R L. Stine: The Horror at Canp Jellyjam (Goosebunps
#33)
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Mom poi nted excitedly out the car wi ndow. "Look! A

cow "

My brother, Elliot, and | both groaned. W had bee
n driving through farm and for four hours, and Mom
had poi nted out every single cow and hor se.

"Look out your side, Wendy!" Momcried fromthe fro
nt seat. " Sheep!”

| stared out the w ndow and saw about a dozen gray
sheep —fat, woolly ones —grazing on a grassy gr
een hill. "Nice sheep, Mom" | said, rolling ny ey
es.

"There's a cow " Elliot exclained.

Now he was doing it!

| reached across the backseat and gave hima hard
shove. "Mom is it possible to expl ode from boredo
n?" | noaned.

"BOOOOOOM " Elliot shouted. The kid is a riot, isn'

t he?

"I told you," Dad nuttered to Mom "A twel ve-year-o
|d is too old to go on a long car trip."

"So is an el even-year-old!'" Elliot protested.
|"'mtwelve. Elliot is eleven.

"How can you two be bored?" Mom asked. "Look —hors
es!”

Dad sped up to pass a huge yellow truck. The road
curved through high, sloping hills. In the far dis

tance, | could see gray nountains, rising up in a
heavy m st.

"There's so nmuch beautiful scenery to admre," Mom
gushed.

"After a while, it all looks |ike sone boring old c
al endar," | conpl ai ned.

Elliot pointed out of his wi ndow "Look! No horses!

He doubl ed over, |aughing. He thought that was the
funni est thing anyone had ever said. Elliot reall



y cracks hinself up.

Momturned in the front seat. She narrowed her eye
s at ny brother. "Are you naking fun of nme?" she d
emanded.

"Yes!" Elliot replied.

"OF course not," | chinmed in. "Who woul d ever nake
fun of you, MnP"

"When do you ever stop?" Mom conpl ai ned.

"We're | eaving |Idaho," Dad announced. "That's Wom

i ng up ahead. We'll be up in those nountains soon.
"Maybe we'll see Mountain Cows!" | exclai med sarcas
tically.

Elliot |aughed.

Mom si ghed. "Go ahead. Ruin our first famly vacati

on in three years."

W hit a bunp. | heard the trailer bounce behind u

s. Dad had hooked one of those big, old-fashi oned

trailers to the back of our car. W had dragged it
all over the West.

The trailer was actually kind of fun. It had four

narrow beds built into the sides. And it had a tab

|l e we could sit around to eat or play cards. It ev
en had a small kitchen.

At night, we'd pull into a trailer canp. Dad woul d
hook the trailer up to water and electricity. And
we spent the night inside, in our own private lit

tl e house.

We hit another bunp. | heard the trailer bounce be

hi nd us again. The car lurched forward as we start

ed to clinb into the nountains.

"Mom how do I know if |I'magetting carsick or not?"
Elli ot asked.

Mom turned back to us, frowning. "Elliot, you neve

r get carsick," she said in a lowvoice. "D d you

f orget ?"

"Oh. Right," Elliot replied. "I just thought it mg
ht be sonething to do."

"Elliot!" Momscreaned. "If you're so bored, take a
nap! "

"That's boring," ny brother nuttered.
| could see Monms face turning an angry red. Mom d



oesn't look like Dad, Elliot, and ne. She is bl ond
and has bl ue eyes and very fair skin, which turns
red very easily. And she's kind of plunp.

My dad, brother, and | are skinny and sort of dark
. The three of us have brown hair and brown eyes.
"You kids don't know how | ucky you are," Dad said.
"You're getting to see sone anmzing sights."
"Bobby Harrison got to go to baseball canmp,"” Ellio

t grunbled. "And Jay Thurman went to sl eepaway cam
p for eight weeks!"

"I wanted to go to sl eepaway canp, too!" | proteste
d.

"You'l]l go to canp next summer," Momreplied sharpl

y. "This is the chance of a lifetinme!"

"But the chance of a lifetine is so boring!" Elliot
conpl ai ned.

"Wendy, entertain your brother," Dad ordered.
"Excuse nme?" | cried. "How am | supposed to enterta
i n hin"

"Pl ay Car Geography,"” Mdm suggest ed.

"Oh, no! Not again!" Elliot wailed.

"G ahead. I'll start,"” Momsaid. "Atlanta."

Atl anta ends with an A. So | had to think of a cit
y that starts wwth an A. "Albany," | said. "Your t
urn, Elliot."

"Hmmm A city that starts wwtha Y. . ." M bro

t her thought for a nonment. Then he twisted up his

face. "I quit!"

My brother is such a bad sport. He takes ganes too
seriously, and he really hates to | ose. Soneti nes
he gets so intense when he's playing soccer or so

ftball, | really worry about him

Soneti nes when he thinks he can't win, he just quit

s. Li ke now.

"What about Youngstown?" Mom asked.

"What about it?" Elliot grunbled.

"I have an idea!" | said. "How about letting Ellio

t and nme ride in the trailer for a while?"

"Yeah! Cool!" Elliot cried.

"I don't think so," Momreplied. She turned to Dad

. "It's against the lawto ride in a trailer, isn

t it?"



"I don't know," Dad said, slowng the car. W were
clinmbing through thick pine woods now. The air sm
ell ed so fresh and sweet.

"Let us!" Elliot pleaded. "Cone on —Ilet us!"

"I don't see any harmin letting themride back th
ere for a while," Dad told Mom "As long as they'r
e careful."

"We' || be careful!” Elliot prom sed.

"Are you sure it's safe?" Mom asked Dad.

Dad nodded. "What coul d happen?"

He pulled the car to the side of the highway. ElII
ot and | slid out. We ran to the trailer, pulled o
pen the door, and hurried inside.

A few seconds later, the car pulled back onto the
hi ghway. We bounced al ong behind it in the big tra
il er.

"This is so cool!" Elliot declared, making his way
to the back w ndow.
"Do | have good ideas or what?" | asked, follow ng

him He slapped ne a high five.

W stared out the back wi ndow. The hi ghway seened
totilt down as we headed up to the nountains.

The trailer bounced and swayed as the car tugged it

The road tilted up steeper. And steeper.
And that's when all our troubl es began.
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"I wn!" Elliot cried. He junped up and raised both
fists in triunph.

"Three out of five!" | demanded, rubbing nmy wi st.
"Cone on —three out of five. Unless you're chick

en.”

| knew that would get him Elliot can't stand to b

e called a chicken. He settled back in the seat.

We | eaned over the narrow table and cl asped hands.
We had been armwestling for about ten m nutes.

It was kind of fun because the table bounced every
time the trailer rolled over a bunp in the road.

| amas strong as Elliot. But he's nore determnm ned



A lot nore determ ned. You never saw anyone groa
n and sweat and strain so much in armwestling!
To ne, a gane is just a gane. But to Elliot, every
gane is life or death.
He had won two out of three about five tinmes. My w
rist was sore, and ny hand ached. But | really wan
ted to beat himin this final nmatch.
| | eaned over the table and squeezed his hand hard
er. | gritted ny teeth and stared nenacingly into
hi s dark brown eyes.
"Go!'" he cried.
We both strained agai nst each other. | pushed hard.
Elliot's hand started to bend back.
| pushed harder. | nearly had him Just a little ha
rder.
He |l et out a groan and pushed back. He shut his ey
es. Hs face turned beet-red. | could see the vein
s push out at the sides of his neck.
My brother just can't stand to | ose.
SLAM
The back of ny hand hit the table hard.
Elli ot had won agai n.
Actually, I let himwn. | didn't want to see his
whol e head expl ode because of a stupid armwestli
ng mat ch.
He junped up and punped his fists, cheering for him
sel f.

"Hey —!" he cried out as the trailer swayed hard,
and he went crashing into the wall.
The trailer lurched again. | grabbed the table to

keep fromfalling off ny seat. "What's goi ng on?"
"We changed direction. W're headi ng down now, " El
liot replied. He edged his way back toward the tab
| e.

But we bunped hard, and he toppled to the floor. "H
ey —we're goi ng backwards!"

"I'"l'l bet Momis driving," | said, holding on to the
tabl e edge with both hands.

Mom al ways drives |like a crazy person. Wen you wa
rn her that she's going eighty, she always says, "
That can't be right. It feels as if I'"'mgoing thir
ty-fivel"



The trailer was bounci ng and bunping, rolling down
hill. Elliot and | were bouncing and bunping with
the trailer.

"What is their problen?" Elliot cried, grabbing on
to one of the beds, struggling to keep his bal anc

e. "Are they backing up? Wy are we goi ng backward
s?"

The trailer roared downhill. | pushed nyself up fr
omthe table and stunbled to the front to see the

car. Shoving aside the red plaid curtain, | peered
out through the small w ndow.

"Uh . . . Elliot . . ." | choked out. "W've got a
probl em "

"Huh? A probl enf?" he replied, bouncing harder as th

e trailer picked up speed.

"Mom and Dad aren't pulling us anynore,” | told him
"The car is gone."
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Elliot's face filled with confusion. He didn't und

erstand ne. O maybe he didn't believe ne!

"The trailer has conme |oose!" | screaned, staring

out the bouncing wi ndow. "We're rolling downhill —
on our own!"”

"N-n-n-no!" Elliot chattered. He wasn't stuttering

. He was bouncing so hard, he could barely speak.

Hi s sneakers hopped so hard on the trailer floor,

he seened to be tap dancing.

"ON" | |let out a pained shriek as ny head bounced
against the ceiling. Elliot and | stunbled to the
back. Gipping the windowsill tightly, | struggle

d to see where we were headi ng.

The road curved steeply downhill, through thick pi

ne woods on both sides. The trees were a bouncing

bl ur of greens and browns as we hurtled past.

Pi cki ng up speed. Bouncing and tunbling.

Fast er.

Fast er.

The tires roared beneath us. The trailer tilted and
di pped.



| fell to the floor. Landed hard on ny knees. Reac

hed to pull nyself up. But the trailer swayed, and
| went sprawling on ny back.

Pulling nyself to ny knees, | saw Elliot bouncing

around on the floor |ike a soccer ball. | threw ny

self at the back of the trailer and peered out the
Wi ndow.

The trailer bunped hard. The road curved sharply —

but we didn't curve with it!

We shot off the side of the road. Swerved into the

trees.

"Elliot!" | shrieked. "W're going to crash!”
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The trailer jolted hard. | heard a cracking sound.
It's going to break in half! | thought.

| pressed both hands against the front and stared o
ut the wndow. Dark trees flew past.

A hard bunp sent nme sprawling to the floor.

| heard Elliot calling ny nane. "Wndy! Wendy! Wend
yt”

| shut ny eyes and tensed every nuscle. And waited
for the crash.

Waited .
Waited .
Si | ence.
| opened ny eyes. It took ne a few seconds to real
| ze that we were no | onger noving. | took a deep b

reath and clinbed to ny feet.
"Wendy?" | heard Elliot's weak cry fromthe back of
the trailer.

My legs were trenbling as | turned around. My whol

e body felt weird. As if we were still bouncing. "

Elliot —are you okay?"

He had been thrown into one of the bottom bunks.

Yeah. | guess," he replied. He lowered his feet to
the floor and shook his head. "I'mkind of dizzy."
"Me, too," | confessed. "What a ride!"

"Better than Space Muntain!" Elliot exclainmed. He
clinbed to his feet. "Let's get out of this thing



!II
We both started to the door at the front. It was an
uphill clinb. The trailer tilted up.

| reached the door first. | grabbed the handl e.
A loud knock on the door nmade ne junp back. "Hey .
1" 1 cried,.

Three nore knocks.

"I't's Momand Dad!" Elliot cried. "They found us! O
pen it up! Hurry!"

He didn't have to tell nme to hurry. My heart skippe
d. I was so glad to see them

| turned the handl e, pushed open the trailer door —

—and gasped.
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| stared into the face of a blond-haired man. H's
bl ue eyes sparkled in the bright sunlight.

He was dressed all in white. He wore a crisp white
T-shirt tucked into baggy white shorts. A small r
ound button pinned to his T-shirt read ONLY THE BE
ST in bold black letters.

"Uh . . . hi," | finally nmanaged to choke out.

He flashed ne a gleam ng smle. He seened to have
about two thousand teeth. "Hey, guys —everyone ok
ay in there?" he asked. H's blue eyes sparkled eve

n brighter.
"Yeah. We're okay," | told him "Alittle shaken up
, but —"

"Who are you?" Elliot cried, poking his head out th
e door.

The guy's smle didn't fade. "My nane is Buddy."
"I'"'' mWendy. He's Elliot. W thought you were our p
arents," | explained. | hopped down to the ground.
Elliot followed ne. "Wiere are Mom and Dad?" he ask
ed, frowning.

"I haven't seen anyone, guy," Buddy told him He s
tudied the trailer. "Wat happened here? You cane
unhi t ched?"

| nodded, brushing ny dark hair off ny face. "Yeah.



On the steep hills, | guess.”

"Dangerous," Buddy nuttered. "You nust have been re
ally scared."

"Not ne!" Elliot declared.
What a kid. First, he's shaking in terror and call
i ng out ny nane over and over. Now he's M ster Mac
ho.

"I'"ve never been so scared in all ny life!"™ | admt
t ed.

| took a few steps away fromthe trailer and searc
hed t he woods. The trees creaked and swayed in a |
| ght breeze. The sun beaned down brightly. | shiel
ded ny eyes with one hand as | peered around.

No sign of Momand Dad. | couldn't see the highway
t hrough the thick trees.

| could see the tire tracks our trailer had nade t
hrough the soft dirt. Sonehow we had shot through
a clear path between the trees. The trailer had co
me to rest at the foot of a sharp, sloping hill.
"Wow. W& were lucky," | nuttered.

"You're very |ucky," Buddy declared cheerfully. He
st epped up beside ne, placed his hands on ny shou
| ders, and turned ne around. "Check it out. Look w
here you guys | anded!"

Gazing up the hill, I saw a w de cl eari ng between
the trees. And then | saw a huge, red-and-white ba
nner, stretched high on two poles. | had to squint

to read the words on the banner.
Elliot read them al oud: "King Jellyjam s Sports Cam

p.

"The canp is on the other side of the hill," Buddy
told us, flashing us both a friendly smle. "Cone
on! Fol |l ow ne!"

"But —but —" ny brother sputtered. "W have to fi

nd our parents!”

"Hey —no problem guy. You can wait for themat th

e canp,"” Buddy assured him

"But how will they know where to find us?" | protes

ted. "Should we | eave a note?"

Buddy flashed ne anot her dazzling smle. "No. |'Il
take care of it," he told ne. "No problem"™

He stepped past the trailer and started up the hil



|. Hs white T-shirt and white shorts gleaned in t

he sunlight. | saw that his socks and hi gh-tops we
re sparkling white, too.

That's his uniform He nust work at the canp, | dec
| ded.

Buddy turned back. "You guys com ng?" He notioned
with both hands. "Cone on. You're going to like it
!II

Elliot and | hurried to catch up to him M legs t

renbled as | ran. | could still feel the trailer f
| oor bouncing and jolting beneath ne. | wondered i
f I would ever feel nornal again.

As we nmade our way up the grassy hill, the red-and
-whi t e banner came into cl earer view "King Jel lyj
amls Sports Canp," | read the words al oud.

