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The monster had a penguin’s body, a unicorn’s head, and sharp fangs. It bounced from one webbed foot to the other. The little beast was taunting me, right there on the sidewalk in front of my own house. But I’d get it.


I narrowed my eyes and concentrated. The late afternoon sun burned against my back, and a bead of sweat dripped down from my forehead into my eyes. But I didn’t blink. I acted.


With a quick swipe of my finger, I launched a BattleNet. The monster ducked. I swiped again, anticipating its next move, and BAM! Caught!


My best friend, Charlie, whooped and hollered from over my shoulder. “Yeah, Bex! You got it!”


I gave Charlie a little smile, but I didn’t feel a huge sense of satisfaction. I’d caught Uniguins before. They were common in our neighborhood. I wanted to catch something better, like a VampWolf. I’d only caught one of those.


I reached up and tightened my ponytail. On humid days like today, my mess of long, brown curls seemed to double in size. “Want to walk to the park and see if there are better monsters there?”


Charlie held up the cellphone in his hand and waved it back and forth. “My hour is up. I have to return this to my mom.”


Oh, right. Monsters Unleashed was a mobile game, and while I was lucky—twelve years old with my own phone—Charlie had to borrow his mom’s. So he could only play for short periods.


“I guess I’ll go home and bring it back,” he said, looking up at his house but not moving his feet. His older brother’s bike was in the driveway. And when Jason Tepper Jr. was home, that meant Charlie would be tortured.


“Do you want to come over after?” I asked. “I think my mom made lemonade and cookies today.”


Charlie’s face lit up. “That sounds great! See you in a minute.”


He ran to his house, his sneakers kicking up dirt, and I started walking to mine. Charlie and I had been friends since I moved into the house next door to his when I was five. He was always around and more than willing to play or hang out.


We’d finished elementary school about a month ago and would be entering seventh grade at the end of the summer. Middle school. Sometimes I worried that things wouldn’t be the same in our new school. Toward the end of sixth grade, some kids had started making fun of us for being best friends because he was a boy and I was a girl. But no matter what changes came, I would never dump my best friend. And he’d never drop me. I hoped. In the meantime, we had the summer and Monsters Unleashed.


When the Monsters Unleashed game came out a month earlier, its popularity quickly exploded. The first couple of days, it was just the kids and gamers out there playing. Then I saw Mrs. Dorsey, the librarian, playing it in the park. And Old Man Humphrey, whose former favorite hobby was yelling out his front window at any kid who dared poke a toe onto his grass, was caught trespassing in a neighbor’s yard to catch a TeddyGlob. Now, instead of yelling at us to stay off his lawn, he yelled things like, “There’s a FireWing in the common! Good luck!”


My parents usually nagged me about playing too many video games. “Why don’t you and Charlie go for a nature walk? Or ride bikes? When I was your age, I spent all summer riding my bike.” But when they were our age, video games were, like, Stone Age quality. No wonder they abandoned their joy sticks to wander outside aimlessly.


Anyway, they didn’t complain much about Monsters Unleashed. To play, you had to leave your house. The game was about hybrid monsters that were created in a lab. But then they broke out, and players needed to catch them in the “real world.” The mobile game used your phone’s camera and graphics card to make it look like the monster was really there. You “caught” them by launching BattleNets, which were nets made of “magical material” that could trap a monster and zap it into your phone.


The door slammed behind me as I entered my house. A breeze from the air conditioner hit my face, and it felt so refreshing that I closed my eyes and sighed.


“Bexley?” Mom’s voice called out. “Is that you?”


I cringed at the use of my full name. The day I turned eighteen, I swore I was going to legally change it to just Bex. I turned the corner into the kitchen and inhaled deeply. Mmm, cookies. Was there any better smell in the world?


Mom was sitting at the kitchen island, squinting at her laptop.


I grabbed a warm cookie and said, “You know, your glasses work better when you put them in front of your eyes.”


“I lost them again,” Mom said absentmindedly as she scrolled.


I did one of those fake coughs into my hand.


Mom looked up. “What?”


I pointed to the top of her head. She patted her wavy brown-and-gray hair and laughed as she felt the wire-rimmed glasses perched on top. “Thanks, honey.”


“No problem, genius.” The joke was, my mom was kind of a genius. She’d started her own online business selling personalized jewelry out of the house. And it had grown a ton this year, increasing sales month after month. But, while she ran a business entirely by herself, sometimes the little things slipped by her. Like losing her glasses when they were on top of her head.


