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			To my husband, Russell,

			for always making me dream bigger

			on the page and in real life
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			If I didn’t already know where to look, I never would’ve noticed the bobcat in the brush a few yards away. It hasn’t twitched, but I can feel its eyes boring into me, locked in on the threat.

			Right back at you, cat.

			I angle the selfie stick so I can get the animal and my Radley Shaw signature grin in the shot. Rad Wilderness viewers like the animals, but videos with me talking to the camera always get the most views.

			“This is a juvenile bobcat. Since it’s not full-grown, it’s not that much bigger than a common house cat.” I let myself breathe a little harder than usual, to really sell the danger of what I’m doing, but I keep my voice low and even.

			I’m a professional, after all.

			“You can tell the difference between a bobcat and a neighborhood pet a couple of ways. That tuft of black hair at the tips of the ears is a big sign. They usually have them on their legs, too, which we can’t see from this angle.”

			The cat twitches now, and I stop talking, waiting to see what it’s going to do. I don’t open my mouth again until I’m sure it’s not going to pounce.

			I keep my voice at a whisper. “The tails are also a huge giveaway. Bobcats have shorter, bobbed tails, not long, fluffy ones. But the main difference is that bobcats aren’t pets. They’re unpredictable, and if their instincts tell them to attack humans, their paws and claws are larger and more powerful than a house cat’s. I don’t know about you, but I don’t like getting scratched by those, either.”

			I give the camera a practiced grin.

			“The trick now is for me to get out of here without making myself look like a threat.” I nod toward the cat. “Or turning my back and looking like prey.”

			The sounds I make inching through the tall grass are the only ones my phone will pick up, but I hear the click of a man’s tongue behind me. I flatten milliseconds before the bobcat flies over my head, just in time to capture the animal’s majestic leap and nothing but blue sky above it.

			The gasp that escapes me is involuntary, but it adds to the moment. My viewers are going to eat this up.

			“Did you guys see that?” I ask, training the camera on my own face again. “That. Was. Awesome! That right there is the difference between a house cat and a bobcat, up close and personal.”

			I make a show of looking around for the animal and coming up empty. “I need to stay alert out here tonight. I’m signing off, but I’ll be back with any new developments. Don’t forget to hit like and subscribe. And as always, stay rad.”

			I hit the red button to end the recording and start to sit up.

			“Hold on a sec.” Dad signals me to stay where I am, unaware—or maybe just not caring—how uncomfortable I am lying prone with the cat nearby. “Make sure you got the shot.”

			I replay the moment the big cat leapt over my head and nod. “It’s perfect. Thanks.”

			The cat’s owner leans over and feeds the bobcat a strip of red meat—his prize for leaping on cue—and then turns all his attention to my dad. Leave it to Curtis Shaw to know a guy with a pet bobcat. For a man who still hasn’t figured out how to talk to his own son, my dad is remarkably good at making friends.

			Did either of them even hear what I was saying?

			The animal is still again, watching me, and I’m careful not to turn my back on him while I’m packing up my things. Dad and his friend might think the animal is tame, but I meant what I said. Trying to domesticate wild animals is stupid. They follow their instincts.

			My instincts tell me that pretending to camp in the middle of nowhere while a trained bobcat leaps over my head is stupid, even if it will get me likes and views.

			But I’m ignoring them…

			Because that’s the Radley Shaw way.
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			There’s a limit to what I’m willing to do to make my little brother happy. There has to be. I just haven’t decided if this should be it.

			“Too small.” Silas barely glances up from the log he’s tipping to look at the earthworm I’m waving in front of his face. He has no other reaction. Almost like he doesn’t realize most twelve-year-old girls wouldn’t do this for their little brothers.

			“Fine. It’s your funeral.” I toss aside the perfectly respectable worm I dug up just for him…to eat. I dug it up for him to eat.

			“Worms aren’t toxic, Sadie,” Silas says matter-of-factly, as if that’s the point I was trying to make. “And they’re a good source of protein.” He must be really distracted by this worm hunt, because he doesn’t continue with a long list of all the kinds of worms we might find out here or which ones would provide the most nutrients. He cuts straight to the part he knows I’ll care about: “And they’re gluten-free.”

