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Just before humans completely split off from their hominid primate ancestors, two separate mutations occurred, resulting in three different species: H. sapiens, H. vampyros, and  H. lupus. From a genetic viewpoint, humans, vampyres, and wulves are 99.6% identical. That four-sixths of one percent makes all the difference in the world. 

Dr. Kavita Singh, Critical Divergence:
 the Human, Vampyre, and Wulf Genomes, 2007 

By 1920, vampyres no longer needed to hunt humans. It was then that humans came to understand that vampyres were remarkably intelligent and could contribute a great deal to society. This was the turning point for the vampyre species. 

Bianca Fournier, age 17, youngest recipient 

of Pulitzer Prize for Commentary: Late Invitation: 

The Vampyre Journey from Reviled to Respected,
 
adapted from her doctoral dissertation 

All around the mulberry bush 

The poacher chased the werewulf 

The werewulf stopped when he heard the first shot 

Pop goes the werewulf! 

Nursery Rhyme 
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Feeling like you fit in as a freshman in high school is tough enough, but it really sucks when youre only half-vampyre. 

Its obvious that Im not full-blooded. I have a shorter, wider build than a typical vamp my age. I have vamp-blue eyes, but I got my fathers coloring: olive skin and hair the color of burnt chestnuts. And even though my vamp immune system rejected most of the ink from the wulftag tattoo, its still there if you look for it, like a hologram under my skin. 

Its not that the other vamps openly avoid me. The ones whove known me since we were little know that Im technically half-wulf, and the ones who dont assume Im either half-human, or that I had the genetic treatments. 

I look at the vamps sitting at the table with Claire and me: Bertrand, Martina, Oliver, Constance, Hugh. Theyre arguing about song lyrics, which they do all the time. Martinas my lab partner. Ive studied for tests with Constance and Oliver. Hugh has had me over to watch movies in his home theater. 

Theyre good friends, but I kind of imagined I would branch out a little once I got to high school. 

Are you ever going to shut up? Claire asks me. 

What? I say. 

She pushes the purple headband farther back on her head. You havent said a word in ten minutes. Whats wrong with you? 

Nothing. Just thinking. I twist my neck until it makes a cracking sound, which I know grosses Claire out. 

Thanks to successful genetic treatments, Claire looks full-vamp. She has ivory skin and pale yellow hair the exact color of plasma, cut in a bob. Her human mother died in childbirth, and her father married another vamp a year later. Everyone assumed she was full-vamp when she moved here, and she has no intention of telling them otherwise. 

You drinking the rest of that, or what? she asks. 

I pass over the bottle of SynHeme. Claire drinks, then makes a sour face. Is this diet? 

No. Why? 

She smacks her lips, way too many times, because she knows it bugs me. Tastes thin. 

I watered it down a little. 

She holds up the bottle so its backlit by the moonlight coming in through the big glass cafeteria windows. Gross, she says. But she still drinks it. 

Though she rags on us all the time, Claire has no interest in making new friends. She took a lot of crap last year after the locker room incident that started all the rumors about her being gay. Her entire safety net, every person who stood by her, is at this table right now. 

Claire pushes the SynHeme bottle back across the table. This is horrible, she says. Why would you water down SynHeme? 

My stomachs been bothering me. Even though I have the Thirst, SynHemes been making me feel queasy lately. To distract myself, I look around the caf. 

There are rich vamp kids at almost every other table. Guys wearing shirts that cost a few hundred bucks, girls whose spike heels or skinny jeans cost as much as some wulf families rent. These kids are smart, confident, and good-looking. I would never sit with them. 

Down by the serving lines at the other end of the caf is a single table of wulves. Eleven wulf kids in the whole place. 

The vamp parents protested wulves being admitted into Carpathias Night High Gifted Program. But in the end, it all came down to money. The wulves who come here have families who can afford to live in town, so their kids are entitled to attend. Not that the wulf kids can hack the same advanced academics that vamps take. Wulves come to this buildingwhich doubles as Millbrook High during the dayand take Carpathia electives at night. Even if they cant pass the heavy academic subjects, they still get Carpathia Gifted Program on their transcripts just by taking stuff like art and gym and health. 

The wulf kids really stand out. Theyre built like wrestlers: short, wide, and muscular. A lot of them have longish hair to cover their post-Change ears and their skull lumps. Some have facial ridges they never got fixed, even though their parents have the money for the surgery. I guess its their way of saying, like, suck it! to the vamp kids. Same thing with the facial hairsome of them have goatees and sideburns. Or pierced ears and eyebrows. They do it because they can, and vampyre regen means we cant. But rebels or not, all of them have wulftagsthe werewulf-head tattoo near the bottom of their right thumbs, each with a red circle around it, meaning theyre registered and go to compounds every month. 

Hey! Check it out! says a vamp kid a few yards from the wulf table. Feeding time at the zoo! Here you go, moon-doggies! he yells, throwing a handful of cold cuts at them. 

Three wulf kids jump to their feet, but the two massive lunchroom safety officers get there first, hands resting conspicuously on the riot clubs hanging from their belts. Theyre humans, and its hard to tell who they dislike more: the vamps or the wulves. To them, we must seem like spoiled rich kids or rowdy brutes. Most likely, they despise us equally. 

Dont even think about it, mutts! a guard bellows at the wulf boys. One of the wulves, looks like John Fusco, is about to protest, then sees theres no point and sits back down. His friends follow. 

Wulves are not wanted, and its made clearer every day. 

Hello! Danny! Anyone home? Claire raps her knuckles on the table three times. The chunky silver bangles on her wrist rattle. 

