

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Text copyright © 2025 by Nikki Van De Car
Cover illustration copyright © 2025 by Carolina Rodriguez Fuenmayor
Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Running Press Teens
Hachette Book Group
1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
www.runningpresskids.com
@runningpresskids

First Edition: May 2025

Published by Running Press Teens, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Running Press Teens name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com. 

Running Press books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at Special.Markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Print book interior illustrations: Getty Images
Print book cover and interior design by Frances J. Soo Ping Chow

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for. 

ISBNs: 978-0-7624-8706-6 (hardcover), 978-0-7624-8707-3 (ebook)

E3-20250311-JV-NF-ORI







TO THOSE OF US 
WHO SEE THE THINGS
 THAT MIGHT NOT BE THERE,
 AND WHO FEEL LOST 
EVEN WHEN WE AREN’T,
 NOT AT ALL







PREFACE

The thing about stories is, they are always true.

Even when they are contradictory, they are true, because they were told, and told again, over and over, until they created an indelible mark on the infinite canvas of time, like a kūkaenēnē ink stamp on kapa cloth. 

This is just one of those stories.

According to legend, when the kanaka ‘ōiwi sailed over two thousand miles across untraveled seas to the most remote island chain in the world, they encountered another people living there.

They were two to three feet tall, squat and strong. They wore what might be considered angry resting faces, but they were good and kind and bothered no one without cause. They were intelligent, industrious, and organized, and they worked smoothly together as a community. They played in the same way that they worked, together and with great skill, diving from cliffs into the sea, singing, and telling stories. They were once so numerous that they could stand two abreast and pass rocks hand to hand from Makaweli to Wailua on the island of Kaua‘i, a distance of twenty-five miles.

They lived in caves and ate the fruits of the forest. They were skilled laborers and built temples, roads, waterways, fishponds, and canoes—and would always, always complete their work in a single night. They were never seen in the daytime. Was this because they were invisible by day? Or did they fear the light?

But when the Hawaiians came, the chieftains of these fierce people feared the changes they brought. On the night of a full moon, they called all men and their firstborn sons and ordered them to leave Hawai‘i. Any younger children, and any relationships they had with the newcomers, would have to be abandoned.

Some refused to leave their Hawaiian wives and part-Hawaiian children. They did not join the exodus and instead hid to remain behind with their families. In the early 1800s, Kaua‘i chief Kaumuali‘i took a census of his people—and sixty-five of his two thousand subjects were all that remained of the original people of Hawai‘i.

They were the menehune.







PROLOGUE

Whenever I go to the beach, I swim straight out until I am past everyone else in the water, until all I can see is blue, uninterrupted by people. Then I dive down, kicking my feet up out of the water, trying to propel myself to the seafloor, my ears protesting.

When I touch the sandy floor, rippling like a tiny mountain range, I look up. It’s blurry. Our eyes are not meant for this underwater world. But the barrier between the worlds, the skin of the ocean—that is always perfectly clear. The thin, untouchable but unmistakable separation between two neighboring but never-mixing worlds. I kick off the bottom and soar up and out of the water, my chest and arms breaching like a humpback whale, bursting through that barrier.

It’s easily broken, like it’s not even there.

And what I’ve learned over the course of this past crazy month is that the invisible wild, the line between what’s real and what isn’t, is just as thin, just as easily broken, as the skin of the ocean.







CHAPTER 
ONE

I HONESTLY COULDN’T BELIEVE MY MOM LET ME drive on my own. I had my permit, but I’d failed the road test (apparently parallel parking is a nonnegotiable skill), and technically, I still wasn’t allowed to operate a vehicle without a licensed adult present. Now, most people ignore that rule, but my mom was Victoria Arruda, and if Safety was her middle name, Law-Abiding was her other one, and ordinarily, no amount of whining and/or well-reasoned litigating would ever make her bend.

Turns out all that needed to happen to change her mind was for my sister to decide to get married.

