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To Ari, 
for always reading my shit
even when it really sucked





Chapter 1 

“Danny?” Lyra caLLeD, her soft voice barely audible through 
the bathroom door. “Are you okay?” 
 I didn’t answer. I pulled my knees up to my chest, when 
Kyra’s sharp voice snapped, “It’s just acting, Danny. You’ve 
done this before. Or are you having costume trouble? Does 
the skirt not fit?” 
 The skirt fit fine. The problem was, it was a skirt. A white, 
sparkly skirt with blue and pink trim paired with a sleeveless, 
sailor-collared top that didn’t quite cover my bellybutton. The 
twins had trapped me in the unisex bathroom at the end of  
the new arts wing. I’d put their costume on, but there was no 
way I was walking to the drama room in this. I felt naked and 
itchy, and probably looked like a candy-colored anime mon-
ster had just thrown up on me. 
 “Head hurts,” I whimpered. “Room spinning. I think I’m 
going to be sick. Please, do the play without me.” 
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 “Man up!” Kyra shouted. “It’s just a play. Now come out 
here and strut that skirt like you actually have balls for once. 
It’ll be over in ten minutes.” 
 “No!”
 “Please,” Lyra added. “At least show us. Kyra and I are the 
only ones in the hall right now.” 
 My heart skipped. I shook my head; a mess of  beads and 
bows clanked around my ears. This was mortifying.
 “Danny?” Lyra repeated.
 I was silent.
 She sighed. I could hear her back sliding down the door. 
“Well, I guess if  you really didn’t like the play—” 
 “No,” I shouted. “I really liked your play.”
 “You don’t have to be polite, Danny. I understand. You 
don’t have to come out if  you don’t want to.” 
 My pride melted like a popsicle. I stepped back slowly, bare 
feet loud on the tiles. There were breezes in places I never 
wanted to feel breezes. With a sigh, I opened the door. The 
twins toppled onto the floor of  the bathroom and looked up at 
me, eyes wide. I backed up, reminding myself  that I still had 
shorts on under the sparkles.
 “Danny, you look—” 
 I prayed Kyra would stop there. 
 “Adorable,” Lyra finished. 
 The shame.
 The twins looked to each other and, with a nod, trans-
formed into a blur around me like electrons whirring round 
a cotton-candy nucleus. Lyra fastened a big pink bow to the 
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peak of  the sailor neckline. Kyra pinned a blue cat’s tail to the 
back of  the skirt. 
 “Why do I need a tail?” I demanded. 
 “Shut up,” she said. “It adds desu.” 
 I rolled my eyes. I would need a dictionary to translate any 
of  her nerd insults1, but she was also the MVP of  our school’s 
soccer and volleyball teams and would beat me to a pulp if  I 
told her so.
 “Did your wig not fit?” Lyra asked.
 “No,” I said. “Or, I don’t know. I had trouble getting it on.” 
 “Wigs take time to master,” Lyra assured me with a slight 
smile. The world turned rosy. “Besides, you look fine without 
it.” She ruffled the top of  my head. “You have such pretty 
hair.” 
 “And the perfect body,” Kyra said, stroking my thigh. 
 I recoiled. “Shut up. I know I’m short.” 
 “Shota.” 
 “Shut up!” 
 “Quit picking on him,” Lyra said, pushing her sister aside. 
 Kyra pushed back. “Only when he quits being so high 
strung. You freaking out is bad enough.” 
 “You’re nervous?” I asked, leaning around Kyra.
 Lyra looked down at her shoes. “Terrified.”
 I felt a pang of  guilt stab me in the chest when Kyra’s 
hands on my shoulders. She steered me out of  the bathroom 
and down the empty hall. “You’re supposed to be in there 
right now.” 