A funny, purple cartoon character had been drawn b
eside the words on the banner. He | ooked Iike a bl

ob of grape bubble gum He had a big smle on his

face. He wore a gold crown on his head.

"Who's that?" | asked Buddy.

Buddy gl anced up at the banner. "That's King Jellyj
am" he replied. "He's our little mascot."

"Wei rd-| ooking mascot for a sports canp,"” | declar
ed, staring up at the purple, blobby king.

Buddy didn't reply.

"Do you work at the canp?" Elliot asked.

Buddy nodded. "It's a great place to work. |I'mthe
head counselor, guys. So ——melcone'"
"But we can't go to your canp," | protested "We h

ave to find our parents. W have to . .

Buddy put a hand on ny shoul der and a hand on El i

ot's shoul der. He guided us up the hill. "You guys
have had a close call. You mght as well stay and
have sone fun. Enjoy the canp. Until | can hook u
p with your parents.™

As we neared the top of the hill, | heard voices. K
i ds' voi ces. Shouting and | aughi ng.

The clearing narrowed. Tall pine trees, birch trees
, and mapl es clustered over the hill.

"What kind of sports canp is it?" Elliot asked Budd

y.
"We play all kinds of sports,"” Buddy replied. "Fro



m Pi ng- Pong to football. Fromcroquet to soccer. W
e have swi nm ng. W have tennis. W have archery.
W even have a narbles tournanent!”

"Sounds |ike a cool place!" ny brother declared, gr

I nni ng at ne.

"Only the best!" Buddy said, slapping Elliot on the
shoul der.

| reached the top of the hill first and peered dow

n through the trees to the canp. It seened to stre

tch for ml es!

| could see two long, white, two-story buildings o

n either side. Between them | saw several playing
fields, a baseball dianond, a |ong row of tennis

courts, and two enornous sSw mm ng pool s.

"Those |l ong, white buildings are the dorns," Buddy
expl ai ned, pointing. "That's the girls' dorm and
that's the boys'. You guys can stay in themwhile
you're here."

"Ww |t | ooks awesone!" Elliot exclained. "Two sw

mm ng pool s!™

"Aynpic size," Buddy told him "W have diving com

petitions, too. Are you into diving?"

"Only inside the trailer!" | | oked.

"Wendy is into swnmmng," Elliot told Buddy.

"I think there's a four-lap swmrace this afterno

on," Buddy told ne. "I'll check the schedule for y
ou. "

The sun beaned on us as we followed the path down
the hill. The back of nmy neck started to prickle.

A cool sw m sounded pretty good to ne.

"Can anyone sign up for baseball?" Elliot asked Bu

ddy. "I nean, do you have to be on a team or sonet
hi ng?"

"You can play any sport you want," Buddy told him
"The only rule at King Jellyjamis Sports Canp is

to try hard." Buddy tapped the button on his T-shi
rt. "Only The Best," he said.

The breeze blew ny hair back over ny face. | knew
| should have had it cut before vacation! | decide
dIl'd have to find sonething to tie it back with a
s soon as | got into the dorm

A soccer match was under way on the nearest field.



Wi stles blew Kids shouted. | saw a |l ong row of
archery targets at the far end of the soccer field.
Buddy started jogging toward the field. Elliot ste
pped up beside ne. "Hey —we wanted to go to canp,

right?" he said, grinning. "Well? W nade it!"
Before | could reply, he trotted after Buddy.
| brushed back ny hair one nore tine, then followe
d. But | stopped when | saw a little girl poke her

head out from behind a wi de tree trunk.
She appeared to be about six or seven. She had bri
ght red hair and a face full of freckles. She wore

a pale blue T-shirt pulled down over black tights.
"Hey —" she called in a | oud whisper. "Hey —!"
| turned toward her, startl ed.

"Don't cone in!" she called. "Run away! Don't cone
int"
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Buddy turned back quickly. "Wat's the problem Wn
dy?" he call ed.

When | returned ny eyes to the tree, the red-haire
d girl had vanished. | blinked a couple of tines.
No trace of her.

What was that girl doing out here? | wondered. D d
she hide behind that tree just to scare people?
"Uh . . . no problem™" | called to Buddy. I follow

ed Elliot and the counselor into the canp.

| quickly forgot all about the girl as we nmade our
way around the soccer field and past a long row o
f fenced-in tennis courts. The thwack of tennis ba
|1s followed us as we turned on to the main path t
hat | ed through the canp.

So many sports! So nmuch activity!

We pushed our way through kids of all ages, eagerl
y hurrying to the swinmng pools, to the baseball
di anond, to the bow ing | anes!

"Awesone! " Elliot kept repeating. "Totally awesone!
And for once, he was right.

We passed several other canp counselors. They were



all young nen and wonen, dressed conpletely in wh
ite, all of them good-|ooking and smling cheerful

ly.

And we passed dozens of little triangular signs sh
ow ng the purple, blobby face of King Jellyjam sm
iling out fromunder his shiny gold crown. Under e
ach face was the canp slogan: Only The Best.

He's kind of cute, | decided. | realized | was sta
rting to |ike everything about this amazing sports
canp.

And | have to confess | found nyself secretly hopi
ng that Mom and Dad woul dn't be able to find Ellio
t and ne for at least a day or two.

Isn't that terrible?

| felt really guilty about it. But | couldn't help
thinking it. This canp was just too exciting. Esp
ecially after days of riding in the backseat of th
e car, staring out at cows!

We dropped ny brother off at the boys' dormfirst.
Anot her counselor, a tall, dark-haired guy naned
Scooter, greeted Elliot and took ny brother off to

find a dormroom
Then Buddy led ne to the girls' dormon the other
side of the canp. W passed a gymastics conpetiti
on being held in an outdoor arena. Beyond that, on
e of the swinmm ng pools was jammed with kids watch
ing a diving contest off the high board.
Buddy and | chatted as we wal ked. | told himabout
my school and about how ny favorite sports are sw
| mm ng and hi ki ng.
We stopped at the white doubl e-door entrance to th

e dorm "Were are you fron?" | asked him

Buddy stared back at ne. He had such a confused ex
pression on his face. For a nonent, | thought he d
i dn't understand the question.

"Do you cone from around here?" | asked.

He swal | owed hard. He squinted his blue eyes. "Wir
d. . ." he nuttered finally.

"What ' s wei rd?" | denmanded.

"I . . . | don't renenber," he stammered. "I don't
renmenber where |'mfrom |s that weird or what ?"
He raised his right hand to his nouth and ni bbl ed



his pointer finger.

"Hey, | forget stuff all the tinme," | told him see
I ng how upset he was.

| didn't get a chance to say anything el se. A youn
g woman counselor with very short, straight bl ack
hai r and bright purple-lipsticked |ips cane trotti
ng up to us. "Hello. I"'mHolly. Are you ready for
sone sports?”

"I guess," | replied uncertainly.

"This is Wendy," Buddy told her, his expression sti
|1 troubled. "She needs a room"

"No problem " Holly declared cheerfully. "Only The
Best!"

"Only The Best," Buddy repeated quietly. He flashe
d ne asmle. But | could see he was still struggl
ing to renenber where his hone was. Weird, huh?
Holly led the way into the dorm | followed her do
wn a long, white-tiled hall. Several girls cane ru
nni ng past, on their way to different sports. They
were all shouting and | aughi ng excitedly.

| peeked into sone of the open roons as we passed
by them Ww | thought. This place is so nbdern a
nd |luxurious! It's not exactly your basic, rustic
sumrer canp.

"We don't stay in the roons nuch at all,"” Holly to
| d nme. "Everyone is al ways outdoors, conpeting."
She pushed open a white door and notioned for ne t
o step in. Bright sunlight flooded the roomfroma
w de wi ndow on the opposite wall.

| saw two bright blue bunk beds agai nst each wall.
A sl eek white dresser between them Two white |ea
ther arnchairs.

The walls were white. They were bare except for a

smal |, framed drawi ng of King Jellyjam above the d
resser.

"Nice room " | exclained, squinting against the bri
ght sunli ght.

Holly smled. Her bright purple Iips made the rest
of her features seemto disappear. "Ad ad you like
it, Wendy. You can take that bottom bunk over the

re." She pointed. She had purple fingernails that

mat ched her i psti ck.



"Do | have roommat es?" | asked.

Hol Iy nodded. "You'll neet them soon. They'll get

you started with sone activities. | think they're

pl ayi ng soccer on the lower field. I'mnot sure."

She started out of the room but turned at the doo

rway. "You'll like Dierdre. | think she's about yo

ur age."

"Thanks," | said, gazing around the room

"Catch you later," Holly replied. She vanished into
t he hall.

| stood in the center of the sunlit room thinking
hard. What am | supposed to do for clothes? | won

dered. \Wat about swi nsuits? Sweats?

Al I had were the denimshort-shorts and pi nk-and-
bl ue-striped T-shirt |I was wearing.

And why didn't Holly tell nme where to go next? | a

sked nyself. Why did she just | eave ne by nyself |
n this enpty roonf

| didn't have long to ask nyself questions.

| started to cross to the wi ndow when | heard voi ce

s. Wi spered voices outside the door.

| turned to the door. Were ny roonmmates returning?
| listened to the excited buzz of whispers.

Then | heard a girl loudly instruct the others. "C

one on. We've got her trapped in there. Let's get
her!"
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| gasped and searched frantically for a place to hi

de.

No tine.

Three girls burst into the room their eyes narrow

ed, their nouths tw sted into nenaci ng sneers. The

y fornmed a |ine and noved toward nme quickly.

"Whoa! WAit!" | cried. | raised both hands as if to
shield nyself fromtheir attack.

The tall girl with streaky blond hair was the first
to |l augh. Then the other two joined in.

"Gotcha," the blond girl declared, tossing back her
| ong hair triunphantly.



| glared back at her, ny nouth hangi ng open.

"Did you really think we were going to attack?" on

e of the others asked. She was thin and wiry, wth
very short black hair cut into bangs. She wore gr

ay sweats and a torn gray T-shirt.

"Well . . ." | started. | could feel ny face grow

ng hot. Their little joke had really fooled ne. |

felt like a total jerk.

"Don't look at nme," the third girl said, shaking h

er head. She had frizzy blond hair tunbling out fr

om beneath a blue and red Chicago Cubs cap. "It wa

s all Dierdre's idea." She pointed to the girl wt

h streaky blond hair.

"Don't feel bad," D erdre told ne, grinning. Her g

reen eyes flashed. "You're the third girl this wee

k."

The ot her two sni ckered.

"And did the others think you were attacking?" | as

ked.

Di erdre nodded, very pleased with herself. "lIt's k

ind of a nean joke," she admtted. "But it's funny

This tinme | joined in the |[aughter.

"I have a younger brother. |'mused to dunb jokes,"
| told Dierdre.

She swept back her hair again. Rummaged around on

the dresser top. Found a hair scrunchy to hold it

back. "This is Jan and this is lvy," she said, not

iloning to the other girls.

Jan was the one with the short black bangs. She sl

unped on to a |l ower bunk. "I'm whi pped," she sighe
d. "What a workout. Look at ne. |I'msweating |ike
a prg.”

"Ever hear of deodorant?" |vy cracked.

Jan stuck out her tongue at Ivy in reply.

"Get changed," Dierdre instructed them both. "W've
only got ten m nutes."

"Ten mnutes till what?" Jan denmanded, bendi ng down
and rubbing her calf nuscles.

"Did you forget the four-lap race?" D erdre replied

“Ch, wow! " Jan cried, junping up. "I did forget."



She hurried to the dresser. "Were's ny sw nsuit?"

| vy followed her. They began frantically sifting th
rough the drawers.

Dierdre turned to ne. "Do you want to enter the rac
e?" she asked.

"I —I don't have a swnsuit," | replied.
She shrugged. "No problem | have about a dozen."
She studied ne. "We're about the sane size. |'mju
st alittle taller."

|

"Well, 1'd love a swm" | told her. "NMaybe |1
ust go to the pool and splash around for a whil
"Huh? Not conpete?" Dierdre cried.

Al three girls turned to ne, stunned expressions o

n their faces.

"I'"ll do sonme sports later," | said. "Ri ght now, |
just want to dive in and swma little. You know.
Cool off."

"But —vyou can't!" Jan cried. She gaped at ne as if
| had suddenly grown a second head.

"No way," |vy said, shaking her head.

"You have to conpete,"” Dierdre added. "You can't ju

st swm"

"Only The Best," lvy recited.

"Right. Only The Best," Jan agreed.

| felt totally confused. "Wat do you nean?" | denm

nded. "Wiy do you keep saying that?"

Dierdre tossed ne a blue swnsuit. "Put it on. W'r

e going to be late."

"But . . . but —" | sputtered.

The three girls hurried to get into their swnsuits

I
e.

| saw that | had no choice. | went into the bathroo
m and started to change.
But ny questions repeated in ny mnd. | really want

ed them answer ed.

Wiy did | have to conpete in the race? Wiy coul dn't
| just have a sw n?

And why did everyone keep repeating "Only The Best"

?

What did they nmean?
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The enornous bl ue pool sparkled under the bright s
unlight. The sun hovered hi gh overhead. The concre

te burned the soles of ny bare feet. | couldn't wa
it to get into the water.

Shielding ny eyes with one hand, | searched for E
liot. But I couldn't find himin the crowd of kids
who were waiting to watch the race.

Elliot has probably already played three sports, |
told nyself. This had to be the perfect canp for
nmy br ot her!

| gazed down the line of girls waiting to conpete
in the four-lap race. W all stood on the edge of

the deep end of the pool, waiting to junp in.

| silently counted. There were at |east two dozen

girls in this race. And the pool was w de enough f

or all of us to have a lane to swmin.,

"Hey, you look terrific in ny suit," D erdre said.
Her green eyes studied ne. "You should have tied

your hair back, Wendy. It's going to slow you down

Ww, | thought. Dierdre really cares about w nning.
"Are you a good swi mer?" | asked her.

She swatted a fly on the back of her calf. "The be
st," she replied, grinning. "How about you?"

"I've never really raced," | told her.
The pool counselors were all young wonen. They wor
e white two-piece swinsuits. Across the pool, | sa

w Holly sitting on the edge of the diving board, t
al king to anot her counsel or.

A tall, red-haired counselor noved to the edge of
t he pool and bl ew her whistle. "Everyone ready?" s
he cal | ed.

We all shouted back that we were ready. Then the |
ong line of girls grewsilent. W turned to the po

ol, leaned forward, and prepared to dive in.
The wat er shi mrered beneath nme. The sun burned dow
n on ny back and shoulders. | felt about to nelt.

| couldn't wait to junp in.
The whistle blew | sprang forward and hit the wate



r hard.

| gasped fromthe shock of the cold against ny hot
skin. My arns churned hard as | pulled nyself for

war d.

The splash of thrashing arns and ki cking feet soun
ded like the roar of a waterfall. | dipped ny face
into the water, feeling the refreshing col dness.
Turning ny head, | glinpsed Dierdre a few |l engths
behind ne. She swamin a steady rhythm her arns a

nd | egs noving snoothly, gracefully.

| ' m ahead of everyone, | realized, glancing across
the pool. I'mw nning the race!