			Silas has celiac disease, which means he can’t eat even a crumb of gluten without some serious side effects. You know what has gluten in it? Everything.

			Fine, not everything. Just everything good. Pizza, Pop-Tarts, cookies, crackers, cake, bread, buns, cinnamon rolls, and—this is the kicker for Silas—donuts. Tons of other good things have gluten in them, but the donuts hit especially hard.

			Gluten loves to hide in unexpected ingredients as well, like soy sauce and spices. As the person who does most of the cooking these days, I might be a little annoying about checking.

			And double-checking.

			I give Silas a nod to acknowledge his comment, but he’s not paying attention to me. When Silas is on a mission, I might as well be invisible.

			Our backyard is the literal side of a mountain, and our raised garden bed seemed like the best place to start looking. But since Si rejected my offer of earthworms—the only thing my troweling has uncovered—I start gathering spinach for dinner instead.

			And that’s when I see it: the creature he’s destined to eat.

			“Aha!” I yell loud enough to startle the birds in the trees a few yards away. My little brother doesn’t flinch or acknowledge my outburst in any way. “Silas! I found the perfect thing!”

			It’s a disgustingly juicy black-and-yellow monstrosity. This very hungry caterpillar has clearly eaten through a million leaves, all the fruit from the book, and a good-sized cake. Silas won’t look at me, so I peel the little guy off his current snack and present him to my brother with a dramatic flourish.

			He doesn’t stop what he’s doing. “No.”

			I blink a couple of times, waiting for more of a response, but none comes.

			“Why not? It’s big, it’s juicy, it’s disgusting. It’s perfect.”

			I mean…perfect is a relative term, but since the goal is to let Silas eat it on-camera and prove he has what it takes to hack it in the wilderness with his favorite survival guru…Yeah. Perfect.

			“It’s irresponsible,” he says, flipping another log. This one is rotted and has a host of insects living beneath it.

			I don’t bother to ask him why, though I’m sure he has a reason. I just make my way back over to the flower bed and murmur quietly to the caterpillar. “That’s fine, isn’t it, big guy? You didn’t want to get eaten anyway.” I mean to lay him gently back onto one of the giant leaves, but Silas lets out a whoop that startles me, and I jolt, throwing my new squishy friend across the yard. A fate only slightly better than being eaten.

			Silas thrusts his cupped hands up in front of my face. “This is it. This is the one.” His eyes are wide with excitement, and he’s hopping around. There’s no going back now, he’s found the one. The slimy little thing meant to change his life forever and allow me to get back to the worm-free dinner I’m planning to make. My eyes focus on the thing he’s holding, and my lunch threatens to come back up.

			“It’s a grub!” he announces, as if the horrified look on my face comes from not knowing what the creature is called.

			It’s far more disgusting than a worm, or even a caterpillar. This thing has a face. A monstrous burnt orange face on a translucent body and a blackish end that can only be its poop factory. And it’s gigantic. A behemoth of a grub.

			“There’s no way that’s edible.” I refuse to believe it.

			“It is! Everyone else who enters Radley Shaw’s contest is going to go out to their garden and pretend they found a berry bush, out ‘in nature.’ This shows commitment.”

			“No, this shows questionable judgment,” I reply. But I can see that he has his mind made up. “You’re just going to swallow it?”

			“I could.” He stares at it for a moment, considering. “You can eat them raw, but we’re going to cook it. We’ll video starting a fire, cooking it, and eating it. That’s three reasons Rad should pick me to be on his show.”

			“Four, if I film you finding it again,” I mutter. “Go get your stuff.”

			Silas takes off like a rocket back into our house, and I pull my phone out of my pocket so I can google if he’s going to poison himself.
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			He’s not. Probably.

			Grub eating is absolutely disgusting—but perfectly safe, if we want to take the internet’s word for it. Mom is working late, and I can’t ask her, so grubs for dinner it is.

