was all the way across the food court. 
I could’ve shouted, ‘Dude, why are you wearing all black? Are 
you a ninja?’ and he still wouldn’t have heard me. 

Amber shook her head like she smelled something really 
bad, then looked down at me. “What are you still doing here? 
Go!” She shooed me away. 

Gladly. I don’t think it’s good to spend too much time with 
girls. You might actually start caring about things like jeans and 
flowers and split-ends. A guy shouldn’t even know what split-
ends are. 

I ran down to the empty corner of the mall to the comic 
book store. It’s called Zeb’s, by the way, though I don’t know 
why. The guy who owns it is named Lou, and I’ve never seen 
anyone else work there. When I walked in, Lou was busy stacking 
the shelves. “There he is! My main man. I didn’t think you’d 
make it in.” He had on a purple tie-dye shirt with a moon on it. 
He must own a lot of those shirts, because that’s I’ve all I’ve ever 
seen him wear. His hair, which is usually curly and out of 
control, was really going bananas today and stuck up from his 
head like my mom’s Alpine Currants. That’s a kind of bush. See 
what you learn when you hang around girls? Dad says Lou was 
born thirty years too late, but I don’t know what that means. 
Seems to me being born is the one thing a person can’t screw 
up. 

“Hey, Lou, no time to talk!” I ran straight to the rack of 
comics where Lou had all the other horror books. There was 
never a lot. I spun the comic rack around. “Oh no!” I cried. The 
spot where Haunted Man was usually kept was empty. I turned 
the rack around three more times and even dug through the 
stacks of comics, hoping maybe somebody put one back in the 
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wrong place. 
“Didn’t it come in today?” I asked hopefully. I could always 

bum a ride from Sis tomorrow. That ‘yes, ma’am’ should’ve 
bought me something. 

“Sold out,” Lou said and didn’t even look up. He took a 
long sip from the coffee mug next to him. Lou has a lot of coffee 
mugs, but he never drinks coffee, just cola and milk mixed 
together. It looks pretty gross because the cola doesn’t actually 
mix with the milk, just sort of floats above it. “I really gotta start 
ordering more.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I felt like someone had punched 
me really hard in the stomach. That’s how it is when you look 
forward to something so long, and you don’t get it. I bit my lip 
because I didn’t want to cry. The comic book store is a happy 
place, and I didn’t want to ruin that. “Oh,” I finally said. “Maybe 
next time then...” I started to head out of the store. 

“Where you going?” Lou asked. He set a stack of comics on 
the counter and walked behind it. 

I guess he thought I’d be okay with Fangtastic Tales or 
Howl at the Moon. Lou’s a good salesman. I guess you’d have to 
be if your store was in a deserted corner of a half-empty mall. 
You could walk in wanting just a copy of Iron Force and leave 
there with a Silly Puppy graphic novel. But usually he doesn’t 
pull that kind of sales junk on me. 

“Nothing else for me, Lou,” I said, wanting to get as far 
away as possible. Maybe Amber’d drive me home early so I could 
read some back issues instead. 

“You can’t leave.” He looked at me sternly and reached 
under the counter. “Not without paying for this.” He slid a copy 
of the new issue of Haunted Man over to me. 

“You big jerk!” I shouted but ran over to the counter 
happily. On the cover, Martin looked like he was either kissing 
or biting some girl. I hoped he was biting her. Still gross either 
way. 

“I wouldn’t want to disappoint my best customer.” 
“Thanks,” I whimpered, and I was so happy, I forgot to hold 
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back the tears. 
“Oh geez, kid. I’m sorry. Don’t cry.” 
“I’m not crying,” I said which is stupid because obviously I 

was, and when you say something like that and hear how 
pathetic you sound out loud, it just makes you want to cry even 
more. 

Lou leaned forward. “It’s just, it’s been pretty dead here, so 
I have to make my own fun sometimes. Tell you what. Anytime a 
new issue comes in, I’ll hold a copy for you. Okay?” 