Wth a hard kick, | reached the other end of the p
ool. | made a sharp turn and pushed off. As | star

ted back to the deep end, the other girls were sti

| | approaching the shallow end wall.

| pulled nyself harder. My heart started to pound.

| knew |I'd win the first lap easily. Then there wer
e three laps to go.

Three laps . . .

| suddenly realized how dunb | was. The other girl

S were pacing thenselves. They weren't swimmng fu
|| speed because they knew it was a four-lap race.

|f | kept swmmng this hard, | wouldn't survive tw
o | aps!

| sucked in a deep breath, then let it out slowy.
Slowly . . . slowy .

That was the word of the day.

| slowed ny kicking. Shot ny arnms out and pulled t
hem back slowly. Took |long breaths. Long, slow bre
at hs.

As | made ny turn and started the second | ap, seve
ral other sw nmers had noved beside ne. | caught D
lerdre's eye as she swam past.

She never broke her steady rhythm Stroke. Stroke.
Breat h. Stroke.

On the other side of Dierdre, | saw Jan swnmng c
onfortably, easily. Jan was so snmall and light. Sh
e seened to float over the water.

Into the third lap. | kept a few | engths behind D
erdre. | had to concentrate on keeping a slow, eve
n pace. | pretended | was a robot, programmed to s



Wi mslowy,

Dierdre turned into the fourth lap a few seconds a

head of ne. | saw her expression change as she nmad

e her turn. She narrowed her eyes. Her entire face
grew tight and tense.

Dierdre really wants to win, | saw

| wondered if | could catch her. | wondered if | co

ul d beat her.

| made ny turn and put on the speed.

| ignored the aching in ny arns.

| ignored the cranp in ny left foot.

| thrust nyself forward, kicking hard fromthe wais

t. My hands cut through the water.

Fast er.

| glinpsed Jan fall behind. | saw the di sappoi nt nen

t on her face as | passed by.

Poundi ng, thrusting arns and | egs churned the wate

r to froth. The splashing becane a roar. The roar

nearly drowned out the cheers of the kids watching
fromaround the pool.

My heart thudded so hard, | thought ny chest m ght

expl ode.

My arnms ached. They felt as if they each wei ghed a

t housand pounds.

Faster . . .

| pulled up beside Dierdre. Cose. So close, | coul

d hear her gasping breaths.

| glinpsed her face, tight with concentration.

She's just like Elliot, | decided. She wants to win
so badly.
Lots of tines | let Elliot wn a gane. Because he

cared about it so nuch nore than | did. And so did
Di erdre.

As we neared the wall at the deep end, | let D erdr
e pul |l ahead.
| saw how much it neant to her. | saw how desperate

she was to finish first.
What the heck, | thought. There's nothing wong wt
h com ng in second.

| heard the cheers ring out as Dierdre won the race

| touched the wal |, then di pped bel ow the surface.



| pulled nyself up and grabbed the wall.

My entire body ached and throbbed. | gasped in bre

ath after breath. | shut ny eyes and pulled ny hai
r back with both hands, squeezing the water out of
i t.

My arns were so tired, | could barely pull nyself

out of the pool. I was one of the |last swi mMmers ou

t.

The others had all fornmed a circle around Dierdre.
| pushed ny way into the crowd of girls to see wh

at was happeni ng.

My eyes burned. | brushed water out of them | saw
t he red-haired counsel or hand sonething to Dierdr

e. Sonet hi ng gold and shi ny.

Everyone cheered. Then the circle broke, and the g

irls all headed in different directions.

| made ny way up to Dierdre. "Way to go!" | excl ai
med. "I cane close. But you're really fast."
"' mon the swmteam at school," she replied. She

held up the gold object the counsel or had given h
er.

| could see it clearly now A shiny gold coin. It
had a smling King Jellyjamengraved on it. | coul
dn't read the words around the edge of the coin. B
ut | could guess what they were.
"It"s ny fifth King Coin!'"™ Dierdre declared proudly

V%y IS she so excited about it? | wondered. It was

nt areal coin. It probably wasn't even real gold
|

“What's a King Coi n?" | asked. The coin gleaned in
t he sunlight.
"I'f 1 win one nore King Coin, I can walk in the Wn

ners Wal k," Dierdre expl ai ned.

| started to ask what the Wnners Wal k was. But Ja
n and |vy cane running up to congratulate D erdre.
And the three of themall started tal king at once.
| suddenly renenbered ny brother. Where is Elliot?
| wondered. \What has he been doi ng?

| turned away from D erdre and the other girls and
started toward the pool exit. But | had only take
n a few steps when | heard soneone calling ny nane.



| spun around to see Holly jogging toward ne. Her
purple-lipsticked lips were knotted in a fretful e

xpression. "Wendy, you'd better cone with ne," the
counsel or told ne.

My heart skipped. "Huh? What's wong?" | asked.
"I"'mafraid there's a problem" Holly said softly.
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Sonet hi ng happened to Mom and Dad!

That's the first thought that burst into ny head.
"What's wong?" | cried. "My parents! Are they okay
? Are they —"

"We haven't found your parents yet," Holly said. S
he w apped a towel around ny trenbling shoul ders.

Then she led ne to a bench at the side of the pool.
"Is it Elliot?" | cried, dropping down beside her.
"What is wong?"

Hol |y kept one arm around ny shoul ders. She | eaned
cl ose. Her brown eyes stared into m ne,.

"Wendy, the problemis that you didn't really try v
ery hard to win the race," she said.

| swal | owed hard. "Excuse ne?"

"I watched you," Holly continued. "I saw you sl ow
your strokes in the last lap. | don't think you tr
| ed your best to win."

"But —but —I —" | sputtered.

Holly continued to stare at ne wthout blinking. "A
ml right?" she demanded softly.

"I ' —I"mnot used to swnmmng that far," | stamer
ed. "It was ny first race. | didn't think —"

"I know you're new at canp," Holly said, brushing
afly off ny leg. "But you know the canp slogan, r

I ght ?"

"For sure,”" | replied. "It's everywhere | | ook! But
what does it nean? 'Only The Best!' "

"I guess it's kind of a warning," Holly replied th
oughtfully. "That's why | decided to talk to you n
ow, Wendy."

"Awarning?" | cried. |I felt nore confused than eve
r. "A warning about what?"



Holly didn't reply. She forced a smle to her face
and stood up. "Catch you | ater, okay?"
She turned and hurried away.

| wrapped the towel tighter around ny shoul ders an
d started back to the dormto change. As | wal ked
past the tennis courts, | thought hard about Holly
'S war ni ng.

Wiy was it so inportant for ne to win the race?

So that | could be awarded one of those gold coins

w th the bl obby purple king on it?

Why shoul d | care about w nning coins? Wy coul dn’
t I just play sone ganes, nake new friends, and ha

ve fun?

Wiy did Holly say she was giving ne a warni ng? A wa
rni ng about what?

| shook ny head, trying to shake away all these pu
zzling questions. |'d heard about sports canps fro
m sonme of ny friends back hone. Sone canps, they s
aid, were really tough. The kids were all serious

jock types who wanted to win, win, wn.

| guessed this was one of those canps.

Ch, well, | thought, sighing. | don't have to |ove
this canp. Mom and Dad wll be here soon to take
Elliot and ne away.

| gl anced up —and saw Elliot.

Sprawl ed face down on the ground. H's arns and | eg
s spread out awkwardly. H's eyes cl osed.

Unconsci ous.
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"Ooooh!" | let out a frightened wail.
"Elliot! Elliot!" | dropped down beside him

He sat up and grinned at ne. "How many tines are y
ou going to fall for that?" he asked. He started t
o | augh.

| slugged himin the shoulder as hard as | coul d.
You creep!"”

That made hi m | augh even harder. It really cracks h
I mup when he makes ne | ook Iike a jerk.



Wiy do | always fall for the stupid joke? Elliot p
ulls it on ne all the tinme. And | always believe h
e's been knocked out col d.

"' mnever falling for that again. Never!" | cried.

Elliot pulled hinself to his feet. "Cone watch ne

pl ay Ping-Pong," he said, tugging ny hand. "I'min
the tournanment. |'mbeating this kid Jeff. He thi

nks he's good because he puts a spin on his serve.
But he's pitiful."

"I can't," | replied. | pulled out of his grasp. "I
‘mdripping wet. | have to change."

"Conme watch," he insisted. "It won't take long. |l
| beat himreally fast, okay?"

"Elliot —" He certainly was excited.

"I'f | beat Jeff, | win a King Coin," he announced.
"Then I"'mgoing to win five nore. I want to win s

iXx so | can walk in the Wnners Wal k before Mom an
d Dad cone for us."

"Good luck," | munbled, rubbing ny wet hair with th
e towel.

"Were you in a swmrace? Did you wn?" Elliot aske
d, tugging ny hand agai n.

"No. | cane in second,”" | told him

He snickered. "You're a | oser. Cone watch ne beat t
his kid."

| rolled ny eyes. "Okay, okay."

Elliot pulled ne to a row of outdoor Ping-Pong tab
| es. They were shielded fromthe sun by a broad, w
hite canvas awni ng.

He hurried up to the table on the end. Jeff was wa
iting for himthere, softly bouncing a Ping-Pong b
all in the air with his paddle.

| had pictured a little shrinpy guy that Elliot co
uld beat easily. But Jeff was a big, red-faced, Dbl
ond kid with bulging nuscles. He had to be twice t
he size of ny brother!

| took a seat on a white wooden bench across from
the tables. Elliot can't beat this big guy, | thou
ght. My poor brother is in for a major defeat.

As they started to play, Buddy cane wal ki ng over a
nd sat down beside ne. He flashed ne a smle. "No



word fromyour parents yet," he said. "But we'll f
i nd them"

We wat ched the Ping-Pong match. Jeff did his serve
with the special spin. Elliot slamed it back at
hi m

To ny surprise, the match was really even. | think
Jeff was surprised, too. H's returns becane nore
and nore wild. And a ot of his special serves ms
sed the table entirely!

They had al ready played two ganes, Buddy told ne.

Jeff had won the first, Elliot the second. This wa

s the third and deci di ng mat ch.

The gane was a tie at sixteen, then a tie at sevent

een and ei ght een.

| watched Elliot beconme nore and nore intense. He

want ed desperately to win. He |l eaned stiffly over

the table, gripping the paddle so tightly, his han

d was white.

Sweat poured off his forehead. He began ducking an

d dodging, groaning with each hit, trying to slam

every ball.

The nore frantic and wild Elliot becane, the cal ner
Jeff appear ed.

The gane was a tie at nineteen.

Elliot mssed a shot and angrily slammed his paddl e
agai nst the table.

| could see that he was losing it. 1'd seen this h

appen to ny brother many tinmes before. He could ne

ver wwn if he stayed this intense.

As he held the ball and prepared to serve, | raise

d two fingers to the sides of ny nouth and bl ew ha
rd. He I owered the paddl e when he heard ny |oud wh
| stle.

That was ny signal. |'d used it nmany tines before.
It meant, "Cool it, Elliot. Calmdown."

Elliot turned and gave ne a qui ck thunbs-up.

| saw himtake a deep breath. Then anot her.

My whistle signal always hel ped him

He raised the ball and served it to Jeff. Jeff sen

t back a weak return. Elliot smacked it back into

the right corner. Jeff swung off bal ance and m sse

d.



Jeff served the next one. Elliot backhanded it. Ve
ry soft. The ball tipped over the net and dri bbl ed
several times on Jeff's side.

Elliot had won!

He et out a gleeful cheer and raised his fists in

vi ctory.

Jeff angrily heaved his paddle to the ground and st
onped away.

"Your brother is good," Buddy said, clinbing to his
feet. "I like his style. He's intense.™

"For sure,”" | nuttered.

Buddy hurried over to award Elliot his King Coin.
"Hey, guy —vyou only need five nore," Buddy said,

slapping Elliot a high five, then a | ow five.

"No problem™ ElIliot bragged. He held the coin up

so | could see it. King Jellyjamsmled out at ne,
engraved on the coin.

Wiy did the canp pick this silly little blob for a
mascot? | wondered again. He | ooked |like a fat hu
nk of puddi ng wearing a crown.

"I've got to get changed," | told Elliot.
He slid the gold coin into the pocket of his short
S. "I"'mgoing to find another sport!" he decl ared.

"I want to win another King Coin before tonight!"
| waved good-bye, then started toward the dorm
| had wal ked only a few steps when | heard a |low ru
nbl i ng.
Then the ground started to shake.
| froze. Every nmuscle in ny body | ocked as the runb
| ing grew | ouder.
"Eart hquake!" 1 cried.
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The ground shook hard. The awni ng over the Ping-Po
ng tabl es shook. The tables bounced on the ground.
My knees buckled. | struggled to stay on ny feet.
"Eart hquake!" | choked out agai n.

"I't's okay!" Buddy called, running toward ne.

He was right. The runbling sound faded quickly. The
ground st opped shaki ng.



"That happens sonetines,"
probl em "

My heart still thudded in ny chest. My | egs wobble

d as if they were rubber bands. "No probl enP"
"See?" Buddy notioned around the crowded canp. "No
one pays any attention. It lasts only a few secon

ds.

| gazed around qui ckly. Buddy was right again. The
kids in the chess tournanent in front of the | odg

e didn't glance up fromtheir chessboards. The kic
kball game on the field across fromthe pool conti
nued wi t hout a pause.

"I't usually happens once or tw ce a day," Buddy tol

d ne.

"But what causes it?" | denanded.

He shrugged. "Beats ne."

"But —everything shook so hard! Isn't it dangerous
?" | asked.

Buddy didn't hear ne. He was al ready joggi ng over t

o watch the kickball gane.

| turned and started walking to the dorm | felt k
i nd of shaky. | could still hear that strange runb
| ing sound in ny ears.

As | pulled open the door to the dorm | bunped in

to Jan and Ivy. They both had changed into white t
ennis outfits, and they both carried tennis racket
s over their shoul ders.

"What sports have you been playi ng?"

"Did you win a King Coin?"

"Wasn't that a great swimrace?"

"Are you having fun, Wendy?"

"Do you play tennis?"

They both talked at once and shot out half a dozen
questions. They seened really excited. They didn'

t give ne a chance to answer.

"We need nore girls for the tennis tournanment," v

y said. "We're having a two-day tournanent. Cone t
o the courts after |unch, okay?"

"Ckay," | agreed. "lI'mnot that good, but —"

"See you later!" Jan cried. They both hurried away.

Buddy explained. "It's no

Actually, | ama pretty good tennis player. | have



a decent serve. And | do all right with ny two-ha
nded backhand.
But |I'm not great.
Back hone, ny friend Allison and |I always play for
fun. We don't try to kill each other. Sonetines w
e just keep volleying back and forth. W don't eve
n keep score.
"Il enter the tennis tournanent, | decided. And i
f I losein the first round, it's no big deal.
Besides, | told nyself, Momand Dad will be here a
ny mnute. And Elliot and | wll have to | eave.
Momand Dad . . . their faces flashed into ny m nd.

They nmust be frantic, | realized. They must be worr
| ed sick. | hoped they were okay.
| suddenly had an i dea.

"Il call honme, | decided. | should have thought o
f this before. I'Il call hone and | eave a nessage
on our answering machine. |I'lIl tell Mom and Dad on

t he machi ne where Elliot and | are,.

