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1an

Okay, that’s it, let me out. I'm dying here, people!

The bus doors open, and I’'m the first person down
the aisle and on the dirt. A blast of warm country air
hits me in the face, and just like that, the past two hours
of boring bus ride are gone, and I'm in it, man, out in the
wild, part of the scenery. There’s the other bus slowly
spitting out kids, there are the flaking red buildings of
Homeroom Earth, but I’'m all about what’s past that, the
swaying lines of trees, the knobby rock outcroppings,
the mountains a faded purple-green against the endless
blue sky, far off but totally climbable.

Everyone else is getting off the bus, stretching,



starting to look for bags, but all I want to do right now
is stand here and take it in. The Montana countryside
in the distance is beyond anything I'm used to back in
the Wyoming suburbs, where raccoons are the scariest
thing a kid can run into on any given day. This place,
though, it’s built for me, and it’s like every second I'm
outside is made up of this whole place, like each time I
breathe I'm taking the trees, mountains, rocks, sky, into
my lungs, and making my body a part of them, so I take
it all in, close my eyes and clench my fists and breathe,
breathe, breathe.

I’'m here! I'm ready! Let’s get going/

“Yo, Ian!” Sean Cunningham and Mitchell West, my
basketball buddies, leap out of the bus next to me, Sean
broad shouldered and flat faced, Mitchell all rake thin,
long limbs, and spiky black hair. They’re both grinning,
cracking their knuckles and necks, and I can tell they’re
feeling it, too, the total hugeness of being out here, the
possibility.

“Dude,” says Sean, pointing at the mountains in the
distance, “we’re gonna climb that!”

“Hold me back!” I yell, rushing forward, and they
both crack up as they grab my arms to keep me from
launching headfirst into the forest. I'm smiling so hard
it hurts. For the past two years, I've been able to chill
with the other guys on my team only at practice, mostly

because they live all the way across town and Mom



wants me hanging with PJ all the time, but now, finally,
me and my teammates have a chance to do something
cool together, to rage out here in the wilderness.

“We gotta keep our eyes out, though,” says Mitch,
pointing a finger at me as we wade through our class and
dig our bags out of the bus’s cargo hold. “Remember:
the Pine City Dancers.”

Sean nods hard. “How long have they been out
here?” he asks, clueless.

I’ve had the whole story memorized since Jeremy
Morris from the seventh grade gave us the skinny in the
cafeteria last week, but I play along, down to hear Mitch
tell it again.

“They disappeared last year,” says Mitch, getting all
intense and low voiced. “Whole dance troupe from Pine
City, Montana, on a camping trip, bam, just gone.”

“What do you think happened to them?” I ask.

“No one knows,” says Mitch. “One year later, they
still haven’t found any of the bodies.” Sean and I share
a glance: the bodies. Insane. “The camp made up some
kind of lame cover story about why they had to cancel
last year’s Homeroom Earth, and why there were cops
and health officials crawling all over the place—"

“Food poisoning scare, right?” says Sean.

“I think it was a bug infestation,” I tell him.

“All lies,” says Mitchell, looking devious. “They’re

out there somewhere. In a cave, their flesh rotting away,
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probably getting eaten by wild animals—”

Sean puts his fingers to his mouth and balloons
out his cheeks, and all three of us make barfing noises
between laugh:s.

“Let’s make a bet,” says Sean. “If I find the first
corpse, you guys owe me a month’s worth of dessert.”

“Man, you're such a fatty,” says Mitch. “Fine. If I
find the first body, you guys have to call me Papa Mitch
for two weeks. Failure to do so results in a dead-arm.”
We nod. Sounds fair. “Ian?”

Oh man, do I dare? Been on the tip of my tongue
the whole season. It might be too much, but hey, we’re
hanging, and my pass game has gotten way better in the
past month, so why not give it a try?

“Okay,” I say, “if I find the first body, you two have
to tell Coach Leider that I should start as point guard
instead of Kyle.”

Sean and Mitchell look at each other and whistle, but
then Sean says, “Deal.” We all put our fists in the middle,
bump them as a triangle, and let out a solid “BOOM!”
Now it’s settled: I have to find the first body.

“Day one of Homeroom Earth: Ian Buckley, our per-
petual protagonist, takes part in a male-bonding ritual.”

Oh, great.

I look over my shoulder, and there he is, a sore
thumb with a chunky black camcorder attached to his

face. Immediately, Sean and Mitch moan.



PJ Wilson stands out hard in the wilderness—skinny,
short, pale, dark under the eyes. On top of that, there’s
what he’s wearing—a green shirt with a bear on it, a
tiny pair of cargo shorts, and some ratty sneakers—and
how he smells—sunscreen, bug spray, soap, medicine—
that make him a walking target. Oh, and the camera, of
course. Can’t forget that. Even if I tried.