I nodded and smiled. I know it sounds like I’ll just start 
bawling the moment something bad happens, but that’s not 
true. I never cry when I get knocked around at school. That’d 
just be the end of me if I did. I didn’t even cry when my cat 
Spooky died, although I wanted to. I’m just funny that way, I 
guess. 

“I really do need to order more, though. Had a run on them 
today. It’s getting popular with the new movie coming out.” 

“They’re making a movie? Holy cow! What’s it going to be 
rated?” That’d be crummy if it was R. Even if it was PG-13, I’d 
still have to get Mom or Dad to take me. Otherwise the usher 
would never believe I was old enough. 

Lou laughed and rang up my comic. “I don’t know yet. 
They’re still casting. Here you, go.” He handed me the bag. 
“Stock up on garlic.” Lou held up his fingers like fangs, and I 
growled back at him. 

I don’t even remember how I got to the food court. I 
definitely didn’t remember ordering the kiwi fizz. That’s how it 
is when you’re excited. Everything moves really fast. I wish it 
were the opposite – it makes it seem like there’s more bad times 
than good. 

I had just gotten up to the part in the new issue where 
Martin is trying to find where Topaz hid Gwen, and all these 
other people have disappeared and the police think it’s an 
animal attack, but Martin wonders if it’s really a werewolf. I’m 
pretty sure it isn’t, because they’ve never had werewolves in any 
of the issues, just vampires. It’s most likely just Topaz again, up 
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to his old tricks. Anyways, everyone knows vampires and 
werewolves hate each other. I’m not sure why. They’re both 
weird and eat people and only come out at night. I guess it’s just 
hard to be friends with someone who has doggy breath. 

“Look at that!” I heard a kid shout. “You guys must shop 
together.” 

I heard another kid go, “Woooeeee.” 
I dropped the comic into my lap and looked around. You 

get to know when someone’s making fun of you, even if you 
don’t see them right away. 

Sitting maybe two tables down from me were three kids 
from my school. Mike, Eric, and Hans. They were all on the 
wrestling team and were wearing matching jackets. Mike and 
Eric were okay. Mostly they just ignored me, but when they were 
around Hans, it was a different story. Of all the kids who bugged 
me, Hans was the worst. I couldn’t even sit on the floor during 
gym without him trying to give me a wedgie or shove me in the 
girls’ locker room. And he wasn’t even in my class. You’d think 
we could be friends. I mean he’s got red hair, too, though his is 
closer to dark brown, and he’s just as short and funny-looking as 
me. I guess being a wrestler means he’s tough enough that no 
one makes fun of him. 

In his hands was a copy of the new issue of Haunted Man. 
When he saw me holding one, too, his face got really red, and he 
stood up. All the while, his two friends kept egging him on. 
‘Attaboy, Hans. Say hi to your girlfriend for me,’ and stuff like 
that. What a bunch of meatheads. 

I looked around the food court for help. If Amber was here, 
Hans’s gang would be on the floor licking her shoes in two 
seconds. With Dawn behind her, they’d probably empty all their 
wallets, too. Unfortunately, the only other person there was the 
creepy guy in black from earlier, and he was clear across the 
other side of the food court. I guess Amber chickened out from 
talking to him. I slipped Haunted Man behind my back and 
under my shirt. I knew I could recover from a bruise or two. I 
didn’t think my comic could do the same. 
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“What’re you reading, you little worm?” 
I just shook my head. 
“I said what are you reading?” Hans pushed my chair out 

and planted one foot up on my leg so I couldn’t get up. 
“Leave me alone,” I said under my breath. 
“I’m sorry. What did you say?” Hans held one hand to his 

ear like he couldn’t hear me or something. 
“I said, leave me alone!” Without thinking I knocked his 

foot off, and he stumbled back into the table, spilling my kiwi 
fizz all over him and his letterman jacket. 

I heard Mike and Eric go “Oooooooo,” at the same time, 
like they had practiced ahead of time. 