“Charlie’s coming over in a minute,” I said between bites of cookie.


Her eyes had returned to her computer screen. “He can stay for dinner if he’d like. I have a lasagna in the oven.”


My parents were pretty cool about Charlie coming over a lot. Mostly because he was my best friend, but also because they knew how miserable things were for him next door with his bully of a brother.


The front door opened and shut, and a voice called out, “Yes! Air conditioning!”


Charlie came strutting into the kitchen, his blonde hair flopping into his eyes. He wore a gray T-shirt with the NASA logo on it because it wasn’t enough to be nerdy; he had to advertise it as well.


He immediately grabbed a cookie and moaned after his first bite. “This cookie is incredible, Mrs. Grayson. When you’re done conquering the jewelry world, you should start another business selling these.”


“Maybe I will, Charlie!” Mom beamed. “But in the meantime, I have to take a conference call in my office.” She pointed at the oven. “When that beeps, take the lasagna out.”


“Mmm, lasagna,” Charlie said dreamily.


“Yes, you’re invited,” I said.


“Mrs. Grayson, you’re the best!” he called out.


Mom waved over her shoulder as she carried her laptop out of the room.


Once she was gone, Charlie slid into a chair and did a little drumroll with his hands on the island countertop. “So I’ve been thinking about your problem.”


I poured us a couple glasses of lemonade. “Which problem is that?”


“I know; there are so many.” He smirked. “The Monsters Unleashed one. How you’re sick of catching the common monsters and want to find the rare ones. And that theory you came up with.”


“That monsters like to hang out in old places with a lot of history?”


“Yeah. I think we proved that idea true when we found the VampWolf outside that church downtown. But we already hit up the obvious old places—the town hall, the churches.”


I took a long sip of lemonade. “Exactly. We need to know where else in town is old or historically significant.”


Charlie wagged his eyebrows up and down.


I giggled. “I smell an idea brewing. Like, literally, I think there’s smoke coming from your ears.”


He punched me lightly on the arm. “So my grandfather has all this old stuff in his attic. Sometimes I spend the day at his house if you’re busy or, well, whatever. But one time when I was up in his attic I saw this map.”


I sat up straighter in my seat. “What kind of map?”


“It was a map of town, but it was from the 1800s.”


My pulse sped up as I realized where he was going with this. “So everything on that map that still exists today would be really old!”


Charlie nodded. “We could find where the monsters are hiding. The cool, rare monsters.”


I clapped my hands together excitedly. “Would your grandfather be up for two visitors tonight?”


Charlie smiled, his braces gleaming, and motioned at the plate in front of us. “As long as we bring him some of these cookies.”


After dinner, Charlie and I headed out to his grandfather’s house. I held a foil-covered paper plate full of cookies in one hand and my phone in the other. Grandpa Tepper lived on the other side of the town common. And if we had to walk through it anyway, I figured I might as well see if there were any monsters around. The sun was setting, and different monsters came out at night.


“How do you know the moon is going broke?” Charlie asked.


I gave him a look. I was not in the mood for one of his science jokes.


“C’mon.” He elbowed me lightly in the side. “How do you know the moon is going broke?”


With a sigh, I said, “I don’t know. How?”


“It’s down to its last quarter!”


He laughed like it was the funniest joke in the world. I ended up joining in. Not because I liked it, or any of his science jokes, but because Charlie’s laugh was kind of contagious.


Finally, we reached the town common. It was an open, grassy area where people could picnic or throw a Frisbee around on a nice day. There was a white gazebo in the center, next to a statue of John Wolcott, the founder of Wolcott, Massachusetts. I’d caught an OinkCat at that statue once that had earned me one hundred experience points!


I was hoping to catch another monster now, but as we neared the gazebo, I froze. Someone else was hanging out by the statue.


Someone I really didn’t want to see.
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I wrung my hands nervously while my stomach threatened to do a hard reboot.


Charlie, who’d been walking one step behind me, bumped into my back. “What’s going on?”


I pulled him behind the nearest tree, then pointed at my enemy. Willa Tanaka. Ugh. If she were a monster, she’d be called Backstabby, and her defensive power would be throwing knives at your shoulder blades when you thought she was your friend.