I’ve got to keep this situation under control. I can’t
let PJ take too much guff from my teammates—he’s
my oldest friend, our parents have known each other
forever, and he 7s a good dude at heart—but he’s not
making it easy on me. Come on, you bring a bunch of
guys out into the woods, they’re going to get a little
crazy, and the first thing they’ll do is sniff around for
the odd one out of the pack.

“Maybe PJ can come with us,” I say to Sean. “How
about it, man? Want to get some footage of dead bodies?
Remember I mentioned the Pine City Dancers—”

The lens of the camera comes up to my face. “You're
kidding me. You actually believe that ghost story
Jeremy Morris fed you? Come on, guys, use your brains.”

I look at Sean and Mitch, smiling like Can you
believe this guwy? But I'm too late. Sean’s crouching
down, scooping something up in his hands, and then he
steps forward and puts the biggest daddy longlegs I've
ever seen directly on top of PJ’s camera lens.

Of course PJ goes bananas, spinning around and



slapping at his camera and squealing while Sean and
Mitch laugh their faces off and my cheeks burn. When
he’s finally sure the bug is gone, PJ looks up at us with
those big hurt eyes and that huge sad frown that makes
his whole head look like an upside-down U.

This is PJ when the camera’s off—sad, frightened,
supersensitive, totally unable to be normal. I'm worried
he’s going to have one of his trademark panic attacks,
but never mind, he’s just furious.

“You morons!” he shrieks. “What if that thing had
bitten me? And I could’ve dropped my camcorder! Do
you know how much this costs?”

“Really don’t care,” says Mitch.

“Dude, your friend needs to get his situation under
control,” says Sean, rolling his eyes.

My teammates stalk off, shrugging and cackling,
while I’'m left with my lame friend who mutters under
his breath and goes over every inch of his camera to
make sure it’s unharmed. Part of me wants to tell him
those guys were jerks, but the other part of me wants
to snatch the camera out of his hands and spike it like a
football so I can watch its seven million expensive pieces
fly all over the forest. PJ pulls a square of paper out of
his pocket and scans it. “What are those spiders called
again? I want to see if they’re on here.”

“A daddy longlegs? They’re harmless, man. What’s
with the sheet?”
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“My folks made me a list of things to watch out for
while I'm here,” says PJ. He glances around the woods,
looking as small and scared as ever. “You don’t think
there are any spores in the air, do you? My mom gave
me a mask, like one of those face masks for surgery. She
read this thing about spores in Growing Boy Magazine,
and how if you wear a mask . . .”

PJ goes on about spores and Africanized bees and
grizzly bears, but now I'm back to looking at our sur-
roundings, jacking myself up for my time in the wild. In
the distance Coach beckons for us to gather round the
fire pit, and I almost sprint over to him.

It’s for the best that PJ and I are in different activity
groups. Not that I don’t like PJ, but it’ll let us hang out
at our own pace, you know? And I won’t get filmed the
whole time.

Coach Leider stands by the bonfire pit, a stone-
lined hole full of ashes in front of the mess hall. He’s
dressed in a camo shirt, camo pants, a camo hat, and
wow, he somehow managed to find camo boots. The
other teachers standing next to him—Mr. Harder, his-
tory; Ms. Brandt, English; Sefiora Alanzo, Spanish; Ms.
Dean, biology—Ilook tiny and seriously ungreen. Coach
is all bulging muscles, fists on his hips.

“Quiet down, all of you!” barks Coach. “Welcome
to Homeroom Earth. For the next three days, you will

get some hands-on education about survival in the wild.
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You will frolic. You will love nature. We clear on that?”

Everyone grumbles approval. Next to me, PJ salutes,
then looks to see if I've noticed. I keep quiet. A few
more minutes, and Coach will be leading the guys and
me on our wild corpse hunt.

“Now, I know you sixth graders were supposed to
do this program last year but couldn’t because of a bed-
bug infestation.” I glance at Sean and Mitch, and they
both make hands-to-the-throat choking motions. “First
off, T want you to know that we’ve been assured that
all of the bunks have been wiped clean of the bedbug
scourge. Second, I need you all to pay attention to the
Homeroom Earth counselors, got it? They’ll need your
complete concentration for the next couple of days. You
make one mistake out here, disrespect Mother Nature,
and BAM”—he points a finger and thumb out like a
gun— “she puts you in traction. So stay alert, and this
should be fun. Us teachers are stoked.” He looks at Ms.
Brandt, who grins and rubs her hands together. “All
right. Now, allow me to introduce you to your program
head, Professor Randy.”

Coach steps aside, and this skinny guy with a scrag-
gly beard and a big brown ranger’s cap steps up in front
of us. “Hey, guys, welcome to Homeroom Earth! Super-
excited to have you aboard! From now on, you’re my
little deputies!”

I look at PJ and roll my eyes. PJ points a finger at his
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head and fake-blows his brains out. See, sometimes he’s
all right.