Yes, Claire, Im here. I know you need my undivided attention. 

Believe me, I dont need your attention. Wherever you are is a place of weirdness, she says. She tilts the plastic bottle and drinks the last drops of the SynHeme. I look out the big windows at the white, waxing gibbous moon. 

I hate all my classes, especially ninth grade Organic Chem. Its accelerated, so well be up to gross anatomy with cadavers during senior year and get med school credit. But I dont want to be doctor, so whats the point? 

Science is actually my worst subject, but I still finish my test in half the time Dr. Burke allotted. Dr. Burke is a new teacher, a human, and usually teaches this class to humans at the state university, so she always seems surprised at how quickly vamps learn. And this class is all vamps, with two exceptions. One being me. 

The other is a human named Juliet Walker, who just now is leaning over her test. From this angle, with the moonlight coming in through the shades, I can see her eyebrows furrow as she works out a problem. I love the way she does that when shes concentrating. 

I guess I stare at her a lot. I try to hide it, but sooner or later Im going to get caught, and then Ill feel like the biggest idiot on the planet. 

She started Carpathia at the beginning of the term. Bertrand (who seems to get inside information about anyone whos interesting) said a human girl was taking some of our ninth grade classes. He found out that shes actually sixteen and a junior at Millbrook during the day. Even as a junior in the human school, she must be really smart if she can handle Carpathias core academics. 

Juliet might be considered plain by vamp standards, but I think shes way cuter than the vamp girls. Her hair is dark-red and wavy, and she usually wears it in a low ponytail. Shes not pale, tall, and skinny like all the other girls in school. Which is fine by me. Im not pale, tall, and skinny, either. And she has a really nice smile. 

Ive said hi to her a bunch of times, but aside from that or hows it going? Ive never talked to her; the fact that I have a crush on her almost guarantees Ill make an ass of myself. 

The only girl Id go to for advice is Claire, but then shed mock me until the end of time. Claire isnt like other vamp girls, either, being that shes secretly half-human and not so secretly a lesbian, which I dont really get. I mean, shes never had an actual girlfriend, so even though she says she likes girls, how can she know for sure? What Im saying is, she isnt judgmental the way most vamp girls are, but she might still find it weird that I have a thing for a human. 

Most people say that interspecies relationships never work. There are dietary issues, Mom has said a million times. Conflicting schedules of sunlight restrictions. And thats not even taking into account the fundamental differences in morals, values, philosophy. Every kidvamp, wulf, humanhears the same lecture all the time. 

So I can watch Juliet Walker as much as I want. Theres no way well ever get together. 

After class I get a headache, then start to feel dizzy and sweaty as I head to my locker. My vision blurs and my stomach churns. I duck into a stall in the boys room just in time to puke. Its blue, from the SynHeme I had at lunch. After Im done, I rinse out my mouth. A vamp guy who I dont know, his white-blond hair gelled up into a pompadour, comes in. He takes a look at me, then walks across the boys room. Whats wrong with you? he asks on his way to one of the urinals. 

I try to blink away the white spots in my vision. Im okay, I say. It comes out weak and trembly. 

He looks me up and down. You should go to the nurse. 

I dont need to. Still dizzy, I lean against the sink. 

You look like you need to. 

No, really. Im fine. 

I wake up lying on a fake-leather bed in some kind of cubicle. Theres a small poster that shows a cartoon of a woman wearing white clothes and holding a syringe, with the words: 

Im a School Nurse: Armed with Needles and Not Afraid to Use Them. The curtain is pulled open. 

Look whos awake, says a heavyset human nurse whos hovering over me. The bags under her eyes are probably from working the night shift at Carpathia on top of a day shift at Millbrook. 

Did I pass out? 

You sure did, she says. Did you happen to take a hematocrit reading this morning before you fainted? 

Oh. No. I cant find my hemometer. 

She shakes her head. She probably hears about vamps losing their portables all the time. Before I check your blood, you might as well tell me. Did you do any drugs? 

No. I try to sit up, but my head starts swimming. 

No blood thinners? Coumidex? Nothing? 

Nothing. Ive never taken anything like that. 

Okay, well see. Youre Danny-something, right? 

Gray. 

She pulls my file. I see her take note of the big yellow-and-black sticker on the outside of the folder, which means Im genetically part-wulf. 

She takes half a vial, runs it through the meter, then attaches the tube to the needle and puts the blood back in me. 

Youre anemic. Your crit is low and youre having a globin crash. Didnt you have lunch? 

I had half a bottle of SynHeme and a sandwich. 

Half a bottle? Well, there you have it. You need more heme. 

I just puked. I wont be able to keep it down. 

Well go IV, then. You need it. 

She brings out a bag of clear VeniHeme and connects it to the needle she left in my arm, then hangs the bag from a hook on the wall. My heart skips a beat when the concentrated heme hits, then goes back into rhythm. 

I notice that theres something stuck to my forehead. I touch it and feel gauze. 

You hit your head when you passed out, she says. It was a deep gash, almost to the bone. Even if you have strong regen, it could still take four or five hours to heal. That isshe wags her finger at meif you have a nice big dinner and get plenty of hemoglobin. 

I get home three hours before sunrise, and my little sister, Paige, is watching one of her celebrity-news shows on the wall TV. She doesnt look up when I come in. 

Hey, I say. Whats up? 

Virginia Lanchester and Shane-Luke may get married, she tells me, eyes on the screen. 

Oh, no. 

Yup. And I predicted it the second she left Tad Snyder, Paige adds. Paige is the perfect little vampyre, her main interests being fashion and the publicly private lives of celebrities. 

Anyone else home? I ask. 

