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For Ginny and Hattie






Brandon McCay is going to die.

That’s what he thinks as he stumbles, gasping and bleeding, through the forest. But he’s determined—that’s what’s important. He’s got grit, and willpower, and no way will he let a reality show be the thing that kills him.

Everything was fine until the earthquake.

Everything was fine. He was surviving, no doubt better than anyone else on the show. He’d caught fish, built a great shelter, and actually had a decent shot at winning this whole thing. He’d already started planning what to do with the money after the show. Buy a new car, pay off his parents’ house, maybe backpack to exotic destinations. Have adventures, live it up, embrace his inner adrenaline junkie.

He’s over that now, though. The next trip he takes, there’ll be feather pillows and room service. There’ll be hospitals. He’d trade every cent of the million-dollar prize for a morphine drip right now.

He clutches his side. The blood on his fingers is thick and sticky.

Was the earthquake only yesterday? It seems longer.

He was ascending a rock face when it happened, trying to get to higher ground, have a look around. He balanced on a scraggy bit of ledge, figuring he looked pretty good on the Skym camera hovering just above his head. The Skyms were sophisticated, and definitely expensive—top-of-the-line drone cameras that did all the filming for Cut Off, creating a 3-D virtual-reality experience for the folks back home. Brandon’s climb gave them a pretty sweet panorama. Those viewers who dropped the nine hundred bucks on the Cut Off virtual-reality visors were sure getting their money’s worth.

Not that Brandon was simply performing for the camera. He had plans, like signing a first-class endorsement deal with a sporting-goods company or an energy drink. Eventually he’d have his own show. Getting picked for Cut Off was just the start for him. High on that cliff, it all felt inevitable, a sure thing.

Then the world shook, and knocked him right off the side of it.

He dropped twenty feet to the ground and lay there dazed, staring into the blue sky, waiting for the rest of the mountain to crash down on him. When it was over, he sat up to find that a branch as wide as his finger had torn through the side of his t-shirt. For a second, he couldn’t make sense of it, and then his mind clicked together that it hadn’t ripped through his shirt, it had ripped through him—his muscle and flesh. That was when the pain hit, and he screamed.

Lying there, pierced through the gut, a swelling knob on his head and blood soaking into his clothes, his first thought was about the damn show and how he couldn’t win now. The producers would swarm him, pull him from the game, and that was it. Over and out for Brandon McCay.

He’d barely lasted three weeks. That wasn’t enough time for fame and endorsements, not enough time to become a household name. He was hurt and yeah, scared, but mostly he was pissed.

Even though it was obvious he was out of the game, for the sake of the drama he yelled up at the fluttering Skym, “Hey! Come get me, I’m tapping out!”

While he waited, he used the time to his advantage, chatting with the camera, putting on a steadfast, heroic front. There was an audience behind that dead glass eye, and it’d be his last chance to connect with them, perhaps turn his bad luck into something that would look gutsy and badass.

The first hour passed, and then another. Where were they?

He reached for his bag, the wound screaming at him as he drew his body off the branch. He dug out the beacon and pressed the red tap-out button. He didn’t know how it worked, but it was supposed to send out his GPS location, alert the producers that he was quitting. They were supposed to answer.

Instead, he was met with silence.

When darkness came, he knew something was wrong.

Really wrong.

That all happened yesterday, when he still thought the camera was sending a signal to the audience, the producers, the crew. Now he doesn’t know what to think. He wasn’t about to lie there rotting in the woods, so he’s been walking since morning.

As if things couldn’t get worse, he’s pretty sure something’s following him. Something big, a wolf or a wild boar. He can hear it in the bush. It smells the blood that soaks his pant leg, and there’s nothing he can do to stop it. He needs to lie down, rest a minute, that’s all, but every time he slows, the trees rustle with a noise like a creature stalking through dry leaves.

His limbs tingle, and some distant part of him knows that’s bad.

A low growl rumbles from the darkness.

Brandon walks faster, but he can’t keep going like this much longer. Just as the darkest thoughts, the ones he’s held at bay all morning, threaten to tumble forward, hitting him like an avalanche of rocks, he sees a trailer. A sound escapes him that he doesn’t recognize as his own. Part whimper, part laugh. The relief is so strong and sudden he feels like throwing up.

The trailer is white and broad, a relic of the civilized world in the middle of nowhere. Among the blue design swirls decorating the side and under the windows, someone has slapped a decal of the show’s logo: CUT OFF, with an image of the earth within the O, and bows, arrows, and fierce animals bordering the perimeter. It’s the producers’ trailer, like a base camp. Brandon doesn’t care anymore that they didn’t show up right away. They’re here, he’s found them, and everything will be okay. The earthquake knocked out his Skym signal, killed his beacon’s GPS, but everything is okay now. He’s safe.

With a groan, he pushes the door open and falls to the floor, the Skym flitting in after him. He lifts his eyes to find . . . no one. It’s empty.

Terrified of whatever beast has been tracking him, he kicks the door shut and turns the lock.

“Hello!” he calls, his voice wet with pain and desperation. “Hello?”

Brandon drops his pack and drags himself across the gray carpet. With his last bit of strength, he hauls himself into a chair at a bank of computer screens.

There’s a smartphone on the desk next to a half-eaten tuna sandwich and a partially full water bottle. Brandon guzzles the water and shoves the sandwich in his mouth. The tuna tastes sour. He doesn’t care.