“Before we get rompin’ and rollin’, though,” says
Professor Randy, “I have to tell you the four main rules
of Homeroom Earth, *kay? Rule one: Don’t leave the
campgrounds and don’t stray from the path. This is a
nature conservancy, and there are plenty of animals who
won’t be all that happy if you stumble onto their den.
Got 1t? Super!”

Yikes, this guy’s awful.

“Rule two: No personal electronic devices allowed.
That includes cell phones, mp3 players, GPS systems,
everything. Cameras are acceptable, but anything more
complicated than that needs to stay in your cabin and
out of sight.” Some of the preppier kids groan. “Sorry,
guys. You’ll thank us later when a bird isn’t building
her nest with parts of your iPad. Rule number three:
Drink plenty of water at all times. The air is thin and
dry out here, and dehydration is a serious problem. And
that leads to our fourth and most important rule: If
someone’s having trouble, even if they ask you not to
say anything, please tell one of your teachers or a staff
member. Nothing ruins a good time like a burst appen-
dix. Everyone clear on the rules? Fantastic.”

Up ahead, I can see Sean and Mitchell laughing as they
make their way to the bunks, but PJ’s like an anchor at

my side, weighing me down. I've gotta be patient—once
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we split into our activity groups, I won’t see him again
until dinner. It’ll be great—PJ’s the kind of friend who’s
okay to hang out with as long as it’s not all the time.

“We’re still sharing a bunk, right?” he asks worriedly.

“Of course,” I tell him. “I’'m not going to flake out
on you.” Not that the idea hadn’t crossed my mind—

“Buckley! Front and center!” Coach Leider appears
next to me, all muscles and camo, a huge smile on top of
his massive chin. He sniffs the air and waves his hand in
front of his face. “Yikes, Wilson, you sure you’re wear-
ing enough bug spray? No one ever died from an insect
bite, son.”

>

“That can’t be true,” says PJ. “I was just watching
Kingdom of the Spiders with William Shatner, and they
talk about how—"

“You know what I mean,” groans Coach. “Go on
ahead, will you? T have to talk to your buddy here.” PJ
gives me a nervous glance but keeps walking. Coach and
I slow to a stop. He crouches down, and his voice gets
low. “How you doing, Ian?”

Uh-oh. Coach Leider doesn’t use first names. I've
only ever been “Buckley.” Something’s up. “Fine, Coach.
Excited to get moving. We’re going for a hike, right?”

“Here’s the thing,” says Coach. “Michael Mc-
Dermott has asthma, and I’'m the only teacher here with
CPR training. That means that I have to trade one per-

son in my activity group for one person in Ms. Brandt’s.
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You follow?” I nod. He stares at me for a second—he
almost looks sad—and says, “I know you were really
excited to be part of my group, lan—"

Oh. Now I get it. “Me?! Why me?! Sean and Mitch
and I, we have this bet going—I wanted to—we were
going to—why ME?”

He shrugs. “P] Wilson is in Ms. Brandt’s group, and
you two are thick as thieves. Right? T figured I'd be
sticking you with one of your friends.”

“We’re not—" The words can’t even come out of my
mouth, they feel so lousy. We’re not friends. It’s a lie, but
right now, missing out on three days of fun with my
basketball teammates, I wish it was true. Ugh. And now
I’ll have to be filmed through all of this trip. “Fine.”

“You cool?” says Coach Leider.

Ptff. Am I cool. “Yeah, whatever,” I tell him, hoping
he hears how lame this is.

“Good.” He hisses through his teeth. “There’s some-
thing else, too. Don’t get upset, but . . . I heard that you
have a history with someone else in Ms. Brandt’s group,
so I should probably talk to you about her. Apparently,
the two of you had a fight in Ms. Dean’s class once—"

Oh no. I feel my stomach sink and my heart melt
into goo. Off in the distance, marching toward the girls’
cabins, I see her big brown pom-pom of hair, and it’s
bad, man, it’s worse than a million and one PJs.

Anyone, anyone but her.
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TWO0

Kendra

According to my Field Guide to Montana Animal and
Plant Life, there are fifteen species of owl that are native
to the mountain ranges that we are currently camping at
the feet of, the Bitterroots. And while they only hunt at
night, some owls have been known to come out in the
evening and scare up prey that gets confused by the dim
light but enjoys the warmth of the evening sun. There-
fore, the evenings are when I have to be most alert. That
is one of my goals for the trip—to see an owl in flight,
specifically the flammulated owl, who looks notably
like Yoda from the Star Wars movies.

There is something about owls that fascinates me,
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perhaps because they are historically symbols for wis-
dom or because they just appear statelier than most
birds, their eyes huge and their chests puffed out. I can
only hope that when I see an owl, the owl will see some
wisdom in me. We’ll recognize each other’s brilliance.
And it doesn’t hurt that they’re extremely pretty.

But I'm ideating (that’s three; two more times and
I’ve filled my vocabulary quota for the week).