No matter where he goes, Dad checks for phone ness
ages every hour. Mom always makes fun of himfor b
ei ng so nervous about m ssing a call.

But they'll both be glad to get this nessage! | tol
d nysel f.
What a good idea! | congratul ated nyself.

Now all | needed was a phone.

There have to be phones in the dorm | decided. |
searched the small front |obby. But | didn't see a
ny pay phones.

No one at the front desk. No one | could ask.

| peered down a | ong hallway. Roons on both sides.
No phones.

| tried the other hallway. No pay phones there, eit
her .

Eager to make ny call, | turned and hurried back o
utside. | let out a long sigh of relief when | spo
tted two pay phones beside the | ong white dorm bui
| di ng.

My heart pounding, | jogged over to them

| picked up the phone closest to ne. And | started
to raise the receiver to ny ear —



—when two strong hands grabbed ne from behi nd.
"Get off the phone!" a voice denanded.

12

"Huh?" | shrieked in surprise and dropped the phone
. It spun crazily on its cord.

| turned around. "D erdre! You scared ne to death!”
| cried.

Her green eyes flashed excitedly. "Sorry, Wendy. |

just had to tell you ny news! Look!"

She held out her hand. | saw a stack of gold King C

oi ns.

"I just won ny sixth coin!" Dierdre declared breath

|l essly. "lIsn't that awesone?"

"I —I guess," | replied uncertainly. I still could

n't figure out why it was such a big deal.

"I'"l'l be in the Wnners Walk tonight!" Dierdre excl

aimed. "l can't believe | made it!"

"That's great," | told her. "Congratul ations.™
"Have you won any King Coins yet?" Dierdre asked, s
till holding out her hand.

"Uh . . . not yet," | replied.

"Well, get going!" Dierdre urged. "Show t hem what

you' ve got, Wendy. Only The Best!" She fl ashed ne
a thunbs-up with her free hand.

"Right. Only The Best," | repeated.

"We' || have a party,"” Dierdre continued. "In our r
oom Right after the Wnners Wal k. Ckay? W'l|l cel
ebrate."

"Geat!" | replied. "Maybe we can get a pizza from
the nmess hall or sonething."
"Tell Jan and lvy," Dierdre instructed. "O I'Il1] t

ell them Woever sees themfirst! See you |ater!”
She ran off, holding the six gold coins tightly in
her fist.

| realized | was smling. D erdre had been so exci

ted, she'd gotten ne excited. So excited, | forgot
about ny phone call.
| have to give this canp a chance, | decided. | ha

ve to get into the spirit of things and start havi



ng sone fun. Only The Best! I'mgoing to win that
tenni s tournanent!

W all ate dinner at |ong wooden tables in the hug
e ness hall inside the main canp |odge. The | ong,
hi gh-cei li nged room seened to stretch on forever.
Loud voi ces and | aughter echoed off the walls over
the clatter of plates and silverware. Everyone ha
d a story to tell. Everyone wanted to tal k about t
he ganes of the day.
After dinner, the counselors led us all to the run
ning track. | searched for Elliot. But | couldn't
find himin the crowd.
It was a warm clear night. A pale sliver of a noo
n floated | ow over the darkening trees. As the sun
set, the sky faded frompink to purple to gray.

When darkness fell, | saw two flickering yellow i
ghts at the far end of the track, noving toward ne
As they cane near, | could see that they were to

rches, carried by two counsel ors.
A blaring trunpet fanfare made us all grow quiet.
| stepped closer to Jan, who stood at ny side. "Th

ey sure nmake a big deal of this,” | whispered.

"It is a big deal," Jan replied, her eyes straight
ahead as the torches approached.

"Do we have any food for the party later?" | whispe
red.

Jan raised a finger to her |ips. "Ssshhhh."

Several nore torches had been |ighted. The yellow b
alls of light glowed lIike tiny suns.

| heard a drunroll. Then a | oud march blared from

t he | oudspeaker, all trunpets and poundi ng druns.

We stood in silence as the parade of torches passe
d by. And, then, in the flickering yellowlight, |
saw faces. The smling faces of the kids who had

won their sixth King Coin that day.

| counted eight kids. Five boys and three girls.
Their gold coins had been strung as neckl aces arou
nd their necks. The coins caught the l[ight of the
torches and nade the faces of the wi nners appear t
o gl ow as they nmarched by.

Di erdre marched second in line. She seenmed so happ



y and excited! Her coins jangled at her throat. He
r smle never faded.

Jan and | waved and called to her, but she marched
ri ght past.

A counselor's voi ce suddenly booned over the |ouds
peaker: "Let's hear it for our winners who are tak
ing the Wnners Wal k tonight!"

A deafening cheer rose up fromthe kids watching t
he parade. W all clapped and shouted and whi stled
until the wi nners had marched past and the final

torches had floated out of sight.

"Only The Best!" the voice shouted over the | oudspe

aker .

"Only The Best!" we all chanted back. "Only The Bes

t!"

That ended the Wnners WAl k parade. The |ights cam

e on. W all scranbled toward the dorns. The boys
ran in one direction, the girls in the other.

"The torches were really cool,"” | said to Jan as w
e followed the crowd of girls down the path to the
dorm

"I only need two nore King Coins," Jan replied. "M
aybe | can win themtonorrow. Are you playing int
he softball tournanent?"

"No. Tennis," | told her.

"There are too many good tennis players,"” Jan repl
led. "It'll be too hard to wn a coin. You should
play softball, too."

"Well . . . maybe," | replied.

vy was already waiting for us in the room "Were

's Dierdre?" she demanded as Jan and | entered,.

"We didn't see her," Jan replied.

"Probably hanging out with the other wnners,"” | ad
ded.

"I found two bags of tortilla chips, but I coul dn

t find any salsa,"” Ivy reported, holding up the ba

gs.

"Do we have anything to drink?" | asked.

| vy held up two cans of diet Coke.

"Wow Geat party!" Jan excl ai ned, | aughing.

"Maybe we should invite sonme girls in fromother ro
ons, " | suggest ed.



"No way! Then we'd have to share the Cokes!" Jan pr
ot est ed.

We all | aughed.

The three of us joked and ki dded around for about
hal f an hour, waiting for D erdre. W sat down on
the fl oor and opened one of the bags of tortilla c
hi ps.

Wthout realizing it, we finished off the whole ba
g. Then we passed around one of the cans of soda.
"Where is she?" Jan demanded, gl ancing at her watch

“It's nearly tinme for lights-out,"” Ivy sighed. "W
won't have nuch tine for a party.”
"Maybe Dierdre forgot we were having a party," | s

uggested, crinkling up the tortilla chip bag and t
ossing it toward the trash basket.
| m ssed. Basketball is definitely not ny sport.
"But the party was her idea!" Ivy replied. She cli
nbed to her feet and started pacing back and forth
. "Where can she be? Everyone is inside by now. "
"Let's go find her," | said. The words just popped
out of ny nouth. That happens to ne sonetines. |
get a bright idea before I know what |'m sayi ng.
"Yes! Let's go!" Ivy eagerly agreed.
"Whoa. Hold it," Jan said, stepping in front of us
, blocking our way to the door. "W're not all owed
. You know the rules, Ivy. W're not allowed outsi
de after ten.™
"We' | sneak out, find D erdre, and sneak back in,
vy replied. "Cone on, Jan. Wat coul d happen?"
"Ri ght. What coul d happen?" | chined in.
Jan was out nunbered. "Ckay, okay. But | hope we do
n't get caught,"” she nuttered. She followed Ivy an
d ne to the door.

"What coul d happen?" | asked nyself, |eading the wa
y into the enpty hall.
"What coul d happen?” | repeated as we sneaked out t

he door, into the night.

"What coul d happen?”

| didn't know it. But the answer to the question wa
s: A LOT!
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The ni ght had grown warner. And steamer. As | cre

pt out the door, |I felt as if | were stepping into
a hot shower.
A nosquito buzzed around ny head. | tried to clap i

t between ny hands. M ssed.

Jan, lvy, and | edged our way around the side of t
he building. My shoes slid on the dewwet grass. B
right spotlights shone down fromthe trees, lighti
ng the path.

We crept in the shadows.

"Where should we |look first?" |vy whispered.

"Let's start at the | odge," | suggested. "Maybe all
of tonight's winners are partying there."
"I don't hear any partying," Jan whispered. "It's s

0 quiet out here!"

She was right. The only sounds | could hear were t

he steady chirp of crickets and the whi sper of the
warm wi nd through the trees.

Keepi ng in the shadows, we followed the path towar

d the | odge. W passed the swi mm ng pool, enpty an

d silent. The water shinmrered |ike silver under th

e bright spotlights.

It was such a hot, wet night, | inmagined nyself ju

nping into the pool with all of ny clothes on.

But we were on a mission: To find Dierdre. No tine

to think about | ate-night sw ns.

Stayi ng cl ose together, we passed the row of Ping-

Pong tables. They nmade nme think of Elliot. | wonde

red what he was doi ng. Probably tucked into bed.

Li ke any sensi bl e person.

W were approaching the first row of tennis courts
when |vy suddenly cried out, "Woa! Get back!" Sh

e grabbed ne and shoved ne hard agai nst the fence.

| heard soft footsteps on the path. Soneone humm ng

The three of us held our breath as a counsel or wal
ked past. He had curly black hair and wore dark bl
ue sungl asses even though it was night. He wore th
e white T-shirt and white shorts that nmade up the



counselor's uniform

We pressed our backs against the tennis court fenc
e. "That's Billy," Jan whispered. "He's kind of cu
te. He's always so happy."

"He won't be too happy if he catches us,
ered. "W'll be in major trouble.™

Hunmmi ng to hinself, snapping his fingers, Billy wa
| ked past us. The path curved around the other sid

| vy whi sp

e of the tennis courts. | watched himuntil he dis
appear ed.

| took a deep breath. | hadn't been breathing the w
hol e ti ne!

"Where's he goi ng?" |vy wonder ed.

"Maybe he's going to the party at the |lodge," | sug
gest ed.

"Why don't we ask hinP" Jan j oked.

"For sure," | nuttered.

We checked out the path in both directions. Then we
started wal ki ng agai n.

We nmade our way past the tennis courts. The spotli

ghts in the trees cast |ong shadows across the pat
h. The shadows shifted and noved as the tree |inbs
bobbed in the wind. They | ooked |ike dark creatur
es crawling and slithering over the ground.

Despite the heat of the night, | shivered.
It was kind of creepy wal ki ng over these noving sh
adows. | had the feeling one of them m ght reach u

p, grab nme, and pull ne down.

Weird t hought, huh?

| turned back in tine to see the lights in the dorm
w ndows start to go out. Lights-out.

| tapped Jan on the shoul der. She turned and watch

ed the dorm too. As the lights all went out, the

bui | di ng seened to di sappear in front of our eyes.
It faded into the black of the night sky.

"M maybe this wasn't such a good idea," | whispered

vy didn't reply. She bit her lower lip. Her eyes w
ere darting around the darkness.

Jan | aughed. "Don't wi np out now," she scol ded. "W
're alnost to the | odge.™

We cut through the soccer field. The main | odge st



ood on a low, sloping hill, hidden by wde, old ma
pl e and sassafras trees.

We didn't have to clinb very far up the hill to see
that the | odge was as dark as the dorm

"No party up there,” | whispered.

| vy si ghed, disappointed. "Well, where could D erdr
e be?"

"We could try the boys' dorm"™ | joked.

They both | aughed.

Qur | aughter was cut short by a loud fluttering sou
nd, very close by.

"What's that?" lvy cried.

"Ohhh!™ | let out a low nban as | raised ny eyes an
d saw t hem

The sky was thick with bats. Dozens of bl ack bats.
Fluttering over the spotlights in the old trees. An
d, then —swoopi ng down to get us!
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| couldn't help nyself. | let out a scream Then |
shi el ded ny face with both hands.

| heard Jan and |vy gasp.

The fluttering grew | ouder. d oser.

| could feel the bats' hot breath on the back of m

y neck. Then | could feel themclawing at ny hair,
tearing at ny face.

|"ve got a real good inmagination when it cones to b
at s.

"Wendy, it's okay," Jan whispered. She tugged ny ha
nds fromny face. She pointed. "Look."

| followed her gaze up to the fluttering black wn
gs. The bats were swooping |low. But they weren't s

woopi ng at us. They were swoopi ng down and | andi ng
on the sw nm ng pool at the bottomof the hill,

In the bright spotlights, | could see themdart in
to the water —for |ess than a second. Then sweep
back up to the sky.

"I ' —1 don't like bats," | whispered.

"Neither do |I," Ivy confessed. "I know they're sup
posed to be good. | know they eat insects and stuf



f. But | still think they're creepy."”

"Well, they won't bother us," Jan said. "They're |
ust taking a drink." She gave Ivy and ne a push to
get us started down the hill.

We were |ucky. Nobody had heard ne scream But we
had wal ked only a few steps when we spotted anot he
r counsel or com ng down the path. | recogni zed her

She had straight white-blond hair that tunbled d

own to her waist fromunder a bl ue baseball cap.

Wt hout making a sound, all three of us dove behind
a tall evergreen shrub and crouched down.

Did she see us?

| held ny breath again.

She kept wal ki ng.

"Where are these counsel ors goi ng?" |vy whi spered.
"Let's follow her," | suggested.

"Stay far back," Jan instructed.

W slowy clinbed back to our feet. And stepped out
from behind the shrub.

And st opped when we heard the | ow, runbling sound.

As the runbling grew | ouder, the ground began to sh
ake.

| caught the frightened expressions on ny two frie
nds' faces. Ivy and Jan were just as scared as | w
as.

The ground shook harder, so hard that we dropped t
o our knees. | leaned on all fours, holding on to
the grass. The ground trenbl ed and shook. The runb
| i ng becane a roar.

| shut ny eyes.

The sound slowy faded.

The ground gave a final trenble, then renmained stil
| .

| opened ny eyes and turned to Ivy and Jan. They st
arted to stand. Slowy.

"I hate when that happens!" Jan nuttered.

"What is it?" | whispered. | stood up on shaky | egs

“hbbody knows," Jan replied, brushing grass stains
off her knees. "It just happens. A fewtines a da

"I think we shoul d give up on Dierdre," lvy said qu



ietly. "I want to go back. To the dorm"

"Yeah. I"'mwith you," | replied wearily. "W can ha
ve our celebration with Dierdre tonorrow "

"She can tell us all about where she was toni ght an
d what she did," Jan said.

"This was a crazy idea," | nuttered.
"I't was your idea!" Jan excl ai ned.
"Most of ny ideas are crazy!" | replied.

Hi ding in the shadows, we made our way down to the
path. | gazed toward the pool. The bats had di sap
peared. Maybe the runbling sound had scared themb

ack into the woods.

The crickets had stopped chirping. The air renai ned
hot, but silent and still.

The only sound was the scrape of our sneakers on th
e soft dirt path.

And, then —before we could nove or hide —we heard
soneone el se's footsteps.

Rapi d footsteps. Running hard. Running toward us.

| stopped short when | heard a girl's desperate cry

"Hel p ne! Pl ease —sonebody! Help ne!"
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A hot gust of w nd shook the trees, nmaking their ee
rie dark shadows dance.

| | eaped back, startled by the girl's terrified cri
es.

"Help ne! Pl ease —!"