Where is everyone? What happened here?

Blood smears the buttons of the console as he presses them, at first methodically but then with increasing panic. The computer boots up to reveal the show’s logo, but there’s no signal, no internet, no sign of anyone or anything. The console phone is silent. The cellphone has no signal. One of the computer monitors flickers on, and a black-and-white screen glows to life. Twelve scenes divide the screen, seven of them blank and five showing the remaining contestants, footage from their Skyms. One of them is building a fire, another’s fishing. And there he is, Brandon, in the image on the bottom right, hunched over the desk.

At first glance, he doesn’t recognize himself, and for a moment he thinks, That guy’s screwed. His face is drawn, and his blood shows black on the monitor. How can that be him?

His hopes of winning the show might be over, but if that Skym is still filming, he’s giving it a goddamn story, a drama is what he’s giving it.

“Hey!” he yells at the footage of the four other people. “Hey, someone! I need help!”

The contestants don’t react. They can’t hear him, of course. He lays his head on the desk and cries long enough to come back to himself, and then he cries some more.

Rolling the chair across the trailer, he brings himself to the couch. As he eases onto the pillows, his wound oozes more blood, but it doesn’t hurt as much now. It’s a throb, constant and relentless, but no longer piercing. As the pain retreats, he finds himself using it as a gauge to make sure he’s alive.

Suddenly he wishes he could see the outside. After so many days, he thought it’d be a relief to finally be indoors, out of the forest, on a soft couch. But he’s always been happiest outside. He craves fresh air, the clear space of a cloudless sky, the rush of a breeze. The somber trailer, with its dingy carpet, plastic chairs, and moldering smell—it isn’t what he wants in this moment.

There’s a poster tacked on the wall: mountains with snowy crests, green fields below, a spray of wildflowers—yellow, violet, iridescent blue. In the black border on the bottom is the word ESCAPE. Brandon lets his gaze settle on the image while he rests, just until he can figure out what to do next. He needs to find the main camp. Surely someone will be there.

He imagines what the crisp air would taste like on top of that mountain. The pain has slipped away entirely now, and that’s nice. His fingers grow numb. Then colors drain from the wildflowers until they, and everything around them, turn gray.

Brandon’s hand drops from the couch. The Skym bobs overhead for a long time, its signal transmitting to the screen three feet away, until at last its battery wears down in the gloom-ridden room. It settles gently to the carpet and its red eye blinks off.


The
Show


Chapter 01


PROSPECTIVE CONTESTANT: RIVER ADAN




AGE: 17   HEIGHT: 6'0"




EYES: BLUE   HAIR: DARK BROWN




STUDENT, ONLINE EDUCATION, CLALLAM COUNTY, WASHINGTON




EMERGENCY CONTACTS:




JAMES IRWIN, UNCLE




SEATTLE, WASHINGTON




ELEANOR IRWIN, GRANDMOTHER




TUCSON, ARIZONA




PARENTS DECEASED, ACCIDENTAL DEATH/CAR ACCIDENT




SECOND-ROUND INTERVIEW (EXCERPTS)




INTERVIEW CONDUCTED BY SUPERVISING PRODUCER GREGORY HITCHENS




HITCHENS: Now is the time in our interview when you can ask any nagging questions you might have for us.

RIVER: How much longer will all this take? I figured since you guys came to me, asked me to apply, there wouldn’t be this whole process.

HITCHENS: Well, there’s another interview, and the psych eval, and if you’re selected you’ll have the wilderness survival training. Though you hardly need it, you’ll have to participate in the training if you’re selected. Liability and all that. It’s fundamentals—fire starting, shelter building, that kind of thing. Should be a piece of cake for you. Otherwise, the selection process is variable. So, I’d guess another week and then we’ll do some paperwork.

RIVER: My uncle is the one who really wanted me to do this. I’m not so sure.

HITCHENS: He told us you’d be perfect for this when we spoke to him. And I have to say, your application is the best of the bunch. It’s good stuff, River. You’re not second-guessing, are you?

RIVER: I don’t know. We’re on camera the whole time?

HITCHENS: That’s right—our Skym cameras will follow your entire journey on the show, transmitting the whole thing in 3-D on a virtual-reality platform.

RIVER: So they’re, what, like a drone camera?

HITCHENS: Yes, but much more sophisticated. The Skym recognizes your face, your clothes, it zooms in and out with changes in your expression, and it’s programmed to stay with you at all times, no matter what.

RIVER: And the cameras are self-sustaining?

HITCHENS: They require very little maintenance. You only need to change out the solar battery chargers once a day, and charge the supplemental battery. They do the rest of the work.

RIVER: That contract said something about the show possibly taking a year. It’s a lot to think about.

HITCHENS: Yeah, there’s no set time frame. We’re not a traditional television show, we don’t have a network to answer to. We plan to stream on every media platform for as long as you kids stay out there surviving. And it’ll be hard, but think of the payoff. Not just the money—you’ll have great exposure. You’ll be famous.

RIVER: I don’t care about money. My parents had insurance. And I don’t want to be famous.

HITCHENS: I won’t lie, River. We want you on the show. But you’re right, it’s a commitment, and you need to figure out if it’s what you really want. You filled out the application, and you’ve come this far in the process. Why do all that? You must have your reasons.

RIVER: Why kids?

