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​Prologue 

[image: image]


One Year Ago, Sixth Grade Science Fair.  
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​(Pam) 
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My eyes dart around the Dryden Corners Middle School Gym, taking in all the different science fair projects. There are a lot of cool projects this year, but none of them are as good as mine, except maybe Amber’s. The judges haven’t come by yet, but I know they’ll be totally impressed when they finally make their way over here.

“So Pam, are you ready to bring home second place this year?” Amber comes up to me teasing.

I turn to her and tease back. “No, I’m not ready to bring home second, because I will not be placing, second this year, you are.”

She chuckles and says. “Well, may the best project win.”

She gently pushes past me, so she can get a better look at my finished project. “A Warming Planet,” she says, reading my title aloud. “Like wow Pam, this is one intense project, it’s no wonder why you had to spend so much time on it.”

“Thanks.”

“And by showing a higher temperature inside the fishbowl, it really draws home your point about the greenhouse effect,” she says.

I nod and move down the row, so I can get a look at Amber’s finished project.

Her project is titled “Breaking the Time Barrier,” and it’s all about time travel and whether it is possible.

“I love your DeLorean,” I say, referring to her working model of the Back to The Future time machine going from 1985 to 2015.

“Thanks, it was my dad’s idea, he’s the best!” She says, and then quickly adds. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” Embarrassed that her parents are still together, whereas mine are divorced.  

“No, it’s okay, your dad is pretty cool, but so is my mom. She was the one who finally got the lamp hot enough to raise the temperature inside the fishbowl.”

Neither of us liking to discuss anything too emotional, Amber changes the subject. “So, here’s the important question, which one of us is really going to win tonight?”

“Well, yours is the most fun, but mine addresses the bigger issue. So, I guess it’s going to be me,” I say.

I return to my project just in time to meet with the judges, who defiantly seem to be impressed by it and by my knowledge on the subject.  

“Attention students,” Says principal Jakins into the microphone at the front of the gym a few minutes later. “The judges have now seen all of your projects and are now going to decide who the winners are, but meanwhile there are refreshments for all of you in the cafeteria.”

While all the other students rush out of the gym Amber and I hang back, neither of us being ones for large crowds or socializing.

Once there’s a clear path out of the gym Amber says, “Let’s go before all the good snacks are gone.”

“Yeah,” I agree, “I’m dying for something sweet.”

***
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I was wrong about who was going to win. Amber’s time travel project came in first, and I’m bringing home second.

With my mom’s help, I get my project packed up and ready to take home, but first I run over to congratulate Amber. “That was some win. Good job tonight!”  

“Thanks, but I honestly thought you were going to come in first place tonight, I guess your fishbowl must have freaked them out too much.”

“No, it’s because that one judge, wearing the Dr. Who tee-shirt, was a total geek and loved your Back to the Future Model,” I joke.

“Yeah, it’s probably one of his favorite movies,” She agrees.

With that, we both start laughing hysterically. This is why we’re best friends.  
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“Hey, Eric, have you tried out this new game yet?” Vince asks.

“Are you referring to the Creature Hunt Now game?” Eric asks knowingly.  “Why do you ask?”

Vince, who has just taken a bite out of the muffin he bought from the cafeteria this morning, nods his head. “Because I just completed level one while coming in here.”

“And no, I’m not playing it,” Eric says, flipping to a new page in his notebook.

Wow, I'm impressed- Eric, the captain of the basketball team and every girl’s dream guy still hasn't played the most popular game yet?

“I'm playing it,” Says Amber, my best friend and the last member of our seventh-grade homeroom table. Turning to me, she asks. “How about you Pam, are you playing it?”

I honestly can't help but to feel a bit betrayed by my best friend. I mean, why is she suddenly so interested in a game that the popular crowd is playing? I mean, we’re supposed to be the nerdy girls, the straight “A” students, having no interest in what's popular. Although I can't help but to be slightly interested in this new game, just not interested enough to play it. “No, I haven't been playing it,” I finally answer her.

Vince nearly chokes on his muffin. “What, you haven't played Creature Hunt Now yet, what is wrong with you, Toothache?”

Well, this is typical Vince, if you don't like what he likes, you're automatically an idiot. He's been this way since Kindergarten, and he still hasn't changed. The stupid nickname he gave me is another thing I can't stand; my last name is Toothick, not Toothache.