Once we’ve dropped all our stuff off at our bunks—
it appears I'm the only girl who didn’t bring any lip
gloss or hair accessories (as though I care)—we have
lunch at the mess hall, its wooden walls lined with art
projects that consist of twigs and leaves glued to con-
struction paper. I use the time to text Jutta and David
from the braintrustfund.org message board about
DEET (N, N-Diethyl-meta-toluamide) levels in the
insect repellents they’ve used, and about which ber-
ries they’ve eaten on past camping trips. David tells
me he usually uses DEET-free spray—his parents
prefer organic alternatives—and that he generally
enjoys thimbleberries, but that my trip might be too
mountainous to find them. No word from Jutta, but
that’s understandable. David’s from Portland, Oregon,
while Jutta’s from Hamburg, Germany. She’s probably
eating dinner.

After lunch, we all return to the campfire pit, where

we’re split up into our sections and sent to stand next
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to our assigned teacher. Ms. Brandt checks us off her
attendance list, beaming. In the classroom, Ms. Brandt
is overly rigid—the sight of her small, spherical form
next to your desk is worrisome—but the seventh and
eighth graders who I spoke to say that she becomes a
kindhearted naturist at Homeroom Earth—naturist in
this case meaning one who worships nature, not one
who walks around without clothes on. Or so I assume.

Either way, her face glows with a wide grin and she
rubs her chubby-fingered hands together excitedly.
Some of the other kids find this funny and giggle to
themselves, but watching her take on such a different
persona outside of the classroom gives me a warm feel-
ing in my chest. Today, we can be pioneers!

“Okay,” she mumbles. “Wright, Kendra. Jones, Leslie.
Todd, Barbara. Dylan, Jenny. Richter, Tom. Wilson,
Peter Jacob . ..” She trails down the names of the kids
around me, then looks over to Coach Leider, who gives
her a thumbs-up. “Splendid. And Buckley, Ian.”

Excuse me?

Sadly, this is not a mistake on her part—there’s Ian
Buckley, all skinny muscles and messy blond hair, cross-
ing his arms and looking completely miserable as Coach
Leider leads him over to our group. (Let it be noted that
Coach Leider’s outfit is astounding. I will never own
that much camouflage.) Blood instinctively rushes into

my face as I catch sight of him—he’s all boy, all stupid,
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lanky, mean, sexist little boy.

“Weren’t you supposed to be in Coach Leider’s
group?” asks Tom Richter.

“Well,” says Ian, “I definitely wasn’t supposed to be
here, with . . .” He trails off.

“Go on, Ian,” I ask, “with who?”

He laughs and shakes his head, but refuses to look
at me.

Relax, Kendra. So, yes, you're in an Activity Group
with a londmouth jock whose primary goal in life is to
Jump off a cliff and see how it feels. This may be inauspi-
cious (that’s two for inauspicious, you need three more),
but it is by no means the end to your work out bere.

By the looks of things, Ian doesn’t seem incredibly
pleased to be in Ms. Brandt’s group either, since there
isn’t a single basketball player amongst you, just “pathetic
nerds” like yourself, which is what lan called you in sci-
ence class before you hit him in the face with your textbook
50 hard that be bad to be sent home and you had to spend
your first and only afternoon in detention.

So. Maybe his lack of someone to grunt at will keep
him quiet and you can work in peace. Forget him. Take
a deep breath of fresh mountain air and let it out. Owls.
Keep your eyes out for owls.

Professor Randy sidles over to Ms. Brandt and says,
“Everyone here? Wonderful! Guys, I'd like you to

meet Maris, your outdoor teacher for the day.” A pale,
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acne-spotted girl with black lipstick appears next to
Professor Randy and waves excitedly at us. “She’s going
to make sure you kids have a rockin’ time on your first
activity!” When he’s looking away, I take a picture of
“Professor” Randy with my phone and e-mail it to my
message board friends. Subject: This guy’s our profes-
sor¢?¢¢ Multiple LOL responses follow.

“All right, guys, our first activity is . . .wildflowers!”
announces Maris. Every boy in our group groans as one.
“I know what you're thinking, guys, flowers are for girls,
but actually Montana’s wildflowers are as fascinating
and diverse as its many animal species.”

“But twice as boring,” grumbles Ian Buckley.

“Mr. Buckley,” snaps Ms. Brandt. A few of my class-
mates giggle, so I shoot Ian a dirty look to let him know
his commentary isn’t appreciated. He mouths, What?¢ at
me. My face burns and my hands ball into fists. If only
I had a textbook around . . .

Maris leads us away from the main campsite build-
ings and up a wide hiking trail with deep woods and
colorful fields of flowers lining either side of it. The
wind is cool but dry, drawing its lazy fingers through
the high grass. It’s still early spring, but already the air
is dotted with mayflies and gnats, early births from
the insect world. The trees around us are impossibly
tall, their highest branches straining up at least fifty

feet overhead; beneath them, in the shadows of the
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forest, shafts of light dance, birds chirp, squirrels rustle
through fallen leaves, and page after page of fascinat-
ing knowledge awaits. For some reason, though the sky
is blue and bright, a great misty cloud hangs over the
mountain, as though it got caught on a tree and can’t
drift farther without tearing.