			I thumb over to the Rad Wilderness YouTube channel, needing to see these contest rules for myself.

			Radley Shaw’s infectious grin lights up my screen. That’s the only thing that hasn’t changed in the years he’s been doing this. I used to follow him before—back when survival was my thing—but the show is nothing like it used to be. It used to be edible plants and cute animals and lighting fires without a lighter. Now it’s about gadgets and sponsors and wearing expensive clothes. You know…all the things real survivalists don’t really need.

			Silas doesn’t seem to mind the shift in focus—maybe because he’s a gadget guy, too—but if you ask me, Rad Wilderness is barely watchable these days.

			I must be the only person who feels that way, because his show is more popular than ever.

			Rad’s latest video already has loads of views, and it hasn’t even been up for a full twenty-four hours. I whistle under my breath. Good luck winning this one, little brother.

			The theme music swells—production value has gone up a lot over the last year or two—and there’s a collection of video clips of Radley experiencing the magic of nature without ever messing up his hair.

			I roll my eyes. In any other setting, I might appreciate the perfect hair, but it’s not giving me can-keep-you-alive vibes.

			Me and Si using social media is a big no for Mom, but she lost the battle against YouTube a long time ago. Every mom has a breaking point, and hers was having to look up the answers to nine hundred survival-related questions a day, and all the recipes I couldn’t find on YouTube Kids.

			We aren’t allowed to make a profile, comment, or engage, though.

			We’ll have to get her permission to post, but when she sees how excited Si is about Rad’s contest, I know she’ll cave.

			Rad’s face on my phone’s screen draws my attention back to the contest. To no one’s surprise, it’s word for word what Silas told me. Rad and his crew are coming to the Rockies, and the “lucky” winner and a friend get to join them on location next month, acting as a sort of local guide on a handful of filming days. For a chance to win, all a kid has to do is record themselves living off the land Rad-style, showing they know what it takes to survive in the wilderness.

			Easy. Silas is as outdoorsy as a kid can get. He sleeps in a tent, by choice, pretty much all summer long.

			I have to admit he has a better chance than I thought, since apparently the contest is only open to kids who live in the Rockies. Rad’s channel is popular, but we’re talking hundreds of entries, not millions.

			I start toward Silas as he runs out of the house with all his gear in tow, ready to film, but Rad’s words floating out of my phone’s speaker stop me in my tracks.

			“Remember, the contest is open to Colorado residents only, ages twelve to sixteen.”

			Twelve.

			Silas is nine.

			He’s smart for a nine-year-old, with almost perfect recall. I might be watching this video for the first time, but Si has probably seen it a few dozen times. When he comes to an abrupt stop in front of me, the shine in his eyes I attributed to excitement earlier suddenly looks a lot like guilt.

			“No.” I’m shaking my head and backing away from him, but every step I take has his lip quivering harder and his eyes filling with tears. I am unmoved. “No, no, no.”

			“I can’t enter,” he says, as if my noes are meaningless. “But you can. If you win, we both win. I can go with you and meet him and tell you everything to say. You wouldn’t have to do anything, really. You would just be the one on-camera.”

			“No.”

			This is it, I realize. This is my limit. I knew I had one. Turns out it’s eating grubs.

			“Sadie.” He turns his big green puppy-dog eyes on me. “Please.”

			The “please” catches me by surprise. Silas usually finds social niceties annoying and unnecessary, but it’s not enough to sway me.

			“I will not,” I begin, making sure he’s looking at my face so he doesn’t miss anything I’m saying, “under any circumstances, eat a grub.”

			And that’s final.
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			I’m going to eat the grub.

			There are no limits to what I’m willing to do for my little brother, apparently.

			None at all.

			Silas is still ranting about all the reasons I “have” to do this—mostly just variations of me ruining his chances to meet Rad if I don’t—so I can’t get a word in to tell him I’ve changed my mind.

