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Chapter 1

 

“THIS IS GOING TO be the best trip ever,” Amelia says to Melissa and Hil, her friends from Advanced Heroism. “I couldn’t even sleep last night.”

“Me, neither,” Melissa agrees. All three of them have these huge grins on their faces. They look like they’re going to start jumping up and down and squeeing any second.

I yawn, because I didn’t sleep much last night, either, except for me it was less about excitement over this trip and more about completely dreading it. I look over at Riley, who’s sitting next to me on a bench in the parking lot at Heroesworth. The whole first-year class is here, milling around and talking way too excitedly for people who had to be at school at six a.m. We’re all waiting for the buses to come pick us up so we can spend the next five days living in the woods for no reason.

Apparently it’s a tradition. One that everyone spends their whole life looking forward to, or at least everyone except me because for one thing, I’d never even heard of it until a couple weeks ago, and for another, because I think the idea of sharing a cabin with people who hate me sounds like the worst idea ever. I mean, Riley will be there, so not everyone in our cabin will hate me. But that still means there will be four other people I don’t know, and after everything that’s happened this semester—and, okay, this year—I think it’s a pretty safe bet that they won’t be my biggest fans or anything.

“My mom said this trip is where she met her best friends for life,” Melissa says. “They worked together all through Heroesworth, and they’re still super close, even though one of them moved to Europe two years ago. But they Skype all the time.”

Hil nods. “My sister said she hated it at first, but by the end, she was one of the people sobbing when they had to leave. And then she and her cabin mates made their own shirts to commemorate the trip, and they still all wear them on the same day once a month. That’s so going to be us next year.”

“Oh, my God, you guys.” Amelia suddenly grabs their hands. “Can you feel it? This is, like, where our lives begin. We’re going to be Team Glitter forever.”

I roll my eyes at her.

“What?” she snaps, suddenly glaring at me. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking it. Just because you’re not excited doesn’t mean nobody else is. I don’t even know why you’re going on this trip.”

“Because it’s mandatory?” Or at least that’s part of the reason. And it being required seems like a huge red flag to me. The school wouldn’t need to force everyone to go if it wasn’t going to suck.

“You could have gotten out of it.” She turns back to her friends. “He lies about everything, like, all the time.”

Riley gives me a worried look. “She’s right, X. I mean, not about the lying thing, but you could have gotten out of this. You still could.”

I tilt my head at him. “I’m not the one with the broken leg.”

“It’s been six weeks. It’s getting a lot better.” He’s down to only a below-the-knee cast, though he still has to use his crutches. “My doctor said I could go as long as I keep up with my rehab exercises and don’t push myself too hard. And that’s not my point. It’s just… you don’t have to do this.”

“If you don’t want me to go—”

“I didn’t say that.” He glances around at everyone. “But if you didn’t want to be here, I’d understand.”

And let him spend the week forming lifelong bonds with people who aren’t me? I don’t think so. Plus, after what happened at the gala, after the League was shooting at him and Mason ditched him and that rubble fell on him and he broke his leg… I’d just feel better if I was around, watching out for him. “So, what, the only half villain at Heroesworth just mysteriously gets the flu or something on the day he’s supposed to go on a week-long trip with all these people who hate him and nobody’s going to suspect anything?”

“No, but who cares if they do?”

“I do. They’ll think I can’t cut it.” Not to mention the fact that the school doesn’t want me going. I know because the school counselor called me into her office last week to try to dissuade me. She said she just wanted to discuss the trip and how it might affect me, and then went on to list a bunch of reasons why I might not want to go. She hinted pretty strongly that I wouldn’t really be welcome and told me that the other students would probably feel a lot better if I wasn’t around, ruining their precious bonding experience. She implied that it would be a really hostile environment for me. As if I couldn’t guess that already. She did everything but flat out ask me not to go, which makes me think the school wasn’t allowed to ban me from this, since it was pretty obvious they didn’t want me to come.

And not that I actually want to go to this camp or anything, or have, like, anything to do with it whatsoever, but I couldn’t stay home after all that. I couldn’t be the only person in first year who didn’t go on the trip with everybody. Not while I’m also the only half villain. And maybe I’d also feel like I was missing out on something. I’m sure it’s nothing good and that I’ll hate every minute of it, but at least then when everybody’s talking about it next week I’ll know what they mean.

“And what about you?” I ask Riley. “You could have gotten out of this.” 

“I’ve been looking forward to the first-year camping trip for a long time.”

“Yeah, but… why?”

“I know I’ll have to sit out on some of the activities.” He glances down at his leg and lets out a deep breath. “But it’s kind of a rite of passage. I don’t want to miss out on it. And my parents met there.”

“Your parents met at Camp Serenity Trails?” It sounds like a retirement home for horses. Or like an abandoned camp in a horror movie that’s inhabited by ghost children and/or creepy dolls that move from place to place while nobody’s looking. My girlfriend Kat’s going on a similar trip with Vilmore, only the camp they’re going to is called Evergreen Springs, which sounds much more normal and like they won’t be murdered in their sleep.

“My dad told me about how he carved their initials in an old tree. They used to sneak out every night and meet there.”

I make a face. “So, you’re going on this trip to find some old tree where your parents used to go have sex? That’s really gross.”

He scowls. “They didn’t have sex there. I mean, they weren’t doing that.”

“Uh-huh. They didn’t say they were, you mean. How old were you when he told you this story?” Riley’s dad died three and a half years ago, when Riley would have been thirteen. I mean, I don’t know if his dad was the type to sugarcoat this kind of story or not, but there are some things he might have left out if Riley was only, like, ten or something when he told him.

“I don’t know. Eight? Maybe nine? But it doesn’t matter because they weren’t. They’d just met. My dad told me that even though they both went to Heroesworth, they didn’t have any classes together. And then on the first day of camp they ended up sitting across from each other at lunch.”

“That could have happened anywhere.”

“But it happened at camp. And then that night they also ended up sitting next to each other at the campfire ceremony—”

“At the what?”

“The campfire ceremony. It’s—”

“It’s when everybody sits around this big campfire and sings songs,” Amelia says, butting into our conversation. “It’s totally magical. There’s one at the end of the week, too, where everyone watches a slide show of camp memories.”

Ugh. It sounds awful. “Nobody asked you.” And it’s not like she’s been there before, either.

She rolls her eyes at me and then turns back to her friends.

“Anyway,” Riley says, “my dad said he knew she was special the moment he met her. And then when they randomly ended up sitting next to each other at the campfire ceremony, too, he knew it was fate. By the end of the evening, they were holding hands. And afterward, they went for a walk, even though they were supposed to go back to their cabins. They ended up at this tree, and they kissed under the stars.”

“That sounds—”

“So romantic,” Amelia says, interrupting again.

“—really sappy.”

She lets out a wistful sigh. “I wish Zach went to our school.”

Zach’s her boyfriend. He’s also Riley’s brother, and he’s a year younger than us, so he won’t be starting up at Heroesworth until next fall. And I’m pretty sure Zach would agree with me on the sappiness factor, and probably also on the squickiness factor and not wanting to go make out at the same tree his parents did.

Riley smiles a little and shrugs with one shoulder. “Maybe it is kind of sappy. But it’s kind of romantic, too.”

“And what does your mom say happened?”

He grins. “She says she’d had a crush on him all year and sat by him both times on purpose. I don’t know if he ever knew that, though.” His face falls a little. “She only told me that after he died.”

“So you’re going because you want to find their make-out tree?” It’s going to be kind of hard to do that on crutches. Unless the tree is right outside one of the cabins or something.

“Don’t call it that,” Riley says. “But… I don’t know. I just thought I’d come here someday when I was at Heroesworth and see everything he told me about. It obviously meant a lot to him.”

We sit there in silence, absorbing that.

Then some douchebag pretends to trip as he makes his way past our bench. He kicks my backpack and simultaneously elbows me really hard in the shoulder. “Watch it, villain,” he says, practically spitting the words. He sneers at me, like my very existence disgusts him, and then hurries off to find his friends.

Electricity burns beneath my skin, but I keep it in check. We haven’t even left the school yet—I can’t afford to go all electric already. Something I’m pretty sure would get me banned from this.

Riley shoots me a nervous look. “X—”

“Don’t say it, Perkins.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, really sure? Because—”

“Yes. I’m going, okay?”

“But you—” He stops himself, swallowing down whatever protest he was going to make. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

“I am,” I tell him, even though a flicker of doubt spreads through my chest and I feel anything but sure.
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As soon as we get to camp, I regret coming here. Not because of anything in particular, but the second the buses drive away, the reality of what I’ve just signed up for hits me, and I get this horrible panicky feeling that I’ve made a huge mistake.

Five days. Stuck with the entire first-year class out in the woods, where Riley and Amelia will be the only people who’ll protest if anyone decides to murder me.

Great.

I hoist my backpack onto my shoulders, then grab Riley’s for him.

He glances around the camp, at the main buildings in the center and the trails that lead off to various cabins, which we can barely see from here. A look of dismay settles on his face, like maybe he’s not so sure about this, either. “I didn’t realize everything would be so far apart.”

“At least Cabin B’s the closest one.” That’s what the school told Riley, anyway. Now that we’re here, I’m realizing “closest” might be a pretty relative term.

And even though we’re in the closest cabin, we’re also the last to arrive. We’re probably the last to arrive out of anyone at any of the cabins, and at one point Riley tries to tell me to go on ahead, as if I’d abandon him and as if I’d actually be in any hurry to meet our new cabin mates, especially alone.

We can hear some guys talking and laughing inside as we approach the cabin, but as soon as I step through the door, the room goes silent. All four of them give me the worst looks ever. I can’t tell if they seem more angry or disgusted that I’m going to be sharing a room with them.

I ignore them while I hold the door open for Riley, though I can feel them staring at me.

Then one of them swears, breaking the silence.

“They let him come to this?” another one says, not even pretending to whisper or anything, like I’m not even in the room, or more like they don’t care.

I exchange a look with Riley. His forehead wrinkles with concern, possibly like he’s doing the math and wondering how I’m going to survive a week of this when it’s already going so great.

And even though I’m wondering the same thing—and also if Gordon would hate me forever for making him drive three hours down here to pick me up after only the first few minutes—I stride into the room like I didn’t hear anything and move to set our stuff down on the two remaining empty beds.

One of our cabin mates gets in my way. “Uh-uh,” he says, jerking his thumb toward the door. “Go somewhere else.”

He’s a little bigger than me, but not by much, and he seems way too sure of himself for someone who must know about my lightning. Which means he either hates me enough to take the risk, or he thinks his superpower is a match for mine.

“Huh,” I say, setting our stuff down on the beds anyway. “I could have sworn I requested the douchebag-free cabin. I guess there wasn’t one.”

He glares at me.

Riley comes over and sits down on his bed. His face looks pained, though I can’t tell if it’s from having to walk this far on the trail with his crutches, or if it’s because he’s worried I’m going to get myself killed.

One of the other guys comes to stand next to his friend. He folds his arms as he looks me over. “So, the administration thinks it’s okay to stick us with a spy for the Truth?”

“My dad’s going to be pissed,” the first one says. “The dean’s never going to hear the end of it.”

“Mine, too. It’s bad enough they let a villain on this trip. Can’t they keep him away from everybody else?”