This is a researcher’s heaven, a safe campsite on a
nature preserve that was built to provide young people
like us with a chance to study the wilderness in all its
beauty. Montana is not somewhere like, say, [owa, some
corn-choked wasteland, but instead is home to purple
mountain majesties and green woods teeming with life!
According to my field guide, there are over three thou-
sand unmarked mountain trails and peaks in this region.
I didn’t guite believe that, but it was interesting to see it
documented. Now that I see the size of the mountains
surrounding us, I’'m inclined to believe it’s the case.

I’'m about to snap a photo of the landscape to post
on my blog when a message pops up. Sender: Dad. “My
computer shows you as online. I thought we talked about
this. Turn your phone off! Have an adventure!” Some-
thing like panic sparks within me, and I stuff my phone
in my pocket.

Up ahead, Barbara Todd and Jenny Dylan huddle
together, whispering about something near a patch
of what I think are toadflaxes (toadflaxi? Toadflaces?

I make a mental note to look it up later). This is the
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adventure my father means: the friend adventure, the
Normal Kid routine.

Slowly, I approach them, unsure as to why my palms
are beginning to sweat, why my mouth feels so dry.

You’re an interesting person, Kendra. You know
everything about these woods. Just walk up to them and
say something.

“Did you know there are over three thousand
uncharted hiking trails in these mountains?” T ask as I
reach them.

Barbara and Jenny look up at me like my head is
on fire. Barbara is all blond and small nosed in a pink
sequined shirt; Jenny wears glittered denim from head
to toe and has a wholly unnecessary magenta highlight.
“What?” says Barbara.

“On those mountains,” I say, pointing to the violet
silhouettes in the distance. “I mean, that’s a lot of ter-
rain to cover. I feel like . . .” What do girls like this talk
about? “ . . like my hair’s going to be a total mess after
this!”

The silence that follows is excruciating. (Has that
been a vocab word yet? It should be.)

“You’re worried about . . . your hair?” asks Jenny,
raising an eyebrow and observing the top of my head.

“Of course,” I say, laughing a little, trying to stop the
buzzing in my head. “It’s just . . . what a lot of ground

to cover for one day. Totally ruins my staying power.”
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The girls stare at me, then at each other. Jenny
shrugs. “Okay, Kendra,” says Barbara, looking away
from me. “Thanks for . . . filling us in.”

Jenny bites her lip to keep from giggling. Barbara
nods farther up the path, and she and Jenny power-walk
away from me, laughing to themselves. On the wind, I
catch one of them mutter, “That was weird.”

Then the other replies, “I know. What’s her prob-
lem?”

My cheeks burn. My heart pounds. The question
echoes in my head: What is my problem?

It’s all Mom and Dad could talk about before this
trip. Make some friends. Real friends, not internet friends.
Friends you can do stuff with, who can come over after
school. It’s not hard—just walk up to them and be yoursellf.
You’re so smart and funny!

It sounds easy enough, but here I am, somehow fail-
ing, even though I know what I’'m saying is right, and
interesting.

Calm down, Kendra. Don’t become disconraged just
because two girls in your class didn’t want to talk to you.
Barbara Todd’s a ditz, anyway. Distract yourself. Go over
the checklist on your phone again, the one you got from
Diane from Montreal. You’ve got your map, compass,
specimen jars, granola bars, your notebook, your field
guide—

“Ms. Brandt, look!” The voice is right behind me. I
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whirl around to see Ian Buckley jabbing a finger directly
at the screen of my smartphone. “I thought the rules
were no electronics!”

Ms. Brandt approaches me, her happy-go-lucky
naturist smile replaced by the stern expression we know
so well from English class. “Ms. Wright,” she says, ex-
tending a hand. “Rules are rules. Hand it over.”

“Careful!” says Ian. “Make sure she doesn’t have a
textbook on her! She’s been known to attack when cor-
nered!”

Before I can say a word, Ms. Brandt snatches my
phone from my hands and pockets it. As she walks away,
my only successful connection to the outside world in
her hand, my heart sinks in my chest. I've been talking
up this trip to my whole network, my friends from all
over the world, and now I won’t be able to post a single
tweet of my adventures. No one’ll know—not Jutta, not
David, not Gerry or Alma or Carter. It’ll be like this
trip didn’t even happen.

When I turn back to Ian, he has a mean little smirk
on his face, like he can see the roaring fire that’s build-
ing in my chest and face. My vision begins blurring red.
I don’t think I’ve ever been this angry.

“Uh-oh,” says Ian, snickering. “She’s gonna blow!”