HITCHENS: Why what?

RIVER: Why kids? Everyone you recruited is under eighteen.

HITCHENS: Well, you’re not kids, exactly, are you? You’ll be eighteen in less than a year. But it’s part of the experiment. To observe what happens when young people are removed from civilization. Not only from the comforts and conveniences of the modern world, but also from the difficulties that society, and older people—people like me—created. Also, while the content of the show will be available traditionally, on televisions and computers, the audience also has the option of streaming the show on our new virtual-reality platform. The technology we’ll implant in the contestants means that their brain waves—yours, if you’re selected—will be transmitted through our new app. The audience won’t just be able to watch the show, they’ll be completely immersed in the experience—they’ll see what you see and hear what you hear, with our special cameras that record everything in 3-D. Frankly, the technology is most effective with a certain plasticity in the brain. The younger the recipient, the better it works. We cast young contestants, but only those mature enough to give it a go by themselves in the wilderness.

RIVER: Transmitting my brain waves sounds . . . invasive.

HITCHENS: It’s completely safe, nothing to worry about. Once you tap out, the ions will be neutralized. What they do, however, is give the audience a fully immersive experience. Your visual and auditory perception will be transmitted, through our 3-D application, into our Cut Off Experience visors. People wear these things, and let me tell you, River, it’s amazing. They get so caught up in the experience, they actually start thinking they can touch the world around them. It’s a real trick of the brain. We’re also expecting that a young audience is more likely to adopt our new technology, really live with it, you know? Your experience out there, in the wild, it’ll make them feel like they’re living it too. Groundbreaking stuff, River. So what are you thinking?

RIVER: Can I do it alone?

HITCHENS: Of course. Other contestants will end up working together, probably. It’ll give them an advantage. But there’s nothing that says you have to, if you don’t want.

RIVER: Yeah. I work better alone.




END RECORDING




EVALUATION:

River Adan is thoughtful, but reserved. That’s where the risk in casting him lies. He’s not forthcoming, and unlikely to share his journey with the viewers in a way that allows them to emotionally connect. Honestly, his interaction with the Skym will likely produce more dead air than anything.

Our observations and psych profile, however, suggest something interesting beneath the surface that we’re hopeful will come out in the tense conditions the show will produce. The death of his parents has led him to become isolated. When he encounters other contestants (and of course we’ll ensure he will encounter others, despite his desire to work alone), we envision some entertaining outcomes.

Otherwise, he’s extremely competent. With his skills, there’s a better chance of him keeping the show going than some of the other contestants we’ve chosen so far. I’d put money on him sticking it out for the long haul. He is genuinely interested in the wilderness experience and will be an asset both as a contestant in the game and, with the right influences called into play, as a driving narrative force.

Recommendation: Accept and advance to final interview screening.

—G. Hitchens





The frigid water of the ocean seeped into River’s bones, dragging him down. He’d made a string of bad decisions, and now here he was, sinking.

It was his own fault. He should have changed the Skym battery yesterday. One minute it had been fluttering high above the water, then it had dropped several yards from shore, splashing like a stone. He’d instinctively plunged after it. Within minutes the Skym had floated out of reach, and a rogue wave crashed on top of him. He was in over his head, and had no idea which way was up.

He’d been overconfident. He was weak, tired, pretending the past few weeks of sparse diet and sleepless nights weren’t affecting him. For the first time, he regretted the deal he’d made with Uncle Jim: stick it out on the show until the end, or at least six months, and Jim would give it a rest about the military academy and pay for a year of travel. This time next year, River expected to be backpacking the Appalachian Trail, taking as long as he liked. No cameras, no audience, no show. Just him, alone. It was a good deal. He knew a lot about wilderness survival.

He just hadn’t bargained on electronic contraptions tumbling from the sky.

If only he hadn’t left his camp across the bay. It was solid and dry, tons of fish. A blue plastic barrel had washed up on his beach after that earthquake three days ago, and he’d used it as a giant bobber, fixing trotlines to it and letting it drift in the currents where trout gathered.

His arms felt heavy, as if weighed down with lead, but he also had the odd sensation that gravity had become a spent force. The ocean had swallowed him up, and he thought perhaps he was drowning. Images of home flitted past his eyes: his parents laughing on their rambling front porch; hiking the trails behind the house with his best friend, Terrell; everyone grilling fresh-caught perch over a fire.

He swam and reached the floating Skym. Tendrils of seaweed grazed his body, and tiredness spread through his limbs. He felt no desire to spend the last of his energy making it back to shore. Maybe he could float for a while, bob along on the waves like the dead Skym.

If he could just rest for a bit, not worry about anything . . .

His mother, in front of a campfire, picking the tiny bones from a perch. She made a face. It wasn’t her favorite fish.


  Work it out, River.


It was like when she’d wake him in the morning to mow the lawn.


  Leave me alone. I’m tired.



  Get over it. Swim.


She was right. He probably shouldn’t die like this. It would piss her off.

He summoned a last reserve of strength, grabbed the Skym, clipped it to his belt, then struck for shore in the distance.

How had he gotten so far out? He swam, arms aching, and when he finally touched ground, he couldn’t take a single step. All that struggle in the water had been for nothing; it’d be just as easy to die here as in the ocean. He was wet and cold, had no fire or dry clothes. Too late to do anything about it now.

He dropped onto the sand, and his last thought was that the tide would pull him back out again and his bones would become coral.