The wedding was in one month, and we still had So Much To Do. To give herself more time to prepare, Mom had taken time off from the law practice she shared with my dad—which was basically unheard of—and one of the many things on her to-do list was to clean out all the crap we’d been storing in the garage. I mean, I thought that was basically what garages were for, but she said, “It’s a wedding, Emma. It’s your sister’s wedding.”

“Yeah, but they’re not getting married in the garage, right?”

Mom stood, dislodging the not-very-orderly piles of snorkels, fins, old dog toys, and random tools my dad had misplaced over the years. “Emma. A wedding is a big deal. I’m asking you to help me, but if you feel that your sister doesn’t deserve your love and support, then that is your decision.”

Yeah, so anyway, obviously I spent the rest of the afternoon pointlessly cleaning out the garage just to ease my mom’s anxieties about the wedding. Absolutely the best use of everyone’s time.

When at last we’d finished, the piles of stuff that weren’t destined for the town dump needed to be taken to Cooper Center for donation. Cooper Center was the town community center, the place where the local hula halau practiced and the quilting club stitched while bitching. There was a farmers’ market on Sundays and a swap meet every other Saturday. It had a playground and a skate park, and right now the most important thing about it was that it took just about any random crap you wanted to get rid of. And we had a carload of random crap.

By the time I’d finished loading the car, Mom was elbow-deep in retiling the shower (again, they were not getting married in the shower, but there was clearly no point in telling my mom that), and Dad was at work, so that left me to handle the drop-off. I grabbed the keys and left before she could change her mind.

Cooper Center was all of half a mile away, but this was my chance to show her—and myself—that I was more than capable of driving.
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“Howzit, Emma? You need help?”

“No need, Auntie, I got it.” Auntie Mele sat where she always did, where she could keep one eye on the door and another on the back of the store. She was not my aunt, specifically—she was more like everyone’s aunt. She was in charge of sorting the donations and putting them out for sale, but her real job was knowing exactly what every single one of the 2,500 people living in Volcano, Hawai‘i, was doing at any given moment. I leaned over and gave her a kiss on her cheek.

“How are the wedding preparations coming along? You going to be ready in time?”

“Absolutely. We’re almost done,” I lied.

“And your sister’s girlfriend? She knows what she’s getting into, marrying a local girl?”

I grinned. “You know Pu‘ulena. She’s got a way of getting what she wants. And anyway, Naomi loves her. They’re great together.”

“Yeah, but still.” Auntie Mele was skeptical. “A mainland girl…”

“It’ll be fine, Auntie,” I said patiently. “They’ve been together for years.”

I continued to fend off Auntie Mele’s concern/curiosity as I went back and forth from the car unloading old clothes, formerly beloved stuffed animals, random mismatched plates, and a truly hideous painting my dad got as payment for services rendered instead of, you know, actual money.

“All pau,” I said. “Do you need help with anything, Auntie?”

She smiled up at me and patted my arm. “You’re a good girl. No, I’m fine. Actually, try wait.…” She thought for a moment. “Can you get me another ball of yarn? I’m almost pau with this one.” She held up the mostly finished crocheted blanket spread over her lap. “What do you think?”

“Oh, it’s so pretty, Auntie!” Auntie Mele had crocheted a blanket for every baby born in town in the past twenty years. Volcano was a small town, but still, that was a lot of blankets. “Where’s the yarn?”

The yarn was tucked way up on a shelf in the back room, behind a box of old shoes and another box of mismatched LEGOs. I gave the yarn to Auntie Mele in exchange for a hug and a promise that I would say hi to my mom for her.

Feeling accomplished, I was headed back toward the car when I spotted, ugh, a ceramic mug that I was supposed to have dropped off. It must have fallen out of the bag, and the handle had broken off. Even Cooper Center wouldn’t take it as a donation now. Annoyed at myself, I kicked it out of sight, into the woods, then climbed into the car and put it in reverse.