Moms shopping. Jess is out somewhere with her boyfriend. Paige tosses her platinum hair. 

So youre home alone? I ask. 

No, Loretta is downstairs doing laundry. 

You do your homework? 

Yes, yes, I did it, she says in the snotty tone she picked up from Jessica. Do you mind? I want to find out whos getting custody of the babies! 

I just dont see the appeal of shows like thiscelebrity gossip masquerading as news. But Paige is crazy for anything having to do with TV. She even loves the songs from commercials. 

On the wall above the TV is the picture I always try not to look at (and I always fail). Mom insisted we have a proper family portrait done, in a photo studio. The photographer set us in front of a dark background to contrast with all the white skin and blond hair. Paige is in front; shes all-vamp. Her father, Troy, Moms second husband, is behind her with a hand on her shoulder. Hes got his other arm around Mom, whose blond bob and white teeth are almost blinding. In front of her is Jessica, whose genetic treatments worked completely, erasing any chromosomal hint of her fatherour father. Youd never know she had a drop of wulf blood in her. She looks like a young carbon copy of Mom, but with long hair. Then, last and certainly least: me. Standing next to Mom makes my skin and brown hair look even darker. And with the black screen behind us, Im halfway fading into the background. Its the four of them, bright and shiny, and then me. Like a wulf in sheeps clothing. 

Sick of looking at the picture, I go into the kitchen and open the refrigerator. Im looking and enjoying the cool air on my face, when I hear the front door open. 

Excuse me? Its Jessica, right behind me. Are you planning to stand there blocking the refrigerator until the sun comes up, or what? 

That was the plan. 

Seriously. Im practically hypovolemic. Get out of the way. 

Since shes being snotty, Im going to have to be obnoxious. I slowly pick up a bottle of SynHeme Gold, extra rich, triple hemoglobin, even though the thought of it makes my stomach knot. 

You are such a brat, she says. Move it. If I have a globin crash and need an infusion, Im telling Mom it was your fault. 

Dont throw a clot, I say. I hand her the SynHeme Gold. Here. I didnt want it anyway. 

About time, she says, twisting the cap off and drinking as she walks out of the kitchen. 

Yeah, youre welcome, I call after her, closing the door. 

I go to my room and take out my textbooks. Before I get to my homework, I check my computer, but Claire isnt online, so I put on my iPoddMax, pick Funny You Should Ask…. by the Emetics. 

I get in bed and pull the curved Sol-Blok canopy over me and snap it shut. My cocoon. Im going to close my eyes for just a few minutes. 

I wake up and get out of bed. The Sol-Blok blinds have already automatically rolled down over my windows, and the room is black. Since the light sensors on the roof activate the blinds an hour before sunrise, it means Ive slept for at least three hours. Fantastic. Now Ill probably be up all day. 

The only thing I have an appetite for at dinner is meat. Mom took one slice and ate half. Shes filling up on vegetables and glasses of the Sangre-Vin that Troy brought back from his last business trip to Europe. Supposedly they ferment the wine with a few drops of actual blood, not like the completely synthetic heme thats added to California Sangre-Vins. Real Sangre-Vins are illegal in most countries, since it can be addictive if you drink too much. My guess is that Troy could get in some real trouble for bringing it back to the States. 

I guess Troys nice enough, but when you get down to it, the guy is boring. I have a feeling he knows it, too, which is why he tries to use slang and stuff to convince us that hes cool. Still, dull or not, when Mom met Troy, that was it. They got married, had Paige, and here we are. One big happy family. 

Loretta comes in with her coat over her arm. Shes short and built like a little football player. She has a lot of facial and cranial bone damage and scars from too many rough times at the compound. Even so, she still sings while she works, and she always has a smile for me. 

Excellent dinner tonight, Loretta, Troy says. We should get you your own celebrity cooking show on TV. Like that Wulfghang Packe. 

Oh, I dont deserve a television show. I just know what you like. 

Paige looks up at her, grinning through a mouthful of Fettuccini Caprese. Loretta smiles back at her, probably not getting that Paige is being obnoxious. 

Actually, Jessica says, I was going to tell you that I dont like basil anymore, so could you not put any in my food from now on? She gives Loretta her fake smile, the same one she gives the wulf custodians at school. 

If theres nothing else, Ill be leaving now, maam, Loretta says to Mom. She keeps her eyes lowered and holds her swollen-knuckled hands behind her back. 

Thats fine, Loretta. Oh, I have a blouse at the tailors. Could you pick it up next Wednesday morning before you leave? 

Lorettas already crumpled brows move even closer together. Like a body echo, her shoulders hunch forward, too. Oh, maam. I meant to tell you. I got new papers served. The A3-221-F compound is full. They want me to go to the new one, A6-004-F. I have to appear on Tuesday for processing. She swallows hard. 

Mom frowns. Tuesday. Well, thats not very convenient. I dont know if Maggie will be able to cover for you. 

I left a message for her already. I should speak to her later today. 

Good thinking, Loretta. Please make sure its all arranged. 

I will, maam. She gives a little bow. Have a good morning, everyone. She smiles at us with her mouth closed. Even though Mom paid to have Lorettas teeth fixed (which I always thought was more for Moms benefit than for Lorettas) she still stays tight-lipped when she smiles. Habit, I guess. 

Loretta goes through the Sol-Blok photoshield double doors. I picture her outside in the sunlight, waiting at the end of the driveway for her husband to pick her up in his old car. It must be tough for them to split up and go to different containment compounds. I dont know if they keep males and females separated to stop aggressive males from killing the females, or to prevent unwanted mating. 