When he opened his eyes, he found he wasn’t dead, so there was that. The sun was too bright, and birds circled overhead. They dove in and out of his line of sight, swooping for fish. The sound of crashing water was distinct from the rushing noise in his head. So the ocean was on his right. The Skym was grounded to his left, green light gleaming and pointed directly at him.

His Skym was recovered and charged. He somehow was still alive. And he was, it seemed, naked. Which wouldn’t have been a big deal, except for the Skym staring at him.

His next thought was that something was on fire, he was on fire. Smoke cloaked his lungs, and he gasped himself upright. He shivered as a Mylar blanket slipped from his chest. A fire roared in a pit beside him. His jacket, shirt, pants, and socks hung from a nearby branch like a string of dead fish. His boots hung upside down on two stakes pointed toward the fire. It looked comical, as though someone had been buried in the dirt with their feet sticking up.

He shivered again and pulled the blanket around his shoulders, then looked for a clue to what had happened, who had built the fire, who had saved his life.

He hadn’t anticipated what a pain the Skym would be. The producers said he’d get kicked off the show if he couldn’t keep it going, so he’d had to do that, even if it meant taking risks he knew he shouldn’t.

The lady producer had asked, “How comfortable are you with operating the Skym?”

He’d shrugged like it was no big deal, he could handle it.

He remembered the way her eyes had narrowed and she’d jotted a note in her clipboard.

She’d been right to doubt him. The Skym made everything harder in the wild. Lugging the batteries, making sure they stayed charged, the low-grade buzz as it followed him like a giant bug. And now he’d almost died rescuing the thing, and it was all on display for . . . how many people watching? Each one strapped into an overpriced visor, mouth hanging open in a trance? River couldn’t remember the number he’d been told. It’d been in the millions.

Everything else he could deal with, even the lousy weather. That was the easy part of the whole thing: surviving.

It was the show, apparently, that was going to kill him.

He wasn’t dead yet, though, for whatever reason. River checked his clothes, hanging from the branch, damp but warm from the fire. He put them on and crouched close to the flames until he felt like he was being cooked, his skin tightening and tingling with heat.

He retrieved the canteen from his pack and discovered that the dried trout he’d been carrying was missing. Only the neatly wrapped leaves he’d stored it in remained. Now that he didn’t have any food, a pang of hunger clenched his stomach.

Worse than the cold and hunger, he felt lost and confused. His fingers, still stiff, fumbled with the screw-top lid of the canteen until he cursed and threw it into the trees. Even before it hit the ground, he forced himself to take a breath. If he were sitting at home watching himself on the live stream, he’d know that an outburst like that was the first indication of a contestant who wouldn’t last. Not if he couldn’t keep his cool, get his bearings.

A voice behind him said, “Guess you’re awake.”

Out of instinct, River reached to his side for his knife. Of course it wasn’t there, and he immediately felt foolish. What was he going to do with a knife, stab another contestant? He needed to settle down.

The guy was more than a head shorter than River and wore a hoodie that he’d probably filled out better when the show started and he’d weighed a few more pounds. His lank, straw-colored hair fell over his ears, and his pale green eyes darted in every direction. He held two cups, and handed one to River, then poured steaming water from his canteen into each.

“Thanks,” River said, sitting on a log. The water burned his throat, but he took two more sips before stopping to blow on the surface.

“I ate your fish. Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay.”

“I figured it was payment for saving your waterlogged self, but to be honest, I was just hungry.”

“I can get more.”

“Oh yeah? So you’re, like, one of the real survivalists? A mountain man or whatever?”

“Not so far.”

The clouds over the mountain now blocked the sun, and the air chilled. It was late afternoon. He’d been out for longer than he realized.

“Right. Well, I totally saved you, didn’t I? I remembered what they said about water, about hypothermia and all that. I fished you out, whipped your clothes off. Sorry about that, too, but it’s what the book said, so I did it. It is what the book says, right?”

River nodded.

The boy gave a lopsided grin and winked. “I like your tattoo. There some kind of special meaning to it?”

River had gotten the star compass on his left shoulder blade last year, the first anniversary of when his parents died. It was based on the Mariner card deck he and Terrell used to pack when they camped. It reminded him of when things were different. When he’d had friends—a best friend, even—and had actually liked spending time with them. That wasn’t the case now. He’d been lousy about answering texts or showing up. He hadn’t talked to Terrell in ages, let alone gone on one of their monthly backpacking trips. He felt bad about it, but he wasn’t good company nowadays. He was too in his head, too lost. The image of the compass was meant to remind him to find his way back again, no matter where he was.

It was wishful thinking.

River didn’t tell the boy all that, however. He’d already shared enough with him, not to mention the rest of the world. The guy seemed unconcerned with River’s silence and kept on chattering.

“What’s your name, anyway? I saved your life—I should at least know your name.”

River shifted position on the log. “River.”

“River.” The boy sat on a large rock near the fire. “Like ‘cry me a river’?”

“Just River.”

“Your parents hippies or something?”

“No.” Even through the fog still clouding his mind, he could tell that the guy’s jittery eagerness meant he was waiting for something from him, so he finally asked, “What’s your name?”

“Are you kidding?” The boy rubbed a hand on his cheek, his eyebrows jumping high enough to raise his hairline. River had asked the wrong question. “I mean, I guess I look kind of ragged from being out here so long, but seriously, you don’t recognize me?”