Here’s the thing: I didn’t much care for reversing. I couldn’t get a handle on the whole process of turning the wheel to the right to go left. In retrospect, that issue was probably at the core of my parallel-parking difficulties. Obviously, this would all be a moot point if my parents would let me drive the Prius, with its rear camera and self-parking features, but I’d been unequivocally informed that this was not an option.

Biting my lip, I put my arm up on the passenger seat of our much older RAV4, stepped gingerly on the gas, and let the car roll slowly backward.

A shape fluttered across my vision, like a bat or a bird or something, but way too big to be either. I gasped and slammed on the brake. Except in my panic, I didn’t slam on the brake; I slammed on the gas and, as the car lurched backward, I screamed.
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“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I slammed my foot down on the brake—the actual brake this time—and looked back again. There was no bird. Instead, there was a really pissed-off boy.

“I’m sorry!” I yelled. “I… I thought I saw something. Sorry!” 

The boy walked over to my window, and I cringed. The near accident had attracted the attention of the kids at the skate park, and they were headed our way.

“You thought you saw something?” the boy said. “Do you think maybe you did see something, and it was me?”

“No, it wasn’t, it…” I took a breath. “I’m really sorry, okay? Anyway, I didn’t actually hit you.”

“Oh, cool, well, in that case, it’s all good!” he snapped.

“Eh, brah, you okay?” Ikaika came jogging up, his skateboard under his arm. “Emma, what are you doing? You finally get your license?”

I glared at him. “Shut up.” Really, nothing like having your ex around to witness your humiliation.

Ikaika gave me a look. “Get out of the car; I’ll back it up for you.”

“I don’t need—”

“Yes, you do,” the boy said.

“He’s right.” Ikaika smirked. “You don’t want to make us look bad in front of kids from Hilo, do you?”

“Oh, please,” I scoffed as I climbed out of the car. “Like Hilo’s some big city.”

“Hey, at least we have a grocery store. And people that know how to drive,” the boy said. “Volcano is a nothing town with a stupid name.”

We were on the slope of Mauna Loa, a literal volcano, so really it was a very sensible name, if a little on the nose. But I didn’t bother answering the Hilo boy, because what was the point? I had dealt with his type before. He was probably exactly like Ikaika—tan, cute, hair bleached at the tips because of time spent in the sun, surfed so thought he was a badass, and would grow up and never go any farther away than Honolulu. 

I could deal with Ikaika because we’d grown up together. There was a code of being nice to your own when you lived in a town so small it was actually called a village. There had to be. Ikaika and I had dated for only a few months last year, and that probably wouldn’t even have happened at all except neither of us had a lot of other options. In a larger town, we probably would have hated each other, but instead we messed around for a while, and when that didn’t last for obvious reasons including but not limited to having zero things in common, we stayed friendly. Hard to be anything else with someone you have to see all the time.

But I had no such code with Hilo, and no patience for boys like him.

All the same, I tugged uncomfortably at my T-shirt, filthy from garage cleaning, and had to restrain myself from smoothing down my hair, which tended to get giant in humidity. And it was always humid here.

Hilo frowned at the phrase printed on my shirt. “What does that mean?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. Why were T-shirts always designed in such a way that the words stretched right across your boobs? “It’s Latin.”

“Latin? What’s it mean?” he repeated.

“Caesar non supra grammaticos. The emperor is not above the grammarians,” I said.

Hilo looked at me blankly.

“I like grammar,” I explained.

He looked blanker still.

“Emma, you coming or what?” Ikaika stood next to my car, holding the door open for me. I walked away from Hilo and climbed in with a muttered thanks. As I slammed the door, I heard Ikaika ask Hilo if he wanted to skate over to the general store to grab a musubi.

“They’re all sold out,” I hollered. “You know my uncle Danny never makes enough.”