Behind him, Peter Jacob Wilson grimaces at me.
“Sorry, he’s not usually this much of a jerk—"

“Oh my God, PJ, gimme the camera!” Ian snatches
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a camcorder out of his friend’s hand and trains it on me,
a little red light switching on over the glossy black lens.
“Dude, look, she’s actually turning purple. YouTube,
here I come!”

“ITan, cut it out,” says Peter Jacob, laughing nervously
at me. “Really, I'm sorry. He’s not normally this mean.
I think it’s the air out here, personally.”

Suddenly, my blind rage takes over, and I call out,
“Ms. Brandt, he has a video camera!”

Ms. Brandt doubles back over to us, her arms hold-
ing a bouquet of wildflowers. Being torn away from her
flower picking twice has wiped away all remnants of
Excited Outdoors Ms. Brandt. “What is it now?” she
asks grumpily.

“Wait a second,” says Peter Jacob, holding up his
hands to me. “That’s—"

“He has a camcorder,” I say, pointing to Ian, his
eyes bulging with faux innocence. “If I’'m not allowed
to have my smartphone, he shouldn’t be allowed to
have a camera.”

Ms. Brandt groans and snatches the camcorder out
of Ian’s hand. “Enough,” she says. “We are not here to
play with electronics or tattle on each other; we are here
to bask in nature’s unending beauty.” She hands each of
us a yellow wildflower. “There. Get basking.”

We all watch her stomp back toward the rest of the
group. When I look back at Ian, however, in the hopes

%



of savoring his reaction to losing his precious gizmo, I
find him glowering not at me but at Peter Jacob, who
stares after Ms. Brandt with a look of pure horror on his
face, his eyes bulging, his mouth hanging open.

“I swear, man,” says lan, “if I"d known she was going
to rat us out, I would’ve—"

“Unbelievable,” whispers Peter Jacob, and then he
looks at Ian. “What am I going to do now?”

“Chill, dude,” says Ian, “you’ll get it back—"”

“And you!” Suddenly, Peter Jacob’s eyes settle on
me, and his expression goes from aghast to enraged.
“You complete spaz! Just because you got your phone
taken away, you have to ruin my trip? What am I sup-
posed to do without my camera?”

His camera? My eyes fly from Ian to Peter, then
back again, desperately trying to discern what just hap-
pened. “I don’t understand—"

“Incredible,” snaps Peter Jacob. He clenches his
hands into claws in front of his face. “No wonder you
don’t have any friends.” He shakes his head and storms
off. After a moment, Ian follows him, throwing his
hands in the air.

And now I’'m alone again. The woods feel vast around
me, as big and empty as the pit in my stomach. All my
research on camping supplies and survivalist techniques
becomes a flash in my mind, a useless blur of facts that

I can’t focus on right now.
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Make some friends. That’s the test my parents keep
putting in front of my face, and I’'m sure there’s a method
for acing it, but I'm totally lost. I wish I’d studied what
to do when someone makes you feel like this. Instead,
I’'m earning a solid F.

The group trudges onward, and I follow, the vast
expanse of the mountain feeling somewhat like my

heart right now—huge, dark, empty.
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THREE

PJ

Are you kidding me? First, I get tossed into the sticks
like some kind of guinea pig used to study the effects
malaria and overexposure have on an everyday kid.
And now you tell me that the one thing keeping me
sane out here—my camera, my eye to the world—isn’t
allowed, because . . . why? Because I might actually get
a recording of something cool that you’ve never seen
in however many boring years you've picked flowers at
Homeroom Earth? These counselors probably got sued
once because some jerk had his smartphone eaten by a
badger, and now I have to suffer for it.

Really, what are they going to do with my camcorder?

2



At least with other kids” mp3 players and smartphones,
you can watch TV or listen to music or whatever. All
you’re gonna see on my camcorder is Ian and me, a
bunch of wildflowers, the opening shots to my were-
wolf movie (it’s still in production; rewrites have been
extensive), and maybe my sister’s sixth birthday (I don’t
know; I might have deleted that).

If T don’t get that thing back the minute the bus
starts—

I’'m not completely lost. I still have that little hand-
held camera with the pop-out USB drive, the one I got
for Christmas. But I haven’t yet learned all of its fea-
tures. And besides, I know the camcorder so well, its
weight, its shot radius. And without it. ..

Without it, it’s just me, here. Surrounded.

I almost go to Ms. Brandt to plead my case, but she’s
so intense in her flower picking that I don’t dare bother
her. Besides, I've got to talk to her later about calling
home tonight. If my choices are camera or phone call, I
have to choose the call. Kyra is counting on me.

My portable will have to do. It’s better than nothing,
I suppose, better than this, wandering through a field
without a real eye to guide me. It’s a water wing when
I need a life preserver, but it’ll keep me afloat. It’s just
that the resolution on my handheld is so much worse
than my camcorder. There’s probably no way to re-layer

1t on my computer.
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Maris hands out laminated sheets with medicines
we’re supposed to create by collecting certain types of
flowers. Mine says I have to put together a bouquet that
will create a vitamin supplement. “Don’t forget,” she
says, “first one to collect their entire bouquet gets to
have their flowers made into an actual poultice to take
back to their parents!”