I clench my jaw. My hands are balled into fists, though there’s no way I could take these guys in a physical fight. Not when there’s four of them. Electricity twitches along my spine, but I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. These guys are trying to get to me—I don’t need them to know how much it’s working.

“He’s not a spy,” Riley says, rolling his eyes at how ridiculous they’re being.

“Either way,” the first one says, “he’s a villain. I don’t understand how the school can let someone like him even go to Heroesworth. We’re supposed to be learning how to stop villains. We’re not supposed to be training them.”

“And they don’t even let us use him for our own training purposes.” The second guy kicks at the floor, really put out by that fact. Then he brightens a little, like he just got a really good idea. “Hey, Noah, you want to test out your power?”

He says that to one of the other two guys in the room, and they both come over, so now all four of them are standing in front of me.

“Sure do,” the one who must be Noah says. He’s got this really creepy, overly eager look on his face, like whatever his power is, he doesn’t get to use it enough.

Did I say I regretted coming here before? Because I’m really regretting it now. I don’t know what this guy’s power is—what any of them are—but I can already tell I’m not going to like it. Adrenaline rushes through my veins, making it really hard to keep control over my lightning. Though maybe I should just zap these guys, get kicked out, and get it over with. Except then Riley would still be stuck here with them for the rest of the week. Not that I think they’d hurt him—at least, not with an already-broken leg—but I’m also not a hundred percent sure. And even if they didn’t physically hurt him, they could still make his life a living hell. They could still—

A horrible sound like a buzz saw made out of nails-on-a-chalkboard fills my head, interrupting that thought. It takes me by complete surprise, and I gasp.

Our cabin mates all smile. Especially Noah.

The sound gets louder and louder. I cover my ears, but it doesn’t do anything to stop it, because somehow it’s coming from inside my head. I think if it doesn’t stop, my ears are going to bleed, or maybe I’m going to go insane.

I think I hear Riley shouting at them to leave me alone.

Then all of a sudden it ends. Noah’s out of breath, and his face is a little red from the strain, like that was all he could manage. I guess he really doesn’t get to practice it that much.

I let go of my ears. I’m crouched down, almost doubled over in front of the bed. I stand up.

“His power only works on villains,” the first guy says. “Guess it works on half villains, too. Nice job, man.” He reaches over and high fives Noah.

“Thanks, Aiden. I was just getting started.” He says that, but he looks pretty worn out, and I notice he doesn’t try it again.

The fourth guy, who so far hasn’t said anything, sneers at me. “Looks like being a half villain’s just as bad as being the real thing.”

Riley hobbles over on his crutches to stand next to me. “Leave him alone.” Then, to me, “Are you okay, X?”

I nod, even though I’m not sure. Even though it’s taking everything I have not to go completely electric right now. And maybe I should just let it happen, because they attacked me first, but I can tell from their eager expressions that that’s exactly what they want me to do. They want to see the half villain completely lose it, and I can’t give them the satisfaction.	

“It’s not even a fraction of what he deserves,” Noah tells Riley.

“I don’t know why you’d be friends with him,” the second guy says. “He hates heroes. He said so on TV.”

I think he means the launch video Grandpa made for the Truth, the one where he played a recording of me without my permission. And that’s so not what I said.

“Maybe you hate heroes, too.” Aiden narrows his eyes at Riley. “Weren’t you at the gala? Didn’t I see you on the news?”

“I—”

“He was,” the fourth guy cuts in, before Riley has a chance to answer. “The two of them were attacking the League together. That’s why the League was shooting at them. That’s why he broke his leg. That’s what you get for being friends with a—”

“Shut up.” Lightning crackles across my arms. I don’t care about holding it back anymore.

Riley moves a step away from me, though it’s not really far enough to be out of range.

The guys all look really pleased with themselves. Aiden flashes me a superior grin. “It just goes to show that even villain lovers get what’s coming to them.”

I take a step toward him. I’m this close to blasting this guy, but he doesn’t seem scared, and now I’m really wondering what his power is. Should I be expecting an energy ray to the chest, or does he think Noah’s going to take me down with his villain-only sound projection? “Back off,” I tell Aiden.

“The school really shouldn’t have let you come to this,” he says, right as he holds up his hands and blasts me.

I suddenly feel cold all over, like I just fell into a pool of ice water or a snow bank or something. My lightning disappears, all my energy going to fight off the cold instead.

As soon as my electricity’s gone, Aiden shoves me really hard, so that I stumble backwards and crash into the bed. “Well,” he says, “looks like it’s going to be a really fun week.”

Chapter 2

 

I MOTION FOR THE girl sitting across the table from Amelia to scoot down so we can sit with them at lunch. The girl’s eyes get really wide when she sees me, and she gasps and almost chokes on her food. Her face goes kind of red, though that might be because she’s coughing so hard.

When she’s done coughing up her bite of hamburger, she just kind of sits there, gaping at me.

I clear my throat and motion for her to move again.

Amelia rolls her eyes. “Ignore him, Jana. He’s just my stupid brother.”

“It’s okay,” Jana squeaks. She scoots down the bench, practically crashing into Melissa, who’s sitting next to her. One by one, everyone moves down until there’s room. Well, room enough for one person.

I set down my tray and point to Amelia. “Move.”

She lets out this really annoyed sigh, like I just asked her for the moon, then scoots over to make space for Riley. “You guys shouldn’t even be sitting with us. You’re not part of our cabin.”

I set down Riley’s tray across from mine. “Nobody said we have to sit with our cabins.”

“Yeah,” Riley says, carefully leaning his crutches against the end of the table. “There’s no rule about it.”

“But you’re supposed to want to sit with your cabin,” Amelia says, crunching on the handful of potato chips she just stuffed into her mouth. “It’s part of the bonding experience.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” I tell her.

She gets this smug look on her face. “What’s wrong? Is someone having trouble making friends?”

“Shut up. Everyone in our cabin is a douchebag. I don’t make friends with douchebags.”

“Or with anyone. What did you do to them?”

“Nothing.” Yet. “They’re the ones who attacked me.”

Amelia snorts, like she doesn’t believe that.

“I didn’t even provoke them.”

“Yeah, right. You didn’t do anything, but now you’re so afraid of them you have to come and crowd up our table when you’re not even part of our group?”

“It’s okay,” Jana says, still kind of gaping at me. “It’s not that crowded.”

“I’m not afraid of them,” I tell Amelia, hoping I sound convincing. I mean, I’m not afraid of them. Even if they did sort of prove that they can, like, totally disarm me and overpower me and stuff. But I was just caught off guard. And I didn’t want to get sent home. “I’m just avoiding them. Besides, why would we want to sit with a bunch of douchebags?”

“We wouldn’t,” Riley says.

“Well, you can’t join Team Glitter,” Amelia tells us. “We already have six people, and it’s girls only.”

I roll my eyes at her. “We’re not trying to join your stupid group.”

“And they don’t have the matching headbands,” Hil points out. She leans down and digs around in her backpack, then sits back up holding a headband covered in glitter with paper rabbit ears taped to it.

Amelia gets hers out, too, and then so do Melissa and Jana and the other two girls at their table. They all put them on, getting glitter everywhere.

“Team Glitter!” Amelia calls out.

All six of them start clapping rhythmically and shouting, “Team Glitter, Team Glitter, Team Glitter!” over and over. At the end, they all stand up and shimmy, then throw their hands up and scream, “Team Glitter!” one last time before sitting back down again.

I exchange a look with Riley.

“See?” Amelia says, a little out of breath. “You don’t even know the cheer.”

“I think I could figure it out.”

“Well, you’re not joining.”

“I’m not trying to.”

“I mean,” she goes on, like she didn’t hear me, “I could almost see letting Riley be an honorary member, because he’s Zach’s brother and because he’s nicer than you.”

“I’m your actual brother.”

“Half brother. And he’s still nicer than you, and I only said almost. We’d have to put it to a vote. And,” she adds, turning to Riley and pointing to her headband, “you’d have to make your own ears.”

“Er, that’s okay,” Riley says.

“It’s not that hard,” Jana says. “We have plenty of extra glitter.”

“Riley’s not joining your group,” I tell them. “We’re just trying to eat lunch.”

Amelia sniffs, offended by that. “Fine. I only said maybe anyway.”

“What did you guys do for your team unity project?” Melissa asks.

She means what did we make instead of glittery bunny-ear headbands. We were supposed to come up with something to make as a cabin that represented our team spirit and togetherness, or at least that’s how Steve, our camp counselor who looks maybe a few years older than us and who was super nervous the whole time, explained it. Our cabin mates decided to make anti-lightning signs out of paper. They each drew a lightning bolt inside one of those crossed out red circles, colored them so everyone could see what they were from a distance, and then taped them to their chests. They wanted to do crossed out Vs, but our counselor got really uncomfortable and said that was going too far, especially after what happened with the League. He didn’t seem super happy with them switching it to lightning, either, but I guess he’d used up all his backbone for the day, because he didn’t stop them, even though the anti-lightning symbols obviously didn’t promote unity, or at least not for the whole cabin, since me and Riley refused to make them.

The rest of our group didn’t really care what we did, though Counselor Steve said we still had to make something because we had to participate, so I drew a picture of a dinosaur fighting a truck—something to give to Alex once I get back home, even though it’s been about a million years since we played Trucks vs. Dinosaurs—and Riley drew one of a cow at a grocery store being horrified by the price of butter.

It took us the whole hour and a half of allotted time, and we still almost didn’t finish because Eric, one of our cabin mates who also happens to have the same superpower as Amelia—the ability to teleport objects to himself as long as he’s touched them before—kept stealing our drawing utensils out of our hands and laughing about it. Counselor Steve told him not to, but after the third time it happened and it was obvious nobody was listening to him, he gave up.

“We kind of did our own thing,” I tell Melissa.

She scrunches up her nose in confusion. “But…”

“But that’s not team unity,” Amelia says, finishing her sentence for her. “Oh, my God. You guys are so hopeless. Sorry, Riley,” she adds. “I know you’re not really.”

“Um, thanks?”

“Don’t thank her,” I tell him. Then, to Amelia, I say, “And it’s hard to have team unity when the rest of your group’s a bunch of letterist douchebags who hate you.”

“What did you expect?” She gives me a look like I’m the stupidest person in the world. “That pretty much describes everyone at our school. Besides Team Glitter, I mean.”

“Well…” Okay, it’s kind of exactly what I expected, except worse, because I didn’t count on being stuck with people who, like, aren’t afraid of me. “It doesn’t matter. They’re still douchebags.”

My stomach rumbles, and I realize how hungry I am. I reach for my hamburger. 

Right as my whole lunch tray disappears out from underneath my food. A serving of baked beans I didn’t even want splatters into my lap, my potato chips scatter across the table, and my hamburger rolls onto the floor.

I glare at Amelia out of habit, even though she’s not holding the tray and obviously didn’t use her power to steal it.

She holds up her hands. “I didn’t do it!”

And then I hear laughter. I turn around, and all four of our cabin mates—Aiden, Noah, Gabe, and Eric—are standing about ten feet away, laughing their heads off, and Eric’s holding my now empty lunch tray. They’re also all still wearing their anti-lightning signs.

Eric must have touched every tray before lunch started, just so he could mess with me.