Mom takes a sip of her Sangre-Vin, then spears a few string beans. Did you want some heme, Dante? Shes the only one in the world who insists on calling me by my given name, which I hate. Almost as much as I hate her telling me when to eat and drink. 

My stomach tightens. No, thanks. 

You havent had anything to drink, she says. 

Not thirsty. 

Maybe you ought to check your crit, Troy says. 

Its fine. Anyway, I left my hemometer in my locker, I lie. 

So use the one in the kitchen, Mom says. 

Mom, no, Jess says. He always leaves it sticky. 

I do not. You do. And whens the last time you washed your hands? Who knows where theyve 

Okay, thats enough, Mom says. Just please go in and check your crit. 

I get up and resist the urge to throw my napkin at Jessica. Instead, I put it next to my plate and go into the kitchen. If I dont use the hemometer and Mom checks the log, then shell ask why I lied about it, and Ill get the trust lecture. 

I take the monitor off the cradle, open the clip, and put my fingertip inside. The display blinks red; then numbers show up on the display, along with my heart rate. 

Just like I thought. 

Hemoglobin is seven, crit is twenty-eight, I say, sitting back down at the table. I told you. 

Mom tilts her head a little and leans back in her chair. Is something else bothering you? 

No. I just didnt feel that well today. 

She looks at Troy, then back at me. That must be the third time this week. Do you need to go to the doctor? 

The more irritation I show, the more shell question me. I have to keep cool. No, Im good. Really. 

We eat in silence for a minute or two. 

That Loretta, Mom says. Im seriously thinking about letting her go and getting a human maid. It would be much easier to have one person. 

You realize youll have to pay a human about twice as much, Troy says to her. 

I dont care about the cost. We wouldnt have to deal with the switchover every month. 

Wait a minute, I say. Are you serious? Youre thinking about firing Loretta because she has to take off early one day this month to register at another compound? 

Mom turns to me, her eyes steady, her face calm. It isnt just about this incident, Dante. We have to go through this every month, and frankly, its inconvenient. 

My guess is that she finds it pretty inconvenient, too, I say. 

I say ditch her, Jess chimes in. No offense, but seriously. I cant stand looking at all those facial ridges. And she has BO. She doesnt even look up from her food as she says this. 

Nice way to talk about Loretta, I say. 

Im just being honest, Jess says. What do you think, Paige? 

I think she looks gross. Paige twists her mouth and crosses her eyes. 

Im going to puke. You have got to be kidding. Paige, Lorettas been with us since you were a baby. 

But her face is a nightmare, Paige says. Obviously something she heard from Jessica. 

Mom, are you hearing this? Jessica is completely ruining her. 

Paige throws back her head and sings, If your teeth have that hue, and theyre just a bit too blue, new improved Blue-Shoos the toothpaste for you! Just to annoy me. 

Paige, honey, Troy says. No commercials at the table, please. 

Mom is frowning at me. Lets not get overdramatic. 

How dumb am I, looking to Mom for help against Jessica? Theyre practically best friends. Mom is even wearing Jessicas Delicious Couture sweats. And Mom is the one who brought up the idea of firing Loretta in the first place. 

Jessica shrugs. Looks like Im right. 

Youre disgusting, I say. 

Jessica turns a slow gaze on me. Im disgusting? Its my fault she smells like a wet dog half the time? She needs a stick of extra-strong Lupine Fresh. And her face is hideous. Its not my fault shes a wulf. 

Youre half-wulf yourself! What makes you 

Im not half-wulf. Not anymore. She points her fork at me and waves it up and down. My treatments worked. Youre the only one here whos half 

Troy clears his throat. Okay, easy now. 

I take a few breaths. Im getting mad, but theyre all against me, at least about Loretta, so I have to pick my argument carefully. Look. Mom. I get that its inconvenient to deal with Loretta going to the compound. But its not fair to fire her just because shes a wulf. 

Jessicas laughing and shaking her head. So, what? Now youre a wulf-rights activist? Little Huey Seele? Since when do you care about wulves so much? 

Im not an activist and Im not talking about wulf rights. Im talking about Loretta, not some random wulf. Shes practically family. 

Jessica snorts and tosses her hair. Id kill myself if I was related to her. 

Why not do it anyway? I suggest. 

Mom slaps her hand on the table. Her jewelry rattles. That is a horrifying thing to say, Dante. What is wrong with you? she hisses. 

Whats wrong with me? How about your daughter there, whos acting like a complete b 

Easy, now, Troy interrupts loudly. Lets not have a squabble. Lets all just remain arctic. 

I look at him. He gives me a big smile. Maybe he didnt mean any harm, but it just makes me madder. So now I take on an upper-crust British accent. Yes, lets do. We are not barbarians. And those nasty emotions are so…wulven. 

Mom hits the table again. Thats enough out of you, Dante. I dont care for that tone. And Troy did not bring up wulven issues. You did. Youre lashing out at everyone, behaving like a complete…bear. So I strongly suggest you put this attitude aside. 

She was going to say I was acting like a complete wulf. I know she was. 

Sorry, Troy, I mumble. 

Ah, dont worry about it, chilidog, Troy says. 

Mom shakes her head at me. She sits back in her chair and picks imaginary lint off her (or make that Jessicas) hundred-dollar sweatpants. 

I move the food around my plate for a minute or so. May I be excused? 

Please, she says, adjusting her jewelry, which was perfectly straight already. 

I take my plate and unused glass to the kitchen. 

Upstairs in my room, I turn on the monitor and choose the display from camera two, which faces east. The sun is hitting the woods in the nature preserve behind our house. 