As if he were reading my mind, Charlie whispered, “Remember when you guys were friends?”


I rolled my eyes. “That was, like, third grade.” Actually it was second through fifth grade. Until Willa realized she was super pretty and thought that gave her a license to act ugly.


“Why are we hiding?” Charlie asked.


“Because I don’t feel like being insulted by her right now.”


“You know you can’t hide from her when school starts back up again.”


“Why not? I could probably fit in my locker.”


He gave me a look. “Bex …”


“Okay, I’ll stand up to Willa when you stand up to your brother.”


Charlie exhaled loudly. “Point taken.”


I didn’t know why Willa had been hanging out around the statue all alone, but she had to have moved on by now. I poked my head around the tree. She was still there. And she saw me. Busted.


“What do we have here?” Willa put one hand on her hip, and an evil smile spread slowly across her face. “It’s Charlie Tepp-nerd and the ballet-school dropout.”


First, it wasn’t ballet school. It was a class. And, yes, I quit it. But not because I was terrible. I wasn’t great either, don’t get me wrong. I quit because I didn’t want to deal with Willa’s comments anymore.


You call that a tendu? More like a ten-don’t!


Poor Bexley. Her IQ is lower than her relevé.


Even though other girls in class had been cool and had said nice things, at night when I tried to sleep it was only Willa’s insults bouncing around in my head. It got to the point where I didn’t enjoy dance anymore. Even on days when Willa wasn’t there, I could still hear her making fun of me.


That was part of why I liked Monsters Unleashed so much. I was actually good at it. No, I was great. Not that I was horrible at everything else; but it seemed like anything I tried, I was just okay at. I was in the school band but only played the triangle. I wasn’t picked last in gym class but was far from first. I was always the middle of the pack in everything. But with Monsters Unleashed, I was the best.


It was too bad Willa wasn’t a monster. I’d toss a BattleNet at her head so fast she wouldn’t even see it coming.


“Go away, Willa,” Charlie said, stepping in front of me.


“Why? So you guys can nerd out in private? What are you doing? Playing that stupid game again?”


I hated that I got so tongue-tied in front of her. Any time she lobbed one of her insults, I froze like a helpless Zebot on Hypnosis Tonic. Of course, five minutes after she walked away, I would always think of the best comebacks of all time. But in the moment, my brain was as useful as a pile of dirt.


Willa clucked her tongue. “Nothing to say, huh, Bex? You’re such a loser, you almost make it too easy.” She shook her head in fake pity, tossed her long, perfectly shiny, black hair over her shoulder, and sauntered off.


I blinked quickly, willing my eyes to dry. Don’t cry. Don’t let her get to you.


“Are you okay?” Charlie asked softly.


“Yeah, sure.” I shrugged. “Just Willa being Willa.”


Willa cast one last look over her shoulder and I thought I saw something—regret?—flash on her face, but she was too far away to really tell.


“Let’s go,” Charlie said. “Before I change my mind and keep all those cookies for myself.”


A few minutes later we were inside Grandpa Tepper’s old white house. The outside needed a paint job and the inside needed an everything job. Each room had wallpaper that out-weirded the previous room’s. And the kitchen had roosters everywhere—from the walls, to the oven mitts, to the tiles on the countertops.


“Somebody really likes roosters,” I whispered to Charlie as his grandfather inspected our offering of cookies.


“It was my grandma,” Charlie whispered back. “Grandpa hates the roosters, but he doesn’t want to change anything from the way she had it when she was alive.”


I cringed. Presenting … Bexley Grayson, the worst person in the world!


Charlie pled our case and handed over the bribe of fresh-baked cookies.


“So what do you think, Grandpa?” he asked. “Can we go upstairs and look at your old map?”


Grandpa Tepper narrowed his eyes at us. “You can look at it. But you can’t have it. And don’t smudge it with your dirty fingers.”


“We’ll only take pictures of it with Bex’s phone,” Charlie promised.


“Fine,” he grunted. “I’m going to put together a tub of homemade sauce for you to bring home to your mother.”


“Thanks, Grandpa!” Charlie took me by the arm and pulled me out of the kitchen. “Quick, before he changes his mind. He can be very possessive about the stuff in his attic.”


I followed Charlie to the second floor. He pulled on a chain in the ceiling, and a panel came down with a wooden ladder that folded out.


Charlie motioned with his hand. “Ladies first.”