All four of them clap their hands and go, “Team Glitter, Team Glitter,” in whiny, high-pitched voices. 

Amelia scoffs, though she keeps her voice down when she says, “Is that supposed to be us?”

Then Noah uses his power and makes that horrible nails-on-a-chalkboard-only-worse sound in my head.

It catches me by surprise, just like it did last time, because even if I was maybe kind of expecting it, it’s still jarring. It totally takes over my brain, not leaving room for anything except pain and wishing it would stop. I cringe, covering my face with my hands.

It probably only lasts for a few seconds, but it feels like a lot longer. When it’s over, I put my hands down and look up. Our cabin mates are gone, and everyone at the table’s staring at me.

Amelia looks worried. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” My head still hurts, and there’s electricity burning beneath my skin because I totally want to kill those guys, but other than that, everything’s just great.

“What did they do to you?”

“Nothing.”

“But—”

“It was nothing, okay?”

She’s obviously not buying that. She looks over at Riley.

He looks away. “X…”

“I said I was fine, and I am. Okay, Perkins?”

“If you say so.” He lets out a deep breath, also obviously not buying it.

Amelia squints at me and bites her lip. “But what are you going to do?”

“Get back in line and get another hamburger, I guess.”

“No, I mean… don’t electrocute anybody.”

Beside me, Jana sucks in a quick breath and scoots farther down.

“I wasn’t going to,” I tell Amelia.

“You’re not going to freak out?”

I swallow and clench my fists, trying really hard not to freak out. “Nope.”

“But they were really mean. They made fun of Team Glitter, even though we don’t sound like that. And they practically stole your lunch, except they spilled it on you, which is even worse. And they did something weird to you.” She gestures to my head. “It looked like it hurt.”

“So?”

“So, you’re just going to let them get away with that?”

“What do you want me to do, zap them and get kicked out of camp and maybe out of Heroesworth?”

“No, but—”

“It’s what they want me to do.” They want to see the half villain freak out after only using their powers on me for a few seconds. They want me to use my lightning on another student, and then get sent packing because I couldn’t cut it. Bonus points of I get kicked out of school completely and they never have to deal with me again.

“But you could do something,” Amelia says.

“No, I couldn’t.”

“But—”

“Drop it, Amelia. It’s only four more days. I can take it.”
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The campfire ceremony is after dinner, once it gets dark out. There’s an amphitheater surrounding a big fire pit, and me and Riley sit on the lowest tier, near the entrance, because of his leg. Nobody sits next to us, or maybe I should say nobody sits next to me, since Riley’s sitting on the very edge, where there wouldn’t be room for anybody else anyway.

One of the camp counselors—not Counselor Steve—is standing in front of the campfire, giving us a big spiel about friendship and bonding and what we’re going to accomplish together at camp this week. At least we haven’t had to sing any songs yet

“The friendships you make this week…” The counselor pauses, putting a hand over his heart. “They’re the friendships of a lifetime.”

Barf.

I can see Amelia’s group sitting across the amphitheater from us, a couple tiers up. They’re all wearing their bunny-ear headbands and holding hands and trying not to cry.

“Looking back,” the counselor goes on, “I didn’t know who I was before my week at Serenity Trails. Because who you are isn’t just who you are on the inside—it’s the connections you make with people. It’s the friendships you forge together.”

Ugh. I glance over at Riley to see if he’s just as bored and grossed out as I am. “How much you want to bet this is the exact same speech they gave when your parents were here?”

“It probably is,” he says. “It’s supposed to be the same experience every year.”

“So you think they’ve got the campfire-ceremony speech down to an exact science?”

“Well, they’ve probably changed it at least a little bit. He just mentioned Facebook and how everyone’s only superficially connected online and that it’s not the same as the real bonds we’re going to be making this week. They couldn’t have said that when our parents were here.”

“If everyone’s going to treat me like crap, I’ll take superficial over real any day.” After all, freeze rays don’t work over the internet. “Hey, did you find your parents’ make-out tree?”

“Don’t call it that.”

“Fine. Did you find your parents’ sex tree?”

He makes a face. “Don’t call it that, either. And no, I didn’t. I think I figured out where it is on the map, though, and I meant to go over there while you guys went on a tour of the camp this afternoon—”

“You mean when you were supposed to be resting your leg?”

He ignores that. “I was going to go see the tree, but then I went outside, and I would have had to go all the way back to the main part of camp, past the dining hall, and then all the way past one of the far cabins, and I think it’s uphill a little ways, and… I didn’t feel up to it.”

Because his leg was hurting him, he means. And because even if it wasn’t, it would have been after all that. Plus it wouldn’t have been very comfortable going all that way on crutches. And if he already didn’t feel up to it after not even one whole day of camp, it seems pretty unlikely that he’s going to make it there this week. “Show me on the map. I’ll take a picture of it for you.”

“A picture’s not the same thing.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

“I want to see it for myself, in real life.”

“Okay, let me put it this way. A picture’s better than you permanently screwing up your leg because you had to go visit some tree.”

“It’s not just some tree, X. It’s—”

“I know. That’s why I said I’d get a picture for you.”

He takes a deep breath. “I don’t want you to. I want to see it in real life. I’m going to, I mean.”

Yeah, sure he is.

The counselor giving us the whole friendship-is-forever spiel tells everyone to join hands. “The connections we make this week have already started,” he says. “They’re happening right now, and all you have to do is reach out to another person to form that link.”

There’s shuffling sounds as everyone actually joins hands. I mean, Amelia’s group was already holding hands, so I guess they’re ahead of the game. And when I say everyone joins hands, I mean everyone except for me and Riley, because nobody even wants to sit by me, let alone touch me. Which I guess is one of the few perks of being public enemy number one around here, since holding hands with a stranger is something I can definitely live without.

“Now that we’re all linked,” the counselor goes on, “I want all of you to think about what you hope to accomplish this week at camp. They can be personal goals, or goals about bonding with your fellow campers.”

Let’s see, my personal goals are don’t get killed and don’t let Riley get killed. Preferably accomplished with as little humiliation as possible. As for “bonding” with my fellow campers, my goal is basically don’t. Oh, and try not to actually kill any of them, since that would definitely get me kicked out of school.

I wonder if Riley’s thinking the same thing—I mean the part about surviving, not about killing anyone—or if he’s secretly wishing I’d stayed home. Not that I think he doesn’t want me here, but… Well, things would probably be a lot easier for him if I wasn’t, and camp’s already hard enough for him as it is with his leg being broken.

When I look over at him, he’s staring at the ground, a pained expression on his face.

“You okay, Perkins? Because if you need me to escort you back to the cabin so we have to miss the rest of this, I’d totally be okay with that.”

He grins a little. Then he sighs and says, “I was just thinking that camp’s not really what I expected.”

“Sure it is. It’s a bunch of douchey heroes going on hikes and doing art projects together.”

“Yeah, but… It’s not like how my dad described it.”

Because his dad probably was one of those heroes. I mean, not the douchey kind, or at least probably not. I never met him. But I’m guessing he fit in at Heroesworth. “We’re at the stupid campfire ceremony, aren’t we? That’s something.”

“It’s not the same.”

“You want to go make out under the stars afterward?”

He rolls his eyes at me. “I just meant he didn’t describe it as stupid. He said it was one of the best nights of his life.”

“Yeah, ‘cause he met your mom.”

“He said it was more than that. He said there was this feeling in the air of camaraderie, and that…”

“And what?”

“That he actually felt like he was connected to everybody. Not just to his friends or his cabin mates or to my mom, but to everyone. He said it was a turning point in his life, and years later he would still think back on it.”

I raise my eyebrows. “So, in other words, he’s a sucker for sappy speeches?”

“Right? I mean, that speech was totally sappy. But the way my dad described it—not just the campfire ceremony, but everything—it’s just…”

“Come on, Perkins. You didn’t really think we’d come here and actually become BFFs with any of these people, right?”

“Of course not. I just thought it was going to be, I don’t know, more than this somehow.” He glances around the amphitheater, not looking very impressed.

“Your dad’s leg wasn’t broken.”

“I know. But the experiences he had couldn’t just have been because of that.”

“Uh, yeah. Because not only was his leg not broken, but he wasn’t best friends with the half villain everybody hates.”

“X. Come on.”

“Look around. Everyone who’s not friends with me is having the magical night of sappy platitudes and forced bonding that you’re supposed to.”

He tilts his head at me. “That’s not true. Amelia’s your friend, and she’s having a good time.”

“She’s not my friend, she’s my sister. But I think we both know you’d be having the time of your life if I wasn’t here.”

“That’s not true, either.”

“Okay, and if your leg wasn’t broken.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not that. I mean, it doesn’t help that my leg’s broken, but everything about this place just seems so… not me.”

“But maybe it would be more you if I wasn’t here.”

“No, X, it wouldn’t, because…” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Well, thanks for that reassurance, Perkins. I’m so convinced.”

“I mean I don’t know if it’s because of what happened at the gala, or because of how everyone here treats you, but it’s probably a combination of both, and I just feel like… Like I’ve already outgrown this place before I’ve even been here.”

“Oh.”

“So it’s not you, okay? Because even if you’d stayed home, I still wouldn’t fit in.”

“What are you talking about? You practically got an invitation to join Team Glitter. That’s not what I would call not fitting in.”

He gives me a look. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” I tell him, being serious this time, “I do.” Of course I do.

Chapter 3

 

DAY TWO SUCKS EVEN worse than day one, and not just because I couldn’t sleep—I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping in a room full of douchebags anyway, but then Noah kept putting that horrible noise in my head and startling me awake at random times throughout the night—and not just because Aiden froze me and Riley’s clothes right before we got dressed in the morning. Or because he used his power on the pipes in the bathroom so my shower was freezing. Or because Eric used his power to steal my cereal bowl while it was in my hands, so that I spilled sugary milk all over myself. Or because Gabe, the fourth member of our group, used his energy ray to explode an apple, just to prove that he has good aim, in case, according to him, I “get any ideas.”

I mean, it is because of all that stuff, it’s just not because of any one thing in particular. Their attempt to drive me out of here—or to drive me insane, whichever comes first, I guess—is definitely a team effort. I’m sure the four of them bonding over trying to murder me will be a special camp memory that they’ll treasure forever.

Now it’s mid-morning and we’re all sitting in the grass outside our cabin—we stuck close by so Riley could participate—and Counselor Steve is making us discuss what we think makes another person trustworthy.

“Not using their power to blow anything up,” Aiden says.

For just a split second, I think he means Gabe blowing up that apple earlier, and then I realize he means me. Though blowing a hole through the roof of the school gym is way more impressive than blowing up a stupid apple, and I could see why it would be more memorable.

Counselor Steve gives me a nervous look, though I can’t tell if it’s because he’s worried my feelings will be hurt or if he’s afraid I’m going to flip out and try to blow up everyone here just for spite. He keeps fidgeting with a piece of paper that has our schedule for the day on it, rolling it up as tightly as he can, then letting it spring loose again. “Does anyone want to, um, comment or add to that?”

I lean forward. “Actually, I—”

That horrible noise fills my head again, cutting me off. I press my hands to my head and grit my teeth, waiting for it to be over.

Noah keeps it short—possibly because Counselor Steve is watching, or possibly because he wants to keep some energy in reserve for later. I’m guessing it’s that last one.