I switch my computer on. Troy installed an Internet window that runs continuously, day and night. He says its important to be up on current events if you want to get anywhere in this world. I hate that he messes with my computer. 

Theres a video of Congress in session, with a reporter speaking over the image. 

The Senate vote was split along vampyre-human-wulf partisan lines, in a landslide veto of the proposed National Lycanthrope Rights Hearing Committeethe third such veto this year. Senate Majority Leader Elinor Reid, a vampyre Neo-Republicrat from Texas, had this to say… 

The camera cuts to an attractive blond woman who looks about forty, but at 167, is actually the oldest member of Congress. The bill is dead. We can finally stop wasting time and federal funds on this foolishness. The picture switches to the reporter, a handsome vampyre, who says, Wulf activist Huey Seele vows to take this issue to the U.S. Supreme Court. But with a vampyre-packed legislature, hes unlikely to find any 

I turn the sound off. Im tired of hearing the same old wulf-rights stories, the constant fighting against a system that wont change. I still have a headache. 

Too bad for the wulves, but Ive got problems of my own. 
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How cool is this? Mixed grade levels in Gym could have turned out to be a nightmare, with freshmen getting destroyed by the older kids. But thats not what happened. Not to me, anyway. Somehow I got on the good side of the most popular kid in school. 

Gunther Hoerings a senior, and is basically the schools biggest celebrity. Hes smart, hes rich, and girls love him. He keeps his nearly white hair very short on the sides and back, and long, like way over his eyes, in the front. Hes constantly tossing it out of his face. I wouldnt notice this kind of thing, except that all the girls talk about him and his hair and how cute he is. And if thats not enough, hes an athletea runner and an ATA-ranked tennis player. Ive never heard anyone say a bad word about him. Hes everything Im not. 

So its crazy that he would even acknowledge my existence, and even more unbelievable that he seems to like me, too. I was paired up with him for the Presidential Whatever test three weeks ago and held his feet down while he did sit-ups. Gunther was competing with a friend of his; theyd bet a hundred bucks on who could do more crunches in the the allotted time. So when the other kid passed seventy and Gunther was only up to fifty-five, I did the sensible thing: I started counting by twos. Mr. Carver didnt believe the final number Gunther reported, which was twenty-four more than his friend, but I vouched for the count. Gunther won the hundred bucks, so here I am, listening to his commentary as each kid climbs the rope. 

Watch this, watch him slide down, Gunther says, looking up and elbowing me. That rope is the closest hes ever been to true love. 

Yeah, and good luck getting his underwear unstuck from his butt after that, I say. 

Gunther laughs. Im like his court jester, which has benefits. One time in the locker room, he stopped another senior from snapping me with a wet towel. And last week, Gunther said hi to me while he was walking down the hall with his buddies. The best part was that Jessica happened to be nearby, and I thought she was going to drop dead from shock. She never acknowledges me at school, and I could tell she was trying to figure out how her uncool little brother got in Gunther Hoerings good graces. 

Whats up with that kid? Gunther asks. He nods at Craig Lewczyk, who was sitting by himself on the floor until Mr. Carver pointed at him to climb. He limps toward the rope. 

Thats Craig Lewczyk. 

You know him? 

Kind of. A little, I say. 

Actually, we used to play war games in the nature preserve behind my house when we were in elementary school. But after he turned twelve and registered, Craig went through the Change and started hanging out with wulf kids. He doesnt talk much anymore, and he doesnt talk to me at all. 

Now Craig has lycanthropic arthritis. His joints are all messed up from the Change. 

He struggles to get up the rope. 

Gunther shakes his head. Look at him. Why would they put a kid like that in our gym class? 

I shrug. Its not like I owe Craig loyalty or anything. After all, hes the one who cut me off. Maybe for him its like how cops have a hard time relating to civilians, because they dont think regular people can understand what the job does to them. 

I dont feel anything for him except maybe pity as he works his way back down the rope. He didnt even make it to the top. 

Mr. Hoering, youre up, Mr. Carver says. 

Gunther leans over me. Watch me rocket up this thing. Ill be the fastest one in class. Guaranteed. And thisll be for real. No counting by twos necessary. 

He gets up and walks to the rope, then turns to all of us watching. Dont blink, boys, or youll miss the fastest trip up the rope in school history. Mr. Carver blows his whistle. Gunther throws up his arms and takes off. He has a good vertical jump and his hands grab on about ten feet from the floor. He entwines the rope around his feet and shimmies up like a snake. Before I know it, hes at the top. 

Seventeen seconds, Mr. Carver calls. 

Gunthers almost a blur as he slides down. 

Next, Mr. Carver says. 

Thats me. I get up and go to the rope. After Gunthers lightning-fast climb, this is going to be embarrassing. Mr. Carver gives a short blast from the whistle, and I jump. 

I pull myself up, trying to get the rope around my feet, but I cant get it hooked right. Better to forget about using my legs. I pull with my right arm, and it feels way too easy. Now left. Now right, and its like I weigh ten pounds. 

Hand over hand, I move up the rope, my feet hanging loose. I bang my head on the ceiling of the gym. 

I hear Mr. Carver shout, Thirty seconds! 

Totally humiliating. I thought I was faster than that, maybe twenty-five. But thirty? 

When I get to the bottom, Mr. Carver is staring at me, his ridged and scarred brow raised. 

Not even twenty-nine? I say. 

What are you talking about? It was thirteen seconds. 

Thirteen? I thought you said thirty. 

Thirty? You flew up that rope. I never saw you move so quick. Nice job. He claps me on the shoulder, a little wulf-to-wulf solidarity, which I dont need or want. 