			As horrible as the idea sounds, disappointing my little brother would be even worse. I still don’t think Silas is going to win, but I can’t be the reason he doesn’t. Making sure my brother racks up as many wins as possible has been my full-time job since the day Dad died, and a stupid grub isn’t going to stop me.

			“I said I’ll do it.” Four times now, but who’s counting?

			“—and the people on the Rad Wilderness message board think he’s most likely to choose someone his age. You’re close.” I’m twelve. Rad turned thirteen earlier this summer. “You’re a girl, which people seem to think is a bonus. And you aren’t ugly.” Honestly, I’m touched. “I’ve thought it all out, you just have to—”

			“Silas!” I clasp his face with both hands.

			His eyes snap up to mine, and the words die on his tongue.

			“I said I’ll do it.”

			Tears well in his eyes now as my meaning sinks in. He blinks rapidly, trying to clear them away. He leans in like he’s going to hug me, which is wildly out of character for my little brother, but he just uses my shirt to wipe his eyes. That tracks.

			Have I mentioned Si is autistic? Autism affects everyone differently. For Si, it means a photographic memory and an ability to concentrate on things he loves way longer than the rest of us can, which is cool. But he also has to work harder at things that come naturally to other people, like smiling and hugging…and understanding how discussing your thirty-four favorite kinds of insects and what makes each of them unique isn’t the sort of small talk everyone is used to.

			To be honest, these conversations have grown on me. Not every twelve-year-old has perfected the art of cooking insects and making them palatable. If I’m ever in a real survival situation, I’ll have a leg up. Six of them.

			The point is, the kid has a lot going on. He lost Dad and donuts—thanks a lot, celiac—in the same month last year, but he never complains. The least I can do is help him with this contest.

			How bad can one grub be, really?

			“Go change.”

			An abrupt switch in subjects is normal for Si, but it still leaves me blinking sometimes while I try to follow his train of thought.

			“Excuse me?” I look down at my clothes. We live in the Rockies. While there are degrees to how outdoorsy a person can be, it’s always in style to dress like you’re going for a hike. I’m wearing my summer uniform: hiking shorts, a breathable long-sleeve tee, and my Chacos.

			He shrugs, and I know better than to ask what he doesn’t like about it. He will tell me. In detail. I don’t need that kind of ego bomb right before filming.

			I glare at my brother, but he doesn’t notice. He’s too busy setting up the camera.

			I don’t bother changing, but I do run inside and stuff some kitchen essentials in my pack. If I’m going to be a survival girl again, I’d better be prepared.

			Silas looks up at me as I come back out, but I shake my head. “Let’s do this before I change my mind.”

			Silas records me “finding” the grubs—grubs! plural!—squeezing out the black bits no one in their right mind would eat, starting a fire under his expert eye, skewering the disgusting things with a little stick, and cooking them to a crispy golden brown. This part, at least, comes naturally to me. The grubs aren’t much different from shrimp, really—they kind of look and feel alike—and I’ve never had a problem eating those.

			This is just another night in the kitchen. Another culinary challenge to rise above and conquer. Like mastering gluten-free cookies at high altitudes. I concentrate on roasting the grubs to perfection, forgetting about Silas and his camera for whole chunks of time. I’m not comfortable talking to the camera, but Silas says we’ll just play music over the quiet parts.

			“There! Crispy and crunchy and perfect!” I announce to Silas. “You know I love a cooking challenge, and the survival kit that I carry with me at all times comes in handy in situations like this.” I wink at him, then open my bag and pull out a little canister of my secret spice and a lemon.

			Silas gives me an unimpressed look, but he doesn’t stop filming. He can just edit this out later if he wants to. I squirt the lemon juice over the grubs and listen to the sizzle, then douse them with just enough flavor and cayenne pepper to deaden my taste buds without setting my mouth on fire.

			Now all that’s left is to eat them.

			Well, one of them. Silas and I both agree that it looks better if I cook them all, since one wouldn’t be that filling, but I only have to eat one on-camera. My stomach revolted at the sight of the raw grubs, but we’ve reached a stage where they’re passing for food.