Counselor Steve gives me a really worried look. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “Just… just a headache.”

Riley frowns.

Our cabin mates all snicker to themselves.

Counselor Steve catches that something’s going on, though he still obviously has no idea what. “If you’re not feeling well, then, um, maybe someone else would like to say something? Noah? What do you think makes someone trustworthy?”

Noah gets this smug grin on his face and leans back on his hands. “Not using their power to attack people.”

Riley glares at him. “You mean like you just did?”

“Perkins,” I mutter, trying to get him to shut up.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Noah says. “And I meant not using it on innocent people. People who don’t deserve it.”

Riley clenches his fists. “Heroes, you mean.”

“Could be heroes, could be someone else. Just as long as they’re not a villain.”

Aiden jerks his head at Riley. “You love villains so much, you sure you even have an H? Maybe you should show us your thumb.”

“Yeah,” Eric says. “Funny how we haven’t seen it yet. Like he’s got something to hide.”

Which is ridiculous, because it’s not like they’ve shown anyone their thumbs. Not that it should matter, and not that I didn’t already know they were hypocritical douchebags, but still.

Counselor Steve forces a laugh. “Now, now, of course everyone here has a…” He trails off, remembering that I have an X, something that’s pretty much public knowledge at this point. He clears this throat. “Let’s try to stay on topic.”

“What doesn’t make someone trustworthy,” Aiden says, “is hanging around with someone like him.” He looks at me when he says that part, as if it wasn’t already obvious who he meant.

Riley scowls at him. “What the hell’s your problem?”

“You know what my—”

“Your problem,” I tell Aiden, interrupting him, “is that you don’t know who you’re messing with.”

His eyes narrow, though he sounds almost amused. “Who, you?” He laughs.

The other three do, too.

“Yep, me.”

Counselor Steve swallows. He does not like this situation. “Okay, boys, I think it’s time for our morning hike.”

Nobody moves.

“I have news for you,” Aiden tells me. “Nobody here is afraid of you.”

“Really?” I raise a skeptical eyebrow, glancing at all four of them. “Because you could have fooled me.”

Eric scoffs. “You’re not going to do anything to us.”

“Not if you know what’s good for you,” Gabe adds, and I notice he makes sure his hands are free, like he thinks he’s going to need to blast me with his energy ray right here. Because, you know, none of them are afraid of me.

“Obviously, I—” That noise in my head again cuts me off. I swear it hurts worse each time, or maybe that’s just because it really is giving me a headache.

All four of them laugh.

“Okay,” Counselor Steve says, jumping to his feet, “that’s… that’s enough. It’s time for our hike.” He claps his hands together, I guess to seem more authoritative.

“You’d better watch yourself,” Noah says as he and the others get up and head into the cabin to get ready.

I stay back to help Riley up, and because I don’t want to have anything to do with those douchebags.

Counselor Steve wanders away from the cabin and pulls out his cell phone, trying desperately to find a signal, even though there isn’t one out here.

“What are you going to do to them?” Riley asks.

I rub my temples, trying to make the dull ache go away. “Nothing. Just like I told Amelia.”

He sighs. “You didn’t have to provoke them like that.”

“Yes, I did.” I look at him. “You should have stayed out of it.”

His eyes widen. He seems kind of hurt by that. “I’m your friend, X. Of course I’m not going to stay out of it. You heard what they said. And I know what Noah did to you. I mean, I don’t, not really, but I know it wasn’t good.”

“I’m okay.”

“You don’t sound like it. And no offense, but you don’t look like it, either.” He pauses. “Maybe we should tell someone.”

I laugh. “Like who? Him?” I look over in Counselor Steve’s direction and keep my voice low, even though I don’t think he can hear us.

“No, but it’s getting worse, and it’s only Tuesday. And if they’d do all that in front of a counselor, who knows what else they’d do? We could tell one of the teachers.”

“Yeah, right. They don’t care what happens to me at Heroesworth—they sure as hell don’t care what happens to me out in the middle of the woods.”

“Okay, a counselor, then. A different counselor. They want camp to be about unity and friendship, and what those guys are doing is the exact opposite of that. They’ll have to care.”

“They won’t.”

“But—”

“Don’t tell anyone, Perkins. There’s no point, and you’re just going to make things worse.”
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It’s late afternoon, and all six of us are in our cabin, sitting on our beds and killing time before dinner, when one of the counselors bursts in. Unlike Counselor Steve, this guy has an authoritative air about him, like he’s not going to accept any nonsense from anybody.

He stands up straight and eyes all of us. “I’m Counselor Mike. We got a report that there’s been some bullying going on.” When his eyes land on me, I swear they narrow a little bit, like he thinks I might be the one doing the bullying, or at least causing trouble somehow, despite what Riley must have told them.

Because I know it was Riley—it had to be—because nobody else here would have said anything. Our cabin mates aren’t going to tell on themselves, and Riley was the one talking about going to a counselor. I look over at him.

He glances guiltily down at the floor and pretends he doesn’t notice.

Counselor Mike holds his hands behind his back in a way that squares his shoulders and makes him look extra stern. “Do you boys have anything to say to that?” he says, addressing our cabin mates.

Eric glares at me from across the room. I can practically feel all four of them seething.

It’s Aiden who gets it together first and shrugs, like he has no idea what this is about. “I think you got a false report. Nothing like that’s been going on.”

I mean, all four of them are wearing their anti-lightning signs—freshly adorned with new tape, since they wore them so much yesterday that they were falling off—and me and Riley obviously aren’t. Plus, I don’t know who this Counselor Mike guy is, but there’s no way he doesn’t know I have lightning. So, yeah, nothing going on here.

“You sure you have the right cabin?” Noah says.

Counselor Mike glares at him. “I’m asking the questions here.” He marches over to me, though he doesn’t get too close. He looks me up and down, like he’s trying to assess whether I’m worth all this trouble. “Has anyone been harassing you?”

“Nope.” The word tastes bad in my mouth, and I’m sure he’s going to know I’m lying, since I don’t exactly sell it or anything. “False alarm.”

“X.” Riley glances between me and Counselor Mike, looking really worried. “That’s not—”

“Nothing happened,” I say, cutting him off.

Riley goes silent, though he doesn’t look happy about it.

Counselor Mike takes a step back. “I don’t appreciate my time being wasted.” He gives me a look like I’m absolute dirt. “A couple of your teachers warned me about you, about how you like to stir up trouble.”

“They what?” I know at least one of them must have been Mrs. Deeds, our Advanced Heroism teacher, since she doesn’t even try to hide the fact that she hates me. I’m not sure who the next most likely candidate would be, though for all I know when he says a couple, he might mean all of them.

“Every year there’s at least one student like you. Well, not like you,” he adds. “But someone who likes to cause drama.”

Riley sucks in a breath. “Damien didn’t—”

“You got me,” I tell Counselor Mike. “I just love the attention.”

He nods knowingly. “I’ve seen the videos.” He means the ones on YouTube and in the news. “You need to have everyone looking at you at all times. But we don’t need—or tolerate—that kind of behavior here at Serenity Trails. This camp is a place for discovering unity and forming lifelong friendships. There’s no place for attention-seeking individuals like you.” He looks me in the eye. “Do you understand, or are we going to have a problem?”

“Oh, I understand.” That he’s an idiotic douchebag who only expects “unity” from his campers as long as they don’t have to deal with someone like me.

“Good. Because I don’t want to hear any more reports about bullying in this cabin. And anyone who can’t behave themselves will be sent home.” He turns and gives his stern look to the rest of our cabin mates, just to remind them he’s in charge I guess, then heads back out the door.

As soon as he’s gone, Noah makes that horrible noise in my head. I cringe, and when it’s over and I look up, Aiden’s standing right in front of me. He’s so pissed at me, his voice shakes when he says, “What the hell was that?”

The other three are standing behind him.

Electricity twitches along my back. I stand up, unwilling to face them sitting down.

“Did you think you were going to get us kicked out of here?” Aiden says. “Like anyone would believe a villain like you.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t see you admitting to anything.”

He scoffs. “Neither did you, because deep down, you know you deserve it.”

“He didn’t do anything,” Riley says. “I was the—”

“I figured it was only a matter of time before I electrocuted one of you,” I tell Aiden, not letting Riley finish. “I was trying to get you sent home for your own good.”

He laughs—a bitter, mocking laugh, and not like he thinks what I said was at all funny. Then he shoves me against the wall. The back of my head and one of my shoulders smacks into it really hard. Electricity surges across my skin.

A couple of them gasp and take a step back, seeming less sure about this now, like they’re not prepared to actually deal with me when I’m all electric. When I might actually fight back and hurt them. Or possibly completely lose it and obliterate them. Whichever.

But Aiden stays put, though he’s tense, and he holds his hands up, ready to use his freeze ray power on me. “Maybe we should call Counselor Mike back in here and get you sent home. For your own good.”

Behind him, Eric laughs, though it sounds kind of forced.

“Stop it,” Riley says. “Don’t—”

“Don’t what?” Aiden says it to Riley, but he doesn’t take his eyes off of me. “I didn’t do anything to you, did I, villain?”

I swallow. Adrenaline rushes through my veins and electricity crackles across my skin, and with all the headaches and the sleep deprivation, not to mention the missed food, it’s hard to think straight. “Shut up,” I tell Aiden, because I think if he doesn’t, I might actually end up electrocuting him. And hopefully the other three, because if I’m going to get sent home for using my power—or, like, for murdering someone—I might as well get all of them.

But I don’t want to get sent home. I mean, I want to go home, just not like that. I can’t let them win. I can’t let them think they’ve actually succeeded in making my life hell or scaring me off. That I’m weaker than them.

I take a deep breath. It takes everything I have to force my lightning to die down, but I do it.

Right as our cabin door swings open and Counselor Steve steps in. He looks bewildered to see us like this—me against the wall, the four of them in my way, with Aiden practically in my face—but at least he doesn’t see me covered in electricity.

“What are you doing?” Counselor Steve asks, though his voice shakes and I don’t think he really wants to know. He glances over his shoulder at the door, like maybe he’s hoping one of the other counselors will show up and take over for him.

“Nothing,” Aiden says, moving away from me. “We were just discussing our plans for the week.”

Chapter 4

 

I SIT DOWN AT the end of Amelia’s table at lunch on Wednesday, completely soaking wet. I’m also alone, no Riley, because I just came from a hike with our cabin mates, and while normally I would have stopped by the cabin first to walk with him, I didn’t have time.

Melissa scoots away from me as water spreads across the bench.

Amelia wrinkles her nose. “Ew. Why are you wet?”

“I was pushed.” I cradle two hot dogs to my chest while I scarf down the third one. Thankfully lunch today was something holdable and not, like, macaroni or soup or something, since I’ve learned that anything that’s sitting on my tray is going to end up on the floor. “Into the pond.”

“And you couldn’t change first?” She flicks her hair over her shoulder. “I wouldn’t have let you sit at our table if I’d known you were going to show up like that.”