Hans twisted his coat around and wiped off what he could 
with his hands. “You’re dead meat, Crud.” 

I got up to run, but he grabbed my arm and twisted it back 
just like we were in a wrestling match. He pulled me around, 
then slammed me face-down on the table. 

“What do we have here?” With his free hand he yanked my 
comic out of my shirt, then let me go. “Aren’t you too young to 
be reading this?” 

I massaged my arm and wiped my nose. I could feel it 
starting to bleed. That happens every time I get nervous. I didn’t 
want him to see it, though. I read that sharks go crazy the 
moment they see blood. I thought of Hans as my own personal 
shark. 

“I was reading it before you,” I sniffed trying to keep the 
blood from dripping. 

“Like heck. This comic ain’t for babies or duds like you.” 
Then he ripped the thing in half and then ripped it again for 
good measure. 

Honest, I felt like someone had torn my heart in half 
instead. 

Hans tossed the pieces in the air, and they fell slowly to the 
floor, some landing on my hair and shoulders. I don’t know what 
happened then. All I could see was red. I thought that was just 
an expression, but it really happens. I was so mad, everything 
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went all dark, and I pushed my hand out and hit Hans in the 
chest. 

He didn’t even flinch. 
“That was a mistake.” He cracked his knuckles, then 

smiled and pulled back his fist. Everything seemed to slow down. 
I saw his knuckles coming towards me, getting larger like a 
truck in the rear view mirror. See what I mean about the 
miserable times lasting longer? I just closed my eyes and waited. 

But nothing ever happened. I heard a soft thud and then a 
whimper. I opened one eye and then the other. Hans was on the 
ground, sucking in air like someone had been holding him 
underwater and had just let him go. Mike and Eric were backing 
away. Nobody was looking at me anymore. 

Something dark passed over me like a really big shadow. 
But it was just the creepy guy in black sidling up next to me. Up 
close, I could see his face was real pale. I figured he was one of 
those goth kids who put flour or something on their skin so they 
could pretend that they were dead. I don’t know why they think 
that’s cool. His brown hair was real thick and slicked back, but 
because it was so thick, it just piled on his head. His eyes were 
all black. No whites. He looked like one of Mom’s porcelain dolls 
that I’m not allowed to play with. Like I would even want to. 

He turned to me, and I could see his teeth. White as a 
picket fence. “You’re bleeding,” he said. 

I wiped my nose, but only manage to smear it more. 
“Here.” He handed me a handkerchief. It was kind of old 

looking and lacy like a miniature tablecloth. “Go on,” he added 
when I hesitated. It was almost too pretty to get all crudded up. 
“Please.” He smiled, and I felt suddenly warm and gushy, like 
when Spooky used to purr. 

The man kneeled down in front of Hans, who was still 
breathing hard and clutching his stomach. “That wasn’t very 
nice.” He picked up part of the torn comic book from the floor. I 
could make out a big brown paw on the scrap of paper. Maybe 
there was a werewolf. 

“You should probably give him your copy.” 
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Hans glared at him for a moment, then his face went kinda 
slack, and he nodded. I watched him struggle to his feet and go 
back to his table. He returned a moment later with his comic 
and shoved it at me. 

“Manners,” the man said. 
“Will you please take my comic?” Hans asked, although his 

teeth were clenched like he was pulling something really heavy. 
“Better,” the creepy guy said. He looked at the table. “Oh 

dear, it appears you owe him a drink, too.” 
Hans shook his head side to side and squinted his eyes real 

tight. Finally, he reached back and pulled out his wallet and held 
it out. His hands were shaking real bad. “Take it. Take it!” he 
shouted. 

The man pulled out a five dollar bill and then handed the 
wallet back to Hans. 

“Isn’t it nicer when we all get along?” the man said. Then 
his eyes narrowed. “Now, you better run home and clean yourself 
up. It appears you’ve peed your pants.” 

I looked down at Hans’ khaki pants. Sure enough, a dark 
circle started spreading down his pants leg. 