No one’s explained to me what a poultice is yet.
There are way too many flowers to tell which ones match
my sheet. If I were filming this, I could zoom in, study
each plant to see if it matches my sheet, but I don’t dare
lean in that close right now. Flowers are pretty because
they’re dangerous. That’s how nature works.

I put my hand in my pocket and wrap it around my
handheld camera, and all the trees and flowers around
me seem just the tiniest bit less terrifying.

Sweat beads on my forehead; it’s too hot for all this
stooping and picking. Some giant poisonous bug goes
flying past my face. Every plant I touch spews a cloud of
pollen directly into my nasal passages. One part of the
path is lined with this vine that 'm positive is poison
something. What is it—leaves of three, leave it be, leaves
of four, it’ll make your throat close up and your heart
stop?

Ian’s not much company, acting miserable because
he’s not allowed to go hunting for dead bodies with his

teammates. (What kind of idiots want to go looking



for a bunch of people who died in these woods?) There
was a time when he would stand up for me, tell me
not to listen to the other guys when they made fun of
me like Sean and Mitchell did earlier. Lately, though,
he’s either trying to get me to act more like the other
guys on his basketball team or he’s pretending like he
doesn’t notice me.

“It’s not that big a deal, right?” says Ian. “You prob-
ably weren’t going to get much good footage out here
anyway, right?”

“Whatever” is all I can come up with.

I bet at least ten of the things on my parents’ list are
in the forest as we speak. Mom and Dad were right—
it’s ridiculous, the school forcing us to take part in this
nature program. I wish I was home, in the living room,
watching Night of the Hunter and explaining the camera
work to Kyra.

The woods look exactly like where Friday the 13th
was filmed. It wouldn’t surprise me if some masked
madman was sharpening his machete out there right
now. Which is a scary thought but could be cool, if I
could get it on film.

“It’s not even me you should be ticked at,” he whines,
“1t’s Queen Brain.”

A few yards away, Kendra Wright picks some skinny
yellow flowers. Her coffee-colored skin stands out

from all the green grass, and her puffball hair looks
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huge among the flowers, like a giant brown dandelion
(Tan always jokes that that’s where the Queen Brain
is—most of the hair is just a big pulsating megacortex,
like the mutants in This Island Earth). When she turns
toward us, though, her face breaks my heart, mouth
tiny and downturned, eyes soft and watery behind her
glasses. And then it hits me that I was a jerk to her, and
that unlike everyone else, myself included, she’s totally
alone. No friends, no partners, just her.

She got my camera taken away, which yes, is killing
me. But . ..

“I’ll be right back,” I say to Ian.

“What’s up?” he asks.

“Just give me a second.”

When I reach her, Kendra holds a yellow flower that
looks like a bird’s claw. She twirls it in her hands, not
really looking at it.

“Which one’s that?” I ask.

“A glacier lily,” she says softly. “It’s used for skin dis-
eases.”

“So you’re, what, making Neosporin? Or just hand
cream?” She doesn’t even hint at smiling. I guess hon-
esty will have to do. “Look, uh . .. sorry about yelling
at you like that, earlier.” She nods, but stays silent. “It’s
just that my camera is . . . really important to me. It lets
me . ..” How do I explain this? Do anything? Remain in

control, rule the world? That sounds crazy, even to me.
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“Anyway, it was mean, what I said to you. 'm sorry.”

She gulps, blinks, and tries to smile. She looks up at
me but stares over my shoulder, never in my eyes. “It’s
fine. If I'd known it was yours, I wouldn’t have told Ms.
Brandt about it. I thought it was Ian’s.”

“I totally get that. He was really obnoxious about
your smartphone, so you had every right.” She nods.
“I'm PJ, by the way. I don’t think we’ve ever really
talked. Weird, right?”

Her brow furrows. “Wait, I thought your name was
Peter. Peter Jacob.”

“Yuck, no one calls me that. It’s PJ.” T hold up my
thumbs and pointer fingers to make an imaginary mar-
quee. “Think of a film poster. ‘Directed by PJ] Wilson.’
Sounds a lot better than ‘Peter Jacob,” right?”

“I suppose,” she says. “I'm Kendra.”

“Sure, yeah. So . . . what are you trying to gather
flowers for?”

“Boils,” she says.

“Appetizing.”

This time, it works—she blinks, then smiles, which
is the best I’'m going to get, I think. “Yes, it’s disgusting.
I guess that’s why they made poultices for it.”

“Okay, what’s a poultice?”

Blink, gulp. “Oh, it’s like a salve? Sort of a soft . . .
clump of plants that people used to put on wounds.

Before they knew about antibiotics and disinfectant.”

3



“That’s cool. I didn’t know that.”