Everyones shouting at Gunther Hoering. A lot of woohoos, some whistles. There are also a few comments, like: Gunther, dusted, and Gunth, man, you just got blasted by a freshman. How bad do you suck? 

Thirteen seconds. Thirteen. Thats even faster than the wulf jocks. 

I go back to my spot against the wall. Gunther is not smiling. 

That was fast, he says. 

Yeah, Im surprised. 

Are you? He turns away from me and watches the next kid climb. Getting beaten by a freshman does not make him happy. Its probably best to leave it alone, so I stay quiet and wait for the bell to ring. 

Another weapon that Confederate soldiers used is believed to have been invented by General Thomas Stonewall Jackson, Mr. Morrison says. 

Im only half listening. Im looking at Juliet Walker, trying to think of a casual way to talk to her. 

Danny? Are you with us? Mr. Morrison asks, rapping his knuckles on my desk. 

Huh? Yes, I am. Stonewall Jackson. 

Right. Stonewall Jackson is credited with inventing the rebel yell, which makes sense, coming from a wulf. It has a primal, feral quality that makes the blood run cold. Jackson himself caused it to be introduced to the Union army. At the Battle of Manassas, he ordered his soldiers to Charge, men, and yell like the furies! And then they attacked. 

Suddenly the air is filled with an astonishingly loud, high-pitched shriek, like a cross between a scream and a fire engine siren, which is why Im on my ass with my chair and desk knocked over, my heart going a mile a minute. 

Of course, the class goes wild. Even Mr. Morrison is smiling. And Danny Gray was kind enough to demonstrate the effect the rebel yell had on the Union soldiers. 

Oh, happy to be of service, I say, my ears still ringing. I get up and right my desk and chair. Looking to the side, I see that Juliet Walker is smiling. 

Way to go. Could I have made a bigger fool of myself in front of her? 

The period bell does its ping-ping-ping, and we all gather our books and head out. 

Hey. A female voice. 

I turn. Its Juliet Walker. Its her. Talking to me. Completely out of the blue. Talk, say something. Uh… 

Ive never been this close to her. Now I can see a spray of freckles on the bridge of her nose. No vamp kids have freckles, of course. But she does. Its so…exotic. 

Are you okay? she asks. And her eyes are green. I love that. You can talk, right? Or are you still feeling the aftereffects of Mr. Morrisons rebel yell? she asks. 

No. I mean, yeah. Oh, man. He totally startled me. It was, like, so sudden and loud. 

I know. I almost peed my pants, she says. 

I almost did a lot worse. Her locker is down at the other end of the hall, which means she came here on purpose. To talk to me. 

Oh. I thought you fell off your chair for a laugh. She leans against the locker. 

Well, in that case, I say, yes. That was my plan. Keep it cool, stay relaxed. Or at least pretend to be. 

She laughs. Nice try. We were all pretty startled, Id say. 

I think Ill get revenge by giving Mr. Morrison a rebel yell when his back is turned. See how he likes it. 

Um, hes not exactly young. Youd probably give him a heart attack. 

Probably. This is a conversation. Were having a conversation. 

What? 

Dont let it stop. Keep going. I guess Ill have to pay attention in there from now on. I cant say I was, you know, riveted by the lesson. 

Me, neither, she says. I was half asleep. I do the afternoon schedule here. Then I go home, eat, and come back for Carpathia classes, eight to midnight. And after that, homework. 

Thats brutal, I say. Im impressed. I mean, seriously. Two schools, plus advanced classes here, and you still do great. 

She shakes her head and smiles shyly. I dont know about great. 

You do. I mean, I notice in class, you always have the right answers. Youre smart. Easy, boy. Dont embarrass her. But it must suck to have to be all about school every minute of the day and night. 

She smiles. She smiles at me. Well, I have some free time. 

Okay, now thats interesting. Is she trying to tell me something? Sure. Of course, I say. 

I mean, I need to have fun, too. Right? she says. 

Oh, man. Theres no way Im misreading her. Im sure. No, no. Not sure. But there may not be another chance. Just say it. Well, maybe we can do something. Go out and do something sometime. I cant promise itll be fun…. Shut up, just shut up right now. But we can give it a good try. Idiot! 

She pulls the ends of her sweater sleeves over her hands. Sure. 

Did she just say what I think she said? Huh? Sure? I repeat, like a dim-witted parrot. 

Yeah. Saturday night, I usually hang outside Bartlows Market, in the parking lot. You know where that is? 

Bartlows? Sure. So, what, you just go and stand there in the parking lot? Just, like, stand there? 

Thats where we hang out. 

Great. Saturday night? Great. Say great one more time. Impress her with that wide-ranging vocabulary. 

Okay. I have to go. My dad is probably waiting for me out front. 

Okay. Well, see you tomorrow. 

She smiles again and I watch her leave. 

So what do you think that means? I ask Claire. 

I told you, I dont know. But keep asking me. Maybe after the twentieth time Ill have an answer. 

Were walking down the crowded hall after third period. Oliver is walking with us, twisting his gelled blond hair into spikes. 

If you ask me, Oliver says, it means youre in. Definitely. Its code. 

Thats idiotic, Claire says, throwing him a look. Which is why nobody is asking you. 

Im almost positive she said thats where we hang out. We. So does she mean thats where wemeaning her friends and shehang out, or does she mean we like the two of us? 

How could she mean the two of you, if youve never hung out with her? Oliver asks. 

I dont know. Thats what Im trying to figure out. 

You know what? Claire says. Were getting sick of this conversation. 

Im not, Oliver says. 

Claire narrows her eyes at him. Then Im using the royal we. Then, back to me. We, that is, I, am done talking about this. Youll find out what she means on Saturday. 