I talk with my mouth full. “I couldn’t risk running into Aiden and getting frozen. The cabin is the first place they’d look for me.” The only reason he didn’t freeze me after they pushed me into the pond was because there were witnesses—not just Counselor Steve, but another cabin was there, discussing the pond’s ecosystem—and I don’t think they could have passed it off as an accident. And because I ran as fast as I could when Counselor Steve said our hike was officially over and it was time to head to lunch. But not, like, in a cowardly or terrified way or anything. And definitely not in a way that anyone could interpret as them actually getting to me.

Riley hobbles over to our table and sits down just as I’m biting into my second hot dog. The bun’s soggy on one side from being pressed against my shirt, and it’s not as good as the first, but I don’t care because I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungry before.

Riley looks kind of pale, and tired, and like his leg is definitely hurting him, but as soon as he sees me, all that goes away and he just looks shocked. “Oh, my God, X. What happened?”

“They pushed me in the pond.” 

“Your cabin mates are really mean,” Melissa says. “One of my friends from another cabin told me they cut in front of him at dinner last night because the brownies were running out. They got the last ones, and he didn’t get any. I can see why you’d be so afraid of them.”

“I’m not afraid of them.” I hear a bark of laughter somewhere behind me, and I whirl around, thinking it’s our cabin mates. It’s not. “Are they at the cabin?” I ask Riley. “Are they waiting for me?”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t seem them.”

Amelia makes a disgusted face as she watches me eat. “You’re not going to be allowed to keep sitting here if you talk with your mouth full.”

“You talk with your mouth full all the time.” I even have a few pictures on my phone to prove it.

“Only sometimes,” she says. “When I have something really important to say. And I meant if you keep eating like that.”

I glance around the table. Everyone’s staring at me in horror. I stuff the last two bites’ worth of hot dog in my mouth anyway.

“They pushed you?” Riley asks, his forehead knitting up in concern.

“Don’t worry about it, Perkins.” Little bits of hot dog bun spew out as I talk.

“Was Counselor Steve there? Did he say anything?”

“Of course he was, and no, of course he didn’t.” I swallow. The food feels like a giant lump in my throat, and I steal Amelia’s milk and take a drink, since I forgot to get one.

“Hey!” She glares at me.

I give it back.

She makes a face. “Now there’s pond germs in there. Gross.”

“It’s because of me,” Riley says. “Because I told on them. That’s why they pushed you.”

“It’s not.”

“It is, X. Just admit it.”

“Okay, maybe it is, but they would have done something like this sooner or later. Besides, it’s just water. I’ll survive.”

“Right. That’s why you’re scarfing down your food like that.”

“That has nothing to do with you or what you did.”

“Yeah, but it’s not surviving.”

“Actually, I think it’s pretty much the definition of surviving.” So there.

“You also stole my milk,” Amelia adds. “And you keep looking over your shoulder for those guys.”

I turn to face her, because I was totally looking over my shoulder for them. “No, I don’t.”

“Melissa’s right. You are afraid of them.”

I glare at her. “I’m not. I’m just avoiding them. I can’t… I can’t let them win.”

She looks me over, and it’s clear from her expression that if anyone is winning here, it’s definitely not me. “And your eyes are all bloodshot.”

“I haven’t been sleeping much. That’s all.” The fact that Noah must not be getting a full night’s sleep either is only slightly comforting, because he’s not the one being startled awake at all hours, or the one who’s too afraid to fall back asleep. Er, not that I’m afraid, exactly, but waking up like that over and over and being full of adrenaline isn’t really the most relaxing environment.

“Have you slept at all since you got here?” Riley asks.

Thinking about sleep makes me yawn, which doesn’t make me sound as convincing as I would like when I say, “Of course I have.”

He and Amelia exchange a worried look.

“X—”

“It’s only a couple more days.”

“Yeah, a couple more days of you living like an animal.”

I bite into my third hot dog, trying to eat it in a more civilized manner. “Isn’t that the point of camp? To live like an animal in the woods for a week?”

Amelia bites her lip. “Maybe you should—”

“No.”

“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“You were going to say I should call Gordon. I’m not doing that.”

Riley takes a deep breath. “Maybe you should, though. You could at least think about it.”

He says that like I haven’t been thinking about it all day. “And let them win? And let them think they can just drive me off?”

“Yeah, X, that. I get that you don’t want them to think they’ve won, but it can’t be worth all this.”

I hate that he’s probably right. And I hate that all of this is getting to me, and all I could think about today was how long I have left in this hellhole and if maybe I did want to just call it quits and tell Gordon to come pick me up after all. And I kind of hate myself for thinking that, because it means those guys are getting to me and that maybe I can’t take it. “It’s only two more days.”

“Two more days of absolute hell.”

“And it’s not really even two days because tomorrow will be taken up by the scavenger hunt”—a camp-wide competition that our cabin mates intend to win, despite having “someone like me” weighing them down—“and Friday we’ll be packing up our stuff all morning and then going home.”

Riley tilts his head. “That’s two more nights of not sleeping.”

“I’m fine.”

“It’s…” He pauses to count. “Six more meals you’re going to have to eat like that. It’s more cold showers, more frozen clothes, more of whatever Noah’s doing to your head—”

“I get it, okay? It sucks. But I’m sticking it out, I’m not letting them think I can’t take it, and there’s nothing anyone can say or do to me to make me change my mind. Okay, Perkins?”

Riley hesitates, obviously not comfortable with any of this. Then finally he says, “Okay, X. If you say so.”
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“Just let me take a picture of it.”

Riley scowls. I mean, he was already kind of scowling because of the pain in his leg he won’t admit is there, but now he’s scowling at me. “I already told you. No.”

I sigh. It’s later that afternoon, and me and Riley are on our way back to the cabin after attempting to go find his parents’ make-out tree during our hour of free time. An hour wasn’t really long enough—not with Riley getting slower and slower on his crutches as the week goes on—and we basically just made it a little ways past the dining hall before we had to turn back. Which is probably a good thing, because he doesn’t really look okay, and he probably shouldn’t have even tried this.

“Perkins—”

“I just need more time.”

“And a new leg.”

“I should have gone this morning, while you guys went on your hike. I could have gotten to lunch late.”

“There’s a reason you’re not going on the hikes with us, and it’s not so you can go wandering around in the woods alone on crutches.”

He winces. I think at first it’s because of what I said, even though it wasn’t that bad, but then he stops to rest his leg a little. “I hate this.”

“We’re almost there.” The cabin’s just around the next turn in the trail. I can see part of one window from here, and I squint at it, trying to determine if our cabin mates are there. I managed to avoid them all through lunch, and they didn’t try anything during our art session, and thankfully they didn’t follow us on our current expedition. But as much as I’d like to believe I’m in the clear, I know it’s only a matter of time.

“No, I mean…” Riley clenches his jaw. “I hate this.” He waves a hand at his leg. “I hate not being able to do everything like everybody else. And I hate how hard everything is, and how much it hurts. And why did this have to happen now, during camp?”

“It didn’t happen now. It happened six weeks ago.”

“You know what I mean.” He rubs his forehead. “It just sucks, and I hate it. Camp’s already not what I thought it was going to be. It’s not like when my parents went here.”

“Actually,” I say, glancing around, “I think it might be exactly like it was when they went here.” I get the impression it hasn’t changed much. Same buildings, same stupid activities. Just switch out the idiot counselors and the douchey Heroesworth students.

“I just want to see their tree before I leave. My dad carved their initials in it. He was there, and…” Riley lets out a deep breath. “It shouldn’t be that hard. Getting there, I mean. It’s…” He looks over his shoulder, back the way we came, though of course we can’t see the tree from here. We can’t even see any of the main buildings from here, and it’s a lot farther out than that. “Maybe we shouldn’t have turned back. We could have been late. It wouldn’t have been the end of the world.”

I look at him like he’s crazy, because apparently he is. At the rate we were going, we would have been at least an hour late, which would have landed us some kind of awful chore as punishment. Or at least it would me, because while the camp might have been understanding about the guy with the broken leg not making it back in time, I doubt they would have shown me the same leniency. Plus, I’m not convinced Riley could have made it there. He’s having a lot of trouble just getting back to the cabin. So then we still would have had to turn around, but he would have been in even more pain, and we would have been late and had to explain to Counselor Steve that we were out looking for Riley’s parents’ make-out tree, which we didn’t even actually find.

“Maybe tomorrow,” Riley says. “During the scavenger hunt. It’s supposed to take up most of the day. It should be enough time. I’ll be back before the farewell campfire.”

“Are you serious?”

He adjusts his crutches and starts moving again, not looking at me. “I have to find it, X.”

“No, you don’t. How’s your mom going to feel if you screw up your leg looking for it?”

He doesn’t answer that.

“And I didn’t know your dad, but I’m guessing he wouldn’t have wanted you to hurt yourself trying to find it, either.”

“But he’s not here,” Riley says, his voice quiet. “I thought I was going to come here and see camp the way he saw it. To experience some of the same things. But it hasn’t been the same at all, and… If I can go to that tree and see something he did while he was here, then maybe I can still feel a connection to him.”

We come around the corner, in full sight of the cabin. I glance at the windows, but it’s dark inside, and I feel a wave of relief as I realize our cabin mates aren’t home. “I get why you want to see the tree,” I tell Riley. “I just don’t think—”

“My leg’s fine.”

“Right.”

“It will be.”

“But—”

“I’m never going to see my dad again.” Riley swallows. “That tree meant a lot to him. And we’re only at camp for this week. I definitely won’t have time on Friday, so if I don’t find it tomorrow, then that’s it. I know it’s not the same as seeing him again, and I know it won’t bring him back, but it’s the closest thing I have.”

“I…” I don’t know what to say to that. I want to tell him that no matter how important this tree is, it seems really unlikely that he’s going to make it there, and I’m not just going to stand by and watch while he hurts himself trying to get to it. But he looks really serious about it, and like he’s in a lot of pain from his leg, and I don’t have the heart to tell him that. At least, not right now. Maybe tomorrow, if he hasn’t come to his senses by then.

“I didn’t tell you to go home,” Riley says as we reach the cabin and he hobbles up the porch steps, “so don’t tell me not to do this.”

“Yes, you did.” Close enough, anyway. “But… okay. I mean, I don’t like it, and for the record, I don’t think you should do this, because it’s crazy and I think you’re going to hurt yourself, but I won’t tell you not to, either.”

“Thanks, X.”

“I’m not sure why you’re thanking me. I just said I’d let you go screw up your leg tomorrow.”

“I’ll take it slow. I’ll have all day.”

“And I’ll go with you.”

“What about the scavenger hunt?”

I shrug. “No one’s going to miss me. And if they do… too bad.”

“They might send you home.”

“What, Thursday night? I’ll take the risk. Besides, at least you’ll get the credit for getting me kicked out of here and not those douchebags.”

Riley grins. He pushes the cabin door open and takes a step forward.

Right as Aiden yells, “Gotcha!” and uses his freeze power to cover the floor in ice.

Chapter 5

 

THEY DON’T LET ME go see Riley in the infirmary until around seven o’clock that night. Which means I spend about four hours imagining the absolute worst. I’m so on edge that it’s hard to keep my lightning from sparking up every time one of our cabin mates even looks at me. Not that I think they’re going to try anything right now, but I could kill them for what they did to Riley.

They told everyone it was an accident, which it was, since the ice was meant for me. And while they all seem kind of shaken up about the mistake, they also keep giving me dirty looks, like this was somehow my fault. As if I’d let my best friend, who also had a broken leg, go first on purpose just to avoid one of their attacks and possibly get them in trouble.