“Sorry.” River used a stick to push another log into the dying fire.

“ThreeDz?”

“Three-D? That’s your name?”

“No, man, my name’s Trip.”

“Trip? Like falling down?”

“I prefer ‘What a long strange Trip it’s been.’ Or ‘Trip the light fantastic.’ Ever hear that one?” He studied River’s face, which remained politely unruffled, for a reaction. “But yeah, like falling down, too. Come on, are you serious? Internet-famous computer whiz kid? I was on the Today show. You’ve never heard of ThreeDz? The ThreeDz app? I created that.”

River shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re something else, River. I mean, you go for a morning dip in icy water and nearly kill yourself, and now you tell me you don’t know about ThreeDz?”

“So, what is it?” River asked, trying to keep irritation from his voice.

River had never given much thought to whatever the latest tech gadget or app might be, and he certainly didn’t care what happened on the Today show. His parents had built their home on the edge of 1,500 square wilderness miles. He could bring a walkie-talkie into the woods for weeks at a time. What did he need a smartphone for? He didn’t need to check e-mail in front of a campfire. What it meant, however, was that sometimes it felt like everyone was speaking a language he’d never wanted to learn. The language Trip was speaking now when he lifted his arms high and spread them wide.

“ThreeDz, man! It made all this possible. The live stream, the Skyms—that’s ThreeDz tech.”

“So why’s it called Three-D?”

“ThreeDz, ThreeDz. It’s a three-D camera stream. That camera you almost died for this morning? You made the right call. It’s worth more than your sorry ass.”

“You invented the Skyms?” River said, impressed. They were small and flat, like a frying pan about eight inches around, with five separate, detachable camera lenses and a tiny screen in their center. He could tell they embodied a complex system, the way they tracked the contestants, how the lens zoomed in and focused on minute detail and slight movements as if propelled by instinct. When in the air, they split apart into five minicameras, capturing every angle of the environment to transmit a 3-D image, then joined together again. A week into the show, River realized he’d started imagining the Skym was some kind of intelligent alien creature. He’d had to remind himself that while it was a smart machine, it was mindless. Skyms had movement trackers, recognition data, motion sensors, and facial-expression readers, but they weren’t alive. They couldn’t think.

“Nah, I didn’t invent the Skyms,” Trip said. “But I did design the app that streams the three-D VR content. Without me, those things are useless.”

“It’s pretty useless to me. You should have invented a battery that lasts longer.” River regretted the comment when Trip grimaced, as if his feelings were hurt. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s cool. You’re not a tech guy, I get it.” He held his own cup up to River, toasting him in the air. “I’ll still share dinner with you. Nothing fancy, just snails from the rocks.” He nodded to where water lapped the shore. Pebbles rustled as waves rolled them out again, and the ocean rippled with foam and strips of seaweed. River welcomed the offer. Having something in his stomach, even the little pile of snails, would take some of the chill away.

Trip gestured to his temporary shelter. “My real camp is over the ridge. I didn’t mean to be gone this long, but I didn’t want to ditch you, you know? You’re the first person I’ve seen in weeks. Anyway, this is all I put together for tonight. Not bad, though, considering.”

River surveyed the ramshackle lean-to. It was wobbly, and if it rained tonight it wouldn’t offer any cover.

River inhaled the cool, salty air. They hadn’t been told where the show was filming, but the landscape reminded him of the Pacific Northwest, where he’d grown up.

What Trip had said earlier wasn’t exactly true: he hadn’t saved River’s life. If any of them got into real trouble, they’d be rescued. The show wouldn’t let anyone die. But getting doused in freezing water, with no fire or dry clothes, River would have had to tap out, and the deal with Jim wouldn’t fly after only a few weeks as a contestant. At least Trip had saved him from that.

River looked out at the bay, wondering if he’d caught any fish on the line of his blue barrel. He’d never make it back to his own camp before dark, however. He could afford to stick with Trip for a while. They weren’t a team—River didn’t want a team. He’d camped for days at a time by himself, and he’d never missed the sound of someone else’s voice, had never wanted company badly enough to trade the security of having only himself to worry about. But after listening to the other boy yammer for the past hour, he realized he could use a break from his own thoughts.

He dug in his pack for a length of rope, pulled on his boots, and set to work reinforcing the roof of the shelter while Trip kept up a steady chatter about apps and celebrities and tweets and what seemed like a million other things River didn’t care about.

He’d stay with Trip until tomorrow at most, get the guy safely back to his own camp, and then he’d head out on his own again. No harm done.



They started hiking early the next day. The sun brightened and grew warmer as they walked, but once they entered the trees, only patches of light filtered through the forest. Late morning, they found a path that River identified as a game trail, which made him cautious. He had no desire to confront whatever wild animals lived in the area. He followed the trail anyway. The hike would be easier, they’d get to Trip’s camp faster, and then he’d be on his own again.

In the trees, it was a different world from the ecosystem of the shore, where River had been spending most of his days. He’d trek into the woods to forage, but otherwise the ocean provided everything he needed. The forest made him think of his home and of wandering for hours through his own little plot of wilderness—except his home was much less mountainous, and also quieter. Here he was accompanied by Lawrence Johnson III, otherwise known as Trip, founder of the ThreeDz app, millionaire whiz kid who occasionally halted their hike to narrate to the Skyms. He talked about hunger; he talked about being sick of hiking; he talked about the three cars he owned back home, the yacht he’d bought his mom, and the flying lessons he’d been taking for the past few months.