I just want to know what to expect, I say, more to myself than to them. Hey, look who it is. I raise my chin, directing their attention down the hall. 

Who? Oliver asks. Gunther Hoering? 

My pal Gunther Hoering. 

Claire shakes her head. Yeah, so youve been saying. For three weeks. 

Because its true. 

Claire laughs. In your dreams. 

Seriously. Watch. As we get close to passing, I call to him. Hey, Gunther. Hows it going? 

Im pretty sure he glances at me before turning back to the girl he was talking to. 

I see what you mean. Thats a really tight bond you two have, Claire says. 

He just didnt hear me. 

Oliver laughs. He didnt see you, either. Give it up, Danny. We are so under his radar, he doesnt even know were alive. 

He turns and looks at Gunther. Id love to get my hair cut like his, though. 

I could argue with them, tell them how Gunther jokes around with me in gym, but theyre not going to believe it, so why waste my breath? Then I notice. Pot roast for lunch. 

You saw the menu? Oliver is always interested in whats for lunch. 

No, I smell it. 

Claire laughs at me. How can you smell it? The caf is on the other end of the building. 

How can you not smell it? The whole school stinks of it. 

She gives me a look, like, Youre a wacko, but she has to be kidding: the hallway reeks of meat. Now that I think of it, it reeks of a lot of smells. Sweat. Laundry detergent. Someone with totally rank body odor. Paint. Fertilizer someone must have walked through on the way to school. Deodorant. The urinal cakes in the boys room. Perfume. Cherry lip gloss. And I can pick out at least fifteen different types of shampoo. 

Ive never had an unusually good sense of smell, so this is a little weird. I dont know what to make of it. 

But what do I care? The important thing is that Juliet Walker is going to hang out with me. Or with me and her friends, but whatever. Either way, she said yes. Which makes this a very, very good night. 
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Im walking home with Claire after school when headlights shine past us and a new Porsche rolls up to the curb. 

Gunthers car. 

His window goes down. Come here. 

Claire and I glance at each other. She looks confused. See? I told you, I say. We start toward the car. 

Gunther shakes his head. No, not you. Just him. 

We look at each other again. Dont worry. If hes giving me a ride home, Ill make sure you can come, too. 

Claire raises her eyebrow at me, but doesnt say anything. 

I go over to Gunthers window to see what he wants. Hes alone in the car, wearing a black cable-knit cardigan and an ivory fedora with a red band. I wish I had the confidence to dress like that. Im always in browns and greens. 

Hey. Whats up? I ask. 

He looks ahead through the windshield. That whole thing in Gym. With the rope. Howd you do it so fast? 

Oh. Well. I dont know. Its no big deal. Really. You were fast, too. 

I know youre half-vamp, thats obvious. But that only accounts for speed and coordination. He looks at me. You didnt even use your legs. And strength like you had this morning? Thats not human. His eyes narrow. So it makes me wonder about your other half. 

I hate when this comes up. Well, Im half-wulf. 

Gunthers lips tighten. Half-wulf. Funny you never mentioned it. 

Why would I? I mean, you can see that Im not totally vamp, so that means either part-human or 

But isnt Jessica Gray your sister? 

I put on a face and voice like a guilty man confessing. Okay, Ill admit it. She is. I cross my hands at the wrists like theyre handcuffed and hold them out to him. 

He pulls back in his seat, away from my hands. Hes not smiling. Well, shes all-vamp, right? She looks like she is. 

Okay, if I tell the truth, Jess is going to murder me. Literally. Um, yeah. Not a lie, strictly speaking. 

Right. So I had no reason to think you were wulf. 

I guess not. This is so disappointing. Well, maybe I can fix this. Make him laugh. I guess I should probably wear a shirtor wait, a sandwich signwith Im one-half wulf! on it. 

Yeah, thats funny. He didnt smile. Dont you think you should warn people? You think its honest to deliberately make people believe youre human? 

I never said I was human. 

Yeah, well, you dont seem like one of…them. A wulf. 

But Im not. I mean, I had the genetic treatments. Which is true. I dont have to go into the details about how I had a Recombinant DNA-mRNA Mutation reaction, the anadiploidy shock, or how that meant they couldnt finish the series of treatments. It doesnt matter. Its not like Im a wulf-wulf. Those genes were deactivated. 

Yeah, but you were born with wulf genes. So youre part-wulf. Right or wrong? 

I guess so, if you put it like that. My dad was a wulf. 

Was? 

I mean, my dad when I was born. He and my mom split up. I dont see him much anymore. 

Oh, so its not that hes dead. 

What? Oh, no. Not at all. Hes totally fine. 

Huh. Too bad. 

Then Gunther revs the engine, throws the car into gear, and nearly runs over my toes as he roars away. 

When were one block from where Claire goes left and I go right, Claire says, Hes a total specist. I could have told you that. 

So why didnt you? 

Because you thought he was the best guy on the planet, and you had this bizarre fantasy that he was your friend. Besides, with your little hero-worship thing going, you wouldnt have believed me anyway. 

I dont know if its her raised eyebrow or the fact that shes right that makes me want to shake her. Probably not. 

He didnt seem that way. 

Claire shrugs. They never do. Look at his father. 

His father? Come onhes, like, a pillar of the community. I heard he worked as an advisor to the president once. 

Hes also in the Knights of the Brotherhood. 

So? He is a vampyre. Whats so bad about a vamp being in a vampyre social club? 

Oh, nothing, except the Knights of the Brotherhood is one step short of being the KKK. If it were up to them, theyd have every wulf in the country exiled or lynched. 