She cane running around fromthe side of the tenni
s courts. She wore tight blue short-shorts and a m
agenta mdriff top.

Her arns were stretched out in front of her. Her |o
ng hair flew wildly behind her head.

| recogni zed her as soon as she burst into view
The little red-haired girl with all the freckles.
The one who had hidden in the woods and warned El|I
ot and ne not to cone into the canp.

"Help ne!"

She ran right into ne, sobbing hard. | threw ny ar
nms around her tiny shoulders and held her. "You're



okay," | whispered. "You' re okay."

"No!" she shrieked. She tugged away from ne.
"What ' s wong?" Jan denmanded. "Wy are you out here
A

"Wy aren't you in bed?" |vy added, stepping up bes
| de ne.
The little girl didn't answer. Her entire body trem
bl ed.

She grabbed ny hand and pul |l ed ne behind the bushe
S beside the path. Jan and |vy foll owed.

"I''' mnot okay," she started, wping the tears off
her freckled cheeks with both hands. "I'mnot. | —

| —
"What's your nane?" Jan asked in a whisper.
"Why are you out here?" |vy repeated.
| heard the flutter of bat w ngs again, |ow overhe
ad. But | stared at the little girl and forced nys
elf to ignore them
"My nane —it's Alicia," the girl replied, sobbing.
"We've got to go. Fast!”
"Huh?" | cried. "Take a deep breath, Alicia. You're
okay. Really.™
"No!" she cried again, shaking her head.

"You' re safe nomn You're mﬁth us," | 1 nsisted.
"W're not safe,” she cried. "No one. No one here.
| tried to warn people. | tried to tell you .

Her words were cut off once again by her | oud S0
bs.
"What is it?" |Ivy demanded.
"What did you try to warn us about?" Jan asked, |ea
ning down to the crying girl.
"I —1 saw sonething terrible!" Alicia stamered.
| —
"What did you see?" | asked inpatiently.
"I followed them" Alicia replied. "And | saw it.
Sonmething horrible. I —1 can't talk about it. W
just have to run. W have to tell the others. Ever
yone. We have to run. W have to get away from her
el"
She let out a long breath. Her entire body trenbl ed
agai n.
"But why do we have to run?" | asked, placing ny ha



nds gently on her shoul ders.

| felt so bad. | wanted to calmher. | wanted to t
ell her that everything would be okay. But | didn'

t know how to convi nce her.

What had she seen? What had frightened her so nuch?

Had she had a bad dreanf

"We have to go now " she repeated shrilly. Her red
hair was matted to her face by her tears. She gra
bbed ny armand pulled hard. "Hurry! W've got to
run! | saw it!"

"Saw what ?" | cried.

Alicia had no tinme to reply.

A dark-haired counsel or stepped up in front of the
bushes. " Caught you!" he cri ed.
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| froze. My entire body went col d.

The counsel or's dark eyes flashed in the |ight of
a spotlight. "What are you doing out here?" he dem
anded.

| sucked in a deep breath and started to answer.
But anot her voice replied before | could. "Kind of
nosy, aren't you?" It was another counselor. A wo
man wth short, black hair.

Breat hi ng hard, trying not to make a sound, | duck
ed | ower behind the bushes. My two friends dropped
to their knees.

"You aren't following ne —are you?" the first coun
sel or teased.

"Why would | follow you? Maybe you're foll ow ng ne!
" the woman teased back.

They didn't see us, | realized happily. W were tw
o feet away fromthem But they didn't see us behi
nd the bushes.

A few seconds later, the two counselors strolled o

ff together. My friends and | waited a | ong whil e,
| istening hard until we could no | onger hear thei
r voices. Then we clinbed slowy to our feet.
"Alicia?" | asked. "Are you okay?"



"Alicia?" Ivy and Jan cri ed.
The little girl had vani shed.

We sneaked back into the dormthrough a side door.
Luckily, there were no counselors patrolling the

halls. No one in sight.

"Dierdre —are you back?" Jan called as we stepped

i nto our room

No reply.

| clicked on the light. Dierdre's bunk remai ned enp
ty.

"Better turn off the light," Ivy warned. "It's afte

r lights-out."

| clicked the Iight back off. Then | stunbled towa

rd my bunk, waiting for nmy eyes to adjust to the d

ar kness.

"Where is Dierdre?" Ivy asked. "I'ma little worri

ed about her. Maybe we should tell a counselor tha

t she's mssing."

"What counsel or?" Jan asked, sl unping onto her bed
. "There's no one around. The counselors are all o

ut sonewhere."

"' msure she's partying sonewhere and forgot all

about us," | said, yawning. | bent to pull down th

e covers on ny bed.

"What do you think that little girl saw?" |vy asked
, peering out the w ndow.

"Alicia? | think she had a bad dream " | replied.

"But she was so frightened!" Jan said, shaking her
head. "And what was she doi ng outsi de?"

"And why did she run away fromus like that?" lvy a

dded.

"Weird," | munbl ed.
"Weird is right," Jan agreed. Weird is the word of
the night. She made her way to the dresser. "I'm

getting changed for bed. Big day tonorrow. |'ve go
t to wn two nore King Coins."

"Me, too," lvy said, yawning.

Jan pulled out a dresser drawer. "Ch, no!" she shri
eked. "No! | don't believe it!"
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"Jan —what is it?" | cried.

vy and | tore across the roomto the dresser.

Jan continued to stare down into the open drawer.

"It's so dark," she said. "I opened Dierdre's draw

er by mstake. And —and —it's enpty!"

"Huh?" vy and | both uttered our surprise.

Squinting through the dimgray light, | studied th

e dresser drawer. Totally enpty. "Check the closet

, " 1 suggest ed.

| vy crossed the roomin three or four quick strides
She pull ed open the cl oset door.

"Dierdre's stuff —it's all gone!" |vy decl ared.
"Weird," | nuttered. It was still the word of the n
i ght .

"Why woul d she nove out and not tell us?" Jan deman
ded.

"Where did she go?" |vy added.
Good question, | thought, staring at the enpty clos
et.

Where did D erdre go?

Br eakf ast was the noi siest neal of the day. Spoons
clattered agai nst cereal bows. Orange juice pitc
hers banged on the | ong wooden tabl es.

Voi ces rang out as if soneone had turned up the vo
lume all the way. Everyone tal ked excitedly about

the sports they planned to play today, the ganes t
hey planned to w n.

| had taken the | ast shower. So Jan and Ivy were a
| ready eating breakfast when | made ny way into th

e ness hall.

As | pushed through the narrow ai sle between the t

ables, | searched for D erdre. No sign of her.

| hadn't slept very well, even though | was really
tired. | kept thinking about Di erdre —and about

Alicia. And |I kept wondering what was taking Mom a
nd Dad so long to get in touch with us.

| spotted Elliot at the end of a table filled wth
boys about his age. He had a stack of waffles in

front of him and he was pouring dark syrup over t



hem

"Elliot —what's up?" | called, squeezing through t
he aisle to get over to him

My brother didn't bother saying good norning. "l'v
e got a one-on-one tournanent this norning," he re
ported excitedly. "I could win ny third King Coin!"
"Thrills and chills,"” | replied, rolling ny eyes.
"You haven't heard anyt hi ng about Mom and Dad, hav
e you?"

He stared at ne as if he didn't renenber who they

were. Then he shook his head. "Not yet. Isn't this
a great canp? Did we luck out, or what?"

| didn't reply. My eyes were on the next table. |

t hought | had spotted Dierdre. But it was just ano

ther girl with streaky blond hair.

"Have you won any coins yet?" Elliot asked. He had
a nouth full of waffle. Syrup dripped down his ch
in.

"Not yet," | replied.

He sni ckered. "They should change the canp sl ogan f
or you, Wendy. Only The Wbrst!"

Elliot |aughed. The other boys at the table | aughed
, too.

As | said, Elliot really cracks hinmself up.

| wasn't in the nood for his lanme jokes. My mnd w
as still on Dierdre. "Catch you later," | said,

| squeezed past the table and headed toward the gi
rls' side of the room Cheers and | aughter rang ou

t at a table near the wall. A scranbl ed-egg tossin
g battl e had broken out. Three counselors rushed t
o stop it.

Jan and lvy's table was full. | found an enpty spa
ce at the next table. |I poured nyself a glass of j
uice and a bowl of cornflakes. But | didn't feel t
00 hungry.

"Hey —!" | called out when | saw Buddy wal k by. H

e didn't hear ne over the noise, so | junped up an
d ran after him

"H . What's up?' He greeted ne with a smle. Hs b
| ond hair was still wet fromthe shower. He snelle
d kind of flowery. Aftershave, | guessed.

"Do you know where Dierdre went?" | denanded.



He narrowed his eyes in surprise. "D erdre?"
"Agirl innmy dormroom" | explained. "She didn't
cone back to the roomlast night. Her closet is e
npty."
"Dierdre," he repeated, thinking hard. He raised h
is clipboard to his face and ran his finger down i
t slowly. "Onh, yeah. She's gone." Hi s cheeks turne
d bright pink.

"Excuse ne?" | stared up at him "D erdre is gone?
Where did she go? Hone?"
He studied the sheet on his clipboard. "I guess. |

t just says she's gone." H's cheeks darkened from
pink to red.

"That's so weird,” | told him "She didn't say good
-bye or anything."

Buddy shrugged. A smle spread over his face. "Have
a nice day!"

He started toward the counselors' table at the fro
nt of the huge room But | ran after him | grabbe
d his arm

"Buddy, one nore question," | said. "Do you know w
here | can find a little girl named Alicia?"

Buddy waved to sone boys across the room "Go get
‘em guys! Only The Best!" he shouted to them The
n he turned back to ne. "Alicia?"

"I don't know her |ast nanme. She's probably six or
seven," | told him "She has beautiful, long red
hair and a face full of freckles."

"Alicia . . ." He chewed his bottomlip. Then he ra
| sed the clipboard again.

| watched as he ran his finger down the |[ist of na
nmes. When his finger stopped, his cheeks turned pi
nk agai n.

"Oh, yeah. Alicia," he said, lowering the clipboar
d. He grinned at ne. A strange grin. A chilling gr
in. "She's gone, too."
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"Jan! lvy!" | saw them hurrying fromthe ness hall
, and | chased after them "W've got to talk!" |



cried breathlessly.
"We can't. We're late." Jan strai ghtened her bangs

with one hand. "If we don't get to the volleyball
nets in time, we can't be in the tournanent."
"But it's inportant."” | called as they jogged to th
e doors.
They didn't seemto hear ne. | watched them di sappe

ar into the norning sunlight.

My heart pounded in ny chest. | suddenly felt cold
all over.

| caught up with ny brother, who was playfully box
ing a tall, skinny boy with short blond hair. "ElI
i ot —cone here," | instructed. "Just for a mnute

"I can't," he called. "Renenber? My one-on-one cont
est ?"

The tall, skinny boy hurried out the door. | steppe
din front of Elliot, blocking his path.

"Gve ne a break!" he cried. "I don't want to be |
ate. |'mgoing against Jeff. Renenber hin? | can b
eat him He's big, but he's real slow™

"Elliot, sonmething strange is going on here," | sa
I d, backing himagainst the wall. Kids were starin

g at us as they made their way outside. But | didn
't care.

"You're the only one who's strange!" Elliot shot b
ack. "Are you going to let ne go to the basketball
court or not?"

He started to push past ne. | pinned his shoul ders

to the wall with both hands.

"Just give nme one second!" | insisted. "There's so
met hi ng wong with this canp, Elliot." | let go of
hi m

"You nmean the runbling noises?" he asked, brushing

back his dark hair with one hand. "That's just ga
s under the ground or sonething. A counselor expla
ined it to ne."

"That's not what |I'mtalking about,” | replied. "Ki
ds are di sappearing.”

He | aughed. "Invisible kids? You nean like a nagic
trick?"

"Stop making fun of ne!" | snapped. "It isn't funn



y, Elliot. Kids are disappearing. Derdre fromny
dormroonf She was in the Wnners Wal k | ast ni ght.
Then she didn't cone back to the room™
Elliot's grin faded.
"This norning, Buddy told nme she was gone," | cont
i nued. | snapped ny fingers. "Just like that. And
alittle girl naned Alicia —she di sappeared, too."
Elliot's brown eyes studied ne. "Kids have to go h
one sonetine," he insisted. "What's the big deal ?"
"And what about Mom and Dad?" | denmanded. "They co
uldn't have driven very far before they realized t
he trailer had cone | oose. Why haven't they found
us? Way hasn't the canp found thenf"

Elliot shrugged. "Beats ne," he replied casually.
He dodged past ne and started to the door. "Wndy,
you' re just unhappy because you stink at sports.
But |'mhaving a great tine here. Don't ness it up

for me —okay?"
"But —but —Elliot —!" | sputtered.
Shaki ng his head, he pushed the door open with both
hands and escaped into the sunlight.
| balled both hands into tight fists. | really wan
ted to pound him Wiy wouldn't he listen to ne? Co
uldn't he see how upset and frightened | was?
Elliot is the kind of kid who never worries about
anyt hi ng. Everything al ways seens to go his way. S
o why should he sweat it?
But you'd think he'd be just a little worried about
Mom and Dad.
Mom and Dad . . .
| had a heavy feeling in ny stomach as | nade ny w
ay slowy out the door. Had they been in a car acc
i dent or sonething? Is that why they hadn't found
Elliot and ne yet?
No. Stop making things worse, | scolded nyself. Do
n't let your imagination run away with you, Wndy.
| suddenly renenbered ny plan to call hone. Yes, |
decided, I will do that right now | will call ho
me and | eave a nessage for Mom and Dad on the answ
eri ng machi ne.
| stopped in the mddle of the path and searched f
or a pay phone. A group of girls carrying hockey s



ticks passed by. | heard a long whistle comng fro
m t he pool across fromthe tennis courts. Then | h

eard the splash of kids diving into the water.
Everyone is having fun, | thought —except ne.

| decided to nake the call, then find a sport to p
| ay. Sonething to take ny mind off all ny crazy wo
rries.

| returned to the row of blue and white pay phones
at the side of the lodge. | ran full speed and pi
cked up the nearest phone.

| raised the receiver to ny ear and started to punc
h in our nunber.

Then | cried out in surprise.
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"H there, Canper!" booned a cheerful, deep voi ce.
"Have a wonderful day at canp. This is King Jelly

jam greeting you. Work hard. Play hard. And win. A
nd al ways renenber —Only The Best!"

"Oh, no!" | cried. "A stupid nessage —!"

"H there, Canper! Have a wonderful day —" The tap
e started to repeat in ny ear.

| slammed the receiver down and picked up the next
phone.

"H there, Canper! Have a wonderful day at canp."

The sane jolly, boom ng voice. The sane recorded m
essage.

| tried every phone in the row They all played th
e sane nessage. None of the phones were real.

Where are the real phones? | wondered. There have t
o be phones that actually work.

| turned away fromthe | odge and wandered down the
dirt path. As | passed the bushes where Jan, |vy,
and | had hid last night, | felt a chill. And tho
ught about Ali ci a.