I peered up the steps at the completely dark attic. “Nah, that’s cool. You can go.”


With a grin, Charlie turned and climbed up the steps. I followed closely behind. The attic smelled musty and gross, and I had that feeling in my nose like I had to sneeze, but it just wouldn’t come.


Charlie pulled on a string, and a bare light bulb lit up the room. The attic was bigger than I was expecting and packed wall-to-wall with boxes and stuff. The attic in my house was tiny and only fit our Christmas decorations. I didn’t even know how we’d begin to search.


“Do you remember where the map is?” I asked hopefully. I didn’t want to spend all night here.


“I think it was in that corner,” Charlie said, pointing and heading over.


Oh, yeah? I see you’re here in the common with all of your friends! Get it? Because you’re ALONE?


Right on schedule, my brain had come up with a good comeback to Willa, who was nowhere around. I sighed. It was strange that she had been hanging around the common all by herself. But I had other priorities at the moment.


“Hey, do you know your grandpa’s Wi-Fi password?” I wanted to open the Monsters Unleashed app to check if there was any activity in the house. I liked to connect to Wi-Fi anytime I could to save my data for when I needed it.


Charlie took the top off a box and coughed as a cloud of dust rose into his face. “Yeah, it’s ‘countersign.’”


“Countersign?” I repeated.


“Yeah, it’s a military term. Grandpa fought in the Vietnam War.” Charlie searched through the box and then put the top back on. “Speaking of which, don’t touch any of his medals or war stuff.”


“I won’t.” I was too busy scanning the area for monsters. So far, nothing, but this was an old house. So who knew what would pop up?


Charlie opened the top to the next box and then whooped. “Found it!”


“Yes!” I rushed to his side and peered over his shoulder.


The map was old, all right. The paper was yellowed and curled at the edges. It looked so thin, I was scared that it would fall apart if we touched it. Charlie laid it on top of a box and smoothed it out.


“Careful,” I said. I didn’t want it to rip. Grandpa Tepper would rip our heads off. “Where did he get this, anyway?”


“Who knows? It could’ve been passed down in the family. But he and Grandma used to love to shop at yard sales and antique stores, so they might have bought it, too.”


“Couldn’t you just ask him?”


Charlie chewed on his fingernail. “He’s having trouble remembering things lately.”


I looked down. “Oh.”


“Okay, take your pictures,” Charlie said. “I’m going to explore a bit. I haven’t been up here in a while.”


I snapped one big photo, then leaned closer to zoom in and took several photos of each area of the map. The date in the corner was 1856. There wasn’t much to Wolcott back then. The fire station was in the same place. St. Bridget’s Church still stood on the corner near the common. But most of the other buildings and landmarks were unknown to me. I was going to have so much fun figuring out this map!


Charlie’s voice echoed from the other side of the attic. “He has some cool old machines up here.”


I smiled to myself. Charlie was the most curious person I knew. He was definitely going to be some kind of scientist someday. Hopefully not a mad scientist, although he sure looked like one when he wore those big protective goggles for chemistry experiments in his basement.


And me? I wanted to be a programmer. I wanted to create apps that improved people’s lives and games that made them happy. Only two more years and I could start to take programming electives in high school. But first I had to survive middle school.


“Huh,” I heard Charlie say from across the attic. “I wonder what this does.”


I heard the metallic flick of a switch, then a sparking noise, and Charlie yelped like a dog. I put the map back in the box and darted over.


“What happened?”


“Ouch, ouch, ouch.” Charlie waved his hand in the air. “I turned on that machine and it burned my finger.”


Machine? What machine? I nudged Charlie aside and gazed at the contraption atop the table behind him. I’d never seen anything like it. The machine was dark green with several dials and switches. It was rusty in spots and any words that had once been painted on it had since been rubbed off.


I put my hands on my hips. “Weren’t you the one telling me not to touch any of your Grandpa’s stuff?”


He blushed. “Yeah. And I’m pretty sure I fried the thing. Let’s get out of here before I cause any more trouble.”


“Okay, I just want to make sure my pictures came out clear.” I squinted at my phone in the dim light and swiped through my photo gallery. They all looked good. I couldn’t wait to get home and examine them.


I closed my photo gallery and the Monsters Unleashed app that had been running in the background popped back up. I noticed that the Wi-Fi was down, probably from the electrical surge that the dumb machine had zapped out. But something else looked strange, too. My brows drew together.