They leave me alone during dinner, but I hardly eat anything. And I snap at Amelia after about the fifth time she asks me if Riley’s okay, because I don’t know, and because it’s my fault that he got hurt, and because I’m too busy running through all the worst-case scenarios in my head to want to talk about it.

When I finally get to the infirmary, Riley’s lying in one of the beds with his leg elevated. His face is pale, and he looks like he’s in pain. More than he was this afternoon, which I thought was bad enough. He smiles a little when he sees me. “Hey, X. I wasn’t sure if they were going to let me have visitors.”

I look him over. “What’d they say? About your leg?”

“I won’t know for sure until I get home and have an X-ray, but they think it’s going to be okay. I mean, it wasn’t good that I fell, and it hurts a lot, but the nurse said she doesn’t think anything else is broken or out of place.”

This news doesn’t really mesh with everything I’ve been imagining, and it takes a second for it to sink in.

Riley’s going to be okay. His leg isn’t going to be permanently messed up.

A weight lifts from my chest, even though I still feel guilty. I sit down on the bed next to his, my hands between my knees.

“I just told you I was going to be okay,” Riley says.

“Yeah, I heard you.”

“Then why do you look like that?”

“Because it never should have happened in the first place.” I take a deep breath. “I should have gone home.”

“What?”

“I should have given in and gone home. Or I never should have come here.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about. This happened to you because of me.”

“Uh, no, it happened because Aiden’s a jerk.”

“But the ice was meant for me, not you.”

Riley shakes his head. “He still shouldn’t have been doing it.”

“Yeah, but he did, and you got hurt again. And if I’d just listened to you and gone home—”

“X, it’s not your fault.”

“—then this wouldn’t have happened. You got hurt because I had something to prove. But I shouldn’t have even come on this trip. I knew it would suck, and I knew there was a chance—maybe a pretty big chance—that me being here would make this trip suck for you, too.”

“You didn’t know this would happen.”

True, because if I had, I would have actually zapped all of them days ago. “But if I’d just given in, then you wouldn’t have gotten hurt. And if I’d just stayed home, then maybe you would have had the camp experience you’re supposed to. Just like your parents did.”

“I told you, it’s not because of you. Even if you weren’t here, camp still wouldn’t be what I thought it was going to be.”

“Maybe for the first day. But then you would have bonded with our cabin mates—”

“I would have what?”

“—because they wouldn’t have been treating you like… Well, like they treat me. They wouldn’t have stolen your markers during art or frozen your clothes in the mornings.”

“Wow, X. That’s messed up. Because first off, they’re not treating me like they treat you, because they treat you a hell of a lot worse. And second of all, I wouldn’t have bonded with them just because you weren’t here.”

I tilt my head, giving him a skeptical look. “Come on, Perkins. Of course you would have.”

He studies my face for a second. “You really believe that?”

I swallow and glance down at the floor. “It would have been different. You would have fit in with them, so—”

“No, I wouldn’t. They’re douchebags.”

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t have known they were douchebags if I hadn’t been here.”

“Yes, I would. Melissa said they cut in front of her friend at dinner, and I heard them making fun of people yesterday. They were standing outside the dining hall, insulting everyone who walked by. Everyone could totally hear them. And even if I didn’t know they were jerks—even if I never saw them acting that way—it still wouldn’t change the fact that they are. And I wouldn’t want to be friends with people like that.”

“Even if it made you feel closer to your dad? Because if I wasn’t here, if you were having the same camp experience as everybody else, then you wouldn’t need to find that tree so badly, and—”

“I can’t be friends with people who would treat you like that. I don’t want to be. These are the same people we go to Heroesworth with, and I’ve seen how most of them act around you. And they weren’t at the gala, and they didn’t go through all that like we did, and… I can’t pretend that didn’t happen. And I can’t pretend that everyone around us gets it when they don’t. There’s no way I could have just come here and bought into all this crap about friendship and unity when I know they don’t mean it.”

“They do mean it. Just as long as it doesn’t apply to me.”

“But I’m not okay with that. So… I was never going to experience this place the way my parents did.”

I glance over at his leg. “And now you’re not even going to get to see their tree.”

He’s quiet for a second. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. And if I hadn’t come here—”

“X, seriously. It wasn’t your fault. And if I had to choose between seeing that tree and having you here—”

“Don’t, Perkins. You already said seeing the tree was a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Don’t pretend you’d choose me being here and making your life hell over getting to see it.”

“You didn’t make my life hell. And yeah, I would. Who would I even talk to if you weren’t here?”

“Amelia, obviously. You’d be a full-fledged member of Team Glitter by now.”

He laughs. “I don’t know about that. I might not be able to get the cheer down. And anyway, I’m glad you came on this trip, no matter what happens.”

“Happened,” I correct him. “I’m going home.”

He sits up a little. “You’re what? It’s Wednesday night. The week’s almost over.”

“And as you pointed out, there’s still a whole lot more crap I’d have to put up with. I mean, I’d put up with it. I don’t care. But—”

“X, you can’t leave. What happened to not giving in to them?”

“It doesn’t matter. I was being stupid, because it’s obvious they were getting to me, even if I didn’t pack up and go home. I wasn’t fooling anybody, and now you got hurt because of it—”

“Because of what Aiden did. Not you. And what, you think they’re going to do it again?”

“Well, no,” I admit. “But maybe they’ll leave you alone and you’ll have a better time if I’m not here. And… look, it’s clear that I lost and they won.”

“No, it’s not.”

“They got to me. Anyone can see that. They made my life completely miserable, and you were right—I was living like an animal.” I think about all the sleep I’ve missed and yawn. “I was only kidding myself, and staying here just to show they can’t drive me out wouldn’t really prove anything. It’d just mean more torture.”

Riley scowls at me. “Of course it would prove something. It would prove that maybe they can make your life hell, but they can’t make you leave. They can’t just get rid of you. And I don’t want you to leave, so if you’re doing it because of me, well, don’t. And the only reason you think they ‘won’ is because you weren’t fighting back.”

“Yeah, because I’d get kicked out. They can use their powers on me all they want and nothing happens to them, but if anybody even saw me with my lightning, they’d flip the hell out.”

“So who says you have to use your lightning? You could still fight back. You could still do something to make their lives hell, right?”

I smile a little. “I like where you’re going with that, but”—I yawn again—“face it, Perkins. It’s over. I’m too tired and too hungry to be able to think of anything besides blasting those guys, which isn’t going to work.”

“So you’re just going to admit defeat? Just like that?”

He says that as if they haven’t been torturing me all week. As if the whole school doesn’t treat me like crap every single day. “If I leave now, I can still have a four-day, douchebag-free weekend.”

Riley gapes at me, this really serious, troubled look on his face. “So you’re just going to let them get away with it?”

“You sound like Amelia. And you’re the one who told me to go home.”

“I never said—”

“Yeah, you did.”

“Okay, but I was worried about you.”

“And now you’re not?”

“I am, but…” He chews his lip, then looks up at me. “I’m more worried about you giving in than I am about you getting hurt. Because, X, you don’t give in to people like that. I mean, you don’t really give in to anyone, but especially not people like those douchebags. And especially not ones who’ve spent the whole week torturing you. And they haven’t won yet, no matter what you think. At least, not as long as you don’t go home. As long as they still have to put up with you, then they haven’t won. And as long as you don’t give in to them and call it quits, then they haven’t really gotten to you, either. I mean, maybe they have, in the sense that they’ve made your life hell, but they haven’t changed who you are. And that’s more important than me getting hurt, because my leg will heal, but if you give in to these guys, that’ll be forever. You won’t be able to come back from that.”

I swallow, really hating that he’s right. “And if I stay here and I end up blasting them?”

“You won’t,” he says, though he doesn’t sound too sure about it.

Chapter 6

 

I SIT DOWN AT Amelia’s table for breakfast on Thursday, after waking up in the infirmary, where I actually slept through the whole night for the first time since before we came to this stupid place.

Amelia’s nostrils flare. “I didn’t say you could sit here.” She looks at Jana, who’s beside me. “Don’t let him sit there.”

Jana glances over at me, an uncertain look on her face, like she’s not sure how to carry out her orders. “Um…”

I roll my eyes. “Amelia—”

“You were mean to me last night when all I was trying to do was ask if Riley’s okay.”

“Well, he is. I talked to him, and he’s going to be fine.”

“You could have just said that.”

“I didn’t know.”

“And that doesn’t change the fact that mean people can’t sit here. Right, Melissa?”

Melissa looks bewildered that Amelia just brought her into this and almost chokes on the water she’s drinking. She ends up spitting some of it onto her food. “I don’t think—”

“Never mind.” Amelia makes a huffing noise. To me, she says, “You were mean. That means you’ve lost your sitting privileges.”

“I shouldn’t have snapped at you,” I tell her.

“You were still mean.”

“I was worried about Riley. And I hadn’t slept in days. And I’m not going anywhere, because I need your help.”

“You do?” She perks up a little, then remembers she’s mad at me and studies her fingernails, trying to act uninterested. “With what?”

“I—”

Right then, my cabin mates come into the dining hall, shouting, “We’re going win!”

Amelia narrows her eyes at them from across the room, with the rest of Team Glitter giving them similarly dirty looks.

I glance down at my breakfast tray. It’s mostly a pile of scrambled eggs and fried potatoes, but I grab the piece of toast and shove it in my mouth, just in case my breakfast ends up on the floor again.

“They’re not acting like people who just hurt somebody,” Hil mutters, keeping her voice way down.

My cabin mates high five some of their friends from a different cabin. Then they say something mean to some guy who walks by. I can’t actually hear what they say, but I can tell it’s something mean by the look on the guy’s face and by the way they laugh afterward. Then they start heading in this direction, and I quickly stare down at the table, like if they don’t notice me they might not come over here.

But of course they do anyway.

“Hanging out with Team Glitter again?” Eric twists up the words Team Glitter, making it clear how stupid and beneath him he thinks it is. “Where’s your bunny ears?”

The others laugh at that.

“Today’s the scavenger hunt,” Aiden tells me, as if there’s any way I wouldn’t know that. “You stay away from us. We don’t need you to win.”

“You’ll just weigh us down.” Noah sneers at me. He knows I’m waiting for him to use his power on me again, and he smiles a little at the hesitation on my face.

I wish I could just blast them. Just enough to show them they shouldn’t mess with me, or at least that if they’re going to, it’s going to be painful for them, too. But even though lightning burns beneath my skin, I force it to stay there, because getting kicked out right now would definitely ruin my plans to humiliate them.

Gabe looks around the table. “What, you’re not going to do your cheer for us today?”

“Shut up,” Amelia says.

“How did it go? What were the words again?”

I get to my feet. “The words are get the hell out of here.”

Gabe smirks, not taking me seriously.

Noah snaps his fingers. He makes that horrible noise come into my head again.

I thought after actually sleeping last night it might not be so bad today, but it feels worse than ever. It still fills up my head with pain and makes it impossible to function. I think he’s getting better at it, what with all this practice.

They all laugh at me as I’m forced to sit back down.

“Remember,” Aiden tells me after Noah makes the pain stop, “stay out of our way.”