Bri ght sunlight washed over the sloping, grassy hi
1. | shielded ny eyes and wat ched a bl ack-and- gol
d nonarch butterfly. It fluttered toward a patch o
f red and pink gerani uns.

| wal ked ai m essly, searching for a tel ephone. All



around, kids were shouting, |aughing, playing har
d. I didn't really hear them | was deep into ny o
wn troubl ed thoughts.
"Hey! Hey! Hey!"
My brother's voice startled ne into stopping. | Dbli
nked several tines, struggling to focus.
| saw that | had wandered down to the basketball c
ourt. Elliot and Jeff were having their one-on-one
basket bal | conpetition.
Jeff dribbled the ball. It thudded loudly on the a
sphalt court. My brother waved both arns in Jeff's
face. Made a grab for the ball.
M ssed.
Jeff lowered his shoulder. Bunped Elliot out of the
way. Dribbled to the basket —and shot.
"Two points!" he cried, grinning.
Elliot scow ed and shook his head. "You fouled ne."

Jeff pretended not to hear. He was twice as big as
Elliot. A big hulk. He could push Elliot all over
the court, if he wanted to.

What ever nmade Elliot think he could w n?

"What's the score?" Jeff demanded, w ping sweat off
his forehead with the back of one hand.

"Eighteen to ten," Elliot reported unhappily. | di

dn't need twenty guesses to figure out that nmy bro

t her was | osing.

The basketball court was closed off by a nesh-wire
fence. | grabbed the fence with both hands, press

ed ny face up against it, and watched.

Elliot dribbled, noving back, back, giving hinself
sone space. Jeff noved with him | eaning forward,
adj usting his basketball shorts with one hand as

he noved.

Suddenly, Elliot burst forward, his eyes on the ba

sket. He started his junp, raised his right hand t

o shoot —and Jeff grabbed the ball away.

Elliot junped and shot nothing but air.

Jeff dribbled twice. Put up a two-handed | ayup.

Swi sh. The score was twenty to ten.

Jeff won the gane a few seconds later. He let out a
cheer and sl apped Elliot a high five.



Elliot frowned and shook his head. "Lucky shots," h
e nuttered.
"Yeah. For sure," Jeff replied, using the front of
his sl eeveless blue T-shirt to nop his sweating f
ace. "Hey, congratulate ne, man. You're ny sixth v
ictinm"
"Huh?" Elliot stared at him hands pressed agai nst
his knees, struggling to catch his breath. "You m
ean —?"
"Yeah." Jeff grinned. "My sixth King Coin. | get to
march in the Wnners Wal k tonight!"
"Wow. That's cool," Elliot replied w thout enthusia
sm "I still have three coins to go."
| had the sudden feeling that | was bei ng wat ched.
| et go of the wire fence and took a step back.
Buddy had been staring at ne fromthe path. H s ey
es were narrowed, and his nouth was set in a stern
, unhappy expression.
How | ong had he been standing there?
Wiy did he | ook so unhappy? Hi s gri mexpressi on gav
e ne a chill.
As | turned to him he stepped forward. H s blue ey
es stared hard into m ne.
"I"' msorry, Wendy," the counsel or said softly. "But
you have to go."
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"Excuse ne?" | gaped at him M nouth dropped open.

What was he saying? Wiere did | have to go?

Did he nean | had to go —like Dierdre and Alicia?
"You have to go find a sport," Buddy repeated, sti
|1 speaking softly. H's solemm expression didn't c
hange. "You can't stand around wat chi ng ot her kids
play. King Jellyjamwould never approve of that."
|'"d like to stop on that ugly little blob! I thoug
ht angrily. Wat a stupid nane. King Jellyjam Yuc
k!

Buddy had just scared ne to death. Was he trying to
frighten ne? I wonder ed.



No, | quickly decided. Buddy doesn't know that |I'm
upset about things. How coul d he know?

Buddy hurried on to the basketball court. He sl app

ed Jeff on the back and handed hima gold King Coi
n. "Way to go, guy!" he cried, flashing Jeff a thu
nmbs-up. "I'Il see you in the Wnners Wal k tonight.
Only The Best!™

Buddy said a few words to ny brother. Elliot shrug

ged a few tinmes. Then he said sonething that made
Buddy | augh. | couldn't hear their words.

When Elliot trotted off to find his next sport, Bu
ddy strode quickly back to ne. He put an arm aroun
d ny shoul ders and gui ded ne away fromthe basketb
all court.

"I guess you're just not a self-starter, Wendy," he
sai d.

"I guess," | replied. Wiat was | supposed to say?
"Well, I"mgoing to give you a schedule for today.
See if you like it," Buddy said. "First, | have a
tennis match lined up for you. You play tennis, r
I ght ?"

"Alittle,” | told him "lI'mnot that great, but —

"After tennis, cone down to the softball dianond,

okay?" Buddy continued. "We'I|l get you on one of t
he softball teans."

He flashed ne a warmsmle. "I think you'll have a
| ot nore fun if you join in —don't you?"

"Yeah. Probably," | replied. | wanted to sound nore
ent husiastic. But | just couldn't.

Buddy | ed ne onto one of the back tennis courts. A
n African-Anmerican girl about ny age was warm ng u
p by hitting a tennis ball against a backboard.

She turned and greeted ne as | approached. "How s i

t goi ng?"

"Fine," | replied. W introduced oursel ves.

Her nane was Rose. She was tall and pretty. She wo
re a purple tank top over black shorts. | saw a si

| ver ring dangling fromone ear.

Buddy handed ne a racket. "Have fun," he said. "An
d watch out, Wendy. Rose already has five King Coi
ns!™



"Are you a good tennis player?" | asked, twirling t
he racket in ny hand.

Rose nodded. "Yeah. Pretty good. How about you?"

"I don't know," | told her honestly. "My friend and
| always play just for fun."

Rose | aughed. She had a deep, throaty |laugh that |
|i ked. It made ne want to | augh, too. "I never pl

ay for fun!" she decl ared.

She told the truth.

We vol I eyed back and forth for a while, to get war
nmed up. Rose | eaned forward, tensed her body, narr

owed her dark eyes —then started slamm ng the bal

| back at ne as if we were playing the final set o

f a chanpi onshi p!

She pl ayed even harder once we started our nmatch.

| found out very quickly that | was no match for h

er. | was lucky to return a few of her serves!

Rose was a good sport about it. | caught her snick

ering a fewtines at ny two-handed backhand. But s
he didn't make fun of ny pitiful gane. And she gav

e ne sone really helpful tips as the match conti nu

ed.

She won in straight sets.

| congratul ated her. She seened really excited abou

t winning her sixth King Coin.

A woman counselor | hadn't seen before appeared on
the court and presented the coin to Rose. "See yo
u at the Wnners Wal k tonight," she said, grinning.
Then the counselor turned to ne. "The softball dia
nond is right over that hill, Wendy." She pointed.
| thanked her and began wal king in that direction.
"Don't walk —run!" she called. "Let's see sone s

pirit! Only The Best!"

| et out an unhappy groan. | don't think she heard
me. Then | obediently started to run.

Wiy was everyone al ways rushing ne around here? |

conplained silently. Way can't | go lie down by th

e pool and work on ny tan?

As the softball dianond cane into view, | started

to cheer up a little. | actually like softball. I’
m not nmuch of a fielder. But I'ma pretty good slu

gger.



The teans, | saw, had boys and girls on them | re
cogni zed two of the girls fromny breakfast table
t hi s norni ng.

One of themtossed ne a bat. "H . I'"'m Ronni. You c
an be on our team" she said. "Can you pitch?"
"I guess," | replied, wapping ny hands around the

bat. "Sonetines | pitch after school on the playg
round. "
She nodded. "Okay. You can pitch the first couple o
f innings."
Ronni called the other kids together and we huddl e
d. W went around the circle, giving our nanes. Th
en the kids who didn't have fielding positions cho
se their spots.
"I'f we win, do we all get King Coins?" a boy wth
a fake tattoo of an eagle on his shoul der asked.
"Yes. Al of us,"” Ronni told him
Everyone cheer ed.
"Don't start cheering yet. W've got to win first!"
Ronni excl ai nmed.
She went around the circle, giving the batting ord
er. Since |l was the pitcher, | batted ninth.
But since | had a bat, | decided to take a few pra
ctice swings. | stepped away fromthe others, behi
nd the third base |ine.
Easi ng ny hands up on the bat, | took a soft sw ng
| like to choke up pretty high. I'mnot very str
ong, and it gives ne a harder sw ng.
The bat felt pretty good. | took a few nore soft sw
I ngs.
Then | pulled it behind ny shoul der —and swung as
hard as | coul d.
| didn't see Buddy standing there.
The bat smacked himhard in the chest.
|t made a sickening thocccck as it crashed into his
ribs.
| let the bat fall fromny hands. Then | staggered
back. Stunned. Horrified.
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Buddy's smle faded. He narrowed his blue eyes at m
e.

He rai sed a hand and pointed a finger at ne.

"I 1ike the way you choke up," he said. "But maybe

we could find you a lighter bat."

"Huh?" My nouth hung open. | couldn't nove. | stood
there, gaping at him "Buddy —?"

He plcked up the bat fromthe ground. "Does it fee
| confortable? Let ne see you swi ng again, Wendy."
He handed the bat to ne.

My hands trenbled as | took it fromhim | kept ny
eyes on him Wiited for himto cry out. To grab h
I s chest and collapse in a heap on the ground.

"Sonme of the alum numbats are lighter," he said.
He brushed back his blond hair wth one hand. "Go

ahead. Swi ng again."

| took a few shaky steps away fromhim | wanted t

o nake sure | didn't hit himagain. Then | choked
up on the bat and swung.

"How is it?" he asked.

"F-fine," | stamered.

He flashed ne a thunbs-up and went to talk to Ronni

Whoa! | thought. What is the story here?

| swung that bat into his chest, hard enough to br
eak a fewribs. O at |east knock his breath out.
But Buddy didn't even seemto notice!

What is the story here?

| told Jan and Ivy about it at dinner.

Jan snickered. "l guess your swng isn't as hard as
you think."

"But it nmade a horrible sound! Like eggs breaking
or sonething!" | exclainmed. "And he just went on s

mling and tal king."

"He probably waited until he was out of sight. Then
he screaned his head off!" |vy suggest ed.

| forced nyself to |augh along with ny two friends.
But | didn't feel |ike Iaughing.

It was all too strange.

| mean, no one could take a blow like that right in
t he chest and not even say "Quch!"



Qur team |l ost by ten points. But after that thocccc
k, who could think about the ganme?

| gl anced across the roomto the counselors' table
. Buddy sat at one end, tal king and | aughing with
Hol ly. He seened perfectly okay.

| kept glancing at himall through dinner. Again a
nd again, | heard the sickening thocccck the bat m

ade as it smashed into his chest. | just couldn't

get it out of ny m nd.

| kept thinking about it as we trooped out to the

track after dinner for the Wnners Walk. It was a

wi ndy night. The torches flickered and nearly went
out .

The trees around the track shivered and bent. Thei
r branches seened to reach down for the ground.

The marching nusic started, and the w nners parade
d by. Rose waved to ne as she passed. | saw Jeff w
al king proudly near the back of the line, his gold
coi ns jangling around his neck.

After the cerenony, | hurried back to the room and
clinmbed into bed. Too many troubling thoughts whi
rred around in ny brain. | wanted to go to sleep a

nd shut them out.

The next norning at breakfast, Rose and Jeff were ¢
one.
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| searched for Rose and Jeff. And | searched for m

y brother all norning. | knew he'd be playing hard
at one of the sports. But | wal ked fromthe socce
r field at one end of the canp to the driving rang
e at the other end, and | didn't see him

Had El |l i ot di sappeared, too?

The frighteni ng thought kept tugging at ny m nd.

We've got to get out of this canp!

| kept repeating those words to nyself as | nade ny
way al ong the crisscrossing dirt paths.

King Jellyjam the little purple blob, grinned at
me fromthe signs posted everywhere. Even his cart



oon smile gave ne the creeps.

Sonething was terribly wong at King Jellyjanis Sp
orts Canp. And the nore | wal ked, ny eyes searchin
g every face for ny brother, the nore frightened |
becane.

Buddy caught up to ne after lunch. He | ed ne back

to the softball dianond. "Wendy, you can't |eave y
our team" he said sternly. "Forget yesterday. You
still have a chance. If you win today, you guys a
Il win King Coins."

| didn't want any King Coins. | wanted to see ny p
arents. | wanted to see ny brother. And | wanted t
0 get out of there!

| didn't pitch today. | played left field, which ga

ve ne plenty of tinme to think.

| pl anned our escape.

It won't be that hard, | decided. Elliot and | wl
| sneak out after dinner when everyone is watching
the Wnners Wal k. W'l |l nmake our way down the hil
|, back to the highway. Then we'll wal k or hitchhi
ke to the nearest town with a police station.

| knew the police would find Mom and Dad for us eas
ily.

A sinple plan, right? Now all | had to do was find
Elliot.

Qur team | ost the gane seven to nine.

| grounded out to end the gane. The other kids wer

e di sappointed that the teamlost, but | didn't re
ally care.

| still hadn't won a single King Coin. As we trott

ed toward our dorms, | saw Buddy watching ne. He h

ad a fretful expression on his face.

"Wendy —what's your next sport?" he called to ne.

| pretended | didn't hear himand trotted away.

My next sport is running, | thought unhappily. Runn
ing away fromthis horrible place.

The ground began to runble and shake as | passed t

he main | odge. This tinme, | ignored it and kept wa
| King to the dorm

| didn't find Elliot until after dinner. | saw him



headi ng out the ness-hall door with two buddi es.
They were |aughing, talking loudly, and bunping ea
ch other with their chests as they wal ked.

"Elliot!" | called, chasing after him "Hey, ElIlIi ot
—wai t up!"

He turned away fromhis two friends. "Ch. H ," he s
aid. "How s it goi ng?"

"Did you forget you have a sister?" | demanded angr
ily.

He narrowed his eyes at ne. "Excuse ne?"

"Wher e have you been?" | asked.

A grin spread over his face. "Wnning these," he s
aid. He raised the chain around his neck to show o

ff the gold King Coins he was wearing. "I've got f
I ve."
"Awesone," | said sarcastically. "Elliot —we've go

t to get out of here!”

"Huh? Get out?" He tw sted up his face, confused.
"Yes," | insisted. "W have to get away fromthis c
anp —tonight!"

"I can't," Elliot replied. "No way."

Ki ds pushed past us, on their way to watch the Wn
ners Wal k. | followed ElIliot out the ness-hall doo
r. Then I pulled himoff the path, onto the grass
at the side of the building.

"You can't |eave? Wiay not?" | demanded.

"Not till I wn ny sixth coin," he said. He jangled
t he coin necklace in ny face.

"Elliot —this place is dangerous!" | cried. "And M

om and Dad nust be —"

"You're just jealous," he interrupted. He jangled

t he coi ns again. "You haven't won any —have you!"
| balled ny hands into fists. | wanted to strangle
him | really did.

He was such a conpetitive jerk. He always had to w
n everyt hing.

| took a deep breath and tried to speak calmy. "E
|liot, aren't you at all worried about Mom and Dad
A

He | owered his eyes for a nmonent. "Alittle."
‘Wl l, we have to get out of here and find them" |
decl ar ed.