“Tell him to quit making hard-boiled eggs and make some more Spam musubi!” Ikaika yelled back. “Nobody likes those!”







CHAPTER 
TWO

LIKE I SAID, IT WAS HALF A MILE FROM COOPER Center to my house, but I somehow managed to get in another almost-accident.

This one wasn’t my fault, though, and what I almost hit wasn’t anything imaginary, either. It was Snookie. Snookie was a dog, the ugliest dog you’ve ever seen. He was a brindle and looked like a pit bull had gotten busy with an Akita and it hadn’t worked out at all, like when two gorgeous movie stars have really weird-looking kids. But what made Snookie truly noteworthy was his durability. Everyone in town had hit Snookie at least once—one time, my uncle hit him twice in the same day. (Not my uncle who owns the general store. My other uncle, who’s a mechanic.) Snookie was indestructible and knew it, and so he ran fearlessly at cars.

I should have been expecting Snookie—he was always running down to visit my dog, Mālie. Her name means “calm,” but unfortunately, it wasn’t accurate in her case. She was always jumping, and always trying to escape, sneaking out of our fenced-in yard with all the cunning and ingenuity of Harry Houdini. But we always knew where we would find her—holed up with Snookie, the love of her life.

I swerved into the ginger bushes alongside the road to avoid him, which I know you’re not supposed to do, but at least ginger, with its smooth green leaves and soft branches, wouldn’t scratch the car. What I didn’t realize was that the tall stand of ginger was camouflaging the fact that the shoulder dropped down about a foot. The car lurched over, and I screamed and slammed on the brakes—really the brakes this time.

Snookie panted at me as he trotted past, his wiry tail wagging.

I put the car in reverse and tried to get it to hurl itself back up onto the road, but the right front tire wasn’t going anywhere. I put my head down onto the wheel and tried not to cry. After a few shaky breaths, I turned off the car and climbed out to take a look. I struggled my way through the ginger, which was all tangled up around the front right tire, and squatted and half-heartedly tried pushing the car back up onto the road. I didn’t really expect anything to happen—I’m not exactly Wonder Woman—but it was still worth a shot. Suddenly, I heard a rustling in the bushes behind me and turned, half expecting to see a feral pig or something. But there wasn’t anything there.

At least nothing I could see. And yet, in the shadows beneath the trees, there was something. I peered into the brush, holding my breath. Was that a…

“Emma! What happened?”

I jumped and looked back to the road to see Uncle Mike—my mechanic uncle—leaning out the window of his truck with a horrified expression on his face.

I was so relieved my knees almost gave out. “Oh, Uncle Mike, I don’t know—I swerved to avoid Snookie, but then the car fell off the road, and I can’t get it back up and I should have been home already and I don’t know what to do.”

Uncle Mike had climbed out of his truck before I’d even finished speaking and was peering down at the right tire. “Yeah, I can fix that,” he said.

I stood to the side, trying to be helpful but mostly getting in the way, as my uncle hooked a chain from his truck to the back of my car. He pulled it out, no trouble, and gave me a stern look. “Next time, hit the dog. Everybody else does.”

I nodded emphatically. “Yep, got it. Only, Uncle… don’t tell my mom, okay?”

He studied me for a moment, then sighed. “Fine. As long as you don’t tell her you saw me. I’m supposed to go over to your house this afternoon to help hang twinkle lights in the yard, but I’ve got to go haul some wrecked cars out of Leilani Estates.”

“Deal.” I gave him a quick hug. He tried to fend me off as he always did—he was forever covered in grease and oil—but as always, I ignored him. Anyway, I could hardly get any dirtier.

He watched me drive down the road before getting back into his truck. I waved at him and took a deep breath. Crisis averted, now back to cleaning.

It just wasn’t my day.

