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Prologue

I splash through the water until I emerge on the other side of the stream, dripping and ten pounds heavier. Water spills out of my clothes and squelches in my boots. I toss my pack onto higher ground and sink to the leaf-littered bank, the edge of the water swiftly passing an inch from the soles of my boots.

Only then do I dare lift my face, and what I see takes away what’s left of my ragged breath.

Most of our group is either on the bank or pulling themselves out of the water, but it’s the sight across the river that makes my skin crinkle with fear.

A wall of orange flames rages as high as the treetops, so hot that the droplets on my face are already evaporating. As far as I can see in either direction, the fire kisses the riverbank, recoiling whenever it brushes the water. No patch of forest is left untouched, the blaze ravaging the bare trunks until they’ll soon be nothing but blackened and charred skeletons. The scent of burnt gingerbread is so overwhelming that I gag.

Then I see her.

Standing directly across the river, barely visible except for her dark silhouette against the flames, is a woman. I can’t make out any of her features except for the shadow of her long hair, lifting and rippling with the heat of the fire.

“H-H-Hamish,” I stutter, my lips numb.

Hamish’s hand closes around my wrist, and he hauls me to my feet, both of us staring at the silhouette. I blink repeatedly to make sure I’m not hallucinating, and between one flutter of lashes and the next, the woman disappears.

“Am I seeing things?” I whisper.

“If you are, then I am, too.” My brother’s voice is thick with smoke inhalation and something we’ve all grown far too accustomed to.

Fear.





CHAPTER ONE


Ashleys_FullCircle_Life: [Photo of Ashley in the airport wearing a dressy hemp blouse and holding a ceramic travel mug.] Flying home after my meeting with @FilmStream. Y’all, it’s FINALLY happening! A year and a half ago, I headed to LA to pitch my TV series, FORGED IN THE FOREST, a reality show about a group of troubled teens who have to survive two weeks in the Maine woods by working together. I was inspired by my own two stepchildren, who have done their share of troublemaking—#iykyk. And guess what? We start filming next week! Don’t let anyone tear down your dreams. #forgedintheforest #buyMOCKs #healingthroughtoughlove #surprisetwistcoming #parentingexpert



I never thought pocketing twenties and reselling the vapes I stole from spoiled princesses at my high school would land me on a reality TV show, but here I am.

My headphones play eerie, tense music, and I know someone’s about to die on the true-crime podcast I’m listening to as we fly along the highway in my stepmother’s car. My older brother, Hamish, is sitting in the back seat across from me and staring out the window, cracking his scarred knuckles as he watches the pines blur past. Hamish holds the school record for most fights ending in a suspension. Combine that with my affinity for taking things that aren’t technically mine, and the Leider siblings’ names on a class roster are enough to inspire dread in any teacher.

Unfortunately, our misdeeds are the entire reason we’re now crammed into Ashley’s car, headed north into the middle of freaking nowhere.

Ashley’s lips move in the rearview mirror, and I debate ignoring her, but I know my stepmother will only get louder and more annoying if I do, so I reluctantly pull out an earbud.

“I expect you two to behave today,” Ashley threatens over the purr of the engine.

She doesn’t really want us to behave, because that wouldn’t make for good TV. What she means is she doesn’t want me screaming “I DON’T CONSENT TO BEING FILMED!” like I threatened to do when she first told us she’d turned her biggest dream into our worst nightmare.

Ashley’s a social media “parenting expert” with cringey quote carousels and bad veneers. Her degree is from the School of Make-Believe, and her brand is built on gentle understanding mixed with tough love, made popular by the fact that she’s white and blond and pretty. I’m not sure why, when she flew out to California, FilmStream even let her pitch her show idea, much less partnered with her to produce it. You’d think a streaming giant like FilmStream would want an actual expert to consult on a show dealing with teenage behavioral issues. Maybe even someone who isn’t secretly the devil when the camera is off. But no, FilmStream loved her idea, and together they created Forged in the Forest, a reality survival show for troubled teens who need to “clean up their act.”

And you can bet your ass Hamish and I were the first teenagers cast.

For the next two weeks, cameras are going to follow Hamish and me around the Maine woods while we “bond” and “survive” with other troublemakers and get eaten alive by mosquitoes. The goal is to forge us into repentant model citizens who’ve seen the error of their ways, but I think it’s pretty obvious what the show really wants: juicy content. The idea was pitched by my stepmother after all, and despite how serene she appears in social media videos, there’s nothing Ashley likes more than stirring up conflict.

FilmStream even let her choose the shooting location, and, since I’m pretty sure she lies awake at night thinking of ways to make my life miserable, she picked a spot so deep in the Northern Maine woods that the towns don’t even have names … because there aren’t any towns. Just something like 3.5 million acres of “pristine nature” and accidents waiting to happen.

You know your stepmother really hates you when she develops a whole-ass television show just to get rid of you.

“Oooh, what happens if we don’t behave? Will we get sent home?” I taunt, even though I already know the consequence. Ashley told me she’d kick me out of the house if I messed with her “big break.” This is the peak of her career, the high that other parenting experts can only dream of hitting.

Ashley turns to my father, who’s zoned out in the passenger seat. He’s a boutique woodworker who spends his days in his workshop ignoring my existence. There’s usually sawdust in his hair and dirt underneath his nails, but today he’s in a clean button-down that Ashley insisted he wear so he doesn’t embarrass her. Ashley rests her hand on his and squeezes until her nails dig into his skin. He blinks at her, and she jerks her chin to me, lips pursed.

“Georgie, enough,” he says dutifully.

“Sure thing, Dad. I’ll be a perfect angel, just because you asked so nicely.”

He sighs.

Ashley makes a tutting sound. “Keep up the bad attitude, Georgie. See how far it gets you.”

And that is the real reason I’m being forced to go on the show. Yes, I steal occasionally, but my true crime is my attitude.

“I’ve done all of this for you and your brother,” Ashley insists. “To save you from yourselves.” Her phone buzzes in its holder, but for once she doesn’t check it. Instead, her eyes lift in the rearview mirror again, and for a split second, there’s something feverish in her gaze, something fanatical. But almost as soon as I think it, the expression is gone, and I’m left wondering if I imagined it.