"Tonorrow," he replied. "After the track neet in th
e norning. After I win ny sixth coin."

| opened ny nouth to argue with him But what was t
he point?

| knew how stubborn ny brother can be. If he wante
d to win that sixth coin, he wouldn't leave till h
e won it.

| couldn't argue with him And | couldn't drag him
away. "Right after the track neet tonorrow nornin
g," | told him "we're out of here! Wether you w
n or | ose. Agreed?"

He t hought about it. "COkay. Agreed," he said final
ly. Then he trotted off to find his friends.

Four kids marched in the Wnners Wal k. As | watche

d fromthe sidelines, | thought about the kids | k
new who had marched before.

Di erdre. Rose. Jeff . . .

Had they all gone hone? Were they picked up by the
ir parents? Were they back hone now safe and sound
?

Maybe I'm frightening nyself for no reason, | thoug
ht .

Everyone else in canp seens to be having a great ti
me. Wiy am| the only worrier?

And then | renenbered that | wasn't the only worrie
r.

Alicia's tear-stained face floated into ny m nd.

What had Alicia seen that had frightened her so nu
ch? Wiy was she desperately trying to warn us to g
et away?

|'"Il probably never find out, | told nyself.

When the Wnners Wal k cerenony ended, | didn't fee
| 1ike going back to the dorm | knew | couldn't g
et to sleep. Too many thoughts troubled ny m nd.

As the other kids nmade their way to their roons, |
ducked into the deep shadows. Then | sneaked al on
g the path to the sloping hill that led up to the
mai n | odge.

Hi di ng behind a wi de evergreen shrub, | dropped do

wn onto the grass. It was a cool, cloudy night. Th
e air felt heavy and danp.



| raised ny eyes to the sky. O ouds covered the st

ars and the noon. Far in the distance, | could see
tiny red lights noving slowy against the bl ackne
ss. An airplane. | wondered where it was headed.

Crickets began to chirp. The wind rustled ny hair.

| gazed up at the starless sky. Trying to relax. Tr

ying to cal mnysel f down.

After a few mnutes, | heard voices. Footsteps.

| pulled nyself up to ny knees and ducked | ow behin
d the shrub.

The voices grew | ouder. A girl | aughed.

Carefully, | peered out from between the piney bra
nches. | saw two counsel ors, wal king rapidly al ong
the path that led up the hill.

Behind them | spotted another group of counselors
maki ng their way quickly up the hill. They all se
emed to be in a hurry.

| | owered nyself behind the shrub and hid in the da
rkness.

They're heading to the | odge, | decided. Miust be so
me ki nd of counsel ors' neeting.

Their white shorts and T-shirts were easy to see,

even on such a dark night. Keeping out of sight, |
wat ched them make their way up the path.

But to ny surprise, they didn't go to the | odge. S

everal yards fromthe | odge entrance, they turned

off the path and ducked into the woods.

Where were they going?

| saw two nore groups of counselors make their way
into the trees. There nust be a hundred counsel or

s at this canp, | realized. And they're all going

i nto the woods tonight.

| waited until | thought all of the counsel ors had
passed by. Then | slowy pulled nyself to ny feet

| stared into the woods. But | could see only darkn
ess. Shadows upon shadows.

| ducked back down when | heard two nore voi ces.
Peering through the evergreen branches, | spied Ho
|1y and Buddy. They were taking long strides, walk
i ng side by side.

| waited till they passed by. Then | junped up.



Creeping in the deep shadows, | followed theminto
t he woods.

| didn't stop to worry about getting caught. | had
to know where the counselors were all going.

Buddy and Holly noved quickly through the woods, p
ushing tall weeds out of their way, stepping over
fallen tree |inbs.

To nmy surprise, a low, white structure cane into v
ilew. It appeared to glow dully in the dimlight.
The building was built lowto the ground. The top w
as curved.

| squinted at it through the trees. It | ooks |like a
n igloo, | thought.

What is this strange building? | wondered. Wiy is i
t hidden away in the trees?

A dark openi ng had been cut into the side. Holly d
ucked into the I ow entrance. Buddy followed her in

| waited nearly a mnute. Then | stepped up to the
openi ng.

My heart pounded. Such a strange, little building.
Round and snooth as i ce.

| hesitated. | peered into the entrance, but could
nN't see anything inside. |I didn't hear any voi ces.
What should | do? | asked nyself.

Should I go in?

Yes.

| took a deep breath and | owered nyself into the op
eni ng.
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Three steep steps led down to a dimentryway. A si
ngle red |ight down near the floor gave off the on
ly I'ight.

| stepped into the dark red glow, then stopped and
| i st ened.

| could hear voices speaking softly in the next roo
m

Trailing ny hand al ong the bare, concrete wall, |
noved slowy toward the voices. An open doorway ca



me up on ny right.

| stopped outside it. Then | slowy, carefully peer
ed in.

| stared into a large, square room Four torches h
anging at the front of the roomsent out flickerin
g orange |ight.

The counsel ors sat on | ong wooden benches, facing
a | ow stage. A purple banner hung over the stage.
It proclainmed: ONLY THE BEST.

It's alittle theater, | realized. Sonme kind of nee
ting hall.

But why is it hidden away in the woods? And why ar
e the counselors all neeting here tonight?

| didn't have to wait long for ny answer.

Buddy stepped on to the small stage. He wal ked qui
ckly into the flickering orange torchlight. Then h
e turned to face the audi ence of counsel ors.

| crept into the doorway. There were no torches in
the back of the hall. It was pitch-black back the
re.

Wal king on tiptoe, | edged ny way al ong the back wa
| 1.

The door to a closet of sone kind stood open. | duc
ked into it.

Buddy rai sed both hands. The counselors instantly
stopped tal king. They all sat up straight and star
ed forward at him

"Time to refresh ourselves,"” Buddy called out. H's

voi ce echoed off the concrete walls.

The counsel ors sat stiffly. No one noved. No one ma
de a sound.

Buddy pulled a gold coin fromhis pocket. A King C
oin, | figured. It dangled on a |long gold chain.
"Time to refresh our mnds," Buddy said. "Tine to r
efresh our m ssion."

He raised the gold coin high. It glowed in the tor
chlight as he began to swing it. Back and forth. S
| oW .

"Clear your mnds," he instructed them speaking s
oftly now " ear your mnds, as | have cleared m
ne. "

The gl eam ng gold coin swng slowy back and forth.



Back and forth.
"Clear . . . clear . . . clear your mnds," Buddy c
hant ed.
He is hypnotizing them | realized.
Buddy is hypnotizing all the counselors. And he's b
een hypnoti zed, too!
| took a step forward. | couldn't believe what | wa
S seeing and heari ng!
"Clear your mnds to serve the master!" Buddy decl
ared. "For that is why we are here. To serve the m
aster in all his glory!"
"To serve the master!" the counselors all chanted b
ack together.
Who is the master? | asked nyself.
What are they tal king about?
Buddy continued chanting out slogans to the crowd
of counselors. H's eyes were w de. He never blinke
d.
"We do not think!" he shouted. "W do not feel! W
gi ve ourselves up to serve the naster!”
And suddenly | had an answer to sonme of ny question

S.
Now | knew why Buddy hadn't cried out, hadn't coll

apsed to the ground when | swung the bat into his

chest .

He had hypnoti zed away all feeling.

He was in sone kind of trance. He couldn't feel the
bat. He couldn't feel anything.

"Only The Best!" Buddy cried, raising both fists in

to the air.

"Only The Best!" the counselors all repeated. Thei

r unblinking faces appeared strange, frozen in the
flickering orange |ight.

"Only The Best! Only The Best!™

They all chanted the slogan over and over. Their v

oi ces echoed loudly off the walls. Only their nout
hs noved. Like puppets.

"Only The Best can serve the nmaster!" Buddy shouted

“Chly The Best!" the counselors chanted one nore ti
nme.
Buddy had been swi nging the gold coin over his hea



d during the entire performance. Now he lowered it
back into the pocket of his shorts.

The room grew silent.

A heavy silence. An eerie silence.

And then | sneezed.
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| cupped ny hand over ny nouth.

Too | ate.

| sneezed agai n.

Buddy's nouth opened wde in surprise. He jabbed a

finger in the air, pointing at ne.

Several counselors junped to their feet and spun ar

ound.

| turned to the door. Could | escape through it bef

ore one of them caught ne?

No.

No way | could get over there.

My | egs were shaking. But | forced nyself to nove.

| backed agai nst the wall.

Wiy had | stepped so far into the roon? Wiy hadn't

| stayed in the safety of the doorway?

"Who's there?" | heard Buddy call. "It's so dark. W

ho is it?"

Good! | thought. He didn't know it was ne.

But in seconds, they'd grab ne and drag ne into the
| i ght.

| took another step back. Another.

Dar kness fell over ne.

| spun around. "Chh!"™ | cried out when | saw that |
had nearly toppled down a steep stairway.

It wasn't a closet after all.

Bl ack stone steps curved sharply down. Where did th

ey | ead?

| couldn't guess. But | had no choice. The steps we

re ny only chance of escape.

| | eaned against the wall and plunged down the sta

irs. My shoes slid on the snooth stones.

| nearly tripped and went sailing head first. But

| grabbed the wall and steadied nyself as | starte



dto fall.

The stairs curved down. Down.

The air grew hot and sour. | held ny breath. The ai
r snelled |ike sour mlKk.

A strange, deep noan runbled up from down bel ow.

| stopped to catch ny breath.

Li st ened hard.

The low nmoan rolled up the stairway again. A whiff
of sour air invaded ny nostrils.

| turned back. Was | being foll owed? Had the counse
| ors seen nme escape through the open door?

No. It had been too dark. | didn't hear anyone on t
he stairs. They weren't follow ng ne.

What snelled so bad down bel ow?

| wanted to stop right there. | didn't want to clim
b down any farther.

But what choice did I have? | knew they'd be search
ing for nme upstairs.

Leani ng a hand agai nst the stone wall, | nmade ny wa
y down.
The stairway led into a long, narrow tunnel. | cou

| d see pale light at the end of it. Another deep m

oan runbled in the distance. The floor shook.

| took a long breath and passed quickly through th

e tunnel. The air grew hot and danp. My shoes spl a

shed through puddles on the tunnel fl oor.

Where does this |lead? | wondered. WIIl it take ne b

ack outside?

As | neared the end of the tunnel, a whiff of sour
air made ne choke. | coughed and struggled to sto

p ny stonmach from heavi ng.

What a disgusting snell!

Li ke decayed neat and rotten eggs. Like garbage | ef

t out in the sun for days and days.

| pressed both hands over ny nouth. The odor was so

strong, | could taste it!
| gagged. Once. Tw ce.
Don't think about the snell! | ordered nyself. Thi

nk about sonething else. Think about fresh flowers
. Thi nk about sweet-snelling perfune.

Somehow, | cal nmed ny stomach.

Then, pinching two fingers over ny nose to keep th



odor out, | stunbled to the end of the tunnel.

st opped as the tunnel gave way to a huge, brightl
it chanber.

st opped and stared —at the ugliest, nost frighte
ing thing I had ever seen in ny life!

S T
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Squinting into the bright light, | saw dozens of k
i ds wth nops, and buckets, and water hoses.

At first, | thought they were cleaning off a giant

, purple balloon. Bigger than any balloon in the T

hanksgi vi ng Day parade!

But as the water sprayed over it and the nops soap

ed its sides, the balloon let out a |oud groan.,

And | realized | wasn't staring at a balloon. It w

as a creature. And the creature was alive. | was s

taring at a nonster.

| was staring at King Jellyjam

Not a cute little mascot. But a fat, gross, purple
nmound of slinme, nearly as big as a house. Waring
a gold crown.

Two enornous, watery yellow eyes rolled around in

his head. He snmacked his fat purple |ips and groan

ed agai n. Hunks of thick, white goo dripped fromh

I s huge, hairy nostrils.

The di sgusting odor rolled off his body. Even hold

i ng my nose couldn't keep out the sour stench. He

snelled |i ke dead fish, rotting garbage, sour mlKk

, and burning rubber —all at once!

The gold crown bounced on top of his sliny, wet he
ad. H's purple stonmach heaved, as if an ocean wave
was breaking inside him And he let out a putrid

burp that shook the walls.

The kids —dozens of them —worked frantically. Th
ey circled the ugly nonster. They hosed hi m down.
Scrubbed his body with nops and sponges and brushe

S.
And as they worked, little round objects rained do
wn on them dick. dick. dick. The little round
things clattered to the floor.



Snai | s!

Snai | s poppi ng out through King Jellyjanm s skin.

| started to gag again when | realized the hideous

creature was sweating snail s!

| staggered back into the tunnel, pressing ny hands
over ny nouth.

How coul d those kids stand the horrible, sour stenc
h?

Wiy were they washing hinf? Wiy were they working so
har d?

| gasped when | recogni zed sone of the kids.

Alicial

She held a hose with both hands and sprayed King J

el lyjam s bul gi ng, heaving stonmach. Her red hair w

as soaked and matted to her forehead. She cried as
she worked, bawling |oudly.

| saw Jeff. Rubbing a nmop up and down on the nonste
r's side.

| opened ny nouth to call to Alicia and Jeff. But
my breath caught in ny throat, and no sound cane o

And then soneone cane running toward ne. Stunbling
and staggering. Into the tunnel. Qut of the brigh

t Iight.

Di erdre!

A dripping sponge in one fist. Her streaky blond h
air drenched. Her clothes winkled and soaked.

"Dierdre!" | managed to choke out.
"Get away from here!" she cried. "Wendy —run!"
"But —but —" | sputtered. "What is happeni ng? Wy

are you doi ng this?"

Dierdre uttered a sob. "Only The Best!" she whi spe
red. "Only The Best get to be King Jellyjam s slav
es!™

"Huh?" | gaped at her as she trenbled in front of
me, shivering fromthe cold water that had drenche
d her.

"Don't you see?" Dierdre cried. "These are all wn
ners. Al six-coin winners. He gets the strongest
ki ds. The best workers."

"But —why?" | denanded.

Snai |l s popped through the creature's skin and clic



ked as they hit the hard floor. A wave of sour ste
nch bl ew over us as another runbling burp escaped
his swollen |ips.

"Wy are you all washing hinP" | asked Dierdre.
"He —he has to be washed all the tine!" Dierdre e
xclaimed wth a sob. "He has to be kept wet. And h

e can't stand his own snell. So he gets the strong
est kids down here. And makes us wash hi m ni ght an
d day."

"But, Dierdre —" | started.

"I'f we stop washing," she continued. "If we try to
take a rest, he —he'll eat us!" Her entire body

shook. "He —he ate three kids today!"

"No!" | cried, gasping in horror.

"He's so disgusting!" Dierdre wailed. "Those horri
ble snails popping out of his body . . . that putr
id smell."

She grabbed ny arm Her hand was wet and cold. "Th
e counselors are all hypnotized," she whi spered. "
Klng Jellyjan1has total control over them™

‘I —I know," | told her.
"Get out of here! Hurry!" Dierdre pleaded, squeezin
g ny arm "Get help, Wendy. Please —"
An angry roar nmade us both ju
"Oh, no!" Dierdre wailed. "He's seen us! It's too |
ate!"
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The nonster |et out another roar.

Di erdre | oosened her grip on ny arm W both turned
toward him shaking with fright.

He was bellowing at the ceiling, roaring just to k

eep everyone terrified. Hs watery yell ow eyes wer

e shut. He hadn't seen Dierdre and ne —yet.