There is always someone worse off than you, I heard my mom say in my head, and while ordinarily that would make me bristle and feel defensive, in the moment, I realized she wasn’t wrong. After all, there were a lot of people worse off than me, and as I glanced in the rearview mirror, the evidence of that was pretty obvious. A few years ago, an eruption at Pu‘u Ō‘o had flowed underground through lava tubes for miles and miles, bypassing Volcano Village and everything in between, before fountaining in Leilani Estates, a subdivision down toward the coast. Or it had been a subdivision, anyway. Now a huge swath of it was just a field of black rock.

There were still some remains of houses and cars, partially burned or stranded in the middle of the lava field in a tiny little kīpuka.

It could just as easily have been us. And one day, it would be. There was nothing quite so arrogant as living in a town called Volcano and expecting it to be safe to do so. But in truth, nowhere was entirely safe, and everyone who lived on the Big Island understood that. We were all subject to Pele’s choices. According to the whims of the goddess of the volcano, the island caught fire, burned, and grew a little larger. It healed, and the forest was reborn, but it could always catch fire again. It was a cycle we accepted, for the privilege of living here.

And it was different, somehow, from the horrific destruction of the wildfires on Maui. Those were caused by humans, by the heating of a planet, by the unmanaged invasive grasses. The drought and the answering surge in hurricanes were not part of the natural cycle of death and rebirth; the firestorm of Lāhainā was something we did to ourselves—or, more accurately, was something done to the people of Maui by a world unconcerned with the damage its choices wreaked.
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When I pulled into the driveway at last, tires crunching over the gravel, the Prius was there, still warm from my dad’s drive home. I tiptoed into the house, expecting to be yelled at for crashing the car, because invariably my parents knew when I’d screwed up, like they had magic powers or something. But instead, my dad handed me a package as he shrugged off his jacket and loosened his tie. Normally, it’d be Aloha Friday and he could get away with just a moderately threadbare aloha shirt, but I guess he had court today. I couldn’t help grinning at the tie. It was his fish tie, the one my sister got him for Christmas a few years ago. When his jacket was buttoned it looked like a normal tie, but when it was unbuttoned, it was clearly a fish.

“Your order from Basically Books arrived,” Dad said.

I gave a squee and clutched it, delighted. I was currently in the middle of reading Wuthering Heights, as I tended to every few months, but this was a new book, a book I hadn’t read yet. I held it in front of me with a mixture of elation and suspicion. Because yay, new book! But also, I didn’t trust books I hadn’t read yet. I’d encountered too many that didn’t honor the contract we’d made together when I opened them—a contract promising a pleasing reading experience—and had led me in a direction that was wildly unsatisfying.

I’d learned that there was really only one solution to this problem. After reading the first ten to twenty pages, enough to get a sense of who the characters were and what the main conflict might be, I flipped to the last few pages and took a quick peek. Did everything work out? For instance, if the love interest at the end was different from who it appeared it would be at the beginning, then that was very good information for me to have at the outset, and I would resolve to like that other character instead.

I was sitting at the kitchen table doing exactly that when my mom walked in to start cooking dinner. “Emma! Stop that! I can’t believe you do that—just read the book and find out what happens the regular way!”

“Nope, can’t do it,” I said, flipping back to the beginning. “I’ve been hurt too many times.”

My dad choked on a laugh as Mom sighed, exasperated. “I can’t watch,” she said.

I stood up and patted her on the shoulder. “I will remove my offensive reading habits from your presence, Mom.” She made a face and blew me a kiss as I retreated to my room. It was small and cluttered with half-finished craft projects and overstuffed journals, the walls decorated with posters of vintage book covers and an annoyingly gorgeous painting my best friend had given me. I ignored the piles of laundry on the floor, obviously, and flopped down onto my bed, opening the book with a sigh of contentment. It felt like only minutes later that my mom hollered at me to come to the table for dinner.

When I came into the kitchen, my parents were deep in conversation at the table and barely noticed me. I went over to the stove to serve myself—ooh, chicken katsu tonight, yum—and dumped an excessive amount of shoyu over my rice.