Ashley’s always accusing me of imagining things, like the time I told my father she purposely broke my favorite chessboard—the plastic one with purple and pink squares that my mother and I used to play on. She kissed my dad with a lewd amount of tongue before delivering her expert opinion that I was making up lies for attention. And there was the time I told the guidance counselor that Hamish and I wanted to be removed from our house. She’d called Ashley, and Ashley had breezed into the office with a sympathetic smile and bunch of pseudo-jargon about children acting out after losing a parent, and she’d charmed the guidance counselor silly. The counselor had never believed anything I said after that, so I stopped trying.

That was when I learned that no one was going to save Hamish and me. If we wanted out, we were going to have to do it ourselves, which meant we needed money. So I started getting it the only way I knew how.

Ashley’s lips tilt into a secretive smile, and I don’t like that much better than the fanatical look.

Neither does Hamish. He frowns at her reflection, his brows pinched. He’s only a year older than me, and other than our fair skin, we couldn’t look more different. Where he has red hair, I have dark. Where he’s inherited two sea-blue eyes from Dad, I only got one. My other eye is brown, so when I’m turned just the right way, I’m a spitting image of my mother.

Hamish meets my eyes, and I know we’re both thinking the same thing: Ashley’s smiling about the surprise. Apparently, there’s some sort of “twist” to the show, just in case the entire nation laughing at our trauma isn’t entertaining enough. Ashley refuses to tell us what it is, but she claims FilmStream loves it and really thinks it will spice things up.

The “twist” was, of course, her idea. Everyone thinks Ashley is so kind and wholesome, when really she’s the razor blade hidden in the Halloween candy. Even I used to think she was sweet, back when she was still just my mom’s best friend.

BellaLeigh, my five-year-old half sister, wiggles at my side, and I realize she’s trying to reach the picture book that fell on the floor with her toes.

“I got it,” I say, leaning forward. I glance at the cover before I hand it to her. “Fairy tales?”

“Our teacher read us Little Red Riding Hood in class,” she whispers. This is a new thing Bella does, where she tries to make herself as invisible as possible so that Ashley doesn’t take photos. Right now, she’s probably nervous that if her mother sees the book in her hand, she’ll pull over so she can take two dozen photos and caption one with: My own Little Red learning how to fight off the big bad wolves in life. #thisishowweraisegirls, or some other cheesy shit like that.

I should hate Bella. From the moment she was born, she could do no wrong, while Hamish and I could do no right, but it’s not her fault my stepmother thinks she farts rainbows. Hamish likes her, too, much as he pretends not to.

He winks down at her now, and she squirms with delight. She loves it when Hamish pays attention to her.

When I was a little bit older than Bella is now, my mom met Ashley. They bumped into each other (literally) at the grocery store, and by the time they finished cleaning up apple slices, they were inseparable. Ashley was sparkling and fun, always snapping photos of my mom and babbling about the latest diets. My mom ate up her charisma, and so did I.

Yet, somehow, the camera angles were always bad in the photos of my mother, and the diets were always mentioned just when my mother was about to bake cookies with me. So my mom would put away the measuring cups and spend the afternoon on the treadmill, and Ashley would take me to get my nails done and talk about things like boys and makeup. Her attention made me feel older. Special.

After my mother abandoned us, Ashley kept coming over to cook dinner and watch movies with us, and since she was there so often, it just seemed easier for her to move in. My mom wasn’t even gone a year when Ashley suggested my father propose. The moment the wedding vows were exchanged, Ashley’s sweet shell dissolved like sugar. And when BellaLeigh arrived not two years later, the animosity became so obvious that I don’t know how my dad misses it.

Hamish thinks he doesn’t want to see it. Maybe he’s right.

I spend the rest of the ride imagining ways I can repay Ashley for signing me up for national humiliation. It’s my favorite pastime. I settle on stealing her treasured diamond earrings when I return. I’ll sell those full-carat monstrosities for pennies. Or maybe I’ll just throw them over the bridge into the Penobscot River. I picture the glittering diamonds arcing into the cold, black water, but the image doesn’t soothe me as much as it should. No retribution is enough for the woman who weaseled her way into my family and took my mother’s place.

We make frequent stops on the five-hour drive north so that Ashley can check her social media and take selfies when the light is “perfect.”

“You’re so lucky,” she says to us after the fourth stop. “Most people never get to be TV stars. I can’t wait to see how this transforms you. It’s truly incredible how life comes full circle.”

“Full circle” is Ashley’s favorite influencer phrase and philosophy. She wears a gold-and-diamond-encrusted necklace with a circle pendant in every video and sells cheap replicas in her online store, along with fridge magnets with sayings like, “A child who asks questions is a child who succeeds in life.”

Hamish’s lips twitch as he fights a smile, because he knows exactly what I’m thinking. Ashley wants full circle? She’s got it. I’m going to make sure her little show idea circles right back and bites her in the ass.

Maybe this will be fun after all.





CHAPTER TWO


Ashleys_FullCircle_Life: [Photo of Georgie, frowning out the car window with earphones in place.] As parents, we have to make TOUGH choices, have TOUGH conversations, and give TOUGH consequences. We have to allow our kids to be in TOUGH situations if we want them to meet their potential. Some kids may lie or overreact to get out of feeling discomfort, but that’s normal. Stay firm, mommas! #forgedintheforest #toughloveisreallove #parentingadvice #20percentoffmagnets



Ashley turns onto an unpaved logging track and proceeds to drive another thirty miles, her expensive Audi jarring with each pothole, until she pulls into a dirt parking lot beside a shoddy building with a sign that says: OUTDOOR SUPPLY DEPOT.

The lot is packed with cars, white vans, and pickup trucks. The rear doors to one of the vans are open, and inside there are thousands of dollars’ worth of filming equipment.

The moment the engine is off, Ashley squeals and jumps out of the car to snap a bunch of photos to add to her stories. I’m surprised we have reception out here. I glance at my phone, noting that I have one bar and no text messages. My best friend, Olivia, hasn’t texted to apologize for being a jerk when I complained about leaving. She’d looked up from her phone long enough to tell me that I had a famous influencer stepmother and was going to be on FilmStream while her mom was on her fourth boyfriend of the year and he kept forgetting to flush the toilet. It’s true that Olivia’s situation is shitty, but I wouldn’t say mine’s much better. Things at the Leider house look pretty from the outside, but so do shiny red apples, even when they’re rotten at the core.