			Pulling on one of the grubs, I realize it’s not just going to slide off the stick. That would be too easy. I’m going to have to eat it like a chicken wing. The lemon and cayenne make it easier to pretend, so I salute Silas where he stands behind the camera and take a bite.

			Warm, crispy, tangy…slightly gooey in places.

			But it’s not nearly as bad as I expected. The texture is a little off, sure, but it definitely tastes like food. It tastes like I could survive in the wilderness if I had to. It tastes like I can eat another one and give Silas the audition video he deserves—the kind of audition Dad would have given him.

			I snatch the second one off the stick in one big bite, and Silas’s eyes go wide with shock. I grin at my brother and hold out the third grub. “Want one?”
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			I shove a new pile of shipping boxes out of the way to reveal a small mountain of hiking boots and sandals, including one pair with Rad embroidered on them. It’s something a lot of companies do. As if seeing my name on a product will make me more likely to wear it.

			My bedroom is neat and tidy, but it’s so full of freebies that I can never find what I’m looking for.

			Most of the merch I’m shoving around is from my Rad Wilderness sponsors. Or from brands that want to be sponsors. Clothes, watches, hats, gadgets. Then there are the products from people who insist they don’t want anything from me at all but send angry emails and call me ungrateful if I don’t use or wear the “gift” in my next video. In other words, gifts with strings attached.

			My feet are still growing, so at least new shoes will come in handy. I can’t say the same for the thirteen paddleboards I now own. They take up a lot more space and, outside of the content I created for the brand, still haven’t been used.

			Maybe Juliana—my part-time on-the-road tutor and full-time overthinker—can add paddleboarding to the meet-and-greet she’s planning in Colorado. The paddleboards will get used, and I can get her off my back about hanging out with kids my own age.

			Gifts with strings and never seeing other middle schoolers are two of the three things I wish someone had told me about being internet famous.

			The third thing—the one that’s weighing me down and ruining what would otherwise be an enjoyable trip—is that the moment my hobby became a job, it stopped being fun.

			I push aside another stack of boxes, but they’re heavier than the last pile and don’t topple as easily. I give them another shove, and they come down like a block tower, the boxes tipping and spilling open when they land. A shoe hits my desk lamp and sends it flying.

			There’s a satisfying shatter of broken glass. We’re talking baseball-through-a-window loud. The kind of noise that has parents running to check on their kid, worried they might be hurt.

			Nobody comes running to check on me.

			Not that I expected anyone to. When your mom isn’t in your life and your dad’s idea of parenting is hiring people to take care of you, you get used to being alone. Luckily, I have a hack for that.

			Ignoring the glass all over my floor, I pull out my cell phone and go directly to the comments on the last picture I posted. It’s a selfie I took in my room yesterday, with a caption about one more sleep in a real bed. The internet doesn’t need to know I sleep on a comfortable mattress in an RV when I’m on the road. People want to picture me in a tent, and I roll with it. We even pitch one for pictures sometimes.

			My newest post has thousands of likes already. Maybe my dad isn’t that interested in getting to know me, but plenty of other people are. Thousands of people took the time to double-tap. And there are hundreds of comments. Most of them are the ego-boosting kind, about my hair or my eyes or my smile. I have to say, I don’t mind those at all. Some of them are super-creepy, and I flag those, delete them, and block the account. Unlike YouTube, where my account is monitored by my team, Instagram is all mine now that I’m thirteen.

			There are some rude comments sprinkled in, too, but I always leave those up. For every jerk who gets online to drag me, there are fifteen fans calling them out for being jealous and ugly. Their words, not mine. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy it, though.

			“Hey, Radley! You ready?” Juliana’s voice carries from the front of the house, and I shove my phone into my pocket and give the room one last look-over.

			“Coming!” I yell back. I don’t want her to come in here and see the mess I’ve made. It’s not like it affects her, but she’ll give me that look that makes me feel nine years old all over again. I grab the little bag I packed full of personal items and head outside.

			A giant RV fills our driveway. Home sweet home for the next few weeks.