At times the narration was about River himself, and Trip made him sound like some kind of modern-day Grizzly Adams, only without the beard, and those times were particularly irritating.

Although Trip didn’t seem like someone who could survive by himself in the wilderness, he was at ease wielding his machete when they whacked through a tangly stretch of the trail. He was skinny, but wiry, confident in his body.

The hike was uphill, and they stopped for a water break in a flat, sunny spot, sitting on a fallen tree free of moss. River felt the warmth of the sun absorbed by the tree’s smooth bark. His fully assembled Skym hovered overhead. Trip’s had broken apart, like segments of an orange, so five minicameras swarmed above them.

“Look at that,” Trip said, pointing to them.

“What?” River asked.

“They know we’re together, so your camera is getting a straight-ahead shot, and mine is getting the three-D shot.”

River took in the way the cameras surrounded him and Trip. “How do they do that?”

“They’re smart. Without anyone telling them, they talk to each other, figure out how to get the best content for the show.”

River nodded without really understanding. He was more comfortable with real, solid things. He trusted his hands to solve problems, and he didn’t like dealing with the misty abstractions of high tech. Sometimes he felt like he’d grown up in a different century.

“Impressive,” he said.

Trip let out a yelp when a spider the size of an acorn landed on his shoulder. He jumped from the log and slapped it away. River looked at him blankly until Trip shrugged.

“I hate spiders. Most bugs, really. God, why are there so many here?”

“There’s nothing wrong with spiders. They eat mosquitoes.”

Trip shuddered dramatically. “They’re tiny monsters. Too many legs.”

River shook his head. “They have eight. That’s how many they’re supposed to have.” He couldn’t understand Trip. Why come on a show like this if you jumped at everything that moved?

River foraged for mushrooms and edible greens as they hiked, without finding anything really substantial. He still felt the effects of his near drowning the day before. Everything remained a little askew, like he’d not gotten enough sleep.

Once they reached the top of the ridge, River took in the view. It revealed the wider area in a way that had remained hidden when down in the bay. He oriented himself and surveyed the south, which disclosed another bay beyond his own. Another mountain, higher than the one they were on, rose to the east, and to the north the land curled into the ocean. Nearby, just below them along the shore, what looked like an immense swarm of bees drifted up into the sky. He focused, shielding his eyes from the sun. It wasn’t bees. It was smoke, and a lot of it. Too much for a campfire.

“Trip.” River pointed down the side of the ridge.

Trip’s eyes widened. “Damn. That’s my camp.”

“Well.” River gauged the rising plume. “It’s on fire.”


Chapter 02


PROSPECTIVE CONTESTANT: CAMERON LOUISE JAIMES




AGE: 17   HEIGHT: 5'8"




EYES: BROWN   HAIR: BROWN




STUDENT, SALINAS HIGH SCHOOL, SALINAS, CALIFORNIA




EMERGENCY CONTACTS:




PAMELA KINSELLA, AUNT, SOUTH WHEATON, CALIFORNIA




JUSTINE JAIMES, MOTHER (INCARCERATED, FRESNO STATE PENITENTIARY, AGGRAVATED ASSAULT WITH A DEADLY WEAPON)




SECOND-ROUND INTERVIEW (EXCERPTS)




INTERVIEW CONDUCTED BY SUPERVISING PRODUCER GREGORY HITCHENS




HITCHENS: So, Cameron, why do you want to be on Cut Off?

CAMERON: I go by Cam.

HITCHENS: Okay, Cam. Why do you want to be on Cut Off?

CAMERON: The money. What other reason is there?

HITCHENS: Not everybody is doing it for the money. For some it’s the challenge, or to find time alone, some space. A few want to be famous.

CAMERON: . . .

HITCHENS: What do you need the money for?

CAMERON: What does anyone need money for?

HITCHENS: Is it because of your mother?

CAMERON: Like I told that other guy, I’m not talking about my mother with you.

HITCHENS: Why not?

CAMERON: That’s none of your business. She’s none of your business.

HITCHENS: Cameron, when you signed on to participate in this process, you knew—

CAMERON: I go by Cam.

HITCHENS: Right. When you signed up, you knew we would ask you questions.

CAMERON: I signed up for a game show, not therapy. Thanks, though.

HITCHENS: This is more than a game. You can’t win or lose in the usual ways. It’s about who you are as a person.

CAMERON: Oh, come on. None of this is new—we’ve seen it a million times. Whether it’s singing or surviving or, I don’t know, dating. Whoever’s still standing at the end wins. Don’t pretend your show is any different.

HITCHENS: We think it’s quite different.

CAMERON: Okay.

HITCHENS: On your intake form, you sound very confident in your ability to win. How do you plan to do that?

CAMERON: Elimination. Make the other contestants tap out.

HITCHENS: This isn’t the Hunger Games, Camer—I mean Cam. What if you need help from another contestant and have to seek them out? What if you need someone?

CAMERON: I don’t need anyone.

HITCHENS: Do you feel that way because your mother was never there for you?

CAMERON: . . .

HITCHENS: It’s a simple question.

CAMERON: She was there for me.