"Get help!" Dierdre whispered to ne. Then she rais

ed the sponge and ran back to her place at King Je

| lyjam s si de.

| froze for a nonent. Froze in horror. In disbelief

Anot her runbling burp jolted ne fromny thoughts a



nd sent ne scurrying through the tunnel. At |east

now | knew why the canp ground shook so often!

The sour stench foll owed nme through the tunnel and
back up the curving, stone steps. | wondered if |
could ever get rid of it. | wondered if | could e

ver breathe freely again.

How can | hel p those kids? | asked nysel f. Wat can

| do?
| was too terrified to think clearly.
As | ran through the darkness, | could picture Kin
g Jellyjam smacking his gross purple lips. | could

see himrolling his yellow eyes. And the ugly bl a
ck snails squeezing out through his skin.
| felt sick as | reached the top of the stairs. Bu
t I knew !l didn't have tine to worry about nyself.
| had to save the kids who had been forced to be
the nonster's slaves. And | had to save the rest o
f the kids in canp —before they becane sl aves, too.
| poked ny head out of the closet door. The four t
orches still burned at the front of the small thea
ter. But the roomwas enpty.
Where were the counselors? Qut searching for ne?
Pr obabl y.

Where can | go? | asked nyself. | can't spend the
night in this closet. | have to breathe sone fresh
air. | have to go sonmewhere where | can think.
Carefully, | nmade ny way out of the Iowigloo. Int

o the starless night. H ding behind a wide tree tr

unk, ny eyes searched the woods.

Narr ow beans of white light fromflashlights darted
t hrough the trees, over the ground.

Yes, | told nyself. The counselors are searching fo
r ne.

| backed up, away fromthe crisscrossing lights. T
rying not to nake a sound, | crept between the tre

es and tall weeds, toward the path that led to the
| odge.

Can | get to the dorns and warn everyone? | wonder

ed. WIIl anyone believe me? WII| there be counselo
rs guarding the dorns? Waiting for ne to show up?
| heard voices on the path. | ducked behind a tree
and |l et two counsel ors pass. Their flashlights na



de wide circles over the sloping hill.

As soon as they were out of sight, | darted out fr
omthe trees. | ran down the hill. Keeping in deep
shadows, | nade ny way past the sw mm ng pool. Pa

st the tennis courts. Al dark and silent now

A clunp of tall hedges beside the track woul d hide
me fromall sides, | realized. | ducked behind th

e hedges, gasping for breath. Dropping to ny knees
, | crawled into their shelter.

| settled nyself on the prickly pine needl es benea

th the hedges. And peered out. Only darkness now.

| took a deep breath. Then another. Such sweet-snel

ling air.

|"ve got to think, | told nyself. Got to think .

Shouting voices startled ne awake.

When had | fallen asl eep? Were was |7?

| blinked several tines. Sat up and stretched. My
body felt stiff. My back ached. Every nuscle ached

| gazed around. Discovered | was still hidden insi
de the hedges. A gray, cloudy norning. The sun try
ing to burn through the high clouds.

And the voices?

Cheers?
| raised nyself up and peered through the hedges.
The track conpetition! It had just begun. | saw si

X boys in shorts and T-shirts, |eaning forward as

they ran around the track. A crowd of kids and cou

nsel ors cheering them on.

And in the | ead?

Elliot!

"No!" | cried hoarsely, ny voice still choked with

sl eep.

| stepped out fromthe hedges. Made ny way across t

he grass toward the track.

| knew | had to stop him | couldn't let himwn t

he race. | couldn't et himwn his sixth coin. If
he did, they'd nake Elliot a slave, too!

He ran hard. He pulled far out in front of the othe

r five.



What could I do? What ?

In nmy panic, | renenbered our signal.

My two-fingered whistle. My signal for Elliot to ta
ke it easy.

He'll hear the whistle and sl ow down, | told nyself

| raised two fingers to ny nouth.

| bl ew.

No sound cane out. My nouth was too dry.

My heart thudded in ny chest. | tried again.

No. No whistle.

Elliot turned into the last |ap. There was no way t
o stop himfromw nning now.

27

No way to stop him—unless | beat himthere!

Wth a desperate cry, | plunged forward and started
to run to the track.

My shoes pounded the grass. | kept ny eyes on ElIli
ot and the finishing line as | ran. Faster. Faster

|f only | could fly!

Loud cheers rang out as Elliot neared the finish. T

he other five boys were mles behi nd!

My shoes thudded onto the asphalt track. M/ chest

felt about to burst. It hurt to breathe. My breath
canme in | oud wheezes.

Faster. Faster.

| heard cries of surprise as | raced over the trac

k. I plunged up behind Elliot, reached out both ha

nds —and tackled himfrom behind.

We both toppled in a heap, rolling over the hard t

rack, onto the grass. The ot her boys raced past us
to the finish |ine.

"Wendy, you jerk!" Elliot screaned, junping to his

feet.

"I —can't explain now" | shouted back, strugglin

g to breathe, struggling to stop the aching in ny

chest .

| scranbled to ny feet and pulled Elliot up. He an



grily tried to jerk free. "Way'd you do that, Wnd

y? Why?"

| saw three counsel ors running toward ne.

"Hurry —!" | ordered ny brother. | pulled himaway
. "Just hurry!"

| think he saw the terror in ny eyes. | think he r
ealized that tackling himwas a desperate act. | t

hi nk he saw how serious | was.

Elli ot stopped protesting and started to run.

| led hi mover the grass. Up the sloping hill by th

e | odge. Into the woods.

"Where are we goi ng?" he called breathlessly. "Tell
me what's happeni ng!"

"You'l]| see in a mnute!" | called back. "Get ready
for areally bad snell!"

"Huh? Wendy —have you totally lost it?"

| didn't answer. | kept running. | led the way int
o the woods. To the igl oo-shaped buil di ng.

At the |ow entrance, | turned back to see if we wer
e being followed. | didn't see anyone.

Elliot followed ne into the theater. The torches we
ren't lit. It was pitch-black inside.

Feeling ny way along the back wall, | found the cl
oset door. | pulled it open and |led the way down t
he curving stairs.

Hal f way down, the sour odor floated up to greet us
Elliot cried out and cupped both hands over his
nose and nouth. "It stinks!"™ H's cry was nuffled b

y hi s hands.

"I't gets worse," | told him "Try not to think abou

toit.”

We jogged side by side through the |long tunnel. |

wi shed | had tine to warn Elliot. | wshed |I could
tell himwhat he was about to see.

But | was desperate to save Dierdre, Alicia, and th

e ot hers.

Gasping fromthe snell, | burst into King Jellyjam

s brightly it chanber. Water from a dozen hoses

spl ashed over the nonster's purple body. Kids scru

bbed furiously as he sighed and groaned.

| saw the startled horror on ny brother's face. But
| couldn't worry about Elliot now



"Ht the floor!" | screaned at the top of ny |ungs
, cupping nmy hands into a negaphone. "EVERYBODY —
H T THE FLOORI NOW "

| had a pl an.

Wuld it work?
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The nonster's watery yell ow eyes grew wide with su
rprise. H's bloated lips parted. | could see two p
I nk tongues dart and coil inside his nouth.

A few of the kids dropped their hoses and nops and
fl attened thensel ves on the floor. G hers turned
to stare at ne.

"Stop washing him" | cried. "Put down your hoses
and brushes! Stop working! And hit the floor!"
Beside ne, Elliot uttered gasping sounds. | glinps

ed himstruggling to keep the sick snell from over
powering him

King Jellyjamlet out a furious roar as the rest o

f the kids obeyed ny instructions. Thick, white sl
i me dripped fromhis nose. Hs two tongues flicked
out between his purple |ips.

"Get flat!" | screaned to the kids. "Stay down!"

And then | saw the nonster raise a fat purple arm
Wth a disgusting groan, he |eaned over. Hs slim

y flesh rippled all over his body as he reached ou

t.

Reached out to grab Alicial

"Hel p! He's going to eat nme!" Alicia shrieked. She
started to get up.

"No!" | shrieked. "Stay down! Stay flat!"

Wth a terrified cry, Alicia dropped back to the fl
oor .

King Jellyjamswng his fat hand down. Funbled it
over her. Tried to lift the little girl up. Tried
agai n. Agai n.

But | had figured right! The nonster's fingers wer
e too big, too clunsy to pick up anyone who |ay fl
at on the floor.

King Jellyjamtilted his head back and uttered a ro



ar of disgust.

| cupped ny hand over ny nose as the disgusting od

or grew nore intense. Snails pop-pop-popped out of
his skin. Rolled down his sliny body. Bounced noi

sily onto the floor.

The nonster flailed his arns. He | eaned down again
and struggled to pick up sonme other Kkids.

But they pressed thenselves flat on the floor. He c

ouldn't lift them

He roared again, weaker this tine. H s eyes rolled

wildly in his enornous head.

The snell burned ny eyes. It swirled around ne, sur

rounded ne in its sour stench.

King Jellyjam grabbed for a hose. Couldn't pick it
up. He slamed his hand into a bucket. Struggl ed

frantically to splash water on hinself.

| stood trenbling. Watchi ng every nove.

My plan was working. | knew it would work. It had t
o wor k!

The stench grew even stronger. | could taste it. |
could snell it on ny skin.

King Jellyjamflailed both arns. Frantically, he st
ruggl ed to wash hinsel f.

His roars becane groans. Hi s body began to shake.

| gasped as he narrowed his eyes at ne. He raised
a swollen purple finger and poi nted. Accusing ne!
He | eaned forward. Reached out.

Swi ped out his enornous hand.

| couldn't nove. | was too stunned.

| shudder ed.

Hi s hand slid over ne. And before |I could struggle
, he began to tighten his sliny, stinking fingers
around ny body.
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"Ohhh." 1 uttered a horrified noan.

The fat, wet fingers tightened. Waves of odor rose
up around ne.

| held ny breath. But the snell was everywhere.
The fingers wapped thensel ves tighter.,



The nonster began to lift ne off the ground. Raise
me toward his gaping nouth. The two tongues darte

d and flicked.

And then the tongues drooped over his purple |ips.

The fingers | oosened their grinp.

| slid free as King Jellyjamgroaned and fell forw

ard. Kids rolled quickly out of the way. King Jell

yj am t oppl ed over headfirst.

The gold crown bounced away. The nonster's body na

de a loud splat as it spread over the floor.

"Yes!" | choked out happily. | was still shaking,

still trying to forget the sliny feel of his finge

rs agai nst ny skin. "Yes!"

My plan had worked perfectly.

The ki ds stopped washing —and King Jellyjam suffoc

ated fromhis own foul snell!

"Are you okay?' Elliot asked in a trenbling voice.

| nodded. "Yes. | think I"'mgoing to be fine."
Elliot held his nose. "I'I|l never conplain about Da

d's garden fertilizer again!" he decl ared.

Cheering and shouting, the other kids clinbed to th

eir feet.

"Thank you!" Alicia cried, wapping ne in a hug. T

he others rushed forward to thank ne, too.

There were |ots of hugs, |ots of tears as we nade

our way up to the theater and then out into the wo

ods.

"We are out of here!"™ | cried happily to Elliot.

But we all stopped at the edge of the woods when we
saw t he counsel ors.

They all stood in front of us, dozens of them sid

e by side in their white shirts and shorts. They h

ad forned a line al ong the path.

And | could see fromthe hard expressions set on t

heir faces that they had not cone to wel cone every

one back.

As | stared fromface to face, Buddy stepped forwa

rd. He gave a signal to the other counselors. "Don

't let themget away!" he cri ed.
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The counsel ors stepped forward, noving in a |ine.
Their expressions remained hard and threatening. T
hey kept their arns at their sides.

They noved stiffly. Like robots. In a trance.

They took two nore steps.

Then a shrill whistle broke the silence.

"Stop right there! Everybody freeze!"™ a man's voice
booned.

| heard anot her shrill whistle.

| turned to see several blue-unifornmed police offic

ers running up the hill.

The counsel ors shook their heads, blinked, uttered

soft cries. They nade no attenpt to run.

"Where are we?" | heard Holly nutter.

"What ' s happeni ng?" anot her counsel or asked.

They all appeared dazed and confused. The police w

hi stl es seened to have broken the trance that held
t hem

The other kids and I all cheered happily as the off

icers swarnmed up the hill.

"How di d you know we needed hel p?" | call ed.

"We didn't," an officer replied. "A horrible snell
floated into town. W wanted to find out what was
causing it. We followed it here!"”

| had to |l augh. The sane snell that had killed the

nonster had actually saved us ki ds.

"We didn't know there was a problemat this canp,"

an officer announced. "W'IlI|l contact your parents
as soon as we can."”
Elliot and | led the way down the hill. W were so

eager to see Mom and Dad!

The counselors nuttered to thensel ves, gazing aroun

d, trying to figure out what had happened.

| turned to Buddy as Elliot and I wal ked past him

"Are you feeling better?" | asked.

He narrowed his blue eyes at ne and squi nted hard.
He didn't seemto be able to focus. "Only The Bes

t," he murnmured. "Only The Best."

Elliot and | were never so glad to be hone!
"What took you so long to find us?" Elliot demanded



Mom and Dad shook their heads. "The police checked
everywhere, trying to find you two," Dad repli ed.
"They called the canp several tines. The counsel o

r who answered the phone told the police that you

weren't there.™

"W were so worried," Momsaid, biting her bottom

lip. "So terribly worried. Wen we found the trail

er enpty, we didn't know what to think!"

"Well, we're hone safe and sound now," | replied w

th a grin.

"Maybe you two would like to go away to a real canp
next summer," Dad sai d.

"Uh . . . no way!" Elliot and | answered together.

Two weeks |ater, we had a surprise visitor.

| opened the door to find Buddy on the front stoop

. H's blond hair was neatly brushed. He wore chino

s, a blue-and-white-striped sportshirt, and a dark
bl ue tie.

"I"'mso sorry about what happened at canp," Buddy s

ai d.

| was still too shocked at seeing himto reply. |

just held on to the door and gaped at him

"I's Elliot honme?" Buddy asked.

"H ." Elliot stepped up beside ne. "Buddy! What's u

p?"

"I brought you this," Buddy replied. He reached in

to his pants pocket and pulled out a gold coin.

"It"'s a King Coin," he told Elliot. "You earned it,
renmenber? You actually won the race.”

Elliot reached out for it. Then stopped. H's hand h

ung in mdair.

| knew what ny brother was thinking. This woul d be

his sixth King Coin.

Shoul d he take it?

Finally, he grabbed it. "Thanks, Buddy," Elliot sai

d.

Buddy sai d good-bye and gave us a wave. Elliot and
| watched himget into a car and drive away. Then
we cl osed the door behind us.

"Are you sure you shoul d've taken that?" | asked El



| iot.

"Why not?" he replied. "That purple nonster is dead
—right? What coul d happen?"

Five mnutes later, we both snelled the horrible od

or at the sane tine.

"Yuck!" Elliot groaned. He swal |l owed hard. "Wendy,

wh-what's that snell?" he stammered.

"I —I don't know," | replied in a shaky voi ce,

| heard Mom | augh behind us. We turned to see her

standing in the doorway to the kitchen. "What's w

ong?" she asked. "I have a pot of brussels sprouts
boiling on the stove!"