I think thats a myth. 

Look it up. Anyway, the point is, Gunther Hoering and his family hate wulves. 

We get to her house and she checks the mailbox. 

This whole thing is really depressing. I just dont get why Gunther feels like I tricked him. So, what? Im supposed to say, Hi, Im Danny Gray and just so you know, Im halfwulf, to everyone I meet? 

Not everyone. But use your judgment, dummy. 

How was I supposed to know he was a specist? 

My approach? If in doubt, assume someone is evil. 

What a refreshing and optimistic view of life. 

Its a cold, cruel world, baby. Get used to it. She squeezes my cheek like an obnoxious relative pinching a baby. Im going in. You staying or going? 

I better go home. Its going to be light soon. 

Okay. See you tomorrow. 

Walking home, I think about how Gunther turned out to be a specist scumbag. How I actually thought we were friends. 

As far as Im concerned, I couldnt care less if I never talk to him again. 

What did you say to Gunther Hoering? Jessica shouts at me the second I walk in the house. 

Can you speak up? I didnt hear you. I drop my book bag and shut the door. The Sol-Blok shades on the windows are already down and sealed. 

Did you tell Gunther Hoering that Im part-wulf? Maybe not a scream, but a bellow for sure. 

Im sorry. I seem to have gone deaf because of a piercing shrieking sound. I dont know sign language, so maybe Ill understand you better if you talk softly and slowly. 

Jessicas normally white face is now dark red, moving toward purple. Shes breathing loudly through her nose. She knows Ill walk away if she keeps shouting, so shes working hard to control herself. What. Did. You. Say. About. Me. To. Gunther. Hoering. 

Oh, thats what you wanted to know? Well, its like this. I walk into the kitchen. Partly because Im hungry, partly because Im going to make Jess pay for screaming at me. She follows me in. 

Tell me, she demands. 

Hi, Loretta, I say. Hows your day been? 

Not too bad. I got some nice Cornish game hens for your supper tonight, and I made that string-bean dish your mom likes. 

Sounds good, I say, picking a pear from the bowl on the granite counter. Does that take a lot of work, cooking those hens? 

Jessica actually stamps her foot. Dante! If you dont just… She stops herself and closes her eyes tightly. 

Loretta looks at her. You be careful before you burst a blood vessel or something. 

I just want my darling brother to stop…fooling around and to answer my question before I have to open the knife drawer. 

Its touching when you call me darling with so much affection. Really. 

I brush past her as I leave the kitchen and go into the living room. Of course, she follows me. 

Can you please just tell me what you said to Gunther? 

I sit on the couch and bite into the pear. Why, did he say something to you? 

He asked me if youre my brother. I told him: unfortunately, yes. Then he asked if I dyed my hair or used DermaWhite. When I said no, he said that thats what he thought, and then he asked what your deal was. I asked him what he meant, but he told me to forget it. 

Then what? 

Then he left. I want to know why hes asking about me and you in the same conversation. 

Maybe because were related and have the same last name. 

Jess adjusts her T-shirt dress so it hangs perfectly over her black-and-gold tights. She checks the clasp on her Tiffany bracelet and rearranges the long necklaces that loop down to her waist. How does he know you? she asks. 

We hang out in Gym. Joking and stuff. Or we used to. 

Right. 

Seriously. I put my feet against the edge of the glass table, which Mom would kill me for doing. Hey, I was surprised, too, believe me. Then today he asked me if I was part-wulf. 

He what? Why? 

I shrug. I dont know. I climbed the rope faster than him, and he got all weird. 

Well, what did you say? I can see the tension in her jaw. Its kind of funny. 

I said I was. 

Unbelievable. Thanks a lot! she says, starting to turn that purple color again. 

Well, sorry, but its the truth. I cant help it. I finish my pear and put the core on the table, careful to stand it up so only the dry skin on the bottom touches the glass. Mom doesnt like smudges. I turn back to Jessica: Why are you all psycho about it, anyway? I mean, yeah, Gunther Hoering is a big shot at school, but did you know hes a complete specist? Like, viciously specist? 

So? Jessica is pacing back and forth across the living room, holding her head in both hands. She adjusts her tartan headband. 

I shake my head. Hes a jerk. What do you care what he thinks about you? 

See, this is why I dont want you even talking to my friends when theyre here. Youre a social moron. You dont get it. Why do I care? Everyone cares what Gunther Hoering thinks. 

No, I do get it. But then when I saw what hes really like 

Jess looks at the ceiling and actually growls, then grabs her own hair and pulls at it like she might tear it out of her head. Why am I even talking to you? She glares at me. Dont talk about me again. Ever. To anyone. Were not related. I have nothing to do with you. Understand me? 

Yeah. I shouldnt talk about you to anyone. Except seniors. And really popular people. And only to let them know that youre half-wulf. Thats what you mean, right? 

She smacks me on the back of my head as she storms off. 

For some reason, my ears are ringing, even though she didnt hit me hard. And here comes that headache again. 

I reach for the pear core on the table, and…now, this is weird. My right hand wont close. I can only bend my fingers about halfway; then they get tight. I open my hand and flex the fingers straight, but when I try to close them to make a fist I only get about halfway again. Trying to force them with my other hand only makes it hurt more. 

The knuckles on the fingers of my right hand are kind of swollen. They look like an old humans arthritic hands. Or like Lorettas hands, though not nearly as bad. 

I pick up the pear core with my left hand and go to the kitchen to throw it away. Im not going to worry about this anymore. Its probably just some kind of flu. No big deal. 

Except for one thing. 

Vampyres dont get the flu. 

They dont get sick. 

Ever. 
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