Her face glows like the sun. Obviously, I've made
her day by allowing her to teach me some pointless
trivia. “Yes,” she says. “Mostly used during medieval
times. I actually just emailed with a boy from England
who made one for his father’s leg recently. I can forward
the email to you when we get back from—”

“Guys!” Suddenly, Ian’s next to us. He grabs my arm
with one hand and points into the woods with another.
“Look! Out there in the woods!”

“Back off, Ian,” says Kendra, taking two steps away
and glaring at him. “Whatever you’re doing, I'm not
interested.” She scowls at me, like I'm part of some
prank setup on Ian’s part.

“No, really, look,” says Ian.

“Why?” She crosses her arms. “You think that if you
distract me, you can put a snake in my hair or some-
thing, don’t you? Just leave me alone.”

“Will you just look?” he whispers, and his voice is
intense enough that Kendra and I finally follow his fin-
ger out into the woods. For a second, I figure he’s just
being ridiculous, and then the crack of a twig off in the
forest tells me he’s on to something, and we’re not alone.

There’s something in the woods, walking around us.
Something big.

I’m fine. It’s just an animal. I'm not going to throw

up. No. Wait. Okay. I definitely might throw up.
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The silhouetted shape looks enormous as it moves
between the trees, gracefully, calmly. There are four
legs, a broad body, some kind of lowered head, and
something else, hard to see. Kendra and I crouch down
next to Ian, doing our best to barely breathe.

“What is it?” whispers Kendra.

“I can’t make it out,” whispers Ian.

A bear. A dragon. Death on four legs.

No, says a voice in the back of my head, it’s footage.

My hand scrambles into my back pocket, and I pull
out my handheld video recorder, savoring the simul-
taneous “Cool . . .” that Ian and Kendra whisper upon
seeing it. The woods appears on its tiny screen, and the
familiar feeling drifts over me, washes away the anxi-
ety buzzing in my head and the nausea gurgling in my
stomach, replaces it with a calm sense of control. Now
the forest has a border around it, a light, an angle, and
I’'m the master of it all. 'm the director. None of this
can harm me because it’s just a movie, my movie. I'm
boss here.

I step past Ian and Kendra, then kneel low in the
tall grass to try to hide the sun behind the trees, get
decent enough light to showcase the silhouette. I hold
down the power button for three seconds, and the tiny
red Record light flashes on—but not before letting out
a shrill electronic beep.

The head whips up, and a deer, a buck with a massive
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set of antlers, looks directly at us and snorts. Between
the crown of horns hanging over his head and the aisles
of regal trees on either side of him, he looks like a king
of the forest. Black eyes, wet and wide, stare down the
long nose, judging us with a weird sense of nobility, like
how dare we try to capture him on camera?

Shots don’t get much more perfect than this—it’s as
if the buck isn’t looking at the camera, but at the viewer
through it. His white chest barrels out in front of him,
and the whole forest seems to shake as he tenses his
massive body.

“Homeroom Earth, day one, just after lunch,” I
mumble. “Flower picking has been interrupted by the
presence of an animal.”

“Check it,” whispers Ian. “That’s a twelve-point
buck.”

“That can’t be true. . . .” Kendra mumbles out a
count, and then whistles. “You’re right. Twelve points at
least. Gosh, and look at his coloring.”

All my fear of this creature is gone—now I want
more, reaction shots, slow motion. We need full cover-
age. “Let’s get closer,” I whisper, inching forward.

I barely move when the buck turns and bounds off
into the woods, flashing us the white flame of his tail.

“Wow, how cool was that?” I narrate. “The glory
of nature, right before us! On the first day, no less—”

Something blue and worn fills the screen—a pair of



jeans. “Ian, you’re in my shot.”

“Come on!” yells Ian, trotting toward the woods.
“Let’s go after him!”

“Is that a joke?” asks Kendra. “There are four rules
here, Tan. This is the first one.”

I click off my camera, and reality seeps back in—
Ian, Kendra, and me, puny against the endless woods
ahead of us. For a second, Ian’s idea sounded tempting,
but now, in real life . . . “Maybe she’s right, man. Let’s
head back to the group.”

Ian stares back at us with this look of frantic dis-
appointment. “Footage!” he yells at me. “Research!”
he yells at Kendra. When we don’t move, he mumbles,
“Fine, forget both of you.” Then he’s off, sprinting after
the buck with all his might, crunching through a field of
glacier lilies and into the trees.

“Oh, wow,” says Kendra.

“I know,” I say. “Should we tell Ms. Brandt?”

“Maybe,” she says, “maybe you’re right.” She turns
and heads slowly toward the path, but when I stand up
to follow her, she’s frozen in midstride.

“What’s up?” I ask.

She looks at me, then out into the woods at Ian’s
disappearing back. “Well,” she says, “it’s just ... ”

“You’re not actually thinking about—"

She’s gone before I can finish the sentence, bound-

ing after Ian as fast as she can go.
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