HITCHENS: Really? Because it says here that she has two drug convictions. That three years ago you were living with her in a car. And now, well. It’s hard to say she’s there for you, given where she is. Are you trying to tell me that’s good parenting? Do you think it might be why you have trust issues?

CAMERON: . . .

HITCHENS: And what about Ben? Are you worried about him?

CAMERON: . . .

HITCHENS: Cameron?

CAMERON: You totally cheat on your wife, don’t you?

HITCHENS: Excuse me?

CAMERON: With that assistant, I’m guessing. The one who brought you the coffee.

HITCHENS: Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not—

CAMERON: It’s embarrassing how obvious it is, Greg. Aren’t there rules about things like that? Sleeping with someone who works for you? I mean, you could probably get fired, right?

HITCHENS: You can’t . . . you don’t know what you’re talking about.

CAMERON: You just seem like that kind of guy. Your face is turning red, so I must not be completely off base. What, you don’t like anyone making assumptions about your life?

HITCHENS: You think it’s that easy to figure people out?

CAMERON: It’s not hard. Think your boss would like to know how—




END RECORDING




EVALUATION:

Ms. Jaimes is hostile, aggressive, and clearly has emotional issues. In short, she does not play well with others. She would be a danger to herself and to those around her.

Recommendation: Hard pass.

—G. Hitchens



The campsite Cam was scouting had been set up by the computer guy, the famous one named Trip. Reaching it required a steep hike from the base of the mountain, and she’d left later than planned, only arriving by mid-afternoon, when the sun was already sinking in the sky. Whatever lean-to she could build in the short time before dark would be barely adequate, but it’d be worth it if she could get rid of Trip. There was little chance he’d last longer than her, considering what she remembered from the gossip sites and news stories about him. He was the kind of guy whose disheveled hair took an hour to get perfect. Wilderness wouldn’t suit him. That he was even on the show could only mean one of two things: He wanted to use it as a platform to market his app, which he hardly needed to do because it had been the hottest thing on the internet for months. Or he wanted to be not just a famous tech kid but a legit TV celebrity, and his agent couldn’t get him on a reality show where all he had to do was learn to cook or shack up with a bunch of other celebrity wannabes.

It had been easy to find Trip’s campsite. She’d moved her own twice to avoid being discovered, and it was a puzzle why none of the others seemed to care if they were found. The producers had suggested the possibility of working together, but Cam didn’t see the point. Cooperation would only prolong the show, and while Cam figured she could last at least until spring, even plant a garden before then, she’d rather not be out here for a whole year.

Trip’s camp was a disaster, with clothes strewn around the shelter where they’d get soaked if it rained, and cooking pots left out next to a haphazard fire pit. He hadn’t even washed them. They were encrusted with bits of seaweed, and the place smelled of sweat and ashes. Looking around, she figured he’d been gone for over a day. With some luck, he wouldn’t be back before sundown, and then she could stay at least overnight. Better yet, maybe he’d already tapped out.

She explored the camp, considering what she could do to make him quit. He was no survival expert, that was clear. A book of matches was soaked from the rain. Why bring a book of matches out here anyway, when a flint was more practical? She didn’t need to push Trip to leave the game, she could simply rely on his own incompetence.

She checked the shelter, although without much hope. It was simple, just a large blue tarp draped over a point of slanted logs. It was dark inside, especially compared to the sunny outdoors. The shadows cleared as her eyes adjusted to the dim light, and her gaze fell on a crumpled wrapper with red lettering. She squinted, trying to comprehend what she was seeing, realizing it had been weeks since she’d seen anything so bright. Living in the woods, she’d grown used to the soft greens, grays, and browns, with sometimes a vivid blossom tucked into a tree root. The writing on the wrapper was the color of supermarkets and TV ads, with the garish cheerfulness of kids’ lunchboxes. The lettering said OATMEAL CREME PIES. Cam was so distracted by the color, so confused by how out of place it was, that it took her several moments to examine the rest of the place.

“What the . . .” she murmured, dimly aware that one of her Skym’s minicams had ducked inside with her. It focused on her face, with her mouth dropping open, like a parody of someone too stunned to finish a sentence.

The place was stocked.

A box of oatmeal pies sat to her left, the picture on it showing the familiar crinkled cookies held together by white icing. Cam grabbed the box. There was only a single package left. She squeezed it, denting the cookies so the filling oozed out the sides. She stuffed it into her pocket while scanning the shelter, realizing that the empty box of cookies was just the beginning.

Trip’s shelter was littered with discarded food wrappers and plastic forks. There was another unopened box of oatmeal pies like the squashed one in her pocket, a bag of candy bars, and six bottles of a blue sports drink.

Had he been allowed to bring snacks?

None of it made sense.

A low hum sounded from over the ridge—a Skym. It overlapped with the sound of the remaining four cameras of her own Skym hovering outside, waiting for her and the fifth cam to emerge from the tent.

Someone was coming.

As the noise of the Skym grew louder, Cam’s instinct was to stuff her pockets before running to hide. But her own Skym was still out there, visible to anyone heading into the camp. She needed it to follow her into the trees and hide before she was discovered.

Spinning around with a muttered curse, she left the tent. Her Skym swooped behind as she dove to crouch under the ferns. The sound of footsteps came from the rocks on the other side of the camp. A layer of spongy leaves cushioned her feet in the dirt.