“Belly, why don’t you stay here with your father,” Ashley instructs after the rest of us climb out and stretch. It’s so obvious she doesn’t want to share even a sliver of attention with her daughter and husband that I truly don’t know how my dad doesn’t see it.

BellaLeigh clings to Hamish’s legs until he drops his pack and scoops her into a big hug.

“I don’t want you to go,” she mumbles into his neck.

“I’ll miss you, Runt.”

After Hamish sets her on her feet, she gives me an equally enthusiastic goodbye, and I squeeze her extra tight. “Remember, if your mother wants you to do long photo shoots …”

“… demand ice cream,” she whispers back with a giggle.

My dad is next, and for the first time in a long time, he’s actually paying attention to us. He grabs Hamish by the arm and tugs him in for a hug. Hamish goes stiffly at first, but then he relaxes, and something vulnerable flits across his face that makes me feel uncomfortable for having witnessed it, like I intruded on a moment that wasn’t meant for me.

Dad releases Hamish with a slap on the back. “You watch out for your sister, you hear?”

“I’ve been watching out for her for a long time.”

Despite the fact that there are two adults in our house, only one person has snuck me macaroni and cheese on my birthday and stayed up late with me when I was too scared of ghosts to go to bed.

My dad nods regretfully. “I know, son.”

My dad turns and wraps me in his arms, his chin resting on the top of my head, and I swear I can almost smell my mother’s perfume on his shirt. “Love you, Georgie.”

“All right, enough,” Ashley snaps. “We’re going to be late.”

With one final look at my dad and Bella, I slip my phone into my pocket and follow Ashley inside.

The bustling depot is cold and unheated, but I can hear the hum of a generator somewhere supplying electricity. A large black camera pans toward us as we enter, and Ashley flashes the cameraman a high-wattage smile before flipping her hair over her shoulder.

I flip him the middle finger.

The cameraman grins, and I wonder bitterly if he let his mom pick out that ugly lime-green baseball hat.

When I turn to Hamish, he’s taking in the scene around us. The supply depot is little more than a wooden box in the middle of nowhere, meant to supplement hikers and campers. There are two pathetic racks of dusty, outdoor clothing; a shelf of hiking boots; and a slab of pine acting as a counter. A group of teenagers is already inside, most of them staring sulkily at the floor. Some are sitting on their backpacks while others are leaning against the wall, partially hidden by the clothing racks and supply shelves. None of them are talking to each other, and the atmosphere feels angry.

I can get on board with that.

Ashley inserts herself into a group of adults talking by the camera equipment, immediately striking up conversation with a woman with lavender hair, while Hamish and I choose a spot against the wall. I toss my backpack to the floor and slump beside it, staring at the tops of my hiking boots and wondering how all the other teenagers got suckered into coming here, or if they were forced to come like we were. I’m thinking about asking one of them when my skin begins to crawl, and I look up to find the black eye of a camera lens pointed at me.

I don’t know how long I sit there, seething, but as the hour passes, more and more people arrive. Most of the kids look sullen or pissed, while the adults are glowing with excitement. The parents all make a point to introduce themselves to Ashley. They take photos with her and fangirl and generally treat her like the parenting guru she pretends to be.

At last, two people stride to the center of the room and clap their hands for attention. One of them is the older woman with lavender hair and white skin that Ashley was fawning all over. She’s wearing a walkie-talkie and introduces herself as Jessica Vance, the showrunner. The other is a producer, Liam, who’s sporting a deep tan and has had so much plastic surgery that he literally can’t smile—just the corners of his mouth twitch.

Jessica starts by telling us that the executive producer for Forged in the Forest is the Tyler Carmichael. She waits expectantly for gasps of excitement, but only Ashley squeals. Jessica is visibly disappointed that no one knows or cares who Tyler Carmichael is, but she rallies and continues to tell us that although Tyler is in LA, he’s convinced the series is going to break ratings. That Forged in the Forest is going to be unlike any other show out there. That eleven delinquent teens in the deep Maine woods, struggling to survive while bonding and sharing their trauma, is sure to win an Emmy.

“All contracts and consent forms have been signed,” Jessica continues, “and before we resume filming, we’re going to discuss the safety measures we’ve implemented. First, we have world-renowned survivalist Rick Detoy and leading children’s psychologist Mazie Hemsfield, who will be with—”

I pop my earbuds in and hit play on my podcast, uninterested in hearing how the show has its own psychologist. You’d think Ashley would be jumping all over the chance to join us on TV and impart her signature nuggets of bullshit parenting advice, but she has a particular hatred for the outdoors. It’s because she was forced to go camping as a kid, or something like that. I’m not sure if she’s missing the irony or ignoring it. Hamish dozes, his head lolling against the wall.

I don’t know how long the showrunner and producer talk, but the PTA mom on my podcast has just killed her third victim when Ashley rips the earphones out. “Were you listening at all?” she hisses. She shoves Hamish, and he almost falls off his bag.

“No.”

She inhales sharply, her nostrils flaring. It’s only then that I notice most of the parents have left. “Get up,” she snaps. “They’re waiting for you.”

“Who is?”

She points stiffly to the front of the room, where the showrunner stands with a clipboard and a furrowed brow. Hamish and I take our time tugging on our backpacks before we walk over.

“Leave them with Mazie,” Jessica says when we approach. She doesn’t even look up from her tablet.

I stare at her. “Leave what?”

“Your cell phones.”

My stomach sinks. “What do you mean?”

Jessica lifts her eyes in exasperation. “As I said, the cast won’t have access to any technology other than the analog watches you were all told to bring. You two are the last to turn in your phones and get your gear before everyone can head out.”

Ashley’s glee is unmistakable. “This is a time to allow your mind to relax, Georgie. To disconnect from technology and reconnect with yourself. Oh, that’s good.” She spins away with her cell phone, furiously typing.

Hamish clears his throat. “What do you mean when you say we can ‘head out’?”

The cameraman with the ugly neon hat zooms in on us.

“Big surprise you weren’t listening,” the showrunner mutters. “I mean you can start walking. It’s a three-day hike to the filming location.”

My mouth falls open. “Wait, are you shitting me? We have to hike three days into the woods to film this stupid show?”

“Brilliant, isn’t it?” Ashley chimes in. She angles her phone to get Hamish and me on the screen. She’s livestreaming. “By the time you reach the filming location, you’ll all be the best of friends and ready to work together to survive!”