While I'm still trying to come up with a suitable response, I'm suddenly saved by our Math Teacher, Mrs. Fade, finally starting today's lesson. “Turn your books to page 179, we're going to be working on problems one through ten. Try the first three on your own, and then we'll do the rest together.”

“So, are you going to tell me why you're not playing the most popular game yet,” Vince asks me again, instead of doing his math.

I pretend not to hear him and just try to work on the math problems, but Amber nudges my side, also wanting to know the answer. (Unfortunately, some arguments you just can't avoid.) “Well, I just don't really see the point in it; I mean, what’s the point in hunting fake creatures in the real world.”  

Eric smiles at me from the other side of the table, showing that he agrees with me, and Vince looks at me as if I grew an extra head.

“But the game is so much fun, I'm sure that you would love it,” Amber tells me.

“Yeah, like don't knock it till you try it,” Vince agrees. “Virtual reality is awesome.”

“Look,” I say, glancing up from my textbook, “I'm not saying that virtual reality is bad, I'm just saying that there needs to be a balance.”

“So, does that mean you'll start playing it?” Vince asks with Amber grinning eagerly next to me.

I groan and go back to my math problems. What was so unclear about what I just said?

“Okay, you guys have sparked my interest, tell me more about this game and why it’s so fun,” Eric says giving up on his math.

Oh my goodness Eric, not you too.

Vince and Amber waste no time in telling Eric (and me, being the captive audience) all there is to know about the game.

“The game's wicked fun and addicting,” Vince says.

Yes, Vince, I think to myself. We've already covered this; we already know that you really enjoy this game. Let’s move on, shall we? I look to the front of the classroom where Mrs. Fade is leaning on her podium, hoping that our conversation has drawn her attention, but she's completely lost in her large travel mug of coffee.

“The game is set up in different levels,” Amber continues, “and each level has its own unique set of animals that you need to collect. Then, when you get all the animals from one level, you move on to the next.”

“Also, you and another player can trade your extra animals for the animals you need,” Vince adds.

“So you look for a bunch of fake animals in the real world, what fun,” I say sarcastically.

They all ignore me, but Mrs. Fade is just about ready to begin this morning’s math lesson, anyway. Clearing her throat, she asks, “how far did everyone get on the problems?”

There's mumbling of different answers being said throughout the room. When suddenly Conner Breach, who's a bit of a jerk and perhaps the most stupid person I know, jumps up from his seat, cellphone in hand, and runs behind Mrs. Fade, nearly knocking her down.

“Conner, what is the meaning of this?” the teacher asks him. “Go back to your seat.”

“Sorry Mrs. Fade, but there's an eagle right here. If I get it, I'll be a level three, now if you'll please excuse me.”

We all start laughing. Only Conner is stupid enough to talk back to a teacher like this. This also isn't the first time that he's made this mistake either. Somehow, he forgets that they are the teachers and that we are just students, and while Mrs. Fade isn't the strictest teacher, you definitely don't talk back to her either.  

“Phone please, you can get it back at the end of class.”

“But,” Conner whines.

“How about I keep it until the end of the day instead?”

Without another word, Conner surrenders his phone and returns to his seat.  

“Now if any of the rest of you feel so inclined as to go after this eagle right behind me, I will take your phones and send them to the office for your parents to come pick up later,” she warns us all.

“Kind of harsh,” Vince whispers so that only we can here.
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Oh my goodness, what is happening to this place, has this game turned everybody into mindless zombies? Is the only thing they’re capable of doing is staring at their phones? I think to myself as I dodge one person and nearly collide with another. I mean, it is middle school and kids are usually always on their phones, but this is ridiculous.

“Ahh!” I scream as I bump into a boy who had suddenly just stooped right in the middle of the hallway.

“What'd’you do that for!?” He snaps at me.

“Sorry, my bad.”

“Thanks to you, I just lost the coordinates of the creature I was after.”

“Well, if you were looking at where you were going instead of at your cellphone, we wouldn't have bumped into each other.” We were both moving at a steady pace, and I was keeping a safe following distance, (two tiles in between us) but of course I didn’t plan on him stopping dead in his tracks.

Without another word, the boy walks away huffing and puffing.

I continue on down the hallway, and without further incident I'm able to make it over to the girl’s bathroom safely.

“Hey watch it, wait your turn, we're all going after the same animal,” I get snapped at as I try to move past the small crowed that has gathered by the door.

“But I'm not after any creature; I just want to use the bathroom.”

“Oh, all right,” the girl says
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