She’d assumed that Trip had returned, but she was wrong. The fanlike ferns rippled into themselves, leaving enough space for a view of a girl approaching, her Skym drifting several feet in front of her. Cam had seen her before while scouting.

She looked rough—her clothes faded with dirt, stains mottling the fabric, soot across smooth, dark-skinned cheeks. Cam supposed she didn’t look any better herself. She hadn’t worried much about what she looked like on the camera footage. The producers would do what they wanted with it in any case. For the first week she’d scrubbed her face with sand and water, done what she could, but after a while it seemed like wasted effort. It was actually pretty funny. She used to put on makeup and topknot her hair just to go to the convenience store on the corner. Now she was on display for millions of people and she couldn’t even be bothered to wipe dirt off her nose.

The girl searched the site much as Cam had just done, and Cam tensed, thinking about the treasure trove she was about to find. Cam cursed again under her breath.

The girl picked up the ruined matches Cam had discarded, inspected them for a moment, and then tossed them into the fire pit.

The girl’s posture was strong and confident. She wore a nose ring, and a blue bandana covered most of her black, pink-streaked hair. Her mouth turned down in concentration and her lips flattened into a straight line as she poked around the camp.

Cam abandoned her crouch and sat in the dirt. The ferns tickled her neck and she picked at the leaves until she had cleared a space. She brushed a spider from the cuff of her socks. It looked like she’d be there a while.

The girl continued her search. She scraped a fingernail over the discarded cooking pot, flicking off dried green bits before tossing it aside, and then she headed toward the shelter.

Cam shifted position, anxious at the prospect of hiding while the competition stole what she thought of as hers. She consoled herself with the knowledge that at least if the girl took the stuff, Trip was out of luck, and then most likely out of the game. He wouldn’t last long without his comforts. He hadn’t even smuggled energy bars, but candy, which was the stupidest thing she could think of. She had no idea how he’d snuck them in. Their luggage had been searched, along with their clothes and supplies. Maybe he’d bribed someone. He was certainly rich enough.

A noise came from deep in the trees, and Cam searched the brush for movement. There was nothing, only some spiderwebs. The longer she stared, however, the more the woods seemed to move, the branches tangling into knots. A chill scurried down her spine that had nothing to do with the wintery air. Sometimes it seemed the emptiness at her back had a presence, like hands moments away from brushing her skin before she turned around and they vanished into the vines. This place didn’t feel quite right. If she listened hard, past the rustling leaves and twittering birds, she heard a sound like the woods whispering to her, voices just out of reach—but the whispers were never loud enough to make out the words.

She’d swear sometimes it sounded like her name called through the darkness: Cam, Cam, Cam . . .

She shoved the feeling aside. It was only her own spooked mind, of course. She’d grown up in the city and wasn’t used to the wilderness.

Cam reached in her pocket and touched the oatmeal-pie wrapper, her fingertips running across the smooth plastic. She should save it until she really needed energy from the calories. In the past three weeks, it was the hunger that had surprised her the most. It’s not like she thought craft services would show up with ham sandwiches out here. She’d been prepared. In the two weeks of survival training before the show officially started, she’d gone on treks and missed a meal now and then, been resigned to the freeze-dried ziti, feeling like she’d just as soon eat it cold as cook it over the fire. The stuff was mushy and flavorless, worse than any high-school cafeteria, but out in the woods, after a twenty-mile hike, with her stomach grumbling, it’d been a four-star meal. Now that she was on her own, Cam figured she’d be fine. Sure, sometimes she was weak, mostly in the mornings, when she’d lie on her bed of logs feeling like her limbs had somehow turned to bricks.

She’d experienced plenty of hunger in her life before the show, and she knew that real hunger was pain. It was feeling like your stomach had teeth and was eating itself from the inside out. She’d thought her experience would help her in the wilderness. What she hadn’t expected was for that familiar feeling to bring back the same old fear she’d had when she was a kid, when she didn’t know where the next meal would come from or how anything would ever change for the better. The surprise was the way it now set an aching fear at the base of her skull, yanking her back until she again was that scared little kid she’d thought she’d left behind when she stepped on the shore to set up camp.

She pulled the cookie out from her pocket and squeezed it. It was warm and gave easily with the pressure, soft and inviting, a slight slip where the cream glued the cookies together. Bandana Girl was out of sight for the moment. As she thought about the way the cream would melt on her tongue, the muscles of her cheek contracted painfully and her mouth watered. She tore open the package, ignoring the crinkling of the cellophane, unconcerned that it could be heard from the camp. Cam wanted to savor the taste, make the cookie last as long as possible, but instead she shoved it in whole and almost moaned as she bit into it, the icing squishing out the sides. The sweetness was so overwhelming it hurt her teeth, but she didn’t care. She closed her eyes as the sugar rushed through her veins.

Her eyes snapped open when Bandana emerged from the shelter holding a small colorful bag that Cam hadn’t seen earlier. She had something in her mouth, and grinned as it snapped when she bit it in half. Even from this distance, hidden behind leaves, Cam recognized the candy.

Gummy worms.

For the first time, Cam found herself contemplating that an alliance might not be the worst thing. Even while still tasting the sugar of the oatmeal pie, she wanted candy. It was as if an urge she’d managed to suppress for three weeks had been set loose by the taste of something sweet, and now it was on a rampage, a devouring monster.

Cam’s gaze stayed on the girl as she moved about
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