			Juliana already packed everything else I need—mainly, brand-new clothes from sponsors—and is grinning from ear to ear by the door of the RV.

			“Are you ready for our next adventure?” She raises a brow and gestures toward the door. I fake a smile.

			“Am I ever.” It’s the answer I know she wants.

			“Good. We need to start talking about algebraic equations.” I let out a groan as we climb inside, and Juliana ruffles my hair. “But first…let’s go over the entries for the sweepstakes. I have a few favorites, but I don’t want to sway you before you see them.”

			The sweepstakes. I’d almost forgotten. “Did we get any good entries?”

			“A few, I think.” She points at my laptop, sitting on the table with at least twenty different tabs open. All video submissions. “You can start with these. They’re the ones that show the most promise.”

			“Rad!” Marcos—my manager and Juliana’s dad—appears in the doorway, his greeting so loud and exuberant you’d think it had been years since we’d seen each other, not weeks. “Did you say your goodbyes?”

			My chest tightens involuntarily at his question. I can’t decide if he’s still playing dumb after all these years, or if he really can’t see that my dad doesn’t care I’m leaving. Dad hired Marcos and Juliana to take me on these trips just so he wouldn’t have to. The things that man will do to avoid being alone with me are endless. And honestly…kind of insulting.

			“I’m not sure where my dad went. We can just go.”

			I looked for him through open doors as I was leaving, but I didn’t see any sign that he was around. Our departure time is on the shared calendar, and we’ve reminded him a dozen times. If he wanted to see me off, he would.

			“Nonsense. I’ll find him.” Marcos darts back out the door again, on a mission.

			Juliana is giving me the look that means she feels sorry for me. Her dad would never let her leave without a hug and a teary goodbye. Marcos is an emotional guy. My dad…isn’t.

			There’s no use asking Marcos to leave without making a big deal of it, though, so I busy myself by clicking through the video submissions.

			The first one is of a guy—he looks around fifteen—fishing in a stream with just a line and no pole. It’s impressive. I leave that tab up to come back to.

			There are about ten more that are just okay. Nothing that stands out enough to make me save it. I hit the X and move on to the next one.

			The girl in the still shot of the video has a huge grin on her face, and she’s holding a roasted grub toward the camera. There’s something about her, something about the way her smile reaches her eyes, that has me staring for a while before I press Play.

			I watch the video.

			The second it ends, I hit Play again.

			I watch it five times before I figure out what it is that draws me in. It’s not her willingness to eat grubs—something notoriously good for likes and views—or that out of all the videos I’ve seen so far, she’s one of the few people who seem to know anything about survival. It’s the way she talks to whoever is recording.

			Unlike the other kids who have uploaded videos, she’s not trying to be like me and talk to an unknown audience. She’s talking directly to whoever is holding the camera, and I think she loves that person. What does it say about me that it took me five replays to figure that out?

			Marcos interrupts my thoughts as he climbs back into the RV. “You were right, Rad. He had to go into work early today. He left you a present, though.”

			I’m so shocked that I just sit there staring at Marcos’s outstretched hand. He gives me a knowing look, then places the box in my hand.

			“And you thought he forgot about you.” He clucks his tongue, then plants himself in the driver’s seat. Juliana heads up front to sit beside her dad so they can talk about me and my dad—and how to fix all our problems—in Portuguese for the next half hour. I’m not fluent yet, but I can pick up bits and pieces.

			Marcos is wrong, anyway. I don’t think Dad forgot about me. I think he left early on purpose because he’s so uncomfortable around me he’d rather say goodbye with a gift than a hug.

			And that’s fine. I’d probably rather have this—I open the little box he left for me—watch. What says “I love you” better than a waterproof digital watch?

			Without giving myself a chance to second-guess my decision, I close out of Grub Girl’s video. The last thing I need is to spend my summer vacation hanging out with a cute girl and the boy she’s looking at like that.

			I give the gift a disdainful look, frustrated beyond words.

			But I take off the much more expensive watch I’m already wearing and put the new one on.
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