If I had any money on me, I’d call an Uber and leave right now. Fuck this, and fuck Ashley.

Before I can tell everyone to go screw themselves, Jessica jogs across the depot, waving her hands and shouting at one of the crew, Ashley following hot on her heels to catch the drama. That leaves Hamish and me with the psychologist, Mazie, who’s waiting behind the scarred wooden counter for us to turn in our phones. Two large maps are spread open and tacked to the wall behind her.

Mazie has a bright face and even brighter lipstick, and her blond hair is pulled into a ponytail that swings every time she moves her head. She holds out her hand and chirps, “Cell phone.”

I press my phone to my chest. “No. It’s mine.”

“What’s your name?”

“Anna.”

When she tilts her head, her ponytail swishes to the side. “We don’t have an Anna on the cast list. I wonder why you felt the need to lie?”

I grind my teeth together. “Georgie.”

She smiles, pleased that she’s won the first battle. “Well now, Georgie, it’s in the contract you signed. If you don’t leave your phone in the lockbox, you won’t be allowed on the show.”

“Oh no! How terrible! See you.”

I turn to leave as she continues in a cheerful tone, “Any cast members who choose not to take part will be picked up by the police and taken to a recovery program at juvenile hall until filming is completed.”

My heart thumps. “Are you seriously threatening us with juvie?”

She makes a face that I think is supposed to be sympathetic. “It’s in the contract.”

I’m considering. How bad can juvie really be? But when Hamish instantly hands over his phone, I reluctantly do the same. Hamish has friends who’ve been to juvie, so if he’s choosing a filmed hike in the woods over a stint there, it means something.

Besides, where Hamish goes, I go.

I aggressively slap my phone into Mazie’s palm, and I hope it stings.

“Sometimes it can feel like we’re being stripped of our power, can’t it?” she says.

We watch miserably as she locks our phones in a fireproof metal box and pockets the key. The indignity continues as she searches through our bags, confiscating my headphones and a couple of candy bars Hamish had tucked away. When she’s done, she nods to Rick, the survivalist. He’s a white man with a grizzled face, and he’s wearing a plaid shirt and a John Deere hat. He disappears into the back room and returns with two sleeping bag rolls, two flashlights, and a box of rations that includes things like protein bars, bottles of water, and ramen. There’s also a small hand shovel and a few rolls of toilet paper for each of us.

“What’s the shovel for?” I ask, turning it over to inspect it.

“To bury your business,” Rick says.

To bury my business? I think about it for a second, and when I realize what he means, I drop the shovel like it’s contaminated.

“Did you get that reaction, Evan?” plastic-faced Liam shrieks from behind my shoulder. He’s grinning at the cameraman, or maybe grimacing. I’m not sure what facial expression he’s trying to make.

Crap, I already forgot they were filming us. It’s like they’re everywhere.

The cameraman with the neon-green hat—Evan, I guess—nods. He and his ugly hat are officially on my shit list.

“Excellent.” Liam points at the shovel. “You’re going to have to shit in the woods, kid.”

Is he trying to get another reaction out of me? Because I get it, dick.

I glance back at the supplies the survivalist gave us, but I don’t see a tent. “Where are we supposed to sleep?” I ask, my voice pitched higher than I like. Ashley didn’t say anything about sleeping under an open sky. She knows I don’t like bugs. Oh God, what if it rains? What if a coyote tries to eat me in the middle of the night? Is this the “big twist”?

“No need for a tent; you’re stopping at a few five-star hotels on the way,” Liam says cattily.

“Hey, Liam, guess what? I hate you already.”

Liam tosses his head. “You and the rest of Hollywood, baby doll.”

I don’t even realize I’m breathing heavily until Hamish settles a hand on my shoulder and I look up into his blue eyes.

“Breathe, Georgie.”

“Hamish, what the fuck is this? Why is she doing this to us?”

“It’s just some hiking and a little camping, and then we’ll go home. It’s okay, Pest. I’ll be there the entire time. It’s you and me.”

It’s you and me. Ever since our mom left, it’s been just Hamish and me against the world, and this isn’t any different.

Right. Just a little hiking. A few bugs. An annoying psychologist. Crapping among the trees. I can do this. Maybe.

I take a deep breath and shake off Hamish’s hand. “Okay. I’m good.” But then I spot Evan, his green hat turned backward now, filming my almost-anxiety attack. My face grows hot, and before I can think twice about it, I take two steps forward and shove him. He almost drops his heavy studio equipment as he staggers back a few feet.

I cover my mouth with my hand, but no one yells at me or threatens to call the cops. Instead, Liam claps his hands in delight, and the showrunner hustles over. “Did you get that, Walker?” she snaps at a second cameraman, a Latino man dressed in a black sweatshirt and hiking boots.

“No.”

“The footage on my camera should be enough,” Evan says. “The viewer will see her coming toward me, and then the image jerks up to the ceiling.”

I stand with my lips parted, watching them debate how to best frame me almost breaking thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment. Ashley’s arms are crossed and she’s shaking her head as if to say, Do you see what I have to deal with? Hamish is frowning at Evan. After a few moments of discussion, Jessica turns to me and says, “Do you think you can do that again? We’ll have Walker recording this time.”

I take a step back, disgust washing over me. My reaction was exactly what Ashley wanted, exactly what she pitched happening to the studio. I’m already providing the drama to make the show a success.

I turn my back on them and collect my pack.

Jessica grunts. “I guess that’s a no.”

I duck my head, hiding my face while I try to figure out how to strap my sleeping bag to my backpack. A couple of cast members watch me struggle, but no one offers to explain how it’s done. Assholes.

It’s almost noon when Psychologist Mazie announces—with an unacceptable amount of pep—that it’s time to begin hiking.

Ashley appears at my side, her phone held high so she can record herself forcing a hug on Hamish and me. The moment she closes the app, her smile disappears and she wipes the palm that touched me on her two-hundred-dollar jeans. “I’ll see you in two weeks. I know you’re going to be different people when you return.”

I scoff. “Don’t count on it.”

That unnerving look enters her eyes again before she spins away.

Neither the showrunner, the producer, nor the rest of the crew are going with us. They say it’s because they want our experience of surviving in the wild to be as authentic as possible on film, but I think they just don’t want to shit in the woods. The supervising adults will be Rick the survivalist, Mazie the psychologist, and Evan and Walker, the two cameramen.