He whimpered, took a step back, then took off as fast as he 
could. Mike and Eric, who were at least a good head taller than 
this guy, were already well out of sight. 

“Nothing ever changes,” the man said sadly. When he 
looked at me, his face brightened. “I’m Will.” He put a hand on 
my shoulder, and I winced. He was that strong. 

“Sorry.” He smiled and pulled his hand back. His voice 
sounded totally different now. Before, it was like listening to the 
shushing of sandpaper or corduroy pants. Now it sounded 
bigger. It filled up the area like my grandpa’s classical music 
used to fill up his living room. Will held out his hand for me to 
shake. 

I swear it was the coldest thing I ever touched. I thought 
my skin might stick to his like your tongue does on metal poles 
in winter. I almost wanted to run after Hans. 

“Bro?” 
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I turned, and Amber and Dawn were standing there. Cripes, 
everybody was sneaking up on me today. 

“Oh geez, what happened?” She pressed Will’s 
handkerchief against my nose and tried to wipe up the blood. 

“Just some kids from school.” I didn’t need to say anything 
else. 

“Are you alright?” I’ll bet she was thinking about what 
Mom would say when she saw me bleeding all over the carpet. 

“Yeah, actually,” I said cheerfully. I shouldn’t have been 
happy right then; I should have been shaking, but I felt really 
good. “Will helped me.” 

“Who?” Amber looked around the food court. 
“My new friend Will,” I said and pushed the handkerchief 

away. 
All the way across the room the man in black sat in the 

same position as before, slightly slouched in his chair, looking 
bored beyond belief. Nobody could move that fast. Except maybe 
Spooky when she heard Mom turn on the vacuum cleaner. 

“That’s him.” Dawn leaned forward and gave Amber a 
nudge. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Amber asked me again. 
“Yeah.” I looked over at Will, but he was staring into the 

fountain. 
“C’mon.” Amber took my hand, held it tight, and led me 

over to Will’s table, with Dawn in tow. I just wanted to go home 
now, but she seemed like she was on a mission. 

She walked right up next to him and asked, “Did you do 
this?” 

Will just raised his eyes like he was confused. 
“He saved me,” I offered. 
“Oh.” Amber chewed on this. I half-suspected she just 

wanted an excuse to talk to him. “Thanks.” 
“Think nothing of it.” Will was staring at the floor like he 

was afraid that if we looked at him, we’d turn to stone or 
something. 

“Um...” she stammered. “I’m Amber.” 
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Will looked up at her. His eyes looked normal now – the 
black was all gone. In fact they were even greener than Dawn’s 
and with plenty of white around the edges. “Will,” he said with a 
smile. 

Amber and Will just stared at each other. 
You ever been in class and you know the answer to a really 

hard question, but no matter how much you wave your hand 
around or go, ‘Ooo, ooo,’ the teacher never calls on you? She 
always picks that smart-alec in the front row named Troy or 
Gino. And they never get the answer right. Usually they make 
some dumb joke, and then the teacher just gives the answer 
away for free. That’s how I felt right then. 

Thank gosh for Dawn. After a minute of them staring at 
each other and saying nothing, she leaned forward and said, “Hi, 
I’m Dawn. We have to get home now, Will, but maybe you could 
give Amber your number?” 

He smiled, but didn’t show a single tooth. He tore himself 
away from Amber and wrote something on a napkin, then looked 
at me. “Would you mind if I were to call on your sister 
sometime, Buddy?” 

“Sure, I guess.” I held my comic a little tighter. 
“Then I’ll see you soon, Amber.” 
Again with the staring. 
“C’mon, girl.” Dawn literally had to jerk Amber’s arm to 

get her walking. 
“Goodbye, Buddy. See you soon,” Will called from the table 

as we headed out. 
I nodded to him because I thought that would be cooler, 

then frowned when I realized something weird. The thing is, I 
hadn’t told Will my name. 



 

 

 