1 Note: definitions for any slang/foreign words/obscure pop culture refer-
ences can be found in the back in “Kyra’s Nerdspeak Dictionary.”
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 “And don’t forget your ears!” Lyra slid the sparkly head-
band with blue cat ears hot glued to the top onto my head. 
The extra beads and ribbons fell in my eyes.
 “Wait!” I protested. “I don’t think I’m—” 
 The twins shoved me into the drama room. For a few pre-
cious seconds, the curtain hid me from the audience. I could 
see Cherry Smith on stage, waiting for me to come on.
 I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. I don’t know why I 
was so nervous. It wasn’t like I hadn’t done plays before. I 
usually got the lead roles in middle school, but that was less 
because I was actually good at acting and more because those 
plays were famously unpopular and I was one of  the only two 
boys who auditioned. I wouldn’t even have gotten into theater 
if  it weren’t for a middle school friend who forced me into it. I 
was planning to give up acting until Lyra found me and asked 
me to do this gender-bending one-act for her and her sister. 
 Lyra was a good writer—no, she was a fantastic writer. I 
wasn’t even thinking about the role when I agreed. Lyra could 
do that. She could entrance a person with nothing more than 
words on a paper.  
 And she was counting on me.
 I shoved the fear back down my throat and stepped onto 
the stage. I spared a glance back at Lyra. She gave me two 
thumbs up. 
 Lyra’s support made me feel dizzy. I tried to sneak another 
glance back at her when my foot snagged on one of  the spar-
kly pink lengths of  fabric that were acting as a backdrop. 
 I hit the ground before I even knew I was falling. My nose 
smacked the polished wooden floor. 
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 So much for perfect.
 “You okay, kid?” Cherry whispered, flashing me a con-
cerned glance before smiling back at the audience. Some peo-
ple in the front row snickered. 
 “Yeah,” I answered, wiping my hand across my nose. It 
came away bloody. “Oh God.”
 “It’s all right, I’ll try to play it off as part of  the play. Keep 
it cool.” Cherry stepped forward and launched into an im-
promptu monologue about my incessant clumsiness. I strug-
gled to my feet, grabbing some of  the tulle for support. There 
was a terrifying ripping noise from above. Then a crash as the 
entire batten fell down. 
 Cherry shrieked, ducking as pink strands of  fabric fell 
around her. I heard some techies curse from behind the stage. 
Sparing a glance toward the wings, I saw Lyra gawking at the 
scene in dismay.
 “Strange weather we’re having today,” Cherry announced, 
freeing herself  from the fallen set and spitting out strands of  
red hair. Her words dragged me back into the scene.
 “Um, yes,” I said, starting to get up again, when the bat-
ten shifted under my weight. The end struck the floodlight 
the tech team used to light backstage. It hit the floor and the 
glass bulb shattered. Someone from the audience screamed. I 
figured they were just overreacting when I saw a flame licking 
the end of  the broken backdrop. The air filled with the smell 
of  burning fabric. 
 Cherry turned to me and shrugged, as if  to say, “okay, I’m 
out of  improv material. You’re on your own, kid.”  while, the 
fire gained strength as it ate its way up the backdrop. 
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 The sprinklers kicked in. A musty rain of  emergency wa-
ter drenched the audience and the stage. The girls shrieked, 
and the guys dove for cover under notebooks and backpacks. 
Half  of  the audience ran for the exits. The other half  stayed, 
watching in abject horror.
 I didn’t wait to see which half  Lyra joined. I fled the stage 
through the back door into the dense August air. 



Chapter 2 

I maDe a maD Dash for the Dumpsters. The students were 
starting to filter out of  the school, guided by the sound of  
the fire alarm. I settled in beside the bin I thought looked the 
cleanest and dabbed my bruised nose with the edge of  my 
shirt bow. It hurt, but at least it was no longer bleeding. 
 My bare shoulder brushed the cold metal and a chill ran 
up my spine. I wanted to change, but there was no way I was 
going back inside. I couldn’t even if  I wanted to. The teachers 
were evacuating the school. It would be another few minutes 
before they let anyone in. Besides, I preferred not to risk run-
ning into Lyra. If  she didn’t want to kill me, her sister would 
do it for ruining her outfit. And the two combined were still no 
match for the wrath of  the drama teacher.
 “Hey, Danny.” Terry slid into the space next to me. I 
flinched. I hadn’t heard him approach. The lanky Asian 
shot me a sly smile.  “I heard you lit the school on fire,” he             