As we struggle into our packs, I subtly study my castmates. There are eleven of us in total, and we’re about evenly split between boys and girls.

There’s a white boy with blond hair and clothes that are so in fashion that I instantly know he comes from money, a group of girls wearing heavy black eyeliner, and a boy who has the shoulders of a linebacker. I pause my scan of the others when my gaze lands on a guy with dark hair. He has a few inches on Hamish—and my brother is over six feet—but it’s not really his height that I find interesting, or the sliver of a neck tattoo peeking over the collar of his black hoodie, or even the bad-boy aura that surrounds him: it’s that he’s unnervingly silent and still when everyone else is bitching and shifting under their packs. He stands with his arms crossed over his chest as he waits to leave, observing his surroundings with keen eyes and a blank expression. I wonder who he is and what he did that was so bad he ended up here.

Mazie shoulders her pack and cheerfully leads us out of the cabin with Rick at her side. She nudges him with her elbow, and he grunts as he pulls a worn compass from his pocket. He doesn’t need it yet, but I suppose they want a shot of him using it.

Fake. It’s all so fake.

The cameramen film the eleven of us as we reluctantly trail Mazie. When we reach the edge of the clearing where the forest is bright with red and orange leaves, I turn for one last look at the store. The showrunner and the rest of the crew have already gone inside, but Ashley is standing in the doorway, watching us with an expression that makes me miss a step.

The fever is back in her eyes, and there’s a smile on her lips that sets off a dozen alarm bells in my brain. My instincts scream, Turn back!

But I don’t listen.





CHAPTER THREE

Speech Balloon Outline Comments on Ashleys_FullCircle_Life Livestream:


MissyPin2: There will be plenty of nature THERE! Good on you, Ash. You always know what kids need.




AussAnneBrown: That place already looks so remote, and now they’re going even deeper in the woods? I can’t WAIT to watch this. When will it be on FilmStream?




Ashleys_FullCircle_Life: @AussAnneBrown this summer!




Momofthreetots: I love that you found a creative way to help kids get their lives back on track.



THREE DAYS LATER

I stare at the overstuffed backpack swaying in front of me and wipe sweat from my temple while mosquitoes buzz in my ears. So far, I have thought of sixty-four ways I can screw with Ashley when I get home. It’s my go-to self-soothing technique.

“I’m not doing this!” Desiree shrieks, stopping short and almost causing a pile-up. Evan, who never takes off his awful neon hat, zooms in on her. She’s become his favorite to film. This is our third day of hiking, and Desiree has complained for all seventy-two hours of them.

I can’t even blame her. These have been some of the shittiest days of my life, and I’m including the time I found a mouse in my underwear drawer. We’re supposed to reach the final filming location this afternoon, and my feet are so chafed and raw that I’m actually looking forward to it.

Desiree tugs on fistfuls of her dyed-black hair and shouts, “You’ll have to carry me if you want me to move. This is torture. You’re sick for enjoying this. Did you hear me? Sick.”

I sigh and let my pack drop to the ground. Pulling my water bottle free, I sit on top of the bag, switch off my mic, and stretch my legs out to watch the Desiree Show. I’m not sure if Desiree is actually this much of a drama queen or if she’s putting it on for the cameras.

Walker pans the rest of us, while Evan films Rick and Mazie coaxing and pleading with Desiree. I already know how it will end: Mazie will throw platitudes and positive mantras at Desiree until finally Rick will simply threaten to leave her behind. Still, entertainment is scarce in this hellscape, and I’m determined to enjoy it where I can find it.

“I don’t like him,” Hamish says, letting his own bag fall next to mine and shutting off his mic pack. He sits on top of it and rests his tattooed forearms on his knees.

Maybe if I were a better person, I’d feel bad that the cameramen are stuck lugging around massive bags of camera equipment, even if they’re making us carry two weeks’ worth of mic-pack batteries, but I’m not a better person. In fact, I’m happy they’re miserable. Maybe I can slip a few rocks into their already-stuffed packs when they aren’t looking.

“Who don’t you like?” Water dribbles out of my mouth, and I wipe it away with my sleeve. Russet leaves whisper in the trees overhead, lifting the little hairs on my arms. I usually like the woods in the fall, but today, something about them is giving me the heebie-jeebies.

Hamish points his chin at the cameraman, Evan.

I scratch at one of my many, many bug bites. I don’t like him either, for a long list of reasons. I’m curious what Hamish’s is. “Why do you say that?”

“There’s something going on with him. He’s not as nice as he wants everyone to think he is.”

“Is it the sadistic joy he takes in filming us sleeping outside like a mosquito buffet while he and Walker cozy up in a tent?”

Rick and Mazie each have a single-person tent, while the cameramen share one. But we’ve been left to shiver in our bags underneath the night sky. I’ve woken up twice now to see Evan creepily zooming in on each sleeping teenager.

Hamish runs his thumb over his lower lip. Tattoos tangle all the way down his arm to his knuckles. He’s been sneaking out and getting them done since he was fourteen, and because he’s underage, most of them are prison-hideous. “Maybe.”

But he doesn’t seem certain, so I focus on Evan. The cameraman is smirking while he films Mazie lecturing Desiree, his expensive-looking watch flashing on his wrist as he adjusts the zoom. Mazie talks about finding inner strength in a grating, singsong voice that makes me want to gouge my eardrums out, but when she turns away, I catch Evan leaning forward and whispering something to Desiree that makes her lower lip tremble. Delighted with the reaction, he practically sticks the camera in her face.

Now that I’m paying attention, I have the feeling Hamish is right: Evan is lighting fires left and right and stirring up drama. And people think Hamish and I are trouble.

I trust Hamish’s instincts. He’s good at seeing past the images people project, whether it’s the school’s golden student who’s cruel to his girlfriend behind closed doors or the way he took one look at Ashley and knew she was bad news when I still thought the sun rose and set on her pretty smile. There’s a lot more to him than fistfights and bad tattoos, and if anyone ever took the time to ask him why he was fighting all the time, then maybe they’d realize that.

“Fuck this place!” Desiree screeches. “And fuck you.” She says the last staring directly at Evan. “We’re going to mutiny.”