“Apparently, the permits got pushed through under the table, no community notification or anything,” Dad said.

“But how can they do that?” my mom asked. “How can they just skip the entire process?”

“You know how,” he said, and I could hear a hint of anger in his voice. It took a lot to get my dad angry. “Pay the right people, make the right ‘donations,’ and suddenly the project is expedited.”

“What project?” I asked, sliding into my chair.

My dad sighed. “You know that property up the back of Wright Road?”

I knew the one he meant. It was twenty-five gorgeous acres and miraculously pristine. Unlike much of the land back there, it hadn’t been cleared for pasture or crops, and there was almost no trace of invasives—the ginger hadn’t touched it, nor had the destructive tibouchina or faya. It was all ‘ōhi‘a trees with their gray-green leaves and startlingly red lehua blossoms, and ‘ōlapa trees, whose mango-scented leaves fluttered in the wind, and hāpu‘u, the giant ferns that stood tall and proud, like a ceiling of interlocking umbrellas protecting the mosses and smaller ferns below.

It was magical. Theoretically, it had been for sale for many years, but whoever owned it was asking an absurd amount of money. (Not really, since it was an incredible piece of land, but still, this was the Big Island. People don’t spend millions of dollars on property here, and certainly not on property up mauka, toward the mountain and hours away from a decent beach.) So we all just treated it as a sort of sanctuary. There were unofficial hiking trails winding through and areas set up where the local bird-watchers’ society could spy for ‘apapane, the red honeycreeper with a song so varied and lovely it inspired dozens of legends of forest spirits; for ‘io, the endangered Hawaiian hawk, with its piercing cry; and the many, many other birds whose voices fill the silence of the forest. When I was a kid, I built forts back in there. (My mom pretended she didn’t know about this habitual trespassing, since it was private property and all.)

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “It sold?”

He nodded. “To a developer. Apparently, they’re going to put in some kind of high-end spa, make it a destination, like Canyon Ranch in Arizona or Aro Ha in New Zealand. They’re planning to drill down, hoping to reach some steam vents for a ‘natural’ sauna, open up some lava tubes for their visitors to explore, all of that.”

“But that’s crazy!” Mom said. “They can’t know what the impact of that will be. Drilling?”

“They’ll have to get someone on-site to make sure they don’t set off an eruption or anything, but I bet it’ll be somebody who doesn’t know anything about Kīlauea or how our volcano will respond. It’s crazy,” my dad said.

“How can they give permits for something like that?” I asked. “It’ll change the nature of the entire town! How many tourists are we talking?”

“Hundreds,” Dad said. “More when the volcano is going off.”

We are silent for a moment, imagining even more people, even more traffic clogged with tourist jeeps and convertibles. More crowds of people to fight through to be able to go on a hike in the national park, more rubbish left on the sides of the roads, more land being owned as vacation property and not someone’s home.

“Well,” Mom said brightly. “That would bring in so much work and money for the community. That’s definitely a good thing.” Mom could be a little Pollyanna sometimes. There’s literally nothing she couldn’t find a bright side of.

Dad shrugged. “That’s true.”

And I knew that it was. Our little town existed mostly because of tourists going to the national park down the road, and sometimes it felt like half the people in town ran a bed-and-breakfast or an Airbnb. We needed tourists to survive, just like everyone else in Hawai‘i. And just like everyone else, we resented it.

It was hard not to feel like you were fighting for space in your own home when you had to get permission slips from hotels to be able to drive to a nearby beach, the hotels restricting access to land that was not theirs. It was hard not to feel angry when you couldn’t get into another beach because the parking lot was full of rental cars. And it was definitely hard not to be enraged when you watched your ‘āina being destroyed for yet another tourist attraction.

I didn’t hate individual tourists. When I helped out in my uncle’s store, they were always really nice
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“A poignant exploration of forgiveness and making things
right from an authentic Hawaiian lens.”
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