“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.


“Wait …” It couldn’t be. I probably just needed to reload it. I closed the app, made sure I was connected to cellular data, and opened it again. But the results were the same. “Oh, no. OH, NO!”


I turned the phone around to show Charlie.


His eyes bugged out of his head. “Um, … why is your Monster Lab empty? Where are all of your monsters?”


“They’re gone!” I shrieked.


Charlie put his hands on my shoulders. “Okay, calm down. Stop screaming. I don’t want my Grandpa to know I touched any of his stuff.”


“What about my stuff?!” My heart pounded loudly in my ears. “I think when you turned that machine on, it killed the Wi-Fi, and somehow emptied my Monster Lab!”


“This makes no sense.” Charlie dragged his fingers through his already messy hair. “Let’s leave and try again. Maybe it needs to reload outside of the house.”


Charlie said his good-byes to his grandfather, and we left with a Tupperware container of homemade spaghetti sauce. I don’t know how much garlic people usually put in their sauce, but based on the smell, I estimated that Grandpa Tepper’s had 10,000 times more garlic.


I could only manage a small wave good-bye as we stepped off the porch. I’d spent weeks catching monsters, trading in the ones worth less to power up the better ones, and cultivating my Monster Lab. I’d had ten powerful beasts in there. It would take me ages to build them back up again. It wasn’t a matter of just catching ten more. I’d caught hundreds and transferred them to earn monster points that gave my best ones power-ups. Some people played for quantity. I played for quality. I was proud of the ten monsters I’d had. And now they were all gone.


The night air was just as hot and humid as the afternoon had been. Grandpa Tepper’s road was dark and deserted. Much like my empty Monster Lab.


“Okay, try again,” Charlie insisted.


I pressed on the app and opened the Lab. My stomach sank into my feet. Still empty. My monsters were gone.


“Let’s … um … let’s start walking home,” Charlie said. Because what else could he say? He’d played around with a machine he had no business touching, and it had ruined my game.


I kicked at a pebble. “I can’t believe I lost everything. Everything!”


“Well, we have the map now,” Charlie said sheepishly.


“Which is handy since I have to start all over!” I shook my head. “I don’t understand what happened. How could all ten monsters disappear from my Monster Lab? Where did they go? Did that stupid machine zap them somewhere? Like, to someone else’s phone?”


Charlie shrugged. “I don’t know, Bex. It’s a game. Games glitch out. And I’m sorry, but we’re not going to solve it right now.”


He sounded sad, and I knew he felt guilty. It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know that the machine would ruin everything. I inhaled a deep breath and let it out. I felt myself calming down a little.


“Yeah, you’re right. I’ll start fresh tomorrow.”


We cut through the common, past the gazebo and the statue, which looked lonely in the empty night. I wanted to get home as quickly as possible and throw myself into bed. Tomorrow was a new day, but this one was a nightmare.


“Let’s take Nightshade.” I pointed at the gloomy side road. It had only one street light and a couple houses. Main Street was brighter and decidedly less creepy, but cutting through Nightshade Road would be quicker.


Charlie looked unsure but agreed.


We shuffled along in near silence, the only noise the echoing of our own footsteps. I stewed about my gaming loss. Charlie was probably worrying about his Grandpa finding out about the fried machine. But he’d be fine. That machine obviously hadn’t been touched in decades. And it was clear it should never be used again!


A rustling came from the bushes farther down the road.


“Did you hear that?” Charlie whispered.


“Yeah. Probably a rabbit or something.”


The noise came again, slightly louder and closer this time. Goose bumps rose on my arms despite the muggy heat. The street lamp above us flickered.


“This is starting to get creepy,” Charlie said.


I looked up at the orange bulb just in time to see it spark and go dead, draping us in darkness.


Charlie grabbed my arm. “I have upgraded the situation to Definitely, Officially Creepy.”


I pressed the home button on my phone, and the screen lit up. It cast a bluish glow, but only reached a couple of feet in front of us. Beyond that lay darkness, and who knew what else. I turned on my flashlight app and aimed it at the gloom.


A low growl came from not too far away. It was a unique sound I would have recognized anywhere. But it wasn’t an angry dog growl. That would have been better.


“You know that sound, right?” Charlie’s trembling voice asked.


I swallowed hard. “Yeah. It’s a VampWolf.”
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