“We could totally mutiny,” I say to Hamish, capping my bottle. A gust of October wind blows past, carrying with it the scent of leaf decay, and I wrinkle my nose. “There are eleven of us and four of them. We could easily tie them up and escape.”

Hamish’s gaze flits to the other eight teenagers, who’ve also taken the opportunity to rest their feet. Over the past three days, we’ve learned that we were recruited from all over New England. Among us are gaming addicts, liars, dealers, thieves, and a sexed-up pretty boy. Combined, we’re the kids the schools are fed up with. The kids whose parents can’t handle them for even one more argument. The bad kids. The stupid kids. The problem children.

We’re perfect reality-TV content.

“Yeah?” Hamish arches a brow. “And how would we get out of here without Rick? I bet no one else knows how to use the compass, or where to go even if they did. Our phones are back at the depot, and Evan has the only satellite phone.”

I sigh and fix the elastic on my sagging ponytail. “So then we tie up the others and force Rick to take us back.”

Hamish gives me a get-real look.

“Fine, but I refuse to make Ashley a star. For the next eight days, I’m going to be the best-behaved teenager you’ve ever seen. I’m going to make her look like a total idiot for sending me here. But when we get home …” I let the sentence trail off as I give him my most evil smile.

“You know Ashley told Dad she’d leave him and take BellaLeigh if we didn’t smarten up.”

“And?” I ask with a callous shrug. “What’s her leaving have to do with me? Bye, bitch.” I don’t believe for one second that Ashley would leave my dad when we’re so close to being eighteen and kick-out-able. It’s just an empty threat to keep him compliant.

Hamish studies me with his insightful blue eyes, and I squirm. I often have the feeling that Hamish can see through the bravado straight to where I keep my secrets engraved on my bones. Like always, I turn away first. There are some secrets I keep even from Hamish. Especially from Hamish.

The eternally peppy Mazie stands and claps her hands in that way that sets my teeth on edge. She’s wearing a fresh pair of yoga pants and a fleece with the word “PSYCHOLOGIST” emblazoned on the back. Her blond ponytail swings when she hikes, like a hypnotizing metronome, and she smiles at us like we’re diamonds in the rough rather than the dregs of society. I think she’s gaslit herself into thinking she’s making a real difference.

I cannot accurately express how much I despise her.

“Let’s move, Mindful Minors!” Mazie cries, waggling her manicured nails. It’s her policy to call us Mindful Minors, Joyful Juveniles, and Say-Yes Youth. The alliteration makes my stomach sour. “We’ll let Desiree catch up with us.”

“You can’t leave me behind. My parents will sue the shit out of you!” Desiree howls as the rest of us stand and drag on our packs.

Walker approaches Hamish and me, camera in hand, and says wearily, “Please turn your mics back on.”

I suspect Walker might actually be a decent human being, and he’s far less intrusive than Evan when filming, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to take it easy on him. He still signed up for this gig, didn’t he?

Hamish and I comply with his request, but we’ll just turn them off again the next chance we get. They shouldn’t have given us mics that could be shut off. It’s almost like they didn’t know they’d be working with unwilling teenagers.

An ominous carpet of clouds is slowly unrolling across the sky, and I’m afraid its arrival means showers. Will Rick and Mazie actually make us sleep in the rain? That seems like it would qualify as cruel and unusual punishment, so I’m pretty sure there will be cabins or bunks at the filming site.

A low, deep rumble echoes in the distance, and I swallow. I exchange a silent look with Hamish as we fall into line.

Predictably, a sulking Desiree joins at the rear, flipping Evan the bird.

The deeper into the wilderness we trudge, the uneasier I feel. Over the next several hours, the birches, beeches, and pines give way to scraggly trees that seem to have lost their foliage earlier than the rest of the forest. The layer of dead leaves feels spongy beneath my feet, as though the ground is wet, even though it hasn’t rained. The gentle and persistent melody of birds and insects that I’ve taken for granted slowly begins to disappear. Even the ever-present cloud of mosquitoes begins to thin until they vanish entirely.

The sun dips behind the horizon, our lengthening shadows backlit by brilliant oranges and reds, even as clouds close in from the east.

“Look at that sunset!” Mazie squeals as she pushes aside a branch, her toned legs propelling her up an incline with disgusting ease. “We’re almost at our destination. Aren’t you so excited?”

Look at me skipping for joy.

I’m lost in my thoughts when a silky voice cuts through the silence, making me flinch. “What’d you do to get on the show?”

A look over my shoulder confirms that Paxton has jogged ahead of the other campers to catch up with me. Of course, Walker isn’t too far away, the eye of his travel camera pointed at us.

Paxton attends a private school in Massachusetts, and as he’s made sure to tell us, his dad is filthy rich. I overheard Desiree say his dad signed him up for the show to help publicly rehabilitate the family name after Paxton made the news. According to Paxton, the only thing he did wrong was “stick it” to his young and pretty art teacher. But if that’s true, I don’t know why everyone’s mad at him.

Despite Mazie’s best campfire efforts to get us to play icebreakers on the way out here, I still don’t know much about the others. I’ll bet FilmStream was hoping the eleven of us would have bonded by now, but I won’t be bonding with anyone. I’m not here to “reform” my life or entertain all the “normal” people watching from their comfortable couches, and I’m definitely not here to play bubbly camp games and cry while making bead bracelets.

Paxton doesn’t seem to have the same reluctant attitude, though. He’s more of a showman, so I know more about him than the rest. He’s the blond with the nice clothes I first noticed at the depot, and he’s undeniably attractive, with a square jaw and a deceivingly charming smile. Too bad pretty boys aren’t my thing.

Because I enjoy making people feel uncomfortable, I say to him, “Why was I cast, Paxton? Easy. Cannibalism.”

Paxton wrinkles his nose. “That’s nasty.”

I snap my teeth like a rabid dog and Paxton jerks away before catching himself. He makes a noise of revulsion and falls back again, deeming me unworthy of flirtation.

Someone laughs behind me, low and quiet, and I know it’s Mack, the silent, watchful guy. He’s Paxton’s film negative in every way: dark eyes, dark hair, disturbing tattoos. He has nearly as much ink as my brother, but his looks professional—not that I’ve asked, since he pretty much keeps to himself. He’s just as attractive as Paxton, but where Paxton flirts with anything that breathes, Mack might as well be on a solo hike. He doesn’t engage, doesn’t speak, doesn’t acknowledge the cameras. Honestly, I don’t know why they cast him. He seems pretty boring to me.