They start to leave. I think that’s it, but then Eric steals my breakfast tray just for good measure. He doesn’t even turn around to see my food scattered everywhere—he just laughs to himself about it.

“Jerks,” Melissa says once they’re out of earshot.

“Nobody listen to them,” Amelia tells the rest of the table. “Team Glitter’s the best.”

There are nods and murmurs of approval, but nobody gets out their bunny ears or does the cheer or anything.

“They’ve been terrorizing everyone all week,” Jana says. “One of my friends said they made fun of them for wearing their pajamas to the ice-cream social last night.”

“Wait, there was ice cream last night?” It must have been while I was hanging out in the infirmary with Riley. And by hanging out, I mean talking to him for a few minutes and then passing out on the empty bed because I was so tired.

Amelia nods. “I thought Riley must have been really hurt. I thought that’s why you didn’t go to it. Or that maybe your cabin mates did something even worse to you.”

I sigh. “I’m okay, Amelia, and so is Riley. And I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“Well, in that case, I suppose you can sit here. On a trial basis.”

I ignore her. Obviously I’m sitting here. “I need your help. I mean, I need all of Team Glitter’s help, but yours especially.”

Amelia’s eyes light up at that. “I’m listening.”

“Ooh,” Melissa says, “are we going to sabotage your cabin so they don’t win? Are we going to trick them into falling in the lake and having to crawl through all that mud to get back?”

“Uh, no,” I tell her. “And actually… We’re not going to sabotage them. We’re going to make sure they win.”

Everyone looks at me with sudden disgust.

Amelia wrinkles her nose. “You want us to help them win? I think Noah fried your brain.”

“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “It’s all part of the plan.”

“Making sure they win is part of the plan?”

“You said they were going to play a slide show at the farewell campfire ceremony tonight, right?”

She nods.

“Good. That’s also when they’re going to announce the winners of the scavenger hunt. I need my cabin to win so they’ll be there, accepting their award in front of everyone. They might win on their own, but I doubt it, and either way, I can’t take the chance. That’s where Team Glitter comes in.”

“That means we won’t win,” Amelia says. “That’s a big sacrifice.”

I raise my eyebrows at her. “I didn’t think you guys were that competitive.”

“Well, we’re not,” she admits. “But it’s still a sacrifice.”

“It’ll be worth it.”

She looks me over, still not too sure about this. “And what about me? What do you need me to do?”

“You, Amelia, have the most important job of all. You’re coming with me when I confront them.”

“I’m what?”

“They won’t know you’re there. You just have to bring your phone. I need you to film something.”

“That’s all?” She sounds unsure, but maybe also a little relieved.

“Yeah, well, that and make sure they don’t actually kill me.”
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Amelia sucks in her breath and looks back and forth down the trail we’re standing on later that afternoon.  The same trail my cabin mates should be coming down any minute now. She has her phone out, in preparation for her part in this, but her hand’s shaking.

“Are you sure I have to do this?” Amelia asks, her voice kind of squeaky. “Maybe I should be helping with the other stuff.”

She means the other tasks I gave to Team Glitter. Each cabin got a different list of stuff to find for the scavenger hunt, and I gave them my copy. They’ve spent the day trying to find the more obscure items on the list and then putting them somewhere my cabin mates will be sure to see them. I told them not to make it too obvious, but I can’t be everywhere today, so I just have to trust they did it right, or that my cabin mates are too dumb and too obsessed with winning this stupid thing to care that they’re not having to try very hard.

“No, Amelia, I need your help with this. Normally I’d have Riley do it, but obviously he can’t right now, and that leaves you.”

“But what if they notice me?”

“They won’t.”

“But what if I sneeze or something? That’s always what happens in the movies.”

“Then don’t sneeze.”

“But I won’t be able to help it. And then I’ll sneeze, and they’ll look over at me, and they’ll see me hiding in the bushes and recording you guys, and then—”

“You won’t be in the bushes. Just hide behind the trees.”

“And then they’ll kill me.” She swallows.

“No, I’m pretty sure they’ll kill me.”

“But—”

I hear their footsteps coming down the trail and the faint sounds of them talking and laughing.

“They’re almost here,” I tell Amelia, keeping my voice down. “You have to hide. Now.”

Amelia’s eyes go wide. Her hands are shaking even more now. I want to tell her to get a grip on that, because it’s going to tank our production quality, but I figure she can’t help it and pointing it out would probably only make it worse. Plus, there’s no time.

She’s just standing there, like a deer in the headlights.

“Amelia—”

“I’m going,” she whispers.

“You can do this,” I tell her.

She hurries off the trail and into the trees, finding a spot a ways back where she’s mostly hidden but can still get a good view of the trail.

I wait for my cabin mates to come around the corner, trying to look more confident than I feel about this, because I don’t need Amelia seeing how nervous I am and freaking out and botching the whole thing. Because there’s a chance none of this is going to go according to plan and that my cabin mates are going to take one look at me—alone in the woods, with supposedly no witnesses—and just murder me or something. Though I guess if they do at least Amelia will have a recording of it and can play it for the counselors or the police or whatever. I mean, getting them sent to jail for my murder is not the plan here, but at least I’d still get some kind of revenge on them. Sort of.

My cabin mates come around the bend. I step out in front of them and the smiles on their faces disappear. Suddenly nobody’s laughing.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Aiden sneers at me in disgust. “We told you to stay out of our way.”

Staying out of their way would be great, but it’s not going to happen. I take a deep breath. “Riley’s in the infirmary because of you.”

“So?” Gabe snaps.

I clench my fists, willing my electricity to stay in check. “You guys hurt him, and you don’t even care.”

He scoffs. “And you’re what, here to get us back?”

“Don’t you guys get it?” Eric says. “He’s got us where he wants us, alone in the woods with no witnesses. He thinks he’s going to use his villain power on us out here.”

Gabe’s shoulders go stiff. Aiden takes a step forward, and Noah’s forehead twists up, like he’s concentrating, getting ready to use his power on me.

Then Aiden says, “You can go ahead and try. But you won’t succeed, and everyone will believe us when we tell them what you tried to pull. Coming out here isn’t going to make any difference.”

Unless I totally obliterated all four of them in one giant blast of lightning and no one ever found their charred remains or heard from them again. But whatever. That’s not what I’m here for. “What happened to Riley wasn’t an accident.”

“Sure it was,” Aiden says. “We didn’t mean to ice him.”

“You didn’t, you mean,” Noah mutters.

“But you did it on purpose.” I look Aiden in the eyes. “You purposely used your power on another student.”

He shrugs, though his voice wavers a little when he says, “Yeah, so what if I did?”

“That’s not exactly camp unity.”

Aiden smirks at that, and then all four of them bust up laughing.

Eric’s the first one to recover from his laughing fit enough to talk. “Oh, no, not our precious camp unity. That crap is a joke.” He rolls his eyes. “Every single person at this camp is lame, and we’re going to kick all their asses when we win the scavenger hunt. Including yours if you don’t get out of our way.”

I hesitate, not moving, because I can’t let this part be too easy. I have to look like I didn’t get what I came for yet. And maybe like I really am thinking about blasting them, which I don’t even have to fake.

“Move it,” Aiden says, shoving me out of the way so that I stumble into a tree. “We’ve got a scavenger hunt to finish.”

I watch them leave. Once they’re out of hearing range, I turn toward where Amelia’s hiding. “You get all that?”

“Yep,” she says, stepping back onto the trail. “Every word.”

Chapter 7

 

WE’RE AT THE FAREWELL campfire ceremony that night. Me and Riley are sitting on the first tier, by the entrance, like we were for the first one. Unlike at the first one, though, Riley had to be brought out in a wheelchair, because the nurse wouldn’t let him use his crutches. He had to practically beg to be allowed to go to this thing at all, and when the nurse finally gave in—I suspect because she thought he wanted to go for sentimental reasons, not because I told him I had something to show him—it was on the condition that he didn’t put any strain on himself.

So now we’re here. There’s a big screen set up far enough away from the campfire that it’s not a safety hazard or anything, and they’re playing a slide show of camp memories. Which is basically about a million photos of everyone having fun at camp with a sappy song playing over it. A lot of people are crying this time—not just Amelia’s cabin.

Riley sighs. He looks bored. I think we might be the only two people in the entire camp who aren’t enjoying this stupid slide show. Maybe because we didn’t make any happy memories here, and maybe also because we’re not really in it. Though there was one of me standing in the cafeteria with food all over my shirt. In the slide show, it probably looks like a silly accident, like, Ooh, remember that time I screwed up and accidentally dumped food all over myself at camp? Ha ha. But given what really happened—that some douchebag stole my lunch tray while I was still using it—and that it happened every day, it’s not exactly a memory I want to cherish.

“I hope this isn’t what you wanted to show me,” Riley says.

I turn and raise my eyebrows at him. “Seriously, Perkins, how can you even ask me that?”

“Because I can’t think of anything at this ceremony I’d actually want to see.”

“Oh, you’re going to want to see this. Just be patient.”

He shrugs, not looking that convinced.

Once the slide show is over, the counselor who gave the speech at the first campfire ceremony takes the stage. For another spiel on friendship. Ugh.

“I don’t have to tell you that some pretty strong bonds have been forged this week.” He takes a deep breath for emphasis and lets it out slowly. “Bonds that can last a lifetime. I hope everyone here tonight realizes how valuable the friendships you’ve made are. They’re like seeds that you’ve planted and nourished all week. Just like the trees in the forest around us, which all started out as tiny seeds. And like these trees, the friendships you’ve made here will last a lifetime, but only if they’re taken care of and attended to. You’ve got to keep watering that friendship tree if you want it to grow. Not just when you get back to Heroesworth, but in the years to come.”

Barf. I tap my foot and drum my fingers on my knee, wanting this guy to hurry it up.

“My leg hurts,” Riley says, his voice a little strained. “I think maybe I should go back to the infirmary. Whatever you wanted to show me can—”

“No, it can’t. You can only see it tonight, and trust me, Perkins, you’re not going to want to miss this. Even if your leg hurts.”

He looks like he’s going to argue some more, then seems to change his mind. “Yeah, okay. I’ll stay a little longer.”

“Or a lot longer, depending on how long this speech lasts. I mean, friendship, bonding, everyone having a good time except us. We get it.”

“It’s not just my leg that’s bothering me,” Riley says, his voice kind of quiet. “It’s this whole camp thing. I don’t feel any better about it now than I did on day one. In fact, I feel a lot worse about it.”

“You mean because it wasn’t a magical paradise of friendship and unity?”

He nods. “Something like that. All that happened was some douchebags were mean to you—”

“To both of us.”

He waves that off. “Some douchebags made your life a living hell while basically I just had to watch. I couldn’t participate in anything—”

“What about all those art projects? What about that picture of the camp you made out of colored macaroni noodles? Don’t pretend you’re not going to treasure that forever.”

Riley smirks a little at that, but then he shakes his head. “I felt like I couldn’t do any of the important stuff. I couldn’t go on hikes with you guys—I could barely make it to the dining hall and back.”

“You weren’t missing anything.”

“I didn’t get to see my parents’ tree, or any of the other sights they saw at camp, other than the main buildings, and those don’t really count. And I hated that I wasn’t on those hikes, knowing those guys were probably pushing you around. Maybe even worse than they did at the cabin. And I know Counselor Steve was there, but that never stopped them.”