But even as I have the thought, I know it’s disingenuous. I’m pretty sure I do know why they cast him. There’s something in Mack’s observant eyes that tells me he’s seen more than the rest of us. I have the uneasy feeling that out of all the criminals in our little cast of delinquents, Mack’s the most dangerous.

Despite that, I whirl around and glare at him. “What are you laughing at?” Sometimes people make the mistake of underestimating me because I’m short and have doll-like freckles across my nose. They think I’m cute, but once they get to know me, they quickly realize their mistake.

Mack lifts a dark brow but doesn’t say anything. Big surprise.

I turn back around and resume adding to my mental list of ways I can mess with Ashley, completely ignoring the camera recording my profile. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to ignore it forever. Over the past few days, Mazie’s been pulling campers aside one-by-one to record their confessionals—that part in a reality show where the cast talks directly to the camera about what they’re feeling. I watched from a distance earlier today as she tried to interview Mack. I don’t know what she said to him, but his lips didn’t move once, and she and Evan stomped back to the rest of the group in obvious frustration.

Hamish already had his confessional, and he warned me that Mazie would get personal in order to goad a reaction out of me. Not very professional, if you ask me. I should know—I’ve been to a wide range of therapists and psychologists over the years. Some were good, and some were bad. Only after I found a therapist I truly liked did my sessions start making a difference, but then Ashley cancelled them because they were too expensive. I’ve seen enough to know how psychologists and counselors are supposed to act, and Mazie is definitely a little light on the ethics.

Thanks to Hamish, I’m prepared when Mazie later takes me aside and has me sit on a tree stump. Evan adjusts me a few times until he’s satisfied with the lighting and angle, and then Mazie begins.

“Hi, Georgie. Are you ready for your confessional?” When I don’t answer, she breezes on. “As the daughter of one of the show’s creators, you must be so excited to be here.”

“Stepdaughter.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m Ashley’s stepdaughter. Not her daughter.”

Mazie tilts her head to the side. “Is that distinction important to you?”

“Obviously, if I corrected you.”

She makes a humming noise. “When did Ashley join your family?”

“Do you want my sob story?” I ask. If I can give her what she wants, maybe she’ll leave me alone. “My mother ran away when I was almost ten. Ashley married my dad a year later.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“I feel great. Ashley’s the best. I’m so glad she’s my mommy now.”

Mazie pokes her lip out sympathetically. “Sometimes people use sarcasm as a way to deflect uncomfortable truths. What uncomfortable truth are you trying to deflect, Georgie? Is it that you feel like Ashley’s stolen your dad’s love? Is it that you wonder if your father secretly likes her more than your mother?”

I stare at her, my skin prickling. Wow, what a bitch.

“Mazie, where did you get your degree?”

“Tut-tut.” She waggles her finger and smiles. “No redirection. But maybe we’re not ready for the tougher questions yet. How do you feel about having your brother here?”

“I feel—” I’m about to say “good” until I remember the cardinal rule of punishment: never let on to what you like, or they’ll take it from you. “I feel like I don’t care.”

Mazie droops in disappointment. “Oh. Well. Hmm.” She seems stymied for a moment, which means I must’ve been convincing in my delivery. “You two seem close. You’ve spent a lot of time together the past few days.”

“He’s the only person I know.”

“Tell me more about your stealing habit.”

“What’s there to say? Sometimes I take things that aren’t mine.” I don’t tell her that my petty theft started as way to buy me and Hamish a bus ticket to somewhere far away, or that I kept at it when I realized the only thing my part-time after-school job did was give Ashley creator content. The moment I started to bring home a little cash—and I do mean a little—she taught me responsibility by making me buy my own toothpaste and deodorant until there wasn’t any money left to stash away. The internet loved the “making responsible teens” series Ashley got out of it.

Evan gives a noise of dissatisfaction.

“I know,” Mazie grouses over her shoulder, and I smother a smile. I’m not refusing to talk, so they can’t get mad, but I’m not giving them usable content, either.

Mazie sighs. “Just repeat after me: if I don’t change my ways, I could end up in real trouble someday.”

“If I don’t change my ways, I could end up in real trouble someday,” I say robotically.

“I just hope I can make my father and stepmother proud.”

“I just hope I can make my father and stepmother proud.”

“I know one thing: it’s going to be tough to survive out here.”

“I know one thing: it’s going to be tough to survive out here.”

Her ponytail swings as she glances at Evan. “Think that’s good enough?”

“Think that’s good enough?” I repeat.

She rolls her eyes at me, and when Evan nods, she says, “Thank you, Georgie. That’s all.”

I stand and wink at her. “Thank you, Georgie. That’s all.”

I’m grinning to myself when I rejoin the group, and Hamish, who was watching tensely from a distance, relaxes.

An hour later, it’s nearly dark and my arms are rough with goose bumps underneath my plaid shirt, and it isn’t just because the wind has turned biting with the impending storm. With every snapped twig, I jump a little, my heart skittering between my ribs. What’s wrong with me? I love creepy shit, especially around Halloween, which is only a couple of weeks away now, so why do I keep feeling this scrape along my nerves, as if some dirty, foreboding fingernail is being inexorably drawn up my back?

“Get a grip,” I mutter to myself, just as Rick stops in a small clearing. He tucks his compass into the pocket of his hiking vest while Mazie glances uncertainly around. Rick gives her a single, confident nod. She whispers to him, gesturing sharply, and he replies with something that makes her frown harder. After a few more hushed exchanges, she takes a deep breath and claps her hands triumphantly over her head. My teeth grind together.

“We’re here, Joyful Juveniles! We’ve arrived at our filming location!”

Wait, what?

She has to be kidding. I meet Hamish’s equally disbelieving eyes in the dusk, and I can tell he’s thinking the same thing: this is the filming location? We’re standing in a clearing ringed by pine and hemlock trees, and at the center there’s a sagging, moss-blanketed building with a caved-in roof. Two small cabins flank each of its sides. Beyond the half-collapsed structures, there’s nothing but a few lichen-spotted boulders jutting from the earth and piles of wind-blown leaves.

This can’t be it. There’s no way they made us hike all the way out to a bunch of abandoned buildings when they could have stuck us in any old clearing THREE DAYS CLOSER for the same effect.

The wind ruffles my ponytail, and my jaw drops when Rick actually begins unzipping the canvas bag that holds his tent. Sooo this isn’t a joke?

“Un-fucking-believable,” I mutter when Mazie starts taking out her own tent.

I eye the wet and rotted buildings with unease. One of them is large enough that it might have been a mess hall at some point, while the others could have been dorms, but they seem to have been empty for at least a decade. Why would Ashley choose what appears to be a long-abandoned summer camp for the filming location?

I glance up at the moon, now almost entirely concealed by clouds, and shiver again. Anxiety presses like a fist against my breastbone. I do not like this place.

Since it looks like we’re actually going to be made to sleep in the rain, I claim a spot beneath a tall pine with wide branches. The buildings are hardly safe to enter—and without roofs, they wouldn’t be useful as shelter anyway.

While everyone bickers over sleeping spots, Walker films and Evan sets up some of the larger recording equipment, cursing up a storm when he cuts his hand and blood drips down his wrist. Rick barks at us to collect firewood so we can cook dinner. No one moves, so Mazie chooses three people and gently shoos them toward the brush while the rest of us pull cans of food from our packs.

“Canned noodles in sauce—dinner of champs, right?” I say to a thin girl with braids standing next to me. Her name is Madison, and she’s been relatively quiet the past three days, but I’ve noticed how her fingers are always moving, tapping on her thighs and twisting together like they’re missing something. I’m pretty sure she’s the gaming addict.

Madison turns to me. “Huh?”

“It’s a joke. We’ve been eating canned noodles for three days now. You’d think with their budget, the studio could have at least sprung for MREs.”

Madison throws her head back and laughs so manically that I flinch. Before I can figure out what the fuck is so funny, Mazie calls us over to heat up our food.

Like we did the previous two nights, we drag over logs to act as seats around the popping fire. After we slurp down our processed food and I burn my tongue on the too-hot spoon, Mazie claps her hands, making me flinch.

“Tomorrow, your survival experience officially begins. We’ll no longer be helping you start fires or collect wood, so I hope you’ve been paying attention. Rick and I will be observing you in a hands-off capacity for the next eight days, unless there’s an emergency. Unfortunately, I don’t think you’re mentally where you need to be yet.” She wags her finger around at us. “Part of being responsible young adults and surviving together is learning to rely on your teammates. That means it’s icebreaker time! Who wants to do trust falls?”

We stare at her like she’s grown an extra head.

“Yes, let’s have a bunch of teenage criminals do trust falls hundreds of miles from the nearest hospital,” Hamish mutters at my side, but I know Evan caught it on camera because he smirks.

I’m sitting on a log between Hamish and a girl named Alicia, who snorts when she overhears my brother. Alicia has mousy-brown hair and a full face of makeup that’s several shades off from the white of her neck. She’s become friendly with Desiree, who’s currently sandwiched between a big guy named Devon and a fair-skinned, wiry kid whose name I can’t remember, but who I’m pretty sure is a drug dealer.

Madison, with her brown skin, blank eyes, and twitching fingers, is sharing a log with cocky Paxton and a younger girl named Talia, who has frizzy hair and freckles that stand out in stark relief against her chalky cheeks. On our first night of hiking, Mazie asked us to share where we were from, and Talia refused. I don’t know what the big deal is about saying what state you grew up in, but I respect her choice to fuck with the show.

Evan shoves his sleeves up his arms, the better to flash his expensive watch, and zooms in on a Korean American girl named Ava, who’s kneeling by her bag and rummaging for something. Mack is leaning against a tree, his hands in his pockets and his pale face in shadows. He looks so bored with all of us that I’m almost offended, which is absurd because I don’t even care about the show, and still his disinterest makes me want to rattle a reaction out of him in the most juvenile way possible.

“Maybe not trust falls,” Mazie admits after a few moments of whispering furiously with Rick. There’s strain around her eyes that wasn’t there earlier today, like maybe she wasn’t told about the shitty filming location, either. “Let’s sing a song.”

We all ignore her again, except for Desiree.

“How about you tell us why we hiked three days for this.” Desiree gestures to the abandoned buildings, her midnight-painted nails already starting to chip. “Was it just to make us sweat? Do you have a secret labor fetish?”

Across from me, Madison’s eyes snap from vague to interested in a split second, although I’m not sure why, because after asking myself the same question when we first arrived, the answer now seems obvious: yes, they did it to make us sweat, and no, it’s not because they have a fetish. They made us drag our body weight in camp supplies three days into the Maine wilderness because suffering makes for good TV. The whole point was to mess with us. They probably cackled about it in the planning room: Haha! And then the teenagers will think they’re going to sleep in a comfy cabin, but it will turn out the place is a dump! It will be hilarious!

I’m sure the shock on our faces when we arrived at this abandoned heap of buildings was priceless. Ashley probably chose the location from an online listicle to teach us all a super-ironic lesson about living without the luxury of a mattress or some shit like that, while she hasn’t slept on a thread count less than a thousand since I met her. She’ll preach on her social media accounts that, much like this camp, life doesn’t always meet expectations. She’ll say that, just as the abandoned buildings are uncared-for and forgotten, so are we, but with a little “tough love” and rehabilitation, we can all be useful once again. That all things in life come full circle.

Mazie sighs. “Desiree, I’d hoped you’d be over this defiance by now. You know we can’t give everything away. The show has its reasons for bringing you here.” Although as she says it, there’s a flicker of discomfort in her eyes, and that makes me uncomfortable.

“You could tell us something,” Devon snaps from beside Desiree. He’s here for destroying public property after a football game, although I can’t remember if it was because he won or because he lost. “Not knowing is making us anxious, and aren’t you supposed to be looking out for our mental health?”

Mazie beams. “That’s right, Devon, I’m a licensed psychologist! I’m so happy you brought up anxiety. Over the next few days, some of you may experience feelings of. …”

Madison rolls her eyes and seems to blank out again, no longer paying attention, and I’m right there with her. It’s clear that neither Mazie nor the cameramen have any intention of sharing more with us. Maybe they signed NDAs, or maybe they’re just dicks.

Probably they’re just dicks.

We break off into quiet side conversations. Desiree laughs shrilly as she slaps Devon on
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