“You couldn’t have done anything about it.”

Riley clenches his jaw. “I know, but I can’t help feeling like maybe I could have. Like if I’d just been there, maybe I could have done something, or… I don’t know. I just hated being stuck back at the cabin, not knowing how badly they were torturing you. And then, to make things even worse, I hurt my leg, and now I can’t really go anywhere. And those douchebags never even got called out for it. For any of it. And I hate to say this, X, but maybe you were right. Maybe they really did win.”

“They won the scavenger hunt. They didn’t win against me.”

He looks over at me, his forehead wrinkling. “What? What does that mean?”

“Just watch.” I gesture to the stage, where the counselor is finally finishing up his friendship speech.

“Alright,” the counselor says, “now it’s time to announce the winners of the scavenger hunt.”

Riley’s still giving me a confused look. He starts to ask something, but I interrupt him. “You’ll know it when you see it.”

Someone runs up to the counselor and hands him an envelope. The counserlor makes a big deal about opening it, as if we all don’t already know who won, and then looks it over, drawing this out. “The winner is… our very own Cabin B!”

“Our very own?” Riley whispers. “Is it ever not one of their own?”

Everyone applauds while our four cabin mates make their way down to the stage.

Everyone except me and Riley. And technically we’re part of Cabin B, too, but we stay in our seats, and nobody questions it when only four people instead of six show up to receive their award.

“Yeah!” Eric shouts, pumping his fists in the air once they’re onstage.

Two of the counselors carry out a giant, three-tiered trophy, beaming at our cabin mates.

The counselor giving them the award starts to congratulate them.

Then the giant video screen behind them comes to life, only this time instead of playing a slide show of camp memories, it’s playing a video, starring our cabin mates.

The video starts out with a short compilation of footage of them being mean to other campers, just to set the tone and show everyone who these guys are, in case they’re one of the cabins who they miraculously weren’t jerks to. Amelia and the rest of Team Glitter asked around earlier today and got people to look through all their videos they took this week, searching for any instances of our cabin mates being awful. Then Amelia used her power to call up her laptop from home so we could edit them all together.

There’s not a whole lot of clips, and they go by fast, but seeing our cabin mates laughing at the expense of everyone else and making fun of other cabins really doesn’t make them look good. Then it gets to the video Amelia took earlier. It’s focused on the four of them, and you can’t see me at all, even though I’m the one talking to them.

In the video, the four of them are looking really disgusted and put out.

Then my voice says, “What happened to Riley wasn’t an accident.”

“Sure it was,” Aiden says, though he’s got this smug look on his face that makes it seem insincere. “We didn’t mean to ice him.”

“You didn’t, you mean,” Noah mutters.

“But you did it on purpose,” my voice says. “You purposely used your power on another student.”

Aiden shrugs, sounding like a complete douchebag when he says, “Yeah, so what if I did?”

A shocked murmur runs through the amphitheater. Onstage, our cabin mates glance around nervously.

“That’s not exactly camp unity,” my voice says in the video.

All four of them start laughing. It’s the same nasty laugh we just saw in a couple of the clips when they were making fun of people and thought it was so hilarious.

Then Eric says, “Oh, no, not our precious camp unity. That crap is a joke.” He rolls his eyes. “Every single person at this camp is lame, and we’re going to kick all their asses when we win the scavenger hunt.”

It ends there.

Everyone stares at our cabin mates. Nobody hands them their trophy.

“Wait,” Aiden says. “We can explain.”

It might just be the firelight, but I think his face is turning red.

Noah searches the crowd until he spots me. He looks seriously pissed, and I think at first he’s going to use his power on me again.

I keep my head up and brace myself. I give him a look that says, Bring it.

But then the counselor running the ceremony interrupts. “You boys are going to have a lot of explaining to do. And we’re going to have a very serious talk about using your powers on other students.”

Eric points in my direction. “But he’s the one who—”

“That’s enough!” the counselor barks. “We’ve all heard what you did. I want to see all four of you in the main office in five minutes. We’re having a talk, and then I’m calling your parents to take you home. And no,” he adds as they immediately start to protest, “I don’t care that it’s Thursday night!”

A few more counselors come up and herd our cabin mates off the stage.

“Well, you were right, X,” Riley says. “That was definitely worth waiting for.”

Chapter 8

 

EVERYONE’S MILLING AROUND OUTSIDE the main buildings on Friday afternoon when I show up, running and out of breath. I was sure I was going to be late and that the buses were already going to be here—or, worse, that they’d have already been here and left again—but thankfully everyone’s still waiting.

“Dude,” Riley says. “You almost missed the bus.” He’s sitting on a bench in front of the office.

I motion for him to move his crutches so I can sit down next to him. “The buses aren’t even here yet.”

“But they were supposed to be. What if you’d gotten left behind?”

A nightmare situation I’d rather not think about. “Whatever,” I tell Riley. “I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“Oh, my God,” Amelia says in a choked voice, hugging Melissa. “I’m going to miss you guys so much.” 

I roll my eyes. “You’re going to see everyone again on Monday.”

Amelia glares at me. She has tears streaming down her face. They all do.

Actually, now that I look around, a lot of people seem to be crying, and if they’re not actually crying, they still look pretty upset. As if leaving this place is a bad thing.

“For your information,” Amelia says, “we’re meeting up tomorrow for ice cream and maybe a slumber party at our house, if Mom and Dad say it’s okay. But it won’t be the same.”

“You guys,” Jana says, pointing up at the sky, “look at that cloud. It looks just like that rock we saw in the woods!”

They all squint up at it.

“Oh, my God,” one of the other two girls whose names I don’t know says, “you’re so right! It looks exactly like it.”

“It’s a sign,” Amelia tells them. “It means Team Glitter’s going to be together forever.” 

“This calls for a cheer.” Hil gets her bunny ears out. “One more shout out for Team Glitter while we’re still at camp.”

They all put on their bunny ears and then clap and shout, “Team Glitter!” a bunch of times like before, except now they’re all crying so hard they can barely get the words out, so the cheer sounds kind of sad and deflated.

I turn to Riley. “I am not going to miss this place.”

He shakes his head. “Me, neither.”

“Though seeing the looks on our cabin mates’ faces when they realized I’d just gotten my revenge on them is a pretty good memory.”

Riley laughs. Then his face falls a little, and he looks like he’s thinking really hard about something.

Probably about how camp was nothing like what he wanted it to be. I clear my throat, almost afraid to bring this up. “Look, Perkins, about your parents’ tree—”

“Don’t worry about it, X. It’s okay.”

“Yeah, but camp really sucked for you. For both of us. But I knew going into it that it was going to suck, and I didn’t have any ties to this place. I wasn’t looking forward to anything, but you were, and… All this was important to your dad, and you should have gotten to at least see some of the sights he did, if not relive some of his experiences.”

“You can’t really have the same experiences as someone else, though. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and even if everything had gone exactly the same way for me as it did for my dad, I still would have experienced it differently. That’s just how it works.”

“Yeah, but you could at least have had a closer experience to what he did. Like actual good memories of this place. Stuff you could tell your kids someday so that they could come here and find out it doesn’t hold up.”

Riley grins at that. Then he takes a deep breath. “Listen, X, this is probably going to sound really stupid after everything that happened, but I feel like maybe I do have some good memories of this place.”

“You what? Since when?” Did his fall the other day rattle his brain? “Name one, and you can’t use the campfire ceremony last night, because I already said that one.” As if there are any others.

“Well, that one was pretty good, but… Okay, I don’t know if it’s any one moment or anything. It’s more like how maybe I didn’t fit in with everyone else here, but if you hadn’t been here, then I wouldn’t have fit in with anyone. So, like, even though this week sucked, and even though it wasn’t the camp experience I was hoping for, I was still here with my best friend, and we got through it. And maybe us not fitting in with everybody and having to do our own thing wasn’t the worst thing in the world.”

I raise my eyebrows at him. “You must be thinking of some other time you and your best friend went to camp for a week, because that’s not how I remember it.”

“I just mean that making our own art projects and stuff while everybody else did something different was kind of cool.”

“You mean like when they were all making anti-lightning signs and Eric kept stealing our markers?”

“No. I mean, kind of? I know how it sounds, and it wasn’t fun at the time or anything, but now that it’s over… I don’t know. I’m glad we did it. That we both came here and that we stuck it out.”

“When they X-ray your leg, make sure they also give you a head scan, because you must be losing it if you think that.”

“I’m just saying that maybe camp not sucking and having good memories about it aren’t mutually exclusive. Like maybe, despite everything that happened—or maybe even because of everything that happened—I’ll still look back on it as something good.”

“Yeah, well, I’m going to need longer for my rose-colored glasses to kick in.” If they ever do.

He sighs. “The whole point of the trip was to bond with your friends, and that’s what I did.”

“That’s friends, plural. And we were supposed to make new ones.”

“Whatever. I was just trying to say that maybe it wasn’t a total loss.”

We’re both quiet for a second. And then, because I have to ask, I say, “So, are you still upset that you didn’t make it to your parents’ tree?”

“A little, I guess, but it’s okay.” He says that wistfully, like it’s not really that okay. “And Zach will be here next year. Hopefully without a broken leg. Maybe he can find it and get a picture for me.”

I get out my phone and bring up the most recent picture taken. Then I hand it to Riley.

He stares at it. Then, quietly, he says, “It’s the tree.”

“That’s why I was almost late. Because no matter what you said about only wanting to see it in person, I figured you’d regret not getting a picture of it.”

Riley zooms in on his parents’ initials. There’s a heart carved in the bark with MP + WF inside it. Riley studies it, then glances off in the direction of the tree, as if he’s thinking about actually going there, even though that would be pretty much impossible at this point.

“I’ll send it to you once we have service,” I tell him when he hands me my phone back.

“Thanks, X.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“But what if you’d missed the bus? You couldn’t have gone earlier?”

“Uh, no, because I was busy packing and trying to clean up our cabin. I don’t know if you noticed, but the rest of our cabin mates all got sent home last night, and that just left us, and you have a broken leg. So that pretty much just left me to do all the stupid cleaning.” And while normally I wouldn’t care about making sure a place I didn’t even want to go to was spotless, I wanted to show that we didn’t need our cabin mates and that our cabin was obviously better without them. Plus, we weren’t allowed to leave until we passed inspection, and I wasn’t going to stay here even one minute longer than I had to. “So, no, I couldn’t have gone earlier. But I didn’t want to leave without getting that picture for you. And before you say it, I know you told me not to, and I know it’s not the same thing as getting to go see it in person, but—”

“No, X, it’s… Thanks.”

I shrug. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Yeah, it was. It is to me. And you could have missed the bus and gotten stuck here.”

“But I didn’t. And maybe if you’d already told me all that crap about looking back fondly at all the horrible stuff that happened here, I wouldn’t have bothered, since you have so many good memories and everything.”

“That’s not what I said. And I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay, Perkins. I know what you meant. And for what it’s worth, I’m glad you were here, too, and that we both stuck it out.” I say that right as the buses pull up, and I feel a wave of relief that this week is finally over. “And maybe someday I’ll look back and forget how much this place sucked and only remember the good stuff. But for now, let’s just get the hell out of here.”
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